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            Preface
            
 
            Match report from the Sunday Mirror,
 March 30th, 2008
            

         
 
         
            Stoke make Watford, who are also notoriously direct and have drawn their last seven matches, look like Barcelona.
 
            Tony Pulis has come up with a version of the game that is not so much Route One, but Year Zero. Football has been stripped to its most basic components, and rebuilt as an endurance test that should be played on an assault course.
            
 
            Pulis has a sergeant-major’s subtlety and attention to detail. He might have earned his UEFA A licence when he was 21, but his coaching philosophy accentuates the negative. His team is pre-programmed, regimented.
            
 
            It’s all very well battering Championship opponents with the blunt instrument of free-kicks and 40-yard throw-ins hurled in flat. They may bully the unwary with players who are prime physical specimens.
            
 
            But if Stoke are not good enough to dispose of Blackpool, they won’t be good enough for Liverpool. The prospect of Fernando Torres meeting the likes of the muscle-bound Leon Cort is the stuff of comedy.
            

         
 
          
         In a piece of copy almost certainly written before the 1-1 draw at home to Blackpool, this tabloid report gives a flavour of the sort of press Stoke City were receiving as the long overdue (and unexpected) prospect of their promotion to the Premiership began to look realistic. The bare bones of it are likely to be fair enough; I don’t know, I wasn’t there. In common with the reporter, I did not gain much pleasure from watching my team play, so, as often as not, I avoided it. Also in common with the reporter, I regarded the manager in a less than favourable light. Though this journalist had made a creditable attempt, his copy was the work of an amateur: when it came to the serious matter of reviling and disparaging Tony Pulis, I was the professional.
         
 
         When Margaret Thatcher was prime minister it was a routine misery to be reminded of how much I loathed her. Thatcher was never far away; you would hear her vocal screech on the radio or see her sinister face in the newspapers or on television more or less every day. This was bad enough, but with Pulis it was worse: he never went away, he was always there, ferreting about in my sub- and unconscious 24-seven, twelve months out of twelve. He would even turn up in my dreams, wearing his trademark baseball cap and glasses, riding a bicycle the wrong way up a log-flume, and shouting his catchphrases ‘Aard work’ and ‘Triffic’ through a cardboard megaphone. During mundane everyday activities like boiling the kettle I would distractedly send Pulis Out! texts to my fellow travellers, for all the good it was worth: there was more chance of us signing Pelé than of Pulis being shown the door. The team were doing well, sitting high in the division, gaining a reputation for being combative, aard-working and difficult to break down, and remaining in the top six even when they lost because all the top sides during this Championship season had developed the habit of losing simultaneously. On paper, judged by the league table, Pulis was a success. Further, he was the alter ego of the chairman. Physically similar, both come from extended working-class families and cracking either a smile or a joke is second nature to neither. With these common bonds to unite them, the likelihood of seeing the headline ‘Pulis Ousted!’ in the North Staffordshire Sentinel was less than zero. Stoke were doing great.
         
 
         It was only, as the Mirror correspondent discovered, when you actually saw Pulis’ brand of football – Pulisball, as we called it – that the thing went wrong. But for journalists working on national papers, Pulisball was an activity they only encountered – that only dismayed them – once in a while, whereas for me it was my daily bread, should I wish to take it, which I frequently did not.
         
 
         This, in part, explains the reason why, with the team sitting second in the Championship with only two matches left to play, and the ‘Promised Land’ of the Premiership in touching distance, I was to be found in Europe – where Stoke weren’t playing – with a group of like-minded Stoke supporters. Our crew had been dubbed the ‘Pulis-Hating Wankstains’ by certain fellow fans on the Oatcake message board, the internet epicentre of Stoke City. Those individuals from the Oatcake who had branded us considered themselves more rational than us, rational enough, at least, to watch route one, antediluvian, primitive, prehistoric football whatever the weather, and to bloody well like it too. But while my cult were all lifelong fans of the club, they were more than happy to be identified as philosophical opponents of Pulis and his ‘system’ (Plan A: hoof it; Plan B: hoof it further) even if this methodology was increasingly looking like it would take us up to the top level, something we all dearly wanted to see. In the terminology of psychobabble, we were conflicted: it was 23 years since Stoke were last in the top division; we had sons who had never seen it, we had fathers and grandfathers who had died without witnessing its return. However much I resented the means, if it worked, the end would still be the end. And the beginning. Permanent renewal: that is the point of football.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            But that was then
            

         
 
         Fat Boy’s Sports Bar
 
         The penultimate match of our season will soon be kicking off at Colchester, at the traditional time of three o’clock on a Saturday. We may achieve promotion to the Premiership this afternoon, but, for reasons that will become clear, while this momentous event might be taking place in East Anglia, we will not be there to see it. Instead, we will be in Belgium, gathered around a pair of tables outside an establishment called Fat Boy’s Sports Bar in the Place du Luxembourg, Brussels.
 
         I am dispatched to the bar for a round. Inside Fat Boy’s seven or eight screens are showing live Sky coverage of a lunchtime game between Chelsea and Manchester United. It’s the second half of the match and I watch it for quite some time because, whilst the place is packed and the service is frantic, all the orders before mine are either big or complicated. A young man and a young woman are seated on barstools beside me. They are making noises regarding the action on the screens.
         
 
         ‘Oooh,’ she says, as a ball goes wide.
 
         From this noise I can tell they are Chelsea ‘followers’.
 
         ‘What position are “we” in the table?’ he asks.
 
         She looks at the paper, to find out. Man Utd and Chelsea are first and second respectively; a win for Chelsea would put them level on points at the top with their Premiership rivals. These are not matters that need checking, not if you are actual fans of an actual football team. 
         

