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About the Book

When Dave Roberts and his wife take the momentous decision to move to the USA, he naturally assumes that his treasured collection of 1,134 football programmes will be accompanying him on the plane. Wrong. In no uncertain terms, Dave is informed that space is at a premium and he will have to whittle his precious hoard down to what will fit in a Tupperware box. But how can any rational fan possibly choose between Norway v. England and Crystal Palace. v Man Utd?

As Dave relates the story behind each of the 31 (yes, 31) programmes he selects, they stir memories of times gone by, evoking bittersweet reminders of how far he’s travelled. From the excitement of a boy’s first game, through crushing teenage disappointment both on and off the field, to the strange places life can take a man, a football fan’s world is never simple. And Dave would never have predicted the chain of events that lead to the final, 32nd programme and a homecoming that would bring a lump to the throat of even the most hardened midfield destroyer.

32 Programmes is a brilliant, funny, charming and heart-warming tale of an obsession. But it is also a story about the passage of time and the true meaning of family, friends…and football.
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32 Programmes

Dave Roberts

[image: photo]


To my dad, Edward Roberts,
who bought me my first programme


Prologue

I have a theory that the male of the species is programmed (sorry) to collect things. I had a wardrobe full of various collections by the time I reached my teenage years: oven-dried conkers, football cards, Matchbox cars, stamps, paper clips (don’t ask), fossils, Captain Pugwash cartoons clipped from the Radio Times, and marbles. There was even a short-lived flirtation with bus tickets, which ended in humiliation when I proudly showed them to my unimpressed schoolmates. But these were mere test runs, honing my craft before discovering my true passion.

Football programmes.

A collection generally starts with a single item, and for me that was the programme for Fulham v. Manchester United in September 1964, when I was nine. It was a simple black-and-white affair made up mainly of blurred action shots and ads promoting cigarettes, beer and horse racing tipsters. Today’s equivalent is more likely to be full colour, with advertisers trying to flog you expensive cars, airline deals and financial services – and nowhere near as exciting.

It didn’t take long before I was hooked, buying two programmes every time I went to a game: one would be used for notes on the match, the other would join my collection. Over the years, I learned everything I could about them, and was surprised that they’d been around since the 1870s, although these were basically team sheets. The most astonishing discovery was that a 1923 Cup Final programme – the football programme world’s equivalent of the penny black – would set you back around the same as a decent second-hand car. I’m just glad I never had to choose between the two.

As my collection grew, so did my understanding of why I was doing it. I loved being able to relive games at any time, as well as loosen memories of personal milestones I’d reached, especially during my formative years. It was as though I owned a part of every game I’d been to.

Then, in late 2008, my wife and I decided to move to the US. The plan was to stay with her parents for a while, while we found jobs and a house to rent. We decided to put most of our stuff into storage until we found somewhere permanent to live and take only what was ‘absolutely essential’. I assumed she would see that my programme collection fell into this category, but alarm bells started ringing when I saw her approaching as I was carefully placing them in a suitcase.

‘So how many of these were you thinking of taking?’ she asked.

‘All of them,’ I replied, surprised that anyone could think otherwise. ‘They’re my football programmes.’

‘And where are we going to put everything else?’ she demanded, as though she was asking a perfectly reasonable question.

‘Well, do we have to take all those clothes?’ I suggested.

Her look signalled to me that the answer was yes.

‘What about these, then?’ I said, holding up a thick file. ‘They’re just papers, aren’t they?’

‘Well, I guess we could leave our passports, birth certificates and bank papers behind if it means you’ll be able to take more football programmes.’

My initial joy at this response faded rapidly when I realized she was probably being sarcastic.

It was eventually agreed that I would take a Tupperware container the size of a Dan Brown hardback and put as many programmes in it as I could manage, without risking bending or creasing. The problem was that, according to my extensive testing process, it only had room for between twenty-five and thirty-five programmes, depending on thickness. My collection numbered 1,134 (serious enthusiasts are sticklers for precision) spread over a dozen shoe-boxes.

