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INTRODUCTION

‘LET ME TELL YOU A STORY . . .’

[image: image]

A long time ago, while relaxing in the drawing room of Stelling Towers, I was struck with the idea for this book. Now, before
we go any further, dear reader, I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking, ‘I bet that Jeff lives in a right fancy pad
with tellies in every room, each one playing a different non-league match from around the country and everything.’ And you
would be right. My home is a veritable football Pentagon. A safe house for the Beautiful Game’s waifs and strays, not to mention
a statistical superhighway for anchormen the length and breadth of the country. It’s also a nice little semi-detached property
on a leafy country lane near the M3, which could make for an interesting addition to ITV’s DIY show 60 Minute Makeover if ever Mrs Jeff and I tire of the Hartlepool United wallpaper. Which we won’t, despite what she might say to her friends.


Anyhow, deep in the bowels of my expansive, hi-tech football research facility (the basement) I run a really rather salubrious working space (the aforementioned drawing room), complete
with a comprehensive library of books and newspapers. Among the tomes dating back to football’s year zero is my pristine collection
of the Sky Sports Football Yearbook from 1888 through to 2012, and the autobiography of former Liverpool skipper and Soccer Saturday pundit Phil Thompson – a literary work entitled Stand Up Pinocchio, which is a reference to his prominent hooter, one of the few genuine monstrosities on 3D telly.


I must confess, it’s a really rather cosy ‘man cave’, what with the framed portrait of Soccer Saturday’s charismatic panel hanging from the wall in one corner and a life-sized statue of my TV hero Des Lynam in the other. You
won’t be surprised to know that at times of stress, I often come here to play a football DVD on my Cineplex telly, just to
cheer myself up. A Greatest Goals compilation solely featuring the work of Soccer Saturday’s roving reporter Chris ‘Kammy’ Kamara does wonders after a heavy day at the football coalface, though at 2 minutes 47 seconds
in length, the thrills and laughs are all too brief.


On the rare occasions that I’m not preparing for my role as the suave anchorman on Soccer Saturday – the six-hour football TV marathon that most of you would have watched during breaks from decorating the dining room at
the weekend – I like to come here in a smoking jacket and slippers, to kick back in my big chair with nothing more than a
local newspaper to read. It helps to clear the mind. More importantly, it keeps me in touch with some of the weird and wonderful
stories that make up the intricate fabric of our Beautiful Game, from the grassroots to the top flight; the kind of tales
not picked up by the national press where ‘Back me or sack me pleas’ and ‘Transfer war chests’ are king. Instead, I like to indulge myself in a world where tea ladies double up as club mascots on match days and Sunday football teams become
embroiled in mass brawls because somebody has noisily broken wind during a particularly tense penalty shootout.


And so it was while flicking through the Bradford Telegraph & Argus, a glass of Gavi di Gavi in hand, that my latest literary muse began to blossom. Somewhere at the back of the paper, among
the ads for window cleaners and a local panto starring former QPR motormouth Rodney Marsh (as Widow Twankey, I believe), was
the rather odd tale of a goalkeeper called Mike Clark who played for non-league AFC Emley. During a game with Eccleshill United
– in which Emley were winning 1–0 after 88 minutes – Clark made a bit of a clanger when he carried the ball over his own goal
line. In his defence, he had been under pressure from an opponent in the penalty area, but what followed was sheer farce.


As the ref awarded a goal which brought the two teams level, Clark was convinced that the ball had been handled by one of
Eccleshill’s players and began to complain – he was so angry he wouldn’t hand the ball back. In fact, he protested so hard
that the ref had no option but to book him. That act alone was like a red rag to a bull and Clark stormed off to the dressing
room in a huff, taking the match ball with him and leaving his team mates and opponents looking at one another in disbelief.
There was much toing and froing with the match officials and managers; several attempts were made to coax Clark back on to
the pitch. When he finally returned, the keeper refused to hand the ball back, which resulted in a second yellow and a subsequent
red.


