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  Chapter One




  The only good thing to come out of the Cheshire town of Ellesmere Port, according to a mischievous old saying on the Welsh side of the nearby river

  Dee, is the road to Wales.




  Actually, the jibe doesn’t bear much scrutiny. Ellesmere Port is certainly an insalubrious place, dominated by the vast Stanlow oil refinery, but it has spawned some

  famous sons, including three of the finest footballers to have worn Everton blue in Sam Chedgzoy and Joe Mercer, who plied their trade in the 1920s and 1930s, and Dave Hickson, the wonderful 1950s

  centre forward, nicknamed the Cannonball Kid.




  Moreover, the road to Wales out of Ellesmere Port is a flat and rather featureless thoroughfare. There’s nothing remotely noteworthy about it, least of all the Cheshire Yeoman pub, which

  lives up to its name insofar as a yeoman might be thought of as honest, ruddy and a bit tired. It is not what anyone would call a destination pub, and yet on a Saturday morning in the summer of

  2013, I set off on a 100-mile journey with the Cheshire Yeoman’s postcode plugged into my car’s sat-nav system. It was very much my destination, for it was where I had arranged to meet

  Bob Latchford on one of his occasional jaunts to England from his home in rural Germany.




  That big Bob Latchford now lived in a house at the end of a dirt track in the countryside near Nuremberg, and had a young son devoted to Bayern Munich – who, should he grow up to be an

  international goalscorer like his old man, will score them for Germany rather than England – seemed odd enough. But it was odder still that a desultory exchange of emails and a couple of

  fleeting phone calls had yielded a pub car park rendezvous with a fellow whose name I had chanted week after week as an Everton-mad teenager in the late 1970s, bouncing up and down with thousands

  of sweaty strangers who metamorphosed into cherished extended family when we all sang, over and over and over again: ‘Bobby Latchford walks on water, nana nana na, nana na na.’




  If I had a personal anthem as a 16-year-old, that was it. Some of my school friends had taken to heart the lyrics of the emerging Elvis Costello; others were wedded to the

  works of Genesis, Led Zeppelin and Queen. But the only musical refrain I needed to elevate my soul to a higher, happier realm was ‘Bobby Latchford walks on water. . .’




  For a brief period in late 1979, when Lena Martell’s version of an old Bible Belt country song called ‘One Day at a Time’ was riding high in the charts, this

  was supplanted by another hosanna to Latchford’s goalscoring prowess. ‘One goal at a time, Bob Latchford/That’s all we’re asking of you/When you hit the bar/We all say

  “aaah”/One goal at a time.’




  As terrace reworkings of popular lyrics go, those are just about the most risible and indeed nonsensical lines that I have ever spouted. How could anyone score more than one goal at a time

  anyway? And who says ‘aaah’ when a shot hits the bar? I was aware of that even then, and happy to get back to the far more sensible tribute to Latchford’s Messiah-like qualities.

  Almost the same spiritual result was achieved with ‘We all agree, Duncan McKenzie is magic’, and ‘Andy is our King’.




  Those chants bespoke an Everton performance of attacking verve, as Latchford and the gifted maverick McKenzie stormed forward, to the left of them the scintillatingly brilliant winger Dave

  Thomas, socks round his ankles, and behind them the Luton larrikin, Andy King. To King’s left glided the ever-elegant Martin Dobson, so ineffably debonair that he looked as if he should have

  played football in a velvet smoking jacket.




  But when Everton were on the back foot, and became reliant on their handsome Scottish goalkeeper George Wood, another cry rose from the terraces, and where it erred in punctuation, it resounded

  with demonic conviction: ‘Scotland’s, Scotland’s, number one! Scotland’s! Number one!’ When we serenaded Latchford and McKenzie, we did so with joy. But when we

  championed the claims of Georgie Wood to supplant the hapless Alan Rough as Scotland’s first-choice goalkeeper, it was with fierce purpose, like lifelong socialists intoning ‘The Red

  Flag’, or temperance campaigners singing ‘Away with Rum’.




  I have carried my passion for Everton into my fifties, but it never burned brighter than it did between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, from 1977 to 1980, when I not only held a season ticket

  for Goodison Park’s Gwladys Street End, but followed the team around the country, making intrepid journeys to such distant footballing outposts as Middlesbrough’s Ayresome Park and

  even, for a fourth-round League Cup tie one rainy Tuesday, Grimsby Town’s ramshackle old Blundell Park stadium.




  We were only crossing England from west to east that miserable night in October 1979, but it felt like crossing the Russian steppes. I can remember the journey as if it were yesterday, the day

  before yesterday, and the day before that. It seemed to go on forever, and could not have got substantially wetter had we overshot Grimsby and ended up in the North Sea.




  There were four of us squeezed into my friend Rafe Parker’s rusty white van, and on the M62 visibility stopped pretty much at the windscreen-wipers, which were wheezing

  back and forth like two pensioners forced to do step aerobics. I was convinced that we were going to swerve off the road, or aquaplane into the vehicle ahead of us and end up in a coffin of twisted

  metal. And while there wasn’t much I wouldn’t do in the Everton cause, which certainly accounted for just about all my earnings (60p an hour plus tips) as a rather cack-handed waiter at

  an Italian restaurant most Friday and Saturday nights, I didn’t fancy laying down my life. On the other hand, it would at least have extracted the pain from the even less pleasurable journey

  home.




