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For my dad, Ray Brown, who came to watch all my middle
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Allan Clarke and Marlais Brown.


[image: image]

Goal hanging.


Introduction

I would like to say that this book is a journey into the world of five-a-side and amateur football, but if it in any way resembles how I play football it will be less a journey and more a quick sprint forward past one player, a shot powering high and wide, and then a long walk back into my own half.

I’ve used the word ‘my’ because I am writing it, but I don’t believe the book is just about me. It is the autobiography of an amateur footballer, but it’s not so much my story as our story. I’ve written it for all of us who run late out of the office or the home, wearing or clutching a bag of hastily assembled, mismatched kit, thinking, ‘Shit, I forgot my water,’ and wondering if we’ve remembered the £7 subs that is the entry fee for our hour of living dreams. And hang on, have we got the right boots for the surface we’ll be playing on?

We are the men – and increasingly women – who disappear for an hour or so and come back looking like we’ve been chased by bulls, starved of water and oxygen, and collapse like a wet cardboard box awaiting the attention of a loved one, a pint (whether beer or orange juice and lemonade) or an approving post-match comment from a mate. ‘That shot in the first half was amazing,’ is the best it gets. ‘Don’t forget we’ve got people coming for lunch and we’re going to get the curtains in ten minutes,’ is the worst.

This is a book about dreams so long-standing that they have become ingrained in our lives. Dreams are often referred to as ‘unattainable’ or ‘pie in the sky’, but while dreams are elusive for many, for the keen five-a-side player, the Sunday footballer, the true amateur, they are lived week in, week out.

When I say five-a-side I should remind you that I mean any level of regular play on anything that isn’t grass and involves fewer than eleven players on each side.

It’s not just playing but watching too. I can watch games anywhere. When I used to visit my former in-laws, Roger and Cheryl, in Swansea I’d find myself down on the Mumbles Road walking the dog and avidly watching student matches. I once went to see a team called Cherry Burton in Hull because a mate, Swift Nick, was playing; another teammate was a young guy called Paul Heaton, who subsequently sent me a demo tape of his unsigned band, The Housemartins. Although I would never deliberately travel to go and see this standard of football, I find it hard not to slow down and watch.

Five-a-side players are the true footballers. As kids many of us dreamed of playing football professionally, but unlike professionals we actually get to play football for ever (or for as long as our bodies will allow). Most of the former professional footballers I know or have met (and my fascination with their lives means I’ve met a lot) stop playing when they stop earning.

We play football for love, not money. We play it for life and we play it everywhere. Our kit is damp. Our boots and trainers are full of tiny black rubber pellets, the soles caked with sand. Our legs are a leopard’s back of bruises. Our shirts are tight around the belly. Our heroes’ names are plastered across our shoulder blades. Our showers are too cold in winter and too hot in summer. Our used sports bags stay unpacked in the hall. Our water bottles are under the kitchen sink. Our post-match warm-down takes place in the pub. As does the match analysis. Our warm-up is non-existent and involves just a few seconds of a stretch that was in fashion fifteen years ago. Pre-match we’re hoping we are picked on the same side as certain players. Our performance is patchy and maybe not what it used to be. But we think we played great. It’s sporting karaoke, a time and place to live out our dreams.

Comedian and author David Baddiel summed it up perfectly when I asked him what the hell we were doing chasing a ball around late on a Tuesday night: ‘It’s partly about football – it’s amazing how football sticks with you, how you never quite give it up, whatever else you give up with age – and partly about being with men. As you get older it’s quite hard to have mates, I think, or at least to hang out with your mates like you did when you were a kid, or maybe in your twenties. You have to have a reason to do it, to take you away from family and work, etc. So football does that, provides a reason, and then makes its own history, stuff you can talk about nostalgically. The number of times we’ve had the same conversations at the curry house afterwards . . . it’s the creation of a little culture.’

We are amateur five-a-side footballers, we are the game. Now excuse me while I go and find a white T-shirt and a dark T-shirt, because the bloke who’s picking me up has been waiting patiently outside in his car for ten minutes and we’re going to be late for kick-off.
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Real Hackney. L-R: Sunderland Graham, Fashionable Frank, Derby Dave, James Kyllo, Gary Graham King, Peter Berling, Tooting Tim.


We Cremated James Yesterday

For the last few decades James has organized our regular Wednesday night and Sunday morning football games. Amateur football is a strange brotherhood – whether, as in our case, it’s midweek indoor five-a-side or outdoor Sunday nine-a-side. Artificial surfaces, artificial dreams. Grown men still imagining they’re playing for their childhood teams.

I’ve rarely seen the men alongside me at the crematorium in non-football clothes before, never mind funereal black. We normally wear a mixed bag of old club shirts (Derby County, Arsenal, Spurs, Chelsea, Charlton) and thinning, well-washed T-shirts that are unfaithful to their original colours.

I don’t know many of the men’s surnames. Instead, they’re known by a series of poor tags that aren’t even nicknames – Sunderland Graham, Beardy Dave, Tall Ben, Little Ben. I’ve only been to the houses of two of them and I don’t know what half of them do for a living or what their wives are called. I know some of their children – but only because we’ve been playing long enough for nippers who occasionally watched from the sidelines ten years ago to turn into young men who play regularly and bring some youth and ability to an ageing team. I occasionally come across the players in real life and what surprises me is that they’re wearing long trousers, not shorts.

