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About the Book



Twice Winner of the British Sports Book Award

No one likes Millwall. They don’t care. But what does it really take to be a part of this team, or to be a supporter? Award-winning sports writer Michael Calvin’s Family provides a unique glimpse into the soul of a real football club. Calvin follows Millwall through an emotional promotion season. There for the first day of training, he was on the substitutes’ bench at Wembley, 333 days later. He vividly portrays players and management as family men, close to their roots. In captain Paul Robinson’s words: ‘We’re playing for the people who hate their jobs, who’d love our lives.’ Forget the glitz of the Premier League – this is the beautiful game in all its raucous glory. Intimate and compelling, Calvin’s unforgettable picture of lower-league English football is essential reading for anyone for whom football is far more than just a game.

This updated edition of the classic book includes a new introduction from Mike Calvin, providing insight into the 2016-2017 Millwall season.



About the Author



Michael Calvin, one of the UK’s most accomplished sportswriters, has worked in more than eighty countries, covering every major sporting event, including seven summer Olympic Games and six World Cup finals. He was named Sports Writer of the Year for his despatches as a crew member in a round-the-world yacht race and has twice been named Sports Reporter of the Year.

He is a bestselling author, whose book The Nowhere Men won the Times Sports Book of the Year prize in 2014. He became the first author to receive the award in successive years, when Proud, his collaboration with former Wales and British Lions rugby captain Gareth Thomas, was named Sports Book of the Year in 2015.

In the same year the second book of his football trilogy, Living On The Volcano, was shortlisted for the William Hill Sports Book of the Year prize. No Nonsense, his collaboration with Joey Barton, was nominated for the award in 2016.
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Introduction: From Guvnor to Gaffer



Some moments in football are frozen in time, preserved in the aspic of personal memory and public record. So it was, at precisely 4.44pm on 20 May 2017, on the touchline at Wembley, that Neil Harris came to embody the deceptive serenity of a manager on the verge of substantial achievement.

A screengrab from the Sky Sports coverage captured him checking his watch, consulting his assistant, Dave Livermore, and calling coach Adam Barrett from the substitutes’ bench. The background scenes, a blur of humanity in various stages of rapture, offered a clue about the context.

Steve Morison, the player who had replaced him as the emotional leader of a dressing room with historically defined values, had just scored the goal that promised to secure Millwall’s promotion to the Championship at the expense of Bradford City. Four minutes of normal time remained. Another five minutes would be added.

‘Are these the calmest men in football?’ asked a supporter, who posted the image on social media. Three months on, Harris laughs mordantly at the illusion he inadvertently created, before delivering a stream of consciousness that encapsulates the chaos that ensues when ambition is hauntingly close to fulfilment.

‘There was so much made of how calm we looked, how the gameplan worked like clockwork after the goal. I was actually saying to Livers at the time, “What are we doing? What are we doing?” He’s going, “I don’t know, what do we do? What do we say?” We get Adam down there: “What do we say?” And Adam goes, “I don’t know.” You’re so in the moment it’s carnage.

‘I go, “Jed [Wallace] off, Fred [Onyedinma] on.” Pace, legs, reliability. Yeah, great. OK, they’ve got five up front, let’s get [Jake] Cooper on. “Coops, get changed.” Hang on, what if they score? We’re going to want to go back to 4-4-2. What about the five centre halves? Oh shit. We’re going to have to play 3-5-2. But we haven’t played 3-5-2 all season. “Coops, sit down. Butch [Calum Butcher], on you go.”

‘Subs are made, and you can’t do anything. You’re standing there, hands in pockets, watching, thinking, not shouting. I knew I couldn’t physically affect the game. I learned that when we lost in the play-off final the year before. I’d warned the senior players they wouldn’t hear me shouting, because they wouldn’t be listening anyway.

‘That’s not because they don’t respect me. It’s Wembley, and there’s too much going on. Having played there myself, I know you look at your manager, see he’s shouting, and go “gotcha, gotcha” when you haven’t got a clue what he’s said. That’s because of the atmosphere, the noise, the intensity of the game.

‘So after the final whistle, emotion pours out. It went as we took a goal kick. [Bradford manager] Stuart McCall was right next to me, and I shook his hand first, then the hands of his staff, because that’s the decent thing. Then you want everyone around you to embrace the moment.

‘The players are off, screaming, doing what they want to do. I want my staff to be close. I’ve got to be honest the overriding feeling is one of sheer relief. That was not about 90-odd minutes, not even a season. That was two seasons’ work, not for me, for Livers, or the players, but for the club, for the recruitment team, the two CEOs I’ve worked under, for the chairman and the board.

‘It was for the fans who had stayed with us through the disappointment of relegation and a difficult couple of years, to a rollercoaster of a season which ended in promotion. So much is rolled into that moment. It was about people’s livelihoods. It was the difference between a really enjoyable summer, and one where I can’t keep five or six of my players.’

In a small, strangely personal respect, it represented closure. I was transported back seven years almost to the day, when Millwall had also won promotion to the Championship by a single, unanswered goal at Wembley. Then I was on the substitutes’ bench, recording the victory over Swindon Town for the first edition of this book.

Now, like Paul Robinson, scorer of the only goal in 2010, I was watching from an executive box. He was at AFC Wimbledon, reinforcing the leadership skills that earmark him as managerial material. It had taken him 45 minutes to negotiate Wembley Way before the match – Millwall fans do not forget one of their own.

‘This is brilliant, because I’m in amongst it instead of being whisked in and out on the coach, but the symmetry of it is weird,’ he said. ‘Winning 1–0, going up at the second attempt again. It’s history repeating itself.’ He had remained close to Harris, socially, and recognised the strength of ‘his authority amongst his peers’.

Tony Craig, who celebrated that 2010 victory on crutches, after being injured just before half time, emulated Robinson as captain, and led his team up to the Royal Box, where he lifted that ersatz trophy above his head in a state of bliss: ‘I had goose bumps. Talk about a boyhood dream coming true. It was the proudest moment of my life.’