  That sodden evening at Blundell Park produced three faint highlights, one of which was the amusing quirk of the ground actually being in Cleethorpes rather than Grimsby.

  Another was to find ourselves, so rooted was the stadium in the 1970s, bunched in the Osmond End. ‘What do they call the other end, the fucking David Cassidy End?’ ventured a fat

  Scouser who smelled, like we all did, of wet wool. The third highlight was the chant we sent up to poke gentle fun at our hosts, ‘Sing when you’re fishing, you only sing when

  you’re fishing . . .’




  In those days there was a much wider repertoire of chants than there is today, and some of them were reserved for particular sets of opposing fans. It was an era of rampant hooliganism, of

  bottles hurled at supporters’ coaches, of pitched battles in narrow terraced streets, yet many of these chants were innocuous to the point of being affectionate. Nobody sang that the manager

  of the opposing team was a pederast, or that the opposition captain’s wife likes to take it up the arse, as they do now. Admittedly, there was nothing especially affectionate about a

  favourite staple of the time, ‘You’re going home in a fucking ambulance’, but when Ipswich Town or Norwich City or even Bristol City supporters came to Goodison it became,

  ‘You’re going home in a combine harvester’, which was really rather sweet.




  Besides, as a podgy lower-middle-class grammar school boy from the genteel seaside town of Southport, I was never entirely comfortable with telling opposing fans that they were going home in a

  fucking ambulance. I could have thumped any of them in a test on the function of the Fool in King Lear, and pulverised them in a timed paper on the foreign policy of President Woodrow

  Wilson, but had it been possible for them to single me out in the crowd of angry Everton fans threatening to beat them to a pulp, they would have laughed their way home, rather than got there by

  ambulance. So I was always much happier with the alternative line about the combine harvester.




  As it happens, the Grimsby fans that night didn’t only sing when they were fishing. They sang more or less from first whistle to last, and with good reason, because their team, lying

  thirteenth in Division Three, ended up as convincing 2-1 winners over my team, the First Division aristocrats, who then as now had played more games of top-flight football than anyone else, and

  whose starting XI included my two great heroes, Wood and Latchford.




  As for the scorer of both Grimsby goals as the rain sheeted down, he was a Scotsman who had briefly been on Chelsea’s books, called Mike Brolly. This, of course, made matters considerably

  worse because I knew how gleefully it would be received not only by the back-page headline-writers, but also by the many Liverpool fans at school the following day. On the Wednesday morning, sure

  enough, decidedly jaded after not getting home until 1.30am, I was asked half a dozen times even before I reached the school gate whether I had my brolly with me. It wasn’t funny then, and it

  isn’t funny now.




  Quite aside from that defeat by humble Grimsby Town, the 1979-80 football season was dismal for Everton, and for a while even threatened the unthinkable indignity of relegation. While Liverpool

  strutted to their second successive title, Everton finished just one place above the drop zone. Poor as they were, Bolton Wanderers, Derby County and Bristol City were poorer, thank God.




  Yet to put it mildly, the previous ten years had not lived up to the promise of greatness that had shimmered beguilingly over Goodison Park when Harry Catterick’s wonderful side clinched

  the League Championship in 1969-70. Never mind Bill Shankly’s Liverpool, Don Revie’s Leeds, Bertie Mee’s Arsenal and Bill Nicholson’s Spurs, it looked as if the new decade

  was Everton’s for the taking. But it wasn’t. Or if it was, they didn’t.




  In a way it was my misfortune not to be either a few years older, or a few years younger. In May 1970 I was eight, not quite old enough to revel in the exhilarating spectacle of that gilded

  midfield trio of Alan Ball, Colin Harvey and Howard Kendall, the so-called ‘holy trinity’, propelling Catterick’s team to the title. And by the time Kendall, reborn as a manager,

  steered Everton to new glories in the mid-1980s, I was away at university, first in Scotland, and then for a year in America.




  When Everton played Liverpool in the 1986 FA Cup final, I was staying with friends in a log cabin on the Buffalo River in Tennessee. Our host was a Weeble-shaped oil man called

  ‘Chucky’ Cameron, and when I managed to explain the colossal significance of the big soccer occasion I was missing by inviting him to imagine the New York Yankees playing the New York

  Mets in the World Series, old Chucky obliged me by somehow wiring up a small transistor radio so that the tin roof of an outhouse effectively became a powerful aerial.




  Astoundingly, after much frantic knob-twiddling and visits to more country music stations that you would think possible, I picked up the unmistakeable voice of Peter Jones in the BBC commentary

  box at Wembley.




  It was still 0-0, but moments later Gary Lineker slotted Everton into a 27th-minute lead. Never has an outhouse in Deliverance country seen so much half-crazed euphoria, at least not

  without a gallon of moonshine and a couple of male hikers to rape. But alas, my delight was short-lived, as Liverpool, damn them, scored three in the second half. Indeed, if my friend Colin

  Shindler hadn’t already done such a memorable number on Manchester United, I might reasonably have called this book Bloody Liverpool Ruined My Life.




  On the other hand, it is the rampant success of Liverpool at that time which explains why two First Division football matches almost exactly six months apart in 1978 – one on 29 April,

  which finished Everton 6 Chelsea 0, and another on 28 October, which ended with the even more memorable scoreline of Everton 1 Liverpool 0 – filled me with such all-consuming joy that after

  more than 35 years it hasn’t yet entirely subsided. This book tells the story of those two games, the story of English football in the years leading up to them, and in particular the story of

  1978, which as well as being Everton’s centenary year was also a landmark year for the game.




