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About the Book

REALLY IMPORTANT QUESTIONS IN FOOTBALL

Are you a RUBBISH fan?

Could the DENTIST’S CHAIR help England win the WORLD CUP?

Is it a good idea to HAMMER Razor RUDDOCK?

Are footballers UNDERPAID?

And…

Did Tim REALLY support WATFORD as a kid?!?!

Packed with amusing anecdotes, bustling with great football stories and full of strong opinions, Lovejoy on Football is the must-have football book of the year. It’s not rubbish. We promise.*

* Unless you're a Rochdale supporter


About the Author

Tim Lovejoy was born on 28th March 1968. He presented Soccer AM for a decade, making it into a Saturday morning institution. He now presents Something for the Weekend and Soccer USA and is a presenter on Radio Five Live 606. He supports Chelsea FC.
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I dedicate this book to my brother James. Without him introducing me to The Specials, I might have been a New Romantic.


PROLOGUE

‘WHO DO YOU SUPPORT?’

Whenever you’re asked this question in the back of your mind you’re getting ready to justify how true a fan you are:

‘I’ve been going since I was five …’

‘My grandad’s originally from the city …’

‘My dad made me …’

‘It was the first match I saw on TV …’

‘It was the first Panini sticker team I finished …’

People having to justify who they support is my eternal bugbear with being a football fan. Football is for everyone, and being a fan has been taken over by what I like to call football fundamentalists, who have adopted the term ‘real fan’ and used it to spread fear amongst the normal football-loving man. These people are always miserable and always trying to find reasons to drag football down, whether it be money, foreigners, ticket prices or board takeovers. I’m obsessed with football, but they’re obsessed with proving they’re obsessed about football.

Football in my opinion is the most important subject in the world. It’s the true world sport and the one thing that unites every nation (well, apart from America).

And let’s remember, we invented the sport, so let’s rejoice in it and enjoy it for what it is – the best game to ever grace this planet.

I don’t want to rant but I’m going to anyway. We need to reclaim our national game from the fanatics, ‘real fans’, and give it back to the people. I’m by no means the world’s biggest Chelsea fan, but I am a massive fan of football and in my world whether you go to away games or not, or go at all, or whether your team’s the other end of the country or just up the road, or even whether you’ve never owned the club’s shirt, or you’ve got the club crest tattooed all over your body, to me it’s all irrelevant. I believe being a football fan ISN’T about:

Stats;

Never missing a match;

Trying to prove you’re a bigger fan than the next man;

Or moaning about how the game was better in the past.

What it IS about is:

Enjoying watching football, whether it be on the terraces, TV, or YouTube;

Engaging in banter with mates down the pub;

Kicking a football at any opportunity;

And being miserable when your team gets knocked out on penalties.

This book is a combination of memoirs and opinions, and I hope as you’re reading it you’ll disagree with loads of stuff I say, because that’s what football really is all about. No one really understands everything about the game, but everyone thinks they’re an expert. But as I say, when it comes to football I might not always be right … but I’m never wrong. Oh, and forgive me when I indulge myself in this book and go off on the occasional tangent, but this is the first time I’ve written a book. I’m sure J.K. Rowling’s s******g herself.

The great thing about this book is how many people have written to me saying how they now fit in as a fan. I was right that I share that feeling that I’m not a real fan with many of you. Whether it’s a Liverpool fan from Norwich or an Arsenal fan from Southampton people realised. In fact this book got great reviews from everyone apart from a couple of football magazines who trade on the old fashioned ‘real fan’ ideals. However, these magazines don’t sell enough copies to fill Spotland (Rochdale’s stadium) so it doesn’t matter what they think.
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LET FOOTBALL INTO YOUR LIFE

religion: the belief in a superhuman controlling power, esp. in a personal God or gods entitled to obedience and worship. 2 the expression of this in worship. 3 a particular system of faith and worship.

A friend of mine who’s an artist is always saying, football has no relevance, no culture. We’ve wasted many hours arguing over this. She’s of the belief that football is for uncouth morons who spend their afternoons getting drunk and singing songs, and hurling abuse at everyone.

This is true.