The thing that binds everyone who plays five-a-side is the same thing that made us, as kids kick a ball in the playground at school, in the streets as it got dark and in the park at weekends. It’s the overwhelming desire to stay true to that feeling you get when you score or tackle or pass and it prompts a round of applause and you are, just for a moment, Allan Clarke or Thierry Henry or whoever your childhood hero was. It’s not televised, so there’s only word-of-mouth proof, but even crap amateur players can score world-class goals.

Five-a-side runs as an unusual parallel to the rest of our lives. Come rain, shine, birth, divorce and even death, we show up and play.

When news came that James had died, I tried to explain our connection to my girlfriend, who had met him maybe twice in a decade, a passer-by on the street. He wasn’t a close friend but he was a good friend. A nice, genuine guy. I’d attended his birthday dinner at his favourite curry house in the summer. When I heard I just sat in a state of shock and then went out to walk in the park where I used to bump into him weekly, riding his bike round the ponds.

I’d first met him thirty years earlier on a musician friend’s doorstep; I’d attended his birthday dinner in the summer. How do you approximate the familiarity that comes from seeing someone twice a week at football for seventeen years?

These regular fixtures have lasted much longer than all my jobs and almost twice as long as my longest relationships. Despite occasional flare-ups on the pitch, they’ve remained more good-natured, more consistent and less painful than following the teams we support.

They offer windows into the personalities of the people you share the pitch with. Every regular five-a-side player with an eye for the game can describe in clear detail the playing styles of his or her own teammates. We’ve enjoyed and endured them for what seems like for ever: the sharp shooter; the late tackler; the on-pitch organizer who doesn’t do what he asks others to; the one who produces almost accidental brilliance from nowhere; the one who shows up and plays in what looks like your grandma’s slippers; the ones who can’t run any more because their chests or their legs are letting them down.

There’s more: the angry player who’s calm off the pitch; the lazy, selfish player who won’t go in goal; the person who runs round and round in circles, not hearing the pleas for passes from everyone around him; the grown man who will kick a fourteen-year-old; the player who thinks he’s still as good as he was ten years ago; the generous, hard-working, selfless player; and the player who’s a long way from a natural but turns up and does his best.

This last description suited James Kyllo. He was ungainly – not, you suspect, someone who played as a kid – but there were few things better than seeing James edge in from the far wing at a corner and celebrate an unexpected goal with almost childlike glee. A man who never expects to score looks great when he does, running away to his own half while pumping his fists in a mixture of happiness, sense of achievement and disbelief. That was our friend James.

Importantly, James was the man who booked the pitches, collected the money and, in his own statistically fascinated way, took charge of a long-running series of annual tables, awarding individual players points for victories or losses. This tended to create more competitive tension than is necessary in a friendly game – but it felt fantastic the year I came top.

James Kyllo was a tall, large, quiet man, well read and endlessly enthusiastic about music. He rode a bicycle in massive army shorts, sandals and a fleece. The newer Sunday footballers who joined us over the years would never have guessed that he had been a punk rocker and was one of the invisible mainstays of Creation Records – a pillar around which the excess and success of Oasis and Primal Scream thrived. But then Creation founder Alan McGee couldn’t believe James was a long-standing Sunday footballer when I rang to tell him of James’s unexpected death and to ask him to pass on the news to his record label colleagues.

It was only with James’s passing that I realized what a strange, open-ended family exists on these small AstroTurf and wood-panelled pitches. It’s the same the country over.

The Sunday after he died, we gathered around the centre circle and stood for what seemed like five minutes’ silence. No one arranged it. Just amateur footballers honouring one of our own.


Goals Are My Business

You start with one-a-side as a toddler, work up the scale as a kid to two-a-side (which is called Wembley and also involves a neutral goalie), then three-a-side in PE or the playground, and then in the street or park it escalates, with more and more players hitting anything up to fifteen-a-side, after which you snap back down to eleven in your school team and Sunday league teams. Finally, as work and life and social drift kick in as you get older, you snap down to a weekly five-a-side.

Well, that’s roughly how it went for me (with a twelve-year break when I went for a very long night out). The newer generations who have grown up with specialist five-a-side centres like Goals and Powerleague will able to play five-a-side for life. If this is you then make sure you get a Five for Life tattoo. Somewhere visible.

I can remember quite clearly the first time I went onto a football pitch to play football. It was behind the primary school in Collingham, right in the heart of the professional-footballer belt. Three England and Scotland internationals lived in the village. My house backed onto the pitch, although I’ve no memory of there ever being any games there. All the football action took place out in the street, The Avenue, where our family friend and opposite neighbour was the Leeds United and England striker Allan Clarke.

It was his number 8 I had sewn onto the back of a white football shirt with matching white shorts and thick heavy white socks. On my feet I had my first pair of football boots, which had come from the little shop at the top of the road. These boots are a link to a time that is long gone now. They had no brand, no markings, no words, no colours: just a pair of black ankle-high football boots. You could have demolished buildings with them.

One of my parents mentioned the boots in the shop, so as a curious pre-school football fan I went up to take a look. Sure enough, on the top of a wire rack in front of the counter with the old-fashioned push-button till, there was a pair of rigidly upright boots. This was about 1969, but they looked like they’d been made in 1959. Even Dead Shot Keen, the ghost in Billy’s Boots in Tiger and Jag comic, would probably have thought they looked old.

