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			1

			The Flight of Steps

			I was in my late teens when I went to the Victoria Ground for the first time. I walked the mile or so from Stoke-­on-­Trent train station to the stadium. Outside the ground, the swell of nervous anticipation in the seething crowds washed over me. I took in the riot of colour that lit up the teeming streets of a Potteries town. Some fans had come in fancy dress. It was 12 May, the last day of the 1983‒84 season.

			One of the stands was built tight up to the red-­brick terraced houses on Boothen Road. I pushed through the turnstile and let it click and clack as I squeezed past it. I climbed the stone steps that led up to the back of the Boothen End so I could stand with the swaying, singing mass of the home supporters for Stoke City’s game against Wolverhampton Wanderers.

			It was a theatre in the round. A stage surrounded on all sides by an audience arranged in neat rows in grandstands, a sea of faces with eyes front. And another section of the crowd in the equivalent of the yard. These were not neat rows. This was broiling chaos, where the roars and the jeers and the taunts were always louder.

			

			Later that year, I stood on the away terrace when Manchester United played at Stoke on Boxing Day. The walk from the station was more intimidating that afternoon, the Boothen End more fearsome from a different vantage point. But the truth is, the Victoria Ground made a bigger impression on me in death than it ever did in life.

			Years later, after the horror of the Hillsborough disaster in April 1989 and the publication of the Taylor Report in January 1990, which recommended the conversion of grounds to all-­seater stadiums, many clubs abandoned their old homes and moved out to ring roads and retail parks where B&Q and Costa Coffee drive-­thru were their new neighbours.

			Stoke City were in the vanguard of the migration. They played their last game at the Victoria Ground in May 1997, after 119 years of residence, and moved to what was then called the Britannia Stadium, a mile away. The two sites were separated by a stretch of dual carriageway and a busy roundabout.

			The Britannia Stadium is called the bet365 Stadium now and one day, when enough sponsorship money is offered, it will be called something else, because money has usurped identity in football. Before long, it will be named after a law firm, an insurance conglomerate, a bank, or a waste-management company. Football has new friends.

			The Victoria Ground was demolished soon after the club departed it, torn down by yellow destroying machines. And then the site was left as it was. Nature reclaimed it. Its life and verve and purpose were ripped away from it. For twenty years after it was demolished and most of the rubble cleared away, the place where the ground had stood, the place that had stirred so much joy and so much yearning in the hearts of so many people for more than a century, became a victim of urban planning blight. It was a piece of waste ground beside the A500. Cars sped past it along the dual carriageway to the M6, oblivious to the fact that a stadium that had once been the stage for one of the greatest English footballers of all time, Sir Stanley Matthews, had stood there. Year by year, the grass grew longer as the happy memories faded.

			

			I went back on several occasions during the period of its dere­liction. Its neglect fascinated me. The sense that something bad had been allowed to happen there hung in the air. I loved English football culture and the way it let me belong to something, but I could feel it changing. I could feel it being separated from the people who were loyal to it. I loved that our stadiums were at the heart of their communities, nestled deep in warrens of terraced streets. And I loved being part of the mass of humanity that flocked to those stadiums every weekend. But a reckoning had been coming and Hillsborough was its terrible manifestation.

			By the late 1990s, I could feel us losing something and I could see the Cool Britannia era of politicians standing back and letting it happen. They paid lip service to a love of football because, by then, it was a vote-­winner, but when football communities needed them, they shrank away. They stood back and watched temples of working-­class culture, places where sporting legends had practised their art, become deserted and destroyed, the game repositioned as a plaything for corporate behemoths, a tourist attraction for day-­trippers and fans from abroad who spend big at the club shop.

			

			Sometimes, when I drove past the patch of waste ground where the Victoria Ground once stood, I could see kids walking across it, bags slung over their slouching shoulders, on their way home from school. A path had been beaten into the unkempt grass, the hallowed ground where the Wizard of Dribble had played, where Gordon Banks had kept goal, where Jimmy Greenhoff had preyed on unsuspecting defenders and where Alan Hudson had charmed crowds with his elegance and his craft.

			When I parked the car and got out to take a closer look, I could see the contours of where the stadium had once been, the flat surface of the pitch and the mounds and banks that indicated where the stands had risen up all around it. As much as in any castle or stately home, any ruined monastery or abandoned church, I could hear the voices of the past there.

