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‘THE BIGGEST GAME IN WEST HAM’S HISTORY’

ALAN PARDEW was entitled to appear rather pleased with himself as he briskly negotiated the complex network of corridors and stairs within the deepest quarters of the Millennium Stadium. Less than half an hour earlier, his West Ham United team had secured promotion to the Premiership with a 1–0 play-off final success against Preston North End. And there was no disguising the manager’s delight when he finally sat down to reflect on the significance of the achievement – not just for the club and its long-suffering supporters but also his personal future. ‘It got very close to the board of directors having to make a decision about me,’ he admitted in a moment of understatement while, as the champagne was circulating in the dressing-room, first-team coach Peter Grant savoured the importance of the moment. ‘We knew what the consequences of defeat would be,’ he said. ‘West Ham needed promotion – and there were a multitude of reasons why.’

Indeed there were. The Hammers had been relegated to the Nationwide First Division in 2003 – or mismanaged into it, according to many supporters – although the root causes for the club’s demise can be traced back to the 2000–01 campaign when star defender Rio Ferdinand was sold to Leeds United for £18 million and manager Harry Redknapp was sacked.

Reserve-team coach Glenn Roeder – ill-equipped to deal with the problems of Premiership management given his unsuccessful stints in charge of Gillingham and Watford in the lower divisions – proved a disastrous successor when he failed to prevent a squad containing such talents as Paolo Di Canio, Frédéric Kanouté, Joe Cole, Jermain Defoe, Michael Carrick, Glen Johnson, David James and Trevor Sinclair from dropping out of the top flight in his second season at the helm.

With a wage bill of £30 million – estimated as being the sixth highest in the country – and debts of around £44 million, West Ham’s survival as a club would have been in serious jeopardy had it not been for the number of quality players it could sell. Some £18.6 million was raised through the sales of Cole, Johnson, Kanouté and Sinclair, while the wage bill was reduced by another £10 million with the release of a further dozen members of the first-team squad.

The club had initially pledged to hold on to many of its better players, knowing how important it was to secure promotion at the first attempt, but chairman Terence Brown was eventually forced to admit that he had no choice but to play a cloak-and-dagger game. ‘If I had explained to the whole football world that we were running out of cash and needed to raise £20 million in the transfer market, my former colleagues in the Premier League would have smelled blood in the water, and the financial consequences do not bear thinking about,’ he said. ‘Those who say we should have kept the whole squad together need to understand that by November we would have run out of cash and any cheques would have bounced.’

Roeder eventually paid the price for relegation when he was sacked just four games into the 2003–04 season – a decision put on hold while he recovered from surgery on a brain tumour – and Pardew was subsequently installed as West Ham’s tenth permanent boss following a protracted departure from Reading. As a former Crystal Palace, Charlton and Barnet midfielder, Pardew had no previous links with the Hammers – considered a prerequisite to run the club by some supporters – but had impressed as a coach by lifting the Royals into Division One and then fourth place as they chased a second successive promotion. ‘He knows this division and what it is like to try and get results at places like Gillingham,’ said director and caretaker boss Trevor Brooking following a 2–0 defeat at, yes, Gillingham, having firmly ruled himself out of the running.

Pardew immediately set about imposing his managerial philosophies, which were heavily dependent on sports science, intensive training routines, a strong sense of discipline and a super-positive mentality. ‘Luck is what happens when preparation meets opportunity’ appeared alongside other messages of inspiration and hope around the Chadwell Heath training ground, prompting a mixed – and sometimes cynical – response from the playing staff at first. Even the editor of the club magazine was hauled over the coals for allowing former Hammers striker Tony Cottee to express his doubts about the team’s promotion credentials. ‘Let’s be up, up, up!’ Pardew told a room full of journalists after one match, dismayed by what he felt was a negative line of questioning.

Yet the new manager was forced to wait eight long games for his first victory, and automatic promotion always looked beyond his side as he fought hard to instil his progressive ideas while overcoming an element of resistance and a host of other difficulties. ‘There were issues at the club I wasn’t happy with, and I was putting out fires for a long time,’ he said. A top-six play-off place was the least expected of the Hammers, but that was never going to be easy as Pardew attempted to reshape a squad that had been ripped apart and then hastily thrown back together with a variety of bargain-basement buys, free transfers and loan signings.