He sought out his family, gave his daughter his winners’ medal. The private dread of being deemed unworthy of a first-team place, so familiar to any senior pro, receded, temporarily at least: ‘This is something to share. The years are ticking by. I’m going to enjoy it as long as it lasts, as long as my body tells me, “On you go, son,”’

I saw familiar faces, like that of academy manager Scott Fitzgerald, and toasted absent friends, men I had characterised as the Guvnors, players who set the highest personal and professional standards for those around them. Alan Dunne, another former Millwall captain, who was impressing as a player-coach at Bromley in the National League, texted from Dubai, where he promised to celebrate with a ‘ridiculously expensive’ bottle of wine.

Goalkeeper David Forde, carried shoulder-high off the pitch after capping a successful loan spell by helping Portsmouth clinch the League Two title on the last day of the season, was dealing with the knowledge his Millwall contract would not be renewed with new-found equanimity. He was on a self-styled ‘journey of discovery’ in which mantra-based meditation neutralised his inner fears and occasional, impulsive, rage.

The victory reminded him of ‘a fantastic time, a very intense time’, though the passage of seven years also brought home the reality that ‘a career goes so quickly’. He felt he had ‘two, three, four years left in me’, and signed for Cambridge United a month after the Wembley final. ‘This almost passed me by, because of my late development. The emotional part of my character got me to where I am today, but I’m starting to understand life’s true values.’

I had anticipated Andy Frampton remaining a central character in Millwall’s story, yet he was flourishing away from football. He was at Wembley as a spectator with his son, having spent seven months on Harris’s coaching staff before leaving in February 2016 to help run the family’s commercial property business. It was ‘a tough decision, but the right decision’, since it allowed him to spend quality time with his father, who passed away a year later.

Kenny Jackett, whose instinctive appreciation of the club’s culture defined six successful seasons before his resignation in May 2013, also felt the quietly spoken Frampton was a lost talent. Jackett was in the TV studio at Wembley, marking time before he returned to management with Portsmouth, and felt a piercing sense of pride in Harris’s progress. He was struck by his maturity, clarity of judgement, and certainty of purpose.

‘He has not wavered. That’s admirable. I have spoken to him a lot over the past couple of years, and he has stuck to his blueprint. Neil had The Den on a piece of string as a player, and as a manager he is the right fit. For him it has never been about the attention, or the money. He aspires to better himself, but if you love football as much as he does, you have a real chance of being successful.’

That is why it is appropriate to tie up the loose ends of this story by largely telling it through him. As the pivotal figure in the dressing room, Harris was the first player to approach me on 1 July 2009, my first day behind the scenes at Millwall. His status as a club legend is unique yet universal, since every club has someone who acts as a human prism, an emotional touchstone.

When the last edition of this book went to press in 2012, he was winding down his playing career, at Southend: ‘I was 36, approaching 37, and I had a year left on my contract. I’d had a really interesting couple of years under Paul Sturrock, who was a real character, a real gem of a guy. The club was in difficult circumstances, financially. I saw a lot and learned a lot about the politics of football.

‘I picked up a bad injury and started watching games, not as a fan but as a coach. I saw different dynamics, different structures. It doesn’t just dawn on you there and then that you want to stop playing, but little things kept nudging me. I knew it was coming. Phil Brown had come in. He was quite keen to clear the decks, lose people off the wage bill and bring new faces in.

‘Having me around as a senior player wasn’t really top of his agenda. I’d been to Millwall to watch a couple of games, and it was clear there was going to be a role for me. It was just a matter of when. Fortunately the Under-21 position became available. It was just a natural progression, really. Southend wanted me out, Millwall wanted me in, and I was ready for the next step.’

Management is a solitary existence, whereas coaching can be collegiate, because it is one step removed from responsibility for career-defining decisions and their consequences. Harris never forgot the implicit respect in Jackett’s earlier decision to allow him to leave The Den, to be a regular in a lower-league side rather than an intermittent impact substitute in the Championship.

It was an emotionally intelligent piece of management, in which Jackett considered the player’s future and ignored the inconvenience of being deprived of a reliable fourth-string striker, which taught him the importance of rewarding loyalty and occasionally looking beyond short-term self-interest. ‘Kenny has helped me immensely. I’ve learned more from him than anybody. I did my coaching badges when I was playing under him, so I would study, come back, and watch his sessions. The measured way he delivered information has stuck with me. He knew I wanted to play. Once I lost that desire I wanted to coach.

‘Paul Sturrock was completely different, a grandfather figure. Illness restricted him but tactically he was a genius. Under him, I learned about dealing with players. He was so clever. He could leave you out and still invite you round to his house for a game of pool and a beer. My biggest strength, and I suspect this will diminish as I get older, is realising a player’s mentality.

‘That’s down to the fact I’ve only recently come out of the dressing room. When I was working with the Under-21s I joined in training most days, the running every day. I was very close to the first-team players on a personal level because I played with a lot of them. I think it gives me a bit of humility. I hope it does.

‘I can’t remember the last time I watched a game of football as a fan. If I put a game on the telly, the first thing I do is look at the formations of the teams. Then I pick a player and watch him: where is he, what’s he doing, if I played a better system what would he do? It’s bloody frustrating at times, because sometimes you just want to watch the game from a different perspective.

‘I go and watch my kids play, my son and daughter. I’m off: what role are they playing, what are they doing, what are the other team are doing? My son’s a centre half and I’m thinking: who’s he playing against, a three or a two? And I want to let him know that information but I have to shut up and let him get on with it himself.

‘Very few players come out straight away and say, “I want to be a manager.” There are some, like me, who say, “I want to stay in the game. I want to coach, but do I want to be a manager? Let’s see. Time will tell.” I would recommend any players who are thinking about being a coach or a manager to go through the 18s, 21s, 23s. That’s a great pathway, a great educational tool.

‘You are making decisions, setting teams up, making subs, making tactical decisions. You are doing video analysis, player recruitment, but you’re also closer to the players. They’re still kids. They’re going to make mistakes, get caught on their phone driving the car, have girlfriend problems, crazy little things, and you have to go through that. And you have to watch the first-team manager from afar.’