I would therefore only be able to take the ones that meant something really special, from the programme of my very first match to the one signed by the greatest player in the world. Some of the choices (like these) were easy, but you can’t possibly know the true meaning of angst unless you’ve been forced to choose between Norway v. England (1981) and Crystal Palace v. Manchester United (1972). After a restless night, I decided on the latter, although I’m still not sure I made the right decision.

Going through each of the 1,134 programmes brought back a flood of nostalgia for simpler times. Some I hadn’t read in years, and I was surprised that the sights and smells from those games were still so fresh in my mind. Although I had started out with the intention of simply taking the programmes that were the most valuable, my criteria slowly started to shift. It was the ones with the most dramatic memories, both on and off the field, that were making the cut.

Finally, with just a few hours to go before our flight, I had narrowed down the most important programmes in my life to thirty-one, which filled that Tupperware container to the brim. Since moving, I have added one more to the collection – one I never thought I would see and which means more to me than any other. But since this book is in chronological order, I’ve saved that until last.

So, why did I choose these thirty-two programmes over all the others? Here are the stories behind each one – and a whole lot more besides.
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Fulham v. Manchester United,
5 September 1964

If any player is worth his weight in gold it must be fair-haired Denis Law, the Master forward in Manchester United’s strong attack.

From the official programme

MOST BOYS INHERIT a love of football from their fathers and therefore a passion for the sport, as well as the choice of team, is usually predetermined. Not me. My dad hated football. He was a quiet, refined man, more at home with his books or pottering around the garden. But he knew how much it meant to me. And that was why, when I was nine and a half, he surprised me by taking me to see Fulham against Manchester United, two of my many favourite teams.

As we walked along Fulham Palace Road and down Bishop’s Park Road, the anticipation was almost overwhelming. For the past few days I had traced the route with my index finger over and over again on the A–Z, memorizing every street and turning. My football watching had been limited to local park games and a new programme called Match of the Day on TV. Now that I was going to see a proper match for the first time I was so excited that I hadn’t eaten all day. I couldn’t wait to get to Fulham’s Craven Cottage ground, although I was happy to stop along the way to pick up a couple of official programmes from a man with OFFICIAL PROGRAMME SELLER on his coat.

Soon we came across another distraction, in the form of a stand selling rosettes. I had to have one. The only problem was that, as my dad yet again reached into his pocket for some change, I was torn by indecision.

‘Which team are you supporting?’ he asked me.

I thought about this. A small queue waited for me to make up my mind.

‘Manchester United,’ I said eventually, without conviction.

Before the man had a chance to hand over the red rosette, I had a change of heart. ‘No, Fulham,’ I said, swayed by the fact that everyone walking past seemed to have a black and white scarf.

‘Are you sure?’

‘No, not really,’ I replied. ‘Manchester United.’ I was thinking about all their players whose pictures were on my bedroom wall.

I swayed from one option to the other for about a minute. Eventually, Dad wearily handed over the money for one of each, the black and white of Fulham and the red and white of Manchester United, both of which I proudly affixed to my shirt.

I had heroes on both sides. Rodney Marsh, the lanky young Fulham centre-forward who refused to tuck his shirt in, was my joint favourite footballer. It was because of him that I went to school one day with my shirt hanging outside my shorts and my hair not brushed, which resulted in me getting told off and having to tidy myself up. Another joint favourite footballer was also playing. Denis Law was, by coincidence, another forward who didn’t like tucking his shirt in. I modelled my game on him, especially his ability to soar into the air. I practised jumping as high as I could for hours on end and only stopped when my calves hurt too much to carry on.

Just as we were about to turn the corner into Stevenage Road, I saw a trader’s stall that brought me to a sudden halt. Pinned to a large piece of cardboard were red star-shaped badges the size of a penny coin, each of which contained a black and white photo of one of the Manchester club’s stars. Even more thrillingly, they were autographed, although I did wonder why the players had identical handwriting. I quickly used up all my pocket money on Denis Law, Bobby Charlton, John Connelly and David Sadler badges. I was running out of available space on my shirtfront, but managed to find a place for all four of them.

