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O ur club, our rules.
It’s the ethos by which punk football and supporter 

owned clubs adhere pretty closely to. Indeed, it is 
the title of a 2012 short film by Sam Meech and John 
O’Shea about FC United of Manchester, or more 
specifically the fans of FC United and what the club – 
the one they formed in 2005 by themselves and fully 
own between themselves – means to them.

In general, the whole punk football movement comes about out 
of two types of situation: crisis or disquiet. In FC United’s case, theirs 
is a story of people just sick of being treated purely as numbers 
through a turnstile and figures on a balance sheet. It is testimony to 
them that instead of just sitting on their hands and putting up with the 
dissatisfaction and alienation they felt, they had the conviction and 
the wherewithal to get up and do something different; something that 
they believe they had lost supporting their previous club, Manchester 
United.

While the situation for FC United is not unique, it’s apparent that 
the majority of clubs who come under the control – either wholly or in 
part – of its fans do so as a result of gross mishandling by previous 
questionable owners.

Ever since the inception of professional football in the late 
19th century, someone or other has been trying to make a quick 
buck out of it; usually at the expense of the game’s life blood – the 
supporters. And while most of us have become progressively more 
anaesthetised to the vast sums of money flooding its way into the 
pockets of greedy players and unscrupulous agents, they are fleeting 
elements in football’s grand financial scheme. Here today, gone 
tomorrow. In theory at least, our clubs should remain constant.

That word – club – is defined as an association or group of 
people with a common cause, but all too often in modern football, 
that seems to ring less and less true. And when those who end up 
with the greatest power and influence at our clubs misuse and abuse 

it, then it inevitably falls to the people who really have the greatest 
stake in them to come to the rescue.

Ultimately, football is about one team scoring more goals than 
its opponent on the field of play so that they may be deemed the 
best and achieve success through sporting excellence. The reality 
of course is that there are only a small number of shiny trophies 
to be won every year. The rest must make do with the hope of 
entertainment or survival. It’s the second of those objectives that is 
usually paramount when a supporters’ trust becomes involved at a 
club.

As more and more money flows into football, it flows out just as 
quickly – and not just to the recipients mentioned earlier. The industry 
has become a magnet for speculators, asset strippers and shysters 
who by either total mismanagement or calculated skulduggery – or 
both – are jeopardising the existence of scores of our cherished 
football clubs.

When supporters step in, it is out of a sense of duty. It is also 
because only they truly know how they want their club to be run: by 
them, for them – and that’s the most admirable thing. Predominately 
they don’t have a clue how to go about running a football club in 
the beginning, but they know that what they want is for it to be for 
the benefit of the fans, who in turn want to be allowed to support 
their clubs in a manner that suits them; not someone with little or no 
connection to it and who view it as their own personal plaything.

This issue is dedicated to those clubs and the supporters who 
were brave enough to take matters into their own hands and – to 
use a popular phrase of the day – take back control. These are 
stories of empowerment, engagement, protest, activism and bloody 
mindedness in the face of adversity, and the people that inspired 
them who just wouldn’t accept that they didn’t matter. If that’s not the 
definition of punk, I don’t know what is.

Editor – Mark Godfrey
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OUT OF CRISIS COMES 
OPPORTUNITY

JOE CARROLL LOOKS AT HOW SUPPORTERS TRUSTS FIRST CAME INTO BEING AND THE ROLE THEY PLAY IN GIVING 
FANS A GREATER SAY IN THE WAY THEIR CLUBS ARE OWNED AND RUN.

A s is so often the case when 
supporters step in to save 
their own club, the story of the 
supporters’ trust movement 
started with a crisis.

Though curiously in this 
particular tale of fan activism, 
our hero wore not the colours of 

the club in need of saving. Brian Lomax grew 
up following his beloved Altrincham home and 
away, but it was at his adopted Northampton 
Town where his support would be most keenly 
felt. And appreciated.

In January 1992, Northampton were a 
club about to be steered into the rocks by then 
chairman Michael McRitchie. Debts amounting 
to £1.6million left the club with no money 
to pay players; bankruptcy and extinction 
looked inevitable. But with the administrators 
circling and McRitchie ready to abandon ship, it was the club’s loyal 
supporters who took the helm and led them to calmer waters.

At the forefront of this essential mutiny was Lomax. Together with 
first-mate Rob Marshall – editor of Northampton fanzine What a Load 
of Cobblers – they gathered with over 600 other like-minded fans 
at a public meeting. Here they addressed the issues that had led to 
their dire situation and the seeds of an idea were sown. That idea 
was the formation of Northampton Town Supporters’ Trust (NTST): 
the first of its kind in the UK. Their objective? To raise enough money 
to save the club from administration and subsequently to have 
greater representation for supporters in the running of the club.

The support from Northampton fans as well as those of clubs 
up and down the country was virtually unanimous. With publicity 
around the trust growing all the time through its public campaigns 
and fundraising (they raised £3,500 at their first home game after 
the trust’s formation), the trust soon had two representatives on the 
Northampton board. Once worried that their club may no longer 
exist, Northampton Town fans now had a say in how their club was 
run.

Lomax was one of those nominated to the board of directors 
and under his influence the club relocated to its new home ground 
in Sixfields, having narrowly avoided relegation in the previous 
two campaigns. While it would be a stretch to say the club sailed 
carefree into the sunset, the picture was certainly looking a lot 
rosier for Northampton. Most crucially for the trust and the club’s 
supporters, they now had the influence that most would agree is 
rightfully theirs. Still, little did they know then that they had just lit the 
blue touch paper on a movement that would inspire like-minded fans 
across the UK to form trusts and supporters’ groups of their own.

If the support for NTST from the football community 
demonstrated anything, it was that fans were capable of taking an 
active role in the running of their football clubs. Quite clearly there 
was an appetite for greater involvement. If Northampton Town fans 
can get it, why can’t we? This seemed to be the attitude of fans 
faced with a similar fate to that of the Cobblers back in 1992. This 
want to align football clubs with the needs of their fans did not go 
unnoticed at government level.

When Tony Blair’s New Labour took the reins in 1997, the fresh 
optimism of a more equal society stretched into the world of football. 
The feeling was that football should better serve its communities 
amid an increasingly commercialised period in the game’s history. As 

such a government task force was set up with 
the aim of delivering a “fair deal” for supporters.

One of the recommendations in 1999 was 
the formation of a public body which would 
assist in the creation of supporters’ trusts and 
support them in gaining greater representation 
at board level. One man who knew all about 
setting up a trust was Lomax and with the 
Football Task Force’s conclusion he became the 
first managing director of Supporters Direct.

In a nutshell, SD exists to ensure supporters 
trusts exist, helping in their formation and 
development as a force for good within both 
club and community. James Mathie, Head of 
England & Wales, and Club Development at SD 
explains:

“We do everything from overseeing the 
running of professional sports clubs, to fighting 
owners over various misdemeanours.

“We’re lucky to be able to call on a large amount of goodwill from 
partners and volunteers who supplement a small dedicated staff 
team. This means we can really support any scenario. We log about 
1000 hours of support a year from the staff team alone, not including 
consultancy on top.”

Despite 45 football clubs across the UK currently able to describe 
themselves as supporter owned, there’s still more to be done. “The 
regulatory environment still has a long way to go, both to stop the 
number of crisis clubs we still see, and to give supporter owned 
clubs a fairer chance of competing” said Mathie.

“So much time is wasted dealing with the fallout (of a club in 
crisis) which better prevention and earlier intervention could have 
stopped. Things have come a long way but there’s still much further 
to go.”

SD operates its own consultancy service called Supporters 
Direct Club Development. By bringing together a team of partners 
and relevant consultants, they can advise and support supporters 
trusts looking to take on a greater role at their clubs. For those 
already with representation at board level, support is still available to 
help take the club forward.

All football clubs need somewhere to call home and for AFC 
Wimbledon, finding the right site for their stadium was paramount. 
SDCD worked with supporters to find a workable financial solution 
that would help them find a home (preferably less than the 65 miles 
it takes to get from Wimbledon FC’s former home at Plough Lane to 
Stadium MK). Over 300 supporters took part in consultation work, 
attending open meetings and directly communicating with the club. 
More recently the club has been granted permission to build a new 
stadium back in the London borough of Merton, on the same street 
as Plough Lane. Since the formation of AFC Wimbledon in 2002, 
fans of clubs up and down the country have sat up and taken notice: 
FC United of Manchester, Scarborough Athletic, Clyde and Chester 
FC are just some examples of fans who felt it was time to take 
control.

Fan ownership is a term that’s freely kicked about by football 
fans. While for some this might simply mean increased involvement 
and participation within their club, SD has done its best to define 
what it is for a club to be ‘fan owned’. To them, ‘supporter ownership’ 
means democracy and inclusivity, but most crucially of all for a 
club to be truly owned by its fans, there must be a voting system 
in place, of which 50% +1 is controlled collectively by a democratic 
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entity. Such an entity is likely to be made up entirely of season ticket 
holders and match-going fans, but membership should be open to 
all.

When NTST took the reins at the County Ground (shortly before 
their move to Sixfields) their main goal was to save the club from 
administration. That they achieved this and more is testament 
to the power of supporters and the benefits of valuing the club’s 
community. It brought about football in the community schemes 
and helped break down barriers for the vulnerable members of its 
community: an affordable ticket pricing structure, better facilities 
for disabled people and anti-racism policies made the club more 
accessible to every member of the community.

Removing barriers to participation with regards the running 
of the football club is vital in SD’s work. The idea of community is 
central to empowering supporters’ groups and this starts by ensuring 
membership is open and transparent.

“Community means everything to SD and our members”, said 
Mathie.

“From a technical standpoint almost every supporters group 
we work with is set up legally as a community benefit society. 
That means that it exists for the benefit of the community not the 
individual.”

Sadly, it is precisely when a football club is being run in the 
interest of the individual that we see things turn sour. McRitchie’s 
regime at the County Ground united Northampton fans in their 
opposition. Enfield FC supporters stood up to chairman Tony 
Lazarou when they found themselves without a home in 1999, 
forming their own club in Enfield Town FC. When chairman Darren 
Brown ran out on Chesterfield amid claims of fraud (he would later 
be charged with false accounting), it was Chesterfield Football 
Supporters Society that took the reins to try and stabilise the club.

More often than not, it’s the phone sat on Mathie’s desk that 
rings when clubs fall on hard times, but SD are only too happy to 
answer the call. With the help of various partners and volunteers 
ranging from financial support to club-supporter relations, it seems 
there really is no job too big, no club too small.

When asked what barriers to participation often frustrate 
supporters in their quest for greater involvement, Mathie replies: 
“A whole host of things. At one end [clubs] work very effectively in 
partnership, helping the club and community to develop thanks to 
healthy trust and dialogue.

“Then in the middle you have clubs that want to do better with 
engagement but don’t know how, and are either a bit nervous or just 
need some help. Then there are those where the club-supporter 
relationship has broken down completely. This can simply be down 
to personalities and egos not matching up, but unfortunately it can 
be for more sinister reasons, where an owner is running the club for 
their own interest”.

It’s why the interests of the community are at the heart of 
everything SD do; it runs through the very bones of the organisation. 
The same principles of participation expected of supporters’ trusts 

are applied to their own setup. As a community benefit society, SD 
is owned by its members who put forward nominees to serve on its 
board, along with councils who support and hold the executive to 
account. And who are their members? The very same supporters 
trusts and supporter owned clubs they help establish.

“We know how much clubs mean to people, as well as how 
important clubs can be to their community”, says Jamie. “From 
the identity they bring to the social and economic benefits. Is there 
anything else in a community that can move its residents en masse 
like a big game?”

Lomax may have made great strides in taking the supporters 
movement forward into the 21st century, but he did not do it alone. 
Organisations like the Football Supporters Association and the 
National Federation of Supporters’ Clubs merged in 2002 to found 
the Football Supporters Federation (FSF). While its political make 
up as a democratically elected organisation sees it stand shoulder 
to shoulder with SD in its campaign for giving fans a greater voice 
in their clubs (FSF meets regularly with the Department for Culture, 
Media & Sport), the two bodies offer slightly different levels of 
support.

While SD works at group level, FSF is on the frontline, tackling 
issues that range from safe standing and the ‘Twenty’s Plenty’ away 
ticket campaigns as well as drives that offer advice and support 
to the match-going fan. Like its ‘Watching Football Is Not A Crime’ 
campaign. 

‘Bubble matches’ force away fans to travel on designated 
transport, to and from set locations perhaps a few miles from the 
ground. The Chester vs Wrexham derby is a fixture usually policed 
in this way, such is their history of violence. But in 2014 Northumbria 
Police took notice of FSF’s campaign lobbying against similar 
treatment ahead of that season’s Tyne-Wear derby.

Not only can fans find refuge in instances where they feel they’ve 
been mistreated by police, but in FSF fans have a representative at 
a political level, working with authorities to ensure that the average 
fan can go to the match without being treated like a criminal.

Supporters congregate at the altars of their footballing churches 
for a common purpose: to worship their fleet-footed idols. But of 
course, the relationship towards their clubs and their participation will 
vary from fan-to-fan, and from club-to-club. Some enjoy the ritual of 
a pint in their favourite boozer, the half-time pie and deconstruction, 
followed by heated post-match analysis on the walk home. Others 
might not be happy with the direction of the club and feel they can 
make a difference. Whoever you are, there’s an organisation offering 
support and what’s most important is that they’re fans just like you.

Since its formation SD has been at the heart of the supporter 
ownership cause and has been instrumental in the trust movement 
which has given rise to 45 community owned football clubs. Across 
multiple sports, SD has helped 75 trusts gain a director representing 
fans at board level and 107 supporters’ trusts acquire shareholding 
in their club.

It’s hard to imagine that such an established organisation owes 
its existence to a group of dissatisfied Northampton Town fans. 
Lomax – the man who kicked the first ball in the supporters’ trust 
movement – would go on to hold the position of managing director 
of SD for 15 years before he sadly passed away in 2015. For those 
within the movement, Lomax is a figure held in the highest possible 
esteem and it’s not difficult to see why.

As the founder of NTST, he led a gathering of just 600 
disgruntled Northampton Town fans to start a movement which has 
now helped hundreds of fan groups enjoy greater representation 
and involvement in their football clubs. One-time chairman of 
Supporters Direct and secretary of Labour’s Football Task Force in 
1998, Andy Burnham, described Lomax as a “pioneer” but his work 
in championing the increased role of fans is not as well-known as 
it should be. And while those working at SD will acknowledge that 
there is still some way to go, so much has already been achieved. 
Ahead of its inception, Burnham said:

“How will we know if Supporters Direct has been a success? If 
it helps just a handful of clubs forge a better relationship with their 
fans – and as a result achieve a sounder financial footing – then it 
will have been worthwhile.” - (Andy Burnham in The Changing Face 
of the Football Business: Supporters Direct (2000) p48)

JOE CARROLL - @Joe3Carroll
https://joecarrollwrites.co.uk/

DESPITE 45 FOOTBALL 
CLUBS ACROSS THE UK 
CURRENTLY ABLE TO 
DESCRIBE THEMSELVES 
AS SUPPORTER OWNED, 
THERE’S STILL MORE TO 
BE DONE.
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THE ORIGINALS
AT NORTHAMPTON TOWN IN 1992, THE FIRST EVER SUPPORTERS’ TRUST WAS FORMED, AND ALTHOUGH IT HELPED 

SAVE THE CLUB, IT FAILED TO PREVENT AN EVENTUAL REGRESSION TO PRE-1990S GOVERNANCE, AS TOM REED 
EXPLAINS.

I n 1992 Aldershot FC went to the wall. It’s just a Wikipedia 
mention now; a football footnote; but it caused heartbreak 
in the army town. Northampton Town, in the same division, 
went close too, yet they were saved by a nosey group of 
fans that just wouldn’t take no for an answer. 

“Just how much debt is Northampton Town FC in?” – 
just one of the straight to the point questions from one of 
the 600 packed into the Exeter Rooms in the East Midlands 

town famous for its shoes in early 1992.
The club secretary didn’t seem to know, leaving a former 

Director who had access to the accounts to fill in the gaps. The 
amount was around £940,000 which in those days was enough to 
sink a football club with little chance of salvage.

Cobblers chairman Michael McRitchie did not attend, with 
the club saying that if they wanted a public meeting they’d have 
organised it themselves. Manager Theo Foley took to the floor and 
announced that star striker Tony Adcock had been sold to local 
rivals Peterborough United for £60,000 to keep cash flowing, while 
it later turned out talented forward Bobby Barnes had been thrown 
in to the deal too. 

Maybe, without the late, great Brian Lomax, What a Load Of 
Cobblers fanzine editor Deborah Marshall, and various others 
that had the wherewithal to form the first ever Supporters’ Trust, 
Northampton Town would have gone bust and been playing non-
league football like neighbours Kettering Town instead of playing 
League 1 football. 

But set up a Supporters’ Trust they did, with Lomax using his 
knowledge of the charity sector to put the people first at the ailing 
club. Northampton Town Supporters’ Trust adopted a constitution 
for legal status and elected officers on January 10th, 1992.  It’s 
main early role was to keep fundraising monies separate from the 
club owners and the Trust managed to raise £12,000 in its first 
two months. Trust Chairman Brian Lomax contacted the Football 
League and asked to be formally involved with any discussions on 
the future of the club.

Things took a turn for the worse when nine players and the 
management team were issued dismissal notices. Yet things 
took a perversely positive swing for the club in late March 1992 
when Pannell Kerr Forster – a group of insolvency experts – were 

called in by the Cobblers’ Chairman. On the 2nd of April an order 
of administration was obtained with the administrator Barry Ward 
taking over the affairs of the club. This was the chance for Lomax 
and the Trust to stake their claim for a place at the top table. 
Indeed, in a tremendous feat of negotiating, the Trust gained two 
spaces on the club board alongside four ex-directors. History had 
been made in terms of fan representation but there was still a long 
way to go in terms of securing the club formed in 1897.

Slowly the Trust and the other directors on this revolutionary 
board began to turn things around. However, it was probably the 
pioneering Labour Council in Northampton that gave the club a real 
future by selling the town’s municipal bus company to pay for the 
brand spanking new all-seater stadium named Sixfields.

It took the Trust until 1997 to pay off the last of the debts of 
the McRitchie era but that was achieved about the same time the 
Cobblers won the Division 4 Play-off Final at Wembley signalling 
a new dawn for the team under Ian Atkins. Brian Lomax went on 
to help form Supporters Direct, the organisation that has helped 
countless clubs in crisis as well as spreading the gospel of fans 
being partners in their clubs. The Supporters’ Trust movement was 
born amongst the noise of rattling buckets around Northampton’s 
old County Ground.