  It does so partly from my own perspective, which for you means having to share the trauma of my O levels, since I was cruelly expected to grapple with them while the World Cup was unfolding in

  Argentina. Football lovers of my generation will understand why, in a word association game even now, I might connect ‘Teófilo Cubillas’ with ‘Chemistry’ and

  ‘Willie Johnston’ with ‘Geography’. But far more significant than me in these pages are the men who featured for Everton in those two memorable league victories.




  In telling their stories, the stories of how they had reached a level of success in life which meant their names being chanted by thousands of people week after week, and the sometimes more

  poignant tales of how life has treated them since, I hope to shed some light on what football was like then, compared with what it has become.




  Moreover, in the English game’s extraordinary transformation between 1970 and now, the summer of 1978 represents a kind of watershed, for that was when the Argentinian pair Osvaldo Ardiles

  and Ricardo Villa, in signing for ‘Tottingham’, first opened our eyes to the remarkable possibility that English teams might recruit top players from beyond the British Isles. Beyond

  Europe, even. And we all know what an alarming conflagration those innocent early sparks have produced.




  In 1977-78, you could bet your house on the virtual certainty that the twenty-two players taking part in any randomly chosen First Division football match would all hail from these islands. Now,

  in the Premier League, it’s just as certain that less than half of them will.




  In some ways the coffin lid was shut on English football as a game predominantly for British and Irish players on Boxing Day 1999. It was fitting, perhaps, that the end of a footballing era

  should come less than a week before the end of a millennium, and striking too that it should come at the Dell, the home of Southampton FC since 1898.




  With a stand designed by the great football stadium architect Archibald Leitch, and a penalty area bombed during the Blitz, the Dell was as traditional an English football ground as any. Yet it

  was there that Boxing Day afternoon that the Chelsea manager Gianluca Vialli fielded a team, for the first time in the 111-year existence of the Football League, comprising precisely no British

  players. His team was: De Goey, Ferrer, Thome, Leboeuf, Babayaro, Petrescu, Deschamps, Poyet, Di Matteo, Ambrosetti, Flo. Southampton’s team, by positively patriotic contrast, featured six

  Englishmen and a Welshman. But it was Chelsea who won, 2-1.




  The trend continued and gathered pace. Of the players participating on the opening day of the 2013-14 Premier League season, roughly two-thirds – two-thirds! – were foreign

  nationals. But it was in August 1978 that the first stirrings of that trend were felt. So, while not even the Spurs fans who so worshipped Ossie Ardiles would quite lift him to messianic status, he

  nevertheless does the same job as Christ in dividing epochs. There was English football before Ardiles, and English football after.




  And that wasn’t all. Something else happened in 1978, something that could no sooner happen now than you or I could buy an ordinary suburban house for £13,820, which back then was

  the national average. For that was the year not just of Tottingham, but also of Nottingham.




  Nottingham Forest, who had begun the season in August 1977 as the third of three clubs promoted from the Second Division, ended it in April 1978 as league champions. The only conceivable way in

  which a promoted club could do that now would be with the committed support of a glory-hungry billionaire, filling his team with £50 million players on £150,000-a-week wages. In 1978,

  however, the transmutation from promotion also-rans to First Division champions (and, the following season, to champions of Europe) could be wrought with such quaint old virtues as vision, charisma

  and motivational genius, albeit that there was only one Brian Clough. He too looms large in this book.




  But not as large as another old-school manager, a lugubrious-looking son of Staffordshire called Gordon Lee.




  In 2003, as a national newspaper columnist who rarely missed a chance to trumpet my feelings for the Toffees, I was invited by the Everton Supporters’ Association to give a speech in a

  function room at Goodison Park, following a dinner to celebrate the club’s 125th anniversary. My speech was well received, not least because I first exhorted the assembled throng of several

  hundred people to give a proper standing ovation for an overweight man sitting quietly and anonymously at a table near the door. This was Gordon West, the goalkeeping colossus of that

  championship-winning 1970 team, and when I spotted him and announced that he was one of my earliest footballing pin-ups, I meant it. As dear old Gordon rose a trifle uneasily to his feet, there was

  thunderous applause, which sustained me through a speech about my own golden age as an Evertonian, the rusty-white-van years between 1977 and 1980.




  There was laughter when I relived the journey to Grimsby, and again when I talked about the games against Chelsea and Liverpool in 1978 that had such enduring significance in my life. To a man

  and a woman, the audience was with me, and I then prepared to finish with a toast, having once been advised by a wise old after-dinner speaker that it is a reasonably sure way of getting an

  audience to its feet, whether or not they have enjoyed what you had to say.




  If I had invited them to raise their glasses to Everton’s memorably potent late-1970s forward-line of Latchford, McKenzie and Thomas, every chair in the room would have been scraped back,

  every glass drained. And if I had asked them to toast Gordon West, they’d be clapping and cheering still.




  But I chose a different Gordon. I asked them to drink to the health of Gordon Lee, Everton’s manager from January 1977 to May 1981. This had a strange effect. It wasn’t quite as if

  I’d asked them to toast Kenny Dalglish, but I still felt as if I’d blown it right at the end of a rousing piece of oratory, rather as if Churchill had growled ‘we shall defend our

  island whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills, but if there are

  too many of them, and they’re too tough for us, we shall probably surrender.’