         
             

         

         I pass nine pints of Jupiler lager backwards and outside through the relay of my son, Jack, who in turn hands them on to his mate John Boy. John is a late addition to the party. We left Norwich, where we live, at one in the morning, in order to drive to Birmingham, where we were to catch a six am flight to Brussels. I picked Jack up in Norwich city centre, where he’d been with John Boy and their mates, in a pub called the Murderers. They are nineteen and eighteen respectively.
         
 
         ‘Can you give John a lift home, Dad?
 
         It’s not so much a question as a statement of what is going to happen anyway. John hops in. Before dropping him off, we need to detour to pick up Graham, another Stoke supporter, my age, who lives in Norwich. Graham deposits his knapsack and a Stoke flag in the back of the car. Between Graham’s house and John’s, Graham brings John up to speed on the details of the 48 hours that lie ahead. These include probably half-arsedly watching this Man U-Chelsea game – we were bound to see it somewhere – as a warm-up to the proper business of listening to our match via a laptop connection to Radio Stoke. Later in the evening we were to catch a train to a town called Dender, twenty miles west of Brussels, to see whether our previous manager, Johan Boskamp – a dangerously overweight Dutchman who is everything that Pulis is not – could pull off the great escape and keep this Dender team in the Belgium top flight, a league about which none of us cared a jot. John is your typical football fan, and as such he was enthralled by the details of this itinerary. He expressed the view that it would be so great to come along, that it would be a massive improvement on going to work at his Saturday job at an electrical retailers on an industrial estate. I asked him if he knew where his passport was. Fifteen minutes later, having picked up a toothbrush and a pair of pants, he was on the road with us; John Boy had become an honorary Pulis-Hating Wankstain.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Back outside Fat Boy’s, John is receiving nothing more than mild abuse for supporting a team as abject and inept as Norwich City. Our group is too distracted by the forthcoming fixture to generate the necessary energy to give him stick. And anyway, Norwich could get themselves deep into the relegation mire this afternoon: there will be time enough for it later. One of our number, Raff, fiddles with his laptop, logging on to the official club website, the only place from which you can pick up a live BBC feed. This fiddling produces more tension and distraction, because we all know that computer wi-fi connections (or whatever they are) are unreliable. There was a silence from the laptop, there was a silence all around the laptop; there was a lot not happening. It was with difficulty that I was restraining myself from aiming a foul-mouthed volley at the machine, and at Raff himself for not being able to make the fucking thing work. Raff serves in a covert branch of the RAF. There are very few subjects upon which he can converse freely because he has signed papers, papers that involve a different kind of swearing, a swearing to secrecy. Seek his professional advice about what sort of plane that is, when a military jet flies overhead. He will just look at you. You should know better than to even think of asking, the look says. I have signed the papers, it says.
         
 
         Raff glances up from scrolling his mouse-pad and looks at me in this way now. I must have already started my preliminary swearing.
         
 
         ‘If it was left to you, there’d be no fucking laptop, would there, you technophobically useless authorcunt,’ he remarks, as he raises his pint to his lips and lights another of the several thousand cigarettes he will smoke that day.
         
 
         ‘Just make it work, Raff,’ I reply. ‘Or I’ll have to kill you.’
 
         Raff could paralyse me simply by applying pressure to the relevant nerve in my neck, we all know that, but he lets this talent be, for now. Instead he sits giving the computer a meaningful look while conducting the air between himself and it, as though good karma might be the key to transmission, as indeed turns out to be the case.
         
 
         The regular Radio Stoke commentator is called Nigel Johnson. Nigel has been doing the job for as long as anyone can remember. Nigel is a gentlemen, one who is still capable of describing the playing kit thus: Stoke are taking to the pitch today wearing red and white stripes, white shorts and white stockings.
 
         The last time socks were called ‘stockings’ it was 1966 and Bobby Moore was holding the World Cup aloft.
 
         ‘C’mon, Nige,’ says AndyP, our tour guide. AndyP is the one with all the maps and timetables and compass settings, the one who keeps the trains running, the one whom I will contact frequently in the months ahead to check facts. ‘That’s the thing about being a boring bastard,’ he says. ‘At least we boring bastards know our stuff. And make sure I’m in the acknowledgements, too,’ he says.
 
         ‘C’mon, Nige,’ says Graham, as the comforting voice crackles through the speakers. It’s Graham who has bought extension speakers to the party, in order that everyone will be able to hear. Graham is a rival to Andy in knowing stuff and being organised.
         
 
         ‘C’mon, Nige,’ says someone else. ‘C’mon Nige: take us up.’
 
         
             

         
 
         While nine of us are seated round the table outside the bar in the Place du Luxembourg, the team that belongs to us all, bar John Boy, takes to the field in Essex. For Colchester United it is their last ever game at their battered Layer Road ground before, as frequently happens in football now, the club moves on to a new, bigger, better, less historic stadium which will look as though it is built out of Lego and which will seldom be full. Coventry City have one of these that holds 32,000. Coventry City’s average crowd this season is less than 20,000. What are people thinking about when they approve the plans for these things? That one day Coventry City will morph into Liverpool? Coventry are struggling; they are down there at the bottom of the table with Colchester, grovelling about. Just below 20,000 is what you might reasonably expect for Coventry. Our own attendance in this season, during which we have always been within touching distance of promotion, is less than that of Coventry; it is about 16,500, just under 60 per cent of ground capacity. Even now, even with promotion in touching distance, that is how much the public of Stoke-on-Trent want to see Pulisball.
         
 
         Colchester themselves are already relegated, which means they cannot possibly be any good, but on the other hand, who would choose to be the guests to come along and spoil the party at the last game at the venerable ground in front of a full house with the brass band on the pitch, the carnival atmosphere, the ticker tape and all the old soldiers wheeled out? It’s got banana skin written all over it. While this fact is not sufficient to generate fear (because while Colchester cannot possibly be any good, they actually aren’t any good either), it is enough to top up the trepidation that is already cruising in the bloodstream along with the caffeine, the alcohol, the nicotine and the anticipation.
         