As Craven Cottage approached, the crowd was being expertly controlled by a handful of policemen on what seemed from my youthful perspective to be giant grey horses with nostrils the size of saucers. They were so much bigger than any horses I had ever seen, and I convinced myself that they must have been specially bred for police duty.

Going through the turnstile for the first time made me feel all grown up. Dad handed over the money and we were in. We climbed the steps and took our places on the crowded terrace where, strangely, most spectators had their backs to the pitch, preferring to watch the rowers go through their paces on the Thames. Not me, though. I read the programme from cover to cover, staring at the names in the team line-ups on the centre pages and imagining them in action. I was also really pleased to see that Johnny Haynes liked Wembley vinyl footballs so much that he was in an advert for them. I’d recently got one and thought it was great, too.

Suddenly, a roar startled me out of my thoughts. The crowd had got their first sight of the players coming out on to the pitch and the atmosphere in the ground came alive, as though someone had suddenly switched the electricity on.

I was immediately caught up in the emotion. ‘Johnny Haynes!’ I screamed in a high-pitched voice, pointing to the Fulham number 10. ‘That’s Johnny Haynes!’

My dad had the good grace to pretend he hadn’t recognized one of England’s most famous faces.

I saw another familiar figure. ‘Rodney Marsh! Look, Rodney Marsh!’

When the United team ran out I was struck by how bright their red shirts were, having only seen them in slightly blurry black and white on television. ‘Denis Law!’ I shrieked, by now feeling light-headed with excitement. ‘Bobby Charlton! There’s Bobby Charlton!’ I was jumping up and down, screaming out the names of all the players I recognized as they emerged from under the Bovril sign.

The teams were greeted by a beautiful autumn day. The flags were perfectly still, the sun was strong, and most of the crowd were in their shirtsleeves. It hadn’t rained for ages. All around me rattles were producing a deafeningly loud cacophony which made it even harder to catch the attention of the peanut vendor, who was weaving his way through the crowd, tempting us with his cries of ‘Lovely hot peanuts! Fresh roasted peanuts!’ If he couldn’t reach you, you passed the threepence down to him through the hands of dozens of fellow supporters and he passed the peanuts back using the same method. Dad bought me a bag, slightly concerned that I hadn’t had breakfast or lunch.

As I was stuffing my mouth full of nuts, I heard a few snatches of a conversation between some people behind us. I learned that Tony Dunne, United’s left-back, had been sick overnight and had had such a high temperature that he had been in doubt until kick-off. I hoped he was feeling better. I wanted to see a fair match.

Then the referee blew his whistle for the start of the game. I didn’t know it yet, but it also signalled the beginning of a lifetime’s obsession with watching football. And there was something else I couldn’t have known at the time: most of the games I saw would be played at a far lower level than this one.

With less than a minute gone, the ball went out of play and I shouted, ‘Offside!’ My grasp of the rules was not yet complete and I was convinced that if the ball went off the side of the pitch, it was offside. By the time I’d worked out that I was the only one shouting offside when this happened, I plucked up the courage to ask my dad. He admitted that he didn’t know, but thought too it might be when the ball went off the side of the pitch.

The first shot of the game, from John Connelly, was so wide that it hit the Daily Express sign with a thud, giving the photographers sitting around it in their suits and ties a real fright. Then Tony Dunne took a throw. Or tried to. It was so bad the referee whistled for a foul throw. Dunne was probably still ill.

Just as I was wondering what Fremlin’s was (there was a giant sign behind the Fulham goal saying DRINK FREMLIN’S), the first major incident of the match took place right in front of us. George Cohen committed a terrible foul on George Best that must have really hurt, but the United winger, who was only eighteen, just got up and carried on. I envied him. The last time I’d played in the playground I was fouled and had grazed my knee. I’d hobbled off to the first-aid room desperately trying to hold back the tears.

Then, out of the blue, came the moment I had dreamed about: my first goal. David Sadler scored it with a fabulous strike from just inside the penalty area. It was the most thrilling thing I had ever seen. I was jumping around, feeling as though I could burst from all the excitement.