And yet, if things were so rosy in Northampton, how could 
Lomax’s club find itself on the brink of financial meltdown again 
in 2016 over the Sixfields ‘Missing Millions’ scandal? This – don’t 
forget – was a club with a Supporters’ Trust representative on 
the club board, yet its members found out far too late that a 
£10.25million Council loan for regeneration of the stadium site had 
gone walkabouts with the club under the stewardship of David 
Cardoza.

The answers will come out in the wash with a huge police 
investigation still ongoing. Obviously, having a place on the club 
board is not a panacea for good governance. Without a 20% 
block share or over in a club, fans find their voices becoming 
token. Moreover, devoid of any real say in how clubs are run, the 
more dynamic supporters find other uses for their time with Trusts 
becoming glorified supporters’ clubs.

Northampton found a balance in the Lomax era with no one 
entity owning over 20% of the club meaning that decisions had to 
be negotiations, with give and take.

Germany has the 50+1 fan ownership model for a reason, and 
although not being a perfect solution, the ‘German model’ is a good 
way better than the free-market mess that English football has 
become.

Brian Lomax sadly passed away in November 2015, a month 
before Kelvin Thomas’ consortium took over the club. 60% of 
Northampton Town was then sold to Chinese company 5USports in 
2017 with the East Stand at Sixfields still sitting incomplete.

Northampton Town Supporters Trust has lost its place on 
the club board for what it was worth. Meanwhile, Supporters 
Direct struggles on with funding issues despite the game being 
awash with money. The Supporters’ Trust movement, for too long 
stationary, is now going backwards. 

Meanwhile fans of Hartlepool United are the latest to reach for 
the collection buckets, like Cobblers fans did in 1992.

TOM REED - @tomreedwriting
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IF THE KIDS ARE UNITED
AFTER A GROUP OF DISGRUNTLED MANCHESTER UNITED FANS SET UP THEIR OWN CLUB AS A PROTEST TO THE 
GROWING ALIENATION THEY FELT AT OLD TRAFFORD, THEY PROBABLY COULD NOT HAVE IMAGINED WHAT THAT 

CLUB WOULD ACHIEVE. BUT AS DAN WILLIAMSON EXPLAINS, IT’S BEEN FAR FROM PLAIN SAILING ALONG THE WAY.

W hen FC United of Manchester and Karl 
Marginson parted company in October 2017 
it signalled the end of a 12-year relationship 
that had its fair share of ups and downs. The 
length of his tenure in the FC United dugout 
was one of the longest in English football, with 
Arsenal’s Arsène Wenger the only manager 
in the top four divisions to have been in his 

current role when Marginson was appointed in the summer of 2005. 
When the news broke, the FC United fan base and membership 
were split on the fate of the man affectionately known as “Margy”. 
Many, whilst appreciative of his efforts and success thus far, felt that 
the football had become stale and the on-pitch progress had stalled, 
also deeming Marginson part of the furniture with indelible links to 
the old regime. Others bemoaned FC United for acting just like any 
other club, sacking the manager when things weren’t going exactly 
to plan, rather than “doing things differently”. 

FC United were founded in the summer of 2005 following the 
caustic takeover of Manchester United by the Glazer family, which 
bitterly divided the red half of the city. For several thousand fans, the 
majority of which had long-standing emotional ties to the club, no 
amount of trophies and glory could mask what Manchester United 
had become. For many, the takeover was just the tip of the iceberg 
with resentment at the feeling of being treated like customers, just 
another body through a turnstile at the nauseatingly nicknamed 
“Theatre of Dreams”. Rising ticket prices, overzealous stewarding, 
anti-social kick-off times, and atmospheres akin to a morgue 
turned many off the Premier League and Old Trafford “match day 
experience”. Football wasn’t the same anymore and, driven by a 
combination of nostalgia for the good old days and cold hard facts, 
alternatives were sought. 

FC United of Manchester was born just two months after the 
Glazer takeover and, following frantic efforts from the tireless 
steering committee, would enter the English football pyramid in 
the North-West Counties Football League. The first three years 
saw FC United blaze a trail through the lowest reaches of the 
semi-professional game, a carnival-like atmosphere following the 
club everywhere it went as a trio of promotions were secured in as 
many years. Depending on your levels of optimism or pessimism, a 
period of stagnation, or consolidation, followed as the club remained 
mired in the Northern Premier Division for seven seasons. Following 
four years of play-off heartbreak, they finally secured that elusive 
promotion by winning the championship in 2014/15 and have since 
established themselves as a reasonably solid side in the National 
League North, with two consecutive 13th placed finishes. In January 
2018, FC United found themselves in a curious position, seven 
points clear of the relegation zone and the same number of points 
away from the play-off places.

To many, the events of the first 12-and-a-half years represent 
great progress, yet for others there was more than a hint of 
unfulfilled potential and lost momentum. “On the pitch we were 
promoted to, and consolidated in, the National League; off the pitch 
we built and moved in to our own football ground,” remarked the 
upbeat Adrian Seddon, board member responsible for commercial 
dealings and governance. Despite the high profile of the club, and 
more than healthy average attendance record, it must be noted that 
there are many clubs in the National League North with much larger 
playing budgets than FC United, who are struggling with the financial 
legacy left over from the stadium move.

At football clubs, what happens on and off the pitch are 
inextricably entwined in a symbiotic relationship. At FC United, any 
perceived stagnation on the grass can be traced back to issues 
in the boardroom and within the management structure. In a sea 
of change washing over the club, former CEO and FC United 
stalwart Andy Walsh resigned in July 2016, along with seven board 
members, when his position became untenable. One of his many 
transgressions was sharing a photo opportunity with Conservative 
MP Damian Hinds, a day after many club members had marched 
against austerity in Manchester city centre. This broke a policy of not 
allowing the club to be used for political promotion.

Walsh was heavily involved in the move to Broadhurst Park and 
whilst acquiring their own home was a huge fillip for FC United after 
lodging at Bury’s Gigg Lane for most of their existence, the process 
lurched from one disaster to the next. The stadium, which opened 
in May 2015, was massively over budget with the final bill in excess 
of £6million. Following problems with Manchester City Council and 
local residents, the planning process was long and drawn out which 
cost time and money.

Another issue for the Walsh regime occurred during Broadhurst 
Park’s inaugural fixture, a friendly against a Benfica XI which 
commemorated the 1968 European Cup final at Wembley. 
Seemingly innocuously, 50 pence was added to the price of the 
match day programme without consulting the members. Despite 
the small amount, it created a huge fuss within the membership, 
abandoning one of the club’s core principles of avoiding outright 
commercialism. After all, didn’t many fans turn to FC United after 
being treated like customers by Manchester United for so many 
years?

Rather than react to disapproval in a positive way, becoming of 
a CEO of such an organisation, Walsh sought to ostracise the most 
critical members and, with shades of the Stasi in communist East 
Germany, earmarked £900 of club money to police the member’s 
forum and report any dissent. Fans were also issued with a Code 
of Conduct telling them how to behave whilst at the stadium, a far 
cry from the notion of punk football. It appeared Walsh and some of 
the club’s management were becoming decreasingly transparent, 
ignoring reasonable questions and grievances from the very people 
that elected them. 

Democracy is a vital aspect of FC United’s whole existence, and 
the club are actually the largest fan-owned football club in the UK 
by member numbers. Co-owners, or members, can personally 
determine the direction of the club by becoming involved in the 
democratic processes, on a one member-one vote basis. A board 
of 11 members is put in place, as voted for by the membership, but 
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this means that fans should hold the board accountable when they 
are not acting in the correct manner, something that hasn’t always 
happened in the past. Members have also become more passive, 
with turnouts at AGMs decreasing from 25 per cent at their peak to 
around 10 per cent. Whilst the political side of a football club isn’t 
everyone’s cup of tea, it’s difficult to shun involvement in that side 
and then complain, when members have the ability to be directly 
involved in the club’s future.

For Adrian Seddon, the involvement of the membership is vital. 
“We now have member observers at board meetings and we copied 
an idea from our friends at AFC Wimbledon of publishing summaries 
of board meetings so members can read an informative account in 
the same week they took place. The next step has to be increasing 
the turnout and voting at general meetings which currently stands 
at around 10% of the membership, and encouraging a more diverse 
cross-section of the membership to get involved with the club’s 
governance.”

Where should the line be drawn between the role of the 
board member and the input of the members? Should members 
be involved in every single decision, or should they vote a board 
in place and then trust them implicitly? Perhaps the answer lies 
somewhere in the middle. “Ideally the role of a board member 
should be to provide strategic oversight and direction but for a 
non-league side with our level of staffing it is almost impossible 

not to be hands-on,” said Seddon. “For example, on a match day 
you’ll find board members taking the cash in a match day car park, 
serving players their food or serving drinks to sponsors,” continued 
Seddon. “When I first joined the board in June 2016 we spent most 
of our time reacting to legacy issues from the build. It is only recently 
that we have stabilised enough to start looking forward and turn our 
attention to a more long-term strategy for the club.”

Another vital facet of FC United is the club’s commitment to the 
local community. This is enshrined in the club’s very structure, set 
up as a non-profit community benefit society. Offering affordable 
football, particularly to local youngsters, is crucial, and several other 
initiatives show that the commitment to community engagement 
is far from empty promises. In October 2014, FC United became 
the first football club in the United Kingdom, at any level, to be 
accredited as a Living Wage employer. “Big Coat Day” encourages 
fans to donate unwanted clothes to be shared with those less 
fortunate during the harsh Mancunian winter, and perhaps the most 
incredible initiative is inviting homeless people to the stadium on 
Christmas Day for a warm shower and hot meal. The 3G pitch, as 
well as the function room at Broadhurst Park are intended to not 
only raise funds for the club but also to offer a facility for Moston and 
its surrounding areas.

What does the future hold for fan-owned clubs? The German 
50+1 model, whilst open to exploitation from certain multi-
national corporations, is commendable and shows that heavy fan 
involvement can work at the highest level. AFC Wimbledon, who 
have risen through the football pyramid after the original Dons were 
uprooted from South London and transplanted into Milton Keynes, 
are perhaps one of English football’s brightest success stories. And 
that begs the question: what exactly does success entail for fan-
owned football clubs? For FC United fans the feeling of belonging 
to something in which you can have a direct influence, rather than 
feeling like a customer which was the case at Old Trafford, is huge. 
When Premier League clubs and players are becoming more and 
more detached from their communities, FC United’s very structure 
as a not-for-profit community benefit society ensures that will never 
happen. Success on the pitch isn’t the be-all-and-end-all either, 
yet what happens on the pitch will ultimately drive how far the club 
progresses. Entertaining, winning football is crucial in attracting a 
new generation of fans, particularly young Mostonians.

Following a period of turmoil, the picture is looking brighter at 
Broadhurst Park. The new football management structure, headed 
by player-manager Tom Greaves, is performing well and has given 
fans cause to celebrate with a great run of recent form characterised 
by several thrilling victories. An improbable run to the play-offs is 
a distant dream, although a promotion would perhaps be too soon 
for the club. It is felt that the current board, and new CEO Damian 
Chadwick, have the best interests of the club and its membership 
at heart rather than focusing on the cult of personality and self-
preservation. Hopefully the future is bright for both FC United and 
fan-ownership of football clubs in general. “The club is not out of 
the woods yet economically, but the important thing is that after the 
most traumatic period of its short history we have our own ground, 
sustainability is now a realistic goal and our members can look with 
optimism to the future,” remarked Adrian Seddon. “On the field, we 
have built our team around a set of exciting youngsters who want to 
play football the right way.”

“I own a football club. How good does that sound?” added Adrian 
Seddon. “The beauty of supporter ownership is that nearly 3,000 
FC United members can say that. When most fans refer to their 
team using the word ‘we’ it’s a figure of speech; for FC members it 
really is their club,” he continued. There must be a better way than 
football clubs being the playthings of speculative businessmen with 
no interest in football or the community the clubs are rooted in. And 
surely that model is fan ownership. Done the wrong way, it can have 
disastrous consequences just like any model of ownership. But done 
the right way, a club can be as successful as its members want it to 
be; fan ownership and success don’t have to be mutually exclusive.

DAN WILLIAMSON - @winkveron 

DEMOCRACY IS A VITAL 
ASPECT OF FC UNITED’S 
WHOLE EXISTENCE, AND 
THE CLUB ARE ACTUALLY 
THE LARGEST FAN-
OWNED FOOTBALL CLUB 
IN THE UK BY MEMBER 
NUMBERS. CO-OWNERS, 
OR MEMBERS, CAN 
PERSONALLY DETERMINE 
THE DIRECTION OF THE 
CLUB BY BECOMING 
INVOLVED IN THE 
DEMOCRATIC PROCESSES, 
ON A ONE MEMBER-ONE 
VOTE BASIS.
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NIGHTMARES AND FAIRYTALES
PORTSMOUTH’S RISE AND FALL WAS PERHAPS THE MOST SPECTACULAR OF ALL IN RECENT TIMES. MATT EVANS 

RETRACES EVENTS AT FRATTON PARK – FROM FA CUP GLORY TO THE BRINK OF DISASTER AND BEYOND.

T he telescopic leg of Nwankwo Kanu reacted first, as he 
contorted his frame to stab the ball into the net past a 
prone Peter Enckelman and statuesque Roger Johnson. 
Portsmouth FC was on its way to winning their first FA 
Cup since 1939, over 30,000 Pompey fans had travelled 
up from the south coast to witness it. Coupled with an 
eighth-place finish in the Premier League, their team 
of internationals sealed Europa League qualification. 

However, little did they know that the wheels were already coming 
off, setting in motion one of the most cataclysmic collapses in 
English football history.  

Two years earlier Milan Mandaric had sold half of his stake 
in the club to French businessman Alexandre ‘Sacha’ Gaydamak 
for £32million, something he later came to regret. Questions were 
raised at the time whether Sacha was merely a front for his father 
Arcadi, but when a £20million investment was made in the club that 
January to help ward off relegation, they were quickly forgotten. 

By late 2008 though, the money had almost run out. Gaydamak 
confirmed he wanted to sell the club, days after Portsmouth had 
been dumped out of the Europa League by Wolfsburg. The funds 
for the previous investment had been made with borrowed money 
and the repayments were now due. The global financial crash was 
blamed but the money had gone, and the club was up for sale. 

Shortly after the season ended the club announced that Arabic 
real estate magnate Sulaiman Al-Fahim had made a bid to buy the 
club. Around the same time, Sheikh Mansour had readied his own 
bid to thrust Manchester’s ‘noisy neighbours’ to the top of English 
football. Al-Fahim turned up at Fratton Park in a Lamborghini, tales 
of him wining and dining Pamela Anderson were reported by an 
already sceptical British press. Sadly, for Pompey fans, those doubts 
were well founded. 

The season had got off to a disastrous start. Paul Hart looked 
more out of his depth by the game. The heart of the FA Cup winning 
squad had been ripped out; Glen Johnson, Sylvain Distin, Niko 
Kranjcar and Peter Crouch all sold, as the debts mounted. The 
financial concerns had reached worrying levels by October when 
the club announced that the players and staff had not been paid. 
Al-Fahim promised funds would be made available yet four days 
later he transferred 90% of his company share to fellow Saudi 
businessman Ali Al-Faraj. His reign as owner was over after just 42 
days. 

Any hopes of a new dawn for fans looked doubtful, however, 
when Faraj gave an interview to a newspaper in which he claimed 
not to have endless funds and to have no interest in football. His 
move was aimed to make as much profit as possible within six 
months before moving on. 

Avram Grant arrived at Fratton Park as Director of Football, 
a ready-made replacement for Paul Hart. However, the Premier 
League placed a transfer embargo on the club over unpaid fees to 
Arsenal and Chelsea for the transfers of Lassana Diarra and Glen 
Johnson – two players who were no longer at the club.  

It was around this time that supporters began to mobilise. A 
group of five lifelong fans met with Supporters Direct to see what 
could be done to stop this game of hot potato between the club 
and its owners. By the end of the first meeting they had designated 
roles to get the wheels in motion of getting the club back and on 
December 23rd, 2009 the Pompey Supporters Trust was born. 

The mysterious Al-Faraj, however, hoped to make a quick profit 
from the Premier League club. Hopes were short-lived when he 
accepted a £17million loan from Portpin Limited, owned by Balram 
Chainrai, someone who would feature prominently in the next two 
years at the club, not surprisingly for the wrong reasons. 

A general meeting of the Trust saw a steering group set up who 
aimed to run things until an election could be arranged. The group 
came up with two key objectives; to take over the club in the event 
the holding company was wound up and to set up a new company 
should the worst happen, and the club be liquidated.  

The next two months saw Grant take the manager’s hot seat 
and players wages again, went unpaid. These weren’t the only 
things going unpaid. Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs issued a 
winding-up order over issues with VAT, PAYE and National Insurance 
payments, previous owner Gaydamak alleged to have withdrawn 
funds from the club.  

As a new year dawned, players had not been paid for the 
third time in four months and Gaydamak claimed to still be owed 
£28million. The sheer size of the problems on the south coast was 
coming more into view, talks with HMRC broke down and the club 
was given one week to draw up a statement of its financial affairs to 
avoid a further winding up order.  

The Trust meetings had intensified, fans clashed on how best 
to proceed, arguments flared over who had the best interests of 
the club at heart and the pressure of the situation was rising by 
the week. Behind the scenes, the Trust worked away feverishly; 
a database of members, a bank account and fully functioning 
Trust website all being set up. National and local roadshows were 
arranged to gain support, with a growing interest from the British 
press and TV all adding to the publicity.

Chainrai became frustrated with a lack of repayments on his 
loans so seized control of the club and assumed Al-Faraj’s 90% 
shareholding. The club appealed to the Premier League to sell 
what little assets they had left outside of the transfer window – a 
request that was quickly turned down by the powers that be and by 
February 26th the new owner placed the freefalling Pompey into 
administration where administrator Andrew Andronikou estimated 
the debts at £119million. 

The subsequent nine-point deduction from the Premier League 
all but condemned the club to the drop, with relegation confirmed on 
April 10th. Despite this, the club rallied in the FA Cup. Avram Grant 
guided them to an improbable FA Cup final appearance, defeating 
Tottenham Hotspur 2-0 in the semi-final at Wembley. A Kevin Prince 
Boateng missed penalty shortly followed by a Didier Drogba free-
kick cost them their second trophy in two years with a 1-0 defeat to 
Chelsea in the Wembley showpiece. 

