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Ivor Heller fell in love with Wimbledon FC when, at the age of nine, he went to Plough Lane to see his first football match. He saw the Dons meteoric rise from the non-League to the Premier League, he witnessed the infamous Crazy Gang years, and he rejoiced when his heroes beat Liverpool to win the FA Cup. Ivor was an ordinary fan until 2002, when he did something extraordinary to save his beloved club. Not only did he help launch AFC Wimbledon from his printing-press office, he served as the club’s commercial director for 21 years and remains a life vice president.

Mike Dunn is a former Head of Sport for some of the UK’s biggest national papers, including The Sun, News of the World, The Independent, The I Paper and London Evening Standard. He has previously written five books, including the official AFC Wimbledon history, We Are Home, which catalogued the club’s return to Plough Lane. The book was shortlisted in the Daily Telegraph’s Sports Book of the Year awards.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The following book contains outspoken and controversial remarks about the Football Association and a club in Buckinghamshire. They do not represent the official views of AFC Wimbledon.




FOREWORD

I first met Ivor Heller in 2014 because I had an idea: What if I used money I made from streaming videogames online to sponsor an actual, real-life football team? Ivor may not have understood the economics of YouTube livestreaming, but he needed a back-of-shorts sponsor for AFC Wimbledon, whose rebirth and rise he has fuelled for 25 years now.

Ivor is, above all else, an enthusiast. His enthusiasm for AFC Wimbledon is so infectious that I’ve been that back of shorts sponsor for twelve seasons. He loves Wimbledon so much that he makes you love Wimbledon, makes the world love Wimbledon. Some of us might’ve responded with despair or hopelessness to having our football club wrested away by the English football authorities. But Ivor is allergic to despair. He and others instead responded with hope: maybe the FA would say it wasn’t ‘in the wider interests’ of English football to have a football club in Wimbledon, but Ivor and his band of merry football fans would go on to prove the FA wrong again and again and again.

Every other Saturday, around 8,000 people gather in a stadium built by the fans of AFC Wimbledon – a stadium that the authorities and rich football investors thought was impossible. They watch professional football played by a team that, again, the authorities and wealthy football investors thought was impossible. And this dream, this wonder, would’ve been impossible without Ivor and the other cofounders of the club that means so much to me and to many. He literally made his dreams come true.

Ivor has spent his life proving people wrong. He has prevailed where others said it was impossible over and over again, and both his Wimbledon story and his life story are reminders to me that hope is always the right response to the miracle of consciousness. His book will make you believe in the impossible again, the way you did when you were a kid, the way we all still should.

John Green
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MY RULES

1) I will never call them by the name they’ve adopted;

2) I will only call them The Franchise;

3) Frannies is acceptable;

4) I will never offer them hospitality;

5) I will never accept hospitality from them in return;

6) I will never spend money in their food and beverage outlets;

7) I never want us to buy or loan a player from them;

8) I will never treat them like an ordinary club;

9) I will never mix with them at any level;

10) I will never forgive them.




INTRODUCTION

THE Football Association did not want this to happen. On 27 May 2025, Wembley Stadium was awash with yellow and blue. I was one of 32,000 fans going wild, ecstatically celebrating my club’s promotion. Television cameras beamed our joy into homes across the globe – and yet the images were never meant to be. Why? Because my club was the club the FA wiped off the map – and then ordered to lie down and die.

On 28 May 2002, the most shameful decision ever taken in the history of the English game was rubber-stamped. A three-man commission, appointed by the FA, allowed a famous football club – us, Wimbledon – to be airlifted from its community and moved 70 miles away to Milton Keynes.

It was football’s crime of the century. The FA could – should – have stopped it but chose not to. Instead, they facilitated the crime. The sense of loss, the injustice and the outrage, were immeasurable. A community that had supported its local club for over 100 years was about to see it vanish while the FA stood back and allowed it to happen.

How could you?

Nothing like this had ever happened before and it left our national game dangling. Did we want to be like the United States, where it’s called franchising and is commonplace in baseball and American football?

The nightmare that was happening to my club could also happen to any other club up and down the country. The FA had made it clear: they wouldn’t stand in the way. Who might be next? Perhaps: ‘The FA are today announcing that Sheffield United will replace Barnsley in the Championship after the decision was taken to move them to Birmingham.’ You get the picture.

My name is Ivor Heller and I had a choice to make. Either accept that my club was about to be erased from the map, or fight like fury to keep it alive. But this wasn’t just a fight to save my club – it was a fight to save the entire structure of the English game. To stop Barnsley becoming Birmingham.