When I got my breath back I noticed that the players weren’t running back to halfway or shaking hands with one another. Instead, Tony Macedo, Fulham’s goalie, was taking a free kick. The goal had been disallowed, and judging from the cries of ‘Offside!’ from everyone around us, I suspected that was the reason. I noticed my dad was deep in conversation with an older man standing next to him and he was nodding along as the man talked, using his hands to explain what he meant. Dad then turned to me and said that he had asked about the offside law. It was something about players having to be between the goalscorer and the goal when the ball was passed. I was really grateful that he’d found out for me, but I didn’t think either of us was any closer to understanding.

There were no cries for offside when John Connelly scored a proper goal not long after. ‘GOAL!’ I shrieked, keeping a close eye on the referee in case it was offside and I had to stop jumping around. But this time he pointed to the halfway line and I knew, beyond doubt, that United had taken the lead.

They continued to attack when the second half got underway. Connelly took another shot and, like in the first half, hit the Daily Express sign. Then Denis Law put the ball in the net, but the mysterious offside rule again cut short the celebrations. The equalizer came as Fulham were starting to look the better side. Rodney Marsh beat the diving Gaskell with a great shot and Nobby Stiles and Shay Brennan, running back, combined to help the ball into their own net. It was 1–1.

It was as if the stage was being set for Johnny Haynes, who gave Fulham the lead following a great through-ball from yet another of my favourite players, Bobby Robson. It was a beautifully taken goal and one the supporters who had left early would have missed. There were only minutes left on the giant clock on the roof of the stand.

The Fulham fans around us were now whistling, in case the referee had forgotten to look at his watch. I tried to join in, but I couldn’t really whistle so ended up puffing up my cheeks and making a blowing kind of noise, hoping no one would notice.

While this was going on, a Bobby Charlton thunderbolt was tipped round the post by Macedo. The ball bounced towards a man in rolled-up shirtsleeves and braces with a cigarette hanging from his mouth, who was sitting in a chair near the corner flag. Although he looked a bit put out at having to leave the comfort of his chair, he stood up, caught the ball (at the second attempt) and handed it to John Connelly.

Connelly’s corner was a good one. Denis Law leapt at the far post, headed the ball down and Bill Foulkes (a former coalminer, according to the programme) tapped it home. I felt a mix of emotions. My United supporting side was happy, my Fulham side frustrated.

These positions were reversed a few seconds later when the referee disallowed the goal and gave a free kick, ruling that Law had fouled Macedo. The Fulham fans began booing Law for his unsportsmanlike behaviour, which I felt more comfortable joining in with, even though I really liked him, as it was a lot easier than whistling.

There was no time for any more and the referee blew for full time. My first proper match was over, and it was time to go home. As we headed back down the stairs, Dad reached for my hand, but in the last two hours I had become too grown up to take it. I was old enough to go to football now, so I confidently made my own way out.

I was enjoying the sensation of being swept along by the crowd, my dad next to me, talking about football. But then, in a split second, we were separated as I was caught up in a wave of people heading in the opposite direction. I was being carried away from the ground, away from my dad, helpless to do anything about it. As he disappeared from view, I just wanted to go back, but couldn’t. The momentum of the crowd was too strong. My heart was thudding against my chest wall with fear. I shouted for him, but had little chance of being heard above the noise.

It wasn’t until we were a couple of hundred yards away from the stadium that the throng thinned enough for me to duck out and press myself against a wall. I glanced up the road, back to where I’d just come from, hoping to see Dad, but he wasn’t there. I felt in a state of blind panic and would have given anything – my rosettes, my badges, even my precious programmes – to find him. I started to run blindly, back in the direction of the tube station.

And then, at the corner of Stevenage Road and Bishop’s Park Road, I saw him, talking to one of the policemen on horseback. I ran over to him, grabbed his hand and didn’t let go until we were safely on the tube.

