CHAPTER 7

Exploding into Maturity 

The Seventies and Eighties

The unprecedented growth in Black professional footballers in the 1970s-early 80s, the fifth generation, was marked by events that confirmed their presence, status and excellence in the game in Britain. Tony Whelan and Clive Charles, not household names even at the peak of their careers, were nonetheless the first Black professionals to receive a PFA Divisional Award in 1976. They were voted by their fellow professionals as the best players in their position in the their division. Two years later, on 29 November 1978 against Chekoslovakia at Wembley, Viv Anderson became the first player of African-Caribbean parents to win a full England cap, while the following Spring Cyrille Regis of WBA was voted by his PFA colleagues Young Player of the Year. In 1982 a total of 13 Black players were selected for the full England and U21 squads. And, on 10 June 1984, 20 year old John Barnes scores probably the greatest goal ever seen by a foreign international at the spiritual home of the Beautiful Game, the Maracana Stadium in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Collecting the ball around the half-way line, the Jamaican swerved, dribbled and feinted his way round and through the yellow jerseyed defence to side foot the ball past Roberto Costa leaving the massive crowd breathless and his England colleagues ecstatic. On the plane back to England a group of English Nazis abused John and said his goal didn’t count!

 An electrician by trade, Big Cyrille Regis burst onto the first division scene like a lightening bolt in February 1978, having signed for WBA from Isthmian League club Hayes for £5,000 the previous May.  In his first full season in the Football League he shocked defences around the country with his close control, speed and powerful shot from the foot or head. Selected for England Under 21s, he eventually became their first Black captain, versus Denmark at Wembley in September 1982. By then he’d already made his senior debut, coming on as sub for Trevor Francis in the 4-0 defeat of  Northern Ireland at Wembley in February. (As we’ll discuss below, 1982 was a seminal year for Black footballers in Britain). Despite the range of the French Guyanan’s talent, England manager Ron Greenwood thought he should use his weight more aggressively!  Alongside him at the Hawthorns was Brendan Batson, who won a Divisional Award in 1977 while at Cambridge United, and winger Laurie Cunningham who had started his career with Leyton Orient, his local outfit. Desperately short of cash, the ‘O’s decided to put Laurie on offer to all other London clubs. There were no takers, so off he went up the M1 for £110,000. (It was another Black winger, Nigerian John Chiedozie, that took the vacant number 11 at Brisbane Road). WBA manager and top notch self-publicist Ron Atkinson nicknamed his three Black first-teamers the Three Degrees, after the female soul band. Cunningham,  world class on his day, won just six England caps. West Brom’s ventures into Europe via the UEFA Cup – where they reached the quarter-final - awakened others to Laurie’s talents including Real Madrid who, in 1979, paid over £800,000 for the enigmatic trickster. In 1983 he returned to the English game with Manchester United. Yet it was back in Spain that Laurie died tragically and young near Madrid on July 15 1989 a car accident prematurely ending the life of the first Black Briton to play for a major club in continental Europe. Cyrille is now – 1999 - back at the Hawthorns as coach. While the third degree, Brendan, is deputy chief executive of the PFA.

If Laurie unwittingly played out the artist’s denial of mundane ordinariness through the boast ‘live fast, die young’, in contrast it was by his own hand that another star of the same era, the first one million pound Black footballer Justin Fashanu terminated his existence. Justin seemed to have all before him when he won Match of the Day’s Goal of the Season with his spectacular volley for Norwich against Liverpool, in February 1980. A big move to Nottingham Forest soon followed, as well as an England U21 call-up. Yet his sad demise may have had as much to do with his inner turmoil as an out, gay Black footballer in an all-male, macho profession, as with his upbringing by his White adoptive parents in rural Norfolk. While Gascoigne’s tears in the 1990 World Cup semi-final against West Germany induced a pavlovian stretch for the kleenex box in living rooms all over England, sensitivity to a footballer’s sexuality is rigid and unbending (sorry!). When centre-forward Justin came out, the joke doing the rounds was that he wanted to drop back into defence…to stiffen up the rear. There is no (hiding) place for the gay in football, while similarly in Attleborough, Norfolk there were no other Blacks. Brother John’s attempt to compensate for the inner sense of dislocation and isolation has been to surround himself with wealth and, therefore, power.  Justin’s response to his feelings of  ‘Otherness’ was to place his faith in God. His suicide came after an accusation of sexual harassment was made by a young American footballer whom Fashanu was coaching. The charges were never proven before Justin was found lifeless in an East End lock-up. 