  Most people stood, echoed ‘Gordon Lee’, and drank up, but a significant number, about 30 per cent, did not.




  It was true that Lee never entirely won over the Everton faithful, and true too that his lugubriousness sometimes seemed to define him. He had a long face, both figuratively and actually, and

  had he been a bit-part actor rather than a football manager, he would have been typecast as an undertaker or at best a gloomy manservant. Every time he opened his mouth to a reporter, you

  half-expected him to ask whether the family favoured a burial or a cremation. And even when you’d heard him out, his public utterances did not exactly overflow with exuberance. ‘People

  keep on about stars and flair,’ he once grumbled. ‘As far as I’m concerned, you find stars in the sky and flair at the bottom of your trousers.’




  This was evidently aimed squarely at the uncontainable trickster that was Duncan McKenzie. Where the crowd saw magic, Lee saw self-indulgence. It was his predecessor, Billy Bingham, who had

  bought McKenzie, and Lee didn’t want him. In September 1978 McKenzie was sold to Chelsea, and on 11 November came back to Goodison Park with his new club and, with characteristic effrontery,

  opened the scoring.




  Amazingly, the Everton fans cheered the goal, followed it with a quick salvo of ‘We all agree, Duncan McKenzie is magic’ and then began furiously berating Lee, who sat scowling in

  the dugout, for selling their favourite entertainer. That Everton bounced back to win 3-2 that day did not save the manager from the accusation that he had been wrong to move McKenzie on, or from

  the entirely unreasonable suspicion that it had been the culmination of some kind of misplaced personal vendetta.




  Among Everton fans of a certain age that has coloured his reputation ever since, together with the unarguable fact that, on his watch, the team finished in 19th place in 1979-80 (mercifully at a

  time when there were 22 rather than 20 clubs in the top division), followed by 15th in 1980-81. For a club still considered to be one of English football’s big five, along with Liverpool,

  Manchester United, Arsenal and Spurs, that was plainly not good enough. On 6 May 1981, Lee was even more entitled than usual to look like a man with toothache burying his pet dog. He was sacked,

  which cleared the way for the prescient appointment of Kendall.




  Now, I don’t suppose that even Mrs Lee would argue that Everton would have climbed back to the pinnacle of the English game had her Gordon remained as manager and Kendall not taken over,

  and yet I will always think of him fondly, for it was also on his watch, in 1977-78, that Everton played some of the most swashbuckling attacking football I have ever seen in the English game,

  winning even away matches by three-and four-goal margins. Yes, Forest won the title in 1978, and yes, Liverpool were runners-up, but in finishing third that season, Everton scored more goals than

  both of the teams above them. And precisely 30 of those goals were bagged by Bob Latchford, which brings us back to where we started – the Cheshire Yeoman pub on the road to Wales from

  Ellesmere Port.










  Chapter Two




  When I arrived at the Cheshire Yeoman for my midday rendezvous with Latchford, the pub was locked and there were no vehicles in the car park, just

  a strong smell of urine from the night before. It was an inauspicious start to an encounter with a man whose smiling face – first bearded, then clean-shaven, initially with a perm and later

  without, according to the latest representation in Shoot! magazine – had adorned my bedroom wall for most of my teenage years, directly above a picture of the marginally (but only

  marginally) more appealing Debbie Harry. This book thoroughly undermines the maxim that you should never meet your heroes, but it’s true that you should be careful where you meet them. A

  grubby pub car park stinking of Friday-night piss wasn’t the backdrop I would have chosen.




  After waiting for about 20 minutes, I was beginning to lose confidence in the plan. Could there possibly be another pub called the Cheshire Yeoman? Or had I got the date wrong? Was Latchford at

  that moment sitting at home near Nuremberg tucking into a plate of blutwurst and sauerkraut? But just as I was rebuking myself for not phoning or emailing him to double-check the arrangement, a

  small convoy of cars arrived and a group of men stepped out, one of whom I recognised immediately even though it was more than three decades since I had respectfully removed his image from above my

  bed, following his transfer to Swansea City.




  Bob Latchford, aged sixty-two, looked as if he could still walk on water. He was what my old mother would have called ‘a dish’, with greying hair but as handsome as a gently ageing

  movie star. If my three children had been with me, they would have had no trouble understanding why their dad had grown up idolising this bloke. Which isn’t always the case. Many are the fat

  and dissolute-looking ex-sportsmen I have pointed out down the years, and said, ‘You won’t believe it, kids, but he was once a bit of a hero of mine.’ And, of course, they never

  do believe it. Or if they do, it merely emphasises to them my own slide towards decrepitude.




  With Latchford though, their only difficulty would have been in believing that he was born more than eleven years earlier than me. He was in remarkable shape. And let me be even more obsequious.

  If goalkeepers as a very general rule are considered to be a bit on the nutty side, then centre forwards, according to the same rule, are meant to be innately cocksure. It makes sense. The best of

  them are propelled by utter self-belief, which is what makes them more likely to score goals than anyone else in the team, and also makes them more likely to be a pain in the arse off the field.

  Even in retirement there is a swagger about them. I have never caught much of a whiff of self-doubt around Andy Gray, for example. But Latchford does not fit this blueprint at all. I found him

  softly spoken, courteous to a fault, almost shy, and I liked him instantly, as I had so profoundly hoped I would.