Later that night, my parents said I could stay up and we could watch the game again on Match of the Day and maybe catch a glimpse of ourselves in the crowd. I’d glanced over at Dad a couple of times during the game and seen that his mind was elsewhere; to voluntarily sit through it all again showed how lucky I was to have him for my dad. I loved reliving the highlights and kept telling him what was about to happen, even though he probably had a pretty good idea.

Over the next two years I felt I was growing up quickly. Although I still went to matches with my dad – usually to Fulham, as I suspected he liked to watch the boats on the Thames while I watched the football – some of my friends were going to places like Stamford Bridge and Highbury on their own. At least that’s what they told me. And then, in the holiday between primary school and secondary school, I was given the chance to visit England’s most glamorous football city. On my own.
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Manchester United v. Chelsea,
18 September 1965

One player who will be hoping to get on the scoresheet today is Denis Law, who needs just one goal to reach 50 for the club.

From the official programme

I FELT MY heart lurch when I stepped off the train and set foot in Manchester for the first time. To me, at the age of eleven, it was the most exciting place on earth. Not only was it the home of Manchester United and Manchester City, but also Herman’s Hermits and The Hollies. My dad had put me on the train at Euston and I was met at Manchester Piccadilly station by my parents’ friend, who I would be staying with for a week during the holidays. She insisted on me calling her Jennifer, which I found a bit embarrassing. I think I would have preferred Mrs Gardener.

As we drove through the city centre, I looked out of the rain-flecked window, hoping to catch a glimpse of Denis Law, George Best or even Shay Brennan, walking the streets doing their shopping. But apart from someone who looked a bit like left-back Tony Dunne, but was much too old, I was out of luck.

The Gardeners lived in a huge, rambling house in a suburb called Chorlton-cum-Hardy, which had posters in the front windows protesting against all sorts of things: Vietnam, South African oranges and experiments on animals among others. They even had a doorknocker in the shape of the Ban the Bomb symbol, and a collection tin for Oxfam just inside the front door. Mr Gardener, who wanted me to call him Colin, had grey hair that went over his collar at the back, and tufts of black hair growing out of his nose. There were five children, although one had left home; I’d be staying in his room. The other four were all older than me and hardly ever around.

I lugged my BOAC bag (a souvenir of the previous year’s holiday in Switzerland) upstairs and unpacked, neatly folding my clothes and putting them in the drawers, like my mum had told me to do. I then put my transistor radio on the bedside table.

About this time I became aware of a constant, strangely familiar, thudding sound coming from outside. I looked out of the window and noticed a scruffy boy of around my age kicking a plastic ball against a garage door, which had the shape of a goal painted on it. After each goal he wheeled away and, his sleeves gripped tightly in his fists, raised his right arm to the air, index finger extended, in celebration.

My mouth was gaping and my pulse racing with excitement. He was doing exactly what I did when I scored a goal in the playground back at home. This could only mean one thing.

I dashed downstairs, through the back door and round the corner, where I came face to face with the boy.

‘Hello. Umm … do you like Denis Law?’ I asked, slightly out of breath.

‘The Lawman?’ he replied, his face lighting up. ‘Yeah, he’s my hero.’

‘Mine too. I call him The King.’

Although we had slightly different nicknames for him, we agreed on how great he was. This was enough to seal an instant friendship.

‘So, fancy a kickabout? My name’s Dave.’

‘Pahl.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Pahl – that’s me name.’

And with that, we played one-on-one for the next few hours, each goal from either of us celebrated in exactly the same way. With the Denis Law one-armed salute. At one point I shoulder-charged him and he immediately yelled out in pain. He must have hurt his arm somehow as I could see a bit of bruising under his shirt. I asked him what the matter was, but he didn’t say anything.

When it got dark, we sat outside and swapped Denis Law stories. I told him about seeing Denis play at Fulham and how he’d set up that disallowed late goal. Pahl said he’d seen most United home games in the last three seasons so had seen a bit more of him than me. I ran upstairs and got my Manchester United badges out of my bag, to show my new friend. He liked them so much I decided to give him the Bobby Charlton one.

That night, over a dinner of nut roast, I asked Mrs Gardener if they knew Pahl. She exchanged glances with her husband.

‘You mean Paul from a few doors down?’