Born in London in 1961 to a Guyanan nurse and a Nigerian lawyer, at 3 he and his baby brother John were placed in a Children’s Home. Justin began his career with his local club, Norwich City after starring in schoolboy football. 

The reason I became a footballer was simple: I could run faster than anybody else, that’s about it. I didn’t have any skill whatsoever, but I could run with the ball and hold it….Before I left school the papers were full of me ‘this boy will go all the way to the top’.

But getting into the ring was his first love. Unable to apply for a professional boxer’s licence until he was 17, at 16 he accepted the offer of a football apprenticeship by the Carrow Road club with the intention of giving it a year and then “steamin’ into boxing”. Plans, eh! By 17 he was chirping away in the Canaries first team.

The move to Nottingham was a disaster. From the off there was a personality clash with manager Brian Clough which seriously affected his form. An average of a goal nearly every other game at Norwich was reduced to 1-in-10 at Forest. Banned from the training ground he once tried to take part, with Clough calling the police in order to protect his turf. At the beginning of following season he was loaned out to Southampton until neighbours Notts County bought the young striker for £150,000, a fraction of the fee their rivals had paid out. In the black and white stripes of the oldest club in the Football League up went his goal average to nearly 1-in-2 again. It was at this time of turmoil, frustration and confusion that Justin became a born again Christian. 

Following his three seasons at County came an unsettled meandering that took him around England, Scotland and the USA: a search for form and consistency with the hope that, on regaining these powers, some kind of stability would follow. It never happened. He even retired for a period in the mid-eighties. Looking back on his formative years as a teenage footballer Justin reflected, in an interview given around 1981, that he had needed someone close to lean on in the tough times: ‘nobody could guide me, which is what I needed’. And when Justin needed that friend the most, there was nobody there. Not even the God in whom he placed so much faith.

Laurie Cunningham and Justin Fashanu were players of immense promise who died early. They are remembered not just for this reason, but also because they excelled in their chosen profession. For power, strength and aggression there were few to match the Norfolk boy. For fluid, balletic movement, artistry and beauty Cunningham was more than equal his contemporaries. 

While players such as Viv Anderson - full-back at Forest when Fashanu fell out with Clough - and Everton’s Cliff Marshall - first Black Liverpudlian to play for a Merseyside club – have their niche in football folklore, we shouldn’t forget those journeyman pros that played in the bread and butter divisions of the Football League. On the south coast 18 year old Chris Kamara made his debut for Portsmouth in 1975. At Cambridge United, after Dennis Walker and Brendan Batson - who went on to win an England ‘B’ cap with WBA - in the hot, dusty and dry summer of ‘76 came big, broad, massive and ‘ard Floyd Streete. Joining him two years later was winger Derrick Christie signed from Northampton Town for a club record fee of £50,00. While in-between times East Anglian rivals Luton Town captured England schoolboy star and local lad Godfrey Ingram. The youngster was expected to graduate quickly into the first team and play alongside Ricky Hill, then being tipped to play for England. Ricky did roll-on to three full internationals but Godfrey never fulfilled that great early promise. At Leyton in East London England Youth Bobby Fisher and Nigerian international Tunji Banjo, along with teenage prodigy Laurie, were adding style and steel to George Petchey’s Orient. Across the river at Millwall, the Den was home to Trevor Lee and Phil Walker. Further south, down Croydon way, Mark Lindsay and Vince Hilaire were helping the Eagles fly at Crystal Palace. In the Midlands Pedro Richards and Tristan Benjamin were shoring-up Notts County’s defence, while Brendan Phillips was running with the ‘Stags’ at Mansfield Town. Further North Joe Cooke was palling-up with Ces Podd at Bradford and England Schoolboy Trentan Wiggan was battling his way into the first team at Sheffield United. Between the posts at Bramall Lane, while Trentan played his 24 first team games, was the club’s second Black goalkeeper (after Arthur Wharton), Derek Richardson. Over in Moss Side Manchester City had Alex Williams, who is now their Football in the Community Officer, making his name as their number 1. By the end of the decade well over 50 Black footballers were playing in the Football League. 

