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About the Book

Life as a non-league football fan is rarely glamorous, but for Dave Roberts the 2015/16 Vanarama National League season looked like paradise. With perennial underachievers Bromley having been promoted to the highest level in their 130-year history, Dave would have the chance to travel the nation with a loyal band of fellow supporters – and even his wife Liz when he could persuade her. As it was also thirty-five years since he had last lived in the UK, it would be like the ultimate package holiday; well, for Dave at least. And with a man called Moses banging in the goals up front, could Bromley even find their way to the promised land of the Football League?

Home and Away is the brilliant, Bill Bryson-esque account of a year exploring the real heartlands of football, from glamorous seaside resorts (Grimsby, Southport), fallen giants of the game (Wrexham, Tranmere) to Cotswold upstarts (Cheltenham, Forest Green), to name but a few. Conditioned to expect dismal performances, Dave instead found himself on a journey of discovery around a forgotten Britain, and rediscovery of the joy of being a football diehard.
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Prologue

It was a gorgeous sun-drenched day in the early part of the warmest May since records began. The sun was beating down from a cloudless sky. Summer had arrived and it felt good to be alive.

That was Connecticut on the day I left to move back to England after thirty-three years. Ten hours later I was standing, shivering, on Platform 3 of Gatwick station, a bitingly cold wind tearing through my flimsy Bromley FC polo shirt. My American wife, Liz, was sitting a few yards away on a bench. Her expression and body language were not saying ‘I’m really glad you talked me into moving over here’.

At least things improved slightly when we got on the train. And since we were about to spend the best part of three hours travelling to our new home town of Leeds, there was plenty of time to warm up. It was great to be home.

Liz and I were both full of optimism as the train sped us from Gatwick towards London. Inspired by a few flying visits in the previous ten years, we’d decided to make the move across the Atlantic. We’d been saving as much money as we could, and had got enough – or at least we thought so – to keep us going for a year. After that, we’d decide whether to make the move permanent or go back to the US.

I was so wrapped up in the prospects of the next twelve months that I almost failed to notice that while some things change, others stay the same. The train (my first since the days of British Rail) had come to a complete standstill, and this was followed by an announcement that following a signal failure at Clapham Junction, it would now be terminating at East Croydon.

Dodging between grumpy passengers on the platform, we were told that there were unlikely to be any further trains to Victoria for at least an hour. Which would mean we’d miss our connection.

Since desperate times call for desperate measures, we dragged our suitcases out of the station and found a taxi. Could he get us to King’s Cross in time for the 1.35 train to Leeds?

As it turned out, no. But that didn’t stop him charging £50 for trying. And how much did Virgin Rail want for two one-way tickets to Leeds? Just £230. We decided to get a coach instead.

The coach crawled through London, and I couldn’t wait to get on the motorway. Once we did, things got even worse. There were roadworks almost the entire way, with traffic jams every few minutes.

We finally pulled into Leeds bus station over an hour late, tired and hungry. And the drama hadn’t finished. Our driver was starting to unload luggage from the narrow compartment under the coach when a discussion with a passenger, who blamed him for the late arrival, got a bit heated. As things escalated, and threats were exchanged, the driver dropped the bag he was holding and began to chase the man, vaulting a barrier to narrow the gap between them. As they disappeared on to the vast concourse, still screaming at each other, it became apparent that we’d need a Plan B.

And that was how I found myself, after travelling for eight hours, crawling through a sea of suitcases and backpacks collecting our luggage. As well as a few items belonging to several other passengers.

When we at last got to the hotel, Liz fell asleep straight away. But I couldn’t. There were so many unanswered questions running through my mind. Like, what on earth is a chevron? And why is the M1 suddenly full of them? What is the red button on the TV remote, and what happens if I press it? How come everyone suddenly has a beard? Why do people keep asking me if I have a Nectar card?

But there was one change in England since I’d left in 1982 that was more dramatic than the rest put together. We had arrived just as my football team, the perennially underachieving Bromley of my youth, had transformed into an elite non-league side that had recently been promoted to the vertigo-inducing fifth tier of English football.

It was by far the greatest achievement in the club’s 123-year history.