Trust membership was now around 2,400. Former players and 
the local Mayor and council all offered assistance as the groundswell 
of support grew. ‘SOS Pompey’ – a more militant branch of the 
supporters group – marched on the Premier League office to protest 
at the laughable ‘fit and proper person test’ the governing body had 
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in place for any prospective new owners. 
For a lifelong fan like Ashley Brown getting involved with the 

supporter’s trust was a no-brainer; “I was approached by a friend 
during a fans march who told me they had started the Trust and 
asked me to get involved. He suggested I stand for election, 
which I did and was voted onto the board”, before summing up the 
feelings of most fans; “I had been involved with the Supporters Club 
previously and during the endless line of shocking owners decided 
to become active again”. 

The popular Grant departed at the season’s end, yet the 
fractious support had finally begun to pull together and the 
membership drive was in full swing with new fund-raising initiatives 
being presented on a daily basis. Tax officials claimed the club still 
owed HMRC £37million, however they exited administration on the 
premise that new chairman Chainrai would not be able to extract 
any capital from the club until all debtors were paid.  

Steve Cotterill guided the club to within five points of the play-
offs but was handicapped with the news that Greg Halford and 
Richard Hughes could not be picked as further appearances would 
trigger payment clauses in their contracts. The club sank to 16th and 
more change was afoot that summer. 

Fresh hope for fans arrived with the news Chainrai had sold the 
club to Convers Sports Initiatives; its owner Vladimir Antonov, head 
of a Lithuanian bank, was keen to get involved in English football, 
having previously failed with a takeover bid at Bournemouth. 
Promises of investment and a five-year plan gave fresh hope to 
the Fratton Park faithful. New membership numbers slowed as 
Antonov’s new operating company replaced the original one. 
Cotterill left in October to be replaced by Michael Appleton the 
following month. 

Nine days after the new managerial appointment a Europe-
wide arrest warrant was issued for Antonov in relation to asset 
stripping and forgery at the Snoras bank in his home country. 
With the crisis-ridden CSI company now in administration, HMRC 
returned to Fratton Park with a further winding-up order, this time 
over a £1.6million unpaid tax bill. The five-year plan was more like 
a five-month plan as details emerged that Antonov pledged to pay 
Chainrai in monthly instalments.  

Chainrai seized back control and plunged Portsmouth back 
into administration desperate for a repayment on his investment. 
This news gave the Trust new hope. Following a year on the board, 
Ashley Brown was now Trust chairman – the board’s main focus 
was wresting the club away from Chainrai and the Portpin group. 
The Local Authority approved a £1.4million loan to the Trust who 
had also set up an initiative for shareholders to purchase £1000 
shares. The Trust meant business yet further momentum was 
disrupted by news of another winding-up order over unpaid taxes.  

A further relegation from the Championship to League One 
followed with another 10-point deduction applied for the coming 
season. Administrators desperately scrambled to find a new owner 
with liquidation now a very real threat. Chainrai’s Portpin Limited and 
the Pompey Supporters Trust traded offers to the administrators, 
both hoping to appease the creditors. A ‘2p in every pound’ offer 

from Portpin was favoured and the Trust’s dreams appeared to be 
over. However, further financial irregularities from Chainrai surfaced 
which, coupled with a reconfiguration of the Trust’s numbers, saw a 
new offer presented to the administrators in a final effort to see off 
Portpin. 

With backing from both the administrators and the Football 
League, the Trust’s offer was accepted. On April 10th, 2013, in a 
deal worth £3million, the Pompey Supporters Trust had succeeded. 
A grand total of £6million being raised by fans in the fight to gain 
control of their club. 

A week later the club was relegated to League Two, where they 
stayed until promotion in 2017. The achievements of the team and 
Trust had not gone unnoticed; rumours circulated that Tornante – the 
investment group of former Disney CEO Michael Eisner – wanted to 
buy the club. The layout of the Trust consisted of general members 
owning 48.5% with 16 other individual shareholders, known as ‘The 
Presidents’ owning the remaining 51.5% of the stake between them. 

Unsurprisingly the fans were suspicious. A meeting was set up 
at the Portsmouth Guildhall where the 75-year-old California based 
billionaire set out his vision to the Trust shareholders. The premise 
was clear; it was Portsmouth FC or nothing, there was no interest 
in any other clubs. The Eisner’s had done their due diligence, 
impressed by the passion and drive of the fans in the battle to save 
their club. 

No promises of untold wealth were made, no pumping hundreds 
of millions into the squad. Improvements to the infrastructure of 
the club were top of the agenda. Money to be spent on improved 
facilities for fans and players alike. A matching offer of £1,000 per 
share with a £10million investment in working capital was presented 
by Tornante. No profit for ‘The Presidents’, no promise of overnight 
success, no Lamborghinis and no borrowed money.

Whilst no immediate investment was needed, Pompey’s 
financial director Tony Brown revealed League One clubs made 
an average loss of £1.7million each year and that the declining 
Fratton Park ground would need an estimated £5million revamp in 
the not too distant future. The PST had already raised £2million to 
secure a training ground for the club, yet thoughts of raising a further 
£5million to keep their almost 120-year-old stadium in a decent state 
of repair seemed daunting.  

With such a battle to get the club under Trust control to merely 
hand it back to an individual (albeit under his investment group’s 
name) was something that obviously needed much deliberation. 
A 70-day exclusivity period was given. Out of the 2,272 PST 
shareholders, 93.6% cast their votes with 81.4% voting in favour of 
selling their shares to Eisner, more than the 75% threshold required. 

Ashley Brown said in a statement “this is true fan ownership and 
democracy at work. Our fans decided who the next owner of our 
club would be”, before adding “we look forward to working with the 
Eisner family and Tornante for many years to come”. 

Is the Portsmouth story one of success for fan-owned clubs or a 
sign that there is a glass ceiling without outside investment? “Clearly 
supporters taking over a club in the Premier League is unlikely,” said 
Brown, having stood down as Trust chairman this summer. “I see 
no reason why a supporter-owned club can’t be formed lower down 
the leagues and climb to the top, clubs like Huddersfield Town prove 
success is possible on a sensible playing budget” Brown added, 
now the CEO of Supporters Direct. 

He still feels the Trust’s role is as important as ever; “The 
aim is to be the voice of the fans going forward, we have a good 
relationship with the owners and are represented on an advisory 
board which meets regularly throughout the year.”

Brown’s experience with Portsmouth gives him plenty of insight 
when performing his current role; “With Supporters Direct we 
provide support and training throughout the football pyramid”, he 
explained, “having someone to turn to who has worked through 
many of the same problems is essential for fans who might find 
themselves in a situation where they need to save their club or to 
find a way to better engage with its owners”. 

Only time will tell if ‘The Pompey Chimes’ will be heard at 
football’s top table again but if the determination of the last eight 
years is anything to go by, you wouldn’t bet against it.  

MATT EVANS - @Matt_The_Met
https://wakelet.com/@Matt_The_Met

IS THE PORTSMOUTH 
STORY ONE OF SUCCESS 
FOR FAN-OWNED CLUBS 
OR A SIGN THAT THERE IS 
A GLASS CEILING WITHOUT 
OUTSIDE INVESTMENT?
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READ ALL ABOUT IT!
JIM KEOGHAN LAMENTS THE LACK OF COVERAGE THAT SUPPORTER OWNED CLUBS AND ISSUES REGARDING FAN 

ACTIVISM RECEIVE IN BOTH THE LOCAL AND NATIONAL MEDIA.

B ack in 1992, two watershed events took place in 
English football; the arrival of the Premier League 
and a financial crisis at Northampton Town that would 
see ordinary fans, in the guise of a supporters’ trust, 
take part-control of an English football club for the 
first time.

For good or ill, the first would have a profound 
effect on the game, ushering in a raising of technical 

standards, broader international appeal and the turbo-capitalism 
that has become such a hallmark of the division.

Although not always appreciated by the wider football world, 
the latter would have a transformative impact too; challenging the 
long-held notion of supporters as customers and replacing it with 
the idea that fans could be stakeholders. What the Northampton 
Town Supporters Trust did would set an example for others, 
lighting the touch paper for the blossoming of fan activism and the 
supporters trust movement in the years that followed.

Of the revolutions that each event ushered in, the first has 
come to dominate the media landscape within English football, 
whereas the latter has become more niche; only explored 
intermittently and consigned very much to the margins.

Inevitably, the top flight would always draw the most attention 
within the media. Equality of coverage across the game is 
impossible and likely unwanted. Few would want to turn to 
the back page and see an in-depth match report of Lewes vs 
Corinthian Casuals or follow the summer transfer exploits of 
Tonbridge Angels. But there is a sense that the Premier League 
has become excessively dominant, and that dominance has come 
not just at the expense of other leagues, but also at the expense of 
other issues in the game, such as those surrounding the world of 
‘punk football’ and supporter activism.

Although there are a number of more ‘niche’ publications that 
regularly cover stories about supporters trusts and fan campaigns, 
such as When Saturday Comes, STAND and The Football Pink, 
these are the minority.

It’s telling that last season, after Portsmouth had been 
promoted to League One, and play-off participants Exeter City 
stood just a few games from a similar fate, an outcome that would 

have meant three (fully) supporter owned clubs residing in the 
third tier (an unprecedented success story for the punk football 
movement), not a single major media outlet covered what was 
happening.

And this was easily accessible subject matter. No talk of 
winding up orders, Assets of Community Value or community 
out-reach programmes, the kind of topics that ‘clickbait’ focused 
editors might shy away from. No, this was a football story, with a 
good angle that would appeal to a wider audience. But instead 
of this being featured, the mainstream media chose to offer 
punters a multitude of regurgitated articles on the genius of Conte, 
Liverpool’s revival under Klopp and the brilliance of Spurs under 
Pochettino.

‘Although the top flight has always been more dominant in the 
media, the narrowing of what is covered has been exacerbated by 
the way that media has changed in this country’ argues Kevin Rye, 
supporter communications specialist and former Supporters Direct 
head of communications.

‘Print media in particular is on its arse’ he continues ‘so the 
newspapers are chasing dwindling customers. That means 
concentrating on the better supported clubs, specifically the big six, 
and a narrower range of stories. It’s about chasing customers and 
not necessarily reporting on football as a whole.’

And that’s why you’ll see endless articles about Liverpool, 
United and Manchester City, and only sporadically see things 
about the various crises at clubs like at Hartlepool, Charlton and 
Leyton Orient, the community work being undertaken by groups 
such as the Spirit of Shankly, the Walsall Supporters Trust and 
Newcastle United Supporters Trust and supporter-led innovations 
taking place at clubs such as Huddersfield Town and Cambridge 
United.

Sympathy amongst football writers for supporter activism does 
exist, but according to Oliver Kay from The Times, the capacity to 
explore in greater detail does not.

‘Most writers are fans first and writers second, and so we 
obviously share an affinity with fans and, in an ideal world, 
would rather see a game where clubs were more engaged with 
supporters. And we do cover stories that look at supporter owned 
clubs, supporter campaigns and clubs that are in crisis. But, 
inevitably, we probably can’t give such issues the same amount 
of time that we give the Premier League. So often, we touch on a 
story and then move on elsewhere. And perhaps, this is something 
that people who are interested in activism find frustrating.’

It’s often the case that even when the national media deigns to 
cover stories surrounding supporter activism, the same desire to 
pull an audience remains evident. And so, sensationalism reigns, 
meaning that it’s the more dramatic stories that get covered, such 
as wide-scale protests, trusts coming to the rescue or national 
campaigns. 

‘There’s a fear I have that, when it comes to supporter activism, 
the day-to-day stories of fans giving their time, of fan-owned clubs 
reaching out into the community, of the great work being done to 
keep this game local and relevant to people are getting by-passed 
in favour of stories that are better able to drive traffic and get clicks’ 
says Kevin Rye.

And even when such ‘ordinary’ stories are focused upon, there 
is often a sense that familiar ground is being trodden over. It’s far 
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more common for example, for the better-known trusts or clubs 
– such as the FC United of Manchester or AFC Wimbledon – to 
gain attention for their efforts, than say what is going on at AFC 
Rushden and Diamonds, or the work being done by trusts at clubs 
such as Norwich City, Aston Villa or Leeds United. 

‘When it comes to the national media, whether a trust or a fan 
owned club can get traction is often dependent upon good fortune 
and the links that can be forged by members. From my perspective 
here at Lewes, we have been relatively fortunate because a 
few journalists, through their own involvement (by becoming 
shareholders) have shown an interest in us. And because of that, 
we enjoy a better profile than other supporter owned clubs or 
trusts’ says Stuart Fuller, chairman of Lewes FC.

For the majority of trusts, whether they are involved in running 
a club or simply a voice for the fans, promoting what they do can 
be a frustrating experience.

‘We send out press releases for what we are doing to all 
the national media outlets and by-and-large, you hear nothing. 
Occasionally, you might get a link to a story that appears 
some time later where they have used a quote, but there is no 
relationship, no sense that the media is engaged in what we 
are trying to do’ says Simon Magner, chairman of the Everton 
Supporters Trust.

Where national media interest does exist, continues Simon, it 
does so often from a football perspective.

‘The papers or Sky might get in touch to talk to me, but it 
will only be about what is happening at Everton on the pitch. 
So, I don’t get to talk about safe standing, or what we are doing 
to hold the club to account. Instead, as an ‘Everton voice’, I’ll 
get to comment on Ronald Koeman’s sacking, Sam Allardyce’s 
appointment or my hopes for the Derby. There is no interest in the 
Trust for what it does.’

And for many trusts, this indifference is mirrored within the 
local media, an area where you would expect a greater degree of 

traction.
‘Local media around here is either poorly funded (and therefore 

unable to cover us properly), or, in the case of The Argus and local 
radio, focused on Brighton, because that’s where the local interest 
is. With no specialist reporters covering non-league football, that 
leaves us as a distant second’ says Stuart Fuller.

Today 25 percent of all Local Government Areas are no longer 
served by a local newspaper. Of those that are, many are owned 
by a small group of national media companies, who pursue low 
cost, low staffed, standardised coverage at the expense of the 
old model that took the time (and the expense) to delve into 
local issues, including sport. Although less pronounced, this 
homogenizing has also impacted on local radio too. 

And it’s a problem that affects supporters trusts at all levels of 
the pyramid, as Simon Magner explains:

‘You would think that our local media would be interested in 
everything that surrounds a big local club like Everton. But that’s 
not the case. We have no relationship with the Liverpool Echo or 
the BBC at all. And although things are better at Radio City, that’s 
largely because of a link I have with Evertonians there. When it 
comes to football, from my experience, local media is just as bad 
as national media.’

In a changing media landscape, where a dwindling number of 
customers are being chased with eye catching stories and where 
local outlets lack the capacity or desire to engage, how does the 
supporter activist movement gain traction?

‘Nobody knows what the future will be but, right now, 
alternative new sources look like the best place for these sorts of 
stories to get to an audience. Audio in particular looks like being 
a great option. The fracturing of the media doesn’t necessarily 
have to be a bad thing for activists. Blogs, podcasts and Fan TV 
channels can be good’ says Kevin Rye.

Increasingly, supporters are looking to these alternative 
sources for their news and analysis, often because they feel more 
authentic than what is churned out by the clubs or the national and 
local media. And with a more open policy towards contributors, this 
means a wider subject matter, covering not just what happens on 
the pitch but also what happens in the boardroom, on the terraces 
and in the community. 

But even with a greater degree of plurality, problems still 
remain. ‘A lot of fan sites try to cosy up to the club, possibly in 
the hope of getting interviews (which will inevitably drive traffic). 
While there is nothing wrong with that, what this can mean is that 
perspectives that hold the club to account, which is often what 
a supporters’ trust does, are marginalised or ignored. In some 
instances, that’s certainly the case with us’ says Simon Magner.

The model that now exists within the football media, where 
national outlets would rather put out more stories on Pep 
Guardiola and Jürgen Klopp in one week than they might on 
supporter activism in an entire year and where local media is an 
underfunded shadow of its former self is unlikely to change any 
time soon.

If all you are interested in is reheated transfer gossip, 
unilluminating interviews with footballing mercenaries and multiple 
match reports on the same game, then that’s probably fine. 

But for those who want more, the narrowing of the way in 
which our game is reported is a depressing trend. It means that 
one of English football’s greatest achievements, the spontaneous 
creation of an activist fan culture, one that has enacted lasting 
change in the sport, and which continues to be a vibrant counter to 
the homogenisation of the football remains in the shadows. And as 
fans of the game, we are poorer for it.

JIM KEOGHAN - @jimmykeo
Jim is the author of ‘Everton’s Greatest Games: The Toffees 
50 Finest Matches’, ‘Highs, Lows and Bakayokos: Everton in 
the 1990s’ and ‘Punk Football’

IN A CHANGING MEDIA 
LANDSCAPE, WHERE A 
DWINDLING NUMBER 
OF CUSTOMERS ARE 
BEING CHASED WITH EYE 
CATCHING STORIES AND 
WHERE LOCAL OUTLETS 
LACK THE CAPACITY OR 
DESIRE TO ENGAGE, HOW 
DOES THE SUPPORTER 
ACTIVIST MOVEMENT GAIN 
TRACTION?
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A CHIP OFF THE OLD BLOCK
SCARBOROUGH ATHLETIC WERE FORMED BY THE SEADOG TRUST IN 2007 FROM THE ASHES OF THE OLD 

SCARBOROUGH CLUB. AFTER SPENDING THEIR FIRST DECADE AWAY FROM THE TOWN, THEY RETURNED IN 2017; ON 
THEIR WAY UP THE FOOTBALL PYRAMID AND WITH A BRIGHT FUTURE, AS MARTIN DOWEY EXPLAINS.

P icture a cold Tuesday night, with rain in the air and the 
wind whistling down a pitch that boasts a county cup 
quarter-final.

This may be difficult to sell to some people, but not to 
the fans of the resurgent Scarborough Athletic.

Over 1,000 supporters turned out to watch a 2-1 
victory against Northern Counties East League (NCEL) 
Premier Division side Pickering Town on Tuesday 

January 23rd, an attendance that topped a number of gates 
throughout the rungs of non-league football.

That was a perfect example of what has happened in 
Scarborough.

When Scarborough FC was liquidated just over a decade ago, the 
Yorkshire coastal outpost faced football oblivion. The club was wound 
up on a sunny Wednesday morning in Leeds High Court owing 
£2.5million to debtors.

The tireless Malcolm Reynolds and Ian Scobbie had tried to keep 
Scarborough FC afloat, but after gross overspending in the past, the 
inevitable happened. Gone was 128 years of history, gone was the 
abandoned McCain Stadium (now the site of a Lidl supermarket) and 
gone was the status of one of the top clubs in non-league football.