At the highest level, senior international football, Wales had fielded their first Black player way back in 1930;  Scotland had selected Asian-Celt Paul Wilson for the international against Spain in February 1975 and England had selected Hong Y Soo in the 40s and given Viv Anderson his cap in ’79 (with the Republic of Ireland debuting Paul McGrath in February 1985).

The appointment of Bobby Robson as England manager in 1982 further enhanced the status of Black footballers. The ex-Ipswich Town and England ‘B’ boss had stated publicly that the colour of a player was irrelevant and, if the best eleven available were men of colour, this wouldn’t make the slightest difference to his team selection. I remember going to a football forum in the late 70s comprising of Robson, Ron Greenwood who was then England manager and the manager of Colchester United.  In a reply to a question as to why England had failed to qualify for the 1974 and 1978 World Cups and 1976 European Championships, Robson argued it was, amongst other reasons, because of a lack of investment in the game. He had just come back from West Germany. “Borussia Munchoengladbach, great stadium; Bayern Munich wonderful facilities; Hamburg, excellent…and we won the war!” Yet, even if these Little Englander sentiments did ask me to question the state of his mental health, his attitude to players of colour was first class. For the European Championship qualifying matches against Denmark and their U21s in September 1982 Robson received hate mail for choosing Viv Anderson, Ricky Hill, John Barnes, Cyrille Regis, Paul Davis and Chris Whyte in the squad. In the U21 game, where Cyrille Regis was captain he, Arsenal’s Paul Davis and Chris Whyte and Watford’s John Barnes were booed when they touched the ball. For the players this was nothing new. The manager, to his credit, for the next European qualifier chose Coventry’s Danny Thomas and Gary Thompson, Stoke’s Mark Chamberlain, Watford’s Luther Blisset, Luton’s Brian Stein, Manchester United’s Remi Moses and Nottingham Forest’s Justin Fashanu.  

If, because of the success of the fifth generation, the mood was upbeat among young players of colour hoping to break into the professional game, this feeling was not typical throughout British football as a whole.  Even though English clubs were successful in European competitions, domestically gates were declining and international team was nowhere. It managed to qualify for the 1980 European Championship in Italy but didn’t do anything, drawing with Belgium, losing to Italy and beating Spain 2-1 before taking an early plane home. The team hit the headlines for being, well, just typically English – boisterous and boring - while the fans hit the headlines for being…typically English. Or, more accurately, for conforming to the stereotype in the eyes of the media and football establishment. At the game with Belgium in the Stadio Comunale, Turin a fight between English fascists and Italian onlookers in a corner of the England End was talked-up into a riot by the media to justify the overreaction of the Caribinieri, who indiscriminately fired tear gas into the End. The game was stopped for five minutes to allow the eye-stinging chemical to be wiped from Ray Clemence’s eyes, the gas to clear the pitch and for the police to ‘take control’ of the ‘riot’. Out in Italy for a jolley-up and football feast with some mates, and right in the Caribinieri’s line of fire, I dived to the floor…into a pool of piss! 