I chose to fight. I chose to defy the FA, with their riches and rule books and lawyers and committees and anonymous people in suits. They were all a million miles away from the heartbeat of the national game. Clueless, aloof, up themselves. Never again would I simply be Ivor the Football Fan. Me, Ivor bloody Heller: working class, an ordinary football fan, bit of a cheeky chappy – once courted by some of London’s nastiest gangland villains – a snooker and poker player, not averse to selling a few coats on the black market.

I’d no experience of running a football club. I was first and foremost a fan, so how could I possibly trouble the gentrified FA elite with their old-school chumminess? It’s fair to say I would be small fry in their eyes – quite literally. Barely five feet tall, my only claim to fame was comical to say the least: I played an elf in the Hollywood blockbuster Santa Claus: The Movie. Seriously. I’m the short-arsed one next to Dudley Moore. And he was pretty short as well.

The FA completely changed my life with their decision. They might squeal they didn’t actually make it, that, technically, it was a ruling made by the three-man commission. But the FA appointed them – so it was all the same to me. Their decision was a blasphemy against football, whomever you blamed.

But my club was worth fighting for. It had been one of the original 20 teams to start the Premier League in 1992 and it stayed in the top flight for eight consecutive seasons, regularly beating the likes of Manchester United, Arsenal and Liverpool. It also spawned the infamous Crazy Gang – notoriously tough players who included Wally Downes, Dave Bassett, Vinnie Jones and John Fashanu.

Wimbledon Football Cub was a quintessential part of why the Premier League was the envy of the world. Shamelessly uncompromising, brutally hard and combative, we embodied the romance of the game: the possibility that David could beat Goliath and when he did, the beautiful game was enriched. Renowned underdogs, Wimbledon had risen from the bottom of the pile to become living, breathing proof that a club with barely any resources could not only live alongside the game’s elite, it could regularly beat them, too.

My club blazed a trail for the likes of Wigan, Brentford and Bournemouth today. If you didn’t support Wimbledon, it was highly likely they were your favourite second team. Nothing epitomised that more than our infamous FA Cup triumph in 1988 when we beat Liverpool at Wembley to lift the coveted trophy. That 1-0 triumph inspired legendary BBC commentator John Motson to declare: ‘The Crazy Gang have beaten the Culture Club.’

But the FA had no concern for any of that in 2002. Instead, their commission ruled that Wimbledon could be torn out, like some wilting rose bush, and replanted in Milton Keynes. All the history, all the triumphs, all the romance were considered irrelevant. Just to make their absurd decision even more farcical, the FA commissioners ruled the new club in Milton Keynes could still be called Wimbledon.

And they weren’t finished there, either. They still had a handful of spite to add to the mix. Worried that some tearaway Wimbledon fans – like me – might rebel and start a new club to replace the one taken from us, the FA pompously proclaimed that such a move would not be in ‘the wider interests of the game’. In other words, they told us to lie down and die.

But this was the same Wimbledon that had been defying the odds since the club was first formed in 1889. Refusing to take no for an answer, pulling off victories against mightier and richer opposition, fighting back and standing up to the man – all this was deeply ingrained in my club’s DNA. The players took that on to the pitch with them. Now it was our turn. If we were going to beat this and keep Wimbledon alive, then it was going to need the very people the FA wanted to silence – the fans – to do what our club had been doing for years.

Fight back. Do something miraculous and do it with no resources and against all the odds. The Crazy Gang had outrageously won the FA Cup; now it was up to us, the fans, to do something even more remarkable: save our club.

The following is my account of how I stuck two fingers up to the FA and their poxy commission. Along the way, my marriage collapsed and the struggle cost me very many sleepless nights. I was bullied during my schooldays and there were times when this felt exactly the same. It was a David vs Goliath battle all right. Just like it had always been throughout Wimbledon’s history. The question was, could the little man really pull off the biggest victory in my club’s history – or would Wimbledon be literally wiped off the map and our national game turned into a franchising free-for-all?




THE WARM-UP




Chapter 1

THE CALL

MY MOBILE rang unexpectedly around 7 p.m. as I was packing up to leave the office. I glanced at the number. Why’s he calling now, it’s too soon? I anxiously pressed the green button to answer and immediately heard a familiar voice. He got straight to the point: ‘Ivor, I’ve got bad news.’ Wow. My mind clouded. This wasn’t what I’d anticipated. I think I’d clung to the belief that if he did call, it would be to say something like, ‘They can’t make their minds up, there’s going to be a delay.’