What lay ahead was an arduous journey, which began in the 
NCEL Division One, with home games being played 22 miles down 
the coast in Bridlington. This was a million miles away from the FA 
Trophy finals at Wembley, the promotion to the Football League under 
Neil Warnock and the big cup adventures, which saw the McCain 
Stadium host teams like Arsenal, Chelsea and Southampton.

The fans still dug in though, with a hardy bunch regularly making 
that trek to Bridlington and places like Worsborough Bridge, Maltby 
Main and Yorkshire Amateur, to cheer on their phoenix team.

The quest began under the leadership of manager Brian France, 
who has since sadly passed away. As have former chairmen Richard 
Adamson and Dave Holland, the latter playing a huge part in making 
sure the club moved into the brand spanking new Flamingo Land 
Stadium at the beginning of this season.

France led the club to their first promotion in 2008-2009, as 
they won the NCEL Premier by 14 points, scoring 121 goals and 
conceding just 24.

Ryan Blott, who had come through the youth set-up at 
Scarborough FC, was top-scorer in that season and became a 
permanent fixture as the club rose up to the Evo-Stik League, scoring 
over 250 goals in the process. Blott feels that all the credit must be 
given to the supporters for the part they played in the resurgence of 
football in the town.

“The fans were amazing,” says Blott, who now players for 
neighbours Pickering Town.

“They deserve such credit for travelling down to Bridlington for 
home games and doing so in such numbers.

“For that level of football, the crowds we got were amazing. We 
used to get over 1,000 fans in some games, even though they were 

being played over 20 miles away from Scarborough.
“I’m delighted for them that football is back in Scarborough and I 

hope they get plenty of success at their new stadium.”
It hasn’t just been the on-the-field efforts of the players and the 

support of the fans that has lifted Boro to a much more positive 
position. Through the tough times and the success, they have been 
led by elected board, which has made the tough decisions to keep the 
club on track. And from the grassroots of the NCEL Division One to 
the Evo-Stik North promotion push, they seem to be forcing things in 
the right direction.

Michael Coulson, an attacker who started his career in the 
town with Scarborough FC before going on to turn out for Barnsley, 
Grimsby Town, York City and St. Johnstone, has made a much-
heralded return.

Boro have paid their first fee for a player this season, with Steve 
Kittrick showing the ambition to snap up James Walshaw – the top 
scorer from the league above – from Farsley.

Clubs from the divisions above, like Grimsby and Harrogate Town 
have trusted Boro with their young starlets, with Max Wright and 
Bailey Gooda joining on loan with the specific instructions of learning 
how to play in front of a big crowd.

There is a positive vibe around the place, with more and 
more fans flocking back to witness the true rebirth of football in 
Scarborough. The heights of the Football League may be the 
moon that Scarborough are reaching for, but whatever happens, 
Scarborough Athletic are heading for the stars.

MARTIN DOWEY - @Mjdowey
Martin is the Deputy Sports Editor at The Scarborough News

WHEN SCARBOROUGH 
FC WAS LIQUIDATED 
JUST OVER A DECADE 
AGO, THE YORKSHIRE 
COASTAL OUTPOST FACED 
FOOTBALL OBLIVION. 
THE CLUB WAS WOUND 
UP ON A SUNNY 
WEDNESDAY MORNING 
IN LEEDS HIGH COURT 
OWING £2.5MILLION TO 
DEBTORS.



NEW LIFE, NEW HOPE
RYAN JONES RECOUNTS THE STORY OF WREXHAM AND HOW VARIOUS SHADY CHARACTERS ALMOST BROUGHT THE 

CLUB TO THE BRINK OF LIQUIDATION BEFORE REDEMPTION CAME IN THE FORM OF THE SUPPORTERS’ TRUST.

B irth is a miracle, a wonderful gift of course, but any 
birth is fraught with danger. We have a tendency to 
idealise birth and air brush out the details, you know, 
like the blood and screaming. But scars remain with 
us as memory in folklore and there are those who 
believe that we never recover from the trauma of birth. 
Wrexham Supporters Trust (WST) was born out of love 
and fear.

Like most football clubs, up until recent times Wrexham AFC 
had a trusted custodian in Pryce Griffiths. He was at the helm in the 
early noughties, and had been at the club for a long period, and in all 
fairness, had seen us through some tough times as a steady hand on 
the tiller. The only problem was that Mr. Griffiths wanted to wind down 
and was looking for a few quid to ensure a tidy retirement. He was 
ready to cash in. 

You could argue either way at this point, whether the Chairman 
was mercenary and sold the football club to line his pockets (without 
a thought as to the consequences or without making any attempt to 
vet buyers thereby safeguarding the club) or whether the Chairman 
was an anachronism and predatory businessmen/asset strippers 
took advantage of a vulnerable old man. 

The £100,000 in his back pocket and £25,000 a year he received 
during the reign of sleaze should be taken into consideration here. 

When Wrexham was put up for sale we were in rude health in 
many ways; the club had a 100-year lease on the ground, which is 
located near the town centre and the university, and we had a new 
training facility in nearby Colliers Park. Things were up and down on 
the pitch, with Denis Smith shaping a decent side from the ashes of 
the legendary Wrexham manager Brian Flynn’s regime, but all in all 
we were in tidy shape and looking to push on.

It was at this point things went decidedly dodgy. In 2002, Mark 
Guterman took over as majority shareholder and began appearing 
at the Racecourse Ground. Fans, of course, started to ask serious 
questions and looked closely into Mr. Guterman’s background. 
It quickly emerged that ‘the Penguin’ (as we came to know him) 
had been at Chester when they went into administration. This was 
worrying. He looked like a second-hand car dealer and he’d presided 
over the recent apocalypse of them lot up the road. 

We now know that an agreement was drawn up between 
Guterman and his friend/colleague Mr. Hamilton (Herman Munster) to 
divide the assets of the Racecourse Ground to their mutual benefit. 
The fans’ investigations into Guterman’s activities uncovered he had 
a string of businesses that had gone into administration. We were 
another there for the taking.

Around this time our jewel in the crown became our Achilles heel 
because Hamilton and Guterman had managed to use the club to 
pay £300,000 for a plot of real estate worth £12million. They paid 
Marston’s brewery who sold to Wrexham Football Club and they 
immediately transferred it to their own company Memo Vale. So, 
in a sleight of hand, a home of over one hundred years was in a 
precarious position. Only we didn’t know it yet.

WST members – having looked at the books after the fact – soon 
realised that basically Guterman was taking all the cash from the 

ground at the end of the game and skimming what he wanted. This 
was eventually why the players’ wages didn’t get paid, and all kinds 
of other bills weren’t dealt with either. Of course, football is a cash 
business, even more so 15 years ago, so the opportunity to make a 
quick buck (and then some) was immense. The only problem was 
that Guterman got greedy and his (up till this point) silent partner 
Hamilton quietly realised that he was being ripped off. 

We (the fans) had a few irons in the fire at this stage. Red 
Passion appeared (an internet forum for fans to air their views); our 
fanzine – Dismal Jimmy – too, born out of frustration and the need to 
educate and enlighten our fellow supporters. The WST existed at this 
point, but was a different entity, as yet not the powerhouse it was to 
become. A process was beginning among the fans, where it became 
apparent that ‘we’ were the only ones who were going to be able to 
save our club, there was no knight in shining armour.  Unfortunately, 
some fans still have the Sugar Daddy mentality, but thankfully they 
are outnumbered by the hands on, pro-active, passionate types. 
These people undoubtedly saved Wrexham from extinction.

Some of the main protagonists in trying to safeguard the club 

WE HAVE THE 
OPPORTUNITY TO MAKE 
OUR CLUB EXACTLY 
WHAT WE WANT IT TO 
BE, SOMEWHERE OPEN 
AND INCLUSIVE, A 
PROUD SYMBOL OF OUR 
HISTORY AND ROOTS, 
A TALISMAN AND A 
REMINDER OF WHAT WE 
ARE; IT IS SOMETHING 
WHICH UNITES US. 

13



had continually questioned and probed Guterman from day one. 
Kenny Pemberton recorded long phone calls with him and others 
in the early days of the internet, and dedicated time to look into 
Guterman’s business interests, even reaching out to fans of our local 
rivals Chester to learn more about him. He was constantly asking 
perfectly reasonable questions and demanding satisfactory answers. 
This research would prove invaluable.

By Christmas 2003 Guterman was ticking and invited one of our 
group to the ground for a meeting. At this meeting the cat was well 
and truly put among the pigeons, as the WST who had provided 
money for the recent signings were marginalised and treated with 
utter contempt. The dye was cast. We were told to ‘keep looking’...
it was from here that things would go up a gear and eventually we 
discovered the leasehold situation and how delicate our grip on the 
club had become.

In the meantime, Guterman continued skimming off the top and 
eventually, in 2004, he was sacked/ousted by his business partner. 
Hamilton was a different creature altogether, he was arrogant 
and even took the unprecedented step of going and standing on 
the terraces with fans, at what can only be described as a very 
complicated stage in our relationship with him. The Police removed 
him from the Kop and the fans laughed at him. This man had thicker 
skin than a rhino. And it now emerged that during Guterman’s 
tenure, Hamilton had been the real owner all along. 

Hamilton brought in a man called John Reames as Managing 
Director to lend him an air of respectability. Mr. Reames began his 
role as Hamilton’s yes man, defending him to the hilt, but ended 
up writing a scathing piece in the programme about him, which 
Hamilton heard about. This led to the bizarre episode of club staff 
having to tear pages out of the match day programme on a Saturday 
morning to save the blushes of our illustrious Chairman. Reames 
went on to state publicly ‘Hamilton’s interests aren’t to the benefit of 
Wrexham Football Club’. Hamilton was now openly saying that he 
wanted to redevelop the Racecourse Ground and move the club out 
of the town. In July 2004 he actually gave the club notice to quit what 
has been our home since 1864. 

Hamilton needed a 2v1 majority on the board to push through 
his ideas, and to get this done he called an AGM. Word spread like 
wildfire of his nefarious intentions and board members stayed away.

The WST was emboldened, and thanks to some clever people 
who understood property dealings, the scandal surrounding the 
transfer of the ground was uncovered and Hamilton was undermined 
forever, his integrity in tatters and the general public in no doubt 
of his intentions all along to simply asset strip Wrexham AFC and 
disappear. In October 2004 Hamilton resigned. We had been 
docked 10 points for going into administration, a decision made by 
folk with the best interests of the club at heart. Dave Griffiths and 
Dave Bennett said they had ‘chosen the lesser of two evils, given 
liquidation would have put an end to the club’s 132-year history’. We 
were delighted with this because it took us out of Hamilton’s grasp.

The courts ruled that Hamilton had improperly acquired 
the Racecourse Ground freehold and it should remain with the 
administrators.

The first team were crippled by the 10-point penalty which hurt 
us badly and we never recovered. We were relegated, and the 
writing was on the wall. Those were dark days indeed.

A consortium made up of local businessmen followed having 
bought us from the administrators, which would prove to be just as, 
if not even more painful, because Neville Dickens and Geoff Moss 
who came into the club, left with their pockets stuffed full of the 
club’s money. 

By 2008 we had fallen on hard times and eventually crashed 
through the trap door and out of the Football League. In this period, 
Geoff Moss resigned after the scandal of the club employing a 
couple of charity scammers emerged, and Ian Roberts took over. 
The club was up for sale yet again in 2011. It was a rocky road to 
where we are now, with a number of dodgy dealers trying repeatedly 
to get their greasy mitts on the club, but thankfully we emerged 
unscathed and the WST bought Wrexham AFC on September 26th, 
2011.

The new Wrexham Supporters Trust was born kicking and 
screaming into the world. We owned our beloved football club, 
and never again would a greedy chancer try and take it from us. 
Amazingly, there are still many of our fans who want to look for the 
rich benefactor to come and pump some cash into the club, without 
considering the position (thanks to the Trust) that we now find 
ourselves in. 

Since the WST took over the running of Wrexham AFC we have 
achieved a record points total of 98 points, played at Wembley for 
the first time ever, we are debt free, we’ve built a state of the art 
disability viewing platform at the Racecourse Ground, and have 
again secured a lease to stay there.

The only hangover from the dark days is the large blocks of 
student flats that haunt our stadium. They were built during the 
tenure of the asset strippers Roberts and Moss and the club never 
see a penny from that development. To add insult to injury, one of 
the blocks is named after our greatest manager, John Neal, who 
built the foundations for our most successful ever swashbuckling 
side of the late 1970s. 

Of course, our story overlaps with our friends in Cheshire doesn’t 
it? Because Guterman did the dirty on them too and although they 
went out of business (that could easily have been us) they have also 
re-emerged, like us, blinking at the dazzling light of a new world. A 
new world where we both have control of our destiny.

We have the opportunity to make our club exactly what we 
want it to be, somewhere open and inclusive, a proud symbol of 
our history and roots, a talisman and a reminder of what we are; it 
is something which unites us. We are a fan owned club that is now 
directly linked with the community that is, and always has been, its 
lifeblood. 

I for one have never enjoyed my football more than I have the 
last few years, not because of what I’m watching on the park (that’s 
been bloody dire) but away from the 90 minutes we are engaged 
with this institution of ours in a way that we never were. I write in 
the programme, I know folk on the board, there is no hierarchy, we 
are evolving and growing as a brave new entity with a refreshing 
transparency and a model of sustainability that will see us being 
both self-sufficient and robust in the coming years. We also have the 
most incredible pies. Chwaraeteg.

*A special thank you to friends for taking time to help me writing 
this article, your tireless research and sacrifice will be remembered. 
Thanks to all the Jimmies past and present. Rest in peace Stu 
Smith and Kenny Pemberton. All those involved with the Wrexham 
Supporters Trust, you know who you are. 

RYAN JONES - @Ap15606710
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IS PUNK FOOTBALL DEAD AT 
LEWES FC?

CHRIS HARRIS EXPLAINS HOW A HEADLINE GRABBING INITIATIVE AT THE DRIPPING PAN THREATENS THE ALREADY 
LOOSENING GRIP ON THEIR ‘PUNK FOOTBALL’ CREDENTIALS.

L ewes Community Football Club (Lewes FC) is held up 
as a bastion of successful punk football. Visit our website 
and it boldly states “Most soccer clubs are privately 
owned, with wealthy investors ploughing investments in 
with their own cash. We do things differently, because this 
is unsustainable”. However, an election address to stand 
for the Lewes FC Board from Issi Doyle, our former Head 
of Finance, stated that the club actually carried a debt of 

£80,000 in the financial year 2016/7. 
Being a community club, our accounts are available online and 

if you delve into them, you can see in black and white that the first 
team’s player budget is essentially funded by two of the Board’s 
directors, Eddie Ramsden and Charlie Dobres. Not quite the anti-
wealthy investor stand taken on our website!

Lewes are famous in a small footballing circle for our matchday 
posters, many of which use the artwork of iconic punk images. 
One is the cover of the first Clash album. Sadly though, this wilful 
association with punk imagery is, at present, as close as we get to 
punk football. If you know your punk, we are more the punk bubble 
gum prankster Plastic Bertrand than the purist Clash.

Of course, being a financially self-sustained community club 
is hard work. It involves all aspects of the club infrastructure and 
objectives receiving equal effort and attention by all involved; it 
requires maximising the goodwill of fans and the community to 
physically run the club to minimise costs and drive multiple revenue 
and sponsorship initiatives to drive up income. This provides a 
sound financial structure. Lewes FC have fallen short here, a case 
of the same two aforementioned directors hoping that their proven 
shrewd business acumen will prevail in a business which has 
different elements at play e.g. community engagement being key to 
the success.

Alongside them on the Board sit other elected (on tiny voter 
turnouts or by unopposed default) board members many of whom 
have zero connection with the town or any lengthy worthwhile 
history of following the club. In parallel, the Board have ignored 
the Supporters Direct recommendation for strong community 
involvement through co-opting up to three persons from the local 
community to represent fans, business, the local council etc.  This 
leaves the supposed accountability, transparency, democracy and 
community engagement, the driving force behind community punk 
football, of Lewes FC smothered by a seeming reluctance by those 

running the club to embrace these core principles. Rather than 
a group of local supporters running the club and embracing the 
town like a punk football club, we have had a cartel like Board of 
business media people with limited knowledge or intent on running a 
community club.

The Board have tried to raise the revenue to make us self-
sustained by building a 3G pitch, installing solar panels and other 
capital ventures all of which raise good money, but not nearly 
enough by a long chalk. The Board have ‘lost the town’ through 
their surprising aloofness from it and volunteers have drifted away 
to be replaced by a dizzying array of paid day to day administrators.  
Community fund raising is rare and the catering is amateur and 
lacklustre.

Hardly the punk football club we should be or that the Board, 
through their high-class marketing, portray us as.

And then things got really interesting. Lewes FC have recently 
been thrust into the limelight with a new initiative/capital project, 
directly encouraged from the same two directors and money men, 
Dobres and Ramsden.  Lewes FC announced that we were to be 
the first football club in the world to initiate player budget/wage parity 
between the men’s and women’s first teams. Large articles in many 
national newspapers; Dobres promoting the initiative on Radio 4’s 
Woman’s Hour; and a video of the initiative made it to page one 
of the BBC News online service – Lewes FC was catapulted into 
the national spotlight.  The only problem was, this initiative was not 
supported by the fans, the club owners and absent prospective 
sponsors.

It was Autumn 2016 and Dobres and Ramsden had to stand for 
re-election onto the Board. Members have to get re-elected every 
three years, for a maximum period of twelve years. It would appear 
that having been on the Board for six years, the two members 
needed an ingenuous plan to stay on for another term. Lewes FC 
can claim to be one of the top 250 clubs in the country as our men’s 
first team are in tier 8 of the football pyramid; our ladies team are in 
the third tier of national ladies’ football and can proudly claim to be 
one of the top 35 teams in the country.   

The budget parity initiative could therefore be packaged and 
presented beautifully as a moral crusade and a point of principle. 
As such, on the face of it, it ticks all the boxes of punk football:  
innovative, liberal, a finger up to the status quo running of the game, 
community spirited and a genuine attempt to force change in the 
game. And the marketing genius of the Board did do just this to the 
many external onlookers.

Internally, however, Dobres and Ramsden in their Board election 
addresses in autumn 2016 announced the idea of budget parity, 
hinting that the move may be more the start of attracting large 
sponsors to the club. It looked very much more like creating an 
investment opportunity for the club as a whole, rather than a genuine 
principled stab at social and sporting engineering. It went down like 
a lead balloon with fans, many of whom were not opposed to the 
idea in principle but winding it out over time rather than jumping into 
it when the club has not achieved some of its more critical objectives 
like self-sustainability. 