At that point, Clark lost the plot completely and declined to leave the pitch, which would have been a very unpopular move because I’m sure Emley’s players would have felt that closing
out a draw in the remaining minutes was within their reach, even with ten men; Eccleshill might have snatched a winner, so
they would have been equally unhappy. But the goalkeeper was having none of it. Neither was the referee who abandoned the
game, presumably fed up with all the fuss and commotion.


‘I have been in football many years but I have never seen anything like that,’ said Eccleshill’s shocked chairman, Adrian
Benson. ‘The referee had no option but to abandon the game. If there had been anything untoward in the match, it might have
been easier to explain. But the game had been played in a very good spirit. I was stunned. In fact, I’m still in shock, to
be honest. It puts Carlos Tevez’s little strop in the shade.’


As I sat there chortling to myself, I was struck by two things: the first being, ‘Why didn’t they just boot him off the pitch
and play on without him?’ My second thought was, ‘It’s such a shame that I don’t have a place for that story on Soccer Saturday. What a waste of a good yarn.’


Of course, some of you might not know what Soccer Saturday is. You might have bought this book hoping for an old Countdown annual, in which case I’d like to apologise in advance for the distinct lack of puzzle pages and tricky conundrums as seen
on Britain’s favourite quiz show. However, I think it’s best that I give everyone a brief rundown of what my weekend job involves,
just so we’re all on the same page from the start.


Now, I don’t want to shortchange anyone at this point, so if you’re feeling a sense of déjà vu having read my locally acclaimed,
‘Pie-litzer Prize’ winning book, Jelleyman’s Thrown a Wobbly – Saturday Afternoons in Front of the Telly, then I apologise, but the sensation will have abated by the start of the next chapter. In fact, skip forward a page or two if you like. But be warned:
you will miss at least one pun and maybe a laboured gag or three.


For those of you who have stayed with me, Soccer Saturday takes a bit of explaining because it is a strange concept. Basically it’s a football programme that doesn’t show any live
football. Instead, on a Saturday afternoon (that explains one half of the title) the show covers all the football topics of
the week (the other half of the title) and at 3 p.m. when the matches have kicked off, we relay the action to our viewers
via a number of match reporters who have been strategically placed at football grounds around the country, because we’re not
allowed to show any live football on a Saturday afternoon due to broadcasting regulations. Meanwhile, our four studio panellists,
a gang of ex-professional footballers, each watch one of four designated games on a telly positioned on the desk in front
of them. Every now and then, they deliver updates and surreal, often garbled match reports to a captivated audience of millions,
which momentarily shrinks to hundreds whenever match reporter and former Crystal Palace player John Salako pops up on the
screen, which sadly he does at least three or four times a show (only kidding, John).


Of course, to the untrained eye, Soccer Saturday must look like a madhouse, and it is. The panellists, for starters, are a motley crew of former hellraisers and troublemakers.
Among them is ‘Champagne’ Charlie Nicholas, an Arsenal legend and former playboy, while professional eater and Southampton
maverick Matt ‘Le Tiss’ Le Tissier has become a studio regular. Alongside him sits Paul ‘Merse’ Merson, another Arsenal hero
and a former cocaine addict, alcoholic, compulsive gambler and one-time Walsall manager (I still haven’t decided what experience
would have been the most traumatic), while some semblance of calm is provided by Philip Bernard ‘Thommo’ Thompson, Liverpool’s European
Cup-winning captain from a dim and distant past and a myopic Kopite. Elsewhere, one of our matchday reporters is the aforementioned
Stoke, Leeds, Pompey, Middlesbrough, Luton Town, Brentford and Swindon Town journeyman, Chris ‘Kammy’ Kamara – a Lionel Richie
lookalike who has somehow forged a cultish career for himself by shouting ‘Unbelievable, Jeff!’ whenever possible, usually
while staring at the camera in a rather odd manner. Often his expression seems so pained that Kammy resembles a man with a
wasp trapped in his trousers.