I’d have settled for that.

‘What? Tell me, what?’ I shut my eyes tight, possibly to shield myself against what might be coming.

‘You’ve lost. They’re going to let it happen. It’s all over.’

My heart sank. I suddenly saw all the people I knew, and the thousands more I barely knew, who would be devastated by what I’d just been told. Loyal, passionate football fans who organised their lives – their holidays, their weddings, their anniversaries – around the fixtures and the matches they couldn’t bear to miss. All that was about to stop. Our club was about to be erased and the game’s spineless governing body, the Football Association, was going to let it happen. A club that had played its first game in 1889 was about to be wiped off the map. Literally.

‘Fuck.’ Then silence. I didn’t know what else to say. I wanted to scream wildly, I wanted to tell the world: ‘This is wrong, this is evil, they’re all bastards. Why is this happening?’

The voice on the end of the phone maybe sensed this. ‘You can’t tell anyone,’ he said, almost pleadingly. I noted his sense of panic.

‘Don’t worry, you’ve got my word, I swear. And thanks for telling me – really, thanks,’ I replied, probably unconvincingly. My scrambled mind was still swirling viciously between fury and disbelief. ‘Nobody will ever know it was you who called, I absolutely promise,’ I added. ‘But listen: I will have to break the news to two or three people I trust totally because we need to start again, and we need to do it right now.’

I knew that more than anything else. Even at my lowest point, I already knew what the next move had to be. I just never thought it would actually come to this. And before I could end that sentence, he interjected: ‘That’s the spirit. Go on, my son.’ And then he hung up. To this day, nobody knows who called me at 7 p.m. on 27 May 2002. The voice belonged to one of the FA’s most senior and respected executives and I will never forget the favour he did us in that moment. He risked his own position to phone me with highly confidential information so we could have a head start. More importantly, he was on our side. He knew this was a calamitous error, a stain on the governing body he worked for, a betrayal of what it was meant to stand for. A gross perversion of our beautiful game.

He was willing us to fight back.

So that’s what we’d do. Nobody else in the world knew in that moment. There wasn’t a hint of it in any local or national newspapers the next day, or on any television coverage anywhere. Believe me, it was the story they all wanted.




Chapter 2

MY PLEDGE

I SLUMPED back in my office chair and stared at a line of photos on the shelves directly opposite. My eyes immediately focused on one picture in particular: a cherished snap of a golf day with Wimbledon’s legendary goalkeeper, Dickie Guy. He’d been my boyhood hero, but I’d got to know him as I got older and had invited him to play in my golf team. I was absolutely thrilled when he came along to play at Farleigh Court. Dickie embodied everything I loved about football and my beloved Wimbledon FC and now the bloody Football Association were about to obliterate my club – and his legacy. They were going to shut down Wimbledon FC once and for all and let it be moved to a town 70 miles away called Milton Keynes.

Milton Fucking Keynes.

Suddenly the memories came flooding back: standing on the West Bank behind the goal, giving Dickie some banter, making him smile. He seemed like a giant to me; he could save anything: ‘Dickeee, Dickeee.’ And then I saw me, aged 11, banned from travelling to Elland Road on a Saturday afternoon in 1975 because I was too young to go there to see my heroes – still part-time players in the Southern League – play mighty Leeds United in the FA Cup.

Instead, I sat alone in our lounge, listening furiously to faint reports that were barely audible against all the crackling from inside my small Roberts transistor radio. I’d spent most of the game twisting and contorting the aerial so it vaguely pointed towards Yorkshire – wherever that was.

‘And now we go to Elland Road where Peter Lorimer is – inaudible crackle – penalty against the part-timers from Wimbledon, who – more crackle – for 82 minutes against the First Division champions . . .’

And I rammed the radio tight against my ear and squeezed a cushion even tighter as the tension mounted. I’d already turned the lounge into a Wimbledon shrine, the walls splattered with newspaper headlines and cuttings and photos stuck on with blobs of Blu-Tack and rolled-up Sellotape.

‘And Lorimer places the ball – crackle – walking back. This is going to break the hearts of these Wimbledon players – inaudible – miracles here at Elland Road . . . Lorimer is moving forward . . . and: ‘Guy saves! Guy saves! Dickie Guy has saved Lorimer’s penalty – crackle – ball has been cleared. The score remains Leeds United 0, Wimbledon 0 . . .’ In my mind, Dickie must have athletically flung his giant frame through the air to finger-tip Lorimer’s monstrous strike off target and somehow divert the ball inches past the right-hand post.