Some fans, of course, simply just didn’t think it was justified 
with the men’s team responsible for bringing in the majority of the 
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limited club income and that budget parity with the women’s team 
would effectively pay the men less per game as they play far more 
matches than the women.  

Of course, Dobres and Ramsden were re-elected for the Board 
on a paltry 20% turnout. They always will be for as long as they 
bankroll the club. Some fans aren’t as bothered about who runs the 
club as I am and that is fair enough; football is an entertainment, 
some people such as myself choose to take an interest in the 
workings of it.   

For nearly a year it all went quiet. We assumed due to the 
unpopularity of the proposal it had been dropped. Then out of the 
blue, in autumn 2017, budget parity was declared and the marketing 
machine moved into action. The club has even been rebranded 
“Equality FC”; it is everywhere, the branding saturates the website 
and the club grounds. Equality FC is even captured on the shirts. 
Lewes FC, the football club of Lewes, effectively papered over by an 
initiative unpopular with, and not supported by the fans of Lewes FC. 

This has been a major failing. Lewes is a very proud town with 
a revolutionary liberal streak; Katie Hopkins was hounded out of 
the town a couple of months ago, before she was able to appear at 
the Speaker’s Festival. The people of Lewes are passionate about 
having a say.

Equality FC to many represents a corporatisation of Lewes 
FC, our wonderful community club. In punk terms it would be 
the equivalent of an independent record label selling out to EMI, 
eschewing the principles of identity and independence for cash. 
Amusingly, when the initiative was announced in the Guardian, 
the comments section by the liberal readership didn’t give it the 
expected thumbs up, instead most readers condemned it as a 
marketing gimmick.

But where it totally trashed any credibility the Board might have 
had, is that amazingly there was no consultation with the 1300 club 
owners/members, the very principle of community ownership. The 
fans did not get their say.  The Board trashed the spirit of our own 
constitution which states the board should be representative and 
responsive to the wishes of the supporters.  Put to a referendum, as 
one board member who broke rank suggested, would have seen the 
move defeated, but the Board did it anyway. Their business strategy 
and initiative for the club intact at the expense of the democracy and 
any right to call ourselves a punk football club. A PFI (private finance 
initiative) not punk football experiment.

Through the ‘budget parity’ initiative, one of the aims was for the 
ladies’ team to hopefully move up the leagues from level 3 to 1. 

Alas, this would never be.  Soon after Lewes announced budget 
parity and rebranded as Equality FC, the FA announced significant 
changes to ladies’ football that would stop this climb through the 
leagues by Lewes ladies.  The changes brought in were to cleanse 
the top leagues of stragglers like Lewes and for commercial 
purposes replace them with more big established league clubs. 
Already the iconic Doncaster Belles have been unfairly booted out 
of the top flight to make way for Manchester City, yes really. Yeovil 
Town, also in the top flight, have basically been told they will have to 
stump up another £350,000 to remain there as clubs can now bid for 
licences. Lewes are to be priced out; the sums required to compete 
are pie in the sky. So, in effect, if Man United start a ladies team they 
can buy their way into the top flight straight away. But if budget parity 
and Equality FC thinks it can achieve its aims, forget it. Apparently, 
our Board were aware of these possible changes to ladies’ football, 
so why drive a budget parity initiative without actually trying to 
change the FA proposals instead?

If Lewes CFC are serious about revolutionising ladies football 
they should have been creating a group to push for fair and sporting 
excellence as the basis for success in ladies’ football, not financial 
clout. Now that would be real punk football.

To make matters even worse, although Ramsden stated in 
his election address all the finances for budget parity would be in 
place with sponsors before the scheme was launched, this was not 
the case. Ramsden and Dobres agreed instead with each other to 
underwrite the £80,000 annual cost until, and if, sponsors could be 
found. Now, with Lewes already losing £80,000 a year and not being 
self-sustained, what is prudent about taking on another potential 
£80,000 of debt? Our club only turns over £450,000.  

Humiliatingly for months, no sponsors came to the table to 
take on the launched budget parity financial burden. Eventually, 
compression sportswear firm Skins came to the party in what 
the club called a ‘ground breaking deal.’ After digging away for 
information from the club however, I discovered it is little more 
than a de facto contra deal, the swapping of branding and some 
sports equipment thrown in worth a few grand over three years. 
Not quite the expected bonanza of firms queuing up to endorse our 
venture and sponsor the £250,000 to cover the cost of the venture. 
Maybe the interested parties did their homework, checked the fans 
forum and saw how unpopular it was.  To date, the response has 
confirmed to many the thought that the initiative was a mere cynical 
gimmick to attract corporate sponsorship to the club rather than 
anything to do with punk football.

This is where the questions must be asked. To me, Lewes 
FC could be a genuine punk football club. The town, through 
independent societies and volunteers, put on the UK’s largest 
bonfire celebrations. Up to 80,000 people attend, it is a mammoth 
project. The vast finances raised locally. They do not need to 
kowtow to corporate sponsors to get by.  But even though Lewes 
FC is part of this same town, we have had to rely on projected funds 
from corporate sponsorship.

As is, we remain a club under supposed community governance 
pursuing private agendas. PFI rather than punk. Our raison d’etre is 
to use the local community as a conduit to build our club, why not go 
back to basics and do just that?  Punk football is not dead in Lewes, 
but it is struggling to breathe under its current leadership.

CHRIS HARRIS - @CHarrisJuly66

EQUALITY FC TO 
MANY REPRESENTS 
A CORPORATISATION 
OF LEWES FC, OUR 
WONDERFUL COMMUNITY 
CLUB. IN PUNK TERMS 
IT WOULD BE THE 
EQUIVALENT OF AN 
INDEPENDENT RECORD 
LABEL SELLING OUT TO 
EMI, ESCHEWING THE 
PRINCIPLES OF IDENTITY 
AND INDEPENDENCE FOR 
CASH.



NOTHING EVER HAPPENS, 
NOTHING HAPPENS AT ALL

NEWCASTLE UNITED’S VARIOUS OWNERSHIP ISSUES ARE LONG AND STORIED, BUT WITH SUCH A HISTORY OF 
DISSENT TOWARDS THEM FROM THE FAITHFUL ON ST. JAMES’ PARK’S TERRACES, YOU’D EXPECT MORE CLAMOUR 
FOR BOARDROOM REPRESENTATION FROM THE FANS THAN HAS EVER MATERIALISED, AS IAN CUSACK EXPLAINS.

Ever since Mike Ashley announced at the tail end of 
summer 2016 that he was keen to sell Newcastle 
United, both the media and the club’s support in 
general have been focused almost exclusively on 
trumpeting uncritical encomia about the consortium 
led by Amanda Staveley, which has been repeatedly 
described as “the only show in town.” Being honest I 
don’t know huge amounts about Staveley, other than 

she’s a fabulously wealthy, unapologetic, far right Tory (is there 
any other kind?), who dropped out of her degree after ending up in 
a secure hospital with severe stress. Consequently, I don’t like her 
politics, but I do sympathise with her earlier mental health travails. 
I’m also very uncomfortable with any efforts on social media, 
however ham-fistedly humorous their intent, to objectify her as a 
kind of foxy Croesus, sex symbol, as that demeans her gender. 

However, as a Newcastle United fan, the most relevant thing 
for me about her is the role she occupies as the public face of 
the obscure, possibly secretive, Middle Eastern syndicate that 
apparently seeks to buy the club from Mike Ashley. I may be naïve 
in this, but I would hope to know the finer points of each integral 
element of the collective cash rich oligarchs intending to purchase 
my club, before any deal is complete, so I can decide whether I 
am happy to give them my moral support and blessing. Strangely, 
this appears to be an opinion far out of step with other Magpie 
supporters, many of whom have grown giddy at either the thought 
of another freebie pint and selfie with Chris Mort, or the chance to 
give Manchester City a run for their money next season.

Let’s be honest about this; the decade and a bit of Ashley’s 
ownership of Newcastle United, when taken as a whole, has 
been nothing short of a disaster. We are no nearer challenging 
for honours than we were the day Glenn Roeder offered his 
resignation in May 2007. While there have been momentary, 
almost illusory vignettes of joy along the way: the genuine 
collective effort of Chris Hughton’s bunch of lads, the unexpected 
swagger from Pardew’s 4-3-3 set up in the season we finished 
5th and the surreal joy found on those occasions when the team 
really clicks, and we remember it’s Rafa Benitez managing them, 
all too often it’s been a litany of embarrassment and incompetence 
on and off the pitch: Sports Direct Arena, the Keegan court case, 
Shefki Kuqi replacing Andy Carroll, Pards headbutting Mayler, 

Carver’s press conferences, drip fed bullshit via Sky Sports, 
Llambias streaking, Kinnear bladdered on Talk Sport, transfer 
inaction and the constant sense that the club is being run as a 
cash cow for Ashley, like a down at heel market stall knocking out 
snide gear for the gullible and brainless.

Bearing in mind everything I’ve just said, I can understand 
exactly why so many Newcastle supporters will accept any 
takeover, regardless of who is behind it, as a preferable state of 
affairs to Ashley’s continued presence on Tyneside. I accept it 
is not just the servile sheep in the Sports Direct anoraks or the 
social media superfans who incessantly shout down, deride and 
abuse anyone who dares voice anything other than unblinking, 
unthinking loyalty to Benitez first of all, and now Staveley, who feel 
like this, but enormous numbers of ordinary, normal, proper fans, 
grown sick to the back teeth of seeing their club made a laughing 
stock and used as a punchbag by shady, shiftless shithouses. I 
am fully aware that in a capitalist world, dirty money is universal 
and clean is scarce, though I do not expect that a person as well-
regarded as Staveley, would seek to surround herself with fellow 
travellers that are the likes of Somalian pirates, Russian Mafiosi, 
South American drug lords or construction company executives 
making literal and metaphorical killings on the back of the World 
Cup in Qatar. Obviously, the nature of international trade links 
means that if one were to unravel the minutiae of every major 
world business deal, there would be many unpleasant skeletons 
in the cupboard; realistically and pragmatically, that is the kind 
of ethical compromise one is forced to make. Is that essentially 
any different to calling out Ashley over his shameful employment 
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practices at his Shirebrook warehouse? I’m not so ideologically 
pure as to demand 100% ethical investments from those trying 
to buy the club, but there are certain standards of decency and 
probity that must be adhered to. Agreed?

At this juncture though, we must pause to sadly note that 
during the labyrinthine, glacially-paced takeover discussions, 
any recognition of the concept of fan ownership is now seen as 
about as relevant an item on the current agenda as proportional 
representation is to the Brexit Omnishambles. There isn’t a 
journalist, fan or interested party who has shown any awareness 
of, much less any inclination towards vouching for an expression 
of fan ownership in Newcastle United going forward. That’s 
not just a shame or a pity; it’s a disgrace and a betrayal of the 
founding principles of Newcastle United’s Supporters Trust, who 
first coalesced in the wake of Kevin Keegan’s forced departure 
in September 2008, which was little over a year into Ashley’s 
disastrous ownership. 

Both NUST, whose relevance and profile flatlined sometime 
around mid-2010, and the loose amalgam that is NUFC Fans 
United who stepped into the void created by NUST’s abeyance, 
have said from the very outset they wanted, nay demanded, an 
element of fan ownership in the club and fan representation on 
the board. Or at least they used to say that. Sadly, you’d have 
to look pretty closely at the small print on their websites for any 
mention of fan ownership or representation in documents and 
postings made since takeover talk began around October time. 
Sure, Fans United, and to a lesser extent NUST, do wonderful 
work with the NUFC Foodbank, as well as supporting the other 
praiseworthy initiatives by mirror-image supporter groups 
regarding flag displays in both the Gallowgate and Leazes 
Ends at home games, but for the good of the club, wouldn’t 
it be preferable for them to advance an agenda that urges 

and possibly enables the average fan to be more of an active 
participant than a passive volunteer? However, the unfortunate 
and unavoidable truth that history tells us about Newcastle United 
and fan ownership, is that the support’s attitude to the owners, 
when real power is within reach, has never been characterised by 
decisive action, but by the adoption of a mien that can be at best 
described as obsequious and at worst servile.

Three times in their history, Newcastle United have been 
the subject of actual or potential share issues. Following the 
establishment of the club, after Newcastle East End took over 
the lease on St. James’ Park on 9th December 1892, Newcastle 
United was set up as a private limited company on 6th September 
1895. The original share capital raised was the nominal amount 
of £1,000, with individual share certificates sold at the princely 
sum of £1 each. The club traded on this basis for much of the 
20th century, dominated by the ownership of the McKeag, 
Westwood and Seymour dynasties, whereby one or other scion 
of those storied families would, in due course, accede to the 
titular stewardship of what Gordon McKeag referred to as “the 
family silver,” with little or any credible opposition to the status 
quo. Hearing the Leazes sing “Westwood is a pirate” or noting 
the Seymour’s got AIDS graffito on Boot Boy Alley betwixt the 
Gallowgate and East Stand was about as far as it got in terms of 
organised protest back in the day, until unreconstructed venture 
capitalist John Hall, freshly minted with barrowloads of unearned 
new money from building the Metro Centre, formed The Magpie 
Group with the ultimate intention of taking control from L’Ancien 
Regime on Barrack Road, with a vague promise to “give the club 
back to the fans.”  To do this, in fact to do anything, he needed to 
get his hands on enough of the old-style shares to earn a place at 
the directors’ table. 

Now, if the British government could manage to lose hundreds 
of classified documents about the Northern Irish peace process, 
the Exchange Rate Mechanism and a paedophile ring involving 
many Tory MPs during the past 30 years, it’s fairly likely that 
a football club that had been kicking their ball around on a 
public park off Walker Road ten years previously, wouldn’t have 
compiled and maintained detailed or even vaguely accurate 
records pertaining to club ownership. Hall and his pals, including 
unfunny comedians Bobby Pattinson and Spike Rawlins, went 
around buying up shares from aged spinsters in Jesmond and 
Gosforth whose well-off mercantile fathers had been small 
investors in those late Victorian days. The fundamental problem 
for the would-be takeover bid members was not all the share 
certificates could be located. For every original certificate found 
gathering dust in a Lever arch file in the bottom drawer of a 
period dresser on Holly Avenue or Rothwell Road, another half a 
dozen were probably in locked deposit boxes under the watchful 
care of solicitors unaware as to the precious nature of the 
contents with which they had been entrusted. 

To solve a seeming impasse, in an almost revolutionary 
gesture of ambition, McKeag and the rest of the NUFC board 
launched plans for a potential share issue in November 1990, to 
raise funds for the club. A semi-glossy brochure was prepared 
and mailed to all season ticket holders (approximately 5,000 
in those days), fans who’d even bought a pencil sharpener in 
the club shop, and all potential business investors in the north. 
Included in the pack was a postcard to be returned by all those 

WHILE NEWCASTLE 
UNITED HAD SUFFERED 
THE INDIGNITY OF 
FAILING TO MEET THE 
RESERVE PRICE AND 
BEING WITHDRAWN 
FROM AUCTION, THE 
FANS HAD SIMPLY FAILED 
TO STEP UP TO THE 
MARK.
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who expressed an interest in investing. I sent mine back, of 
course, but not many others did. Sadly, but unsurprisingly, the 
project failed to get off the ground in a hideously embarrassing 
fashion; so low was the level of potential interest that the board 
pulled the plug on the whole scheme, reflecting not only the 
low stock of the club in those days, but the reluctance of fans 
to do anything tangible to move the club forwards. It has cost 
something like £100k for the whole failed project; the kind of 
money Newcastle United were spending on players in 1990/1991. 

While Newcastle United had suffered the indignity of failing 
to meet the reserve price and being withdrawn from auction, 
the fans had simply failed to step up to the mark. Sitting on the 
concrete steps of the Gallowgate chanting “Sack the Board” or 
muttering into their pints while boycotting the game was a far 
easier option than activism or organisation for the overwhelming 
majority. Being honest though, the late 1980s and early 90s 
were pretty lousy times on Tyneside; Waddle, Beardsley and 
Gascoigne were all sold to fund the building of the Milburn Stand, 
while the team nosedived to relegation in 1989, lost a play-off 
to Sunderland in 1990, had an average crowd of 16,000 in 1991 
and were two games from demotion to Division 3 in 1992 until the 
Kevin Keegan cavalry rode into town to save the day. In a kind of 
Faustian football pact, Keegan’s arrival was only made possible 
when John Hall bought 72.9% of the club for £3million in 1991 
from the utterly discredited McKeag family. What happened in the 
next half a decade is the stuff of dreams and nightmares; half a 
decade of near perfection on the pitch, underscored by a bitter 
remembrance of heroic, if not tragic, failure and an unbreakable 
bond of unity off the pitch that fissured fatally when Keegan left in 
January 1997.

Capitalists, by nature and by definition, are not philanthropists. 
Their loyalty is always to the profit motive and their personal 
pocket, so after the sporting adventure of the Premier League 
saw the stakes getting even higher than one family could 
sustain, John Hall decided to float Newcastle United on the stock 
exchange as a public limited company. The machinations behind 
the scenes in preparation for this move sickened Keegan and 
he quit in early 1997, tired of less than subtle interference in 
the day to day running of the team and a whispering campaign 
allegedly orchestrated by Mark Corbidge, a man hired by Hall to 
facilitate the floatation. Stunned fans still sought to get behind the 
new manager Kenny Dalglish and pledged money for shares in 
a flotation that was vastly oversubscribed in the early spring of 
1997. In my case, these were the only shares I had ever sought 
to own; I bought them not out of avaricious desire, but to reinforce 
that indefinable sense of belonging one has to one’s club. 

This was not an equal sale; indeed, some investors were 
considerably more equal than others. Although less than half 
the shares were sold to the Hall family, the majority holding 
went to his business partner Freddy Shepherd. Any notion of 
a democratically constituted, fan owned club was blown out 
the water by the final figures, which revealed that the Hall and 
Shepherd axis owned more than 76% of all shares, effectively 
blocking any moves by shareholders to significantly influence 
the club’s direction. Certain motions came up for debate at each 
AGM, but in spite of such appallingly indiscreet scandals as 
the Toongate sting in early 1998, Shepherd and Hall’s dauphin, 
his eldest son Douglas, were effectively fireproof.  It was akin 

to the Trade Union block vote that controlled the Labour Party 
conference in the 1970s and early 80s; there was debate and 
dissent in the room, but when the votes were weighed in, nothing 
ever changed.