And while it would be a stretch to say that my little team would now be playing the giants of English football, it was true that they’d be playing teams that had beaten the giants of English football. There was Wrexham, who famously knocked Arsenal out of the Cup in the early nineties; Halifax, who beat Manchester United in front of the Match of the Day cameras when I was fifteen; and Tranmere, who’d beaten Everton fifteen years previously. At Goodison Park.

My dream was for Liz to travel the country with me, falling in love with England and falling in love with Bromley FC during the forthcoming 2015/16 football season. And by glorious coincidence, the year we’d given ourselves to make a decision would finish just after the last game.

The last – and only – time we’d gone to a game together had not provided cause for optimism. We were sat together in the John Fiorini Stand at Bromley’s home ground, Hayes Lane, and following a superb defence-splitting pass from Tutu Henriques I glanced over at her in a ‘See? Told you this was going to be brilliant’ way, only to see that she was engrossed in a game of Angry Birds on her phone.

Still, we were both keen to discover – or rediscover in my case – Britain. And what better way than through the Vanarama National League, building trips around away fixtures? Or at least that was my pitch to Liz. We’d be able to explore the majestic beauty of the Lake District when visiting Barrow, the timeless charm of the Cotswolds (Forest Green) and industrial towns steeped in history (Kidderminster). Together we’d explore the west coast’s rugged coastlines (Southport), the golden beaches of the British Riviera (Torquay), and eat the finest fish and chips money could buy (Grimsby). We’d visit the home of one of the world’s most famous film studios (Borehamwood), and make pilgrimages to the birthplaces of The Jam (Woking) and Joy Division (Macclesfield).

All of this made me realize how little of my country I’d seen in my twenty-five years here before heading overseas in an ultimately futile search for fame and fortune. And now we had the chance to explore some of the United Kingdom’s biggest attractions, each time with a Bromley game thrown in. It was like the ultimate package holiday.

There was another reason for wanting to cram in as many games (and collect as many programmes) as possible. I think long-term fans of all but the biggest teams are conditioned to expect disappointment and I was already thinking that this season could be a one-off, forever talked about in hushed tones as the high point in the club’s history.

My biggest worry – apart from Bromley finishing with no points whatsoever – was how easy it would be to adjust to the changes that recent success had brought with it. After all, the club I’d fallen in love with wasn’t one that attracted gates of 3,000 plus. Or played in front of TV cameras. Or one that was planning to tear out the benches behind one of the goals and replace them with executive boxes.

The club I’d fallen in love with had been an alternative to this. You could stand or sit where you liked, and it felt like being part of a family. The queue for a half-time cup of tea was made up of the people you were watching the game with. Players recognized you, but still didn’t mind giving you their autograph for the thirtieth time.

While these worries continued to surface occasionally, Liz and I gradually settled into our new home. We instantly fell in love with Leeds and met up with my sons again, who both lived there, having made the move to Yorkshire some years previously. My daughter Hazel and grandchildren came up from Burntwood, in Staffordshire, and I went down to see my dad in London. It felt as though the family was back together.

We’d got ourselves an apartment (in the time I’d been away, it seemed flats had become apartments), which was great, although the estate agent had somehow forgotten to mention that it was directly above a bay where recycling was collected at 5.50 in the morning. As I’d unpacked my suitcase, it became clear what a huge part Bromley FC still played in my life, even though I’d been living 3,368 miles away from Hayes Lane (people like me tend to know details like this). On top was a selection of programmes wrapped in my red and black Bromley scarf for protection, and a T-shirt commemorating promotion to the Conference South in 2006. Towards the bottom came my BROMLEY FC mug, a car sticker (we didn’t own a car, so no idea why I got this), my well-worn copy of Bromley Football Club 1892–1992: A Centenary History by Muriel V. Searle, and finally a small brass lapel badge which had been a present from Roy, a friend since we first met at Hayes Lane in the 1960s.

With these scattered around the place I was soon feeling more at home. I found out what the red button was for and loved the difference it brought to my TV watching.

Our cable supplier had been an easy choice. We got BT. Their main selling point was that they covered the Vanarama National League. They didn’t need any other selling points.