Somewhere in the middle of this chaos, I have to remain cool; an ocean of calm, delivering the results and goalscorers with
cold, clinical aplomb. Of course, that rarely happens and what you usually get is 90 minutes of shouting, mild panic and the
occasional technical glitch where the sound disappears, or Paul Merson eats his crisps too close to the microphone. But who
cares? It’s great fun. And if you want cardboard cut-out presenters and the cold, hard facts, then I guess you can always
watch The Other Lot on The Other Side.


One of the real joys of working on Soccer Saturday is that we try to give as much PR oxygen to the likes of Plymouth Argyle and Bradford on the lower rungs of the football
ladder as we do the top, top drawer boys (© Harry Redknapp). I’m a huge Hartlepool fan, as you would have guessed if you knew
anything about the show, so teams in and around the Football League’s bottom, bottom drawer (© Jeff Stelling) are always going
to get a pretty loud crack of the whip. There is a hitch to that, though. During the build-up to the games we focus solely
on the Premier League. That means when the matches have kicked off and goals are flying in all over the country, it becomes very difficult to discuss the issues surrounding clubs such as Burton Albion
or Accrington Stanley in detail. I simply haven’t got the time. The videprinter – the rolling, flashing panel at the bottom
of your screen, which lists the latest scores, scorers, half-time and full-time results, not to mention all the bookings and
red cards – can change at a hell of a pace. If I were to dwell too long while retelling an interesting story about a particular
club, then it would take me for ever to catch up with the other scores and updates, at which point I would probably get the
sack.


That means that I always have to be on the ball. Whenever a goal or a result comes in, I need to recall all the relevant stats
about the scorer, not to mention any information on the fixture in question. If Torquay United have failed to score in five
away matches, I need to be able to rattle off that particular fact in a heartbeat; if keeper Paul Robinson is about to face
a penalty, I have to know that he’s saved three spot kicks already that season. All of the data has come from my own laboured
research, and for over a decade I have spent all my working weeks hoovering up the latest happenings like a football Dyson.


To digest all this vital information (stuff that non-football fans would dismiss as ‘nonsense’, but I can tell you it isn’t),
I usually take a bag of local and national newspapers to the drawing room of Stelling Towers and read. Then I’ll read some
more. If the house is too busy, what with the kids running around (mine – I’m not referring to the pundits from Soccer Saturday here, though it wouldn’t be an inaccurate description), I often retreat to the Winchester motorway services facility – North
or South-bound depending on my mood – where I pore over the latest editions of the Cat Up Tree Echo and the Man Falls Off Roof & Survives Despite Landing On His Head Observer for snippets of lower-league tittle-tattle. It’s quite a therapeutic experience. The Northbound services is blessed with
the branch of a well-known coffee chain plus a fast-food restaurant that specialises in deep-fried chicken and gloopy sauces,
should my brain need further stimuli.


Sadly a lot of the football knowledge that I’ve amassed over the years has gone to waste because there’s been very little
room for it on the show, which has been very frustrating for me. Imagine a comedian, maybe Ronnie Corbett, sitting on his
best jokes. He would feel incredibly annoyed at not being able to share them with the public. I suffer from a similar dilemma:
for over a decade now, I’ve been unable to open up my collection of football anecdotes to the general public, and it’s for
this very reason that I have gathered together the veritable football potpourri that makes up much of Jeffanory.


In these very pages I will retell yarns involving murdered club mascots, unsung heroes in the lower leagues and scandals involving
semi-professional players. I have gathered together stories that include crackpot managers, drunk referees and boozy health-farm
breaks with Sam Allardyce. In the upcoming chapters you will read about the world’s fastest sending off, the most violent
football match ever and my brief stint as a referee. I have even uncovered lost fables from pub teams and faraway clubs in
football backwaters that would sound remote and unfamiliar to the average fan, such as Cape Verde and Scotland.