			Each time I went back to the Victoria Ground site, I expected it to have been swallowed up by a housing development. Eventually, sometime around 2016, work began on building a housing estate on the 16-­acre plot. By then, all that remained of the stadium was a widowed flight of stone steps at the edge of the development, next to a school called Stoke Minster Church of England Primary Academy. The sound of children’s laughter drifted across from the playground and, for a few moments, I couldn’t quite place what I was looking at. Then I got my bearings and realised that these twenty or so steps, this staircase to nowhere, had once led up from the turnstiles to the terrace at the Boothen End. These were the steps I had climbed more than thirty years earlier and now only ghosts trod them.

			

			I went to other sites, as well. I went to what was left of the Baseball Ground in Derby when developers had put up fencing around it and covered it with sheeting so that no one could see in. It was as if they were ashamed of what they were doing, as if they knew they were complicit in an act of desecration.

			I went to where Maine Road once was in Manchester and where Filbert Street once stood in Leicester; where Roker Park had been in Sunderland. I peered through the gates at the abandoned Vetch Field in Swansea and saw weeds as tall as small trees growing on the pitch. These were all places where I had felt the energy of crowds and the love of a game. I felt as if I were gazing at a disappearing world.

			That was where my obsession with visiting each of the 92 current grounds in the top four divisions of the English pyramid was born. I wanted to see them before any more were lost. I wanted to see them before it was too late. I had been to around half a century of English stadiums by the time I was 18 and I wanted to see the rest. I wanted to complete something.

			I wanted to preserve something in my mind. I couldn’t get the poems of Edward Thomas out of my head when I saw how the Premier League was growing more and more rapacious and how it felt, and has always felt, that it wanted not to nurture the rest of the football pyramid, but to destroy it. Much of Thomas’s verse concentrated on the effects of the First World War on the English countryside, which he loved. It spoke of farmland spoiled because there were no longer the men to work it, so many of them killed on the battlefields of France and Belgium. It spoke of quiet rural train stations and evoked a part of old England he felt was being lost for ever.

			

			I wanted to see our football grounds before they were lost, too. I wanted to stand on their terraces and watch their local heroes on the pitch and feel the communities they were a part of. I wanted to experience their culture, eat at the local fish and chip shop and drink in a local pub. It was the same to me as trying to embed in another culture on travels abroad.

			How important is a ground to the identity of a club? It’s everything. I would find it hard to feel the same about my team, Stockport County, if they moved away from Edgeley Park. My dad took me to my first County game there and I still look across to the seats where we sat every time I catch a home match. My two daughters, Alice and Edie, were mascots there for a game against Brentford in May 2008, before Brentford’s rise. I can see my girls in my memory running out of the tunnel at the head of the team. I have a picture of that moment on a wall at home, too, and the joy on their faces makes me smile every time I look at it. I took my son, Joe, to a game at Edgeley Park in March 2017 and we stopped in to see my parents on the way back. I took a picture of them with Joe. It’s the last photograph I’ve got of my dad with Joe before his dementia worsened and he was admitted to a care home. My love of the club is wrapped up inextricably with the stadium and the memories it holds.

			I know all the dates of all the games and grounds I went to in my youth because I recorded them all lovingly and meticulously in a red exercise book that says ‘King’s School Macclesfield’ on the front and which contains rows and rows of neat script in capital letters detailing all the matches I watched.

			

			The records are in sections. The first is a list of Stockport County games, home and away. The second is a list of Manchester City games, home and away. The third is a list of Manchester United games, home and away. Then there are sections for matches at Wembley and international matches in Wales and Scotland. On the inside back cover there is a list under a heading that just says ‘Other Matches’. The first of those was Wrexham v Notts County at the Racecourse Ground on 1 November 1980. I still have that book. I have shepherded it through various house moves and different lifetimes. It’s one of my most precious possessions. I started to record the matches that I had been to in this calendar year of 2026, but I forgot a couple of entries and then I lost interest.

			That’s what age does to you. It makes you forget the important things and tricks you into thinking you are too busy. I miss my youthful obsession. The day I stopped making regular entries in that book, around the time I went to university, was the day my childhood ended.

			My mum, who is 95 now, took me to my first game, a Manchester derby at Maine Road on 18 November 1972, when I was six years old. My dad took me to my first game at Edgeley Park: Stockport County v Aldershot on Monday, 9 April, 1979, when I was 12. And in my teenage years, the thing I loved most about going to football was the anonymity the terraces gave me.