I remember then storming out of my bedroom, screaming and yelling so hysterically that Dad – downstairs serving a customer in the shop – roared back: ‘Ivor, for God’s sake be quiet; what’s all that noise about?’

‘Dad, Dad – Dickie has saved a penalty.’

‘Oh, is that all? Now please shut up, I’m serving someone down here.’

And then the memory vanished as quickly as it had emerged. I spun my chair round, stood up and thought: ‘Right. Fuck the lot of you. Let’s go again. Let’s keep our club alive.’ And I hit the phone immediately. The first call was to Marc Jones. ‘Marc – we’ve lost. They’re going to take our club away. We’ve lost, end of story.’

‘Fuck. But how can you be sure . . . who told you? Maybe it’s just a rumour?’

‘No, I’m 100 per cent sure, my bloke cannot be wrong, so get in here tomorrow, early, and we’ll start again. We only have a few days to get stuff done and if we don’t get it done then we won’t start next season and if we don’t do that, I don’t think this will work.’

I was acting on impulse. I knew we needed someone with Marc’s skills – a creative wizard who could design everything from a club badge to a kit, to all the messaging we’d need if we were going to get people to follow us.

We’d also need Trevor Williams and Kris Stewart on board. We’d all talked about this moment but only in airy-fairy ways, pub conversations that inevitably got drowned by beer. In reality, it couldn’t have been any other way: how could we react until we knew what the decision was. We couldn’t have got the ball rolling before that moment.

Next, I phoned Kris. ‘It’s bad news, mate. I’m telling you we’ve lost.’

He was more aghast and even more sceptical about my informant. ‘But you can’t know for sure, Ivor,’ he said, clinging to hope.

‘Listen, Kris, you go to the FA’s headquarters tomorrow and hear it announced officially. Someone has to represent us there and that’s you. But I won’t be coming because we are going to start again. As far as I’m concerned, though, you must be our first chairman. People react to you, Kris, they like you, you’re not divisive and they will look at you and realise you have nothing to gain personally from this. That’s why we need you. So do what you must at Soho Square tomorrow – but please, please, be back in my office the next morning.’

Kris was vital if we were going to pull this off. He had the ability to rally people and win their confidence, a perfect statesmanlike front man. We were going to need his skills in bucketfuls.

Finally, I phoned Trevor. ‘I don’t believe it, I don’t fuckin’ believe it, the bastards. Right – let’s get cracking.’ Out of the four of us, he was the true football geek. He’d know the players that might be out there, their statistics and form and where we’d need to go for everything we’d need to physically put a team together.

And me? I’d bring in commercial and business contacts. I felt the four of us had a perfect blend of different skills. There was just one problem. None of us had a fucking clue how to start, or run, a football club.




Chapter 3

NOT IN THE WIDER INTERESTS OF FOOTBALL

SEVEN words. Seven nails the FA couldn’t resist hammering into our coffin. It was bad enough they were going to permit our club to be airlifted from its natural home. Just as spiteful were the seven carefully selected words they used to spice up their appalling decision. Seven extra words that exposed the maliciousness. Words that laid bare the FA for what it truly was – cowardly, unprincipled and utterly out of touch. Ironically, those very words – as repulsive and unnecessary as they were – simply motivated us more than ever. In the end, they did the polar opposite to what the FA had intended.

None of us knew anything about those words, though, until the FA formally confirmed its decision to take our club away. As agreed, Kris went to Soho Square to hear the official announcement. The three-man commission of Aston Villa director Steve Stride, Ryman League chairman Alan Turvey and FA legal advisor Raj Parker had inexplicably voted two to one in favour of us being relocated (we know Turvey resisted). Unbelievably, they tried to sweeten their decision by saying the club in Milton Keynes could still be called Wimbledon. As if that would make everything okay.

To erase any hope that common sense might prevail, the FA also confirmed there would be no right of appeal – although none of us had any intention of going down that route. Then came the seven words. In a calculated bid to nip in the bud any plans we had, the commission ruling added: ‘Resurrecting the club from its ashes as, say, “Wimbledon Town” is, with respect to those supporters who would rather that happened . . . not in the wider interests of football.’

Despicable.

There it was: everything you needed to know about the FA in seven words. Seven deadly sins. We were ‘not in the wider interests of football’. What did that even mean? How could it be that we (a bunch of penniless, powerless fans) weren’t in the wider interests of the game, yet moving our historic club from its natural home to Milton Keynes was? What possessed them? Hadn’t they done enough damage? Why did they need to twist the knife in deeper? Was it to flex their muscles and show us how powerful they were? I think that’s the truth of it. The FA wouldn’t dare take on the likes of Manchester United so why bully the likes of Wimbledon instead? They bullied us because they could get away with it and it made them feel good about themselves. Big and important and powerful.