Key recruits were secured in the shape of striker Marlon Harewood and midfielders Hayden Mullins and Nigel Reo-Coker, while Grant was brought in to replace Paul Goddard as first-team coach, with Pardew insisting that ‘the chemistry needed to change’. But the fact that 36 different players would eventually appear for West Ham during the 2003–04 campaign – 24 of them for the very first time – says everything about the turmoil and turbulence at the club. Chairman Brown had insisted that no more players would be sold for financial reasons, but, with a play-off place the best the Hammers could realistically hope for, his tune had changed by the time the Premiership transfer window opened in January. England goalkeeper James and defender Ian Pearce, both on large salaries, were sold to Manchester City and Fulham respectively, but it was the sacrifice of hotshot striker Defoe that raised the biggest questions about West Ham’s ambition.

The youngster, who had provoked fan fury by submitting a transfer request less than 24 hours after the club’s relegation (and was famously dubbed ‘a rat’ by Hammers legend Julian Dicks), had made it clear he had no intention of extending his contract, which had just 18 months left to run. And with the striker having undermined the team’s recent efforts with displays of petulance that earned him three dismissals, West Ham agreed to sell him to Tottenham for a fee of £7 million, with Bobby Zamora making the opposite journey in part exchange. ‘We felt it was in the best interests of West Ham to maximise the potential transfer income,’ explained Brown, while Pardew insisted there was ‘a business logic’ to the move. That ‘business logic’ was questioned by many fans and journalists who considered it dangerous to jeopardise the club’s play-off chances – and the estimated £30 million jackpot that promotion would bring – for the sake of maximising Defoe’s ‘potential transfer income’.

The 22 year old had bagged 15 goals in 22 games, so there was huge pressure on former Brighton hero Zamora – who Pardew insisted was vital to the deal being authorised – delivering the goods as his replacement. That feeling intensified when it was announced that none of the Defoe fee would be invested in new faces, with Pardew admitting, ‘We can’t afford to spend it. The money is needed in case we don’t get promoted.’ While Brown insisted there was no ‘financial crisis’, the natural conclusion was that there might indeed be one if the club was condemned to a second year outside the Premiership.

Zamora scored on his debut and twice in his first three games – but his less-than-convincing tally of five goals in twenty West Ham outings that term left many observers wondering what might have been had Defoe been forced to see out the season at Upton Park. The Hammers did indeed reach the play-offs, claiming fourth place to book a two-legged semi-final place against Ipswich after a dramatic final league game at promotion hopefuls Wigan. Had Brian Deane’s header not salvaged a 1–1 draw in injury time, West Ham would have finished fifth and been forced to return to the JJB Stadium six days later. Instead, Wigan’s loss of a crucial point in the dying seconds saw Crystal Palace sneak above them into sixth place and rearrange the play-off fixtures entirely.

Psychology had always been a major part of Pardew’s weaponry, but West Ham supporters enjoyed their first real benefits of it following the first-leg defeat at Ipswich. The Portman Road crowd had helped inspire their side to a 1–0 victory, but Pardew responded by warning the Suffolk outfit that a ‘hostile reception’ awaited them at Upton Park a few days later. ‘The place will be jumping,’ he insisted. The ploy worked to perfection – not only did the Ipswich players probably feel a sense of intimidation but Hammers fans raised the roof to produce the atmosphere demanded of them. And in a match played at a frenzied and frenetic pace, second-half goals by Matthew Etherington and Christian Dailly proved enough to send West Ham into the final, where, inevitably, they found themselves facing Pardew’s former club Palace – managed by ex-Hammers striker Iain Dowie.

With plenty of good fortune helping to fuel the momentum of the Eagles as they charged up the table in the final months of the campaign, there was a strong suspicion among West Ham fans that fate was very much against their side ahead of the game at Cardiff’s Millennium Stadium on 29 May. Or maybe there was just a fear of failure, knowing that Premiership football was more imperative for the Hammers than for Palace, who had spent six years outside the top flight. Either way, there was a sense of foreboding among much of the West Ham support – and their fears were fully justified as their team failed to impose themselves on the occasion. Neil Shipperley’s 62nd-minute goal decided a lacklustre affair in Palace’s favour, and West Ham’s apparent lack of hunger was reflected in the fact that referee Graham Poll admitted he had denied them a late penalty – after Michael Carrick was tripped by Mikele Leigertwood – because none of the players had bothered to call for it.

Back in the West Ham dressing-room, Pardew immediately went to work on his despondent players. ‘Remember this feeling and how low you will feel for the rest of the summer, because we never want to go through this again,’ he told them. Outside the stadium, as the disconsolate West Ham faithful trudged their way back to the railway station, there was disbelief about the manager’s decision to withdraw Zamora, Harewood and David Connolly – who had scored 45 goals between them that term – when the team was trying to muster a recovery. Pardew claimed the substitutions appeared ‘valid at the time’, but nothing on the pitch justified a strategy that only served to diminish some of the confidence supporters had in him. The manager had lost a Division Two play-off final with Reading in 2001, and some fans wondered if West Ham had appointed a ‘nearly man’.