That is rarely a comforting experience. Harris saw at close quarters the struggle of Jackett’s immediate successor Steve Lomas, who has failed to secure another managerial job since being sacked on Boxing Day, 2013. His history as a former West Ham captain offended tribal sensibilities. This being Millwall, his appointment was immediately greeted by a home-made banner, strung across the main gate, which instructed him to ‘Fuck off’.

Harris winces at a slur that has entered club folklore: ‘Steve had a really difficult job. I think he quickly realised that circumstances didn’t give him a chance. When I took over during that Christmas period, on an interim basis, Jesus, it was hard. Hard with a senior group of players that didn’t have the desire or hunger, and had a losing mentality.

‘It taught me so much about myself. The first time on the training pitch, I realised, “This isn’t for me at the moment.” I was very clear to the chairman and the board from minute one, that they needed someone with a lot more experience than me to deal with that group of players.’

The subsequent appointment of Ian Holloway, a man of emotional extremes, was yet another example of a club ignoring its nature in the pursuit of advancement. He professed to relate to the earthiness and endeavour that characterised Millwall teams, but lacked focus, and failed to create the right human chemistry. It blew up in his face.

The scars are vivid, and it takes little to reopen the wounds. Holloway, sacked after fifteen months and replaced by Harris in March 2015, proved notably graceless in his response to a turbulent 2–2 draw at Loftus Road between QPR, the club to which he returned, and Millwall in the Championship in September 2017. ‘You’ve got one of your own in charge,’ he sneered. ‘Maybe that’s what you wanted in the first place.’

To be fair, he had been relentlessly goaded by the travelling supporters. Yet the club never felt right under his control. He had surges of enthusiasm, but his management seemed somehow unstructured, inauthentic. A dressing room can go bad extremely quickly if it is not given due care and attention.

‘How does it go bad?’ Harris asked rhetorically. ‘Money. Money. From either disparity in wages, and don’t kid yourself that people don’t know what each other is on, or from people having enough money to not really care about results and losing jobs. You can also just have bad characters, too many big egos. They clash, and those characters start recruiting from people around them. Little cliques form.

‘Fortunately the only really bad environment I’ve played in was when I had a period at Nottingham Forest under Gary Megson, when the dressing room was horrendous. Other than that I’ve been quite lucky. At Millwall at that time I wouldn’t say there were bad pros or bad people, but there were a lot of egos and a lot of experienced players that all wanted to play. When they weren’t playing, they weren’t behaving like pros.

‘There are basics for me, in football. A spirit of togetherness is everything, especially in a Millwall shirt. Desire and work ethic is essential. I’ve played with some good players, and played well myself at times, but if I look back at the best teams I’ve played in, we had good togetherness. I’m thinking of the Millennium team that got very close to the Premier League, the FA Cup final group in 2004.

‘The 2009, 2010 team was very stable for a couple of years in the Championship after winning promotion. They were all really good, hard-working lads that hadn’t come from above, they’d come from below, or through the ranks. Those are the simple ingredients that I’ve taken with me as Under-21s coach and now as first-team manager.

‘Yes, we can recruit the right personnel, with due diligence, but you have to recruit from within at a certain level to bring that spirit of togetherness out. If they’re not the right people, get them out. Move them on. Or surround them with enough good people that they carry them. And I think that’s key. I want to really like my players, really love my players.

‘I respect them as well, not just because of what they’ve achieved, which has been phenomenal in the last couple of years, but because of the people they are. They’re really strong. Everything we’ve done under me – the two Wembley finals, the FA Cup quarter-final – has been down to them, to their togetherness and ability. I respect them hugely; they’re good lads.’

Management is about the judicious application of authority. Harris learned from Jackett the fine art of occasionally allowing the dressing room to self-regulate. To illustrate the point, Tony Craig recalls a pivotal team meeting following a 3–0 defeat at Scunthorpe just before Christmas 2016, which left them fourteenth, nineteen points off first place.

‘The gaffer said his bit. As soon as he left, it was down to us, as players. It was a closed-door job. In that environment you say things as you see it. You can’t hold it back and you can’t take offence. We are an open group and people got a few things off their chest. Looking back, that defeat was an absolute godsend.’

It was interesting to hear Craig describe Harris as ‘Gaffer’, since he still refers to him by his nickname, Chopper, when they are outside their working environment. Just as a dressing room has a hierarchical structure, which takes account of achievement, experience and force of personality, convention demands that a manager is afforded studied respect.

‘In the dressing room and training room it is Gaffer. If I speak to TC on the phone, or we’re away from people and having a coffee, it is Chopper. I’m very relaxed about it. I say the same to Steve Morison but he calls me Gaffer at all times. I brought them both into the club to lead the dressing room, and they’ve produced without a shadow of doubt.

‘They’re good players, but they’ve led like me and Robbo did in the last promotion team. They gel. They are different characters, but they’re both leaders, captains in different scenarios. Tony has a voice, and inspires by example. Steve has a standing in the group personality-wise, and because of what he’s achieved in the game. They’re both really good strong characters.

‘Senior players all bring different attributes. I have to allow them to lead to a certain extent. If they don’t feel they can do so or there’s an issue, then they come and see me. If I feel I need to get a message across, I give it to them and they deliver it. That is done in different ways.

‘It might be upfront – they will say, “Listen, he ain’t happy. He’s done this because of that. You’re out of order, and you’re out of order.” Or it might be softly, softly, when I don’t want to call a formal meeting but they let it be known to the group on my behalf that training hasn’t been good enough.

‘That gives me the chance to make my point more naturally, in the next session. I might say, “Big game Saturday. Come on, the dressing room’s got to be right. We’ve got to be at it.” I know that subconsciously that will go in. It’s amazing how little messages like that transform a training session.

‘Kenny trusted myself, Robbo, Framps, Gary [Alexander] and Fordey to lead, and bring out the strength of character of people like Moro and Dunney. Others, like Chris Hackett, Danny Schofield and Scotty Barron wanted to be part of it. Kenny allowed us to help to create a good core, and steered us in the right direction.

