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Introduction

When I raise my eyes from the computer screen in front of me and look at the wall directly behind, I see a picture frame. It is the size of an A4 piece of paper, and it contains two objects that are incredibly precious to me. These objects have shaped the past twenty-eight years of my life, and they only cost £1.40 each.

If I leave my desk and head upstairs, I’ll probably trip over two pairs of football boots. One is adult’s, size 10. They are classic black and look like they are made of leather. They have proper circular screw-in studs on their soles. Next to them is a pair of children’s size 1 boots. They are a garish orange, look like they are made of plastic, and instead of screw-in studs they have ‘blades’.

At the top of the stairs, I can turn into my seven-year-old boy’s bedroom. On the wall, by the light switch, is a picture frame. It is the size of an A4 piece of paper, and it contains two objects that in years to come might become incredibly precious to him. They could even shape the rest of his life. They cost £55 each.

My two tickets are mounted on red cardboard, and printed underneath them in bold black type is ‘the first time . . . october 1981’. (It is only now, when a red line appears under October on my screen, that I realize my dad made an error and should have put a capital letter at the beginning of the month.)

You never ever forget your first time though, do you?

Mine was three days before my eighth birthday. I had started to follow Manchester United the year before. My first footballing memory was watching them lose to Ipswich on Match of the Day. If you are under eighteen and reading this, I should tell you that both Manchester United and Match of the Day were very different back then. United weren’t much good and Match of the Day was never abbreviated to MOTD. The programme didn’t show all the day’s goals, and normally only featured two or three matches, so it was a real treat when your club was on. It also had television’s biggest graphics. None of these little bars in the top left-hand corner with the teams abbreviated and the letters in the colours of the kit. Oh no. When the score was put on the screen in 1980 you could no longer see the actual game.

United lost to Ipswich in that game on MOTD – sorry, Match of the Day, but the United goalkeeper had saved a penalty, and so it was that on 8 October 1981 I walked up to Old Trafford in a generic green goalkeeping top, with pimpled goalkeeping gloves on my hands, wanting to be Gary Bailey. My dad was with me, as were three of my mates, one of whom had the biggest red, white and black scarf I’d ever seen. When we all sat down on our wooden seats the scarf stretched across the five us. Now this could be because it was a genuinely long scarf, or it could be because the seats were packed a lot closer together in 1981.

As I left Old Trafford after the game that evening, I didn’t want to be Gary Bailey any more. Nor did I want to be Sammy McIlroy, who had hit a hat-trick in the 5–0 thrashing of Wolves. I didn’t even want to be George Berry, the visitor’s big centre-half who had the best haircut I had ever seen in my life. If he had been bald he would have been 6′2″; thanks to his afro he was at least 7′1″. No, I wanted to be the young man with the curly perm who signed for my club just before kick-off.

This wasn’t a signing that took place in the bowels of the stadium before the world’s media, with the player, the manager and the director of football sat in front of two huge boards plastered with the club’s sponsors or ‘global partners’. This signing took place on an uncovered trestle table placed on the pitch. It wasn’t in the centre circle where everybody could see, but beside one touchline, so that three-quarters of the fans had to crane their necks to make anything out, and even then they would have only seen the top of a perm. There were a few photographers, but certainly not hordes of camera crews from international sports broadcasters and twenty-four-hour news channels. As Bryan Robson put pen to paper to break the British transfer record, I had found my boyhood hero. Remi Moses also signed for the club at the same time, but he never had quite the same effect on me.

Over the next twelve and a half years, Robbo captained United, dislocated his shoulder, scored the fastest ever England goal at a World Cup, dislocated his shoulder, was carried off the pitch by jubilant fans after an amazing United comeback against Barcelona, dislocated his shoulder, won the FA Cup, sank a few pints, dislocated his shoulder, won another FA Cup, then dislocated his shoulder. Bryan Robson could do no wrong for me. I lived and breathed United, and I wanted to be Captain Marvel.

I still wish I was Bryan Robson, which is hard to admit when you’re a thirty-something man. I actually got to meet him a few years ago, although not by using my contacts as a sports presenter and journalist. I met him through desperately needing a piss at a charity dinner.