‘Yes,’ I replied, trying to cover up for the fact that I’d been confused by Paul’s Manchester accent. ‘He’s great. I played with him today.’

‘That’s nice.’

They told me that his parents had split up and he lived with his dad, who didn’t work. Paul had told them that he had two paper rounds and they often saw him sitting on the wall outside, late at night, doing nothing. I wondered why he didn’t stay at home and watch TV or listen to music.

The next morning, there was a knock on the door. It was Paul. He had a box under his arm and when I asked what it was he said it was his collection of grms. ‘Grms – you know, programmes.’ We went into the kitchen, where he proudly showed me his grms. Every single one. I had never seen anything like it. The United grm was called The United Review and featured a bad drawing of a man in a suit shaking hands with a United player. He even had loads of United reserves grms, which had an even worse drawing on the front, this time of two players chasing a ball. Paul had dozens of them, and I gazed at them enviously.

He shyly handed one over to me – Manchester United v. Chelsea from the previous season. As we both knew, this was an extremely special grm as Denis Law had scored a hat-trick in the match.

‘Go on, take it,’ Paul said. ‘I’ve got two. I was only keeping that for swapsies.’

As I gratefully took it, he whispered in a voice so quiet I could barely hear, ‘If I told you something would you promise not to tell anyone? Cross your heart and hope to die?’

I quickly went through the motions of crossing my heart, desperate to hear his secret.

He leaned closer and whispered seven words which had a similar impact on me to being struck by lightning: ‘I know where The Lawman’s house is.’

This was news that my brain was barely able to process. He told me that one of the boys he went to school with lived in the same street and had given Denis Law’s address to Paul in exchange for a Bounty bar. I asked him if it would be OK with his dad if we went there on our own the next morning, but he just shrugged his shoulders.

I packed my Manchester United v. Chelsea grm, together with two pens (in case one didn’t work), and was ready to go when Paul knocked on the door at eleven the following day, having finished both of his paper rounds. He was hungry so insisted on getting a late breakfast of ‘chips and vee’ before we set off. By now I’d worked out his way of talking and had a good idea that ‘vee’ was gravy. I wondered if gravy had meat in it, as I’d decided to be a vegetarian for the week. It was a bit of a grey area, but it was so delicious I decided it was probably OK.

We got on the bus, climbed upstairs and paid the conductor. I could tell how far away we were from our destination by Paul’s left leg, which shook more and more the nearer we got. It was resembling a pneumatic drill by the time he announced that we’d be getting off at the next stop.

After a short walk along a row of similar-looking houses, we came to a halt. ‘This one,’ said Paul, with a shaky voice.

It was here that our courage deserted us completely. While it had been great talking about and imagining what it would be like knocking on the door of Denis Law’s house, actually doing it was much harder – even though neither of us totally believed Paul’s friend’s story about living in the same street as the best footballer in the world. I’d always imagined he lived in a palace with servants, not a terraced house in Manchester.

Finally, Paul knocked on the door. This was either going to be really embarrassing or one of the best moments of our lives.

A friendly woman in a sundress with shortish curly dark hair opened it, a quizzical look breaking out on her face as she found herself looking down at a couple of red-faced boys, each clutching a Manchester United v. Chelsea grm from the 1965/66 season. Neither of us could speak. Behind her, we could just about make out a familiar slender figure lurking in the background. Or were we imagining it?

We were left in no doubt when Denis Law, fists not gripping the sleeves of his V-necked pullover, strode to the door, smiling.

‘Hello, lads,’ he said, in a Scottish accent, as the woman went back inside.

I soon discovered how quickly confidence evaporates when you meet your heroes. We stood there gaping, unable to find words. Luckily, he didn’t have the same problem.

‘United fans, are you?’

We both nodded eagerly, desperately trying to think of something to say.

Eventually, Paul found his voice. ‘Can you sign my grm please, Mr Law? Can you say “To Paul”?’

The King took it, rested it against the wall and did as he’d been asked.

As Paul’s approach had worked, I decided to use the same words. ‘Can you sign my grm please, Mr Law?’ I said, handing it to him. ‘My name’s Dave.’