There was the usual condemnation by the British Establishment: Margaret Thatcher called the event ‘a disgraceful embarrassment’ while FA President Sir Harold Thompson called all of us ‘moronic louts and troublemakers’. The point here is that those who were up for a bit of ‘wap bashing’ were the Rule Brittania/God Save Our Queen boneheads draped in the Butchers Apron. The same right wing wankers who would later boo Black footballers playing for England and pretend that John Barnes didn’t really score That Goal in the Maracana. Tellingly, all the symbols the fascists used to express their patriotism would be those used by Thatcher and Thompson to express their politics. The problem was not one of substance – Thatcher is a right-wing racist who, presently, enjoys shooting the breeze with a rich South American mass murderer bang to rights in Surrey – but one of style: the Oiks were out of control again and rubbishing England’s good name. The Riot in Turin, as it came to be known, encapsulated the confused state of English football and British politics. England weren’t good enough at international level yet Liverpool were sweeping all before them in Europe; and Thatcher – who hates football and working-class culture – while condemning the hooligans was one of the primary influences on the mentality of the National Front recruiters travelling with the England fans. Her xenophobic rantings about being ‘swamped’ by [Black] aliens of a ‘different culture’ and Little Englander stances in Europe were nothing more than ‘swivel on it’ finger extension to Johnny Foreigner. Two years after her “embarrassment” over Turin she and another South American dictator of  similar political views decided to sacrifice young men of their country over a windswept sheep run in the South Atlantic. The enormous cost was irrelevant – wars are always affordable. Indeed her son Mark is reputed to have made a fortune offering bullets and barrels to the highest bidders. At the time of the Falklands/Malvinas War unemployment in Britain was over 3 million, the highest it had been since the 1930s Depression, the welfare state was being slashed with education and health budgets cut to the bone. And to really take the piss without giving a fuck two years later she decided most miners would have to sign-on because digging for coal was no longer affordable. Although anyone with half a brain knew that the real reason was the Board of UK plc, otherwise known as the government, decided The Business couldn’t afford strong unions.

The problem for football was that many of its ‘captain’s’ of industry thought like the government. The hooligan was public enemy number one. The folk devil. A symptom of Britain’s national decline and the cause of its internal malaise, measured weekly by the fall in people going to games. And the players weren’t much better  with their threats of strike action and demand of freedom of contract. Ken Bates, chairman of Chelsea, seriously argued for electric perimeter fencing at grounds. Thatcher’s solution was to introduce identity cards.  As for the problem of racism, we’ll outlaw racist chanting in unison said the 1991 Football Offences Act but racist abuse shouted by one person - that’s ok! 

Her regime was only really interested in the image British football – in particular its English variant – presented to the wider world. She was conscious of the reach of the game into the hearts and minds of ordinary people – its influence on popular culture – but not interested in the internal health of football. The Number 10 hospitality budget would have more than matched government grants to the industry for improvements to grounds and infrastructure: if you were bustin’ while standing in the Kop at Anfield, find somebody’s leg. The Bradford fire of 11 May 1985, where 56 people were killed and over 200 more were burnt, was an issue of class. The stadium was old and wooden. If opera was performed at Valley Parade to crowds the team  were pulling in, it wouldn’t have been old and wooden. And there wouldn’t have been such a devastating fire. The Bradford inferno stood as a testament to the physical expression of inequalities in the provision of leisure. A working-class stadium for a working-class sport in a working-class city in the North of England. It was only after Bradford, and Hillsborough where nearly 100 fans were crushed to death, that concern about the condition of grounds and safety and comfort of fans within them became an issue for the government. It was in this context, after the Taylor Report into the Hillsborough disaster, that racial abuse at grounds became recognised by the government as a problem. 

Yet it was in January 1981 that former Tory MP David Lane, as chairman of the Commission for Racial Equality, had called for a meeting with the chairman and secretary of the FA Sir Harold Thompson and Ted Croker to discuss, as Lane saw it, the return of noisy, nasty racist abuse and chanting at football grounds. ‘That used to happen three years ago when Black players first appeared at important matches but since then they’ve become accepted and applauded’. He complained that fascist groups, such as the National Front and British Movement, were selling their papers and recruiting outside grounds and instigating, organising and encouraging racist abuse of fans and players inside stadia. 