Along the way, I’ve had to become a media explorer; a younger, more spritely, football version of Sir David Attenborough.
A shortish man with towering tales. After all there’s much more to my job than simply maintaining an aura of composure as a witty and sophisticated anchorman. While the other members of the Soccer Saturday team have crashed their cars into Ministry of Defence lorries on the M40 (Merse) or embroiled themselves in spats with Southampton
chairmen (Le Tiss), I have spent my spare time collating the strangest and most shocking stories in football, ranting and
raving into my typewriter as I’ve gone along. The results of this somewhat crazy, cathartic process have been: a) a lot of
strange looks from Mrs Jeff and the family, and b) Jeffanory, a football treasure trove of tall tales and bedtime stories to while away the hours between matches on the telly.


So, if you’re sitting comfortably, cup of tea and pork pie in hand, let me begin . . .

Jeff
Stelling Towers, February 2012






CHAPTER ONE

‘WHO’S THE ANCHORMAN IN THE BLACK?!’
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At a time when rivers were made of real ale and wishes could come true, there was a referee called Mike Dean, and one of the
Premiership’s leading refs he was too. Mike’s only problem was that he looked so bloody grumpy whenever he stomped out of
the players’ tunnel at the weekend, ball tucked under his arm, bulldogeating-a-nettle scowl spread across his chops. Want
to know why? Well, I can tell you, dear Jeffanory reader: Mike knew that every time he stepped on to a pitch he would have to experience a life under the football microscope,
his every decision judged by an audience of millions, usually on a football programme such as the one that I happen to present
every Saturday lunchtime in HD, 3D and ‘Wobblevision’ (Charlie Nicholas’s idea of a joke). And while I’m unable to defend
Mike’s Scrooge-like demeanour, I can share empathy for the pressure he has to endure on a weekly basis. You see, I’ve also spent time as a top, top drawer ref
when I recently officiated three under-14 games for a Soccer Saturday Christmas Special, but unlike Mr Dean I at least managed a smile or three for the cameras.


My stint in charge came after eight of our studio panellists – Kammy and Paul Jewell, Merse and Matt Le Tissier, Thommo and
Charlie, Alan McInally and Iain Dowie – were paired up to manage the Hampshire schoolboy teams of St Francis Rangers, Eastleigh
Juniors, Baddesley Park and Earls. The idea was that these four sides would play one another in a knockout tournament and
the ensuing chaos would be screened on the telly. On paper, it provided some of our panellists with the opportunity to show
off their managerial prowess once more. Kammy had previously managed at Bradford City and Stoke, Paul Jewell had been in charge
at a number of clubs including Sheffield Wednesday, Wigan, Derby and Ipswich. Meanwhile the other lads had various levels
of coaching experience: Merse (Walsall), Thommo (Liverpool) and Iain Dowie (Crystal Palace, Charlton and Hull among others).
They were all eager to experience the buzz of a stint in the dugout again, the only difference being that they could make
their decisions without the omnipresent fear of boardroom discontent – a feeling familiar to most of them, I’d imagine.


While this was an exciting challenge for the boys, I was initially left feeling like a spare wand at a wizard’s wedding. In
the weeks before the recording was due to take place I could tell that nobody was going to offer me a coaching role and I
had the nagging suspicion that somebody might notice my unemployed status for the day and instead present me with the thankless
role of kitman, or worse, something incredibly undignified like a job as an on-the-road matchday reporter. Mercifully, it
was suggested that I should become Soccer Saturday’s very own take on referee Howard Melton Webb, albeit a shorter, stockier version, and with a wider range of hair-care products.


At first, I was delighted at being given a whistle and a notebook. ‘Pierluigi Collina, Paul Durkin, David Elleray . . . eat
your heart out,’ I laughed. ‘I’m running things now. I am your Jefferee!’ Then I discovered that Sky’s production team only
wanted me to be in charge for a mere 45 minutes, mainly for a bit of a giggle, but also because they feared that I wouldn’t
be able to keep up with the rigours of running around a full-sized football pitch for three games on the bounce. Well, not
without suffering a major injury, anyway. I thought, ‘Blow this! If I’m going to become an “Onanist in the Black” I’m going
to do it for all three games.’ And, unbelievably, they relented. I was to be in charge for the entire tournament.