Having made his pile, John Hall stepped down as Newcastle 
United chairman and was replaced by Shepherd, with the Hall 
family still represented on the board by John’s son “my boy” 
Douglas. In December 1998, after buying a 6.3% stake in the club 
for £10million, the media group NTL considered a full takeover of 
the club, though this was later dropped after issues raised in April 
1999 by the Competition Commission, which had been brought in 
due to government concerns about football clubs being owned by 
media companies. Rather ironic considering how Mike Ashley’s 
only mode of communication is through infrequent, soft-touch 
interviews on Sky Sports…

For the next few seasons the club struggled on, with Douglas 
Hall the sometimes absent and always silent eminence grise of 
Newcastle’s board and Freddy Shepherd the anguished public 
face of the club, giving a public performance that often resembled 
a synthesis of Peter Finch’s role as Howard Beale in Network 
combined with Al Pacino’s portrayal of Tony Montana in Scarface. 
Regardless of managerial appointments, from the good in Sir 
Bobby Robson, the bad in Graeme Souness and the banal in 
Glenn Roeder, the backstage story was always one of a race 
for profits and a struggle to balance the books. Misjudgements 
that bordered on incompetence left the club on the brink of a 
Leeds United style financial meltdown. Thus, it was no surprise 
to football financial analysts when, in the summer of 2007, Mike 
Ashley purchased the combined stakes of both Douglas and 
John Hall, through the paper company St. James Holdings, with a 
view to buy the rest, by making a written offer to all shareholders. 
Resistance was futile, and Ashley owned 95% of the club by 
11th July 2007, forcing the remaining shareholders to sell their 
shares. I got back the exact amount of money I’d invested 10 
years previous; and since that point there has been no kind of fan 
ownership or representation on the board of Newcastle United. 

Whether Amanda Staveley and her consortium or Mike Ashley 
and his shower end up with the reins of power at St. James’ 
Park, is immaterial as it seems the support have no desire to 
be anything more than willing serfs, paying handsomely to be 
entertained by those they continue to make even richer with each 
passing week. That’s a very, very depressing thought, but what is 
worse, it’s demonstrably the truth.

IAN CUSACK - @PopularSideZine
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THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE HOME
AFC WIMBLEDON, THE PHOENIX CLUB THAT ROSE FROM THE ASHES OF THE MK DONS AFFAIR AND THROUGH THE 

LEAGUES ON A WAVE OF SUPPORTER POWER, WERE RECENTLY UNDER SCRUTINY FOR THEIR PART IN MAKING THEIR 
FORMER LANDLORDS, KINGSTONIAN, HOMELESS. BUT AS GARY JORDAN EXPLAINS, THERE IS A LOT MORE TO THE 

STORY.

Section 106 (S106) Agreements are legal agreements between 
Local Authorities and developers: these are linked to planning 
permissions and can also be known as planning obligations. 
Agreements are drafted when it is considered that a development 
will have significant impacts on the local area that cannot be 
moderated by means of conditions attached to a planning decision.

O n Wednesday 13 December 2017, this final 
document was signed off with a small gathering 
of people at Merton Civic Council. Meaning after 
26 years away from their spiritual home of Plough 
Lane, Wimbledon would once again have a 
professional football club back in the borough. Their 
nomadic existence which has seen them play as 
long-term tenants of Crystal Palace, and for a while 

tenants where they currently reside, in Kingston-upon-Thames. 
Finally, at last, they were heading home. 

It was the result of a lot of hard work, by a lot of people, giving 
up their time to continue to right the wrongs set by the Football 
Association back in May 2002. The club’s story on the pitch 
since that time has been well documented, the formation of AFC 
Wimbledon on the town’s common, to the League One status 
they currently hold. Off the pitch the story has just entered a new 
chapter and has left others somewhat disgruntled by the way 
the phoenix club has perhaps bullied their way into this position. 
Largely the fans of Kingstonian, the very team that helped the 
fledging club out by offering them a temporary base, are calling the 
soon to be rehoused Wimbledon “hypocrites” in the handling of the 
selling of the Kingsmeadow ground to Chelsea, which was home 
to the K’s since they themselves moved from their own historic 
ground in Richmond Road in 1988.

Let’s rewind a little first, back to that early summer of 2002. The 
three-man committee that sent Wimbledon to Milton Keynes on 28 
May was greeted by derision from practically all of football, apart 
from those gaining a new team with second tier football to watch. 
Within hours, trials for players were set up, applications made to 

non-league divisions to play those players that were successful in 
trials, the Dons Trust was set up by the fans to run the club, and 
then a ground sharing agreement with Kingstonian was in place. 
Kingston not being too far from their historical roots, this was seen 
as a nice base to start their new life. 

It was well known that even though Kingstonian was suitable to 
house the big following that AFC Wimbledon had, it wasn’t home. A 
working group was put in place to search for a space that could be 
developed in SW19. In the meantime, Kingsmeadow would house 
two teams and have close to one hundred games played on it each 
year for the foreseeable future. The history between the two sides 
has been there, over 150 times the two had met on the field but 
neither would have predicted the paths they went down to end up 
in this position. 

While the AFC Wimbledon wagons started to roll, the wheels 
were coming off at Kingstonian. They were going through awful 
times financially. The club was some way off their form that saw 
them win back-to-back FA Trophy finals and finish as high as fifth 
in the National Conference in the late 90’s. Fortunes changed 
very quickly and with the club relegated from the top tier of the 
non-league pyramid, the finger was pointed firmly in the direction 
of owner Rajesh Khosla. “He’s raping us!” manager Kim Harris 
proclaimed. With fan pressure mounting Khosla was searching for 
a way out, and with his new tenants hitting highs and striking all 
the right chords, he had an escape route. 

With the administrators at the door, the Khoslas – Rajesh and 
his son Anup – moved quickly to buy the club and the lease of the 
stadium. With relegation came the subsequent pitfalls and with no 
extra money coming in, and some moving of primary assets by the 
owners into other companies owned by the family, K’s fans were 
being robbed of everything before their very eyes. Then, in March 
2003 the Dons Trust, set up to secure their own club’s future, 
helped their landlords out by striking a deal with the Khoslas to 
remove them, keep them playing at Kingsmeadow, and put a firmer 
foothold inside Kingsmeadow. £2.5million was the figure agreed 
for part of the lease with eventual taking over of the stadium. 
Being the hardy bunch that had seen turbulent times over the last 
five years, the Wimbledon fans – in various fashions and forms – 
raised £1.2million, and even though banks were feeling their own 
crunch at this time, the Wimbledon hierarchy talked Barclays into 
giving them a loan. This, coupled with a Bond scheme, meant the 
necessary funds were raised and the roles at Kingsmeadow were 
flipped. With some stability now in place Kingstonian could now 
push on. They were paying a nominal fee to rent back what once 
was theirs; in fact, it’s said that the annual pre-season friendly 
between the two sides would practically pay the season off. 

AFC Wimbledon’s rise through the leagues meant they had to 
make significant improvements in the stadium. Each new level of 
the pyramid needed certain criteria to be met. Of course, success 
means more fans through the turnstiles. More of those were 
needed. More seats were added to the main stand, and then in 
the summer of 2012 an all-seater stand was built. Now a Football 
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League club, the Dons were really looking the part. 
One thing remained. 
A home to truly call their own. 
Wimbledon Greyhound Stadium. For many it was the mecca 

of its sport in its heyday. The Greyhound Derby was one of the 
richest races, and was an annual feature on the calendar. As well 
as being home to Speedway and Stock Car races, it was a hub of 
the community. More importantly it was a long wind-assisted goal 
kick away from where Wimbledon played from 1912-91. 

Unfortunately, with dwindling attendances, and the stadium 
seeing better days, it became subject to sale. In 2007 Galliard 
Homes stepped in and made the purchase of the stadium from its 
owners and that’s when Wimbledon ears pricked up like a dog in 
the traps awaiting the ragdoll hare. A year previous a statement 
had been released saying that AFC Wimbledon had cleared their 
debt with the Khoslas, and just owed the remaining monies to fans 
that had entered the bond scheme as well as the Barclays loan. 
With experience in handling stadium purchases they felt confident 
to approach Galliard with an exciting proposal that would see 
football return to Plough Lane.

November 2014, after 18 months of thorough, intensive work, 
an official planning application went in to build a new 11,000 all-
seater stadium, with a view to expansion to as much as 20,000, as 
well as 600 homes, retail space and other leisure facilities on the 
existing greyhound stadium site. Once more funds would need to 
be raised. New stadiums don’t come cheap after all. 

Chelsea has a wide catchment area in London, none more 
so than in Kingston. They even had a team club shop in its town 
centre up until the summer of 2017. They had often played pre-
season friendlies against Kingstonian. With the ground now up 
to a more than decent standard and with Wimbledon looking to 
make good on their investment, it wasn’t long before a gentleman’s 
handshake was made over the sale of the ground to the Premier 
League giants. They would aim to take control as soon as possible 
with the view to it being home to their successful Ladies team and 
always good youth team.

Just a month after the planning application hit the Merton 
council’s desk, the news was released that the sale to Chelsea 
was on. This caused concern amongst those in non-league circles. 
What of Kingstonian? Were they part of the deal of the sale to 
Chelsea? There was no immediate mention of them. Kingstonian 
owner Malcolm Winwright didn’t express any real concern at that 
early stage, “We are all aware that there are developments and we 
are talking to AFC Wimbledon on a regular basis. We have to wait 
and see what happens – there is a lot of conjecture going around 
and it isn’t very helpful. We are comfortable about everything that’s 
happening at the moment.”

However, with no other options on the table, and with 

Kingstonian in no position to buy back the ground, the tune started 
to change. Chelsea would not be willing to share the ground with 
anyone else, and Winwright issued a further statement at the turn 
of the year. “After much long and careful thought the K’s Board 
have come to the conclusion that the best long-term interests of 
our club would be served by us taking this opportunity to leave 
Kingsmeadow, at the appropriate time, and finding a stadium 
better suited to our needs, income and level of support. It is 
important for all to know that our search for a new facility is well 
underway and progress has been made.”

During the process of talks between Chelsea and AFC 
Wimbledon, and subsequent vote for Dons Trust members to allow 
this sale to go ahead (98% were in favour) there can be no doubt 
that the Kingstonian owners and board had been kept in the loop. 
The sale was subject to the planning application going through. 
On December 10, 2015 in a vote at Merton Council, the green light 
was given. It was a landslide 10-0 win. AFC Wimbledon would be 
going home. Subject to a few final pieces of legislation. 

Stumbling blocks were in the way. The Mayor of London called 
the decision in at the eleventh hour, a move seen as passing the 
buck as the General Election loomed and his successor would 
have the job of giving the green light. Which did happen. Then 
those still actively involved in the sports at the Wimbledon Stadium 
started their own campaign to stop the closure and redevelopment 
plans. This also fell through. As a last-ditch attempt to stop 
Wimbledon moving home, it was proposed the current site was 
listed as a National Heritage landmark. Again, this was thrown out. 

Kingstonian announced in February 2017 they would be 
ground-sharing with nearby Leatherhead FC, at their Fetcham 
Grove ground. A deal that would more than likely be extended 
beyond the initial one year for the 2017/18 season. Far from 
ideal, out of the borough. Almost exiled. Their fans throw some 
similarities to that of Wimbledon and MK Dons. The way they’ve 
just been tossed aside for the greater good of the bigger picture. 

Could Chelsea have been more generous and offered 
Kingstonian the olive branch of an extended stay while they 
pursued a new home? Why should they? They are the elite in this 
trio, and as most in the top echelons in football, bow to no one. 

Maybe Wimbledon could have pursued something in the 
handing over that helped K’s in the short to medium term? Why 
would they? Its not in their interest to be Sugar Daddy to a team 
that barely showed any interest in the up keep of the stadium 
before they arrived.

Would Kingstonian look back and wonder if they could’ve tried 
harder before the whole Khosla/Wimbledon train rolled into town? 
What could they do? They were sitting pretty before they dropped 
out of the Conference. 

By the time the S106 had been signed, Chelsea had already 
made their presence felt around Kingsmeadow; the pitch 
undergoing a complete overhaul in the summer, their signage 
advertising the Ladies fixtures very prominent. The roles reversed 
again, the owners are now the tenants. This time, though, they 
know their fate. Unlike K’s who are still searching for that elusive 
plot of land they can again call home. This has been helped by a 
small windfall of £1million that Wimbledon paid Kingstonian upon 
them leaving, “For them to get at least an equity share of their 
own stadium or many years’ rental money.” Wimbledon CEO Erik 
Samuelson said.

 Are AFC Wimbledon the bullies in this scenario? If so they are 
the smartest ones in the playground. 

GARY JORDAN - @Gazjor1
https://pitchpublishing.co.uk/shop/out-shadows

WHILE THE AFC 
WIMBLEDON WAGONS 
STARTED TO ROLL, THE 
WHEELS WERE COMING 
OFF AT KINGSTONIAN
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THEM DAMNED PUNKS ARE 
PLAYING UP AGAIN 

PAUL BREEN TELLS THE STORY OF A PROTEST ON THE FRONTLINE OF A FIGHT FOR FOOTBALL’S FUTURE DOWN AT 
CHARLTON ATHLETIC.

‘You’re not the new Messiah
More like Monty Python’s naughty boy
Surrounded by puppets, fools and liars
This football club is more than just a toy.’ 

Lyrics from ‘More than just a toy’ by The 2percent – Charlton Athletic 
protest song against Belgian businessman Roland Duchâtelet’s 
ownership of the club. 

Back in the day, the ultimate form of rebellion was to form 
a punk band, write songs of anarchy and sell them as hit 
records. Some of us spent hours composing names for our 
make-believe bands and the albums we’d release along 
the way. This was a time in life when you could dream of 
being Johnny Ramone up on stage one minute and John 
Barnes in a Liverpool jersey the next. Meanwhile, out in 
the real world, bands usually made it big on the basis of 

talent, being able to play instruments and the like. Same story with 
football, in a time when clubs connected with their communities, and 
the average chairman was a local Del Boy Trotter made good, hoping 
that with the right wheeling and dealing his side might script a path 
into the top block of a Football Pools coupon.  

Then along came the 1980s and the ball game changed. Almost 
everything became a commodity measured by popularity above 
quality, from TV shows to tourism. Gradually, a manufactured wave of 
change reached the shores of English football. Since the foundation 
of the English Premier League in the early 90s, wet weekends in 
Burnley and Blackpool have been repackaged with the glitz of 18-30 
holidays in Magaluf. Today, television rights and sponsorship deals 
account for a greater share of profits than ticket sales for many 
top-tier clubs. This has made English football an attractive business 
proposition for those who might otherwise have invested their time in 
selling sausages, sex, or electric switches. 

Football has become a fertile ground in which a new generation 
of bourgeoisie owners leech off the support of a faithful congregation. 
At the same time, with open disdain, they feed fans a diet of false 
promises, funded by adverts for betting shops and payday loan 
companies. The club no longer exists as an entity built from the 
ground upwards. Instead it takes the form of what is known as a 
capitalist pyramid where rich owners sit at the top and customers 
lie at the bottom, with business executives policing the layers in 
between. Here, the football club is literally run the same as a factory 
selling sausages or switches. The idea of a supporter as someone 
who participates in the ‘ownership’ of a club is a foreign language to 
today’s neoliberal owners, whether British or Belgian. 

Indeed, in the long run, British football clubs might not need 
British supporters at all, if overseas TV revenue makes it viable to 
play in almost-empty stadiums. This is why, right now, in many clubs, 
long-term supporters are seen as a necessary evil; razor blades on 
the guitar strings of a corporate dream. However, most of football’s 
new bourgeoisie owners are smart enough never to make public 
statements about their true feelings towards the damned punks and 
unwashed masses on the terraces. Unfortunately, at Charlton Athletic, 
that has not been the case these past three years. Back at the start of 
2014, a Belgian businessman named Roland Duchâtelet took charge 
of the club, with his initial plan being to make it part of a network of 
clubs stretching across Europe. Upon arrival at Charlton he brought 
his own people into key positions, including the appointment of an 

inexperienced young lawyer named Katrien Meire as Chief Executive, 
and a string of second-rate loanee players from his other clubs. 

To begin with, most supporters reserved judgement on the new 
regime. The Supporters Trust attempted to engage in dialogue with 
them and hoped for a much-needed cash injection to stave off the 
threat of relegation back to League One, after only two seasons in 
the Championship. But then a few months into his reign, Roland 
Duchâtelet sacked popular manager Chris Powell, after allegations 
of trying to directly control his team selections and transfer dealings. 
Animosity spread on the terraces, and Chief Executive Katrien Meire 
handled it with the diplomatic flair of Marie Antoinette. As discontent 
grew, she too grew resolute in her insistence that she would not 
speak to supporters’ representatives because all fans were equal, 
whether veterans of the renowned Battle for the Valley or first-time 
visitors to the stadium those fans had fought to save decades before. 

Such first-time visitors might include exiles from West Ham or 
Crystal Palace, converted to Charlton supporters with a series of 
clever marketing techniques. One of those ploys was to release 
a fake video of a couple having sex in the centre circle at The 
Valley. After this ridiculous publicity stunt was revealed to be a 
hoax, a further series of PR disasters built up to a point where the 
unpopular CEO first described football supporters as weird and 
then as paying customers akin to those in a restaurant. This led to 
mockery of Ms. Meire amongst Charlton’s support base, but many 
of her pronouncements were not acts of stupidity. Instead, she was 
voicing the values of the club’s neoliberal owners which she clearly 
shared, and just like Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s, Meire realised 
the danger posed by unions of people to a system shaped around 
individualism. 

Perhaps this was why she so continuously resisted supporters’ 
calls for dialogue, even as ever-stronger rage against the regime 
blossomed on the terraces. Like Marie Antoinette on the palace 
balcony, she looked down from the boardroom on the damned punks 
attempting a pointless rebellion in the streets below. By then, they 
had formed a movement named CARD – coalition against Roland 
Duchâtelet – and even introduced a potent musical weapon into 
their arsenal. This was a ska group who took the words right out of 
Katrien Meire’s mouth and formed a band named The 2percent to 
pen and perform songs of protest against the Duchâtelet regime. This 
was because the term ‘2percent’ was perhaps the straw that broke 
the proverbial camel’s back in gathering support for the protests. It 
had been intended as a derogatory comment to dismiss complaints 
against the regime as being a minority concern. But far from being a 
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slick PR move, this figure ironically gave Charlton’s protestors the 
impetus of greater numbers willing to publicly voice their outrage. 