As I unzipped and popped the little fella out, I looked to my left. There, standing next to me, was Bryan Robson. I immediately turned away and followed the strict urinal rules of staring straight ahead and making no eye contact, but my mind was in turmoil. Should I strike up a conversation? What could I say to him? ‘Hi Bryan, I know you are having a piss at the moment, but your goal in the FA Cup replay against Liverpool at Maine Road was one of the best moments of my life.’ Should I try and shake his hand? ‘Listen, Bryan, I just have to shake your hand, so could you pop your todger in your other one for just a second?’ Should I ask for his autograph? If I did that though, what would he think I was asking him to sign? Should I take a sneaky peek? It was tempting, I have to admit.

The problem was that all this turmoil was causing me so much anxiety, I couldn’t actually go. So while Robbo was happily gushing away next to me (I’m assuming he had a few pints to get rid of), I was just stood there, tackle out, nothing happening. He finished, washed his hands and left. My opportunity had gone.

And I didn’t take a peek, before you ask.

Fast forward to April 2007, and I am again in a public convenience. (Frankly, I’m slightly concerned how many of my life reference points seem to be toilet-related.) I have taken my four-year-old son to the loos at Villa Park ten minutes before the FA Cup semi-final between Manchester United and Watford kicks off, in a vain attempt to make sure that he doesn’t need to go seven minutes into the match.

Ben’s speciality is to wait until something starts and then suddenly need to go to the loo. He is under the impression that I am the human equivalent of Sky Plus, and can pause any event we are at so that he can do this. Brian Conley in panto, Shrek 3 and Girls Aloud at Wembley Arena were all ruined by him not being able to control his bladder. Well, I didn’t want him to miss his first ever goal at a live game, which is why we found ourselves struggling at a urinal in the frenzied minutes leading up to kick-off. And that is one of my two memories from that afternoon.

The other is driving away from the game and having fish and chips with an ecstatic four-year-old boy. He told me how lucky we were that we supported the team that won 4–1, how much he loved Wayne Rooney and Cristiano Ronaldo, and that he didn’t ever EVER want to take his United shirt off. His memories of his first football game were now lodged in his head, and, like me, I hope he never loses them.

Yet I can hardly remember anything about my son’s first game. I just had to go on to soccerbase.com to check the final score. My son is falling in love with the greatest sport on earth, just as I am starting to question it. When I was growing up I was bemused by men who fondly reminisced about a heavy ball held together by laces, and that the mark of a true winger was to make sure the ball was crossed so that the laces didn’t land on the forehead of the centre-forward. I was bemused by men moaning about the ever-decreasing length of footballers’ shorts and the ever-increasing length of their hair, and confused when they complained that players were getting too much money.

Have I now turned into one of those men? Should I now be wearing a cloth cap and muttering that ‘it isn’t as good as it were in my day’, or has the game really lost its magic? Football remains the people’s game. It still stirs emotions in me that nothing else can. But just why is so much of it so so so BLOODY ANNOYING?

There are some things that we have to accept about the modern game because we can’t really do anything about them. Some people would describe it as progress. It would be easy to write pages and pages lamenting the effect that money has had on the game, but we can’t fight that. Footballers and those involved in football have always been richer than the generation before. There were old duffers in the 1980s moaning that players earned £150,000 a year; now there are old duffers moaning that players earn £150,000 a week. When Ben reaches old duffer stage he’ll probably be moaning that players earn £150,000 a day.

While the media and the journalists and the pundits write and speak about the evils of money, the influence of foreign owners and the debts incurred by so many clubs, the fans down the pub have much more worthwhile things to discuss. What number shirt will the new signing get? Why have we signed a player who wears an alice band? Why can’t the bloke in charge of the FA Cup draw read an autocue? Why do football phone-ins take so many calls from nobheads? Why do referees wear headsets? Sepp Blatter – why? Why does Gallas wear number 10?

Yes, we should all be grateful that we have football, and that every weekend we can watch some of the best games in the world. But this is a book about those things that irritate me in the modern game. Maybe we, the fans, can even try and change them. So vent your anger with me, moan with me, and if you think I’m just an old duffer who should be wearing a cloth cap, you can shout at me too.