Abuse was growing but it was a little ironic that calls for action to do something about it should come from a man whose party was the governing power and who’d never hesitated in playing the ‘race’ card for their own advantage. In short, the Tories were part of the problem, not least their leader who had made her views on the subject quite clear with her ‘Swamping’ speech in 1977. Very little action was taken by the football authorities as a result of Lane’s plea. The FA didn’t instigate a Kick Racism Out of Football campaign. At the beginning of the following season Spurs fans in Holland for a European Cup Winners Cup tie with Ajax fought running battles with Black youths in the Zeedijk district of Amsterdam.

Racism in society, by the police in particular, had been thrown onto the public agenda by the 1981 inner-city riots which culminated in a weekend of rebellion in July 1981. Black inner-city youth had taken the hardest licks from the recession of the early 80s and coming on top of consistent harassment by Babylon – the police - had said whoa! I moved to Handsworth, Birmingham in September 1981. Many of the windows of the shops and offices of Lozells Road, centre of the uprising in the city, were still boarded-up. The glaziers were coining it. The (mainly Black) youth of Handsworth, Toxteth, Brixton, Southall, Tottenham, St. Pauls, Moss Side, Bradford, Tiger Bay together with pissed-off (White) youth in other parts of the UK, did what Catholic youth had been doing in Belfast and Derry for over a decade, they took to the streets and fought back. Fuck monetarism, fuck the free market and more specifically fuck the police. On the streets and over the white line Black youth were demanding they be heard. In Toxteth, where the fire really did burn, a 21 year old Southport footballer, Phil Robins, was shot by the police with CS gas shells, suffering wounds to his chest and back. Merseyside Chief Constable Kenneth Oxford pleaded ‘for a hundred years we haven’t had a problem [in this city] – now they’re hell bent on confrontation’. Under the Daily Mail (6 July 1981) banner headline ‘Black War on Police’ Oxford ranted that to these ‘young Black hooligans…the police, a symbol of authority and discipline…is anathema’.

The riot in Brixton in April which kicked-off the ‘carnival of the oppressed’ in the summer of ’81 – a much more dramatic and serious uprising of British youth than May ’68 - was in response to the Met’s aptly named Operation Swamp in which the public’s protectors swept the streets for offenders to law 2B: Black and in Brixton. 

Commander Fairbairn, newly arrived in ‘L’ District which included the Railton Road frontline decided that the natives were not being good boys and that it was time to kick arse. The police in London had begun to keep an ethnic record of those suspected of street crimes, in particular muggings, which they published dubbed with a ‘time to go for the Black mugger’ soundtrack. Needless to say, the Met did not keep an ethnic breakdown of victims of crime where Black youngsters figured in disproportionately high numbers. Fairbairn devised a cunning plan to secretly swamp the Railton Road/Mayall Road area with one hundred plain clothes officers between 6-11 April, with a mission to lasso those youngsters caught out on the streets and in possession of a Black skin. The rope-the-dopes trick didn’t work and it was he, his apprentice Detective Chief Superintendent Plowman and their street commandos, that got their arses dragged along the tarmac. 

The public profile of Black – more specifically African-Caribbean - youth had never loomed larger. But it had two sides, two faces: the street-wise urban warrior that was a threat to all law abiding citizens clashed with the creative, go-for-it athlete/musician responsible for spicing-up British youth culture. Yet for the young British, Black footballer – despite the monkey chants, abuse, aggravation - even with all of these irritations, the future on the park looked bright. 

If the public stereotype of Black youth was riven with contradictions, strange things were also happening within football. Falling gates, mediocre quality and rucking in and outside grounds indirectly reshaped the Black Fooballer during the late seventies-early eighties. Instead of being seen as physically and emotionally  unsuitable for the British game, they were reconstructed by powerful figures such as secretary of the FL Alan Hardaker and managers Ron Greenwood, Don Howe and Bobby Robson, as  potential heroes. Don Howe, while assistant to England manager Bobby Robson, argued ‘the Black influx might just be the saviour of the game in England…they seem to be the hungry ones’. England’s failure to qualify for major international competitions in the 70s rammed home the truth that youngsters were being taught to win before they could play. Determination, aggression and courage were valued more highly than skill, technique and imagination. Yet, to compete at the highest level of international football, these latter qualities were just what was needed to win; and were just what was lacking in the domestic game. Except amongst Black youngsters, according to Hardaker, Greenwood, Robson, Howe and others. Alan Hardaker though, tempered his prediction of a bright future with a veiled warning. 