The protests themselves had actually started off relatively 
low-key, growing steadily in the 2015-16 season when Charlton got 
relegated from the Championship. These actions began with a call 
for the owners to spell out their vision for the future in black and 
white, which then became the official ‘colours’ of the protest. First off, 
the rebellion had a visual element with supporters wearing black and 
white scarves that might have seemed more at home in Newcastle 
or Notts County. Gradually, it grew to gatherings of supporters in the 
club grounds before and after games, which Katrien Meire, acting 
on behalf of the owners, dismissed as the actions of “two per cent of 
fans.” Quickly, this became a catchphrase of the protest movement 
as numbers swelled and the regime stubbornly refused to engage 
in dialogue; repeating the same jaded party line that all supporters 
were equal but less equal than the owner. 

Meire refused to countenance discussion with the rebel 
alliance that she portrayed to outsiders as disgruntled, sexist 
and xenophobic old men, until it turned out that many of the 
protests were driven by young fans and women. By then, pink 
plastic pigs and various other objects from beach balls to toy taxis 
had flown across the terraces at The Valley and onto the pitch, 
stopping games for several minutes in the early stages of each 
half. Suddenly, Charlton’s protests became headline news and 
anger bubbled in some quarters of the media about the Duchâtelet 
regime’s early attempts to portray the revolt as purely misogynistic 
and xenophobic. Once again, twenty years after returning to their 
ground following a fierce battle with authorities, this club became 

synonymous with struggle in the face of superior odds that 
threatened potential disaster.    

Back at the start of the 1985 season, almost overnight, Charlton 
supporters discovered that they were moving out of their ground to 
share Selhurst Park with Crystal Palace for an unspecified period 
of time. Theoretically, this was to allow redevelopment at The Valley 
but promises of this soon evaporated as the ground became an 
abandoned wilderness for several seasons. Eventually though, 
supporters took matters into their own hands and formed teams of 
volunteers to tidy up the hallowed ground that had been left to go 
to rack and ruin. But then, just as they seemed to have resurrected 
hope and laid the foundations for a return home, Greenwich Council 
denied planning permission for a revitalised Valley. This could easily 
have led to rage and riots, but instead supporters took political 
action and formed a party to contest Council elections the following 
year. After a fine showing in these, this shake-up of South London’s 
political establishment paved the way for planning permission to be 
granted and the club to make a grand return to a not-quite-finished 
Valley on the 5th of December 1992. 

Politics, instead of protest, had won the day in that battle. 
Strangely too, the second great battle for Charlton’s survival wasn’t 
won by throwing pigs onto the pitch or protesting outside the 
boardroom windows in the club car park. These things undoubtedly 
helped, but it was the ability to think outside of the box and be 
creative that seems to have won the day as supporters enter 2018 
and relish the imminent possibility of Duchâtelet selling up to a new 
consortium. Two factors seem to have won the day in this struggle. 
The first was the decision to move away from domestic protest 
and give the battle an international dimension, through a dedicated 
cadre of fans embarking on trips to Belgium. There, they protested 
almost literally upon Duchâtelet’s doorstep and embarrassed him 
in his own backyard. This ties into the second factor which helped 
win the battle for Charlton. That was public opinion, and the way 
in which protestors spoke for themselves largely by actions that 
contradicted the message coming from the club as regards their 
supposed prejudices. News stories and interviews played a major 
part in this, as did music, which is where the ska band comes back 
into the story. Their songs became a soundtrack for the protest 
movement, from Britain to Belgium, particularly one entitled ‘More 
than just a toy’ telling the story of everything they hate about this 
regime, and its efforts to reduce the beautiful game to nothing more 
than numbers – again, ironic in light of the original comments about 
2 per cent of fans. 

Roland Duchatelet, thinks he’s found a clever way
With his metrics and statistics he believes football’s simplistic
Such an easy game to play - Huh! 
• Lyrics from ‘More than just a toy’ by The 2percent

Though exclusively about Charlton Athletic, this song could serve as 
an anthem for the opposition of every football supporter to today’s 
neoliberal values, taking us back to a time before everything was 
about profit and product. Charlton Athletic’s fight is everybody’s fight, 
but we’re not all in this together because of the tribalism of modern 
football. At the time of writing, Roland Duchâtelet appears to be on 
the verge of selling the club to a new consortium and Katrien Meire 
has taken up a similar position at Sheffield Wednesday, where no 
doubt she will espouse the same neoliberal position and values. Of 
course, from a purely business perspective she was correct in her 
assertion that when Roland Duchâtelet bought Charlton it effectively 
became his plaything to use as he wished. But from a moral 
perspective, in the words of a troublesome 2 per cent, football clubs 
are more than just a toy and those damned punks on the terraces 
are never going to let neoliberal owners forget this very simple fact. 

PAUL BREEN is the author of The Charlton Men, available on 
Amazon or by direct order from thecharltonman@gmail.com
FOLLOW PAUL ON TWITTER @CharltonMen

Thanks also to John Barnes for his contributions to this article 
in the form of lyrics – not the footballer who briefly appeared 
in a Charlton shirt at the end of his career. This John is a 
musician with The 2percent. 

A FEW MONTHS INTO 
HIS REIGN, ROLAND 
DUCHÂTELET SACKED 
POPULAR MANAGER 
CHRIS POWELL, AFTER 
ALLEGATIONS OF TRYING 
TO DIRECTLY CONTROL 
HIS TEAM SELECTIONS 
AND TRANSFER DEALINGS. 
ANIMOSITY SPREAD ON 
THE TERRACES, AND CHIEF 
EXECUTIVE KATRIEN MEIRE 
HANDLED IT WITH THE 
DIPLOMATIC FLAIR OF 
MARIE ANTOINETTE.
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AGE OF ULTRA: THE NEW 
GUARDIANS OF THE BREATH OF 

THE GAME?
IRONICALLY, ONE SEES OVERT ‘PUNK FOOTBALL’ BEHAVIOUR AT SEVERAL CLUBS THAT AREN’T ACTUALLY 

SUPPORTER OWNED, SUCH AS DULWICH HAMLET AND CLAPTON. HERE JOHN O’SULLIVAN LOOKS AT THE ‘ULTRAS’ 
WHO EMBRACE THE ‘OUR CLUB, OUR RULES’ ETHOS AS TIGHTLY AS ANYWHERE.

Ultras see themselves as the authentic voice of football fandom, in 
the face of commercial and political changes to football.  But they 
are also the product of a highly politicised and localised football 
culture which has a tradition of mobilisation, but wants to reassert 
identity and pride through football.  
Mark Doidge.  Italy’s Ultras: death threats, local pride and 
footballing farce. (2013)

I n Juan Villoro’s seminal collection of essays on football – 
God is Round – he tells of the etymology of the Spanish 
word, hincha, which means both fan and to inflate.  In 
Uruguayan football it means the exhortations of joy or misery 
that comes from the fan and the boy at the side of the 
pitch whose job it is to inflate the footballs.  Hincha, it is the 
breath, the very life of the game.  In Stalin’s Russia, the only 
form of protest allowed, was shouting at football matches.  

Spartak, the team of the people, used to shout “kill the cops!” 
at derby games against Dynamo, the team of the KGB, it was 
their “small way of saying no”.  One particular Spartak fan used 
to write regular letters to Stalin, protesting about the injustices of 
football, corrupt referees, police brutality and the corruption of the 
administrators.  It took a while before the penny dropped and they 
realised that he was talking about the Soviet state.  He would die in 
the Gulag.  He is what I imagine an ultra to be.

There are organised supporter groups at a lot of grounds these 
days from Red Action at Arsenal to groups at Crystal Palace, 
Leicester City, Accrington Stanley, Leeds United and Bristol City 
to name but a few.  These groups largely pride themselves on 
creating atmosphere at the ground, a task made even more difficult 
by the sheer size of soulless bowls like the Emirates.  Recently 
a new crop of ultras has started to appear in non-league football, 
at clubs like Clapton, Dulwich Hamlet, Eastbourne Town and 
Whitehawk; a new force has emerged to guard the breath of the 
game.  They are predominately left leaning, intelligent, politically 
aware and imbued with an acute sense of social responsibility.  
While most fans are familiar with the powerful Italian ultras, who 
rule Serie A from their positions on the curva of Italian stadia 
and the more left leaning fan groups of clubs like St. Pauli and 
Borussia Dortmund in Germany, their new English counterparts are 
viewed with some suspicion.  It is worth remembering the words of 
football’s other great philosopher Eduardo Galeano who said:

The scorn of many conservative intellectuals comes from their 
conviction that football worship is precisely the superstition people 
deserve.

The argument seems to be that the Premier League want 
the passion and atmosphere of the ultras but none of the social 
responsibility they espouse.  Top level football sits squarely in a 
capitalist ethos and if there’s one thing a capitalist abhors it is lack 
of control.  To the Premier League the ultras carry about them a 
distinct whiff of revolution.  Socialism endangers the product and 
protecting the product is foremost to the game’s new custodians.  
Football is not to be enjoyed, it must be consumed.  In his brilliant 
book And the Sun Shines Now, Adrian Tempany explains:

Today, football has never been safer, better televised or more 
entertaining.  And arguably, it has never been less about the 
culture of the people who shaped our football clubs.

The traditional fan is almost extinct, priced out of the game or 
simply disillusioned by the wealth and remove of today’s players.  
Can the ultras reclaim the game for us, or do they even want 
to?  What is their agenda and are the powers that be right to be 
suspicious of their motives?  I spoke to Josh of the Whitehawk 
Ultras and I started by asking him what made an Ultra different to 
the ordinary supporter?

“If we’re talking about the Whitehawk Ultras specifically, then 
there isn’t that much difference really.  The main thing is probably 
the chanting, the noise and the atmosphere.  There are plenty of 
grounds where the home support hasn’t much interest in singing, 
saving any noise for when they score.

“That’s not a criticism, but the most notable difference.  No 
matter where we go we sing for the full ninety minutes, even if 
there’s only five of us.  That’s an important part of the experience 
for us.”

There seems to be a strong socialist ethos among Ultra groups, 
why do you think that is?

“Depends which groups you’re talking about.  Plenty of Ultras 
in European countries like Italy and Germany are far-right and 
fascist.  Not all the UK groups have political leanings either.

“The Whitehawk Ultras engage in activities that might come 
under the “socialist” banner, such as foodbank collections, raising 
money for refugee groups, and pushing for cheaper admission 
fees, however, there are more than just socialists who support us 
and a set political line isn’t something we would necessarily want.

“Why?  In our case it is generally the fact that these are the 
kinds of activities our supporters want to do anyway.  Partly as a 
result of a political outlook, partly to support our local community.

“When you’ve got two or three hundred people regularly 
meeting up each week, we thought it was important to use that 
energy and potential, for good causes.”
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Is fan ownership an ambition for Ultra groups?  Is it an 
inevitable consequence of the socialist ethos?

“I think generally this should be the ambition of any fans.  
Obviously, this would make sense from a “socialist” point of view, 
but we meet plenty of other fans who want this and certainly aren’t 
socialist or even moderately left wing.

“It is something we want at some point, but its barely feasible 
right now.  The money needed is too great and we just don’t get 
the numbers through the gates.  Our terrible season hasn’t helped 
things either.”

If the higher leagues are to fully embrace the ultra movement is 
safe standing a priority?

“If that’s something they want to do, then yes.”
Is there a danger the top clubs will simply try to copy the Ultra 

formula to generate “atmosphere?”
“Of course.  That’s what money-making machines do and 

they’re very good at it.  But it can’t be created artificially.  It would 
never work.  Any attempt would be transparent and laughable.”

I’m struck by the spirit of co-operation between Ultras 
of different clubs, is this a deliberate policy or just a happy 
coincidence?

“Both really.  We’ve made links with groups from all around the 
world, from Eastbourne to New York.  It’s a happy coincidence that 
we exist at the same time and share similar views, but it’s been 
deliberate to reach out to other groups or to respond to them when 
they talk to us.

“Personally, I think it’s one of the greatest parts of the whole 
thing.  Being able to hang our flag at Clapton and sing with their 
Ultras, having Eastbourne Town fans come to Three Bridges with 
us, or welcoming Altona 93 fans to the Enclosed have all been 
great experiences.  Ones you couldn’t really replicate in the same 
way in any other circumstances.”

What do you say to the cynics who say that this is just the 
privileged, hankering after the terrace culture of the 70’s and 80’s?

“There’s probably far more examples of that higher up 
the leagues than among ultras.  Knowing our lot and other 
ultra groups, it’s not about a hankering for the past, it’s about 
experiencing how it should be, in the way we want.

“In terms of it being people who are “privileged”, there’s a mix 
of people from all backgrounds.  There’s certainly the privileged 
around, but a great many are not.”

Finally, could the whole Ultra movement be a victim of its own 
success?  If the clubs progress up the leagues, could the stricter 
regulations push those same fans out?

“Most certainly.  But if ultra groups are prepared for it, they can 
fight back against this.  European fan groups have shown time and 
time again that they can influence the decisions of clubs through 
organization and protest.

“We’ve already seen some of this activity in UK football in the 
protest against ticket prices, but led by ordinary fans.  If an ultras 
group came up with a team and had the numbers, they’d be in a 
very strong position in regards to the club.

“Unfortunately, you couldn’t say the same about the FA.  Either 
way, we can look to Crystal Palace’s ultras to see how they’re 
treated.  They’ve not been forced out yet, so it’s clearly possible.

“Frankly though, most of us come to Whitehawk to get away 
from the top leagues.  And based on this season, we won’t have to 
worry for a while!”

In agreeing to the above interview Josh has asked me to 
stress that the above are only his opinions and it is an important 
point.  The strength of the ultra movement comes from its diversity, 
people of all backgrounds and beliefs united through a love for the 
game and a disillusionment with “mainstream” football.  Indeed, it 
is this refusal to be pigeon-holed and categorised that so annoys 
the mainstream, and while some may feel uncomfortable with the 
socialist tag, others like Dulwich Hamlet supporter Jack Spearman 
say:

“There is a left-wing element to it, but only because if you’re 
not left-wing, you’re wrong.”

But how do you reconcile ambition and progression, and profit, 
with socialism?  Money is an intrinsic part of the game – even 
the lowliest amateur clubs know this – and where there is money, 
greed is never far away.  Can a fan owned club be successful?  Of 
course, success is a relative thing, here in Ireland, fan owned Cork 
City swept all before them in winning the double, but could that 
formula be as successful in England – or even Scotland?  How 
much money does it take?  The answer of course is, how much 
have you got?

“What was 10 or 15 years ago the recreation of a few has 
now become the pursuit of thousands, an athletic exercise carried 
on under a strict system, and, in many cases, by an enforced 
term of training almost magnified into a profession.  Whether the 
introduction of so serious and almost business-like an element 
into the sport is a healthy one or not, this is not the place to 
enquire, but there are many old football fogies who recall with no 
small satisfaction the days when football had not grown to be so 
important as to make umpires necessary, and the “gate” the first 
subject for conversation.”

The words of Charles Alcock, Hon. Sec. of the FA in 1882 
bemoaning the rise of money in the game.  Plus ca change.  
Alcock loved the game dearly, in the 19th century he was primarily 
concerned with its survival.  Even at his most optimistic he could 
never envisage the global behemoth it would become.  Imagine 
showing him a world where a journeyman centre half, could earn 
as much in a week as the Prime Minister earns in a year!  Imagine 
showing him a world where people who worship the game, were 
seen as some sort of lunatic fringe, obsessed and dangerous!  
Football is in a constant state of evolution.  From its quiet, 
unassuming birth to its explosion on to mainstream consciousness 
worldwide, from the heady days of the fifties when 100,000 would 
pack into Wembley to watch the amateur FA cup final, to the 
explosion of TV coverage in the seventies, violence and tragedy, 
monetisation, they are all the factors that have led to the “product” 
we now consume at the rate of fifteen or twenty games a week.  It 
was inevitable that some would turn their back and seek a purer 
form of the game, the altruistic nature of the ultras is just a happy 
accident, these are intelligent, caring, thoughtful people.

Whether or not the top brass at the elite clubs are even aware 
of the ultras existence, they will inevitably find out about this novel, 
exciting way of packaging the game.  Capitalism loves nothing 
better than taking a wonderful indie project and selling it back to 
us.  If the ultras can remain dynamic and independent, maybe for 
once the little guy will win and people will see the mercenaries 
that have ruined the game for the greedy, soulless capitalists they 
really are.  I for one would love the chance to go and stand on a 
terrace at Whitehawk or Eastbourne Town because do you know 
what, it sounds like fun.

My sincerest gratitude to Josh, from the Whitehawk Ultras’ 
website, for his invaluable assistance with this article.

JOHN O’SULLIVAN - @clockend5

TOP LEVEL FOOTBALL 
SITS SQUARELY IN A 
CAPITALIST ETHOS AND 
IF THERE’S ONE THING A 
CAPITALIST ABHORS IT IS 
LACK OF CONTROL.  TO 
THE PREMIER LEAGUE THE 
ULTRAS CARRY ABOUT 
THEM A DISTINCT WHIFF 
OF REVOLUTION. 
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I t is strange how some football memories, however 
transient, are somehow retained, whilst others become 
lost. My overriding recollection of Hendon’s visit to Dulwich 
Hamlet’s decaying but nevertheless still magnificent 
Champion Hill Stadium during the 1973-74 season, is not 
of the result, but of the visitors’ green shirts adorned by two 
thin white diagonal stripes, forming a sort of sash across 
the players’ chests. Still only in my early teens, I had been 

persuaded along by a schoolfriend, and although it wasn’t my first 
Dulwich game, I could not describe myself as a supporter back 
then. Indeed, my knowledge of non-League football was minimal 
at best, but I remember the older supporters around us remarking 
that Hendon were the best team in the league.

Those views were well founded: the previous season Hendon 

had won the Isthmian League. Just a few months earlier, in 
January 1974, Rod Haider’s equaliser had secured a remarkable 
1-1 draw at Newcastle United in the 3rd Round of the FA Cup; and 
on a Wednesday afternoon at Watford’s Vicarage Road ground, 
over 15,000 spectators watched Newcastle win the replay 4-0. 
They went on to lose to Liverpool in the final.

More than thirty years would pass before I saw Hendon again, 
on 20 January 2007. By coincidence they were playing their 
closest rivals from 1972-73, Walton & Hersham, although the 
circumstances for both clubs, in the bottom three of the Isthmian 
League, were quite different. By now, Hendon’s Claremont Road 
ground, the club’s home since 1926, was on borrowed time. 
Already sold to a property developer for just under £20million, 
only a restrictive covenant designed to keep the site as a sporting 
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venue was keeping the demolition men at bay.
It had been assumed that April 2006 would mark the last ever 

match but thus far, there had been a stay of execution. However, 
with little money being spent on the upkeep of the ground, it was 
looking decidedly shabby. The final match at Claremont Road took 
place on 20 September 2008, when a 4-0 defeat at the hands of 
Wealdstone served as a disappointing ending for one of London’s 
most iconic non-League football venues, and rendered a fine old 
club homeless, destined for an itinerant existence for the next 
eight years.