Every day I was discovering exciting new things about the country I thought I knew. One of the best was finding out that Marks & Spencer sold food. Food so good that our fridge, which was the size of a hotel-room minibar, was permanently stuffed with M&S ready meals, M&S salads and M&S fruit jellies. Another thrilling discovery was that bus shelters now had electronic displays, telling you how long you’d have to wait for a bus.

The more we found out about modern-day Britain, the better it felt.

Everything was in place. I was now ready for the pre-season build-up.

In many ways, this is my favourite time of the year. There’s a feeling of blind optimism, without any pesky evidence to cloud it. Fantasies run free. It wasn’t totally impossible that Bromley would be a Football League club this time next year. Unlikely, but not impossible. It was a time to dream.

The first major summer landmark came when season tickets went on sale. They would cost £300 according to the announcement on the club website. I seriously thought of getting one, but then reminded myself that my plan was to travel the length of the land watching Bromley play away, and taking those exorbitant Virgin trains down to London every other weekend I’d end up paying about £75 for every home game I went to. Even Arsenal fans would baulk at that.

Despite the fact that £300 seemed a lot for a non-league team, the likes of Tranmere and Grimsby were charging a fair bit more. Only moneybags Eastleigh in the Vanarama National League had season tickets for less – and bizarrely, moneybags Manchester City in the Premier League did as well.

But there was no time to dwell on such matters, because the next major event on the pre-season calendar was soon upon us. The betting odds for 2015/16 appeared online, and when I saw them I felt a warm glow of pride and satisfaction: we were eighteenth favourite at 66-1. Sensing a shrewd investment, I put a tenner on Bromley to win the League. The smart money (unlike mine) was on Tranmere, Grimsby and Wrexham.

The Bromley odds, however, represented more than just an opportunity to idiotically throw money away. They meant that the bookies were confident that six teams would finish below my team. Which meant Bromley would avoid the relegation zone, and that was all I wanted from the season. Even twentieth would be a massive achievement.

Favourites for the drop were the nearest club to my new Leeds home, Guiseley, who were fourteen minutes away by train. If it ever looked like a battle between them and us to avoid relegation, I’d be able to go along and support whomever they were playing.

A few days later came the highlight of the summer, Vanarama National League-wise: the release of the fixtures – the time when planning for the season can begin in earnest.

The fixture gods were extremely kind to me. Part of my reasoning for not investing in a Hayes Lane season ticket was that I wouldn’t be able to afford to go to every game unless I managed to get more work. For August, I showed remarkable restraint by pencilling in just three of the seven matches on offer – the opener against Wrexham on 8 August and away to Grimsby and Halifax on the following Saturdays.

An hour later, this remarkable restraint had slipped and I’d added the home game with Dover and the trip to Forest Green Rovers. I was now planning on watching five games in the first three weeks. At that rate, my football budget wouldn’t come close to lasting until Christmas.

Hopefully these games would be enough for me to adjust to the new, successful Bromley FC. Not only did I need to get used to the rarefied level of the Vanarama National League, I would also have to get acquainted with the players. I’d hardly seen any of them play apart from on YouTube.

This newfound status was rammed home in early July when I had my first experience of big-club problems: trying to arrange travel for the season opener at home to Wrexham when there was a possibility that the game might be moved to Friday night because of TV coverage. Bromley Football Club on live TV nationwide? The thought still seemed like some kind of weird dream. I couldn’t book a train until I knew when the game was. And while I waited, the fare could well go up. Plus, if it was on the Friday night, I would have to find a place to stay. Supporting a football team was getting a lot more complicated.

A few weeks later, as I checked my Twitter feed in bed (I followed seven Bromley players; excitingly, one of them, Jack Holland, followed me back), I finally saw the announcement I’d been waiting for. The League tweeted that no game in the opening round of matches would be televised, which meant Bromley would be playing Wrexham on the Saturday.

I was slightly baffled when Liz showed no interest in a ten-hour round trip to witness history being made, but she was happy for me to go. Fearing a sudden overnight rush for Leeds-to-London tickets for 8 August, I leapt out of bed just after midnight and booked my same-day return trip.