 
         The equation is straightforward. A win for us, and anything less than a win for Hull City (our principal rivals for the second automatic spot) who play Crystal Palace, and we will be promoted this afternoon. Whatever happens in next week’s final fixtures will be irrelevant. Today, here and now, so far as we are concerned, the maths of the Championship – the old Second Division, in other, more real, words – can be made final. Our pre-match conversation has consisted of reassuring each other that this is the case.
         
 
         ‘If we win and Hull lose?’ Yes!
 
         ‘If we win and Hull draw?’ Yes!
 
         And so on, through the permutations until we stop listening to this drivel and instead turn our attention to Raff’s claims that he will be doing naked laps of honour round the Place du Luxembourg should the promotion be realised. I have no doubt that he will be true to his word. There is something dangerous about Raff, and there is something of Smiffy from the Bash Street Kids about him too. It would be worth seeing.
         
 
         For reasons to do with an innate revulsion towards jingoism, in any normal circumstances I would go out of my way to avoid being part of a gang of English football supporters abroad. Past trips of our cult going abroad have involved a core group of five of us misbehaving only mildly, in a more-or-less middle-class way, by over-indulging in bottles of white wine and schnapps. Of the nine here now, all but two live more-or-less middle-class lifestyles, and Raff is one of the majority, but Raff is also the embodiment of the Brit Abroad. Twenty-four hours from now, when he has consumed several thousand pints to go with the cigarettes, he will be waxing lyrical at the only volume he has – bloody loud – about cheese-eating surrender monkeys, the all-round poxiness of Belgium in general and of the canal district of Brussels in particular. Having been provoked by a large and strikingly beautiful art deco motor showroom, he will begin to aim a volley of invective at both the building itself and, more particularly, at the Citroen marque, denigrating the motor manufacturer in a most colourful and inventive argot. I’m moved to mention to him my hope that he has somewhere about his person a British bulldog tattoo, to complete the overall effect.
         
 
         ‘As it happens, I do,’ he says.
 
         He rolls up the sleeve of his shirt to display a fading logo on his right bicep. He tells me he’s trying to get it lasered off. ‘It’s the sort of fucking stupid fucking thing you do when you’re seventeen and bladdered, isn’t it?’ he says.
 
         
             

         
 
         Listening to a commentary of a match with so much riding on it is awful, much worse that watching even Pulisball. Every couple of minutes the sound effect is this: Oooooaaarrgghh header just wide there from Mamady Sidibe. Malian international Mamady Sidibe stands 6ft 4 and is described on our website as a striker. Heading the ball just wide is one of Mama’s specialities. Whatever the opposite of search and destroy is, Mama has it. The week before, in the 44th game of a 46-game season, Mama scored two against Bristol City, thereby doubling his season’s tally of goals. To four. But Mama is the lynchpin of Pulisball.
         
 
         
            1. Lump it up to Mama: even though it says striker beside his name, in this system, Mama isn’t there to score, not really, he’s there to knock it down to Jamaican international Ricardo Fuller, 6ft 3.
 
            2. Knock it down to Ricardo: Ricardo is the one player in the side that can go past his man, who can torture the blood of a defender.
 
            3. Stick in the net, Ricky.

         
 
         The system is simplicity itself. The system is not designed to be poetic, it’s designed to be effective, which it often is. Though the rest of the teams in the division have long since been on to us, and know exactly what to expect, all too often they are unable to prevent the inevitable, partly because Mama and Ricardo are very practised at what they do, partly because Championship defenders do not always concentrate for the full 90 minutes: they are decent professional sportsmen, but they are not the best that money can buy, not by any means.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Five minutes after kick-off, the senior member of our party appears. Old Stokie has been having a nap in his hotel room. (He would have been even later but for AndyP volunteering to go and find our group leader and to escort him, most effectively, through the Metro system.) After berating us for not getting him down to Fat Boy’s in time for the whistle – it’s like watching Steptoe having a go at Harold – he is keen to learn what’s been going on.
         
 
         ‘Nil-nil. It’s all us.’
 
         Nil-nil, it’s all us, is how it remains for twenty or so minutes and then they seem to be getting to a bit more possession. Concentrating on the commentary here is just too horrible, so we begin chatting amongst ourselves, lighting cigarettes, swilling Jupiler around in our glasses, making little whirlpools. Elsewhere, Norwich have scored; John Boy can relax. I expect Raff to put a stop to this by issuing disinformation and incorrect score updates to the effect that Norwich’s opponents have equalised, then gone ahead. But he does not because he has found something much more important to worry about: the battery life in his laptop will not get us much further than half-time, if it even makes it that far. I resist the urge to call him a fuckwit, on account of the inevitable response. Instead, I walk into the bar to order another round and to see if the barman can charge it up for us at half-time. The place has practically emptied now that the Chelsea game is over. Our group is the principal source of business, and it is not just ourselves who are involved: we have gathered a clique of hangers-on. We are decked out in odd, non-Premiership colours. We are the exotic wildlife of the Place du Luxembourg and the drunks and roués of the square have gravitated towards us, to break bread, to try to comprehend, and to support Stoke City. Just before half-time a goal is scored. In the passage that builds up to this goal the commentary has either been particularly awkward to follow, or we have collectively lost concentration entirely. The cheering coming from Graham’s speakers is so loud that for a second we think it has been scored by them – the noise must be the sound of the home crowd. But no, it is the sound of ours. Our fans have made a stupendous din for a mere 950 or so souls (this being all the away end at Colchester will hold: we could not have got tickets for this game in any event; you needed ten away stubs to qualify for it, and none of us had them). In the commentary box, Nigel does not know who has got it: it has ricocheted in off a backside or something.
         
 
         ‘The Potters take a crucial lead into the half-time break,’ Nigel just has time to say in his old-fashioned, understated way before the battery expires.
 