THE

KIT
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Shirts and Shorts

‘Only the crumbliest, flakiest Chapman’ was a chant that was regularly heard on my school playground in South Manchester during the 1980s. Sung to the tune of the Cadbury’s Flake television advert, it was aimed in my direction virtually every playtime. I had to endure the wit of my fellow pupils because I suffered from very dry skin. This was partly down to my eczema as a baby, and partly to the Admiral England home kit that was worn in the 1982 World Cup.

As a design, I absolutely loved that kit. It was white, with red and blue stripes running across both shoulders. It looked fantastic. Unfortunately, it might as well have been made out of barbed wire for all the comfort it gave me. It irritated, it itched, and it made me scratch and scratch and scratch. And the more I scratched, the more my skin fell off, and the more the other kids compared me to a crumbly chocolate bar.

To my knowledge, Admiral never advertised the ’82 kit with the slogan ‘Makes you look great but feel shit’, but nowadays every single kit has to be marketed and launched. It is not enough for sportswear manufacturers to just let the fans buy the latest strip. They are under the impression that now supporters will only put their hands in their pockets if they detail how the kit has been made. And by that I don’t mean tell them it was made in a Chinese sweatshop for the price of a packet of crisps. Oh no. They try and blind us with science.

Every kit now has the ‘latest technology’, ‘tested by astronauts on their last moonwalk’, and will probably have ‘interwoven stitching’ in its ‘clima-cool fabric’. The upshot of all this is that with every new kit, you’ll sweat less. You could be clinically obese and wearing it on the beach in Torremolinos in 100-degree heat, yet thanks to the latest technology there won’t be one drop of perspiration.

Science has become the holy grail of kit manufacturers. Yet, despite all their claims, most footballers still leave the pitch dripping with sweat – with the exception of Dimitar Berbatov, and I’m fairly sure that’s because he doesn’t run.

Sweat has become the kit fad of our time. In the early 1990s the trend was to see who could have the baggiest shorts. This was welcome, especially to those of us who had been virtually castrated by the shorts of the 1980s. It was so easy for Vinnie Jones to find Paul Gascoigne’s testicles in that famous photograph because the Newcastle shorts of the time presented them on a plate. It’s a wonder that those of us in our thirties have managed to produce children.

The next trend was for shirts to have tassels. Aston Villa and Manchester United were just two of the clubs to have lace-up shirts, as kits were taken back to the start of the twentieth century. I thought they looked great, until I tried to play in one of them. After one particularly explosive run, the little plastic thing on the end of the piece of string smacked me in the mouth and nearly took out my front teeth. I continued to wear the shirt, but never ran quite so explosively again.

Once we entered the twenty-first century, manufacturers began turning to science. And it is here that I have to single out two companies in particular: Kappa and Nike.

Kappa were responsible for the worst kit invention of all time, the skin-tight shirt. They made it for Spurs, Wales and Italy. In their design meeting it probably seemed like a good idea. ‘It would mean an end to shirt pulling because there would be nothing to get hold of, and at the same time the number of women watching the game will increase because they would be watching toned athletes in figure-hugging shirts.’ Or at least that’s how I imagine one bloke in a suit sold it to the rest of the room while standing next to an overhead projector. What somebody else in that room should then have piped up with is ‘But what about John Hartson?’ And then somebody else should have interjected with ‘And what about the fans?’ The skin-tight design was a disaster for anyone without a six-pack. It somehow managed to make Hartson look even bigger than he was, and fans who thought they could get away with wearing the replica shirts quickly realized they couldn’t. Skin-tight tops and beer bellies are not an attractive combination.

While Kappa were going with the skin-tight look, Nike opted for an inner shirt inside the actual top. Why? Because they believed this would help the player sweat less, with the inner layer taking most of the perspiration and leaving the shirt itself apparently sweat-free. The actual result of this design was to make Diego Forlan look like a nob. His Manchester United goals were few and far between, so when he got one he wanted to celebrate. When the Uruguayan got the winner in a Premier League game against Southampton he, to use a technical term, ‘went off on one’. He sprinted towards one of the corners at the Stretford End, taking his shirt off and twirling it around his head in the process, as if he was going to lasso one of the supporters. Having displayed his tanned, toned and disturbingly smooth torso to the whole of Old Trafford, Forlan proceeded to do an impression of a two-year-old who is learning how to dress himself. The game kicked off with him still unable to get his shirt back over his head. Rather than stand there and work out the complexities of the two-layered kit, Forlan kept the shirt in his hand and played topless for the next minute or so, even managing to tackle a bewildered James Beattie in the process.