The next few weeks were busy. There were important matters to take care of, such as booking a car for our just-the-two-of-us getaway bank holiday weekend, which also included finding a romantic B&B within easy walking distance of the Forest Green Rovers ground.

Soon it was time for the pre-season friendlies, and I nervously kept an eye on updates on Twitter. The games attained huge significance. A draw with a strong Millwall side (League One) was proof that we were in for a brilliant season; a 2-1 loss to Gillingham (also League One) was proof we were in for a disappointing season. A draw with Cambridge United (League Two) was, on balance, a good sign. And then, on 30 July, came the ultimate test: a full-strength Premier League squad, Crystal Palace, came to Hayes Lane. The last time this had happened, as far as I knew, was just before the disastrous 1969/70 season, when Palace scored six times before easing off and Bromley’s season went downhill from there.

This time, when Palace again scored six times before easing off, I tried not to read too much into it.

A couple of days later came a satisfying 2-0 win against Sutton, from the Vanarama Conference South, and the pre-season was finally over. It was time to get on with the proper football, starting with Wrexham at home.

Being a Saturday, the recycling truck didn’t wake me early on the morning of the match. Instead it was the truck delivering laundry at 6.15 to the hotel attached to our building, the words ‘Stand well clear – vehicle reversing’ playing over and over again as it manoeuvred into a tiny gap. Anticipation of the day ahead made it impossible to get back to sleep and I was ready to go with several hours to spare.

As I was leaving, Liz looked a little worried.

‘Are you sure you’re going to be OK?’ she said. ‘It’s a long day at your age.’

I laughed it off, not wanting to acknowledge that she probably had a point. Ageing was another thing I was having to adapt to, and I’d noticed that at sixty I was finding getting around a little harder. The last time I’d followed the Ravens (Bromley’s nickname, after the three birds that can be found on the club badge) for an entire season I’d briskly walk a couple of miles just to see them train. Those days were gone.

Perhaps with that in mind, I took a leisurely stroll to Leeds station and boarded the train just half an hour before it was due to depart.

I sat down in an aisle seat and put a bag of the M&S version of classic Pick’n’Mix sweets on to the table. I then took out an old but perfectly preserved programme from my backpack. It was from Bromley’s home game with Newport in early 2010, the last time a Welsh team had played at Hayes Lane. I could think of no better way to get in the mood.

I was full of nervous excitement. The nervousness came from my previous experiences with trains and not actually knowing whether we’d make it as far as King’s Cross, the excitement from knowing that if we did, I would soon be back home – standing behind the Wrexham goal at Hayes Lane.

Watching the biggest League game in my team’s 123-year history.
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One

I first started feeling really worried on the Victoria to Bromley South train. Not because of any concerns over another signal failure drama, but because the carriage was absolutely packed with red-shirted Wrexham fans. If there were this many of them just under two hours before kick-off, there had to be a good chance they’d outnumber the Bromley fans.

This thought added to the growing feeling that we were out of our depth. We were about to play a famous and very well-supported club that had played at Wembley in each of the last two seasons in the FA Trophy final.

As a way of avoiding eye contact with my fellow travellers, whose songs indicated that they didn’t much like (a) Bromley or (b) the English, I studied the paper intently.

And that was when I saw something that gave me hope.

The Vanarama National League table, which was alongside the fixtures, showed Bromley to be on the edge of the play-offs while Wrexham were right at the bottom. This was, of course, because the season hadn’t yet started and the teams were listed in alphabetical order, but I clung to the possibility that this would give us some sort of psychological advantage.

Sometimes I love alphabetical order.

When we arrived at Bromley South there was no question in my mind as to what I was going to do to pass the nearly one and a half hours before the game started. I’d head straight to the ground.

This was something I’d been wanting to do since the day we arrived in the country. I had even suggested it to Liz when we were stranded in East Croydon, my argument being that it was less than half an hour away and we’d probably miss the Leeds train anyway.

‘Who are they playing?’ she’d asked.

‘There isn’t a game on – I just want to go to the ground.’

‘What, and watch training?’

‘No, I doubt there’ll be any training this time of year.’