			My mum was an actress who played the character of Emily Nugent, later Emily Bishop, in Coronation Street for fifty-­five years. She was much loved and much admired, recognised by fans of the show everywhere we went, and I was a shy kid who wanted to do anything I could to avoid that recognition.

			

			I found my escape on the terraces where my character and all its shortcomings were swallowed up in a surging, swaying, seething whole. Nobody looked at you on the terraces. Nobody asked you awkward questions about why you didn’t have a girlfriend. Nobody judged you for being uncool. Football was my outlet. I wasn’t interested in being a mod or a rocker. I didn’t have Paul Weller as a hero. I never went to the Haçienda, the nightclub in Manchester that was the kernel of the Madchester scene. Not once.

			I was a square. My heroes were Norman Whiteside and Micky Quinn and Peter Barnes. Part of what drew me to Whiteside was his youth. He was a phenomenon. He was only a year older than me, but he played in a World Cup for Northern Ireland when he was 17. He was also a brilliant, underrated player, a player with a beautiful touch and a fine awareness of space. Heroes like him were all I was interested in. They were all I needed. ‘Films are not films to me, they are life,’ the director Martin Scorsese said. I feel the same about football and football grounds.

			Because I was hiding away from something, because I didn’t want football to change, because I didn’t want to lose my sanctuary, I blinded myself to the criminal neglect that supporters were subjected to then, and the reckoning that was coming for English football as we came to the end of the 1980s. I knew that we were treated like animals, especially when we went to away games, caged up in pens on crumbling terraces, herded along streets in city after city by thick cordons of police officers who regarded us as scum, being bent double over a rail when a human tide surged down the steps and trapped us against crush barriers.

			

			I was scared a few times by the weight of numbers, either because it crushed the breath out of me or because I was swept along, off my feet, as supporters rushed to get off a terrace and headed down flights of steps towards the exit. But I liked the adrenaline it gave me. It was my first experience of a drug.

			‘In this incomparable entanglement of bodies and emotions lies the heart of the fan’s commitment to football,’ Arthur Hopcraft wrote of the terraces in The Football Man, first published in 1968. ‘The senses of triumph and dejection experienced here are never quite matched in any seated section of a football ground. It is the physical interaction which makes the monster the figure of unavoidable dreams it becomes.’

			I was naïve. It never really occurred to me that I, or other supporters, might be in real danger when we were borne along by human tides on the stone steps of football grounds.

			Maybe it was because I didn’t want to see the danger. I started going to more and more matches and more and more grounds. I began in the north-­west, going to watch Stockport at places like Vale Park, Springfield Park, Gresty Road, Bloomfield Road and The Shay. I travelled with Manchester United to some of the cathedrals of the game: Highbury, Villa Park and Anfield. I caught one of the notorious Football Special trains that were a feature of the football age to travel to Nottingham to watch Manchester City at the City Ground, where we had a police escort all the way from the train station to the ground.

			I even got a vicarious thrill out of the violence that was a part of going to see football matches in the eighties. I thought I knew I could avoid it. I learned how to read a crowd and its movements and anticipate its flashpoints. I prided myself, pompously, on becoming a student of human moves. I reasoned that, unless I was unlucky, the violence would not touch me. Seeing a scuffle kick off in another part of a stadium was like having a ringside seat at a fight. It was about as close as I ever got to bravado.

			

			I feel stupid about that now. I feel complicit as well. I was ignorant then of the Ibrox disaster, which killed 66 people in a crush at an Old Firm game in January 1971. But the fire at Valley Parade on 11 May 1985, which killed 56 people and was ignited when a lit cigarette fell into rubbish that had been allowed to collect under a grandstand, was the first tragic manifestation, in my match-­going lifetime, of the cavalier attitude taken towards the safety of fans at English football grounds.

			Aggressive and extensive policing was prioritised at the expense of ground safety. On the same day as the Bradford City fire, Ian Hambridge, a 15-­year-­old Leeds United fan attending his first away game, was killed when a wall collapsed during crowd violence at Birmingham City’s St Andrew’s ground. He died from head injuries the following day.

			Then, thirty-­nine Juventus supporters died in the Heysel Stadium disaster on 29 May 1985, after crowd trouble involving Liverpool fans before that year’s European Cup final. English clubs were banned from European competition for five years after that. Liverpool were punished with one extra year of suspension.

			I went to university that autumn and stopped making entries in my red exercise book. I still went to football matches and I still had a hunger for going to new grounds, but I did not travel quite so much or quite so obsessively.