When people come up with these pointless innovations, they just can’t keep quiet about them. Oh no. They want to shout about them from the rooftops, or rather shout about them from the plush surroundings of a hotel meeting room. So every new kit is now accompanied by the excruciatingly God-awful experience that is the kit launch.

I once had the honour of hosting one of these kit launches, and it was no minor kit either: it was an England kit launch, in a hotel meeting room in Manchester. In my naivety I assumed I would turn up in my ill-fitting suit, stand in front of a lectern and introduce a few uncomfortable-looking footballers wearing the new kit. Instead, what I had to do was turn up in my ill-fitting suit, stand in front of a lectern and deliver a speech worthy of Stephen Hawking. I had given up physics when my skin was still crumbling, yet here I was with a script that had several words beginning with ‘poly’, even more words ending in ‘ethane’, and more references to climate control than an Al Gore film. All I really wanted to tell the room of assembled journalists and competition winners was that the kit looked nice, and all they really cared about was whether it had a gold star on it above the badge, to show that we really had once won the World Cup.

After stumbling through my ten-minute address, I then had to introduce the few uncomfortable-looking footballers. Unfortunately, by then you couldn’t actually see the kit, because the organizers had pumped so much bloody dry ice on to the stage you couldn’t see more than six inches in front of you. I was meant to interview David Beckham, but I had to wait for at least five minutes until he had stopped coughing and the dry ice had left the back of his throat. The interview wasn’t a success either because rather than ask him about football, I had to ask him about the technology of the new strip. It was like Dumb and Dumber presents Tomorrow’s World.

Of course not every kit is launched in a whirl of dry ice and crap presentations. A lot of kits are now unveiled at the end of a season. I’m not too keen on this either. When I watch the matches on the final day of the season I spend more time trying to work out whether a side is wearing their new strip than watching the match itself. This is particularly true when watching Everton, who seem to think a new kit design just involves adding a bit more blue or an extra dash of white.

I absolutely adore football kits, and there isn’t a fan I know who doesn’t share my enthusiasm. I don’t care how often they are changed, how many kits each side has or how garish the designs are. They can be simple or complicated, they can make us long for a bygone age or remember a golden period in our club’s history. There are strips that we thought were amazing at the time that now just look horrendous, and strips that looked horrendous at the time but are now viewed as retro and cool. They are looked down upon by fashionistas, but give me a good football strip over a Giorgio Armani jacket any day.

They matter so much to us supporters because they give us our identity. Arsenal fans were quite rightly angry with their home strip for the 2008/09 season because there was not enough white on the sleeves, and it made them look a bit like Charlton. These things matter to us. We don’t want to be blinded by science or technology. We don’t care if we sweat in them, or even what happens to that sweat. When we wear our club’s strip we just want to look like our heroes and imagine that we are playing for our team. Beer belly or no beer belly.


Skins

Dick Crotty was a kind, genial, intelligent man. He was tall and in good shape for his age, which I would assume was late fifties or early sixties. It looked like a frisbee had been put on his head and all the hair under the frisbee had been removed, leaving tufts of wispy black hair with hints of grey at the back and above both ears. As is the case with most men of that age, the tufts of wispy black hair with hints of grey were starting to sprout out of his ears as well as above them. He probably had the greatest influence on my football ‘career’ and my love of the game, and to my eternal shame I have no idea whether, in 2010, he is alive or dead.

It is over twenty years since I left Brooklands Youth FC, and from the age of eight to sixteen I was coached by Mr Crotty (we never called him Dick, out of respect). He encouraged, he coached, and he once gave me the biggest bollocking I ever received when I tripped him up when he was clean through in a five-a-side game. I couldn’t have been more than thirteen and I was already a dirty little git. My first touch, my ability to head a ball, my awareness, my right foot, my left foot and my ability to play the offside trap, all are down to him. Team-mates past and present are more likely to say that Mr Crotty is to blame for all of that.