Then the sleepless nights began. My high-profile appointment raised a couple of worrying issues, the main one being a distinct
lack of experience. I’d only previously refereed one game before and that was an under-nines match involving my son when the
appointed ref for the morning had blown out with a hangover. As the only vaguely responsible adult present, I had to take
charge, but in the end I coped with the task pretty well. However, a warning of what was to come on Soccer Saturday arrived when I was asked to run the line for the same team a few months afterwards.


As the game got underway, I had to raise my flag for a blatant offside call almost immediately. Inevitably, someone shouted
out, ‘Unbelievable, Jeff!’, which kickstarted what Stephen Fry would describe as a few moments of ‘jolly banter’, but the giggles turned to discontent very quickly, especially after my flag had
gone up for the fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh time. By the end of the game I had become very unpopular. Parents were telling
me what they thought of my flag and where they planned to stick it once the final whistle had blown. Overall, it had been
a very unpleasant experience, but it wasn’t my most intimidating moment as a Sunday league parent. That came when I took one
of my boys to play in the badlands of Southampton, where my first duty as the earliest adult on the scene was to remove a
burnt-out scooter that had been abandoned on the centre circle of the pitch. I heard it had been completely trashed by the
kids from the local housing estate, some of whom were hanging around the pitches looking pretty scary. When the game kicked
off, I then noticed that one of the opposition’s players had a massive bandage that covered nearly all of his head, only his
face was showing. Anyway, as I got chatting to the parents during the match, it turned out his mum was among them.


‘What’s up with your lad?’ I asked innocently.

‘Oh, he fell off the roof of a local carwash the other night,’ she explained. ‘I’m in the process of suing the manufacturers
because there wasn’t a sign warning people not to climb on it . . . the b******s.’


Needless to say, I was eager to get out of there as quickly as possible.

When it came to filming the Christmas Special I comforted myself with the fact that there wouldn’t be too many disgruntled
– or crackpot – parents to deal with, and those that were in attendance would be sitting in the stands and therefore a fair
distance away from me. This time, I had Alan McInally, Iain Dowie and Kammy there to eyeball me throughout instead. The only way it could
have been any worse was if we’d employed renowned ‘ref basher’ Paolo Di Canio on the show. Crikey.


In terms of experience and support then, the odds were stacked against me, but the small matter of match fitness also gave
me plenty to worry about. As you may or may not have guessed, my days as a marauding, box-to-box full back have long gone.
In fact, they never actually existed, and the only marauding I do these days happens around tea time and it usually steers
me towards the biscuit tin, so it won’t come as a surprise to learn that not one of the panellists fancied my chances of lasting
the 270 minutes of action, plus ‘Fergie Time’. Their opinions of me were so low that some of them even made the odd disparaging
remark about my physique as we got changed for the first game.


‘I’d be amazed if Jeff could even get into his referee’s outfit,’ laughed Charlie on air at one point, thinking I was out
of earshot. I wasn’t, so I later reminded him that he had been listed in 67th place during a recent poll of Arsenal’s all-time
greats. Worse, he had been tucked away somewhere between John Jensen and Gus Caesar, which took the wind out of his sails.
Nevertheless, I could tell the critics had sharpened their knives before a whistle had been blown in anger. It was my first
lesson as a high-profile referee: at the game’s top level, everyone’s a critic.


Those sleepless nights worrying were made somewhat easier by the knowledge that I’d carried out plenty of homework during
the run-up to the tournament; my backside was covered. All of three hours were spent reading the autobiographies by renowned
refs Graham Poll and Jeff Winter (whose tome was neatly entitled, Who’s the B*****d in the Black?) from cover to cover. Both books helped me to drift into a deep slumber on those restless evenings, though I must stress
at this point that I’m using the term ‘renowned’ for all the wrong reasons. The only inside information gleaned from my intense
research was that it was quite all right to book a player three times in a World Cup before sending him off if you’re Graham
Poll. More intriguing was the revelation that Jeff Winter believed the standing ovation which followed his last ever game
at Anfield might have been for his services to the sport rather than any appreciation for Liverpool’s performance.


