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The Year of the Birds
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Tony, an Oldham fan said to me in the Club the other day: ‘‘Do you realise Davey, that this was the year of the birds.”

I said, “What kind? Feathered on a dinner plate or the ones that turn out half-naked on weekends in all weathers up in the North East.’’

He replied, “No the type of teams that you wrote about in Relentless Misery.” What he meant, was that this year some remarkable things happened for teams who have won absolutely nowt for years. And most of them were named after birds.

Newcastle, actually won something after 56 years. The Magpies I believe they are called.  

Crystal Palace won something after 119 years of existence.  The Eagles, he told me.

Bradford won promotion from the fourth division to the third. Their only major trophy being the 1911 F.A.  cup. The Boer War had just finished. He said they were called The Bantams.

His own team, Oldham he enlightened me were called The Owls. They were about to play in the play-off finals from division four.  

Spurs finally won something after 17 years. Their emblem The Cockerel. 

Liverpool had not won the Premier League for five years - they won it 2025. My Oldham owls’ mate tried to tell me that they were nicknamed the Liver Birds Another bird link. Scary stuff this. 

But I wasn’t having that. The Liver Birds was two Scouse lasses living in a TV sitcom when we all thought Scousers were quaint. But I had to admit there might be something in this spooky bird analogy. 

Cockerels, Magpies, Eagles, Bantams, fictional Phoenix type birds and bloody Owls......Whooo’d have thought

Then Andy, my Pompey supporting mate sent me this table of clubs from last season’s 24/25 EFL Championship and how long it’s been since they won anything.

SWANSEA  12 years

PORTSMOUTH  17 years

MIDDLESBOROUGH  21 years

BLACKBURN  23 years

LEEDS  33 years

SHEFFIELD WEDNESDAY  34 years

LUTON  37 years

COVENTRY  38 years

OXFORD  39 years

NORWICH  40 years

DERBY  50 years

SUNDERLAND  52 years

STOKE  53 years

WEST BROM  57 years

QPR  58 years

BURNLEY  65 years

PRESTON  87 years

CARDIFF  98 years

SHEFFIELD UNITED  100 years

BRISTOL CITY  N/A

WATFORD  N/A

MILWALL  N/A

HULL  N/A

PLYMOUTH  N/A

All of these clubs have a long, proud history. Yet trophies are, to use the bird analogy again, rarer than a Magpie’s teeth. This was the point of my first book - for millions of you football supporters it’s been Relentless Misery. The bird coincidences and the table prompted me to think about an update or sequel on what has happened in time added on for play acting since my first book on the plight of most football fans was published four years ago.
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We move on to extra time
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Relentless Misery, ‘til the end - Extra Time Edition.

I was encouraged in conceiving this book a few months ago when in the local pub my new found friend Simon (a writer and publisher of proper books for history geeks and a Bradford City fan) said I should really do a follow up or new edition. Relentless Misery had reached a lot of the UK football fraternity with the help of regional radio and newspaper interviews, articles and fanzines. It had over fifty reviews on Amazon, most of them 5 Star and Simon was convinced that a four years on follow up would attract thousands more readers.

After another Jail Ale, I told him that I felt I’d exhausted all the tales of misery, woe, tragedy, passion and the odd glimpse of joy of the band of deranged, psychotic, social misfits who made up the bulk of stories in Relentless Misery. My God, we’d covered nearly sixty drunken years of following the Lads all over Britain, and most of us are on Zimmer frames now, so, surely, there’s not much more to tell. But he made me think.

Then Newcastle United, of which tortured club a lot of poignant and miserable tales featured in the last book, actually won something after fifty-six years. Following that, Crystal Palace won the FA Cup, the first trophy in their history. Even Spurs looked like they might win something while Arsenal looked like blowing it. And Birmingham easily won the third division as Leeds were looking more and more likely to get back into the Premiership. And if Plymouth were in dire straits, Sunderland were certain of a play off spot. 

After Newcastle’s win Tony confessed his feathered friend fixation (he is from Oldham and I’ve worried about Oldham fans ever since Crazy Jim had to pull his gun on them on a rain-soaked miserable Tuesday night at Boundary Park). I felt I should inform him that Sheffield Wednesday were the Owls and he set Archie, his vicious miniature Snauzer, on me. Proving my point about the strangeness of people from there. But they actually won promotion this year with a load of long-suffering fans at Wembley.  These are the glory days one must take, having never won a major trophy in their history.

So, while my dearest has been redecorating the house and during this shite weather I decided to get out of bed, avoid the pub, well, until official opening time, and start work on Relentless Misery – ’til the end - An Extra Time Edition. And here it is.