  The men with him were not what anyone would call shy. One was Dave Cockram, a fanatical Evertonian who ran a sandwich shop in Ellesmere Port but as a sideline organised ‘legends’

  events, for Liverpool as well as Everton supporters, at which fans could meet their heroes from the 1970s and 1980s and listen to some well-oiled anecdotes. The strange thing was, he told me, that

  Everton events were always sell-outs, but the Liverpool legends didn’t seem to hold the same appeal.




  ‘It’s amazing,’ he said. ‘They’ve won five European Cups, but I’ve got a night on next week with Alan Kennedy, Jimmy Case and Joey Jones, and I can’t

  sell the tickets. We’ve only sold half of them. Maybe it’s because they had so much success back then, whereas we were desperate for it and still are. Whatever the reason is, we seem to

  cherish our old players much more than they do. You should have been there last night. We couldn’t stop them singing, eh Bob?’




  Sitting at an adjoining table in what passed for the pub’s garden, signing a huge stack of shirts and posters, Latchford smiled a little bashfully, while Cockram told me about the function

  the evening before, at the Naval Club in the Liverpool suburb of Broadgreen. Apparently, the chanting had all but lifted the roof, and had gone on for minutes on end, before the guest of honour

  could make himself heard. I was half-sorry I hadn’t been there, but also half-relieved. It would have been altogether weird, as a man of fifty-one, to join in a thunderous mass chant of

  ‘Bobby Latchford walks on water, nana nana na, nana na na’. Some things, however precious, are best left in the past. But who knows? Maybe my 16-year-old self would have been briefly

  reincarnated. Maybe, on last orders being called and just for old times’ sake, I might even have led a chorus of ‘You’re going home in a fucking ambulance’.




  Which brings me to another of the Evertonians accompanying Bob Latchford to the Cheshire Yeoman, a fast-talking North Walian called Andy Nicholls. I liked him. He was warm and had a quick-fire

  wit, which was deployed at the expense of an amiable fellow called Steve Zocek who arrived a little later, and, lest there be any doubting his blue credentials, quickly tugged up his shirt to show

  us the faces of seventeen former Everton players tattooed on his back, with Latchford recognisably prominent among them, gazing out from between the shoulder blades, flanked by Alan Ball and Dixie

  Dean.




  ‘That’s cost me three grand so far,’ said Zocek. ‘But the money’s irrelevant. If you love something, you just do it, don’t you?’




  Zocek, it turned out, was a regular contributor to the fan website Blue Kipper, posting his own interviews with ex-Everton players. ‘I was with Archie Styles last night, Bob,’ he

  said. Latchford expressed polite interest. ‘I saw Ken McNaught the other week, Bob,’ he said, a few minutes later. Latchford asked after McNaught, and continued signing shirts. Zocek

  ambled off to get himself a drink, then came back and said: ‘Hey Bob, I was chatting to Peter Eastoe a few days back.’ Latchford looked up and smiled. Zocek sipped his drink, and then

  remembered another encounter. ‘I met up with Pat Heard a couple of weeks back, Bob,’ he chirped. ‘He’s a driving instructor now, and also a qualified stage

  hypnotist.’




  ‘Fucking hell,’ blurted Nicholls, ‘is there anyone you haven’t spoken to in the last two weeks, apart from your missus?’




  We all laughed, including Zocek. Latchford wanted to finish his marathon signing session before telling me the story of his life before and more significantly after he earned his place between

  Steve Zocek’s shoulder blades, and while he did so Nicholls kept us entertained with a raft of anecdotes about following Everton round England and Europe. He seemed excited to hear that I was

  writing a book about the 1977-78 season, and I judged that he was about the same age as me, so presumed that his experiences of supporting Everton in those days had been similar to mine. I

  couldn’t have been more wrong.




  Nicholls, I later learnt, had been one of English football’s most notorious hooligans, a Category-C trouble-maker – the worst kind – whose 2002 book Scally I have since

  read, and which contains the following dubious boast: ‘Since the age of 16 I have been arrested over 20 times, spent weeks in court, been jailed, paid thousands of pounds in fines, been

  battered, cut up, had failed relationships and a broken marriage, and lost well-paid jobs, all because of football violence.’




  It transpired that the man I’d met at the Cheshire Yeoman, who’d been bantering away with the charming and mild-mannered Bob Latchford, had at one stage been banned from every

  football ground in Britain, and had been officially deported from Belgium, Sweden and Iceland.




  His book begins with a chapter entitled ‘If You Know Your History’, a nod to the rousing line in the Everton anthem ‘It’s A Grand Old Team’. Yet Nicholls was

  referring not to Everton’s proud footballing legacy, but to the club’s heyday as a breeding-ground for thugs such as him. In the 1970s, he reflected with wistful pride, Goodison Park

  and its environs ‘was one of the most evil places for a travelling football fan . . . You needed safety in numbers, serious numbers, as we would have mobs of over a thousand at every game and

  one in ten was a blade merchant. There cannot be a ground in the country that has seen as many cuttings as Goodison.’




  If this is true, then it surprises as well as horrifies me, although my late father will be looking down from his celestial armchair, saying ‘I told you so’.




  My dad died in the first week of February in 1976, of a sudden heart attack while on a train only a mile or two out of Lime Street station, on his way from Liverpool to a business meeting in

  London. He was sixty years old; younger than Bob Latchford was that day at the Cheshire Yeoman. It was a Wednesday, and a particularly rubbish week both to be Allen Viner’s son and an

  Evertonian. A 3-2 home defeat by Burnley on the previous Saturday was followed, a week later, by a dispiriting 0-0 draw at Sheffield United. Everton hadn’t won a game since before Christmas,

  when Latchford bagged the first in a 2-1 win at Coventry City.