         We are winning, Hull are drawing: this is one of the permutations that has us promoted. The drunks and roués of the Place du Luxembourg break out into a round of drunken applause. C’mon, the Stoke, they cry.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Graham has discovered someone inside Fat Boy’s with a Potteries connection, another to join our world on the benches outside. Graham, a bird-spotter, is always on the lookout for signs and information. Meanwhile Elt, the businessman amongst us, is applying his caustic business mind to the matter of how Pulis will fuck it up from here. What dim-witted substitutions will he make? Last week, the aforementioned lowly Coventry City, themselves on an abysmal run of form, illustrated the full hopelessness of this hopeless Colchester team by arriving at Layer Road to give them a 5-1 thumping. ‘He’ll shut up shop, won’t he, settle for the one goal win, invite the draw.’ Elt is certain this will happen – it’s the Pulis way. Jack, and John Boy in particular – who is struggling to comprehend this cynicism in the face of our league position – listen curiously to the careworn talk. It is only born out of long experience. We have seen Pulis defend a 1-0 scoreline against us: away at Portman Road we have seen him hang on to make sure we don’t lose by more than the one goal. This would be okay against Arsenal, maybe – damage-limitation – but we have seen him do it for 60 minutes against Ipswich. We know what he is capable of. The teenagers lift their Jupilers. Why can’t you get this beer in England? they say. It’s decent. They’ve been up all night but they look as fresh as a pair of daisies. They are young, that’s their problem.
         
 
         Swiss Tony, the son of Old Stokie, passes half-time by walking round the square, pacing and smoking. AndyP, keeping a record, takes photographs. I am keeping a record of another sort; I am counting my intake. I am on to my third pint and third fag. I have rules against drinking or smoking in the daytime, but the rules have been overturned as these are beneficial habits to be indulging at the moment. Raff, who clearly does not let the clock dictate any of his vices, who was drinking a dark-brown raspberry beer out of a coupé vase at the airport first thing this morning, reboots the laptop. The barman was delighted to charge it for us.
 
         ‘C’mon, Stoke, just sort the fucking thing out, you useless bastards,’ Raff says, as the second half kicks off. He directs some extra invective at Mama for being the most useless fucking player in history.
         
 
         One has only to utter the name Gifton Noel-Williams – Mama’s predecessor, from the days when it used to be ‘Lump it up to Gifton’ – to know that Raff is a mile out on that. I am a fan (of sorts) of Mama, and begin to make a case for his defence. Raff cuts me off before I’ve begun. He raises his hands: Shit, there’s only ten minutes’ life left in this fucking battery, he says. This time the barman does not even need to be asked; he rolls an orange extension cable out through the front window of the bar in order that the machine can be plugged into the mains and that he can keep selling pints of Jupiler all the way to the final whistle
         
 
         The sun is beating down. It’s a lovely day. The second half is well under way when Swiss Tony once more leaves the table and walks around the square, pacing and smoking. Tony is in his mid-30s, a decade younger than me. Of all this group, I believe he loathes Pulis hardest, and wants victory the most.
         
 
         Tony and Old Stokie still live in Stoke-on Trent, the only two of us who do. The rest are as follows:
 
         
            AndyP: Leeds
 
            Elt: Cheshire
 
            Myself, Graham, Jack and John Boy: Norwich
 
            Raff: Top Secret location in the Home Counties

         
 
         Swiss Tony and Old Stokie will feel the Premiership more keenly than the rest of us, it will be tangible for them, the father and son who live four doors apart. Stoke-on-Trent has been a depressed, low-wage economy for years; it is shat upon, as the vernacular has it. Should the promotion come to pass, Tony and Old Stokie will be able to step out of their homes every morning and taste the change in the air.
         
 
         ‘Hull still drawing?’ says Tony, as he returns from his lapping. He must be on his tenth Benson of the second half.
         
 
         The answer to this is, Yes. The score there is 1-1.
 
         ‘Come on, Palace, you Cockney twats,’ says Raff. 
         
 
         Now there are only five minutes to go.
 
         Later we will read match reports that say Palace were all over Hull, that they hit the bar, that they should have had a penalty. But with these five minutes remaining, and against the run of play, it is Hull who score, win their match and stay alive for the second automatic spot. We were that close, we were five minutes away from being able to sing, We are Premier League, say we are Premier League. Instead, next week, it will go down to the wire. It is tight, the permutations are endless, and although all we actually have to do is avoid losing to Leicester City – a basket-case side who desperately need a win to be certain of avoiding relegation themselves – it will nonetheless be an awful afternoon.
         
 
         After Hull score it nearly gets worse; as Elt predicted, sitting on the slender lead invites Colchester on and they do get the ball into our net, in added-on time, but, to commentator Nigel’s enormous relief, the goal is ruled out for an infringement. We have the win, but our feelings are those of the defeated. Swiss Tone is ready to puke. Five fucking minutes, he says, over and over again. Five fucking minutes. If Hull had not scored, Raff would be dancing naked on the lawn of the Place du Luxembourg by now, he would be having simulated sex with a statue (though this, perhaps, is the only kind of sex you can have with a statue) while singing ‘Delilah’. As it is, time is pressing on: we have a date with an ex.
         
 
         Johan Boskamp
 
         If Pulis was the disciplinarian stepfather that you spent your days and nights plotting against, Boskamp was your real dad, the flake who never remembered your birthday, or came to visit, but whom you would always love in spite of, and because of, these and all his many other faults. Pulis had initially been our manager for three seasons, from 2002 to 2005. In the last of these three years he put together his infamous Binary Sequence in which we recorded seventeen consecutive league scores of either 1-0, 0-0, or 0-1, interrupted only by a single thrilling 1-1 goal fest. It was ‘after the Lord Mayor’s Parade’ every week. At the end of that season the majority shareholders, an Icelandic consortium, were trying to sell the club back to the local businessmen from whom they’d bought it in the first place (in 1999). At the outset of their ‘takeover’, it seems that the Icelanders had imagined that all you had to do to get straight into the Premiership and make a fortune was install an Icelandic manager and bring many, many Icelandic players down to the Potteries from Reykjavik. This was a plan with an inbuilt failing, and if it’s typical of their thinking, it’s no wonder they have so many myths in their culture and have witnessed one of the most spectacular banking crashes in world memory.
         