He also taught me one other thing about the game, and it is something I still carry out to this day. ‘Never ever wear anything under your shirt’ was one of his most important rules. Our kit was a black and yellow striped shirt with black shorts and black socks. It was a kit that all mums were grateful for as they didn’t need to do a Daz Doorstep Challenge on the shorts and the socks to find out how clean they had got them. The stripes on the shirt were vertical, with a black V-neck collar that delved deeply into the shirts. It meant that if you had anything on underneath your shirt, it was visible. And this was Mr Crotty’s problem. A T-shirt under your strip would look messy. We also wouldn’t all look the same if some of us had T-shirts on. We wouldn’t look like a team. If you wanted to wear something underneath your shirt you wouldn’t be in the team. It could be minus eight in January on a snow-covered pitch and you might want an extra layer underneath your cheap nylon strip to keep the chill out, but if you dared to do that you would be on the bench, getting even colder.

It was important that we didn’t look like a group of individuals, but that we looked like a team. It is a theory that Arsenal employed between 2002 and 2005, although I am fairly sure they didn’t get the idea from the mean streets of South Manchester and a middle-aged football coach. They used ‘Captain’s Call’, a system where, before a game, the skipper chose whether they were to wear short sleeves or long sleeves. Whatever he decided, the whole team had to follow suit. If the captain was hard and you were a bit soft it was just tough luck that you had to wear short sleeves away to Blackburn in November in the driving rain. Mr Crotty and Arsène Wenger are obviously kindred spirits.

If Mr Crotty was in charge of Manchester United at the moment then Wayne Rooney wouldn’t be getting a game, because Rooney is one of the main protagonists in a craze sweeping football. Skins.

Rooney, like many players, is a fan of wearing a tight lycra top under his shirt. At the end of the game he removes his outer layer and walks off the pitch with sweat-drenched lycra clinging to his body. Why? My first thought was that he had some unseemly blemish that he wanted to keep hidden from the world. However, having seen him jumping off yachts on holiday with Coleen he has nothing embarrassing to hide, apart from being a bit pasty, a bit hairy and not having a perfectly toned six-pack. But that doesn’t stop the rest of us.

Before writing this little section, I assumed the only benefits of these kind of garments could be seen in an Eric Prydz video, so I decided I had to do some more research. No, I didn’t watch ‘Call on Me’ non-stop for hours. That would be too tiring. Instead I went on to the Skins website to find out more.

Now, you are already aware of my distrust of science in sport and my opinion that I think most of it is just, well, commercial bollocks, and that was my position when I logged on. According to the Skins homepage, the sportswear will ‘enhance your performance in training, competition and recovery’, not to mention ‘reduce lactic acid build-up, increase muscle oxygenation and enhance circulation’. At the same time it will ‘focus muscle power’ and ‘prevent odour through antibacterial treatments’. And there was you thinking it was just a tight top. I am not going to doubt any of these claims, firstly because I have no scientific background or knowledge, and secondly, and more importantly, I don’t want to be sued.

My research for this section actually went further than just sitting at a computer, surfing away. I decided to wear something under my own football shirt for the first time since before I was eight. My admittedly average amateur football career has taken me from Brooklands Youth FC to Hull University FC to a side called Nations on a Sunday morning. That was followed by a brief spell at Aston Boys (a very badly named side considering the entire team was over twenty-five), and finally to Ibis FC. Mr Crotty’s rules have stuck with me through all those teams and my shirt has become the most important part of my kit. My only football superstition is to put my shirt on last. Indeed, when Paul Ince was in his pomp at Manchester United and I was in my pomp at Hull Uni, I copied him by not putting my shirt on until I reached the pitch. I ended that practice after an away game at Salford University in February when the changing rooms were around a mile away from the pitch. It meant that by the time I reached it I had frostbite on my nipples.

So, here I was in a changing room in West London, my white and blue Ibis shirt on the peg, about to wear something under it for the first time ever. It wasn’t a Skins shirt though, it was a very tight vest that my agent had got hold of. It was a prototype and not yet on the market. She knew not to blind me with science when she gave it to me, but she did tell me that the unique selling point of the vest was that it ‘would hold my belly in’. I had thought that the Ibis kit had been getting a bit smaller recently so I was happy to give this thing a go. Would it make me play like Wayne Rooney?

Would it arse. I wore the blooming thing in the warm-up and could hardly breathe. It was either very tight or my belly was very big, but I could feel my circulation start to tighten. It was off before we had even kicked off. Actually, it was off just after we had kicked off because it took a while to extricate my heaving, sweaty body from such a tight piece of clothing.