‘So you want us to drag these bags halfway across London just so you can go and stand around in an empty football stadium on a freezing cold day?’

Well, obviously. Sometimes the cultural gap between us felt like a gaping chasm.

Needless to say, we didn’t make the trip that day; but here I was, three months later, on the familiar route down Hayes Lane. The sun was out and a steady stream of people were making their way into the ground. Most were wandering around in a kind of happy daze – like me, wanting to make the most of this historic occasion.

Once I’d paid my £15 and got in, I looked around and recognized a few faces, some from previous visits, some from Facebook. It was still well over an hour before kick-off but there were already more people than I’d ever seen packed into the ground.

The away end was almost completely full – a sea of scarlet. It looked spectacular. This was something Bromley would never be able to match. When your team plays in white and black, you’re never going to make the same visual impact.

As I approached the programme stand, I made a painful and difficult decision. In order to economize and maybe squeeze an extra game in, I’d buy only one programme instead of my usual two. Two would cost me a fiver. I could get two melon-free fruit salads from M&S for that.

Having made the decision, the obvious dilemma was this: do I use the programme throughout the game and risk damage, or put it in the bag I’d brought, keeping it in pristine condition for my collection? Taking the latter course would make it redundant in terms of its core function, which is to help identify players.

And that was when the Vanarama National League intervened. The back of the programme revealed that squad numbers would now be used, with each player’s name on the back of his shirt. I wouldn’t need the programme during the match. I felt the stress melt away.

Another innovation demonstrated that Bromley were now literally playing in a different league. It was 2.30 p.m. and both sides were warming up when, directly in front of me, the referee and his linesmen appeared from the tunnel, wearing pristine black uniforms, complete with headphones and mouthpieces. They looked immaculate. And very, very fit. They faced one another and had an intense motivational discussion. They then carried out an elaborate set of perfectly synchronized stretching exercises before running around the pitch together.

This left me with a slight hankering for the Isthmian League days, when you could witness a linesman strolling out on to the pitch, taking one last drag of his cigarette as he took up his position then reluctantly grinding it into the turf with the studs of his boot.

There was something familiar about today’s referee. I was sure I’d seen him before. And then I remembered.

In the sort of incredible coincidence that only a programme obsessive would find exciting, the same referee had officiated on one of my last visits to Hayes Lane, seven years earlier. Mr Nigel Lugg had been in charge for our Cup loss to AFC Hornchurch, and seeing him brought back all the feelings of injustice over the blatantly unfair penalty he’d given our opponents.

As I watched Mr Lugg (I knew he came from Chipstead – which was just as well, since programmes apparently no longer consider officials’ home towns important) and his colleagues run off into the distance, I realized that the ground was filling fast and I needed to take up my seat.

I tentatively made my way behind the goal that Bromley were attacking. It had taken me several visits over the years to get around to sitting on the fringes of the supporters behind the goal. This was down to a mix of shyness and feeling like an impostor. I wasn’t even sure I could call myself a real supporter, as I’d only seen a handful of games in the past thirty-five years. These were the hardcore Bromley fans. The ones who’d sat behind the same goal, week in week out, for decades.

I singled out a few I’d spoken to before or talked to on Facebook and asked them which players I should look out for. One name was trotted out by all. Rob Swaine. He was the definition of the modern-day captain, keeping in touch with fans via social media and email, a tough defender who was great in the air. Anthony Cook, a powerful winger, got a few mentions. And the goalkeeper, Alan Julian, seemed to be highly rated as well.

All I knew about Wrexham was what I’d seen on the news the previous night. A fan was saying that there was a real buzz about the place, and that the arrival of manager Gary Mills had brought a feeling of hope to the club as well as a host of new players. And a lot of these players had Football League experience.

I looked around, taking in the atmosphere. The stand was packed and the noise was shockingly loud for Hayes Lane, with each set of supporters trying to drown the other out.

As Chipstead’s most prominent football official got the game – and the biggest season in Bromley’s history – under way, a pattern soon emerged. Bromley sat back, while Wrexham moved the ball around, finding space with ease. We really were looking out of our depth, and the only surprise when Wrexham scored after twenty or so minutes was how long it had taken them.