  It was my father’s unexpected death that shook my world, of course, not an indifferent run of results for the Toffees. I was fourteen, and with the turmoil of puberty still to come it was

  a bad time to become fatherless, the more so as it left just my mother and me. And yet the heavy cloud that settled over me had the slightest glimmer of a silver lining. I had yearned to go to

  Goodison Park ever since the 1969-70 season, when I started supporting Everton for the solid reason that my friends Jez and Chris Sykes did, but my dad would never allow me to, sternly citing the

  dangers of hooliganism and the crush of big crowds.




  Other boys’ dads had no such qualms, to my great frustration. Much later in life I became friendly with a man called Martin Davies, whose great-uncle was Ted Sagar, the accomplished

  Everton goalkeeper of the pre-war era, who played 495 games for the club and was the first footballer to wear a number 1 on his back, in the 1933 FA Cup final.




  Martin told me that his dad took him to Goodison from the time he was about ten, and would go for a pre-match pint in the Carisbrooke pub while young Martin was safely despatched to the

  Boys’ Pen. Or maybe not so safely.




  ‘The Boys’ Pen was where I learnt to fight,’ Martin told me. ‘My dad would give me money for a pie and a programme, but on my first week in there, I think in the 1969-70

  season, I was robbed. The second week, I was robbed again. The third week, I fought back. It was also where I learnt to negotiate. Sometimes they’d agree to leave me my pie money, but take

  every penny above that.’




  If that was where he honed his business skills, those young racketeers did him a favour; Martin is now a millionaire many times over. Moreover, those tough early experiences notwithstanding, he

  has only fond memories of his Boys’ Pen years. ‘We had our own songs, and with all those high-pitched voices, we were almost a choir, only with swearing. My mates were all really

  jealous that my dad took me to the match.’




  If I’d known him then, I would have been sick with envy. My own dad had grown up in Liverpool and would have been twelve years old when Dixie Dean scored 60 goals for Everton in the

  1927-28 season, so I never understood why he hadn’t embraced Everton himself. He just wasn’t much of a football fan, preferring horse racing and boxing. That might be why he so

  demonised football, or at least large football crowds, having never been part of one. He had also heard some horror stories from his business partner Jack Fry, a passionate Liverpool supporter who

  took his own sons to Anfield and had occasionally been separated from them in the melee. In our house they were legion, those stories about Jack Fry losing his boys at Anfield.




  Ordinarily, neither of my parents were what you might call over-protective, in fact my dad’s response when I reported, aged eleven, that I was being bullied at school,

  was not to march in to see the headmaster but to send me for boxing lessons with an amateur heavyweight champion he’d known in Liverpool, called Sam Rose. Unfortunately, almost half a century

  had passed since Sam’s glory days in the ring. My dad was thinking of the alpha male he had been, but by the time I went to see him, he was a feeble and slightly smelly old man, who

  couldn’t have taught me to punch my way out of an empty crisp packet.




  So the bullying continued and so did the Goodison Park veto. The only league football matches my dad would let me attend were at Haig Avenue, humble home of Fourth Division

  Southport FC, and even that was with some reluctance. The stern message was that I would only go to Goodison over his dead body, and that’s pretty much what happened.




  Within a year of his death, with my mother either too upset to care or taking the view that I probably wouldn’t be flirting with death every other weekend, I was a Gwladys Street regular.

  And one morning in early August 1977, I came downstairs at 58 Lynton Road, our three-bedroomed semi that backed on to the Liverpool-Southport railway line, to find a small package on the carpet

  just inside the front door which caused me broadly the same excitement that King Arthur might have felt if someone had posted the Holy Grail through his letter box.




  The package contained my first season ticket. It had cost me £40, which amounted to a lot of evenings clumsily waiting tables at 60p an hour plus tips.




  My friends Rafe Parker, Jeff Brignall and ‘Mugsy’ Rimmer had acquired season tickets too, and so commenced a Saturday ritual which, every fortnight during the football season,

  started just before noon at Southport’s Ribble bus station, where we were often joined by our other Evertonian mates, ‘Bean’ Rimmer and ‘Mozzer’ Richards. Our Ribble

  bus adventures lasted for two years, until Rafe passed his driving test and bought his knackered old van, which he ill advisedly attempted to glamorise by fixing a dark-green strip across the

  windscreen bearing the message ‘Sex relieves tension’. As an attempt to amuse and attract girls, this was never likely to yield much success, least of all in the car park of Walton

  Hospital, where we parked before Everton games. Nor did the van afford much more comfort than the rickety old bus, but if nothing else it enabled us to cut down on travelling time.




  On the bus we’d had to set off before noon for a three o’clock kick-off – which all Saturday games were in those halcyon days before football was conquered by television

  – because it took an hour and 25 minutes for the number 28, always the oldest and unhealthiest in the Ribble fleet, to creak and wheeze the 17 miles to Derby Park in Bootle, where we alighted

  and walked to Goodison. We never saw any violence on this journey to and from the ground, probably because, unlike Andy Nicholls and his crew, we never went looking for it.