For the purposes of filming and my own personal safety, Sky had the foresight to provide me with an adviser for the tournament,
but it was former ref Dermot Gallagher who arrived on the day and not Winter, which was a shame as I quite fancied a standing
ovation or two. Dermot’s job was to guide me through the matches and offer insights and technical tips as and when they were
needed. I was pleased because Dermot was one of the few guys to have actually managed the game with a modicum of common sense
and I always got the impression that if ever a player swore at him during his watch, Dermot would sooner swear back than book
the offending party. That attitude had always sat rather well with me, but sadly it’s a style that’s gone out of the game
in recent years.


I first met Dermot while I was in Japan and South Korea for the 2002 World Cup. He was the only Premier League referee to
have gone out there under his own steam and at first we passed like ships in the night at two or three different stadiums.
I later bumped into him at various Irish bars where together we would lock horns over the state of modern refereeing. I always
told him that I thought he had refereed the game in the correct manner, but that was because Dermot was a scary-looking chap (from
a distance he could have passed for the post-apocalyptic maniac from 1970s horror film The Hills Have Eyes). I certainly didn’t want to upset him after one too many pints of Guinness; an outbreak of bad language would have been
the least of my worries.


Anyway, on the day, Dermot took me to one side for some last-minute advice, and once I’d warmed up with a series of sprints
(to the tea station) and lunges (for the sandwiches), he gave me a list of hints and guidelines. His most forceful point concerned
my running style, something that had never been my strongest attribute as Mrs Jeff would attest.


‘You do realise that as a ref, you have to move diagonally on the pitch?’ he said, which made me think at once of David Seaman’s
occasionally flimsy performances on the ITV show Dancing on Ice. ‘You don’t just follow the ball around, or zigzag across the field, you run from one corner to the other. In that way you’ll
always have a linesman in view to give you extra assistance.’


At first I thought he was pulling my leg for the purposes of light entertainment, which would have been fair revenge considering
some of the stick I’d dished out to his colleagues during my time on Soccer Saturday. But once the first game got underway, I realised that he was right. By jogging in a diagonal pattern I could see a linesman
at all times, but assessing the game was a lot harder than I’d ever imagined. Whenever I was at least 25 yards away from an
incident, or if there was a player between me and the ball, it was very hard to see what was actually going on. And these
were kids running around, remember, not fully grown athletes sprinting at top speed. It certainly gave me a greater appreciation
of some of the skills and techniques that go into refereeing a professional game of football. Thankfully, Dermot had very little to knock me for during my first two games
in charge; despite my inexperience I showed far more football acumen than anyone had expected. In fact, it was agreed that
I’d handled the first two games adequately and I went into the cup final full of confidence.


My self-belief meant that an embarrassing cock-up was bound to follow, but what took place in the final could only be described
as a comedy of errors. Midway through the second half there was a fifty-fifty clash between two players on the halfway line.
It was a perfectly legitimate tackle, but one of the boys had hurt himself and the ball had been kicked out of play so he
could receive treatment. When the physio began to run off the pitch moments later, I restarted the game with a throw-in, which
was where I lost control of the situation completely.


Blunder Number One happened when the game got underway: the physio was still on the pitch, although he had jogged some way
towards the sidelines. Blunder Number Two took place when the injured player – who I’d totally forgotten to send from the
field of play following his treatment – received the ball, centred it and set up what turned out to be the winning goal for
his team. I’d always thought that ordering a player from the pitch and then making him wait on the touchline before coming
back on was a bit of a farce anyway, but regardless of my opinions, it was one of the laws of the game and I’d totally forgotten
it. And in the worst possible circumstances, too. Kammy, as you would expect, couldn’t believe it. His team had been on the
receiving end of my cock-up and I could hear him going absolutely ballistic from the dugout. He called me just about every
heightist insult under the sun.



‘Unbelievable, Jeff!’ he yelled, during one of his more restrained outbursts. ‘How can you have not got that right? Are you
that short you can’t see over the kids’ heads?!’