			

			I was away on holiday, travelling around Europe by train, when the Hillsborough disaster that took the lives of ninety-­seven Liverpool fans unfolded in a horrific crush at the Leppings Lane End of Sheffield Wednesday’s stadium on 15 April 1989, caused by catastrophic failures of policing. I was at the Atocha train station in Madrid the next day when I walked past a news stand and saw words I recognised – Liverpool, Hillsborough, Sheffield Wednesday – screaming out from the front page of El País. It took the best part of three decades for the families of the dead to achieve a form of justice for their loved ones. The football culture that I had grown up with was gone forever.

			I changed, too. I went to journalism school in Cardiff in September 1989 and watched my first match from a press box at Ninian Park that autumn. I started work as a trainee journalist at the Daily Post and the Liverpool Echo in September 1990. I didn’t stand on the terraces any more. My job meant that I watched football matches from seats with desks. I still went to new grounds but I went to new grounds with work. I covered Liverpool matches at Selhurst Park and Loftus Road for the Daily Post. I reported on Tranmere Rovers games from Prenton Park and sat in the press box there, too.

			I love my job. I have loved it for the thirty-­five years I have worked, variously, at the Daily Post, the Liverpool Echo, The Times, the Daily Mirror, the Mail on Sunday and the Daily Mail. I love the company of the journalists I once worked with and the journalists I work with now. But I have always regretted the loss of being a fan. That is the only negative, for me, of being a sports journalist. It takes your partisan feelings away from you.

			

			So I was at the Nou Camp in Barcelona in 1999 for the Champions League final between Manchester United and Bayern Munich and its incredible denouement. But the truth is I didn’t connect it with days of leaping around in the Stretford End or hugging a stranger in the mayhem at Wembley in 1985 when Whiteside scored the winner in the FA Cup final. The two things were unconnected. They were episodes from two different lives. I celebrated a love of a club when Whiteside scored at Wembley, I celebrated being a fan and feeling that I belonged. But when United got those two goals in the last two minutes against Bayern Munich, all I thought about was the deadline. I knew this would be one of the biggest stories I’d ever write, no matter how much longer I worked in this business, and I wanted to make it the best I could.

			I was happy for Gary Neville, the right-­back in that United side, because I knew him and liked him and admired him and his brother, Phil, and because their dad was my friend, but I didn’t really connect it with the club, particularly. I knew I was writing about an amazing story and that was all that mattered to me.

			I tell myself it is different with Stockport and that I can still support them now because I don’t have to write about the club every week. There is no sense that I am jeopardising my impartiality by supporting them and wanting them to win. But with Manchester United and Manchester City, it no longer means as much to me whether they win or lose. I want them to be successful because of the memories I have and because so many of my friends support them and because I am from the north ‒ but I don’t feel it in my soul any more.

			

			I was at the Etihad in 2012 for ‘the Agüero moment’ when City won the league for the first time for forty-­four years. I was happy for the friends I went to primary school with, for John and Graham and Mark, who supported City through the tough times. And, yes, it was a breathtaking moment of sporting theatre. But I felt detached from the emotion in the stands.

			All I think about is the story. I’m preoccupied with what would be the best thing to write about. Sometimes, personal bias might creep in. I wanted Chesterfield to win when Kieron Dyer was on the staff because he’s one of my best pals in the game and someone I admire. It was the same for me when Craig Bellamy was Vincent Kompany’s assistant at Burnley.

			But more and more, the joy I get from being a football supporter comes from seeking out new grounds and football outposts. That does not mean that the Tottenham Hotspur Stadium and Everton’s new home, Hill Dickinson Stadium, are not two of the best stadiums I’ve visited. Just that I enjoyed going to Holker Street, Barrow’s home, even more in the year before they were relegated from League Two. There is something about St James Park, Exeter, that makes it even better than St James’s Park, Newcastle, and even if Wetherby Road, Harrogate Town’s ground, is a ramshackle, higgledy-­piggledy kind of place, I am glad it was the last ground I visited when I first completed my 92. I felt another pang of sadness when they were relegated, alongside Barrow, at the end of the 2025‒26 season.

			All this was why it was such an affecting image when Pep Guardiola was pictured sitting in the Danny Bergara Stand at Edgeley Park in April 2026, watching a match between Stockport County and Port Vale. Guardiola was in the last weeks of his ten years at City then and he loves the English game and its outposts, too. He chose that match ahead of staying at home to watch PSG‒Bayern Munich on the television.