There is a new brand of footballer who might well revolutionise the game in this country, the black footballer. It will take time for his strength and skill to be accepted but the black footballer will break through and may even dominate English football.

And, although these prominent figures were painting a picture of the young Black footballer as a particular type, there was something in their argument. Many players of colour had no problem accepting that Alan Ball was not a role model – except for his white boots. Ces Podd has told how Eusebio and Pele and the Brazilians of 1970 were an inspiration to his generation. The message being transmitted during the second half of the 70s was if England was ever again to become world champs it needed a crew with a darker hue. But it was another Howe, African-Caribbean journalist Darcus, writing to a mood of soul searching after England had failed to qualify for the final stages of the 1976 European Championship, who had already offered this way forward in December 1975. Get more Black players ‘with natural flair and skill’ into the team. Over and above being dissed for their colour he argued, Black players were more vexed over having their technique and talent undermined by the huff and puff, kick and rush character of the British game. Interviewing Millwall’s Trevor Lee and Phil Walker, both of whom started their careers at Epsom and Ewell in the Athenian League, he voiced the players’ concern that the most pressing crisis in football is not one of racism – though this is bad enough – but one of mediocrity. For Trevor Lee this meant not putting his money where his mouth was – he had only spectated at 3 or so games in Britain. ‘I just can’t stand to watch the kind of football served up in this country’. Despite his rejection of the values of the English game Gordon Jago, manager at Millwall, was excited by Lee and Walker. ‘[They are] supreme athletes with a joy and enthusiasm for the game, sadly lacking in pro football today’.
 Yet both players felt that what they learned on the training ground often hindered their freedom to improvise, to be unpredictable. It was this aspect to their game that they valued most, that they felt clashed and was diminished by the production line process of turning out predictable players. 

Crisis point was reached once more in October 1977 after a plodding, embarrassing  2-0 win in Luxembourg, the consequence of which was that England yet again failed to qualify for the final stages of the World Cup, to be hosted the following summer in Argentina. The Sun, a paper never slow to wave the flag and bash any commie, wap, dego, nigger, queer, foreigner – anyone - foolish enough not to be singing Rule Britannia on command, had a centre page spread of its Black dream team under the heading ‘England’s Black Magic Soccer Eleven. Presenting the Key Men in our Football Future’. After the Luxembourg humiliation the England manager Ron Greenwood commented. ‘We’re light years behind. The worst thing is that our managers can’t see it, and the players don’t want to spend time sharpening their skills. Until and unless we change our attitude we will simply go falling further and further behind’. Thus, across a couple of seasons, footballers such as Cunningham, Regis, Batson, Hilaire and Crooks were transformed from unsuitable to unstoppable; way out to way ahead. Instead of embodying values alien to the British game they were now the personification of progress, of how things should be. Respect was lavished from Those-in-the-Know. Black players were now potential saviours of the national team. It was a burden no footballer should have to shoulder. Yet to some on the pitch and terrace they were still Black Bastards. 

At least pros had the small compensation that they were living a half-decent life and getting paid for being abused. Amateur Black players didn’t. Winsdor AC of Liverpool applied to play in the city’s Central Amateur League for the 1971-2 season. They were refused. As was the Afro-West Indian Association Football Club of Bradford when they ordered a round of drinks at the bar of the Union Jack Club after a match there in September 1972. Mr Fred Sutcliffe, secretary of the club confirmed that while they’ll play niggers, they won’t serve them refreshments.  Highfield Rangers, after winning the Leicester Mutual Premier League six times between 1979-85, decided that it was time to step up. They applied to join the Leicestershire Senior League. They were rejected. Three times. On the first occasion the reason given was that the pitch wasn’t good enough. Rangers sorted out the drainage and re-applied. No change. After the third knockback they did move up a grade into the Central Midlands League, outside the county. Being outcasts meant they’d also now be out of pocket with all the extra costs each away match would involve. In 1992 the bigots in the Leicestershire Senior League finally gave in.   