I was just glad Liz wasn’t here to witness the inevitable carnage.

A couple of minutes later, a Bromley free kick was floated into the area. After a scramble, Rob Swaine, still on the ground after a collision, pushed the ball into the path of centre-back Sean Francis. His first touch took the ball wide on to the corner of the six-yard box, before he struck it sweetly past the keeper into the roof of the net.

There’s always that split second when a goal goes in and you can’t quite believe what’s just happened.

But then I felt an explosion of uncontrollable joy coursing through me as I rushed forward, punching the air. This answered any questions I might have had over whether Bromley would still mean as much to me at sixty as they had when I was fourteen.

Now I was wishing Liz was by my side. I was sure she would have finally understood.

We were level. With Wrexham. The day had taken on a dreamlike quality. And before my heart rate had even got back to anything like normal, Bromley added a second. Alex Wall, the sort of player normally described as ‘a big unit’, finished the sort of chance most Bromley strikers from the past would have missed. An Anthony Cook pass found him ten yards out and he struck a superb first-time shot past the Wrexham keeper.

Once again, I leapt out of my seat.

But the best was yet to come. Minutes later, Cook went on a long run from his own half, leaving defenders in his wake. His pass to Wall on the edge of the area was played into the path of fellow striker Moses Emmanuel, who made it 3-1 to Bromley.

It was a hugely unlikely scoreline. I don’t think anyone had expected this – certainly not the bookies, who’d had the visitors as hot favourites.

The second half felt as though time had stood still. Bromley packed their defence and Wrexham just couldn’t find a way through. And when they finally did, Alan Julian made one of the best saves I’d seen at Hayes Lane, diving full length to prevent what had looked to be a certain goal.

It felt as though it might, just possibly, be Bromley’s day.

As the fourth official held up his board to indicate three minutes of added time, I noticed Graeme, a man in his forties I knew from Facebook, pacing aimlessly around behind the goal, looking absolutely petrified. He was pale and breathing rapidly, beads of sweat on his forehead.

‘They’re going to score,’ he said. ‘I just know it.’

Even though I barely knew him, I put a consoling arm around his shoulder.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said with a confidence that surprised me. ‘We’re going to win this.’

When the final whistle went, there was a huge, spontaneous roar from the home fans. All the suffering Bromley teams of the past had put us through was forgotten. It was one of the best results in the club’s history. And as someone who has pored over every single page of Bromley Football Club 1892-1992: A Centenary History by Muriel V. Searle, I feel suitably qualified to make that claim.

My instinct was to stick around, soaking up the atmosphere and reliving the goals, but I had a train to catch – and I knew from experience that missing it would be costly. Luckily, I made it to King’s Cross in plenty of time, took my seat on the 6.35 to Leeds and managed to find a wifi signal.

One of the biggest benefits of the internet to mankind is that match reports are now available not long after the final whistle. On the journey home I was able to read the North Wales media’s view of the game. They were, on the whole, generous in their praise of Bromley and disappointed in their team’s performance.

One of the reports included an interview with the Wrexham manager, Gary Mills, whose explanation as to why his team conceded the first two goals was an outstanding example of football manager-speak. ‘Manny Smith has tried to win a ball,’ he said, ‘which he could never win and gives away a free kick and we don’t deal with it, it goes in the box, then we are still dictating play straight after that, and the full-back is too far on because we were dictating play that much, so it is a tough one.’

I think he was saying that Wrexham lost because they were a much better side and therefore too much in control of the game.

It was time to move on to reading the programme, and I spent a happy ten minutes looking at a double-page spread showing all the players and the names of their kit sponsors. It was a great way to learn to recognize Bromley’s squad, even though only captain Rob Swaine actually had a kit sponsor, Universa Law.

When I finally put it down, just before Grantham, I reflected on events. It had been a day I’d never forget. I’d loved sitting with the Bromley fans, celebrating with them. If this was what success felt like, I’d happily take a season of it. Were Bromley any good? I thought so. Their counter-attacking looked impressive and they definitely had the ability to shut up shop.