			

			I try to balance my nostalgia for the way it was at top-­flight football grounds in the 1970s and 1980s, when I first started going, with an acknowledgement that the game in those days was blighted by neglect. The atmosphere was more intense, the football choirs were louder and the sense of belonging was keener, but we always think everything was better when we were young.

			I distrust the new football ethos that puts plastic flags on seats and tells fans what the new club song is that they must sing before kick-­off. I distrust the orchestration of emotion. But then I watch footage on social media of a boy in the stands at a stadium, staring wide-­eyed at a pre-­match pyrotechnic display and then looking up at his dad with an expression of pure delight on his face. If you’re not careful, you grow older and you turn into an officer from the Enjoyment Police, telling people what they should like and what they should not, and telling everyone how good things used to be. Ideas of entertainment evolve. There is no reason why football should be impervious to that, whether it’s at Old Trafford or Sincil Bank.

			What has changed most radically in the lifelong act of being a football supporter over the last fifty years is this: in the 1970s and 1980s, going to watch football was an anti-­establishment pursuit. Football was both distrusted and sneered at by the ruling class. That was hammered into you whenever you went to a game. If you were a football fan then, you were on the outside. If you were a football fan, you were part of the problem. If you were a football fan, you were part of what was wrong with society. You were a blot. You were a blight. You were regarded by the Conservative government of Margaret Thatcher, who was prime minister between 1979 and 1990, as one of the undesirables, bracketed with coal miners and the IRA as part of the ‘enemy within’.

			

			And you were treated accordingly. You were regarded with disdain. You were aggressively policed. You were segregated, both inside the ground and outside the ground. And you were not only separated from opposing fans. You were separated from society as a whole.

			If you were an away fan, you were marched onto the British Rail Football Specials and you were marched off them. You were marched to the ground from the train station and you were marched back from the ground to the train station. You did not move outside the cordon. You were othered. Both sets of fans did not walk together to a ground as they do now. That would have led to immediate violence. And when you were inside the ground, at even the top-­flight stadiums, you often stood on uncovered terraces in the rain. The toilets were uniformly filthy and often primitive. You were herded and you were caged.

			That has all changed dramatically. Joe, who loves chess, tells me that three things fuelled the remarkable explosion of people playing it on the Chess.com platform in the early 2020s. They were the pandemic, which sequestered people in their homes and tethered them to their screens; the runaway success of the TV mini-­series The Queen’s Gambit; and unsubstantiated suspicions that one of the world’s leading players had sought an unfair advantage by using anal beads to receive coded messages during games.

			

			Three things transformed English football, too, beginning with the Taylor Report, which effectively forced clubs to take the welfare of fans more seriously and turned the game into something that charmed the bourgeoisie. That was followed quickly by England’s compelling journey to the semi-­finals of the 1990 World Cup, under the management of Sir Bobby Robson and driven, emotionally, by the tears of our best player, Paul Gascoigne, in that semi-­final against West Germany in Turin, which captured a new audience for the game. The third of my trio was the publication of Nick Hornby’s book, Fever Pitch, in 1992, which not only articulated beautifully the feelings so many of us had for the game but also encouraged people to believe that going to football could be a cool, middle-­class intellectual pursuit you could use to bond with your kids.

			Today, English football is no longer society’s pariah. It has been clasped, instead, tightly to the bosom of the establishment. In its affluence and in its predilection for conspicuous consumption and in the talent of its players, it is held up as one of the United Kingdom’s greatest exports. Politicians weaponise their supposed allegiance to one club or another to win votes. Supporting Premier League clubs has been appropriated by the middle class and the corporate class. Being a season-ticket holder at a top-­flight club is no longer a badge of shame. It is a sign of status. Football is for elites, too, now.

			The Tottenham Hotspur Stadium, one of the most spectacular of the second generation of football arenas, is a palace of football. Its design, unlike its current team, inspires awe. It provides an environment where fans are treated with respect, even if that respect comes at a hefty cost. Some of today’s fans sit in the stadium’s high-­end restaurants and drink champagne or perch on barstools at its cafés, eating couscous, or sushi, out of recyclable paper bowls.

			

			If I sound sneery about that, I don’t mean to. I do regret that the growing gentrification of English football is steadily disenfranchising swathes of loyal supporters. Many can no longer afford ticket prices or are actively being pushed to the margins by being relocated from seats their families have held for generations to make way for corporate high rollers.