The prevalence of ‘race’ as an issue in all aspects of football was highlighted by an event of the summer of 1982 that preceded the ‘explosion’ of Black players into the Robson’s England squads: a football tour to South Africa arranged by Jimmy Hill under the pretext that it would help to repair a little of the damage done to mixed sport in a country where the majority were still being wacked daily by the fist of  apartheid. Almost immediately the World Cup in Italy had ended, ex-player and PFA chairman Jimmy Hill, a man who could chin wag on football like no other, was sold a beautiful dummy by South African Breweries (SAB). He accepted their invitation to round-up a ‘multi-national’ team to play a six match series. John Barnwell was appointed manager. The stated aim of the tour was to encourage inter-racial contact through sport. (During the summer of 1982 the Israeli military was setting-up barracks in Lebanon and touring Beirut by tank while Britain and Argentina were knocking three buckets of shite out of each other over the Falklands/Malvinas. Why not a love and harmony crusade to Port Stanley instead, Jimmy?) Names such as (Argentinians) Kempes and Ardiles, Smith and Alexsic (the last three named) of Spurs, Brian Greenhoff of Leeds, Calvin Plummer of Notts Forest were thrown around. Hill’s Feet Blues. The tour was condemned by the FA, FIFA, South Africa’s leading teams the Kaiser Chiefs and Orlando Pirates and blanked by most players, including Ardiles and Kempes. After three matches against nomarks, the love bus was turned around and the £5,000 per match players told not to dwell too long in the duty free lounge at Johannesburg’s Jan Smuts airport. Hill had already sold a dummy of his own and bodyswerved back to Blighty for his daughter’s wedding. SAB was reported to have spent £75,000 getting what the Azanian Peoples Organisation – AZAPO – labelled ‘marauding mercenaries’ over to the Republic. For this corporate giant a successful tour would have presented a less harsh South Africa to the outside world, in turn acting as a pressure release valve on the apartheid regime. Big business and apartheid were blood brothers. The former got fat operating in a state where most employees had little or no rights and were subsequently paid a weekly wage little more, if they were lucky, than the price of a crate of the brewer’s finest. So, for SAB – Suck the Africans’ Blood (and spit it back down their throats) - apartheid kept down labour costs and upped profits. A successful tour would also have improved its own corporate ‘brand’ image among soccer loving Blacks, further upping sales and market share. However, the dictatorship in South Africa was slowly being isolated internationally, while within its borders Black workers, students and political activists were building the fire. Hill, who said he was not paid, was made to look a plonker, along with John Barnwell, Dave Watson, Stuart Pearce, Frank Carrodus, the former referee Jack Taylor and others because they were greedy and naïve.  Hill was looking to enhance his reputation while the players who did participate tended to be past their best and saw the opportunity as a nice little summertime earner. All were done-up like kippers by the beer makers. Asked about the Black opposition to them in SA, John Barnwell commented ‘We don’t know what the Black attitude is because we were not here to find that out’.
 Enough said. The ANC, AZAPO and virtually all those involved in the political struggle against apartheid were asking for co-operation by those beyond their borders to trap the beast. The 1977 Gleneagles Agreement between Commonwealth countries formally discouraged sporting links with SA. There was an international blacklist of sports people that had played in the country, produced by the UN Special Committee against Apartheid. Yet Jimmy decides to try and feed it. It was an object lesson in political strategy. Let those involved at the heart of the struggle determine the way forward. Few Black footballers in Britain wanted anything to do with the fiasco. Those of them with the slightest nouse knew that there wasn’t much difference in burdening players like Laurie Cunningham and Cyrille Regis with saving the English game from mediocrity, and using footballers as pawns in an international exercise of misguided sporting diplomacy. Once players become symbols, metaphors, their individuality is lost. Players of colour knew this, having long been stereotyped as this or that, unable to be just footballers. 