My dad didn’t have any interest in football, so this probably seemed like a solution. It ticked my box of wanting some and didn’t involve any extravagant investment. To see a pair like this now, you’d need to go to a football museum. The leather came up to the ankle, it was hard and tough, and the boots reared up to show the sole and front of the studs at the front. Even professionals didn’t wear things like this. I don’t think anything like it had been worn since the early 60s – the 1860s. Anyway, a bad workman blames his tools, but I managed to roll that ball through the big white goalposts, so they did their job.

I didn’t wear them across the road when my mum went in for a coffee with Sniffer’s wife, Margaret, and his dog Pelé. The Clarkes were happy for me to take his England caps out of his cabinet and put them on my head. I was in his kitchen when he came back from England’s unsuccessful defence of the World Cup in Mexico 1970. One time he opened his bag and gave me his mud-splashed LUFC number 8 soccer tags. He took my autograph book and filled it with absolute legends: Bremner, Giles, Hunter, Gray, Madeley, Cooper, Revie – all of them.

This was a huge influence on the rest of my life, actually being with my hero as a little kid. It made me believe anything was possible. It wasn’t another world on a screen, somewhere else; it was here. A great striker, the Leeds United number 8. He would cement my bond with the club and the sport for life. I read his book, Goals Are My Business, and I intended to make them mine too.


The Headingley Wallers

My five-a-side life starts against the red-brick walls of the Leeds 6 streets you see during Test Matches at Headingley. If you could go up a block when the camera pans over the Kirkstall Lane end and zooms in on the large terrace ends beyond the stand, you’d find our street pitches.

There were three sets of goals on terrace ends where the three streets, Estcourt Avenue, Headingley Avenue and Headingley Mount, are dissected by Canterbury Drive. If you went to university in Leeds, it’s highly likely you either lived in these streets or knew someone who did. Throughout my adult life I’ve been credited with magical abilities for predicting the addresses of ex-students who told me they went to university in the city. Back in the 1970s those streets had as many families living in them as students, if not more.

Nowadays the streets are empty of kids and families and it’s almost 100 per cent students. The bushes at the front of the house I grew up in have been dug up and the garden concreted over. The back gardens have been sold to developers for flats. The corner wall we sat on is still there, but in the summer the area is like the Mary Celeste. Back then the streets weren’t plastered with ‘To Let’ signs, as they are now, and the terrace ends were sprayed with goalposts.

Further along Canterbury Drive, where it met Ash Road and the road turned from tarmac to gravel, there was another set of goals and, more importantly, just where the road ended there was the open green space at the bottom of the woods by Queenswood Drive that led up to Beckett Park.

This rough area bisected by a gravel track had three major functions throughout the year. Every August it would be where we hurled sticks at the giant horse chestnut trees to get conkers. Every November it was where we chumped for and built the local bonfire. And for the rest of the year it was where we would play big matches until it turned dark. When that happened the games were partially illuminated by the slight glow of the number 56 bus terminus, which acted as a poor substitute for floodlights.

Conkers, bonfire, football – what more could you want? It was bumpy underfoot, balls got lost in weeds by the wall or flew down onto the main road, but it was a place where great goals were scored and dreams and great saves were made. Just up behind it, between the start of the woods and Ash Road, was a large stone house with an immaculate grass five-a-side-sized pitch next to it. We’d sit on the wall and stare at it for hours, but it just looked too pristine to go on. No one ever used it. Its presence was a total mystery.

These streets were the pitches of my youth. In the summer holidays and at weekends, if numbers were strong enough, we’d walk or cycle through those woods and play in Beckett Park on the grass. I played in these areas between the ages of five and fourteen, from 1971 to 1980. As far as I know, this is the first recorded information about these vitally important fixtures, teams and stadiums.

The Headingley streets between Ash Road and Kirkstall Lane were overrun with kids, absolutely packed, which meant you could pretty much play football constantly. Every day of the year, rain and snow aside, from the moment you got in from school till the time your parents would start worrying about you, because it was two hours after dark and, if you hadn’t changed, your school trousers would be ruined. It was constant football day and night, on mud and gravel or tarmac and paving stones.

If you stood in the street with a ball other kids would just show up. The thump of ball on wall worked like Ron Burgundy’s Viking horn on the news team. Only there’d be no horn, just the smack smack smack of a ball being ‘Lorimer!-ed’ against a wall. Or you might be the one arriving late and the others would already be there, scuffling between one pavement and the other, twisting and turning, pushing the ball and then hammering it ‘into’ the red-brick goal that had been sprayed long ago and was now fading, or had been freshly chalked out.

I could stand on Canterbury Drive from our corner of Headingley Avenue and look down towards the bottom of the woods six streets away to see where a game was going on. Nobody ever said no to you joining the game, you just showed up, were given or chose a side and joined in. If you had any sense you’d judge who had the best players before you even got there and join them without discussing it. Failing that, you’d just join the team your best mate was on, the one who you knew would pass to you. That’s assuming the other team weren’t already shouting for you to join them.

This wasn’t confined to childhood. While I was writing this book my mate David Smith said, ‘At the Talacre Centre in Kentish Town, back when teams were chosen at random based on shirt colour, before we started actually picking sides, people used to turn up with both shirts in the car and hide behind the bushes to see who was wearing what, and then select which side they wanted to be on based on who was already in that colour.’ Some things don’t change.

Back in Leeds 6 in the mid-1970s, joining an existing game in the streets simply involved both teams shouting, ‘Us, us, us, kicking that way!’ It also seemed compulsory, expected even, that as soon as you joined a game you’d just charge straight into the action and go for the ball. A tangle of pumps, monkey boots, school shoes, adidas T-shirts, flared jeans or shorts.