			Which is increasingly leading many clubs into an awkward place. English football’s unique selling point has always been the authenticity of the stadium experience: the raw, visceral emotion you can witness at a ground such as Anfield or Old Trafford or St James’s Park. It is sold to the rich as an afternoon on safari, a luxury lodge in the stands where you can watch the wild things from a safe distance.

			And yet the more a club crams its seats full of corporate clients, full of suits treated to a day out by their high-­end firms, the more the atmosphere within a ground suffers. That has happened at Anfield, the stadium that once had the greatest of all atmospheres. It is happening everywhere. Clubs are selling a stadium experience on an atmosphere that often no longer exists. Little by little, year by year, the separation between the leading clubs and their fans grows. Little by little, loyal season-ticket holders of the top teams are being eased out so that day-­trippers and corporate clients are granted access to premium seats at premium prices, spending premium amounts of money in club superstores.

			

			And as disillusion with that dynamic grows, so more and more fans are flocking to the lower leagues, where they visit stadiums and feel more a part of something. They feel included, not separ­ated. They feel part of a team’s successes, and its failures, rather than exiled to the outside.

			Too often, top-­flight football tries to hide what it is becoming with the loud music it plays before kick-­off. It is scared that silence will reveal what it has done. It is reliant on the illusion of a pact between clubs and fans and that is why, when there is a hint of conflict about ticket prices, say, the owners usually back down.

			Otherwise, maybe scrutiny will start to grow on how much they pay agents, how much they pay players, how much money they rake in from the television deals and then squander, how much they should be subsidising their fans, not fleecing them.

			It is a Premier League-­wide issue. ‘Many things have been billed as the death of football,’ Barney Ronay wrote in the Guardian in a piece about Chelsea’s recent misadventures under BlueCo, ‘from hooliganism to the scrapping of the wage cap. Maybe this is what will kill it in the end. Drift, commodification, pricing out, the death of its status, even now, as a source of cultural connection. Let us leverage you, reconfigure you, and, in the process, entirely alienate you.’

			In the space of a few weeks in the spring of 2026, Arsenal manager Mikel Arteta begged supporters to supercharge the atmosphere at a game at the Emirates against Bournemouth, which they lost, and Liverpool midfielder Dominik Szoboszlai urged Liverpool fans to ‘stick together’ with the team after a draw with Tottenham Hotspur at Anfield. Arsenal even put a message on the big screens at the Emirates before kick-­off against Bournemouth. ‘Mikel has specifically requested that as many people as possible are in the bowl before kick-­off,’ it said, ‘and to make as much noise as possible before, during and after the game. Let’s get those scarves out for “The Angel”.’ (‘The Angel’ is the new club song.)

			

			But the thing is, most of the time, the crowd at a Premier League game simply can’t rise to that challenge. Men in suits, thousands of foreign tourists and thousands more day-­trippers can’t make the same noise that people who have been going to games for forty years used to make. Something has been lost.

			Not all. Not by any means. The magic is still there if you look for it hard enough and wait for it long enough. The beauty and the sheer goosebumps-­thrill of being in a football crowd that is consumed by a hunger for victory and for vindication and for glory, still endures, be that in the Premier League or lower down the English pyramid.

			The Emirates is often held up as a prime example of the damage that gentrification can wreak on the atmosphere at a football ground. The pleas of Arteta before the Bournemouth game attest to that. Years of accumulated evidence attest to that, too. But at the beginning of May 2026 I was in the press box there to report on Arsenal’s Champions League semi-­final second-­leg tie against Atlético Madrid. That night was a repudiation of the theory that a club with Arsenal’s supporter demographic, in an all-­seater stadium, is incapable of replicating the passion of the crowds of the 1980s. It was the kind of night that sent shivers of excitement down your spine from well before the start of the game. Two hours before kick-­off, Arsenal fans had turned the flights of steps at the front of the Emirates into an impersonation of the old terraces on which their fathers and grandfathers once stood at Highbury. They crammed onto them, craning their necks for a vantage point, to roar their welcome for the team bus carrying their players.

			

			They crowded the pavement in front of the Little Wonder Café and squeezed onto the middle of the small roundabout on Hornsey Road, finding any space they could to show their allegiance to Arteta, Declan Rice, Bukayo Saka, Gabriel, Viktor Gyökeres and the rest. And when the bus finally arrived, it was shrouded by clouds of red smoke, flanked by police vans and accompanied by roars and screams. Reserve, a protection mechanism to insure against more of the disappointment the club had experienced during the last twenty years, is more the Arsenal way these days but on that evening in north London, reserve was abandoned.