I suppose Kammy had a point, but he could have cut me some slack. I’m taller than the likes of Shaun Wright-Phillips and Jimmy
Krankie, and since my blunder, I’ve heard of far more experienced referees than myself making even stranger decisions, particularly
at junior level. In September 2011 it was reported that a ref had sent a couple of players to the sidelines at the beginning
of the game because some of the boys were wearing the wrong coloured underpants, which even by Kammy’s high standards seemed
a bit of a harsh decision. More embarrassingly, the incident hadn’t taken place during a Saturday morning school game or local
league. Instead it occurred in an FA Youth Cup tie when the academies of Bath City and Newport County came together in the
most prestigious of junior tournaments.


To be fair, the official was applying Rule Four of the Football Association handbook to the letter. If you’re not familiar
with the law (and I don’t recommend you study the FA guidelines, it will only end in narcolepsy), it reads as follows: ‘If
thermal shorts are worn, they are to be of the same, main colour as the shorts.’ Now, I’m all for playing by the book – or
at least trying to play by the book – however, I doubt Rule Four had ever been applied in anything other than a televised
game before, where it would have been enforced before the players ran out in front of the crowd rather than during the game.
On this occasion the ref, who has so far remained anonymous, decided to use it on a kids’ team dreaming of FA Cup glory.


As the game kicked off, the ref noticed that two Bath players were wearing the wrong coloured underwear and sent them to the sidelines so they could get changed, in full view of 200 supporters, which would have caused some embarrassment for the
lads concerned, I’d imagine. Typically, it was at that moment that Newport scored their first goal in a 6–0 drubbing. Chaos
ensued and in the argument that followed, one Bath player was sent off along with his manager. The bad mood continued into
the second half and a further three Bath players were shown the red card. Not surprisingly, the ref had to lock himself in
his dressing room afterwards, such was the outrage.


‘I understand the kit rule, but this was an FA Youth Cup match, not a professional FA Cup game,’ said Bath chairman Manda
Rigby afterwards. ‘The players were made to strip off in front of the crowd, which is quite an ordeal for players aged 16
or 17. That sparked the row which led to the players and the manager getting sent off.


‘It is such a shame because players may only ever get one or two chances to play in an FA Youth Cup game. I was in total disbelief.
The ref was forced to lock himself in his room after the game for 30 minutes. There were a lot of parents in the crowd who
were very protective of the players and tempers were running high . . . It is fair to say that he claimed he was just sticking
to the letter of the law. But these players are still children – not professionals.’


In hindsight, that should have been my excuse, too, but I felt really defensive after the Soccer Saturday Christmas Special. I knew I had made a mistake in the final (and a bad one at that), but I wanted to blag my way out of it.
I pretended that I hadn’t realised that the trainer was still on the pitch; I told Kammy that I had made the right decision
and that he should accept it. I was being stubborn, but it made me realise just how hard life must be for the guys in the top flight, especially when they have endured a tough game.


In recent years, there have been calls from some quarters of the Soccer Saturday panel for referees to come forward and face a post-match interview after Premiership matches. The likes of Le Tiss and Merse
would like the refs to explain their more controversial decisions to the public. Well, I wouldn’t have done it on that day,
I can tell you. I also know that there would be absolutely no benefit at all in getting a referee to explain his decisions
after a game. Sure, it would make for great copy in the papers the next day, and Soccer Saturday would benefit from some explosive interviews, but the drama would only hang the officials out to dry. Nobody would want to
interview them if they had played a brilliant game; the questions from the media would only focus on the negative aspects
of their performance. The refs would be on a hiding to nothing every time they faced a camera and therefore exposed to even
more abuse from the public. Who would want to do that?


My blunder had been the result of inexperience rather than any legal nitpicking, such as the ref involved in the game between
Bath City and Newport County. Nevertheless, the general opinion of my refereeing abilities during Soccer Saturday’s Christmas Special were later summed up when Baddesley Park, the winning team, had been presented with their silverware.
As I shook hands with the players, their captain lifted the cup, at which point he decided to crack a joke. ‘Jeff, stick to
Countdown, eh, mate?’ he said, cheekily.