There were cheap unbranded trainers from a local Asian clothes shop on North Lane, trainers you could peel the front rubber off. No one was wearing branded trainers in 1974. Unless they were Dunlop Green Flash tennis shoes. We hadn’t even seen branded trainers. Adidas, Puma, Gola and Patrick made boots, but so did Woolworths.

The balls weren’t a million miles away from the balls professionals use now, though. They were very light, made of plastic, and would swerve like crazy when you hammered them, whooshing past a dumbfounded goalkeeper with his feet stuck rigid to the tarmac.

There were all sorts of balls on the go: gold and black rubbery ones that were really quite squeezable to the touch; really, really light orange and black ones, fly-aways, which you could win on a 10p stall at a school fair; heavier plain white plastic ones that you could still use for a bit even if they’d been bitten by a dog or punctured beneath a moving car.

Then there were the summer balls you brought back from beach holidays in Filey, tattered old ‘proper leather balls’ or ‘pills’ discarded by adults in the park. The polished sheen had been kicked off these and all that was left were tatty cloth panels hanging off the weight of the bladder inside. Some of these battered and bruised old balls would last for what seemed like ever. There were orange plastic Frido training balls that were great for curling.

The king of the street football was the Wembley Trophy, which was made of heavier red plastic, giving it more resistance to anything it was kicked against, and allowing you to keep it down at kid height. We practised an unofficial below-head-height simply because to start hammering it high in the air increased the likelihood that it would land in a garden or backyard, with the ensuing ball search interrupting play, or even crash through a window, like my friend the late Johnny Martin accidentally did with a perfect volley through the glass into the kitchen of 30 Estcourt Avenue.

The Wembley Trophy was brick-coloured with moulded panel lines you could fill in with pen after you’d written your name and ‘LUFC RULE’ on it. For aficionados of 1970s nostalgia, the Wembley Trophy is up there in the Top Ten street toys with Clackers and the Space Hopper, but they outlasted both of those. It was the ultimate durable street football. If you had a Wembley Trophy in play it felt like a better game. There was less unpredictability in your shooting and it was easier to keep hold of in goal – although saving a full blast from close range would sting the palms, especially if there were bits of grit stuck in the ball. There’s a company selling Wembley Trophies online now, but football nostalgia expert Derek Hammond, editor of the Got, Not Got books, and I have both scoured their site and photographs and don’t think they’re the same as the originals. There’ll be originals somewhere, though, sitting on a shelf in an advertising agency next to a Six Million Dollar Man board game and a Star Wars toy, or resting flat and forgotten at the back of some grandad’s garage in Guiseley.

For a very short while there were also lightweight white plastic balls with Leeds United players’ names and faces on it: a marketing idea from the inventor of the famous LUFC sock tags, the legendary ‘You Are the Ref’ illustrator Paul Trevillion. No one in their right mind would use one of these to play football. The cheapness of the product meant a few boots and it would shrink, taking Bremner, Reaney or Giles’s faces with it. The rarity meant they were difficult to replace. I saw them booted high into the stands at Elland Road when my grandad took me to a night game one time and we were so high up in the stands the players and the balls seemed a mile away.

I never remember a time without footballs. Even if you were miraculously short for a while you could use a tennis-er, but it would only be a matter of minutes before someone would bring their proper ball and you’d trade up.

The terrace ends on Canterbury Drive meant you could just go out into the street with a ball on your own, because every good shot would be rewarded with an equally good bounce back. Get on a good run and you could just be hammering the hell out of them. Strangely, no one whose walls we were booting the ball against ever came out and complained. Just booting a ball against a wall solo killed time until someone else showed up. Most of us had brothers and sisters, so you’d rarely start with just one.

You could practise headers against the wall but you’d usually only manage three before the momentum ended. Volleys were a big part of the day and a scorching volley no one but a passer-by could see would still be announced with a scream of, ‘LORIMER!’, ‘GILES!’, ‘CLARKE!’, ‘CRUYFF!’ or ‘BREMNER!’ The same applied for tennis in the summer. A line drawn at hip height across the wall would give you your own red-brick game of squash or tennis and with that you had your own Centre Court and commentary with Borg, McEnroe or Connors playing Na˘stase or Ashe.

The location allowed us to develop street techniques. Hitting your shots low without catching the kerb was an art form. Chipping the keeper meant he couldn’t run back and push it over the sprayed crossbar, because he’d just clatter into the wall where the goal line should have been. A ball played towards the keeper that rebounded off the kerb he was stood on would draw him out and allow you to chip the ball over him. It was simple stuff.

Some street skills didn’t really play any part in the game itself. They make a point nowadays of saying an athlete needs to have practised 10,000 hours to get to the top, but back then we didn’t need a sports psychologist to explain that if you just stood on one path and chipped the ball on to the opposite kerb endlessly you could perfect the bounce back so it would land right back at your feet again or even in your hands.

Once you’d tired of that after, ooh, a couple of hundred days, you could do the same with throw-ins. The simple joy of seeing the ball accelerate off the sharp edge of the kerb, increasing its momentum and coming straight back to you, was thrilling.

When my eldest son, Marlais, was about eight I took him out into our north London street to practise this. It was a lot more difficult with the amount of cars everywhere, but it still felt great when either of us hit the edge just right. Significantly, when we tried this there was never anyone else playing anything in the street, with or without a ball. On the grass across the main road and behind the shops in front of the flats, yes, but the roads full of town houses were kid-free. More than one driver sped through, scowling at us like we were mad.