  Going to away matches, needless to say, was a different story. Manchester City’s Maine Road and Elland Road, home of Leeds United, were the two stadiums I least enjoyed visiting, the two

  grounds where there was always palpable menace in the air, as well as the odd battery or bottle. But I never saw any pitched battles, and it always seemed to me that Evertonians took in good heart

  the indignity of being herded away from grounds by mounted police, usually issuing a loud collective moo-ing or baa-ing noise. Judging by the tales Nicholls tells, though, I was lucky not to run in

  to orchestrated mayhem.




  These days, football hooliganism is nothing like the blight on the game, and on England’s reputation abroad, that it used to be. But carefully planned violence lives on, especially in the

  lower leagues. It is not a subject to treat lightly, but a good friend of mine, a policeman in Cheshire, tells a marvellous story about a bunch of teenage ruffians who follow Crewe Alexandra, and

  who before a pre-season friendly against Aston Villa in July 2013, decided to organise a post-match tear-up with a gang of much older Villa thugs, well-known in hooligan circles, apparently, for

  being very big and very brutal.




  The venue was arranged – a deserted supermarket car park – but the fight didn’t happen, for the simple reason that when the Villa gang turned up and saw the Crewe lads, hard

  but fairly scrawny boys of sixteen and seventeen, they thoughtfully pointed out that it would most likely be a terrible mismatch. ‘Listen, son, I think you and your friends should probably

  all go home,’ said the Villa gang leader to his Crewe counterpart, and, slightly sheepishly, they all did. That would be a good story even without my favourite detail, which is that the Crewe

  gang called themselves the Crewetons, presumably thinking that it made them sound tough, an uncompromising hybrid of the Teutons and the Kryptons. I can’t imagine that they wanted their name

  to evoke comforting bowls of tomato soup, with small cubes of sautéed bread floating on top.




  As for Andy Nicholls, I’m assured that he’s a reformed character now, perhaps even happier eating croutons than battering Crewetons. He has served a ten-year ban from Goodison Park

  and attends matches with his daughter these days, looking like any other doting parent. But it still seems incongruous to have found him in Bob Latchford’s entourage, and a story he tells

  about Everton’s last fixture of the 1977-78 season certainly doesn’t chime with either Latchford’s experience that day, or mine.




  Chelsea were the visitors, and according to Nicholls, were followed up to Goodison by one of their most fearsome mobs, led by a ferocious black guy with one arm, known, a trifle improbably, as

  Babs. It’s safe to assume that not many people bothered to point out to Babs that his name was a bit girly, or that he shared it with the most buxom member of the dance troupe Pan’s

  People. In fact, I’m uneasy committing such an observation to print, even now. He might be reading this.




  I don’t know whether Babs and his gang ruined the day for any Evertonians. It would have been a great shame if they had, because for most of us it was a day that put a swagger in our

  stride for the rest of that summer and well into the following season, a day when we celebrated as extravagantly as if we had won the league championship, European Cup and FA Cup Treble. And what

  ignited the near-hysteria was a penalty, 13 minutes from the end of the match, hammered low by Latchford just beyond the right hand of the diving Peter Bonetti.




  The 6-0 scoreline was incidental. It wasn’t even much of a thrashing, by comparison with a game that took place at exactly the same time in the country that Latchford would much later call

  home. For that afternoon, in what was also the final game of the 1977-78 season for Borussia Mönchengladbach and Borussia Dortmund, Mönchengladbach coasted to what is still the

  Bundesliga’s record victory, beating Dortmund 12-0. No fewer than five of the goals were scored by one man: Jupp Heynckes, later a hugely successful manager at Real Madrid and Bayern

  Munich.




  At Goodison Park, meanwhile, Latchford scored only two. But two were all he and we needed to send us into a frenzy. The last goal of the afternoon mattered not because it was Everton’s

  sixth, but because it was Latchford’s second, and therefore his 30th league goal of the season.




  In the 1970s, defence had become more sophisticated than attack and it wasn’t easy for strikers to score prolifically. There was nothing especially magical about the 30-mark in the 1960s;

  it had been matched or exceeded nine times. But in the 1970s only Francis Lee had done it, for Manchester City in 1971-72, and 13 of his 33 goals that season were penalties. That was why, at the

  start of the 1977-78 season for the second consecutive year, the Daily Express – a rather more successful and better-resourced newspaper then than it is now, I might add – had

  promised a handsome reward for the man who could pull off such a feat again.




  ‘The Express shoots ahead this soccer season,’ declared the paper on the opening day, ‘and for kick-off day we have set that 30-goal target again – worth

  £10,000 to the first player in the First or Second Division to get that number in league matches.’




  Latchford led that exciting quest for most of the season, and yet with less than 20 minutes of the season left, and Everton 3-0 up, he still hadn’t found the back of the net. For those of

  us on the terraces it felt decidedly odd to be cruising towards such an easy victory, and at the same time to feel so cruelly denied.




  Even when Latchford rose commandingly above Steve Wicks to bag a characteristically powerful 72nd-minute header, putting Everton 4-0 up and himself within a single score of the prize, the clock

  continued to tick rapidly towards an agonising anti-climax. There was actually an audible collective groan when a few minutes later Mike Lyons, our beloved captain and centre half, scored the

  fifth.




  But then Everton were awarded a dubious penalty by the referee, an obliging police road safety officer from County Durham, called Peter Willis.