As he began to reflect on the disappointment, Pardew admitted that ‘tough decisions’ would have to be made. ‘I need to cut the wage bill while trying to make us stronger,’ he warned, indicating another huge cull of players despite the promise of a second year’s parachute payment of £6 million from the Premier League. In reality, the personnel changes were all very much of Pardew’s choosing – with the exception of midfielder Carrick’s inevitable departure.

The England Under-21 player admitted it had been ‘disheartening’ to see fellow youngsters such as Cole, Johnson and Defoe leave the club – following home-grown Hammers Ferdinand and Frank Lampard before them – but a groin injury the previous summer had prevented him from joining the exodus. And although he acknowledged that Pardew ‘doesn’t let anyone have an off-day – he’s on us all the time’, Carrick was publicly uncomplaining of his plight, and his improved displays in the second half of the season saw him named as the only West Ham player in the Professional Footballers’ Association’s Team of the Year and the runner-up to winger Etherington in the Hammer of the Year poll.

With just a year remaining on his contract, Carrick refused to sign a new deal, so the club had two options: exploit what remained of his transfer value or persuade him to play for another season in the hope he could inspire the team to automatic promotion. Recent history, in the case of Defoe, proved that West Ham never gambled in such situations, and losing the classy Carrick for nothing under the Bosman ruling could not be entertained. Many people were still surprised when the club publicly announced that the midfielder was available, and the fact he was sold to London rivals Tottenham for a mere £2.75 million – hardly a true reflection of his quality – left some questioning the wisdom of West Ham’s actions. Supporters were left shaking their heads in disbelief two years later when Carrick moved on to Manchester United for an astonishing £18.6 million fee, with it being reported that the Hammers were counting the cost of failing to negotiate a sell-on clause that would have earned them a percentage of Tottenham’s huge profit on the player.

Pardew revealed his personal gambling instincts, however, when he sold 27-year-old striker Connolly to Leicester City just a week after signing Teddy Sheringham on a free transfer. The 38-year-old former England international may have been far more suited to the playmaking forward’s role that had seen Connolly’s predatory skills compromised during the final part of the 2003–04 season, but the fear was that West Ham could live to regret strengthening the Foxes, who were seen as likely promotion rivals. Pardew was unconcerned, however, insisting that the two deals were necessary to ‘progress the team’.

Other recruits included Sergei Rebrov, Carl Fletcher, Chris Powell, Luke Chadwick, Malky Mackay and Calum Davenport – the latter cleverly snatched on loan from Tottenham just ten days after he secured a £3 million move from Coventry, much to the discontent of his former club. Pardew was full of optimism shortly into the newly named Coca-Cola Championship campaign, insisting, ‘We’ve definitely got a squad that’s capable of winning this league, and I’m a lot more comfortable than I’ve been for some time.’

That comfort would soon turn into extreme discomfort as West Ham’s strong start – sixteen points from eight games that took them to within a point of table-toppers Stoke City – began to wilt as autumn turned into winter. The next dozen league outings produced just four wins as the team’s efforts were undermined by a lack of midfield creativity and a number of injury problems. And as Christmas approached, it became obvious that a play-off place was again a more realistic goal than automatic promotion.

Chairman Brown hardly improved the mood of the frustrated Upton Park support by hailing the club’s financial results for the 12-month period ending May 2004 – which revealed pre-tax profits of £11.8 million (following the previous year’s deficit of £5.3 million) – as ‘little short of extraordinary’ and ‘a remarkable achievement’. While the directors were merrily slapping themselves on the back for having turned around the club’s financial fortunes, the fans were painfully aware that this had mainly been accomplished through the sale of the club’s best young players – a safety net few other relegated outfits could fall back on.

Brown spoke of sharing the fans’ ‘disappointment and frustration’ over events on the field during the previous two years but insisted those feelings had to be channelled positively by giving manager Pardew and the team total support. Privately, however, it’s believed that he began to consider the possibilities open to him, and reports emerged over the Christmas period that a tentative approach had been made to Gordon Strachan. The former Coventry boss had been out of work since leaving Southampton the previous season but did not rule out a move to Upton Park if the manager’s position became available.