It’s meant to be a bulletin, and an update on your own team in the four years of heaven or hell that you have experienced since Relentless Misery was published. Hopefully it is an enjoyable short read and a taster of the original book for those who have never read the epic tales of all those maniacs - Ginger Gus, Crazy Jim, Manic Marc, and Whispering Sid, the poor dying friend who only ever wanted to see Newcastle win a trophy, any so many more strange people following their own teams. 

So, what has happened since we left Manic Marc in a catatonic state after removing the last strands of hair he possessed, burning it and reciting the Koran, when he realised that God was a Newcastle supporter? Why the mad bastard did this you’ll have to read on to find out together with a lot more about why you endure your own misery, hope and dreams with your own team ’til the end.

When I finished writing the first book, we were still locked down in the middle of a viral pandemic. Newcastle had won nothing since the last century. Neither had Sunderland, but we were hoping for promotion from the third division after winning their first - well let’s not really call it a trophy - pizza cup, in front of zero fans at Wembley. Meanwhile Middlesboro and the rest of that North Eastern corner of Britain were hoping to see some success for the first time in some people’s lifetimes and it was the same in 99% of the rest of Britain. Most football clubs’ supporters lived in the continual hope that they would win something that year...most suffered from Relentless Misery. 

And has it changed for you and your team in the Extra Time since then? 

Well, for some supporters, yes, of course; dramatically in some cases. For many others the misery continues. I know this as I have lived outside of the North East of England for nearly 25 years now, living and working in many different areas of the UK and round the world. Currently, I live and drink in the South West, a land where a football trophy is as rare as Ginger Gus buying a pint or the police finding the bodies in Crazy Jim’s extensive gardens. Until Newcastle’s win a few weeks ago it was very much the same in the North East. The difference from being here to the North East is that it is rare to find another supporter, or indeed human being, in that peculiar chilly part of country who doesn’t support either Sunderland or Newcastle. Here, in the South West I drink with a cornucopia of different football supporters. And local football here for many indigenous natives isn’t really life or death as Shankly first put it; Rugby Union is more important.  

There is rivalry between Argyle and Exeter City, intense for many loyal, long suffering supporters of each club, but having lived and worked among psychotic sectarian supporters of the Glasgow two, the manic North East, and gangster London clubs, it’s difficult to get too overboard on hatred in an area that’s main beef with each other’s counties is that one side puts their cream on the scone first before the jam and the other puts the jam on first. 

I have local friends here who support South West teams - Exeter, Plymouth, Torquay, Bristol City, Forest Green, Swindon mainly. I drink with many exiles who are as passionate about their team as the day they left home, mainly from the Midlands or London. I have learned much about their rivalries, hatreds, perverseness and peculiar habits.

Indeed, I thought all the West Midland teams were Brummies. I’d hardly ever met anyone, except at away football matches, who came from this place and spoke like Jaspar Carrot. My main work colleagues around the world were mad Jocks, Geordies, Scousers or Yanks and Aussies.  I believed Birmingham people never left the lost second city in England. Until I came here, where there are millions of folks who speak to me like Jaspar Carrot. It seems this beautiful peaceful place is what West Midland people call Heaven and they all move here to escape what I thought was the Black Country. I was corrected forcefully by Wolverhampton Colin in the mad Irish bar one day when I told him that perception. “Davey, are you thick? Brummies are Cockneys - Southerners. The Black Country is God’s country - we are Northerners. Brummies speak foreign language man. They call pikelets crumpets for fucks sake.’’

So began my education into the rivalries of Wolves, West Brom, Birmingham and Villa and the peculiar culture of those warring tribes, of whose supporters there are loads down here I have to endure.  

Sadly, there are also many plastic Man Utd, Liverpool, Arsenal, and Chelsea supporters but thankfully, no post-Sky, post-Keegan, novo-Newcastle trying to put a Geordie Shore or an Arabian accent on. The only Mags I know here actually come from there. Indeed, not long after the League cup win, I met a real Newcastle supporter, Baker Dave, from Heaton, in the social club whom I’ve known for some tortured years - well tortured for him, when Sunderland won all those six matches in a row before plummeting down the league and it cost him a pint every time – “Makem bastard – I howup it chowks ya,” the usual affectionate greeting as he handed it over. 

I suggested that his first major trophy since Jackie Milburn and the Suez War was a tad lucky given that all of Liverpool seemed to be on strike yet again, team and fans. Mo Salah sat on the washing basket in the tunnel seemingly disinterested seemed to give the game away to me. 

Even Dave had to admit that it was strange how Liverpool didn’t turn up. And he said, in the usual laconic Geordie humour. “The lads back yaem are saying, we saw more of Ant and Deck on Sky than Mo Salah that day.”

Puzzling over how shite Liverpool were in letting Newcastle win a trophy kept me awake that night but it did make me think of a new poem. To explain I should mention my Spurs friends down here.

You may know by now that Spurs actually won a cup in
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