			These are the moments in the lives of every supporter that are rare and precious. Arsenal might have played in a Champions League semi-­final the season before, too, but they had not made the final for twenty years. That seemed like a lifetime ago. And it felt as if they poured a lifetime of longing into that night at the Emirates.

			I had always thought of the Emirates as an ordinary stadium until that night. Not any more. I looked around at the fans near the press box when the final whistle blew and confirmed Arsenal’s place in the Champions League final against what would turn out to be Paris Saint-­Germain. Friends wrapped each other in tight hugs and punched the air. They took group selfies to commemorate the night. Some shook their heads in disbelief, lost in emotion, consumed by the joy of football and the joy of camaraderie. On the pitch, Saka fell to the turf and knelt in prayer.

			

			By morning, everyone was talking about the occasion as if it were a triumph for the stadium. It was as if it had become flesh and blood. ‘The Emirates’ greatest night,’ one newspaper headline said. And so it was. A night when, after so many disappointments and so many years pining for past glories, a smile finally spread across the stadium’s face.

			On the way back to Arsenal tube station that night, I took the long way round so I could walk past the beautiful façade of Highbury’s art deco East Stand on Avenell Road. A few fans had had the same idea. They were taking each other’s picture in front of the entrance to the Marble Halls.

			It is the way it should be. More monuments to our game should have been preserved, as Highbury has been. Instead, they have been abandoned and demolished. Here and there, as at the site of Maine Road, there is an inscription where the centre spot once was. Sometimes, there is a widowed flight of stone steps. Sometimes, there is nothing at all.

		

	
		
			

			2

			Listen and You Will Hear Us Singing

			When my mum was in her mid-­twenties, searching for roles and still unsure whether she was going to make it as an actress, she worked as an usherette at a big cinema in Leicester Square and temped as a private secretary for a businessman in St John’s Wood. Then she came to a decision: she was going to pursue acting with everything she had. She left London and joined a travelling repertory company called The Century Theatre. She lived a peripatetic existence, touring the country with her fellow actors. She performed a bewildering array of plays, living in caravans with her fellow actors and actresses; she helped to assemble and dismantle the wooden auditorium every evening and embraced a life of bohemia. When she wasn’t touring, she was chasing other theatre roles, often unsuccessfully. So that she could maintain some sort of base in between stints on the road, she had moved back to live at home with her parents at 11 Denstone Avenue, in Urmston, a quiet suburb out to the west of Manchester city centre.

			She kept all her letters of rejection from provincial theatres in Halifax and Oldham and Manchester in a file. Seventy years later, when I was clearing out her cottage near Macclesfield, I found them and read them. There were thirty or forty, on headed notepaper, mostly neatly typed.

			

			‘Dear Miss Derbyshire,’ Peter Goss, a director of the New Theatre, Bromley, told her in a letter in December 1955, ‘Thank you very much for writing to me. I am afraid we have no vacancies for some time to come. I will keep you in mind for future casting.’

			‘Dear Miss Derbyshire,’ someone from the Variety Department of the BBC (North Region) wrote to her in October 1954, ‘I am sorry that you received no word from us following your audition but I am able to tell you that a note has been made of your performance.’

			‘Dear Miss Derbyshire,’ an official of the Chesterfield Civic Theatre wrote to her in January 1957, ‘Thank you for your letter of the 28th ultimo. I am very sorry to say, however, that there is no vacancy in the Company at the moment. I return your photograph herewith.’

			Denstone Avenue is modest, pleasant, tucked away behind the main road to Flixton. It is lined on both sides by two-­storey red-­brick semi-­detached homes. Each house has a drive and a low brick wall that separates the pavement from rows of neat, well-­kept front gardens. Everybody knew everybody there. My grandparents’ neighbours were among their best friends. They looked out for each other. The bonds formed by living through a war and surviving the trauma of air raids only strengthened those ties.

			In the Second World War, when she was in her teens and too homesick to be evacuated to Macclesfield with her elder sister, Joan, German bombers, which had dropped their payloads on the industrial hub of Trafford Park, sometimes let the last of their cargo fall on Urmston as they turned for home. One night, the house at the end of the cul-­de-­sac was flattened. A bungalow stands there now, squatting like a relic of a bad memory, a souvenir of a time of loss and pain, at odds with the architecture of the rest of the street. Mum was terrified of the same thing happening to number 11.