The pressure on Pardew intensified in January when his side failed to build on an impressive 2–0 win at top-of-the-table Ipswich on New Year’s Day by suffering three successive defeats. West Ham’s managing director Paul Aldridge did little to dispel the speculation about Pardew’s position by refusing to give the manager a vote of confidence. ‘We have never put a timescale on our backing for him. We are in the results business,’ he stated.

Pardew’s instructions had been to secure promotion within two seasons, but that didn’t necessarily mean he would survive the entire period if results went badly wrong. Former player and caretaker boss Brooking, who had severed his official ties with the West Ham hierarchy the previous season to become the FA’s director of football development, was forced to deny he’d been asked about returning to the club as manager. ‘This story is unfair to West Ham United, Alan Pardew and myself,’ he said, while a club statement declared, ‘We continue to fully support the work of Alan and his coaching staff.’

The manager appeared to have turned the corner with three league wins on the spin in February, but another trio of defeats – by Leeds, Preston and former club Reading – dropped his side out of the play-off places and left him fighting to save his job. The last of those outings, at the Madejski Stadium, had seen the home support gleefully sing ‘you’re getting sacked in the morning’ at their former boss as the Royals – who had gone 11 games without a win – cruised to an easy 3–1 victory. Pardew couldn’t deny he was failing to get the best out of his players, while Reading goalkeeper Marcus Hahnemann offered a clue as to why that might be by revealing, ‘Not many people liked Pardew when he was here. There were guys who didn’t see eye to eye with him.’

Pardew later admitted that he’d ‘made a wrong call’ by naming midfielder Mullins as an emergency centre-half with the lack of height in defence being ruthlessly exposed by Reading striker Dave Kitson, who claimed a hat-trick. But the manager went on the attack after the 1–1 home draw with Crewe, storming, ‘It wasn’t me who got us relegated. I’ve taken over, but this club has to be rebuilt from the bottom upwards, and the team is still playing for me.’

Away from the spotlight, assistant Grant had recognised how difficult it was for the players – most of whom were in their early 20s – to perform at their best in a high-pressure environment, particularly in the tense atmosphere at Upton Park. ‘Most of the young guys who had come to the club had never played under that weight of expectation, where they had to win games and play in a certain style as well,’ he said. ‘Some of the players couldn’t handle that in the Championship.’

Striker Harewood allowed the stress to get the better of him when he failed to convert a late penalty in a 2–2 home draw with ten-man Leicester, which saw Pardew playing dumb when asked about his job being offered to the still-available Strachan. ‘I’m a little naive in that I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he responded when the Scot’s name was mentioned, before adding, ‘We had a board meeting yesterday, and I didn’t ask for any assurances about my position.’

Strachan eventually decided to accept the more lucrative opportunity to succeed Martin O’Neill as manager of Celtic, but it continued to be reported that Pardew was just one game away from the sack while West Ham remained out of the play-off places. The reality was that it served no purpose to dispose of the 43 year old’s services while promotion remained a possibility – however slim the chances – because there was little time for any replacement to make a difference.

Few people realised that the turning point had already come – in the 87th minute of the defeat at Reading, to be precise – when Elliott Ward made his first league appearance for West Ham as a substitute for the malfunctioning Mullins in defence. Reunited with his former youth- and reserve-team colleague Anton Ferdinand, Ward helped form the solid defensive platform that saw the Hammers enjoy a run of thirteen games with just one defeat – taking them all the way to the Premiership.

A 2–1 win at Watford on the final day of the league season saw West Ham seal (some would say steal) sixth place – thanks largely to Reading losing their final three games to drop out of the play-offs – before Zamora stepped into the limelight to hog the headlines and the glory at the season’s climax. With Ipswich once again the play-off semi-final opponents, Zamora added to Harewood’s opener in the first leg at Upton Park only for the East Anglians to hit back through Tommy Miller’s controversial free-kick – recorded as an own-goal by goalkeeper Jimmy Walker – and Shefki Kuqi to pull level at 2–2. The pendulum had swung firmly in Town’s favour, but Zamora had other ideas, producing a fine second-leg double for West Ham to record a 4–2 aggregate victory and earn Pardew the plaudits for a successful tactical strategy that saw striker Harewood deployed on the right flank.

Yet the manager knew that victory against Preston in the final in Cardiff was essential if he wanted to remain at West Ham. He simply could not afford to lose at the Millennium Stadium for a second year running, especially with the vital Premiership parachute payments set to expire. His chairman refused to confirm that Pardew’s job was on the line, however, claiming it would be ‘unlikely’ the axe would fall if the club missed out on promotion. ‘We can see what Alan has done in difficult circumstances,’ Brown said. Failure against Preston would see those circumstances become even more difficult, with it being estimated that the wage bill would need to be reduced by up to 50 per cent. ‘I’m very aware of the financial implications of this game,’ admitted Pardew.