We’ve shown those Wimbledon upstarts who’s really in charge.

That’s why they issued those seven words. To put us in our coffins and keep us there. But they’d fucked with the wrong people.




FIRST HALF




Chapter 4

KICKING OFF

IF I HADN’T been so bloody short I might have made it as a professional footballer. And if it hadn’t been for football, I might have won a gold medal at the Moscow Olympics. I fell in love with kicking a ball when I was three years old. I vividly remember watching older kids playing outside in the street and desperately wanting to join in. Mum and Dad would tell me I was too young but I wasn’t having it. I guess my refusal to do what I was told, my defiance and determination to prove everyone wrong, started back then with those street games.

Round the back of where we lived were some council-run pitches where local schools would play matches. Luckily for us, the fencing had collapsed so my brother David and I would clamber through and spend as much time there as we possibly could. There’d be loads of other kids there, too – we’d have 13, 15, 20-a-side games – and some of those youngsters eventually turned professional.

Chris Dibble played for England schoolboys, then Millwall and Wimbledon; Mike Fillery played for Chelsea and QPR. They were two or three years older than me but you could tell, even then, they had what it takes. Jimmy Bolton was on the books at Spurs and became a record non-league goalscorer for Carshalton. Gary Waterman, whom I’m still in touch with to this day, also played for England schoolboys and was an early Wimbledon apprentice.

They were all out on that pitch every day. Although my height was always against me, I had a good centre of gravity and could twist and turn with some pace. I played in what you’d call a number 10 role today, but my speciality was chipping the ball from distance on to the crossbar – long before anyone invented the crossbar challenge.

Then came my reality check. When I was 13, in my last year at Chaucer Middle School, our football team made it to a local schools’ cup final. The game attracted scouts from top London clubs – not to see me, but kids like Jimmy Bolton, Harry Waterman, Keith Hider and Robert May. I played well that day and, when I came off the pitch, three or four scouts talked to me. They all said the same thing: ‘You’ve definitely got something, son, but you’re too small right now. We’ll come back for a serious look once you’ve grown a bit.’

I went home that afternoon and ploughed through all my football sticker albums, pouring over the statistics. I knew there were two short players who’d made it – Scottish legend Billy Bremner and Wales’s hero Brian Flynn. They were both five foot four inches and the shortest players in the top flight.

I went to my mum and dad and said: ‘How tall are you?’

‘Five foot, two inches,’ Dad replied. Mum added: ‘Four foot, 11.’

‘So, correct me if I’m wrong,’ I said, ‘you’re usually taller than your mother and maybe a bit taller than your dad. That’s about right, isn’t it?’

They both nodded. ‘Dad, has anyone in our family ever been above five foot, two inches?’

‘No.’

‘In that case,’ I replied, ‘I ain’t ever going to be a professional footballer.’

And that was it. I knew. There were no tears. I was smart. I knew there was no point hankering to be something I could never be.

Instead, I became the Sussex junior archery champion. My parents ran a shop and one day I overheard a customer talking to Mum and Dad about archery. My ears pricked up and I said: ‘I fancy having a go at that.’ His club was nearby at Willows High School and they had some spare bows and arrows I could use, so off I went. I had an eye for it straight away and was soon good enough to enter the regional and national tournaments, which were huge events. All the Olympic competitors were there but I started winning trophies, prizes and plenty of medals. Then I got asked if I’d like to train with the England team and prepare for the 1980 Moscow Olympics, which were still six years away. Training would be every Tuesday, Thursday and . . . Saturday.

And, just like an arrow piercing the bull’s eye, a single thought shot through my brain: football. I’d have to miss football on Saturdays – and some Tuesdays as well. I talked it over with my parents and said: ‘Name me the most famous archer you know.’ In a flash they both quipped: ‘Robin Hood!’ And that was my point. I’d never heard of a single archer ever. I wasn’t saying I didn’t want to shoot arrows for England. But I absolutely was saying, ‘I’m not giving up football to go to the Olympics, thanks very much.’ Archery and I went our separate ways.

I was born in King’s College Hospital, Dulwich, in 1963. Both my parents, Barry and Estelle, were skilled tailors, altering and making clothes as well as selling ladies’ shoes and handbags. They eventually ran a dance shop – ballet shoes, dance and theatrical costumes, stuff like that – with a dry-cleaning service at the back.