Bromley were now third in the table, just behind Boreham Wood on alphabetical order. Sometimes I hate alphabetical order. Despite that, we were officially in the play-off places.

We were on our way to League football. And this was more or less a fact.

The Sun that morning had carried a story on how a Norwegian fan had run Football Manager for fifty-six days non-stop and this revealed that the Premier League table for 3015 would have Bromley in fifth place. Which raised the tantalizing, if distant, promise of Europa League football at Hayes Lane. For now, though, third in the Vanarama National League would do just fine.

The chance to climb the ladder even higher came just three days later. Bromley, who for some reason would be playing in an all-yellow kit, were making the short trip to Woking. I couldn’t afford it, although in a cruel twist Liz, who still had her US job at the time (the company allowed her to work overseas for six months), had spent the morning in a meeting not far from the ground. She came straight back to Leeds afterwards.

Last time I followed Bromley for an entire season, I’d ring the ground for score updates every few minutes, making such a nuisance of myself that they eventually stopped answering. Now, there was no need. I had my headphones on, plugged into the BBC Radio Surrey commentary on the laptop. In my right hand was my phone, which was showing the official Bromley FC Twitter feed, and in my left was Liz’s phone with live Vanarama National League scores. The iPad was propped up against a box of tissues, showing an up-to-the-minute League table.

The evening got off to a quiet start. The ‘big unit’ Alex Wall was causing a few problems but it really didn’t sound as though much was happening. This was perfect. A draw would be a great result.

My hopes dimmed slightly when defensive midfielder Lee Minshull, who had impressed on Saturday, was carried off the field and replaced by Reece Prestedge. A quick Google search revealed little about him, apart from the fact that he was born on Christmas Day.

The highlight of the opening half hour came when the commentator was momentarily drowned out by the travelling fans singing ‘Come on, Bromley’, reminding me of Saturday and making me wish I was there. ‘Good support coming from supporters who have made the journey from Kent,’ he noted, through gritted teeth.

But as Bromley clung on, our next opponents Grimsby had gone two up against Barrow and leapfrogged above us in the table. We were now fourth.

The bad news continued when captain and personal trainer Rob Swaine went down injured and had to be substituted. According to Google, his replacement, Jack Holland, had the same birthday as me. No wonder we had already made a Twitter connection.

The next news came from Tranmere. They had gone a goal up, sending Bromley down to fifth.

Then things went from bad to catastrophic. Woking scored and Bromley’s freefall down the table continued. The live update now showed them in ninth place.

By the time Woking’s second goal went in, following a goalmouth scramble, Bromley had dropped to eleventh – one place behind Wrexham. Saturday suddenly seemed a distant, if still happy, memory.

As I stared in miserable disbelief at the table, long after the full-time whistle had blown, I acknowledged that there were still plenty of positives. Even the commentator had been impressed with Anthony Cook, who would have had Player of the Season wrapped up if it was awarded after two games, while goalkeeper Alan Julian and ‘big unit’ Alex Wall continued to impress.

On the evidence so far, Bromley weren’t out of place playing at this level and could well survive. There were huge games nearly every week and I felt lucky that I was back home so that I could see as many as was humanly possible. We now had a run of fixtures which included consecutive games against teams yet to get a point this season – Halifax away and Dover at home. But before that there was the small matter of Grimsby away. Which I was particularly excited about because I’d arranged a pre-match chat with my Grimsby equivalent – a sixty-year-old non-league fanatic who followed his team around the country, having supported them from an early age.

His name was Dave Roberts.


[image: image]

 

Two

I was sitting at Doncaster station waiting for the train to Cleethorpes, which was already ten minutes late. To pass the time I sat on a bench, writing down questions to ask Dave Roberts.

I’d read about Dave in the Guardian, just before the season started. He wasn’t just a Grimsby fan, he’d also helped crowdfund over £100,000 for their manager to spend on players, after the disappointment of losing in the play-off final on penalties the previous season.

As I was making a note to ask him about his role on the club’s board, I slowly became aware of some noise coming from a small group of Scunthorpe fans standing on the platform opposite. ‘Train-spot-ter, train-spot-ter, train-spot-ter,’ they were chanting, and they were pointing at me and laughing. At first, I had no idea why. But it didn’t take long for me to work it out. There I was, an old bloke with glasses in a khaki combat jacket, pens sticking out of my top pocket, sitting at a railway station with my packed lunch beside me, jotting things down in a notebook.