The clash against Preston on 30 May was dubbed the ‘biggest domestic game ever’ because of the £30 million jackpot awaiting the winners. But there was a more upbeat mood among the West Ham support than there had been twelve months earlier, with it being anticipated that lessons had been learned from the defeat against Crystal Palace – although just five of the previous year’s line-up were to start the game. Pardew booked his players into a different hotel this time around to avoid any negative reminders of the past, and, although Preston had won both the league encounters between the two sides as they improved throughout the season, it was West Ham who rose to the occasion in Cardiff.

‘This time we realised it was our chance. We knew it wasn’t going to come again,’ said Zamora following his second-half winner. The Hammers had enjoyed the better of the game, with Harewood, Etherington, Tomáš Řepka and Zamora all going close. But it was Zamora who had the final say when he swept home Etherington’s cross in the 57th minute, although West Ham had to endure some nervous moments late on when a nerve-racking seven minutes of injury time was added because of goalkeeper Walker being stretchered off with a serious knee injury. On another occasion, referee Mike Riley could well have applied the letter of the law and sent Walker off for carrying the ball out of the penalty area as he lost his balance. But it was West Ham’s day.

‘That was the biggest game in West Ham’s history,’ admitted Pardew. ‘If we’d not won that game, we could have been trapped in the Championship for years. So there was huge pressure on us to succeed. Yes, there was a period when I started to have doubts about whether we were going to make it. But we got promotion within the timescale discussed and achieved an end to the cycle of misery.’

Not that the game could really be enjoyed – not until the final whistle, that is. ‘It was very tense and there was a lot of nervousness, because we knew we were so close to getting promotion,’ reflected coach Grant, who knew exactly what was at stake. ‘Alan and myself probably wouldn’t have been at West Ham much longer if we’d been beaten. We’d also have lost our major playing assets – the likes of Zamora, Harewood and Reo-Coker – while there would have been such a dull feeling around the place, having missed out on promotion two years running. But we eventually got to the Premiership and our worries diminished. We knew we were at the start of something we could really build on.’
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‘THIS TEAM ISN’T BAD, YOU KNOW’

IF ALAN Pardew was looking for any assurances about the security of his position or West Ham’s prospects on their return to the Premiership, the bookmakers were the wrong people to consult. Flushed by the euphoria of promotion, chairman Terence Brown was adamant his manager’s position had never been in jeopardy. ‘Alan has been fantastic. He had two jobs: first to sort out the financial position – our debts are now down to less than £30 million – and then to create a team that could go up,’ he said. ‘He has a lot of guts, and I’m a big admirer. Alan will be working with a budget of £20 million in salaries and transfers.’

Yet the odds-makers were unconvinced, naming Pardew as 7–1 joint favourite (along with Portsmouth’s Alain Perrin and Fulham’s Chris Coleman) to become the first Premiership boss to be fired during the 2005–06 season, while West Ham were listed as 8–15 favourites for relegation. Pardew was bullish, however, genuinely believing the club would reacclimatise to the top-flight environment he considered their natural habitat. ‘Some promoted managers say their aim is just to stay up, but we’ll certainly target a mid-table finish as a position that is realistic,’ he declared.

Certainly, the club’s supporters felt that survival was far more achievable than escaping from the Championship would have been the following year had West Ham faltered in their promotion efforts. But while the chairman had stated his intentions to invest heavily in the playing squad, it remained to be seen how much would actually be spent – and the final figure would surely determine what chances the team had of being competitive. As the financial and playing gulf between the Premiership and the Football League continued to widen, newly promoted clubs – especially those that had been out of the top division for many years or had never been there at all – were often faced with a major dilemma. Did they pay the huge transfer fees and wages necessary to attract top players, knowing the club could potentially be crippled if the gamble failed and they were relegated? Or did they take a cautious approach, ensuring the long-term financial stability of the club if, as likely, they quickly dropped back to the Football League?

In West Ham’s case, the club believed the painful decisions of the previous two years had put them on a sound enough financial footing to invest healthily without endangering their future. ‘Wages have been heavily trimmed over the last two years, and that now gives me room to strengthen what I think is a decent squad,’ said Pardew, who knew that the last of the really high earners – midfielders Don Hutchison and Steve Lomas among them – were leaving the club. ‘I’m going to have to bring in at least three or four quality players, and I know the areas we need to strengthen as we attack the Premiership.’