We lived in a two-bed maisonette with my older brother David above a parade of shops in Green Lane, Morden, on the sprawling St Helier estate – the second biggest council estate in the country. Our parade had everything you could ever need. It was real old school: a baker, butcher, greengrocer, post office, pharmacy, fish and chippy and even a bicycle repair shop and car workshop. It was a great little community – everyone knew everyone else and we’d often go on holidays with the neighbouring shop owners.

Mum and Dad’s business – Barry’s Valet Service – was on the ground floor, with a shop at the front and a workshop at the back. It became well known, not just with locals but with the London theatre world as well. The comedy actress Bella Emberg was a regular customer – as well as TV celebrities like Windsor Davies and Harry Secombe. I got used to people like that coming in and out regularly and I learned a lot of social skills in the process. I’d come back from school, there’d be people in the shop and all of a sudden I’d be serving and talking to them. It made interacting with people natural to me at an early age.

We all lived upstairs, where there was a living room, sitting room, separate kitchen, bathroom and two bedrooms. There was no central heating, though, and in the winter the frost would be on the inside of the windows. We were an extremely close family and I stayed there until I was 17 years old. I never saw Mum and Dad argue; they were far too busy for that. Dad worked for several of the big high street retailers, like Hepworths and Burtons, picking up clothes from them every day that needed altering. He’d frequently work until 11 p.m. in the shop and I’d often creep downstairs to watch him cutting and sewing cloth.

The business never appealed to me, though. I saw how hard my parents had to work for starters. Other dads came home from work and relaxed in the evenings, but mine never stopped, 24/7. Besides, I much preferred football – playing and watching. I didn’t really support a specific team when I was very young, although I had a favourite player: George Best. Sometimes I’d be allowed to stay up late to watch Match of the Day and I’d pray that Manchester United would be one of the first matches so I could see my hero. And that’s when I became aware of our next-door neighbour.

Tommy Appleby should have died in 1958, along with the Flowers of Manchester, their lives tragically cut short in the Munich air disaster. Mr Appleby was a Manchester United director, as well as manager of the prestigious Manchester Opera House. He’d been to all United’s European Cup games that season and was due to fly with the team to see their quarter-final tie at Red Star Belgrade. Instead, Mr Appleby gave his ticket away to a successful businessman he hoped would join United’s board of directors – Willie Satinoff, who owned a nationwide clothing company.

Satinoff was one of the 23 who died after the plane, which had stopped to refuel in Munich, crashed on its third attempt to take off in driving snow. The Flowers of Manchester – eight of the greatest players of their generation – also died, while legendary United manager Matt Busby and England hero Bobby Charlton were left fighting for their lives. A few years ago, I was talking about the Munich disaster with my best mate, Alan Tucker. I couldn’t believe it when he said, ‘My great-uncle was on the plane – Willie Satinoff.’

Mr Appleby spent a lot of time up north, but used to come back every four weeks or so. I’d never seen anyone like him. In fact there were times when Mum and Dad would sit outside on the balcony above our shop with David and me and wait to get a glimpse of him walking down the road.

Tall and graceful, he usually wore a Crombie coat with a gentleman’s trilby completing the refined look. He looked like a Second World War spy. To us, he was the most connected man on the planet. For example, he got us tickets for the Bar Mitzvah Boy play in London. Mum, Dad and I were sitting in the best stall seats when suddenly a guy in front turned round, looked at my mum and said: ‘Are you Estelle?’ It was Barry Manilow! My mum adored the American singer and was reduced to a quivering wreck as he leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. And they talked for ages after that. Mr Appleby had arranged the whole thing.

My best memories of Mr Appleby, though, were when we sat on our balcony outside and he’d tell us what was really going on at Old Trafford. He knew that George Best was my favourite player – ‘he’s mine as well,’ he confided – and I’d listen in awe as he told us about the players and what they’d been up to. We knew, for instance, that Bobby Charlton had thumped Best long before the story of their fight got in the papers.

On one occasion, Mr Appleby took my brother to Manchester to see United play QPR. But that wasn’t all – he also arranged for David to have lunch with Sir Matt Busby. He got me a signed copy of Charlton’s testimonial programme and, for my bar mitzvah, he gave us four tickets for United’s FA Cup final against Southampton. But they weren’t ordinary seats: we were in the Royal Box, just behind the Queen and alongside Sir Matt. There was only one thing we never talked about with Mr Appleby: The Flowers of Manchester.