But it’s not called the beautiful game for nothing. Is there anything more breathtaking than watching a player like Barcelona’s Lionel Messi dance through the Getafe defence? For the millions of people who watched that clip on YouTube, it’s like a religious experience.

I have never been religious. As far as I can gather church services have always tended to be on Sunday morning and that, I’m afraid, was when I was out playing football. Faced with such a dilemma (OK, not that much of a dilemma) there was only ever going to be one winner.

FOOTBALL IS THE nearest thing I have had in my life to a religious enitity. It is an ever-present force for good in my and many other people’s lives. It is, perhaps, the only constant I have. If I am depressed or down, football will lift my spirits. It has and continues to play a massive part in enriching my life. It has always been there for me and I know it always will.

Now take a step back and ask yourself if you like football in any way, shape or form. If you can answer yes then this book is for you. If you said no then bear with me because I really want you to think again. In fact, I want to offer you salvation. Don’t worry if you don’t consider yourself a real fan. Don’t worry if you have never even been to a game. I want to present to you a game that welcomes each and every one of you.

Rewind a number of years to a pointless conversation I had sometime with a fellow Chelsea fan. There we were talking about the relative merits of some player or other when he piped up with ‘But you don’t even go to away matches. What would you know?’ Correct me if I’m wrong but how on earth does that affect my opinion on football? Why does travelling up to Middlesbrough or Sunderland or Blackburn mean you know more than me? Does it really mean that just because you go to away matches in faraway towns you are a bigger and, therefore, better football fan than me? Of course it doesn’t. Now, whenever I’m challenged on the subject I tell people that I go away all the time but only if it’s to Rome, Monaco, Barcelona or somewhere else equally glamorous in the Champions’ League.

OK, so I may know only a few facts and figures about Chelsea, but that’s because my memory is like a sieve, not because I don’t care or because I don’t enjoy the game as much as the next man or woman. It’s the same with music. I love music passionately but can I name every album or single there’s ever been? ‘Oh you don’t have the entire back catalogue of Pink Floyd?’ Well, no I don’t but so what? I still like music. Stop trying to test me you bloody fascist bully. Let me get on and enjoy it.

And that’s the way it should be. You should enjoy football in whatever way you want. I may not know who scored Chelsea’s winner in the 2-1 away win Arsenal in 1976 but I do know the difference between a good player and bad player, between good tactics and bad tactics, between good managers and bad managers. Don’t get me wrong, a lot of people out there derive a great deal of pleasure out of facts and figures and the history of the game and that’s great. I don’t. I’m not a stats nut. But that doesn’t make them a better a football fan than me, does it?

I have never been one of those people that wallows in nostalgia. The thing I get excited about is the here and now and the future. When the season ends, for example, I count the days until the fixture list for the next season comes out and when the fixture list is released I count the days until the season starts. But when someone says, ‘Do you remember that League Cup tie four years ago?’ I’m like ‘No, I’m really sorry but I don’t remember anything.’ So I’ve got a rotten memory. Does that make me a fraud? Does that make me a fake fan? Of course not.

That was one of the reasons we got such great guests on Soccer AM because we never set out to make people feel uncomfortable. Often, they would come on and say ‘I’m not really a football fan so don’t ask me too many questions about football’ and why? Because they were petrified of being outed as something other than an all-knowing encyclopaedia of the game.

There are too many nob-ends out there willing to criticise those who enjoy their football in any way that isn’t the week in, week out, spend every waking hour and every last penny you’ve got manner of following your team.

That’s wrong. Whether you watch it on telly, go to matches home and away or go to one match every ten years, it doesn’t actually matter. Who cares if you only got into football after Euro 96? Who cares if you only supported Man Utd because they had David Beckham? Who cares if you don’t know who won the World Cup in 1938? It doesn’t matter. What does matter is at least you finally found football. At least you have been born again.

When I started presenting Soccer AM on Sky Sports I thought I was going to be outed as a ‘fake’ fan and started worrying about my football supporting credentials. I didn’t ‘go away’ anymore, I was playing Saturday football so I didn’t have a season ticket, I couldn’t name all the 1955 championship winning team. In fact I couldn’t name any of them at the time and what’s more I didn’t care. This used to make me wake up in cold sweats, then one day it came to me, that warm glow of comfort that I was a football fan and I was not a charlatan. I just loved football and that was all there was to it. I have played or watched football every week of my life since a ball was put at my feet and that, my friends, is proof enough to myself that I’m in love with the beautiful game.