The manager certainly took a methodical approach to strengthening his team, starting at the back and gradually working his way forward. With goalkeeper Jimmy Walker set for at least a six-month absence as a result of the cruciate-ligament damage he sustained in the play-off final against Preston, Pardew moved quickly to secure the services of Northern Ireland international Roy Carroll, who had just been released by Manchester United after failing to agree terms on a new contract. Carroll may have been the subject of ridicule for allowing a Pedro Mendes lob to squirm over his shoulder and the goal line – a ‘goal’ somehow overlooked by the errant officials – during a match against Tottenham earlier in the year, but with 34 outings for the Red Devils that term, including an FA Cup final appearance and several in the Champions League, there was no doubting the 27 year old’s top-quality experience. And back-up came in the popular figure of Shaka Hislop, who had played one hundred and thirty games for West Ham during a four-year period before spending a successful three-year tenure with Portsmouth, who now considered the thirty-six year old to be surplus to requirements.

The first transfer fees for new players were not agreed until early July, with it eventually being announced that West Ham had signed central defenders Danny Gabbidon and James Collins from Cardiff City and left-back Paul Konchesky from Charlton Athletic – all on the same day. West Ham managing director Paul Aldridge was keen to keep the fees undisclosed, but the selling clubs had different ideas, with Charlton openly declaring that they would receive an initial £1.5 million rising to £2 million for the 24-year-old Konchesky, subject to appearances. Cardiff owner Sam Hammam, meanwhile, referred to a ‘confidentiality agreement’ with the Hammers but revealed that ‘£2.5 million of the funds received’ for Gabbidon and Collins would be ‘set aside’ to safeguard the Welsh club’s immediate future before claiming that new manager Dave Jones could have the balance of £600,000 to spend on new players.

Cardiff had been in dire financial straits. Just a few months earlier, it had been revealed that the Championship club had sought help from the PFA to pay their players’ wages, having failed to fulfil its £750,000 monthly bill at the beginning of March as a result of a near £30 million debt. West Ham boss Pardew was quick to try and exploit the situation, making a £350,000 bid for Collins that was dismissed as ‘derisory’ by the Welsh outfit. It wasn’t the first time that Pardew had descended like a vulture over the bones of a financially distressed outfit, having swooped on the club formerly known as Wimbledon to sign Nigel Reo-Coker, Jobi McAnuff and Adam Nowland during a one-week period in January 2004 for a total fee that was estimated to be £700,000 at the most.

There was no reason why West Ham shouldn’t have fed off the more vulnerable clubs, having been in a similar situation themselves following relegation in 2003 when Chelsea closed in on Joe Cole and Glen Johnson. As chairman Brown admitted at that time, all a club can do when under pressure to sell players is fight to receive their true market value. Cardiff owner Hammam came close to doing so when eventually allowing Collins and Gabbidon – both Wales internationals – to head to Upton Park in a deal he appeared to value at £3.1 million. Gabbidon, who was 25, was considered by many to be Cardiff’s crown jewel, but the fact that Pardew initially pursued the 21-year-old Collins said much about his belief in the latter’s potential. The manager was well aware of the ‘situation Cardiff was in’ and was determined to secure the services of the two defenders. ‘They were Cardiff’s two best players – one an established international there were no doubts about [Gabbidon] and the other with fantastic technique and a real willingness to win,’ he said, delighted that some solid building blocks had been put in place for his team.

All three new defenders were in their early 20s, and this reflected Pardew’s intention to build an exciting young side that would have not just hunger and desire in the short term but the potential to mature and develop over the coming years. Just a fortnight after those purchases, West Ham confirmed the capture of midfielder Yossi Benayoun from Racing Santander for a fee of £2.5 million. The 25-year-old Israel international had been told ‘not to hesitate’ about moving to Upton Park by former Hammers favourite, international teammate and friend Eyal Berkovic, who knew the stylish playmaker would be ideally suited to the club’s traditions of playing attacking football with entertainment a priority.

Benayoun had been pursued by a number of clubs, including Bolton Wanderers, whose manager Sam Allardyce slammed the Israeli for snubbing his outfit for the Hammers. ‘If Benayoun didn’t want to come to a great club like ours, then he went to West Ham for more money,’ complained Allardyce. ‘I think it was very stupid and a big mistake.’

The player was amazed by the attack but quickly put the Bolton manager in his place. ‘Allardyce is talking nonsense,’ he said. ‘I didn’t go to West Ham for the money. I went there because they play good football and I know I can do well.’