‘To Dave’ he wrote on the back, where the teams were, ‘Best Wishes Denis Law’.

He seemed like a normal person and I vowed to follow his example if I ever became a famous footballer. Considering that kids knocking on his door must have happened all the time, he seemed genuinely pleased to see us and was happy to give us his autograph. We really didn’t want to leave, but it didn’t seem fair on the Law family for us to just stand there and stare at Denis all afternoon, so we reluctantly turned and walked away, after thanking him far too many times. For the entire bus journey home each of us was in his own little world, stunned at what had just taken place.

When I got back, I compared the autograph with the writing on my badge. It was completely different. I put the grm on my bedside table and arranged it in such a way that I could stare at it with my head rested on the pillow. It was amazing how a simple two-second scrawl could be the cause of such deep happiness.

The next day, Paul knocked on the door early, as usual, wearing the same clothes he usually wore. Mrs Gardener offered him breakfast, which he was really happy to have, as he seemed quite hungry. For the next few days he pretty much lived with us. I loved having such a good friend with me, especially one who wanted to do nothing but play football and talk about football.

When the week was up, Paul asked Mrs Gardener if he could come to the station when they dropped me off. They were happy to do it even though our constant discussions about Manchester United players must have been driving them mad.

Paul looked really sad as he solemnly stuck out his hand and we shook to say goodbye. He made me promise to keep in touch, so I put his name and address in my address book. Just after Denis Law’s.

When I got home I continued to go to matches with my dad, and over the next few years he took me to matches all over London. I suspected, or rather hoped, that he was developing a liking for the game. We saw some of the biggest names in the game, like Jimmy Greaves, Peter Osgood, George Eastham and Ron Flowers. I soon filled a scrapbook with newspaper reports of matches we’d seen together. And every game we went to, I always made sure I got a spare grm to send to Paul.

When, eventually, I was old enough to go to games on my own, I sensed Dad was relieved, although perhaps a little sad. Both he and my mum didn’t want me going to First Division games, following the scare at Craven Cottage, but they were perfectly happy for me to go along and support our local non-league team, Bromley, on my own; anywhere else, and I had to go with an adult.

The first time I’d gone to a game with an adult other than Dad was when I went to a fixture that was so low key, most people didn’t even know it was on: England against Germany in 1966 at Wembley.
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England Schools v. Germany Schools,
30 April 1966

Your encouragement and conduct will contribute to the atmosphere of the game. May you thoroughly enjoy yourselves and vow to return either as spectators or perhaps players. I must pay special tribute to the many teachers who have organised parties, especially those who have done so for a number of years.

From the official programme

I’D OVERSLEPT, WHICH meant I was the last one to climb on to the coach for our school outing to Wembley. The occasion was a schoolboys international between England and Germany, and there was a buzz of excited chatter from the thirty or so eleven-year-olds on board, relishing the chance to get away without their parents.

I felt rising panic as I looked around for somewhere to sit. The only spare seat appeared to be next to Susan, the only girl going to the match and someone I thought about pretty much constantly, especially after hearing the rumour that she wore a bra. I felt my face flush and heartbeat quicken, terrified at the prospect of sitting next to a girl I really liked, and was massively relieved to spot a space at the back, next to my friend Russell.

As I passed Susan, I coughed theatrically, in a manner that was meant to attract her attention without looking as though I was trying to attract her attention. I wanted her to glance up and see me, because if she did she would see that I was wearing my official Batman utility belt to the match. It held a complete set of crime fighting equipment: a bat signal flash, a bat rope, a bat-a-rang, a bat rocket grenade, bat cuffs, a Batman message sender (which looked uncannily like the bat rocket grenade) and a bat gun launcher. There was also a secret storage compartment where I kept my bat sweets and bat spending money.

It made me feel, and quite probably look, like Batman. Never once had I questioned how you were supposed to scale tall buildings with what appeared to be an eighteen-inch piece of thickish string, or contact Commissioner Gordon with a tiny torch that was barely powerful enough to use for reading under my bed covers.