Once you’ve found football and let it into your life it will be with you forever. Even if you’re reading this and you’ve never seen a game in your life, I urge you to come and join those of us that have opened our hearts to football. This is our religion, our faith. Think about it. Football imposes no restrictions on your life. It offers complete freedom of expression and freedom of choice. There’s no brainwashing, no donations, no fairy tales, no prayers (well, not many) and no guilt. What other religion offers you that?

And I would go further than that. The way I see it football is more important than politics too. After all, can you show me anything else that has so much power over the people of the world? It’s also a stereotype, but also true, that football unites people. Recently Iraqis celebrated winning the Asian Cup – and people normally at each other’s throats were out celebrating in the streets together. You want more proof? OK, how many member states are there in the United Nations? I’ll tell you. There’s 192. Now, how many countries do you think tried to qualify for the last world cup? I’ll tell you again – 198. It’s an amazing statistic and one that, arguably, makes the FIFA President Sepp Blatter, and not Dubya, the most powerful man on the planet.

The truth is the whole world plays football and it is the only thing that unites the entire world. Wars, conflicts, disputes; everything stops for football. More people listen to footballers speak than they ever do to Presidents or Prime Ministers. And while those in the arts world may regard the game as uncouth, it is played in every single country in the world. Moreover, it is a real indication of a country’s soul. Brazilians, for instance, are said to play with the rhythm of the samba, the Latin countries play with flair and passion and the British teams possess that never say die spirit. These may be stereotypes but they’re undeniably true. That’s why I think David Beckham going to the Los Angeles Galaxy could be a fantastic move because if he can get the United States into football – really into football – then the last major nation to resist the game will have been conquered. The rest of the world, meanwhile, are already addicted to the game. From Asia to Africa, South America to Europe, China, Australia, everyone has taken on football. It is the number one sport in the world by miles and it always will be. I remember going to Vietnam on holiday once and as I was taking a ride in a rickshaw, the bloke driving turned round and even though he couldn’t speak any English he said ‘Arsenal?’ When I told him I was a Chelsea fan, he said ‘Dennis Wise! Ruud Gullit!’ It’s the same anywhere. My grandad has always believed that football is the best way to start a conversation with a stranger. Just ask them what team they support and you’re off and running.

It was on the same trip to Vietman that I had conclusive proof that football was, by some way, the biggest single thing on this planet. Me and my girlfriend (and future wife) had taken a trip up a mountain on the back of a couple of mopeds when we got chased by these menacing looking blokes who were also on mopeds and off their heads on rice wine or something and wielding knives and swinging punches. It was very scary. Even our guides were shaking and that’s never a good sign. They pursued us down mountain tracks for fifteen minutes, but it seemed like hours, as the moped slid from side to side, avoiding low-hanging branches and holding onto my guide for dear life. Eventually we managed to get away from them but by the time we got to the bottom of the mountain one of the bikes had a flat tyre. As we looked for help we came across a little village so we asked about to see if anyone could repair it and we were shown to a little shack where this woman ushered us into this very little room. There in front of me were the entire family all sat around a basic television watching France v Japan. So I sat down and watched it with them, and after being chased down a mountain by maniacs who wanted to kill us, there I was now in a house in the middle of nowhere with a strange cup of tea watching the football and everything was alright with the world again.

After an hour or so, the guides came back in and said the bike was fixed and we could get going again. But there was ten minutes left so I thought what the hell, Zizou was playing. I sat back down, had another cup of tea and carried on watching the match. That’s the beauty of football. You try watching any other programme in a foreign country and you won’t have a clue what’s going on. But football? It’s a universal language.

Some of my friends only watch football on TV but they’re just as passionate as I am so I have full respect for them. Football is the greatest TV experience: it has the good, the bad, the joy and the tears. It’s reality at its finest: Gazza’s tears, Beckham’s free kick against Greece or Cantona’s Kung Fu attack. You can’t script that sort of stuff. It’s better than any soap.