Pardew was delighted with the acquisition, recognising Benayoun as a clever player who could unlock defences and provide the ammunition for his strike force. Veteran Teddy Sheringham had proved an astute signing by Pardew the previous summer, going on to score 20 Championship goals and fully vindicate the manager’s sacrifice of David Connolly (whose 17 goals in 2004–05 posed little threat to West Ham as Leicester finished a lowly 15th in the table). And the thirty-nine year old was rewarded with a new one-year contract and the opportunity to enjoy one last hurrah in the Premiership, which he’d said goodbye to when he’d left Portsmouth a year earlier.

Sheringham was one of a number of players who signed new deals to extend their stays at West Ham in the summer of 2005, with defender Christian Dailly, young centre-half Elliott Ward, winger Shaun Newton, teenage midfielder Mark Noble, defender Tomáš Řepka and injured goalkeeper Walker also doing so. But as his manager was only too aware, the former England international was at an age at which he would need to be carefully paced throughout the season, although his experience would prove invaluable in helping fellow strikers Marlon Harewood and Bobby Zamora continue their development as they found their feet in the Premiership. The former had scored 16 goals in his first full season at Upton Park following his move from Nottingham Forest, while the latter had also got into double figures during the promotion campaign, saving his most important strikes for the vital play-off games. But Pardew knew he needed top quality up front if West Ham were to score enough goals to avoid a relegation battle, and he soon concentrated his efforts on recruiting a new forward.

It was former West Ham manager Harry Redknapp, then in charge of Southampton, who confirmed his relegated club had rejected an offer of £6 million for Peter Crouch – the 6 ft 7 in. striker who had rediscovered his best form on the south coast following a disappointing big-money move from Portsmouth to Aston Villa in 2002. The news came as a relief to some Hammers supporters, who looked upon Crouch as a gangly figure who might struggle to fit into their team’s pattern of play and ultimately prove a costly mistake. And West Ham could not afford to make mistakes if they were going to invest that type of money on a striker whose success or failure would surely determine the club’s fate at the end of the season.

Redknapp also revealed that it was Crouch’s desire to sign for recently crowned European champions Liverpool, who had initially made a smaller offer than West Ham but would eventually secure their target for what appeared an inflated figure of £7 million. ‘Let’s not kid ourselves,’ shrugged Redknapp. ‘Peter wants to go and play for Liverpool, where he can play in the Champions League and get eight times the pay.’ Whether he was making a comparison with the player’s current salary or his potential earnings at West Ham was unclear, but the Londoners were always in the reckoning. Indeed, first-team coach Peter Grant believed Crouch would certainly have moved to Upton Park had the Reds not been on his tail. ‘We were talking to Peter, but it was tough competing with Liverpool,’ he admitted. ‘Peter told us that if it hadn’t been Liverpool chasing him he was going to come to West Ham.’

West Ham supporters could at least be reassured that the club was prepared to spend heavily and break its transfer record of £5.5 million in the quest to be competitive in the Premiership. And it soon became clear that Crouch had not been manager Pardew’s only major target, with Benni McCarthy, Milan Baroš, Emmanuel Adebayor, Joseph-Désiré Job and Frédéric Kanouté all being the subject of firm enquiries.

Unwanted Liverpool striker Baroš was dismissive of West Ham’s interest, however, preferring the claret and blue of Aston Villa instead. And although a fee was agreed with Middlesbrough for Job, the Cameroon international struggled to negotiate personal terms amid doubts about his fitness. Former West Ham striker Kanouté, who had been sold to Tottenham in the aftermath of relegation two years earlier, also appeared on Pardew’s list when it was discovered that he was available – only for the manager to admit that the Hammers support had diluted his interest. ‘There has been a negative feeling among our fan base that suggests it might not be right to bring him back, and I’d be foolish to ignore that,’ he surprisingly admitted, just a week before the Mali international sealed a £4.4 million move to Spanish outfit Seville.

Pardew was certainly keen on 21-year-old Togo forward Adebayor, who was not the most prolific striker – having scored seventeen goals in a two-year period with Monaco following a £2 million move from Metz – but had shown promise and was being closely monitored by Arsenal manager Arsène Wenger. Monaco had initially been reluctant to discuss a sale with West Ham but eventually agreed a fee of £6 million in early August and granted the player permission to negotiate personal terms. Pardew and managing director Paul Aldridge flew to France and duly agreed a contract with Adebayor, only for Monaco to announce the next day that they had changed their minds and wanted to keep the player after all. In public, Pardew was philosophical, claiming that Monaco had ‘every right’ to have a change of heart and suggesting that ‘fate’ had intervened. Adebayor remained in France until completing a £7 million move to Arsenal just five months later.