From that moment on I discovered new respect for the players who wear these things. Before my own uncomfortable experience, I used to think, ‘Wazza, why are you wearing a short-sleeved shirt with a long-sleeved Skin underneath? If you’re cold, why don’t you just wear a long-sleeved shirt to start with?’ Now I know differently. Now I know that you need a physique to carry this thing off in the first place. You actually need muscles in place for the science to work rather than just flab, and at the end of the game you come off looking sweaty but not smelling sweaty.

There are, then, obviously plenty of benefits to these things, but Mr Crotty still wouldn’t approve.


The Ball

One look into my garden and there will be only one thing you will notice. It won’t be the dreadfully kept lawn, which really is no longer a lawn, more a patch of mud with some tufts of grass poking through. It won’t be the two bushes and some lavender that are my nod at trying to grow plants, and it won’t be the decking, which I thought would bring us some alfresco living but in reality is a bugger to keep clean and probably has several rats living underneath it. The only thing you will notice is that there are balls everywhere, in particular footballs.

‘How many balls does a small boy and a thirty-something man desperately trying to hang on to his youth need?’ you may ask. Indeed that question is frequently asked in our house. The answer is, you can never have enough balls. (I am going to try to make sure this section has as little innuendo in it as possible, but it might be a struggle.)

In our garden at this very moment, glistening in the sunshine, I can see the OFFICIAL ball for the Champions League Final in Moscow 2008, the OFFICIAL ball for the Premier League from a couple of seasons ago, the OFFICIAL ball used in the 2007 Champions League, the OFFICIAL ball from the 2006 World Cup in Germany, the OFFICIAL ball from the 2005 Carling Cup Final, and the OFFICIAL ball from the 2002 World Cup in Japan and South Korea. There are others but they are in neighbours’ gardens after I failed to impress my son with my keepy-ups, and I use that as my argument for why we have so many footballs: my touch is dreadful, therefore we need a ready supply for when I accidentally leather one on to next-door’s barbecue. In reality, though, I am weak and I allow my son to persuade me he needs the latest ball. If he is re-creating a Champions League game, he needs the OFFICIAL Champions League ball. Ditto if it is a Premier League game taking place on our twenty foot by eight foot patch of mud. I am exactly the kind of parent who is a football manufacturer’s dream. They bring out a new ball for each competition and I end up buying it.

There is obviously a lot of money to be made by being a maker of footballs, and I should know because I’m doing an awful lot to help them get rich. However, they don’t claim that each new ball released is a money-making scheme. Oh no. Just like the kits, each new ball is a scientific breakthrough.

When Nike launched their ball for the 2008/09 Premier League season (I can only assume that is one which has gone over the fence because I can’t see it in the garden), they described it as ‘the most consistent ball ever’. Does that mean all the other balls I have ever played with have been inconsistent? It would certainly explain my inability to control most of them. And the bollocks – sorry, science didn’t stop there. Nike also claimed ‘it had been engineered to set new standards of accuracy and visibility’. There was a ‘360-degree sweet spot’, and the way the hexagonal and pentagonal panels fitted together created ‘a nearly perfect sphere’. A nearly perfect sphere? You would assume that a ball that had been two years in the making and had involved computer simulations and research labs would at least be round.

Apologies if I am blinding you with science here, but there’s more. This ball, or to give it its proper name the Nike Total 90 Omni Ball, had a massive red stripe across it. I assumed this was to make it look nice, but not for the first time I was wrong. ‘The new red asymmetrical band encircling the ball generates a more powerful visual signal as it rotates, providing a quicker read on ball location, spin rate, speed and trajectory from any angle. It’s designed to help athletes make better decisions at top-speed, when the pressure is on.’ Who would have thought that a red stripe could make such a difference? Having watched Nani during the 2008/09 season, the red stripe had no effect on his awful decision-making, and the whole of the Newcastle back four seemed to struggle with ball location, red stripe or no red stripe.

Colour has suddenly become a big thing with footballs. A few years ago, a yellow ball was introduced for the winter months of the English season. The logic behind this was that it would be easier to see for players and spectators alike as the nights drew in and the rain came down. White balls, you understand, are so difficult to pick out. Yet in this bright new technicolor world of football one colour seems to have disappeared. Orange.