It’s true, football brings joy to a great many people across the world. And, personally, I know the wonderful effect it can have on people going through bad times. When my brother was very ill with cancer, I used to go round to his house and we would talk for ages about football and it always cheered him up. As kids we had gone to Watford games together and when he managed to get himself well enough to go to Vicarage Road and see a game again he was so excited. For him, it felt like he was on the mend. But he wasn’t. He died soon after at the age of 37 and at the next home game at Watford they put an obituary in the programme for him. He would have loved that.
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NEVER TRUST SOMEONE WHO HATES FOOTBALL

I ALWAYS ADVISE girlfriends of mine, when they’re looking for potential partners, to make sure they ask the man what football team he supports. It’s irrelevant who they do support, but if they are into football in any small way, it’s a starting place for realising they’re halfway normal, and you have a decent chance of a relationship.

I’ve made a lot of friends through football – playing, watching and talking about football, and I know it’s clichéd, but it really is the best ice-breaker between two men. I remember my first day at Cassio college in Watford (one of the few I bothered to turn up to), I was really nervous as I didn’t know anyone. I was stood next to a bloke called Andy Butler and he said, ‘Who do you support?’ I said ‘Chelsea, what about you?’ He replied, ‘Forest,’ and from that moment on respect was established and we’ve been friends ever since. This story has been repeated continually throughout my life with many of my friendships established through conversations about football: Ben (Southampton), Mike (Chelsea), Andy (Man Utd), Barry (AFC Wimbledon), Dougie (Celtic), Dave (Arsenal), Neil (Chelsea), Richard (Leeds), Simon (Barnsley), Shandy (Arsenal), Chip (Coventry), Joe, Ryan, Paul and Leon (all Chelsea), Rick (was Arsenal, now Chesterfield?) … I really could go on forever.

So, this is the story of how I became a football fan …

I’ve never checked but as far as I’m aware everybody in Northwood, Middlesex supports Chelsea Football Club. Being born there, I suppose I had no choice either. I guess I started following them when I was three, although I’m not entirely sure why. If anything it probably had a lot to do with the song ‘Blue Is The Colour’. My mum and dad bought me that record and I played it to death. For a while, I even thought Chelsea was a man and not a team. When my dad sat me down and explained that he was actually an it, I was disappointed and still a little confused.

Back then, all my family seemed to talk about was football. I remember my dad and my granddad sitting down every week and watching the highlights on The Big Match on Sunday afternoon. They’d get incredibly animated and really over-excited by the whole event. It was one of those quintessentially male things of sitting round together and watching the football. It was a rite of passage, if anything.

But then I was no different to every other boy in Northwood. All I ever wanted to be was a footballer and to play for Chelsea and for England. There was no other career for me. All or nothing. Somehow, though, I slipped through the net. Even when we moved to Rickmansworth (near Watford) I never got spotted. I played for my school team, St Clement Danes, a comprehensive in Chorleywood, and I like to think I was Chorleywood’s answer to Roy Keane. Sadly, growing up in the Watford area meant we ended up imitating the local professional team. In our case, that meant wingers and long balls. It was percentage football. Win the ball and get it up the field. The scouts, it seems, never made it as far as Chorleywood. Inner Watford maybe, but not the football hotbed of Chorleywood. Looking back, Watford Football Club should be ashamed of themselves. Think of the revenue they could have made when they sold me to Milan in the 1980s. Think of the shirt sales, the merchandise, and their slice of my image rights. Heads should have rolled.

It was while I was at St Clement Danes that I thought I’d better go to my first club football match. Me and my brother pleaded with my dad to take us. For years, he’d said we weren’t old enough, but now as a teenager, surely the time was right. As you know, I was a Chelsea fan, and my brother had leanings towards Spurs at the time, so when my dad said he was going to take us to a match, we got really excited. Was it going to be Stamford Bridge, or White Hart Lane? No. It was going to be Vicarage Road, home of Fourth Division Watford. We wanted to go to the terracing, but my dad made us sit in the Shrodells stand. I can’t remember who Watford played, but still, I was hooked. Watching live football was my drug.

I had many happy days watching Watford. I would play football for the school in the morning, and me and my brother would take the tube or the bus to the ground, and we progressed from the Shrodells into watching football on the terraces, and I even bought a replica Watford shirt. I actually celebrated Watford’s promotion one year by going fully-clothed in the pond at the top of the high street with a thousand other Watford fans. My brother and me missed the last bus, and had to walk home thoroughly wet, trying to think up excuses for our mum as to why our Doc Martens were soaked through.