Chapter 5

BULLIES

I’M A VICTIM of bullying. Bullying takes many forms. When I was a child, it was in my face, naked, out in the open for all to see. During my adult life, though, it’s been more insidious. The cowardly impact of that has been just as painful as the bullying I endured in my schooldays. I detest bullies. I’ve learned they come in all shapes, sizes and guises – every one of them grotesque. How the Football Association snuffed out my football club was a form of bullying: it had the same cowardly, telltale characteristics. Believe me, I should know.

My personal nightmare started at school. I only survived because my father taught me an invaluable lesson when I was very young: ‘Ivor, if you don’t stand up to them, they will never go away.’ His words never left my side, especially when we defied the FA.

I definitely enjoyed a treasured, loving home life, but, sadly, it couldn’t shield me from bullies who were gifted two easy reasons to target me: the religion I was born in to (Jewish) – and my height, or lack of it.

Short and Jewish. What a combination.

The bullying started at Morden’s Canterbury Junior School: I’d walk down the corridors between lessons and kids as young as seven years old would snarl ‘Jew boy’ as I walked past them. It was the way it was said. In isolation, the words ‘Jew’ and ‘boy’ don’t sound too horrific, but these were spat at me like poisonous bile. It stung and kept on stinging as I progressed through Chaucer middle school and finally Garth High.

In those upper schools, groups of lads from my class – and the year above – would have a go on a regular basis. By then it became physical: I was regularly getting punched and pushed to the ground. I needed hospital treatment on one occasion for a suspected broken right arm after I was deliberately tripped and shoved.

The teachers were told but they did nothing and I became an all-too-easy target. I dreaded going to school and dreaded getting up in the mornings. I’d often come home broken and wretchedly unhappy. ‘Please, Dad. Can’t you move me to another school? I can’t stand any more of this,’ I’d sob.

But my father wasn’t having it. Instead, he said: ‘You know what, son. There comes a point in everyone’s life when you have to sink or swim. You’ll have to do something about this, take some action yourself, or it will carry on with you for the rest of your schooldays – and maybe the rest of your life. And we can’t have that; that’s no good. Moving you to another school won’t solve it because it’ll just happen all over again there. Word will spread, it’s all local, kids will find out you were moved because you were being bullied and that will give them the idea to do it themselves. That’s the nature of the beast.’

A couple of days later, I was back at school and it kicked off again. But this time, Dad’s words were going round and round in my head and I was getting increasingly wound up. I was heading towards a meltdown and that moment came when I was in Mr Myatt’s metalwork class.

As often happened, he left the classroom halfway through the lesson, leaving us kids to whatever we were doing. A sixth sense told me trouble was brewing, so before anyone could make a move, I turned to the class and said: ‘I’m warning you. I’m telling you right now: I will batter the next person who says a word to me.’ I’d snapped before like this, promising them I would do something, but it was always just words. Silence. Nobody said anything for a few minutes until, suddenly, there was a towering body in front of me – the tallest boy in my year, almost six foot even by the age of 11. He’d never really bothered me before. Today was different, though.

What he said wasn’t particularly grotesque – he just chose the wrong moment to say it. ‘You little weed, you little weed’ – over and over until it utterly overwhelmed me. Then I heard Dad’s words, also over and over – ‘you have to take some action, you have to take some action’.

I had a mallet in my hand as he was goading me, and the more he chanted, the harder I started smashing it into an aluminium sheet on the table top in front of me. The class was captivated and that’s when the tallest boy in my year made another mistake. Instead of backing off, he came over again, digging at me, in my face until I snapped: ‘You say one more thing and I’ll smash your head with this mallet.’ He was back a minute later, this time with a sickly grin. ‘I’ve warned you,’ I yelled. ‘Yeah, yeah, Jew boy, what are you going to do then?’

In a flash, I raised the mallet and swung it straight on to his forehead. The blow sent him crashing to the ground, but instead of backing off, I jumped on top and smashed him again – like I was pummelling that aluminium sheet. I had completely gone, years of provocation erupting out of me, and I would have landed more blows if Mr Myatt hadn’t walked in at that exact moment and dragged me up.

I got marched to the headmaster’s office but I didn’t feel the tiniest bit of remorse or concern. In fact, I was elated. I had taken action and it had shut them all up. The headmaster didn’t see it my way. He loomed over me as I sat on the other side of his desk and thundered: ‘You do know what you’ve done is abominable, don’t you, Heller. There is no excuse for extreme violence and I will not tolerate it at my school.’ At that moment, my parents walked in. ‘We will have to suspend your son immediately,’ the headmaster announced, his chest all puffed out. But my dad wasn’t having that.