			

			My grandad, who had fought in the Balkan campaign in the First World War, and like so many ex-­servicemen, never talked about it, was a fire warden by then. During the Manchester Blitz, just before the Christmas of 1940, he took Mum outside to show her the glow in the night sky. ‘That’s Manchester burning,’ he told her.

			When my mum came back to live in Denstone Avenue in the 1950s, she discovered that the house opposite had been bought by Manchester United and was being used as digs for a player and his family. Dennis Viollet, United’s centre-­forward, and his wife, Barbara, were living there by then and Barbara had become friends with my grandparents.

			It is hard to imagine it now in an age when the top players are pampered and indulged with every form of luxury, and live in huge mansions or on gated estates, but even though Viollet was the star forward for the Busby Babes and had won league titles with United in 1956 and 1957, the United house in Denstone Avenue was a modest dwelling that did not even have a telephone.

			When the United plane bringing the Babes home from a European Cup tie in Belgrade crashed in the snow in Munich on 6 February 1958, after a refuelling stop, Viollet was among the passengers. Barbara, who did not know whether he was alive or dead, spent much of the day and night at my grandparents’ home, using their phone, desperately seeking information.

			

			It turned out Dennis had been thrown clear of the wreckage and was relatively unscathed, physically at least. When United played their first match after the disaster, an FA Cup fifth-­round tie against Sheffield Wednesday at Old Trafford on the evening of 19 February, there were eleven blank spaces on the United teamsheet in the programme. But Bobby Charlton, who had also survived the crash, played that night. And so did Viollet.

			I still talk to Mum about Dennis and Barbara and the Babes who were lost and until recently, she spoke often about that night when the plane crashed in the snow in Munich and her mum and dad were able to tell Barbara that Dennis was safe. It was part of our family history, too.

			It gave Mum an affection for United that never left her. After she started working on Coronation Street in January 1961, playing the character of Emily Nugent, she came into contact with United players and some of the Manchester City team, as well as Lancashire cricketers.

			Later in her career she gradually withdrew from public life and tried to avoid the engagements and the appearances and the parties that are sometimes attached to the job. In fact, she developed an aversion to them. She did her job and she loved her job and her colleagues. But when she finished work, she wanted to come home.

			

			When I was clearing out the cottage in Cheshire where she lived alone after my dad died in 2021, I found piles of embossed invitations to Coronation Street anniversary parties and television awards ceremonies, packed away in old tins in the garage amid my dad’s rusting garden tools and tins of nails and tacks. She kept the invitations but she never accepted any of them.

			When she was making her way as Miss Nugent, she did a lot more of what the cast used to call ‘PAs’, or public appearances. She opened supermarkets, drew raffles at working men’s clubs, opened village fêtes and cut the ribbon on a new building at Windyway Kennels in the hills above Macclesfield. Prominent among her list of PAs were visits to pubs to push down piles of pennies. It is a rite that has been left behind now but from the 1950s to the 1970s pubs in England raised money for charity by getting customers to donate loose change. The coins were added to a circular pile of penny pieces that would grow and grow in height. These towers of pennies, sometimes glued together by beer to prevent them toppling prematurely, kept reaching for the ceiling until a celebrity turned up to push them down so they could be caught in a blanket, collected, counted and donated to a good cause.

			My mum was part of that circuit. In the early 1970s, when I was five or six and already interested in football and cricket, she used to come home and regale me with stories of the sportsmen she had met at the pub in the cause of knocking down these mountains of copper coins. Farokh Engineer, the Lancashire wicketkeeper, was one of the regulars and someone who was unfailingly nice to her. I talked to Farokh recently about those times. He said they all built up a great camaraderie. They went to pubs all over Cheshire and Manchester in the cause and, most nights, once their demolition work was done, they would repair for a meal to the Milverton Lodge hotel, not far from Manchester City’s Maine Road ground.

			

			She liked Harry Pilling, too, a famously diminutive Lancashire batsman. And Brian Kidd, who had just won the European Cup with Manchester United. When Kidd was a coach at United under Sir Alex Ferguson and I was working as a football reporter for The Times, we bumped into each other occasionally. Kidd never mentioned football to me. ‘Please give my regards to your mum,’ he’d say, unfailingly. ‘Lovely lady.’ Lou Macari, who joined the Old Trafford club in 1973, was part of the group, too, and Mike Summerbee, one
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