Having been to games at Fourth Division Watford, watching players like Ross Jenkins and Kenny Jackett, the time had come to go to Stamford Bridge and watch my first love, Chelsea. It was like another world. When you came out of Fulham Broadway tube station, you would turn left and then the sheer enormity of the occasion would just hit you. I’d never seen anything like it. Don’t get me wrong, Watford was a brilliant club but there was something magical about the atmosphere at Stamford Bridge. There were thousands and thousands of fans. There were ugly, menacing skinheads, scores of huge police horses and an atmosphere unlike anything I had ever experienced. The smells, the noise, the colour; I was hooked.

Soon, I started going to Stamford Bridge every week. This was the era of Micky Droy and Johnny Bumstead, Kerry Dixon and David Speedie, and managers like Bobby Campbell, John Hollins and John Neal. To be honest, going to Chelsea back then had less to do with the actual football and everything to do with the atmosphere. It genuinely felt like I was an integral part of the football club and that I belonged to something. Football was everything to me. I played Saturdays and Sundays and then went training Tuesdays and Thursdays. I used to go home and away with Chelsea and only stopped going when I was playing football. Nothing got in the way of my football.

Nothing.

Even when Chelsea weren’t playing I used to look at the other fixtures and just go to a game. I remember going to Spurs v Aston Villa at White Hart Lane simply because I wanted to see the likes of Gary Shaw and Glenn Hoddle play. In those days, you didn’t need a ticket weeks in advance, you could just turn up and pay on the turnstile. The trouble with that was that being a Londoner I couldn’t exactly go in the Villa end so I had to go in the Spurs end and then feign delight when they scored so as not to attract attention. That’s not easy, especially when you don’t really care.

Things have changed though. As you can see, I am absolutely obsessed with football, but according to the laws of being a football fan, I’m rubbish. Let me explain …

FIVE REASONS WHY I, TIMOTHY PAUL LOVEJOY, AM A RUBBISH FOOTBALL FAN

1 I used to go and watch Watford before I watched Chelsea.

There is no long Lovejoy family line of Chelsea fans going back into the mists of time, although there is one for Spurs and Arsenal. In fact, my dad supports both of them. That’s right, Spurs AND Arsenal. He lived up Highbury way and his defence is that he is simply a fan of football so he went to whoever was playing at home that week, which is fair enough I suppose. My dad gets annoyed with me, not for being a Chelsea fan, but during matches which are neutral, his theory is that I should always support the London team first, followed by the team from the South, then the Midlands, and finally, right down the bottom of the pecking order, is any team from the North (especially the North West). I don’t play his game – I support who I want regardless of location to my birthplace. When we’re watching football together, my granddad likes to wind us up by supporting Man Utd, if Arsenal aren’t playing, and always supports the foreign team over the English team. I can’t wait until I can also be a grumpy old man who always goes against the trends to wind everyone up.

So I’m rubbish because I’m the only Chelsea fan; it’s not like it was passed down from generation to generation. That said, I am trying to start a new family line of Chelsea fans. I’ve been doing my utmost to make my daughters support Chelsea but sadly my ex-wife has somehow managed to turn them into Swansea fans. So now I’m fighting back. My latest plan is to convince them that Cardiff City is in fact the team to support. It’s like some horrible mental game we’re playing with our daughters’ minds. Still, they’ll get over it.

2 I don’t go away any more.

According to football fan law, fans who don’t travel away with their club are not fans at all. These days I don’t go away, again proving I’m rubbish. Actually, that’s not strictly true. I do still go to the occasional Chelsea away fixture but only if it involves going on a plane to somewhere exotic to watch them in the latter stages of the Champions’ League, like Rome, Monaco or Barcelona. If you’re going to do it, you may as well make the most of it. Still, you’ve got to admire the fans that spend all their time and money following their teams week in week out but I can’t do that any more, especially when you’ve got kids to indoctrinate.