This may seem a strange concept if you are under twenty-five, but football used to be played in the snow. Preparing a pitch to be played in cold weather nowadays involves some quite sophisticated techniques – too sophisticated for me to understand, as my lawn will testify, although I do know it involves turning on the undersoil heating. Back in the seventies and eighties, preparing a pitch in the snow didn’t rely on technical advances. It relied on a shovel. The snow would be cleared from areas of the pitch, leaving the touch-lines, penalty area and centre circle visible on a soft, clean, white blanket. Obviously I am romanticizing somewhat to make me sound more literary. It is highly unlikely that the pitch would have been soft. It was more likely rock hard and rutted and incredibly dangerous, and the snow wouldn’t be clean and white, it would be slushy and a worrying brown hue. This ‘picture perfect’ setting would be completed by an orange ball.

Just like the Queen Mother in her later years, or a communist dictator in ill health, the orange ball was rarely seen so it always felt really special to watch a game that took place with one. It seemed more magical to my young eyes. There was more glamour for a player in smashing a brightly coloured spherical object into a net than a plain white one. Dickensian children fighting over a Christmas pudding is a traditional festive scene, but give me eighties footballers in ill-fitting shorts fighting over an orange ball as a Christmas card any day.

Unfortunately, you can’t view everything in the past through rose-tinted glasses and there are some things that everybody connected to football should feel sorrow, if not shame, at, and in this case it is connected to the ball itself.

Jeff Astle was an international-class centre-forward. He scored 168 goals in 395 league games. He won five caps for England and is known by West Brom fans as ‘The King’. He won the FA Cup for the club in 1968. He was a proper footballer, yet his daughter Dawn has said, ‘At the end of the day, the game he lived for was what killed him.’

Astle died in January 2002 at the age of fifty-nine and eleven months. An inquest later revealed that he had suffered a ‘brain injury consistent with repeated minor trauma’. This had been caused by Astle heading the ball during his career. The balls that Astle was connecting with were large and brown and made of leather. If it rained they would absorb water and get even heavier, reportedly 20 per cent heavier. Astle himself would describe it as heading ‘a bag of bricks’. The sheer weight of the ball wasn’t the end of it though. Keeping the brown leather object together were laces. If your head connected with the laces then the pain would be even worse.

Astle’s mentor when he was at Notts County was Tommy Lawton. Lawton was another all-action centre-forward, and he claimed that when he played for England, the crossing of Stanley Matthews was so good and so accurate that when the ball arrived on Lawton’s head Matthews would have made sure that the laces were on the opposite side, thus minimizing the pain.

After Astle stopped playing, the balls began to change. The heavy leather was replaced by lighter synthetic material, and for that professional and amateur players should all be grateful.

Each new ball launch, as I explained earlier, is now all about the science behind it. But there is another noise that accompanies the arrival of the latest ball, and that is the sound of goalkeepers complaining.

Once a ball is made for a tournament a whole batch of them are delivered to the squads taking part for them to train with. As soon as the first practice session is over you can guarantee that the goalkeepers will be moaning. Their complaint will always be the same: the new ball is ‘moving too much in the air’. I am no scientist, but isn’t the point of the ball to move through the air? And if it does swerve a bit then keepers do now have massive gloves on their hands that the ball should stick to. I think it is just an easy excuse to cover the fact that a lot of goalkeepers appear to have lost the art of being able to catch.

Having played with a lot of these balls, I can confirm that they do all move through the air. Usually straight into next-door’s garden. I can’t honestly say that one of them swerves a lot more than any of the others, and none of them moves about as much as one of the first footballs I used to have.

It cost 99p from the newsagent, came in a string basket, and was made up of black and white hexagons. They weren’t referred to as panels back then. On each white hexagon was written one of the names of the twenty-two teams in the First Division. Swansea, Stoke and Brighton were alongside Ipswich, Aston Villa and Liverpool (they were the three big teams at the time), and when you kicked it you had no idea where it was going to end up. It would swerve and bounce and bobble, and if it was caught by a gust of wind it could end up five hundred yards away from you. You couldn’t play a game with it, it was highly impractical, yet it was my favourite ever ball. Also, manufacturers take
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