‘Our child has been subjected to horrific bullying for far too long at this school and you’ve done nothing to stop it,’ he roared. ‘If you suspend him, then we will go to the papers and tell our side of the story. Believe me, that won’t look very good for you – or your school.’

Surprise, surprise, I didn’t get suspended; they knew they’d fucked up. Dad tried to pretend he was annoyed as we left but, once we got into the car to go home, he said: ‘Well done, son. I know that was hard. But you will have to go back to school tomorrow because there is no hiding now. When you get there, you will hold your head high and you’ll walk through those gates and I guarantee there won’t be anyone waiting there to bully you. That’s all over now.’

I wasn’t entirely sure that would be true but, hey presto, the moment I walked through the school gates every single nutter in the school suddenly wanted to be my best mate. My life changed completely. I never heard the words ‘Jew boy’ ever again in that tone. Everything turned round: every tough bastard in the school wanted to be my mate. I was elevated to hero status and it changed everybody’s perception of me.

The bully eventually returned to school and stayed right out of my way. I held no more grudge against him, but in later life, long after we’d left school, I saw him in the street. To my surprise he came up and said: ‘I want to talk to you.’

‘Oh yeah,’ I replied, not sure where this was going.

‘I owe you an apology. I should have never done that. It was diabolical; I can’t believe I said it. I didn’t mean it, I was just trying to impress everyone else, and I don’t hold anything against you for doing what you did to me.’

I hadn’t expected that. ‘Good,’ I replied and we shook hands.

As far as I was concerned, Dad had been right: there comes a moment when you have to stand up for yourself. But my ordeal didn’t disappear, even when I left school. It just kept resurfacing in different ways and for different reasons. Sometimes it was employers – like Tesco in Wimbledon, where one of their managers pushed me into working illegally long hours. The store was raided for mistreating staff after I reported them. Sometimes it was bosses, who refused to pay me the commission I was legitimately owed. Sometimes it was London’s gangland and, specifically, one of the Krays’ most notorious henchmen, who tried to make me hand over a winning betting slip at the bookies. And sometimes it was the people I least expected, like the Football Association. Thanks to my father, I was better equipped to deal with them all.




Chapter 6

PLOUGH LANE

WHAT made Wimbledon Football Club such a big deal? Why couldn’t I just lie down and die? That’s what the FA wanted, after all. Here’s why. I doubt they’ll understand . . .

We jumped off the train at Haydons Road station, just the three of us, and walked past the second-hand car showroom until we reached Mr Bissell’s fish and chip shop, his name emblazoned in bright red lettering on a white panel above the main window. It was a dark, frosty night, and even though there were shops lit up on both sides of the road, his stood out the most – mainly because of the deeply seductive smell. The sweetest cocktail of chips and vinegar wafted through Mr Bissell’s open door and hung tantalisingly over the pavements outside. I stared enviously at clusters of men standing outside, each clutching scrunched-up white paper bags. I wanted to join them – but there was no time to stop.

We carried on, past the newsagents, until we reached the church on the corner. Suddenly there were a lot of people at the crossroads, all heading in the same direction, all loud and boisterous, some singing and chanting songs I’d never heard before. Everyone except me seemed to have a blue and yellow scarf wrapped tightly round their necks – or slung over their shoulders so they dangled alongside each arm as they walked along.

And that’s when I saw them for the first time. That’s when the magic really started. I’d never seen anything like them before and for a few seconds I stopped and just looked up, mesmerised by huge square blocks of brilliant white light, suspended high in the black night and blazing down ferociously into the darkness below. Someone tugged my arm and I moved forward, slowly making out the faint outline of giant spindly legs that seemed to rise up and up until they reached the lights high above.

I was close enough now to see wispy clouds of cold night air illuminated by the incessant glow. Night was being turned into day and I was spellbound. That image and the sheer thrill of excitement that surged through me in that bedazzling moment has never left me to this day. Whenever I go to a night game, no matter which ground, the moment I see the floodlights is a moment when I once again become that nine-year-old boy going to his first-ever competitive football match in 1972. And that was just the start of it.

I was with my brother David and our local football coach who had agreed to take us to see Wimbledon play Guildford City at Plough Lane in the Surrey Senior Cup. David had already been to a match but I was forbidden because Mum and Dad thought I was still too young. I howled and screamed and protested so much that, in the end, Dad begged the coach to take me.

I’d no idea what we were
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