‘I manage. I make the decisions. There are no grey areas. But I think I’m a good person, and if any player wants to come and see me, for whatever reason, I’ll always tell them to knock on my door, or ring me. Most phone the number two, a coach, or a senior player. By all means speak to the staff, but if you’ve got a problem then bring it to me. There’s always a fear factor, but I care.’

That does not mean he cannot be dispassionate, to the point of frigidity. His position dictates that personal relationships must not be permitted to influence professional priorities. Decisions can be harsh, far-reaching, and painfully divisive.

‘Is it best for the football club? That’s the decision. Could I let a mate go? If it is right for the football club it has to be done. I took over from Ollie on an interim basis in March 2015, and took the full-time role at the end of April. By the beginning of May I’d let Dunney go. I’d played with him for goodness knows how many years, become a mate, but it was time for him to move on. Deep down he knew it, I knew it, the football club knew it. I had to make that decision and deliver the news. And we’re still mates.

‘Take Fordey. He’s probably the best goalkeeper I’ve played with, alongside Tony Warner. I had to drop him twice in the space of three weeks. It was disastrous, but it was for the right reasons. And if I make bad calls, it’s only out of a sense of honesty and because I think they’re right. I’ll make a point of explaining that, whether the player likes it or not, it’s my decision.

‘I take the responsibility of letting young players go from the Under-21s. Emotionally it’s hard. My bottom lip’s gone a couple of times, with or without coaches around me, because you think to yourself, “I’ve got a fifteen-year-old son. I don’t want to deliver bad news.” But nine times out of ten, with first-year pros, it’s quite clear-cut.

‘There might be nine easy decisions a year. Keep four, release five, one’s in the grey area. He’s the hard one. I do it in the right manner, with care and affection and humility. Sometimes it’s easier than dealing with the senior player who has a family to support. I put myself in their shoes, with two kids, and, I have to say, “I’m sorry, mate, but …”’

Harris speaks quickly when he is engaged, so that words occasionally collide, bumper to bumper. But here he trailed away, looked contemplative, and filled the silence by taking a swig of water. Over the years I have seen him mature, almost imperceptibly. His natural diligence, expressed best by the meticulous nature of his gameplans, takes us back to Wembley, and that day of days.

‘The tactics, the video analysis, were delivered on the Thursday. Friday was the players’ time. They had five-a-side, then I named the team and did the set-plays. I had two grey areas in terms of selection, right back and left midfield. Injury forced my hand on one, but left midfield was trickier, because I had been mixing and matching during the last few games of the season.

‘I chose Aidan O’Brien over Shane Ferguson, and explained I wanted to keep an unchanged team from the semi-final. I told others before training that they wouldn’t be starting. They appreciated me telling them up front, even though it was a Wembley final. They knew they were a big part of it. I told them to be ready. That’s how you keep your team.

‘I slept OK the night before the game. When I got up, everything was clear. I had breakfast with Livers and Adam, and went through all the scenarios; one–nil up, one–nil down, injuries to every position in the team, who’s going to go where. The only thing we didn’t know was whether we were going to play 3-5-2 or 4-3-3, because they changed shape with personnel. We could play both shapes, so I was quite relaxed.

‘In the back of my mind I thought it would go to penalties. We practised them on four separate occasions leading up to the game, which is a lot. Kenny had rung me on the Wednesday. He said, “I’ll get my call in early, good luck. Enjoy leading your team out at Wembley – it doesn’t matter [that] you’ve done it before. Just remember, it’s about you as well.”

‘Little gestures like that helped me settle. I was nervous about the game, but I’ve got my suit on, I’m leading my team out, and I’m going to enjoy the moment because I didn’t enjoy it the year before. I think the least anxious time of the day was during the game. Especially during the first half, you can’t change much. You’ve got to get on with it.

‘I remember coming in at half time and being a little bit relieved that it was nil–nil. I said, “You’ve let yourselves down a bit. You’re a good team, you’re good players, but you’re not showing it.’ There’s no point saying to them, you’re not running enough, you’re not doing your job. Because they’ll say, I’m not running enough? What am I supposed to be doing?

‘We made slight tactical adjustments. The ball was just going everywhere. The wide players were too deep, almost standing on our full backs’ toes. So we said, “Come on, let’s be brave. Full backs, you’re good players, release your wide players a bit higher. You might have to defend one on one with the help of Shaun Williams, but that will create pressure.” It worked. They stopped controlling the game, and lost composure. We affected them mentally because they couldn’t deal with the game.’

The winning goal was a combination of familiar virtues. Wallace found space to fashion a cross which Lee Gregory met with a diving flicked header. Morison, on the shoulder of the last defender, pulled off at the far post to apply the finishing touch. Once the initial surge of adrenaline subsided, Harris was left in emotional limbo.

The manager could not bring himself to fully enjoy the achievement, though he saw the funny side of tracksuited defenders Byron Webster and Jake Cooper returning to the team hotel on Boris Bikes, their medals still around their necks, after pleading successfully with him to be allowed off the coach in a traffic jam to refuel at McDonald’s.

‘Two 6 foot 5 inch defenders … you should have seen them. That’s part of the fun of such a day. The party was brilliant. It reminded me of when I was playing: all the wives, girlfriends, parents and kids, all the staff together, with the trophy, in the shadow of Tower Bridge. Awesome. And then people start disappearing. Claire, my wife, has gone up and taken the younger kids to bed. It’s half-ten.

‘We’re having a few beers on our own in the bar, and I go, “Right! Next year; what do we need?” My boy’s there and he’s loving it. Alex [Aldridge], the head of recruitment, is around the table with the coaching staff. Suddenly, Steve Kavanagh, the chief exec, comes in and goes, “What the fuck are you doing?” And I said, we’re just chatting about next year.

‘He laughs and says: “This is an order now, I’m telling you, get out now.” I said, “Just give us five minutes.” So he pulls up a chair and sits down. That settled me a bit, but I couldn’t let it go. I couldn’t chill out the next day, even though we had breakfast with the families, went home, and had the entire family round.

‘It was about 7pm, when they’d all gone home, that Claire comes in. She goes, “Did you win yesterday? Because we had one of the best days of our lives, me and the kids. What’s up with you?” I didn’t know, so we put the game on, and watched it back, with the kids nipping in and out. It was about three and a quarter hours from start to finish, with all the build-up and analysis.