 
         As part of the ‘takeover’ deal, the local businessmen who had ‘sold’ the club to the Icelandic consortium had remained with ‘golden shares’ on an effectively split board, each side regarding the other with increasing suspicion. At the end of the 2004-05, season the Icelanders were trying to get out of Stoke (a well-documented fact), but they could not agree on a figure for the value of the club (a moderately intelligent guess). So, in order to annoy the local businessmen into upping their offer, the Icelanders, who at least held the controlling votes under the terms of the ‘takeover’, sacked Pulis, who had been recommended by the locals in the first place, and installed this Johan Boskamp of whom no one had ever heard. Immediately prior to his introduction to North Staffordshire, Boskamp had been coaching a team down in the Gulf. ‘Everyone knows what you go there for,’ he told the local radio in his first interview, meaning money, and giving a clue as to the level of candidness we could look forward to in his media pronouncements. Our opening match proper under Boskamp was to be against Sheffield Wednesday. Boskamp went to a pre-season friendly to study the opposition. A Radio Stoke correspondent asked him how this trip had gone. The reporter was probably anticipating a conventional answer about Wednesday’s style of play, or potential threats. What he got was this: ‘It was great. I found a superb chip shop only two hundred yards from the ground!’
         
 
         In another live radio interview Boskamp was asked to comment on an overseas player who should have been signing for the club but who had messed us around, changing his mind at the eleventh hour.
         
 
         ‘Ahh heshashit guy,’ Boskamp said.
 
         His spoken English was heavily accented. He had a habit of rolling words together, and of converting soft ‘c’ and ‘t’ sounds into ‘ssh’; in training he was big into something called ‘ball sshirculasshon’ (circulation).
 
         The interviewer, thinking he’d perhaps misheard something of this sort, and struggling to understand the answer asked a follow-up question: ‘He’s a what?’
         
 
         ‘He’s a sshit guy,’ Boskamp repeated.
         
 
         The new gaffer had arrived to find a mere eight or nine professionals signed up on the books, so he had to bring in plenty more players, foreign fancy Dan shit guys, or otherwise. One ‘Junior’ arrived. He was not up to much but did at least have the zing of the single Brazilian-type name on his shirt, though in fact he came from Kinshasa, Congo. Then there was a good-looking Belgian right-back called Carl Hoefkens who added a touch of Footballers’ Wives to proceedings, accessorised as he was with an Alice-band for his shoulder-length locks and a glamour model wife for his arm candy – here at last was a Posh ’n Becks for the Potteries. Hoefkens was a decent player. And then there was the new club record signing. A million-pound cheque written out to Standard Liège was all it took to acquire one Sambegou Bangoura. You could identify Bangoura’s playing position simply by looking to his ear where the trademark strikers’ diamond stud sparkled. Sam Bang started brilliantly, only just missing out on equalling another club record to go with his transfer fee by scoring in six consecutive league matches (the record stands at seven). But he had a habit of letting himself down in one specific way – he was a serial loser of his passport, finding it impossible to return to the UK in time for Stoke’s next match whenever an international break had taken him overseas to play for his native Guinea. And when he was called on to play in the extended winter tournament, the African Cup of Nations, he predictably felt obliged to tag a holiday onto the end of his tiring labours. Sam’s vacation came dressed up in the guise of ‘family problems’, problems our man had no doubt been forced to address while lazing under a beach umbrella in Iles de Los. At one point during his unauthorised absence, Boskamp was heard to observe that he deserved ‘a good kicking’ from his team-mates whenever it was that they next clapped eyes on him.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         While Boskamp’s dealings in the transfer market gave me plenty to think about, beyond those transactions there was the man himself. He turned out to have a face built for comedy and a physique to go with it. He was a slab, one of those individuals for whom weight is integral to character; he was fat like Les Dawson used to be fat, or like Johnny Vegas needs to be fat. He had been in the same national side as Johan Cruyff, in the glory period of Dutch total football, and he had been in their World Cup squad in Argentina 78. This was sensational news: we could dare to dream that we would see something other than Pulis’ static, route one dross. Fascinated and obsessed with the new man, I managed to find just one internet image of him wearing the orange shirt from the Cruyff period; he was no lightweight back then, either, I noted. Boskamp brought with him some form as a coach, the Gulf notwithstanding: he had taken the Belgium side Anderlecht to a couple of league titles in the mid-90s. And now here he was in Stoke-on-Trent, making his way along the touchline for his opening match against Sheffield Wednesday, where he had found that tremendous chip shop. Manager outfits fall into two types: suit or tracksuit. Boskamp had broken this code. He wore beige slacks with a matching beige belt and an acrylic-mix beige v-neck jumper. These were the type of threads that could only possibly have been sourced from ‘House of Homme’ fashion franchises in airport shopping villages. The v-neck stretched tight over his gut and the belt was probably doing a job of holding up the slacks below (rather than simply functioning as an accessory) as, in a certain pattern of male fatness, Boskamp had a flat arse.
         
 
         At times, the Boss (inevitable sobriquet) totally transformed our football. Following an early season night match, one that gave Jack and me tremendous joy, one in which we total-footballed Norwich off the park, final score 3-1, the Guardian included this assessment in their following day’s report: ‘Johan Boskamp is playing a brand of fast, attacking, passing football in which certain players readily swap positions. It is a pleasure to watch, and after years of grim defensive football, the Stoke fans cannot quite believe it.’
         
 
         Having been guests of the Norwich directors that night, we were late out of the stadium. When we finally emerged into the floodlit glow of the after-match, the crowd had dispersed, but along the way, in front of the main stand, stood the unmistakeable figure of the new gaffer. He was leaning forward, talking to a couple of hoods in a flash car. Let’s go and say hello to him, said Jack. So we did. ‘Keep on playing football like that and you’ll be a legend here.’ These were the first words that came out of my mouth.
 