This is the root of my five-a-side life, the terrace ends and the kids in Headingley. The walls were our goals and if we went up to as many as five-a-side we’d switch playing directions and play along instead of across the road, putting bricks into cardboard boxes to use them as one goalpost with a lamp post as the other. Or coats, random traffic cones, even a ball with a shirt draped over it, which sat like a pregnancy bump in the road, we used whatever was around.

Forty years on I can remember the names of sixty kids who lived in those streets. They normally came in twos or threes, but the Catholic and Asian families had more. Sixty is a massive squad to choose from, even Real Madrid don’t have a first-team squad that size, but that’s what we had. I have no idea what most of those sixty are doing now. Some, like Micky Hughes and John Cassidy, have reappeared in twenty-first-century style on Facebook and Twitter. One, Hughie, is a priest, and another, Johnny, died young. Others are very much alive and I remember their names: Mick and Paul Birch, Pete Masters, Si Holmes, Ken Brown, Craig Roy, Phil and Richard McStay, Johnny, Chris, Paul and Rob Munden. Then there were Paddy Matthews, Chris Nelson, Johnny Martin, Ian Ginner, Arthur Brownbridge, Suresh and Parish Chohan, Peter Salter, the Walkers, the Andersons, the Baileys, the Marsdens, and Bapty and Gummy. Plus my sister Sally, who became Alex, a keen street footballer, ahead of her time. There were the kids who came from further away, like Johnny Paynter, the Mone brothers, the Nortons, plus the ones whose surnames have gone with the years, like Richard, Gareth and Nickie. And finally there was a kid called Keith Rawnsley, who organized boxing matches in his backyard at Langdale Terrace and once fell spectacularly from the top of a tree in the woods and broke his collar bone while the rest of us were hanging about on a rope swing.

In real life now we’re all older than our dads were then, but when I recall those names I see streets of kids playing football, riding bikes, hanging around up trees, sitting on garage roofs and draped over stone walls like a Bayeux Tapestry of street football. We were fuelled by Limeade, Dandelion and Burdock, Calypso Jubblies, Tizer (the Appetizer), Hubba Bubba, Bubblicious, Texans, Twix, Mars Bars, Chipmunk and Tudor Crisps, McCowan’s Highland Toffee, Mojo Chews, Penny Chews, Black Jacks and Fruit Salads, ice pops and the shit-hard bubblegum that came with football cards and Bazooka Joe. No one wanted or wore a baseball cap apart from Bazooka Joe.

For a more substantial meal you could buy bread rolls and small loaves to go with all the sweets from Don Hammond’s shop. Take them home and attack them with jam. Or have fish and chips and scraps from Andrew Warbie’s dad’s chip shop on North Lane. We had no need for sports nutritionists – we were all as fit as we needed to be and we were all as good as our last game/goal/save. Fat people were old, thin people were young and fat young people were goalies.

These roads weren’t tiny Kray Twins-style Bethnal Green alleys, they were wide streets with enough space for the car owners to park well away from where the kids played football. There was nothing famous about them, but years before George Orwell had once stayed on our street for a while, at his sisters’, while working on The Road to Wigan Pier.

Apart from the ebb and flow of people having to go in for their tea, nothing would stop us really. A car passing slowly through our midst would prompt everyone to pause and slowly edge out of its way, whoever was on the ball carefully dragging it under his feet. For a moment it would be quiet, a pause in play, and then as the car drove through – either rolling over our goalposts or swerving round them – the ball would be carefully dragged back underfoot to exactly where it had been and we would all just kick off again with animated screams for passes. A tiny bit of stop motion prompted by a car.

People on bikes were tolerated but barely paused for. If we were waiting for a ball to be retrieved from a garden or a backyard, or a goalie had it in his hands and a cyclist emerged, we’d wait and shout, ‘Ninety miles an hour!’ or ‘Get off and milk it!’, but if we were in the thick of the action they’d have to chance their luck. There were probably better routes than through fifteen kids in the middle of a match, and people took them.

During Test Matches the streets were rammed with cars, so we would move to the bottom of the woods. If that had been parked over we’d head to the park, and if that had been converted into a free car park our attentions would turn to joining the cricket crowds by nicking over the wall into the rugby ground via a lamp post halfway down the ginnel by the Turnways.

We’d walk across the Leeds Rugby League ground stands into the adjoining cricket ground and head straight out of the gate again, selling the pass-outs to a late-arriving adult for less than the cost of a full-price ticket, and then head back in via the same lamp post or under the broken barbed wire at the corner of the ground opposite the North Lane Baptist Church to do it again.

It was in this church hall at Cubs that we played crab football, where you’d sit down on your arse and then push yourself up with your arms and legs and crawl around upside down, hopefully booting the ball high and goalwards in a strange crustacean version of five-a-side.

Back on the street, the only other moving thing that caused us to stop was Flash Harry, a mysterious man in a long grey mac, with a black fringe splayed across his frowning brow, who looked like Bryan Ferry. He’d hustle through our game on the opposite pavement to where the goals were. Heading who knows where. No one knew much about Flash Harry. Even the kids who lived in his street didn’t.

In the way that rumours bestow glory on the mysterious, it was suggested that he’d been a great artist who had gone mad. He certainly looked troubled, not that anyone would ever do anything to him. He was an exotic local in that he was an adult who never spoke, smiled or looked happy – pretty much what my girlfriend says about me now, come to think of it.