‘I went to bed, opened my eyes in the morning, and felt better. Bizarre. I realised I had been all over the shop because I hadn’t gone through my routine, which, all season, had been to watch the game back, either on the coach or at home.

‘We’re creatures of habit, managers. It’s a demanding job, physically and mentally. Sometimes I think it would help if I was very laid-back. I find it difficult to delegate at times, because I want to do everything to the best of my ability, so time-management is something I’m learning about. I need to make sure the family get quality time.

‘Players need my time. There’s always one there, asking, “Gaffer, can I have five minutes?” I always say yes, because I care about doing the job properly. That means me taking training on a Monday, and going to watch the Under-23s game that night. It means me taking training on a Tuesday, driving to somewhere like Fleetwood, getting back at 4am, and doing the school run later that morning, so I can see the kids.

‘It’s usually a day off, but I’m on the phone all day or watching video footage. Whatever the analysis team do, I do just as much. I analyse all our games, and the opposition, because I think that’s me doing it correctly. I don’t like a lot of the agent stuff, but I respect that they’ve got a job to do so I try and work with them. It is demanding, but I fucking love it, absolutely love it.’

All that remains is to sweep up the droppings from the elephant in the room. Harris cannot have complete closure until he addresses the act of supposed sacrilege at Wembley, the pitch invasion by Millwall fans that invited the regurgitation of stereotypes and led to the FA and Metropolitan Police launching inquiries.

His frustration is palpable: ‘Bad news sells, we all know that, but we work tirelessly to change our image. Football doesn’t stand still. We are not the Millwall of 25 or 40 years ago. We won Family Club of the Year – that’s massive for us, massive. I have to embrace that.

‘We know there is an element we need to get right, but do I blame our fans at Wembley? Not one iota. The stadium authorities need to look at themselves. You’ve got 30,000 Millwall fans in one end, we’ve just won an important game of football, and there’s not a policeman or steward in sight. It’s crazy. I saw a lot of people running on, trying to get selfies, and running off.

‘The reaction was a result of culture shock, more than anything. There has to be a mix. We must retain old-school values, but have to play the modern game. You can’t change a generation of Millwall fans overnight. It is evolving, but you have to do it slowly. I still need the Guvnors, the aggression on the pitch, but I know I need to choose my words carefully.

‘I have to try to create the right culture, the right environment, within the club. To do that, I have to link the fans with the board, players and the staff. I have to make sure that when my team goes out there, there is a bond between them on the pitch and what I still like to call the terraces. That’s the biggest thing …’

Sneer if you wish, but in this era of corporate artifice, Premier League tourists, and multi-millionaire footballers occupying a human zoo, he has a point.


Chapter 1


Family Ties



The knife penetrated Alan Baker’s ribcage, in the fourth intercostal space, just beneath the right nipple. It sliced through veins, nerves, and arteries, puncturing a lung. His breath came in short, searing bursts, and he suffered severe blood loss, but he was lucky. Had the blade been wrenched to the left, instead of the right, it would have hit his heart. The officer from the Police Support Unit, who helped save his life after he had stumbled through an alleyway before collapsing outside a bus garage 300 yards from Upton Park, would have been a coroner’s witness. His assailant, hidden in a melee of at least eleven attackers, estimated by police to be aged between their early twenties and mid-forties, would have been the central character in a murder inquiry.

The hunt was conducted, with feral efficiency, just after 8.00pm on what the headline writers designated, with a tiresome lack of originality, as football’s night of shame. Only the dates – in this case Tuesday 25 August 2009 – change. The themes of social dysfunction, institutional arrogance and ritual criticism are constant. Baker was a Millwall season ticket holder, a former fireman of impeccable character who was systematically separated from nine members of his family as they attempted to reach the second round Carling Cup tie at West Ham. The rumour that he had died, given credibility by the sinister atmosphere of choreographed violence, swept through the ground. The following day, Neil Harris, his idol, was at his hospital bedside.

Harris, scorer of Millwall’s goal in a 3–1 extra-time defeat, was shocked to discover the victim’s identity. He had met Baker during a holiday in Portugal that summer. They had shared ice cream, discussed football folklore and the common challenges of family life. As the team’s spiritual leader, Harris led them off during the second of three pitch invasions, when a youth ran across his path and drew his hand across his throat in an unmistakable mime of malevolence. He was as scared as he had been during an exemplary career, which had entered its thirteenth season. ‘It’s the only time I have ever felt threatened on the pitch’, he admitted. ‘Anyone could have walked past, slashed the back of your leg with a knife, or worse. You are basically putting your fate in the hands of idiots. You’re hoping they are not mad enough to do you harm.’ During the initial invasion, when he was abused as ‘a fucking wanker’ and ‘Millwall scum’, he had been able to smell the alcohol on fans’ breath. Local pubs, and bars serving home fans at the ground, had remained open, despite warnings.

In the circumstances, no one gave a thought to Kenny Jackett, the Millwall manager, who considered the scenes the worst he had witnessed in 32 years in football. He had only three outfield players as substitutes, and compiled his game plan from a borrowed DVD and a single scout’s report compiled by Steve Jones. It was a masterpiece of economy and tactical insight, almost too good for the common good. Jackett had spotted West Ham’s limitations out of possession, their reluctance to track laterally, as Gianfranco Zola’s system required. He had recognised the potential of exploiting one-on-one situations in wide areas. His preparatory work, on the training ground, took Millwall to within three minutes of a victory that would have caused even more bloodshed.

Ken Chapman, Millwall’s security and operations advisor, believed the match finished only because of West Ham’s 87th-minute equaliser, a Julien Faubert cross swept in by Junior Stanislas. The goal prompted the first incursions, and quelled, temporarily, the pitched battle between home fans, stewards and police, which was building to a crescendo in the north-west corner of the ground. Chapman, who spent 33 years in the Metropolitan Police, the last five as borough commander in Lewisham, was monitoring events at home with an air of foreboding, sadness, and exasperation. His sense of duty was offended.