         Boskamp shook my hand. His palm was like a ham.
 
         Itsh not me, itsh the players, he said.
 
         It is you, I replied: That’s why clubs change managers, isn’t it: to change the style of football.
         
 
         He gave an unconvinced shrug in reply to this, as though it wasn’t out of the question that there was something in what I was saying, though surely in this instance the club had changed managers as a matter of politics.
 
         In order to explain away the dismissal of Pulis, the Icelanders had fed the press the line that he had ‘not been prepared to fully exploit foreign markets’. Though this was a smokescreen – the real reason for the change being, as already mentioned, to aggravate the English directors – nevertheless there remained a partial truth in the spin coming out of Reykjavik. And the partial truth was this: Pulis had got rid of most of the Icelandic deadwood on the playing staff, as well as any other floating foreigners – whether they were good or otherwise – because these individuals were associated with the previous regime, and getting rid of the previous regime is the Pulis way. Further, he had flatly refused to play a couple of lads that had been sent down to the Potteries by one Magnús Kristinsson, the principal Icelandic investor. That, I thought, was fair enough: a manager must decide who plays for him, otherwise he is nothing: the forthcoming Premiership season will prove as much in its early weeks as a pair of managers – Alan Curbishley at West Ham, and Kevin Keegan, for the second time, at Newcastle United – walk out of their clubs because decisions related to the buying and selling of players are taking place, over their heads, by ‘Directors of Football’.
         
 
         But foreign policy and ball circulation apart, it was not all the fast, attacking, passing football that the Guardian had so enjoyed under the Boss. Alongside his specialised touchline outfit and his disarming approach when confronted with a microphone, the Dutchman also demonstrated a talent for inconsistency; under Boskamp we were as likely to win 3-0 as to lose 3-0. And alongside the inconsistency, there was also a flair for childish petulance. At the midpoint of the season – when we had lost seven or eight matches at a stretch, interrupted by just a single win against Crewe – and during an evening fixture at Coventry (in which we had fallen behind again), our own ‘Director of Football’ passed a note from his position in the stands down to the dugout. The note was taken by the coach – and associate – that Boskamp had brought with him, another Dutchman, the ex-Ajax player Jan De Koning. It has never been established what was said in this note, but it might as well have read, Fuck you, Lard Bucket, for the explosive effect it had. Boskamp, glimpsing the note-passing out of the corner of his eye, concluded that a) this was unacceptable and undermined his authority (correct), and extrapolated from this that b) people were plotting against him (probably incorrect).
         
 
         From this point until the end of the campaign Boskamp refused to speak to either De Koning or the Director of Football, who were both temporarily suspended. He chose instead to live under a self-imposed regime of siege mentality. It appeared to me that he took the scantest interest in carrying out his duties thereafter, and yet we finished the season in the usual Pulis mid-table position, winning the final game 5-0 away at Brighton. How hard can football management be, really? The Boss simply walked after that last match; he knew what was coming and didn’t stick around to hear it.
         
 
         His appointment had had the effect the Icelanders were seeking; he had been a pawn in their game: if his attitude problem wasn’t part of an Icelandic master plan it nevertheless came as an added bonus. The local businessmen couldn’t stand having Boskamp around and installing him had proved to be the move that forced the ex-chairman to increase his efforts to buy back that which he had always seen as his rightful fiefdom. This ex-chairman had – in part – rescinded power in the first place due only to the terrible treatment he received at the hands of fans who had hounded and abused him. The hounding and abuse were a reaction to our terrible results, our long-term mismanagement, and our relegation to the Third Division. But suddenly here he was, back in control and armed with a much heftier wallet than before. During the Icelandic years, his modest high-street betting-shop business had reinvented itself: the chairman and his family are the owners of bet365 and now command a healthy chart position on the Sunday Times Rich List.
         
 
         Even so, on account of past history, the news of his return was hardly greeted with universal glee. But that was one thing. What few would anticipate was the additional and even more unpalatable bolt-on that completed the change in personnel: the ex-chairman’s return implied the return of the ex-manager. Pulis, who had migrated to the south coast to introduce the binary system to the fans of Plymouth Argyle, was poached back. In a traditional ‘only at Stoke’ transaction, compensation reported to be 200 grand was paid to bring about the return of a man sacked by the previous lot less than a year before. When Argyle next visited us, their fans sang, ‘We’re not boring any more!’ at the Stoke dugout, and our home end joined them with a critique of its own.
         
 
         In short, we were back to business as usual. In a repeat of the treatment he received first time round, Pulis was barracked by our travelling fans during the opening game of his Second Coming at Southend, where we lost 1-0.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         For all his flakiness, I never heard Boskamp barracked, though home attendances dipped slightly: there were some amongst the support who were too disgusted and embarrassed to set eyes on him as he sat sulking in the dugout. That was their decision, though they missed certain highlights, like the time he nodded off for ten minutes during a second half shortly after eating a Mars bar. This is the sort of episode from which I derive real pleasure, because for the most part Championship football is neither very accomplished nor particularly riveting. The principal characteristic of the game at that level is functionality. Grown men who are as petulant as two-year-olds and who fall asleep in the technical area at least provide a distraction, of a sort, from watching players ‘function’.
         
 
         My admiration for Boskamp was based on him not being a dullard: life is tedious enough without football managers adding to it. I reviled Pulis for being the temperamental opposite of Boskamp. The last thing you want as you approach your weekly live fix is the knowledge that the match will turn out to be utterly predictable because the man in charge only sets out to do the exact same thing, week after grinding week, month after dismal month.
 