3 I have no memory for facts and figures.

I have the most shocking memory when it comes to football. It’s actually appalling. And it’s not like I go to a game and don’t pay attention. Quite the opposite. When I’m at a match I am utterly transfixed and absolutely enjoy every single second of it. But if you try and pin me down on when Chelsea won a particular trophy I really couldn’t tell you. Yes, I can name the years of the League titles we’ve won but that’s not exactly difficult when you’ve only won three of them, is it? In that respect I would be the world’s worst Liverpool fan. For some reason, if you support Liverpool you have to know every single fact and figure about every single match ever played, ever, otherwise you’re nothing. I’m not sure quite how many of them actually know who the manager was before Bill Shankly, but there’s no doubting they’re by far the most obsessive fans when it comes to facts and figures that you’ll ever meet. An example of this is my mate James Redmond, the actor from Hollyoaks and Casualty. I met him at a party when he was modelling. I said to him, ‘Who do you support?’ He answered, ‘Liverpool. Who do you support?’ I said, ‘Chelsea.’ Again, from that moment on, we’ve been friends. He knows everything there is to know about Liverpool. In fact, he stayed round my house a few times and on Saturday afternoon, after the final whistle, he sits down with a book, writes out the results, team line-ups, and stats from the Liverpool matches, and commits them to memory. He really is the ultimate Liverpool fan.

4 I don’t sing any more.

However I am the biggest hypocrite because there’s nothing I like better than a great atmosphere, proving once more I’m a rubbish football fan. It may be an age thing but I just can’t do it. Back in the 80s, at the height of my casual days, I’d join in with all the classics. My favourite songs were the ones unique to Chelsea, like ‘Celery’ and ‘One Man Went to Mow’. However, I always cheated when it came to that last one. For anyone who doesn’t know, it’s a committed song that takes a good five minutes to get through, starting at ‘One man mowing a meadow …’ and finishes with everyone standing up in the all-seater stadium singing, ‘Ten men went to mow.’ I used to start at seven or eight and take the glory at ten. Hats off to those who made it all the way through.

5 I don’t want to win at all costs.

I don’t agree with the old adage, ‘Win at all costs.’ Some people think that if you play ugly football, as long as you take the three points, that’s ok. I just want to see great football all the time. That’s why I don’t like it when the opposition’s best players are out with injury or suspension. I want to see the best eleven against the best eleven. I want to see my team beat the other team without any excuses. Say I’m going to watch Chelsea play Man Utd and news breaks that Cristiano Ronaldo is out with an injury. A lot of people I know will be rubbing their hands with glee. I won’t. I’ll be gutted because I’m missing out on the opportunity to watch a great player in action. This could potentially cost us three points, which again is why I’m a rubbish fan.

So there are the five reasons why I’m apparently a rubbish fan. Or am I? Let’s rewind a bit here and see where my football obsession grew from, and where it apparently all went wrong…

GETTING MY FIRST PAIR OF BOOTS

As well as watching football, playing has always been an important part of my life, and nothing was more important than getting my first pair of boots.

But what kind of football boot I had was a constant bone of contention in our house. I always wanted proper screw-in studs but Dad made me get moulded studs because he reckoned they would last longer. It’s bizarre, because nowadays all I ever want to do is play in moulds because you get a better touch and feel for the ball.

The day I got my first pair of Adidas World Cups was possibly the most exciting day of my life. They were my dream boot, and a timeless classic, which are still loved by the pros today. I’m a size nine, and I bought them size eight-and-a-half, like I’d read in the magazines that all the pros did. I took them straight home, ran a bath, laced them up, and climbed in so the leather would stretch round my feet, so I could get the perfect touch and feel on the ball. My mum was never impressed with me sitting in the bath with my football boots on, but it had to be done. As impressive as the World Cups were, the trouble with them is they didn’t seem to last long, especially when you’re playing every day, so I ended up buying their biggest rival, and the only boot on par with the World Cups, the Puma King, which stood me in good stead.

Times have changed now. Today’s kids have different studs for different surfaces. When I was younger you had one pair of boots and that was it. It didn’t matter if the pitch was frozen or waterlogged, you were playing in studs and that was that. What’s more you’d keep wearing them until the studs had all but worn away and you couldn’t get them out again. Finally, when I got older, I bought myself two pairs of boots. That’s when
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