He shared intelligence, but had been excluded from the planning process by West Ham’s Safety Advisory Group, which comprises club officials, police representatives, and assorted bureaucrats. Chief Superintendent Steve Wisbey had been involved in policing football matches for 29 years, but was in his first season as match commander at Upton Park. He was dismissive of Millwall’s protests about being limited to 2,300 tickets, less than half of what they were entitled to under competition rules. He gave more weight to the advice of Louisa Elliston, a functionary from the Football Licensing Authority. Chapman’s fears of problems created by ticketless Millwall fans were realised when between 200 and 300 gained entry to the away end, little more than three minutes after kick-off. Initial reports that they had stormed an exit gate were clarified by CCTV footage, which revealed a white-coated steward opening the door, outwardly. It took precisely 80 seconds to herd them into the lower tier of the Sir Trevor Brooking Stand.

The resultant surge was apparent in the directors’ box, where the Millwall delegation was aghast at the antics of Gianluca Nani, West Ham’s technical director. He was urging those around him to get to their feet in response to chants of ‘Stand up if you hate Millwall’. Visiting chairman John Berylson chastised himself for lacking the presence of mind to capture Nani’s crass behaviour on his mobile phone. The American businessman was eventually smuggled out of Upton Park in the back of a taxi, ordered by the driver to avoid eye contact with fans spilling into the road. He felt outraged, but finally understood the psyche of the club that had become an unlikely passion. He, too, felt a primal sense of belonging.

Andy Ambler, his chief executive, was in damage limitation mode. The Football Association, fearful of the global impact of the images of civil unrest, had England’s 2018 World Cup bid to protect. Gerry Sutcliffe, a notably ineffective successor to Richard Caborn as sports minister, duly condemned events as ‘a disgrace to football’. Moral anger was stoked by accusations of racist conduct on both sides. Millwall were tethered to their reputation, which encouraged assumptions of culpability. The club’s Community work, in an area squeezed between the twin extremes of deprivation and gentrification, would be an important mitigating factor, but a draconian response was apparently inevitable. The FA charged West Ham on four counts of failing to control their fans, Millwall three. Accusations of racist abuse directed at West Ham striker Carlton Cole and Millwall substitute Jason Price were toxic.

Millwall’s defence would be led by Jim Sturman QC, a Ramones fan who combined the intensity of a two-minute garage band thrash with the arcane courtesies of the courtroom. He had reason to identify with the underdog. In a profession shaped by the conventions of an Oxbridge education, he had become one of Britain’s best barristers despite emerging from Reading University with a 2:2 in law. He was irritated by the fleeting indignity of being exposed, in a government report, as the first lawyer to earn more than £1 million in a year from legal aid.

He had spent a decade in football’s disciplinary process, as both prosecutor and defender, and intuitively understood the parameters of Millwall’s problem. It chimed with his experience of defending Colin Stagg, acquitted of murdering Rachel Nickell in 1994. Three words, ingrained on the brain of the most humble junior solicitor, summarised Millwall’s plight: hue and cry. ‘When there is a pressure to get a result, conscious or subconscious, injustice often happens’, Sturman explained. ‘If there is a desire to do something, or a perception someone’s got to pay, hue and cry occurs. Colin Stagg is a classic example. It took us eleven years to show they always had the wrong man.’

‘No One Likes Us. We Don’t Care.’ Not so much an anthem as a way of life. Millwall’s notoriety is their birthright. I was an outsider who orbited another world in which players were desensitised to reality, clubs were quietly stolen by asset strippers, and supporters were disenfranchised. As a journalist I was deemed to occupy a place on the evolutionary scale somewhere between a sloth and a sewer rat. ‘It’s a calculated risk’, said Jackett, when he announced to his staff that the board had agreed to give me unrestricted access to the club’s activities over the 2009–10 season. The odds on that being a bad idea shifted at West Ham, on a night on which it was safer to leap to conclusions and exhume half-forgotten outrages, instead of interrogating the truth. It was an open goal for anyone inclined to do a hatchet job.

Matt Le Tissier unleashed the hounds of hell when he sent Millwall to Upton Park in a draw conducted in the Sky Sports studio. Most players banned their families from attending. The volatility of the fixture reflected a warped social history. The rivalry had soured, mutated. It defied rational analysis of the fault lines in the relationship between dockers and shipbuilders, founding fathers of each club. The heresy of scab labour, early in the last century, was given a murderous dimension in a subsequent generation by gangland wars involving the Krays and Richardsons. The game was a tribal ritual, an end in itself.

The tone was set by the charmer who posted on a Millwall message board, minutes after the draw had been made: ‘I’m so excited I don’t know whether to polish my knuckleduster or have a wank.’ The talk was of ‘old faces, out in force’. This was to be football’s equivalent of a Sex Pistols reunion gig, an invitation for middle-aged men to recreate the havoc of their youth. Throw in the Socialist Workers’ Party, the British National Party and their fellow travellers in the English Defence League, and you had an anarchist’s wet dream.

Chapman, who gathered his security team at 6.00am the day after the draw, listened to the usual intelligence chatter. He looked beyond the bravado of supposed emissaries from Rangers and Celtic pledging to fight for Millwall and West Ham respectively. He was concerned by the brevity of a thirteen-day planning cycle, and the fact that the game would end in the dark. The inevitability of a result meant that one tribe would be seething with resentment. His team identified three pubs as principal meeting points for hooligan factions. One was in the City, the second in Bermondsey, and the third was fluid, but in the Woolwich area. Suggestions that a series of organised clashes would begin at the Bluewater Shopping Centre in the early afternoon were discounted, because it would be too easy for security staff to control access and egress. The trouble would flare along tube and overground railway lines, where policing was sporadic.

The mood on Millwall’s team bus was subdued as it arrived two hours before kick-off. While it waited at the traffic lights, before turning right into Green Street, some players stood in the aisle to get a better look at Bobby Moore’s statue, swathed in green plastic sheeting as a protection against desecration. Jack, the driver, wryly revealed that the tinted bus windows were ‘brick-proof, but not bullet-proof’. Small knots of West Ham fans extended middle fingers in salute, but the gesture was just a surly form of foreplay. They were more interested in fuelling their prejudices behind the boarded-up windows of the Boleyn pub.