         That night at FCV Dender EH saw our gang of PHW witness a typical Boskamp performance. Having heard of our bizarre and unnecessary pilgrimage to Flanders, he had put free tickets on the gate, had a steward escort us round the place and arranged to meet us post-match, and for brunch the following day. It was Old Stokie who was responsible for all this: he had achieved it by the simple act of emailing the admin staff of Dender to inform them of the arrival of our delegation.
 
         The league was coming to its conclusion in Belgium too. Dender needed to win to survive; defeat for them spelled certain relegation. They were not up to much at all and went in 1-0 down at half-time. For the sake of context, it should be noted that Dender were in the top flight for the first time in their history. This showed in the surroundings: the place had three sides (there was a line of trees behind the far goal, where you might expect a terrace), and the stadium held only 6,000 or so. It would be like Bournemouth being in the Premiership. The team came out in the second half transformed, and scored twice to save themselves. Later we asked Boskamp what his half-time team talk had been. I threatened to kill them, he said. There were ‘typical Boskamp’ nervous moments at the end in which Dender made every attempt to throw it all away, but they managed to hang on in spite of their own best efforts.
         
 
         During the match Raff had put in a full shift, leading us in a chorus of every chant from the Stoke City song book, and some others from the England repertoire; such atmosphere as there was at the game was generated by one man and one man alone. While those in our immediate vicinity went out of their way to be friendly to Raff (on the principle that it’s always worth being on the safe side where nutters are concerned), you could see that in wider terms he was alarming to the residents of the municipality of Denderleeuw. Some of their fans were dressed for the theatre and would clearly be going on to a bistro for un plat de moules frites later in the evening; indeed, the hamburger van at the back of the home end served not only hamburgers, but also escargots avec du garlic beurre. It was stadium catering, Jim, but not as we knew it.
         
 
         After the game, the Boss came out to see us. He seemed both delighted and perplexed to be confronted by Stoke fans in Stoke scarves and Stoke replica shirts, out there, in the middle of nowhere. He asked after our result of earlier in the day and punched his fist into his hand on hearing that we were so close to promotion: surely we would do it now? It seemed there were no residual hard feelings on his part regarding the Incident of the Note, nor any regarding the supposed general conspiracy against him. He escorted us to the executive lounge, which was a Portakabin, where he instructed his staff to provide us with as much of whatever we wanted to drink.
         
 
         He never did make it to brunch the next day, as indeed I never expected him to. He is louche; he is a roué. He is unreliable. He would be incapable of producing a binary sequence, but on the other hand he could never do a Pulis and grind his way to the Premiership either: many moments of petulance and flamboyant somnolence would intervene to make sure that that could never happen.
 
         Carnival
 
         The final game against Leicester, which would decide Stoke’s fate, was a full house. We had tickets, of course, because I’d purchased them for Jack and myself soon after they went on sale. The home end was already sold out, and since it was such a huge fixture, I bought seats for the upper part of our main stand, from where the view is best. I spent further time online in the week before the match surfing the club website wondering whether to buy season tickets in the upper part for next year, too. The seats there are the most expensive, because of the view, but that view is accompanied by little atmosphere, in common with most main stands. Main stands house the board of directors, usually the corporate boxes, and by extension the more affluent members of the support. Try to get a song going: it will be as if you have farted in church; bring Raff with you: they will bar him at the door. The wealthy, it seems, are above giving vocal backing to their team. However, there is still the question of the view, and I am already thinking in terms of a book, for which, in some senses, it might be nice to have a reasonable perspective on the action. I have never been a season ticket holder before; it’s never been necessary: you can purchase tickets for Stoke at any time, and you can usually pay cash on the day too. Not only have I never been a S/T holder, I’ve never wanted to be one either. The danger is obvious: you sit next to the same individuals all year long, in amongst the same group of people. Whoever they are, they will drive you insane; football supporters are unhinged, one-eyed, deranged. That is the nature of the game. And they are anoraks too, they are more obsessive than train-spotters or philatelists, but they get away with it by public sanction: it is their sheer number that protects them from collective derision by wider society because they are wider society. Apart from the maniacs, some supporters are also vile. A friend had access to a couple of his firm’s season tickets in the River End at Carrow Road, Norwich’s ground (one specific way in which I am a mad football fan is that I travel a 400-mile round trip to see my side play ‘home’ games). I would be offered use of the friend’s spare Norwich City ticket on occasion, when there was no clash, when Stoke were playing on a different midweek night or whatever. The pocket of fans in which we sat were a bunch of moaners whose particular pet hate was to see people stand up to cheer their team. I once got called a cunt for doing this. Not that I was cheering for anybody, I was there in a neutral capacity; like most anoraks I’ll attend any match if a free ticket is on offer, and I’m happy to loiter about watching a park game for 90 minutes longer than it’s worth, too. So, I just instinctively rose as play approached the penalty box and a goal looked likely, same as I would at Stoke. This was when I got told to sit down. I mentioned in reply to this impolite request that I wasn’t aware we were at the Ballets Russes, and it was then that I was called a cunt. This is why I prefer to move around; at the very least it varies the type of misfit that can constitute one’s immediate companions.
         
 
         The type of misfit I found myself sitting next to at this final game against Leicester was a grinch who spent 90 minutes criticising the contribution of a single individual, Mr Richard Cresswell. Cresswell is not a wholly typical Pulis player (that player is Afro-Caribbean, with dodgy knees, and measures at least 6ft 2), but he typifies a certain type of Pulis buy. Cresswell is a striker, a striker who Pulis made play, for virtually the whole season, on the left wing. Pulis mistrusts wingers; they are shifty individuals who are always itching to break out into a demonstration of flair. But, in 4-4-2 or 4-4-1-1 (each of which formation contains a unit that Pulis has referred to as ‘the back eight’) you still need players to occupy space on the wide part of the midfield, out on the wings, as they must be called. Pulis sometimes solves the problem of what to do out on the wings, thereby solving the problem of having to deal with wingers, by playing players out of position, a trick in which he specialises. ‘Square pegs in round holes’ was one of the great excuse-complaint-catchphrases that he loved to trot out to the local media during his first regime. But after three years, even the dimmest amongst us could work out that they were his square pegs in his round holes. If you put our manager on the couch, it would not take long for an analyst to deduce that square pegs in round holes would be the starting point for an examination of the deeply complex Pulis subconscious.
         