Unlike other adults, he wouldn’t try and show any solidarity with us by tackling the ball or booting it back to us. He’d walk on through quickly and we’d just stop and watch him go.

He was here, there and gone. A bit like some of the shit Serie B signings Massimo Cellino made in his first year at Leeds United. There was never any suggestion of perversion about this isolated loner, as there undoubtedly would be today. No one’s parents warned us away from him or anything.

Flash Harry wasn’t the only peculiar person we’d see roaming the streets of Headingley. Occasionally a grown man in a grey Buffalo Bill cowboy outfit, with holstered pistol and whip, could be seen moseying on down Headingley Lane into town past Paraphernalia, the joss sticks and sheepskin coats shop my mum worked at, and Mr Natural, two belated attempts to capture a bit of 1960s San Francisco in Leeds 6.

These interruptions were the pitch invaders of their day and, them aside, it would take a lot to truly break up or finish a game. There was one major annual interruption, though, and that was the arrival of the street cricket season. This would begin with a simple sighting of a couple of kids with wickets, tattered pads, spiky batting gloves, a Corky ball and bats heading up to Beckett Park, optimistically hoping to attract people for a game.

Living within West Indies crowd roaring distance of Headingley made it impossible to ignore the cricket season, and why should we? It felt like our duty to replicate the sporting seasons and in reality all we needed for cricket was a bat and a tennis-er and a fielder stood in front of all the various gardens on the junction of Langdale Avenue and Canterbury Drive, where wickets had been chalked onto the lamp post outside Stuart Anderson’s house.

This crossroads position gave you about 80 per cent of a normal cricket field to bat into, apart from long leg, which was occupied by Stuart’s house. Play would occasionally be interrupted by someone pulling a wheelie on a racing bike with cow-horn handlebars. Somehow, this never happened in football – I guess it was easier to impersonate Evil Knievel in the middle of a tarmac cricket field than among a huge mass of kids kicking at a Wembley Trophy and screaming, ‘Man on!’

*

It was during this period that I played my first school games at Bedford Field Middle School, Woodhouse. We had a home and an away fixture against Blenheim and I scored the only goal in the home 1–0 victory. The sense of excitement when my first goal flew off my boot over the other players and into the massive net was immense, and then as I walked off hearing an adult saying, ‘That goalscorer is some player.’

Seeing my dad come to watch every game, even though he didn’t like football, was a boost. I was picked to play in the year above straight away. They had a full season of fixtures, but I was so tiny my heavy rugby shirt hung through the bottom of the shorts I’d tucked it into. The arrival of the new light nylon kits, Crystal Palace’s white with the blue and red slashes, prompted the PE department to give us all an old blue version of the same kit that they no longer needed. Football kits were so rare in those days I wore it everywhere.

At Bedford Field we had a tough, gritty, sandy all-weather pitch that was so rough it was a no-weather pitch. Brutal, no one ever did any sport on it; the tarmac was softer. The only good thing that ever happened on that all-weather pitch was on late-arrival prefect duty with the gorgeous Elizabeth Conway. It was our turn to sit there for a week and write down the names of latecomers while everyone else was in assembly. On a really foggy morning we left the command post and walked out into the mist and had a snog, at 9.10 a.m. I’d still take that now if it was on offer. With her.

As I progressed through those four years of middle school we had two stars in the team. There was a kid called Matthew Cooper, who had one blinding season of dribbling past all the opposition. He was so thrilling to watch that the kids on the sidelines would chant ‘Super Cooper’ en masse every time he got the ball, as if it was at Elland Road. People were actually showing up just to watch Super Cooper. The other star was Shay Glennan, a Gypsy kid who rarely attended school and could sometimes be seen sitting on top of a tall abandoned red-brick terraced house overlooking the playground. Shay was a Brummie with thick black hair and he was a great player. He moved like he was running through sherbert but he still beat his man. He was almost as famous for his football as he was for his extensive leaves of absence. He was the George Best of Woodhouse.


Can Five-a-side Be Beautiful?

If you want to seek out natural beauty, one of the last places you’d go looking is a sunken gym on a dark rainy Wednesday night in Hoxton, east London. Scores of latte bars, pop-up shops and cupcake cafés may have sprouted from the square at the heart of this jumbled part of the city, and inspired gentrification across Britain from Manchester to Margate, but by night in the drizzle off the main street you still see it for what it once was – and for some still is: a cluster of ageing tower blocks and maisonettes.

Where shotguns were once sawn off, handguns are now couriered by pre-teens, crack pipes are still sucked and factory-farmed chicken bones are fried, chewed on and spat out for rats. I’ve nothing against the place, I’ve lived either side of it for decades. It is what it is. When I’d started to deal with my post-loaded magazine addiction problems, people helped me stay clean from drink and drugs here, I put my kid in nursery here and I played football once a week for a long time here. I didn’t feel any need to ‘discover it’ once the music and art crowd moved in for good.

In the late 1990s, though, rumours of its rough and ready appeal prompted fashion-conscious people to sell perfectly nice flats in Notting Hill when Hollywood mainstreamed it and decamp to this rough little patch of the capital above Shoreditch and Old Street. I couldn’t believe it. None of my mates who grew up around Pitfield Street wanted to live anywhere near there; in fact they wanted to move as far away as possible.