I disembarked in a quiet corner of the club car park, with a ticket for the away end in my back pocket. As a precaution, I picked up a pre-arranged media pass, and wandered past the black-suited Boleyn bouncers, filtering fans into a bar that radiated heat, the scent of stale beer, and the hum of humanity. Queues formed outside the pie’n’mash shops in Barking Road, where police patrolled two by two. Convoys of vans containing colleagues in full riot gear sped past, sirens blaring. Millwall fans, arriving at East Ham station on a southbound tube, had emerged to smash the windscreen of a passing car. They dragged the occupants, an Asian couple, out on to the road, and were ready to fight their way westwards.

I doubled back towards the epicentre of the trouble in Green Street, south of Upton Park tube station. At around 6.30pm, 75 minutes before kick-off, a chant of ‘Let’s go fucking mental’, from drinkers corralled behind a wire-mesh fence adjoining the Queens pub, was the signal for a barrage of bricks, bottles, and beer cans. An older group of West Ham fans, clustered outside a chicken shop on the opposite side of the road, caught the police in a pincer movement. One officer, detached from the group when he attempted to retrieve acrylic glass riot shields from an adjoining street, was hit by a vodka bottle, thrown at point-blank range.

An Asian man, filming the scene from his flat overlooking the square, which normally housed a street market, was providing the narrative for the night’s rolling news. He made the mistake of glorifying his impact in a Sky TV interview. Two days later, as he attempted to enter his home at 11.30pm, he was assaulted by four well-dressed white men who, according to police, were aged between 35 and 45. It was deemed petty revenge, rather than a racially-motivated attack. No one was brought to trial, despite thorough examination of CCTV footage. No one was surprised.

Millwall fans arriving at Upton Park tube, before its closure, were told by police that their safety could not be guaranteed. Some turned back. Those determined to attend were largely unprotected as they walked down side streets and through an alleyway that led to the ground. Ominously, mounted officers chased a gang of West Ham fans out of Tudor Road, one of the principal access routes to the away end. I retraced my steps towards the ground and walked through a maze of garages behind the Bobby Moore stand towards the visitors’ entrance in Priory Road.

It quickly became clear that the police were under-manned. More than 900 officers were allocated to the previous game between the clubs at Upton Park, a 1–1 draw in April 2005. Chief Superintendent Wisbey, conscious of draining resources across London, made do with 500, with the promise of another 200 being available from the Commissioner’s reserve. Gangs, armed with bottles, walked with impunity from a nearby estate towards the visitors’ gates, which were guarded by stewards. It was not until fifteen minutes before kick-off that police in Level One public order equipment, fireproof overalls, a visored NATO helmet, and shin and elbow guards, took over.

The policing strategy unravelled quickly. A second group of ticketless Millwall fans were herded into the away end. Wisbey and his deputies broke the chain of command by leaving the stadium control room at half time. Until they returned, more than half an hour into the second half, Ron Pearce, West Ham’s security officer, had no means of calling for reinforcements. His stewards struggled to maintain a semblance of control. This calamitous lack of communication, as the disorder in the north-west corner gained in intensity, was condemned by both clubs. It was, however, outside the FA’s remit. The regulatory commission could make observations about the implications of the policing procedures but had no power to cross-examine senior officers. Chief Superintendent Wisbey declined to respond to my repeated requests for comment.

I retreated to the press box, having concluded it was unsafe even to approach the visitors’ turnstiles. I sat behind a reporter, under unaccustomed pressure from his news desk. He stopped watching the game, typed the words ‘Millwall’, ‘West Ham’ and ‘trouble’ into Google, and began to copy and paste a familiar litany of mayhem. Two deaths in the eighties: one on a tube at Embankment in central London, the other at New Cross, when West Ham fans were intercepted after a game at Crystal Palace. The tired old legends of such hooligan firms as the Bushwackers and the Inter City Firm were resuscitated. Myths are woven on nights such as these. They become unchallenged history, holy writ in cyberspace. It is a sanitised process, a world away from pain and blood, bubbling at the back of a victim’s throat.

The chaos on the tube meant the Baker family were late, and had to walk through unfamiliar territory. They wore no Millwall colours, but were directed to the wrong entrance. This made them conspicuous, and they were ambushed. The gang chased the family, which scattered, before Alan and his sons Harry and Charlie, aged seventeen and eighteen, were surrounded. At crisis point, deep-seated personal values dictated events: ‘I’m very proud of my roots’, Alan explained, without any sense of bravado. ‘I brought my boys up to be men, to face their fears. We stood together.’

They were kicked, punched, and bitten in what police described as a ‘sustained and brutal attack’, but fought back. Alan was isolated, and stabbed by one of eleven men whose descriptions were circulated by Newham’s Violent Crime Unit. A twenty-year-old man was arrested in connection with the stabbing. He was bailed, never charged. For the victim, it was a surreal experience, relived through a series of stark, recurring images: ‘I first noticed these bobbles of blood, dropping on to the pavement. I know this sounds crazy, but I was convinced it was tomato sauce. I was angry because I thought someone had smeared me with a hamburger.’

He was rejoined by his sons in the alleyway leading into Priory Road. Blood gushed from the wound when Alan lifted his blue and white striped sweater to investigate. Charlie’s instinctive response, to jam his hands across his father’s chest to stem the flow of blood, gave him precious time. Harry alerted the medically-trained PSU officer, who kept vigil as Alan was rushed to hospital, where he received seventeen units of blood and had twice to be resuscitated.

Alan Baker remains an unwilling symbol of a club burdened by its history. He refused all requests to come forward before, out of respect to Harris, he agreed to speak to me for this book. ‘It’s funny but, as a fireman, I was in many life-threatening situations’, he said. ‘It’s not until it happens to you that you realise just how many people play a part in keeping you alive. I owe my life to about 50 people, who helped me from the time I was stabbed, to the time I was discharged. Incredible. I know I shouldn’t be here.’