 
         Richard Cresswell had put in an excellent and long-suffering season of striker-out-of-position-on-the-wing hard work and graft. Even under these conditions he had scored a few, including the winner at Colchester the week before (his was the backside that it went in off). To my mind, Creswell was a good lad. But never mind that; what sort of person spends the entire 90 minutes of a game in which you secure promotion to the top flight for the first time in a generation by whining on at one player? The answer to this question is: a season ticket holder in the Upper John Smiths. And that in turn answers the question about where not to buy season tickets for next year when we are in the Premiership.
         
 
         In the Premiership you will have to have a season ticket, because in the Premiership the ground will sell out, as it does today. The match is awful; nothing could sum up the Pulis approach to the game better than achieving promotion via a dire goalless draw, a dire goalless draw against a team who were relegated on the same day, in the same game. But nobody cared a jot about that, except perhaps for the Cresswell-hater. There were 20,000 Stokies on the pitch at the final whistle. One of them, dressed as Mr Blobby, climbed on the dugouts to lead a chorus of singing, and promptly collapsed through the Perspex roof. It was a beautiful sight. The chairman, addressing the fans from the directors’ box was lauded with the song, ‘One Peter Coates, there’s only one Peter Coates.’ This was a first: old-timers stuck their fingers in their ears and waggled them about to see if what they thought they were hearing could possibly be true. One or two players got hold of the mic, including young full-back skinhead and local hero Carl ‘Dicko’ Dickinson, who hollered incomprehensible words into it, as if he did not know that the item in his hand was designed to amplify sound. All the same, the noise that Dicko made was as beautiful as the sight of Mr Blobby in a heap in the dugouts. We were promised an appearance by Tony Pulis, but he never emerged. I wondered what he would have said. ‘That’s shown you fucking lot’ would not have been out of order. Three home games earlier, at a night match against Crystal Palace in which we had a chance to go top of the table, there had been only 15,000 in the stadium, we had gone two down, and Pulis had been barracked by the home end. The shout of ‘Ricardo Fuller’ had gone up, a method the crowd often reverted to when they felt the need to advise Pulis to stir himself, get the striker off the bench and make an effing effort to win the effing match. Five games from a possible promotion, Pulis was as popular as that; five games from a possible promotion the people of Stoke had such scant belief in – and regard for – Pulis and his methods that there were 10,000 empty seats in the house. But none of that mattered now. Now he had achieved the miracle. Now the people’s view had changed.
         
 
         Outside the ground we met with Swiss Tony.
 
         ‘You’re not going home, are you?’ he said, meaning Norwich. Before I even opened my mouth he replied for me: ‘You are home, anyway.’
         
 
         Correct. That’s why I do it, isn’t it; to be sure that wherever I find myself, I remember where I came from. It certainly isn’t for the football, even if at the final whistle Jack and I had been punching the air and dancing with each other as though it had been the greatest game we had seen in our lives. 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         A few hours later, down in the environs of Swiss and Old Stokie, in a district called Dresden, I noticed, for the first time, that there were three pubs within spitting distance of each other; I’d only ever seen two before – the third was round the corner and came to light by way of sonic waves. Each pub was rammed, and in each pub garden, and on the pavements outside, there were choruses of ‘Delilah’ in progress. None of these choruses were in time with each other, of course, and so there was a three-way round going on: ‘She stood there laughing, laughing, laughing; I put my I put my I put my dick in her hand, hand, hand, and she laughed no more, laughed no more, laughed no more.’
         
 
         The Brussels PHW crew plus some hangers-on ate a celebratory meal at Shaffers restaurant across the road from one of these three pubs. The battery had gone flat on my phone, but I still had people I needed to call. I asked the staff in Shaffers – an Indian restaurant in a restored Co-op supermarket building – if there was any chance they could charge it up for me. The waiters were young boys; they had a look at it, resisting the urge to laugh at its vintage and basic design, and said no, they didn’t have a lead for that kind of phone. One of them offered me his own phone, saying I could switch my Sim card into it. ‘We do that all the time,’ he said, meaning him and his mates. The waiters were good lads, and Shaffers is an excellent and stylish restaurant with white tablecloths and modernist leather seats: No Flock Wallpaper! as the old cinema ad used to say. Eating a chicken korma and a poppadom in Shaffers along with other celebrating Stokies, you would be pushed to square the happy scene with the knowledge that you were in a city with nine BNP councillors, the highest number in one city in the whole country.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I slept in one half of a double bed at Old Stokie’s, Jack occupied the other. I woke early with a tremendous hangover and left the house wearing the same clothes that I’d slept in and a Stoke scarf that I took off the stair-post on the way out. I was after the usual emergency supplies of orange juice (there is never anything other than Marmalade in Old Stokie’s fridge), Paracetamol and the local paper. The streets were deserted. The woman in the shop, who must surely have been a Vale fan, though I couldn’t muster the energy to enquire, was as miserable as sin. I walked back up the hill to Old Stokie’s. It was a Bank Holiday Monday. The driver of the single car that passed noted my scarf and raised a clenched fist of victory. Promotion would mean something round here all right. And you could already taste it in the air.
         

          

          
         

         Our pre-season press © all newspapers

         
            Missing the Premier League? Only eight weeks to go. And what an opening day it threatens to be with Bolton v Stoke on the fixture list. I hear Sky and Setanta are already at each other’s throats for the live TV rights to that one.

            Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for the underdogs keeping the game in touch with its roots and I hope the promoted clubs do well, but when that particular battle begins and the first ball is hoofed into sub-space orbit above the Reebok Stadium, Euro 2008 will seem like a distant, half-forgotten dream.
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