I laughed, clipped him round the ear and then gave him my copy of Who’s the B*****d in the Black? as punishment for being lippy. According to Dermot, it was the best call I’d made all day.







CHAPTER TWO

SPOTTING THE CHEATS

[image: image]

Of course, I was lucky: during the Soccer Saturday Christmas Special I only had to referee a few friendly matches for fun and the mood was pretty light-hearted among the kids.
But when it comes to the professional game, footballers will do just about anything to nick an advantage. Falling to the floor
as if struck by a stray bullet (Luis Suarez), biting (Luis Suarez), feigning injury while simultaneously wafting an imaginary
red card in the air (Luis . . . oh, you get the idea); it can be incredibly difficult to spot who’s cheating and who’s mortally
injured in the thick of the action. God knows how the likes of Howard Melton Webb deal with it on a weekly basis.


And it doesn’t just happen at the top level. You need X-ray vision in the lower leagues, too. While flicking through ‘Jeff’s
Big Folder of Local Newspaper Cuttings’, I stumbled across a 2010 match report on a game between Macclesfield Town and Burton Albion. Apparently, a bit of a fuss was made when the Silkmen’s goalie Jose Veiga brought a ‘foreign object’ on to
the pitch, a description that suggested something really quite sinister – such as a set of concealed knuckledusters or nunchucks
– but in reality was nothing more than a golf tee. According to eyewitnesses, though, that one tiny peg was enough to cause
a fair amount of drama.


Trouble first started as Veiga began drawing cheers of approval with a series of piercing, accurate goal kicks that consistently
soared downfield. That shouldn’t have come as too much of a shock. Macclesfield’s keeper was an international having represented
the mighty Cape Verde since 2004, a team ranked 58th in the world at the time of storytelling (about ten places higher than
Scotland1). But as goal kick after goal kick rocketed over the halfway line, often to the toes of his team mates, the ref noticed that
Veiga had been using a transparent tee to improve his ball striking. While the rest of the players trotted back to the halfway
line, the cheeky blighter was secretly placing the ball on top of a plastic peg, which went some way to explaining why his
hoofs were gaining such impressive velocity and accuracy. Play was stopped and the tee confiscated, leaving Veiga to rely
on good old-fashioned skill and brute force like everyone else.




If Veiga had been playing in Macclesfield, Australia rather than Macclesfield, England, he would probably have been sent off
for his gamesmanship. By the looks of things, bringing a foreign object of any kind on to the pitch is seemingly a red card
offence Down Under, especially if the foreign object in question is located, well, ‘down under’. Which is where I uncovered
the curious tale of Aaron Eccleston, born and raised in Macclesfield UK, but a Mansfield Town fan and an amateur footballer living in Australia.
Eccleston turned out for Old Hill Wanderers Reserves in Melbourne and during an uneventful fixture against Swinburne University’s
second eleven in 2011, he received a full-blooded volley to the ‘Jacobs’ which would for ever place his name in football folklore.


Many men have suffered the pain of a kick to the nether regions – either on the football field or during a heated argument
with an offended girlfriend. And like any gent in that unfortunate position, Eccleston rolled around in pain and lowered his
shorts to check on the wellbeing of his manhood. Why the referee also felt the need to look was anyone’s guess, but during
an uninvited Peeping Tom routine, he spotted a shiny piercing attached to Eccleston’s wedding tackle. Following the letter
of the law, the ref ordered Eccleston, embarrassed and presumably still in agony, away from the field of play to remove the
attachment. Matters worsened when, on his return, Eccleston was shown a yellow for rejoining the game without permission,
and then sent off when he refused to prove that the offending item had been ‘unhooked’.


In his defence, I couldn’t blame him. The process would have required a second inspection from the referee, a man who had
already been caught peeping once too often. On an amateur video which did the rounds on the Internet shortly afterwards, Eccleston
was heard to moan, ‘I’m making a complaint, ref. It’s not right looking at my c***.’


I felt for the young man. As we all know, officials can get carried away in the heat of the moment. Red and yellow
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