I wanted to reassure them that I was a genuine football fan, just like them, but instead settled for waving weakly. It was a relief when their train (a Virgin Rail EMU Class 390 390044) arrived and took them away.

My train arrived a few minutes later. A couple of Bromley fans, one from Cardiff, the other from Manchester, were on board and I sat down with them.

As we talked about the game ahead, I checked Twitter and saw that Rob Swaine, who had gone off injured on Tuesday night, had tweeted that his room-mate, Jack Holland, had forced him to take the single bed at the hotel last night. This was exciting and unexpected news – it meant that he’d made the journey and was therefore fit enough to play.

We arrived in Cleethorpes with a renewed sense of optimism.

Cleethorpes station is on the seafront, so I decided to have a quick look around. The seaside was another piece of England that I’d missed; the salty smell and squawking seagulls, weather-worn B&Bs and bright-pink candyfloss, slot machines and sandcastles. The only things missing from the picture were the fishing trawlers. They’d disappeared a long time ago.

On the way to the ground, which was a brisk twenty-minute walk past an endless row of nail bars, tattoo parlours and chip shops, I got talking to a few Grimsby fans. They were easy to identify on account of the fact they were all wearing black-and-white-striped replica shirts. This was an unusual sight. Unusual for me, anyway. The last time I’d been to any English football ground other than Hayes Lane was in 1986, when scarves were the most common way of showing which team you supported.

The atmosphere around football grounds seemed a lot less threatening than in the eighties too, although admittedly I was basing this on a sample of one. Despite the warm welcome, I was still worried about being attacked as I emerged from the Mariners fish and chip shop, clutching a bag of chips.

The danger came from above, in the form of hungry seagulls. After co-existing with humans for thousands of years, there had recently been reports from a number of resorts of these birds assaulting people and flying off with their chips. The problem had become so serious that the Prime Minister waded in, saying, ‘I think a big conversation needs to happen about this and frankly the people we need to listen to are people who really understand this issue.’

But although a few gulls flapped around noisily overhead, none swooped and I finished my chips just as I arrived at Blundell Park, using the time-honoured method of following the floodlights.

Compared to Hayes Lane, it was a massive stadium. It was also the first all-seater I’d ever seen, and I couldn’t stop taking pictures on my phone. There were a number of other firsts, too, including a £3 programme and a sighting of huge plastic inflatable fishes at a football match. The thought of Bromley playing here in a League match was ridiculous. It felt more like a cup tie.

I went into the bar for away fans (another first) and told the barman that I was here to see Dave Roberts. He took me through to the other bar, which was absolutely packed with mainly bald middle-aged men wearing Grimsby Town shirts.

It was there that I was introduced to Dave Roberts.

He was an amiable, no-nonsense kind of man, so passionate about his team that his pint glass sat on the bar untouched for the full fifteen minutes he spoke to me about them. Dave was rightly proud of ‘Operation Promotion’. It had allowed Grimsby not only to sign a couple of players, but also to take on the goalkeeping coach that manager Paul Hurst had always wanted.

One thing was clear. Unlike the higher levels, non-league football still belonged to the fans.

I finished by asking him who I should look out for today. He mentioned a couple of names, and then said, ‘Keep an eye on Padraig Amond.’

After a souvenir selfie, Dave Roberts left the bar, walked on to the pitch in front of nearly 5,000 people and presented the club he loved with a cheque for £110,000. It was a surprisingly powerful moment.

The teams came out not long after, Grimsby in shirts I was already very familiar with and Bromley all in yellow. As I watched Bromley warm up, from behind the goal where the Bromley fans had been put, I had a feeling of impending doom. Neither Rob Swaine nor Lee Minshull, two key defensive players, were in the starting line-up – although Swaine was on the bench.

There was also a mystery player on the pitch. Despite Bromley’s squad numbers only going up to 20, there now seemed to be a number 27. I say seemed
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