Pardew spoke of pursuing ‘other targets’, but as the new season approached he conceded it was unlikely that a big-money striker would be signed before the action commenced. The club had admitted an interest in Porto forward McCarthy back in July, but although the South Africa international was eager to move to England (with Blackburn also linked), his club had rather different views. By the final week of August, with the season having started, West Ham submitted an offer of £4.5 million for the twenty-seven year old who had top scored in his two seasons with Porto and won the Champions League in 2004. The Portuguese club rejected the bid, despite McCarthy and his agent, Rob Moore, offering to forfeit their commissions in a desperate bid to push the deal through. At the time, it was reported the player had an $11 million – approximately £6 million – release clause in his contract, but this turned out to be incorrect as West Ham learned to their cost.

Just a few days before the transfer deadline on 31 August, an increased offer of around £5.5 million saw senior officials at Porto finally relent and allow McCarthy to speak to the Hammers. The breakthrough had seemingly been made, and the affable striker discussed terms with Aldridge and chewed the football fat with Pardew. Everything went well, only for Porto to perform a sudden U-turn and claim that president Jorge Nuno Pinto da Costa wanted McCarthy to stay. In a final effort, West Ham raised their offer to a figure of £6.1 million, but when that was rejected with just two hours of the transfer window remaining it became clear that business with Porto was not going to be completed.

Pardew and his assistant Grant were bitterly frustrated to see all their efforts come to nothing, while McCarthy was also distressed to see his Premiership dreams disappear in smoke. ‘Benni was crying,’ admitted Grant. ‘He was so disappointed that the deal wasn’t happening. It was so close.’ McCarthy, who was soon fined for an apparent breach of club discipline, did eventually make his escape from Porto when he joined Blackburn for a fee of just £2.5 million in the summer of 2006.

As they were when the Adebayor signing broke down, West Ham were keen to let their supporters know how close they had been to smashing their transfer record, only to be let down by the erratic behaviour of the clubs they had been dealing with. The Hammers had been accused of a lack of ambition at times in the past, and chairman Brown wanted it to be known that the lack of a big signing in attack had not been for the want of trying. Some back-up had been recruited in the form of French forwards David Bellion and Jérémie Aliadière – on loan from Manchester United and Arsenal respectively – as well as Czech youngster Petr Mikolanda. But their opportunities were always going to be limited with Harewood, Zamora and Sheringham having to shoulder the bulk of the goal-scoring responsibilities as the season got underway.

Many supporters feared that the failure to land McCarthy would prove catastrophic for West Ham. It seemed that the best they could hope for was the team limping through until the following January when the next transfer window opened. By that time, of course, the damage might already have been done, and it would then prove even harder to sign a quality striker if the team was struggling at the foot of the table.

The preparations for Premiership football had otherwise gone well, however, with the team completing a run of eight pre-season friendly games – which included trips to Sweden and Germany – without defeat. But there was a sense of apprehension in the air when West Ham took to the field against Blackburn in their opening league game at Upton Park. The starting line-up showed six changes to the one that had appeared in the play-off final three months earlier, with Carroll, Konchesky, Gabbidon and Benayoun making their competitive debuts. Indeed, the lack of familiarity among the players may have contributed to a somewhat nervy first 45 minutes that saw Andy Todd take advantage of sloppy play to put the visitors ahead.

In the West Ham dressing-room at half-time, an unhappy Pardew went to work on his players. ‘Come on, this is not what this season is going to be about,’ he told his team, which had been overrun in the early stages of the game. He then proceeded to ‘rattle a few cages’ before sending his players out for the second period. The transformation was immediate and spectacular. Sheringham stroked home an equaliser as the fans were still returning to their seats, Reo-Coker smashed in from 20 yards to put West Ham ahead just past the hour mark and Matthew Etherington tapped in the third with ten minutes remaining. Blackburn’s miserable day was completed when striker Paul Dickov was dismissed for a lunge at Konchesky. ‘That victory virtually set the scene for the rest of the season,’ admitted Pardew. ‘The first win in the Premier League is absolutely enormous for any promoted team, and to get it on the first day was a huge bonus.’

Assistant Grant was in no doubt about the importance of the victory against Blackburn, recognising a different mood within the West Ham support. ‘The big fillip at the start of the season was going 1–0 down in our first game but coming back to win 3–1,’ he reflected. ‘For the first time in at least 18 months we had the full backing of Upton Park, because we weren’t expected to win the Premiership, whereas there had been huge expectations of us the year before. So even when we had bad performances, the crowd stayed with us.’
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