It wasn’t long before some of the newcomers from Notting Hill sold up and set off again for the leafier streets of Stoke Newington or Crouch End. You can have as many pop-up shops as you like now, but Mugging Mondays in 1999 never proved popular. It’s become a lot more inviting and comfortable for newcomers and visitors now, art galleries with craft beers replacing rough drinkers on the canal, art bookshops sitting alongside bookies, but some old memories live on.

One night about a decade ago I went back to a flat at the top of one of the tower blocks with a funny Italian woman I met in a bar, and hung out with her until she nodded off on her own secret heroin stash. As she slept I opened her windows and looked out over the jewel-lit London night and realized that probably the further away you were from Hoxton the better it looked or sounded.

Six months later I asked my mate (who’d introduced me to the girl) how she was and he replied, ‘Oh, she committed suicide. I didn’t tell you because I thought you’d be upset.’

For every new bar, nightclub or coffee shop there was another grim story like that. When I was getting clean from my active addiction, I’d made a lot of friends from round there and life in the flats was still very different from life in the artists’ warehouses.

As my Mum also died of an overdose, the Italian girl’s death was often on my mind as I’d head down to the heart of Hoxton to play football. It was a constant reminder of how five-a-side had given me a new focus and the potential consequences of relapse. Hoxton has changed massively, its reborn social atmosphere has influenced inner-cities across the country, but no, it is not a place to seek out natural beauty. It may be a distorted Brechtian Utopia for some, but at ground level it can still feel like a trap. But that is where we head every Wednesday – to a two-pitch polished-floor gym sunk well below street level, where ceiling lights illuminate a half-used car park and a bike rack cluttered with wheel-less orphaned frames.

At one end of Falkirk Street is the main Kingsland Road, which was, for a while, the Highway of Hipsterdom between Shoreditch and Dalston. The Hipsters must have moved on now, though, as I haven’t seen anyone riding a penny farthing, dressed as a lion tamer in Stoke Newington for almost a year now. They’ve migrated south to some other former dump, like Deptford or Peckham: places the black cabs would never take you home to in the 1980s, places once only known outside of London because of the comedy of Del Boy and the tragedy of Damilola. I know Peckham’s changed since I lived there in the mid-80s because I drove through it recently and the chip shop had a handwritten window statement about the purity of their deep-frying oil, saying it was made of acorns or something.

At the western end of Falkirk Street, Hoxton, is the chicken shop where schoolgirl Agnes Sina-Inakoju was gunned down and killed in 2010, innocently caught in an inter-gang drive-by. Shot in the neck with a sub-machine gun by two guys in their early twenties on pushbikes who are both now serving thirty-two-year minimum sentences. In the tragic, stupid and pointless Olympics, that’s a moment that would have taken gold, silver and bronze. It’s unnerving, children getting shot on the street we play five-a-side on. You’d think from reading the Evening Standard that the gangsters had put down their guns to pick up their mini-lattes and were all going out with heiresses.

In between these two streets is our pitch. The building is as unspectacular as the physiques of our playing squad. Naked, we look like something Lucian Freud might have painted. But we show up every week in haphazard football gear, all shapes and sizes, kit and men. And here beneath the bright lights I can confidently say that you will find beauty, albeit only occasionally. If I was making this claim in a brochure aimed at attracting paying visitors I’d be on shaky ground and many guests would leave disappointed, true, but I do believe five-a-side can be beautiful. And not just because of my own ludicrous and ill-founded high opinion of myself.

Turn off Falkirk Street into the sports centre car park, park your car or chain your bike, negotiate the electric doors and walk into wonderland where dreams are lived and clean sheets shattered. Inside, a guy in a pale blue polo shirt pleasantly nods hello from behind a low reception desk covered in leaflets and forms. He knows his shift is almost over, just our game to go then he lock up and knock off.

Beyond him is a closed café bar for the college the gym is a part of. To his left is a cabinet that holds cups and awards for work with the London 2012 Paralympics. To our left as we head towards the changing rooms we can look down onto the first pitch, where the Green Soccer Journal staff are finishing their game. The clock is closing in on 9 p.m. but there’s no let-up in pace. Nice kits, fast angular passes, four-a-side, four touches from goalie to goal. Twenty years younger than us. Peter Sutcliffe beards. The GSJ game is how it is for a lot of young men yet to hit the wall around thirty-one. How it should be (not the beard bit).

Beyond them on our pitch a basketball match is raging end to end. They’re still going strong, competing to the last. Unlike in the same closing minutes of our games, no one is just dawdling around, too fucked to run, and importantly they have the correct number of players per team. Subs and other players are slumped round the edge, swigging water on a raft of sports bags.

At the doorway alcove where the chest-high wall splits the two pitches in half, five or six men are already assembled in Everton, Sunderland, Liverpool, Charlton and Leeds kits, ready to come onto the two pitches the moment the clock hits 9. Most of them are from the game I play in, keen to get going, like bargain hunters on Boxing Day. We get on well with our regular neighbours on the pitch next door, sometimes extending to player swapping, which is the football equivalent of wife swapping. No, sorry, no it’s not. We lend if we have too many players and they don’t have enough.