The utility belt had cost me nearly a month’s pocket money, but it had been worth it. It was slightly tight round my waist, admittedly, but otherwise hugely impressive. Unfortunately Susan seemed to be engrossed in the exercise book that was open on her lap, but I was confident there would be other opportunities to show her my crime fighting equipment during the day.

As well as Susan, I was also desperate to impress Russell – although not quite in the same way. As soon as he saw the belt, I knew I had succeeded. Admiration was written all over his face.

‘Go on, try it on,’ I offered generously, undoing the clip and handing him the belt.

Russell was one of the best footballers in the school and therefore someone I was eager to befriend. Since I couldn’t do this with my footballing ability, I had decided to take a different tack. He put it on, jumped up and adopted a Batman fighting pose, which lost its impact when the belt slipped to the floor. Apparently there was a slight difference in our waist sizes and since neither of us could work out how to adjust what purported to be an adjustable belt, I put it back on.

The rest of the trip passed with mounting excitement and the chatter grew higher and higher pitched. Some of the boys couldn’t sit still and were pacing restlessly up and down the aisle. Every sighting of a road sign that mentioned Wembley was greeted with loud cheers.

We finally arrived at 1.15, pulled into the car park right in front of the enormous twin towers and poured out on to the tarmac. There were thousands of people just milling around. The sun was shining, and the sky was cloudless. It was a perfect day for watching football.

I removed three shillings from my utility belt and handed them over to one of the programme sellers in exchange for two programmes: one to use during the match, and one for my fledgling collection. I managed to resist the temptations of the rosette, flag and rattle vendors, but the ice-cream man had me reaching, once again, for my utility belt.

After briefly stopping off at the Royal Engineers recruitment stand in the car park, we went through the turnstiles. My first sight of the pitch made my legs tremble, because it looked so green and perfect. I couldn’t take my eyes off it, even as Mr Barrett, our teacher, was escorting us to our seats in a stand by one of the corner flags. I was lost in a fantasy in which I was running down the wing in front of a packed Wembley, before sending in a perfect cross for Jimmy Greaves to head home the winning goal in the World Cup Final, which would be played in a couple of months’ time.

The World Cup had also provided me with another fantasy: finding the man who had recently stolen it from Westminster Central Hall and slapping my bat cuffs on him. Police had described the thief as being in his early thirties, of average height with thin lips, greased black hair and a possible scar on his face. I was constantly on the lookout for him, even though the trophy had already been found by Pickles the dog.

When I returned to reality, I sat down in my allocated seat. Although the view wasn’t ideal, I was delighted to be just one seat away from Susan, which was just near enough to bask in her presence and just far away enough to avoid embarrassment.

I got my programme out and carefully read through it. The teams didn’t mean anything to me as I’d never heard of any of the players, but after going through the pen portraits I picked a few favourites. Alan Mitchell (Liverpool) sounded interesting. He was ‘very mobile, a good header of the ball, plenty of moral fibre’. I also liked the sound of Stephen Wilkinson (Stoke): a ‘very swift mover, uses the ball to bring wingers into the game’. As a winger myself, I appreciated that. The main threat from the Germans appeared to come from Kurt Tinurski (TSV Marl-Huels), who was described as being ‘physically strong, good shot. A dashing player who does not shirk physical contact, difficult to dispossess and never giving up.’ Pretty much the opposite of me, I thought.

Just as I was about to turn to the next page I heard a sound that filled me with horror. It started with a solitary drum beating, and this was soon joined by a mass of trumpets. I looked out on to the pitch and saw a brass band in red uniforms and black busbies marching in perfect time out of the tunnel as they played ‘When the Saints Go Marching In’.

‘Oh no!’ I said loudly to Martin, who was sitting next to me. ‘I really hate brass bands.’

‘Yeah, me too,’ came agreement from an unexpected quarter.

It was Susan! She was speaking to me! And she was agreeing with me! We had something in common!

I desperately tried to think of a way to build on this platform and demonstrate just how much I hated brass bands, but came up empty. I reached into my
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