Vic Kasule is not a name that rings bells in most people’s minds. However, as a player for Albion Rovers, Meadowbank Thistle, Hamilton Academicals, Shrewsbury and Darlington Vodka Vic, the Glaswegian winger, did cause the emergency services to set their sirens wailing a few times. Once when he flipped over his team-mate’s car on the way to the paper shop. Another time when he rucked with local lad Martin Shivers in a Shrewsbury street. Or  when there was a warrant out for his arrest….The Bad Motherfuckah of the 80s, Vic played in the English, Scottish and Irish Leagues in one season. Deciding to put the past behind him he went to chill out in Finland for a while, then Malta. Yet, for all of Vic’s antics, it was probably Mark Walters who made the biggest impact as a Black player in Scotland in the 80s. Signing for Rangers – seventy years after Walter Tull is reputed to have put his signature to a contract and 40 years after Mohammed Latif played against Hibernian – Mark became a marked man. Opposition fans sent him bananas. He never had so much fruit offered up. This ‘hun on the run’ was even nicknamed ‘Jaffa’, black on the outside, orange inside. It was a brave move by Walters and his manager Graeme Souness. The Ibrox club were renowned for symbolising far right and loyalist causes. Signing a Blackman, despite the ghosts of Tull and Latif,  was not quite as bad as signing a Catholic but near enough. Souness did that as well. 

Over at the Irish club in Glasgow’s East End The Bhoys had signed centre back Paul Elliot from Pisa. Celtic had often signed Protestants – Jock Stein being the most notable. And had Gil Heron in the early 50s.  ‘The racial abuse I’ve suffered in Scotland is far worse than anything I had to put up with in England or Italy’
 said the tall one with the perm. Elliot had statistics to prove it. Apart from having a full fruit bowl, he was booked 16 times in his first season. He’d only been pencilled-in once before, for upending Maradona. Stuart Cosgrove reckons the Parkhead people think most first class refs are masons (therefore sympathetic to Rangers, hostile to Celtic). While it might be paranoia, is it coincidence that Heron also complained about what he felt was biased refereeing during his time?

By the time Thatcher had been shown the door by the Tories in November 1990 most big British clubs had opened their doors to players of colour. Liverpool paid around a million pounds for John Barnes in July, 1987 and Alex Ferguson did not like that, to paraphrase another manager. Rod and Ray Wallace had joined Leeds from Southampton  which in 1987-8 had all three Wallace brothers on their books. Viv Anderson moved from the Arsenal of Paul Davis and Michael Thomas to Manchester United, where Remi Moses was bossing the midfield and Paul McGrath was timing his tackles to perfection. Paul was also honorary captain of the OTAHDC – the Old Trafford After Hours Drinking Club while Wright and Bright were the boys on Stevie Coppell’s block in Thornton Heath. In fact Crystal Palace fielded eight Black players for the whole game against Leicester City on 8 December 1993: Richard Shaw, Dean Gordon, Eric Young, Chris Coleman, Bobby Bowry, Chris Armstrong, Paul Williams and John Salako. Aston Villa played seven in a 2-0 win against Everton at Goodison on 19 October 1991. Up to this date Everton had only employed two Black footballers, Mike Trebilcock and Cliff Marshall. Before the signing of Barnes the professional clubs on Merseyside, an area with one of the oldest Black communities in Britain, had operated what looked suspiciously like a colour bar. Liverpudlian Howard Gayle was Anfield’s first player of colour, signing professional in November 1977.  Tranmere Rovers had Elkanah Onyeali in the early sixties and then decided to look only at White boys. Yet such clubs were now, at the turn of the decade  a small minority. 

The final chapter will discuss the relationship contemporary players of colour have to the British game. 
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