  ‘We’d just been pounding them,’ Everton’s first goalscorer that day, Martin Dobson, later told me. ‘But we couldn’t get Latchy that goal. Then, when we were

  5-0 up and Latchy just needed one more, Lyonsy got bundled over in the penalty area. It was a dodgy penalty; I’ve got to say that. And Latchy hasn’t taken too many. I remember him

  asking me, “Dobbo, what should I do?” And I said, “Just get your head over the ball and smack it.”’




  Latchford followed those instructions to the letter. If he hadn’t kept it down, it might be rising still. But he did. And when it hit the back of Bonetti’s net, the 39,504 of us

  inside Goodison Park – minus Babs and a few thousand Chelsea fans – reacted pretty much as if we had each won £10,000, not just him. After all, and here is the crunch, it was

  something that an Everton player had done that a Liverpool player hadn’t.




  We knew, of course, that 30 goals in a season wasn’t exactly a European Cup, which Liverpool had won for the first time the previous May and would win again less than a fortnight later,

  but Latchford’s achievement nevertheless had an effect on the Goodison crowd a bit like lifting the heavy lid of a pressure cooker. All the frustration that had been stored up since 1970, as

  Everton repeatedly failed to fulfil their potential and Liverpool repeatedly realised theirs, erupted in a spectacular whoosh of jubilation. Long after the match had ended, the streets around

  Goodison and I dare say elsewhere in the city, echoed with a happy and familiar refrain.




  ‘Bobby Latchford walks on water, nana nana na, nana na na!’




  And in the sense that he was our saviour, and had delivered us if not from evil then at least from Liverpool’s shadow, we really believed that he did.










  Chapter Three




  Bob Latchford had woken up that morning in his new house in Formby, a small dormitory town between Liverpool and Southport, with the ironclad

  conviction that by the end of the afternoon he would have scored the two goals he required to win the Daily Express’s magnanimous prize. Such utter self-assurance was rare on the

  morning of a game. Normally he awoke with a flutter of nerves, but on this day – the penultimate day of April 1978 – there were no nerves at all. ‘I’m going to do it,’

  he told his wife Pat. ‘I know I am.’




  Latchford was twenty-eight and in his formidable prime. He had made his full England debut the previous November in front of more than 92,000 people at Wembley, in a World Cup qualifier against

  Italy, and at Everton was a fearless centre forward in the club’s great tradition of No. 9s.




  The first and indisputably the greatest of these – despite the later heroics of Tommy Lawton, Dave Hickson, Alex Young, Joe Royle, Latchford himself and Graeme Sharp – was

  71-year-old Bill Dean, who had generously told reporters in the run-up to the Chelsea game that scoring 30 league goals in 1977-78 would be the equivalent of his own tally of 60 that had so

  regrettably failed to make an Everton fan of my dad exactly fifty years before.




  Goals were harder to come by than they had been in his day, said Dixie Dean, and three cheers for his humility, but even if goalkeepers were better protected in 1978 than they had been in 1928,

  it was still something more like a medicine ball than a modern football that he’d had to manoeuvre into the back of the net.




  That he did so 60 times remains the transcendent goalscoring achievement in English football history, fully worthy of the record books. His 60 goals beat George Camsell’s total for Second

  Division Middlesbrough the season before by just one, but the roundness and neatness of the number gave it a magical quality that will endure for as long as football is played. Very few men have

  since scored even 40 league goals in the English top division in a single season, and in the Premier League era, not many have exceeded 30. For two consecutive seasons in the late 1990s, nobody

  even reached 20. It is unimaginable that anyone will ever again score 60 – not even Lionel Messi, should he come to England (though he did bag fifty in La Liga in 2011-12).




  Dixie Dean reached the last day of the 1927-28 season needing three rather than two goals to reach his record-breaking target, but like Latchford he scored them with less than 15 minutes of the

  season remaining, like Latchford with the help of a penalty, and like Latchford he got the exact number he needed in a six-goal thriller against London opposition at Goodison Park. It had been

  Arsenal rather than Chelsea playing the supporting role on 5 May 1928, and the game had finished as a 3-3 draw rather than a 6-0 win. Nor had there been a one-armed black man called Babs hoping to

  lead the away fans on a violent rampage, in which respect football’s strides forward in those fifty years had led it headlong into a cesspit. All the same, the parallels across half a century

  were remarkable.




  If there were no butterflies in the pit of Latchford’s stomach that Saturday morning, the same was not so of my own as I set off for the Ribble bus station, nor of a boy of about my age

  called Dave Prentice, who lived a few streets away from Latchford, in a less ritzy part of Formby. Prentice was devoted to all things Everton, and years later would be able to indulge his devotion

  by not only becoming the Everton correspondent for the Liverpool Echo, but also, still more impressively, by marrying Dixie Dean’s granddaughter. At fifteen, however, his troth was

  plighted only in the direction of Goodison Park.




  I didn’t know Prentice before I started researching this book, but it was strangely comforting to sit down with him, in a coffee shop in the Echo building one afternoon, and hear

  how an obsession with Everton coloured his youth blue just as it had mine. Like me, he and his fellow Evertonians were greatly outnumbered at school by volubly smug Liverpool fans, who in his case

  congregated outside his house on the night Liverpool beat Borussia Mönchengladbach, yet to enjoy that 12-goal fiesta, to win the 1977 European Cup. ‘Prenny, Prenny, show us your

  scarf!’ sang the Liverpool fans. That, at least, was a form of provocation I didn’t have to suffer.
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