At one point in our game’s history, as you passed this view from reception you’d bump into people on their way to a room to do capoeira, the half dance, half martial art, but that stopped a while back now. Maybe they moved on to half knitting, half didgeridoo. I imagine capoeira recruitment among the young took a bit of a hit when that video of the kick-boxer knocking out the cartwheeling capoeira fighter with one punch went viral. Still, as a discipline it looked weirdly cool and vaguely interesting – maybe even spiritual. A martial art performed to music from Brazil? I can see why people would go for something like that. God only knows what they must have thought of a sport as traditional and nylon-orientated as five-a-side. I wonder what it would be like to play five-a-side every week to Latin music, something with true rhythm, an idea they considered during the 1970s in the NASL. I only played along to music once, at Vince Power’s Phoenix Festival, and it sounded superb despite only being a Stone Roses tribute act.

Where is this magic you speak of? I didn’t say magic, I said beauty. The beauty takes place on the shiny wooden floors with the multi-sports coloured line markings, in the space between the two short and long ragged goalposts. It exists, I’ve both felt it and seen it.

It comes with motion and it can come to one player alone or between two people or three, four or even the whole team, all five of us. And by us I mean you as well as us. It is purely based on the movement of the ball, where it goes and how it gets there and what happens to it along the way.

For me, the ball should always be moving. If it was meant to stand still it would be a cube not a sphere. The beauty comes in small ways: a pass across a crowded D, a cushioned flick that releases an accelerating attacker or a perfect one-two that leads to the devastating simplicity of a three-pass goal.

And it comes when you run. With the ball. Around the opposition, ignoring your own teammates, head down and body swaying. You drag the ball back from the man right in front of you, then roll it forward as your body weight angles your shoulders down, across and ahead in a diagonal away from his outstretched foot. You guide the ball with the outside of the foot and then just head for the space between the players. Swerving, accelerating, making sure they see your body and not the ball. It’s a slalom but you are in control, not gravity, and you race for that space across the last defender until he can’t reach you because he’s static and you’re gliding through. Then, when you’re there, instinct and angles take over and you cut the ball back across the keeper into the huge space he’s left exposed behind him or power it into the near corner with a ferocity that frightens him.

Pushing the ball through that Z move always feels good. Taking it at left back, then moving diagonally across the pitch with only momentum and opportunity to assist you. Then finishing with accuracy and confidence. It’s surprising, when you have the fitness to do this, how often it becomes playable as the opposition back off to mark others instead of closing you down. Get a measure of the opposition, know you can take them on and finish the move, and you’re there. The repeated beauty of a punishing stream of goals follows. There was a time – when I didn’t look like I’d eaten a cauldron – I could do this all match long.

The fastest goals are sharp, snappy and involve the minimum of running and passes. They always look both unstoppable and impressive. It is their economy and simplicity that give them their beauty. The ball is either delivered down the wing, crossed and finished in three passes from start to end or concertinas across the axis of an X with a simple one-two before being dispatched.

Sometimes the opposition is perfectly placed to move the ball fast against you like that and it’s crushing to be on the receiving end. Particularly if you’re caught by the counter attack straight after your own goalscoring effort, momentarily lulled into complacency by celebration and satisfaction.

Those goals that just slice you apart are five-a-side at its greatest. In a good game they are frequent, as both teams take possession and bring the ball out and instinctively execute winning move after move. The ball is only surrendered because it’s being picked out of the opposition’s net. To do this you need not only the right personal fitness and sympathetic teammates to interact with but also, importantly, the right number of teammates. Too often in the pick-up games there are too many players for the size of the pitch and numerically imbalanced teams.

Goalkeepers in five-a-side rarely give us beauty so much as spectacular planning or improvisation: a raised leg that stops a penalty in the centre of the goal, diverts the ball up over head height and out of play. A scrabble across a mat or hard floor that allows a fingertip touch to direct the ball to safety away from crossing the line. These are applauded, but somehow they are considered make-do rather than magnificent.

A simple side-footed return pass of a one-two – or, as the Dutch call it, a wall pass – can feel beautiful. Angling the position of the foot so you don’t even add to the force of the ball, other than to knock it back into the path of the advancing player. In a busy, cluttered game, with ten men on a pitch, more than forty shots on targets and seventeen-odd goals, such a minute interaction might go unnoticed, but the player feels it. The teammate who has instigated the move welcomes the ball back exactly where they are rushing to, where they need it to be.

It’s crowned by the shot and goal that follow, and that’s where everyone’s attention lies. But the scorer and the passer know that simple reading of the weight of the incoming ball and the angled foot, allowing it to feed back out, were measures of technical efficiency and instinctive beauty. Yes, I know I am only describing a one-two. But if beauty is simplicity, then just putting your foot into the path of a ball can give you that.

How the ball enters the net can be beautiful too. Power is impressive, but so are precision and cunning. The ball that steals across the goal, gently dipping past the falling, dumbfounded keeper’s hands, and spins into the net is wonderful. Those mini-seconds when everyone stops to wonder if it will keep spinning and creep in, or flatten out, hit the post and come back to the keeper; the line of the D preventing you from doing anything but watch and gasp or shout. Those moments are fantastic, but there’s no time to prolong the appreciation.

People see beauty in art and literature and they’re right to. It expresses or calms the pain or curiosity they have for life, themselves or the world, but in almost every case art and literature are created by the individual rather than the group. In the fast rollerball world of five-a-side, the beauty can come purely from the individual – you’ve seen the childhood solo goals of Ronaldinho or Maradona on sketchy film on YouTube – but more often than not, along that short burst of adrenalin and action that results in the ball in the net, someone else helped that ball along the way, changed its direction, cushioned it back.

Even if it is just a quick roll-out from the keeper that gives you a one-second advantage against the opposition, that second you’re
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