Alan has a special status in football’s extended family. He proves it can be the people’s game, in the most forbidding of circumstances. Harris often visited him at home during his recuperation. He gave him the shirt he wore during the match. There was a simple motivation for his generosity: ‘I’m a player, he’s a fan. We represent the same thing. All of a sudden, because you’ve gone through his front door, you’re family.’

Family.

It’s a concept that covers a multitude of sins, enduring values like loyalty, trust and unconditional love. You’re on the wrong shelf if you’re looking for one of those factional romps involving lovely, lovely geezers dressed in Harrington jackets and surgical masks, tearing up town centres. This book has, as its central subject, a group of working men bound by the challenge of collective achievement. They’ve allowed me to study the nature of allegiance, the humanity that football is in danger of forfeiting. They represent an endangered species in an age of empty celebrity, a team greater than the sum of its parts. The pressures that assail them, an ordinary yet extraordinary group of sportsmen, will also shape the lives of strangers. Join me in a search for the game’s soul, which can begin in only one place, the sunlit uplands of childhood.


Chapter 2


The Ghost of Billy Element



Billy Element was born to score goals: 112 in a single season for our boys’ team. He had pinched features, a pudding bowl haircut, and a watchful, predatory nature. I remember him smiling only once, when he chipped a goalkeeper with a penalty kick. At the age of twelve he had the keys to the magic kingdom, far beyond a council estate built on a sewage farm in West Watford. Scouts flattered his family with the relentlessness of Tudor courtiers, and he signed for QPR, then an emerging force in the old First Division. We envied his ability, the breadth of his ambition. Football was his release, his salvation, our dream. We prayed his stardust would settle on us, like the white parachutes of dandelion seeds that carried on the wind when we blew them off their stalks. We were young, naive, and about to be ambushed by reality.

One summer’s morning, an ambulance parked alongside the ash trees that doubled as our goalposts on the patch of grass outside Billy’s house. He emerged in a makeshift shroud of blankets, and left a vacuum that took 35 years to fill. His memory was summoned when Kenny Jackett was driving me to a core stability class for his Millwall squad, run by an aerobics instructor with a stereotypical fondness for drum’n’bass remixes of Phil Collins’ greatest hits. Kenny had grown up believing that Billy had swallowed his tongue. My theory that he had died of meningitis was confirmed in a mobile telephone call to Tony Wilson, a childhood friend. Billy’s death, once a blur of bewilderment, acquired sudden clarity. He symbolised the fragility of life, the privilege of talent, and the dark truth of the oldest football cliché in the book, about taking one match at a time.

Holywell Estate, where we grew up, was hardly Fort Apache. The newly-built houses quickly became homes. People took pride in making something of their flint-strewn gardens. The Highwayman, the solitary pub, had its fair share of cartoon brawls and comedy copping off, but lacked menace. Mediocrity, rather than the petty villainy that preoccupied the local police, was its curse. Too many regulars accepted self-imposed limitations, and drifted on the ebb tides of everyday life. We vowed to be different.

I was among the bigger boys strutting their stuff on King George V Playing Fields, one of 471 in the UK named after the founding father of the House of Windsor. Kenny was one of the younger kids who played on Caractacus Green, a small patch of grass named after the tribal chieftain who led British resistance to the Romans. We each carried boyhood traits into manhood. Kenny was dogged, quietly determined, and easy to underestimate. I was uncoordinated, compulsively competitive, and had too much to say for myself. Sport offered us social mobility without compromising the reference point of our background. We followed our parallel careers at a distance. Our fathers swapped stories in the pension queue at the post office, and sustained our faith in the unfashionable fundamentals of family, honesty and hard work.

The highlight of my football career was selection as a ballboy for Watford in the 1969–70 season. Our washed-out bottle green tracksuits itched like a penitent’s hair shirt. We changed next to the home dressing room, savouring the incense of liniment and the murmurs of the crowd that filtered through a frosted fanlight. I was thrilled by the intimacy of the setting, the insights into human nature that even a Third Division club could provide. Vicarage Road was where I saw my first grown man cry, on 21 February 1970. He was a Liverpool fan, sagging against a wire-mesh fence beside the wooden hut that housed the Supporters’ Club. He had mutton chop sideburns, and wore a long red and white scarf, studded with pin badges, over a donkey jacket. Bill Shankly’s team had lost 1–0 in the FA Cup quarter final on a moonscape pitch, and I convinced myself I was centrally involved in the goal.

Through the modern miracle of a 52-second clip on YouTube, I can see myself, aged twelve, throwing the ball to Ray Lugg, a midfield player recruited from Middlesbrough earlier in the season. I hop from foot to foot, as he takes a short throw to Stewart Scullion, the obligatory Scottish wing wizard of the era. Lugg moves into space, receives the return pass, and nutmegs Peter Wall, the covering full back. The flight of his cross, a gentle out-swinger, is directly in my eyeline. It is met by a diving header from Barry Endean, which evades goalkeeper Tommy Lawrence, the fabled Flying Pig. Endean, a water buffalo of a centre forward, gave me a sudden affinity with girls of my age, drooling over soft-focus posters of Donny Osmond and David Cassidy. I was smitten.

Endean lasted another season with Watford, and became a builder in his home town, Chester-le-Street. Lugg emigrated to the United States. Their fifteen minutes of fame allowed me to understand what I wanted to do with my life. I observed a moment of sporting and social significance from a privileged vantage point. I felt the pulse of a community, sensed the spirit of that broken man on the wire. Shankly decided, there and then, that he had to break up his first great Liverpool side. Within a year he had ended the careers of Ron Yeats, Ian St John, Geoff Strong and Lawrence. Ray Clemence, Larry Lloyd, Steve Heighway, John Toshack and Kevin Keegan developed the dynasty. I met Shankly shortly before his death, in 1981, and told him of the ballboy’s role in his downfall. ‘Aye, son’, he said, in that Cagneyesque growl, ‘a bitter day, son. Bitter.’ I broke professional protocol and asked for his autograph on the double album of his reflections on football. That has happened only twice since – Pele signed a Manchester United programme, Nelson Mandela his autobiography.

Endean’s goal was my passport, my tipping point. I appalled Trog Turner, my
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