The 1980s and 90s mostly saw Hendon finish in a mid to lower 
table position, and the club briefly flirted with disaster in November 
1991 when bailiffs were sent by Barnet Council to padlock 
Claremont Road, following non-payment of rent. As a result, the 
club was dissolved, and a company was formed with Victor Green 
announced as the new Chairman. Along with his wife and son 
David, Green held all the shares and claimed to have spent around 
£1million wiping out the club’s debts.

Financial constraints were always an issue however, and in 
2004 a late decision was made not to accept promotion to the 
newly constituted South Division of the Football Conference, 
despite a fourth place finish in the Isthmian Premier Division.

When in September 2008 the Claremont Road gates were 
locked for the final time, and a nomadic existence beckoned, the 
club’s glory days must have seemed a distant memory to its small 
but dedicated fanbase. At that stage the owners were musical 
instrument distributors, The Arbiter Group. The company had been 
founded by the late Ivor Arbiter in the 1960s, and following his 
decision to sponsor Hendon in the early 1990s, the shirts were 
emblazoned with the iconic Fender guitar logo. When the club 
found itself less than twenty-four hours from going out of business 
the day before the 1994-95 season kicked off, Ivor Arbiter bought 
it and became Chairman. When he died in 2005 however, his 
company’s interest in the club dwindled. The Claremont Road site 
was prime development land and the London Borough of Barnet 
was keen to sell. The Group, who held a long lease, stood to 
make a considerable sum. A further incentive was that Arbiter’s 
investment in the club since taking ownership in 2005 had been in 
the way of a loan from the parent company. As a result, Hendon’s 
liability to the Arbiter Group was in excess of £2million.

The remainder of the 2008-09 season saw games hosted at 
Staines Town, Northwood, Wembley and Harrow Borough, after 
the Supporters Trust paid a £10,000 bond to the Isthmian League 
as guarantee that the club would fulfil its fixtures; and from that 
point the Trust began to effectively fund the running of the club, 
before finally taking ownership in 2010. 

In the summer of 2012 an announcement had been made 
that the Board was actively seeking to sell the club. Although 
solvent and debt free, the bottom line was that it was becoming 
increasingly difficult to keep it afloat, particularly without its own 
facilities and the ability to generate vital income.

The club’s plight came to the attention of Rob Morris, who 
had recently sold his successful football coaching business in 
Hertfordshire. “The idea was to retire and take things easy” he 
says, “but that lasted about two days until I was bored silly. A friend 
of mine approached me with regards the sale of Hendon Football 
Club, who had been given about eighteen months until the money 
ran out. I knew that with my background, I could make a bit of a 
difference, and the first thing we had to do was get them back a bit 
closer to their roots.”

Rob purchased the lease of Silver Jubilee Park, owned by 
Brent Council, and the former home of Kingsbury Town FC. A 
record crowd of 1,500 had watched a friendly against Spurs in 
1980 to switch on the new floodlights, but the otherwise basic 



and run-down facilities were some way short of meeting the 
grading requirements for Isthmian Premier Division football. It was 
however, only about two miles from Hendon’s former home at 
Claremont Road.

On Monday 18 July 2016, after a considerable amount of work 
in a remarkably short space of time, Hendon’s long wait for a new 
home came to an end when former 10,000 metre world record 
holder, David Bedford OBE, a Hendon FC Director and lifelong 
supporter, officially opened the redeveloped Silver Jubilee Park 
ground, partly financed through the Football Stadia Improvement 
Fund, but also from other sources including Morris and his partner.

“It’s still a council-owned ground, but I own the lease” explains 
Rob. “Both Hendon and Edgware Town have got a hire agreement, 
but because Hendon is the senior club, they will always take 
precedence over Edgware in all sorts of competitions.” He smiles. 
“This partly this is to stick two fingers up at developers – too many 
of our grounds are being lost, and this is now becoming the focal 
point of the community. If you come down here on a Saturday 
morning you will see hundreds of children training on the pitch. We 
have Irish dancing, so we have all the girls here; we have fitness 

classes; we have a darts team here; we are associated with a 
Gaelic Football team … so it’s not just football, it is very much a 
community.”

The ethos is certainly aimed towards developing a community 
hub, rather than merely providing a home for a couple of senior 
football clubs. With many local schools not having access to 
playing fields, a partnership programme has been set up which 
enables local schools to use the pitch. There is also an Academy 
where students can play football, and get a BTEC in Sport. In 
addition, the club has built a relationship with UCFB Wembley, 
the university based at Wembley Stadium. UCFB teams play and 
train at SJP, and in addition are now delivering three different 
courses from the ground. Whereas Hendon had only one team a 
mere three years ago, there are now twenty-five youth teams; a 
disabilities team; and a ladies’ team starting this year. The girl’s 
under-thirteen team were national champions last year.





Rob Morris



Already it is paying dividends, as Rob explains: “Our crowds 
have gone up, and we feel that with the outreach programme it is 
going to be steady growth. That’s what we want. We always cut 
our cloth accordingly; we’re not going to throw money at something 
– how many times have we seen that in non-league football? 
Where clubs have a rich sugar daddy who comes along, throws 
tremendous amounts of money around, and it’s boom and bust.”

Although Rob Morris undoubtedly provided the wherewithal to 
ensure the club’s long-term future, it is important not to overlook 
the role played by the Supporters’ Trust, the owners of Hendon 
Football Club, who somehow managed to keep it going through 
a very difficult and uncertain period. The Trust boasts several 
hundred members who subscribe every year, and its main aim 
is to ensure good governance, and that it can thrive at its natural 
level, through a variety of fund-raising events alongside a separate 
Supporters’ Association.

Last season was Hendon’s first full season at SJP. One might 
have anticipated it to have been memorable, and it was, albeit for 
the wrong reasons, with the club only avoiding relegation with a 
draw against Staines Town on the very last day of the season. 

Amongst the 420 supporters that watched Hendon’s nerve-
shredding final match against Staines was Michael Fox. Nothing 
too remarkable about that one might think, except for the fact that 
he had driven down from Scotland for the occasion. He is here 
again today for the fixture against Harlow Town, having set off 
from Glasgow at five this morning, this time with sons Callum and 
Kieran; and fourteen-year-old daughter Katie in tow for her first 
Hendon match. All being well, they will be back home sometime 
during the early hours.

Michael has supported Hendon for 45 years, ever since he 
was a small child: “I’d come down every week if I could, but we 
are going to try for about half a dozen games this year if we can. 
It just depends how willing they are to come really.” … “I’ve seen 
some pretty lean years at Hendon, and have never seen any great 
crowds, but it’s part of what I’ve done over the years, and it’s just 
nice to come back here. I missed about ten years when I first 
went up to Scotland and they were younger, but now they are old 
enough to come along we can all suffer together.”

Hendon have made a reasonable start to the season, 
beginning with a narrow defeat at fancied Tonbridge Angels, 
followed by a very pleasing 3-0 midweek win over Enfield Town in 
front of a crowd approaching three hundred. Opponents Harlow 
Town however, have yet to get off the mark following defeats by 
Harrow and Dulwich. The Essex club is invariably well-supported 
on the road by a lively set of fans, and also won’t be troubled by 
playing on an artificial surface. As anticipated there are plenty of 
red and white shirts in the bar beforehand, and some familiar faces 
from a previous visit to the Harlow Arena. They have brought their 
banners with them, and also an old air raid siren in the hope of 
cranking it up to celebrate some Hawks’ goals.

That certainly appears a likely scenario as it is the visitors who, 
for some unfathomable reason are wearing their change colours of 
yellow and blue, take the game to Hendon from the outset. As the 
half progresses however, it becomes something of a stalemate and 
not much of a spectacle, especially for those who have travelled 
five hundred miles to watch it.

Roughly on the hour mark the home side finally gets the 
breakthrough courtesy of a well-taken goal from Keagan Cole. It 
knocks the stuffing out of Harlow and momentarily quietens their 
vociferous fans. It is not until the final ten minutes or so that the 
visitors begin to seriously threaten the Hendon goal, but the home 
defence remains resolute and the Hawks’ air raid siren unused.

To coin a well-worn cliché, it has hardly been a classic, but has 
at least made a 900-mile round trip worthwhile for four Hendon 

supporters. Two more seated in the stand are also more than 
satisfied with three points, and after the match I ask Peter Lush 
and David Ballheimer – authors of the Hendon centenary history – 
about their thoughts for the future.

“I’m a great deal more optimistic than I was when we were 
at Wembley or Harrow” says David. “If you had asked me in 
September 2008 if I would be sitting in the stand at Kingsbury 
Town in 2017 watching Hendon win in the Ryman [sic] Premier 
Division, I would have laughed at you. I thought we would go out of 
business before 2015”. Peter agrees: “There was the danger that 
if we’d gone down, we would have drifted”. “We would have sunk” 
emphasises David.

“I think the good thing now, is that we’ve got this youth set-
up, because that is something we never had during my time at 
Claremont Road” Peter explains. “I’m confident now that we have 

got a stable set-up and we are back in Hendon. We seem to be 
attracting good players, and I’m confident about the future. I think 
also that this provides an alternative to people who can’t afford, or 
don’t want to go to Premier League matches.”

Unlike the Fox family, who will soon be making the long return 
journey north, members of the Hendon diaspora may not be able 
to make even infrequent visits to SJP. Attendances at matches 
may continue to struggle above three hundred, as they always 
have, but the far-flung fanbase remains constant, and following the 
club’s progress from afar. They will no doubt be reassured that this 
historic old club at long last appears to have a secure future and is 
finally able to lay down some new green roots.

This article is an abridged version of the original. David 
Bauckham’s photo essays from across the spectrum of  
non-league and amateur football can be viewed at  
https://dbauckham.exposure.co/  He can also be  
followed on Twitter @CentreCirclePub

Michael Fox (far right) and family visiting from Scotland 
for the day

Chris Rogers
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TALKING BULL
JEZ ROBERTS RECALLS THE DEMISE OF HEREFORD UNITED AND HOW A NEW CLUB CAME OUT OF IT TO REINVIGORATE 

THE TOWN’S FOOTBALL FANS.

O n 27th September last year, I managed to get my 
first glimpse of Hereford FC this season. It was a 
cold Tuesday night and they were playing away to 
Frome F.C. whose average attendance is around 
270. Frome is about a four-and-a-half-hour trip, but 
this was one that many fans made, swelling the 
attendance to 531. A comical Massimo Taibi-style 
goalkeeping error from Frome Town’s Kyle Phillips 

gave Hereford an early lead before they pushed on to win the 
game 3-0. It was obvious to everyone in attendance that there was 
a glaring difference in quality between the sides.

Hereford FC is now almost unrecognisable from its former 
incarnation as Hereford United. It has a devoted home and away 
support. Radio Hereford FC provide radio commentary for every 
game, and also broadcast for around 5 hours on match day. 

They also have a resident Go-Pro wielding cameraman who 
perches himself pitchside and captures all the goals. Most are 
placed either on Snapchat, Twitter or YouTube. @HerefordGoals 
has been an absolute godsend for people, like me, that have 
moved from the area and can’t attend as much as they’d like. 

The club’s fanzine, Talking Bull, has also re-emerged for a 
101st edition after the last was published in April 2008. 

Hereford FC are perceived as being a fan-owned club. This is 
not totally true. They do, however, have a rather rare ownership 
structure, with the idea being that no single shareholder will have 
overall control. Currently HUST (Hereford United Supporters Trust) 
hold 135,000 shares (32%), benefactors hold 250,000 (59%) and 
individuals have 39,000 (9%). The Benefactors are a small group 
of individuals that were able to put down the essential start-up 
capital. The HUST said the most important aspect of the new 
ownership structure is that ‘All participants at this time are true 
supporters, but we’re trying to future proof during the good times’. 
Understandably, they are wary of repeating the mistakes of the 
past.

The reincarnated Football League side find themselves in the 
Southern Premier League. Their average attendance this season 
is 2,332 – one of the most well attended sides throughout the 
non-league. 20,000 people travelled from the Shire and from as far 

away as Hong Kong and Australia to Wembley for the 2016 defeat 
in the FA Vase trophy. 

The fanbase seemed invigorated, but the past few years had 
been tough.

The future of the club did not always look so bright. On the 
surface the story was fairly standard: a club failing, too much 
expenditure and too little income. But the story of Hereford United 
mutates into something more unsavoury – sadly an all too common 
tale these days.

Hereford United were expelled from the Football Conference 
in June 2014 after neglecting to pay a bond of £350,000. The 
problems pre-date this and began under the regime of locally-
born Chairman, David Keyte. This was just the latest in a long 
line of issues which came to the surface in April that year. Former 
Manager Martin Foyle – who was owed money – told the Observer 
in November 2014, under Keyte the club failed to “pay the 
manager, players and many others” and “Whatever the fans’ views 
my issues aren’t with the new people”.

These ‘new people’ were the ‘entrepreneur and developer’ from 
east London, Tommy Agombar, who bought the club in May 2014 
for £2. The internet has become a better judge of a person than the 
FA’s “fit and proper person” as fans quickly found out Agombar had 
a previous conviction for lorry theft and had served time in prison. 
This was something that local Tory MP, Jesse Norman, spoke 
about in his speech in Parliament on 4th September.

In light of this the ownership was passed onto a company 
called Alpha Finance. Andrew Lonsdale stepped in as director. He 
was a friend and advisor of Agombar. It seemed to fans that he 
was being used as a patsy by Agombar.

But scratching beneath the surface there was a much more 
worrying side to Mr. Lonsdale. He had run his local non-league 
side Feltham FC, but not without controversy. A stadium building 
fiasco ended up costing council taxpayers at least £300,000. The 
site had been ‘badly run down and plagued by vandals’ according 
to GetWestLondon and the site had been that poorly administered, 
that the money ended up being used to get it into such a state that 
it couldn’t be used again.

The work was initially to be funded by income from the 
disposal of soil from developments in the local area. The club had 
permission to import up to 16,000 cubic metres of soil but a council 
survey showed 73,000 cubic metres had been dumped on the 
site. The company that carried out this work was, of course, run by 
Mr. Lonsdale who had also previously been convicted of illegally 
dumping 600 lorry loads of waste on green belt land.

This is important because anyone who has visited Hereford 
in the last two years will have seen the brand-new shopping 
development that has popped up next to Edgar Street. During 
the period Lonsdale and Agombar owned the club this was an old 
Cattle Market that had been the subject of rumours of investment 
in the site. Hereford fans were now very worried about their new 
overlords.

Lonsdale had said ‘“If we had raped and pillaged the club, 
sold the assets, I would hold my hands up, but we have done the 
opposite; we’ve put money in, borrowed money, and taken on a 
huge task.”. He claims to have put £600,000 into the club but the 

              
   



              
   33

financial problems didn’t end.
A winding up petition was hanging over Hereford United for 

the money owed to former manager Martin Foyle. The club had 
already been relegated to the Southern Premier but things were 
beginning to go from bad to apocalyptic. The Hereford Times 
reported that the end game was near in December 2014 and the 
registrar, Stephen Baister, had told the owners that they must have 
the money in place or else Friday would prove to be ‘the very last 
moment’ for the club.

This all came to a head in a ridiculous manner. The Hereford 
United Supporters Trust felt it ‘collapsed very quickly’, there 
certainly was a sense of inevitably about it towards the end. In 
farcical manner the owners were stuck in traffic and unable to get 
to court but claimed to have proof of the £1million needed for the 
creditors.

Hereford United Football Club (1939) Limited was wound up in 
the high court on 19th December. 

Everyone has seen the greatest moment in Hereford United’s 
history. Ronnie Radford’s strike against Newcastle United is 
used every year in coverage of the FA Cup; Hereford United will 
forever be cemented into the fabric of English sport, synonymous 
with the term ‘giantkiller’. But that club was no more. Everything 
ended so swiftly but the next stage in the story of this famous club 
was astonishing. The club’s motto proved very appropriate, ‘Our 
greatest glory lies not in never having fallen, but in rising when we 
fall’.

What came next has been a major surprise to me. Personally, 
I worried that football would never return to Edgar Street and 
that the ground would be sold for some development project or 
another. There was initial talk of a new club but the cynic inside 
me thought this would be short-lived when the reality of setting 
up a club so quickly really hit home. Even the HUST have said 
‘We have been amazed by the drive and enthusiasm of ordinary 
supporters which is in marked contrast to the old club’. 

It took just two months for Herefordshire Council, the owners 
of Edgar Street, to agree a new lease in time so that Hereford FC 
could compete in the 2015/16 season. My own initial assumption 
was that a new club would rise but this turn around was very 
impressive.

The ground had been left unattended for months and had 
fallen into an indigent state. Volunteers were called for and many 
fans stepped forward offering whatever services they could; from 
painting walls to helping to get the pitch back to an acceptable 
level. A groundsman was found, and the stadium was ready to host 
FC United of Manchester in Hereford FC’s inaugural home game. 

There was one more thing that was needed: a manager. In 

April, Peter Beadle was re-installed to manage the side again after 
a short spell in charge in 2014.

FC United of Manchester arrived on the 11th July 2015. The 
atmosphere before the game was electric and everyone inside and 
outside the ground was enthusiastic. For me this excitement was 
twofold. Firstly, there was football being played at Edgar Street 
again and secondly, I got to witness the famous FCUM support, 
who were in full carnival mood that day. It was a world away from 
the club I used to know.

Initially, Hereford found themselves in the Midlands Premier 
League. Attendances rarely found their way above 100 but they 
had already sold in excess of 1,000 season tickets. It would also 
mean a few interesting games against local rivals Westfields. 

The club managed to recruit a few players from Hartbury 
College. This included Mustapha Bundu, a young winger from 
Sierra Leone who had been a part of Craig Bellamy’s Foundation 
before obtaining a visa to study. The visa restricted him from 
playing above the 5th tier, but it was obvious to everyone his 
ceiling was extremely high. After one season and 25 goals, he 
joined five-times Danish champions, AGF Aarhus. 

The club also managed to sign Pablo Haynsham and John 
Mills. Again, both playing below their natural level. After a slow 
start and the signing of Jamie Willets to sure up the defence, 
Hereford FC managed to win the league with a magnificent points 
total of 108. 

It wasn’t just league success that made their inaugural season 
such a triumph. A trip to Wembley to play Morpeth Town in the FA 
Vase final also came at the end of the campaign. Sadly, they were 
beaten after taking an early lead. But 20,000 fans made the trip 
which just typifies how far the club had come in less than a year. 

This was followed by another promotion from the Southern 
League South and West, losing just one game and scoring 108 
league goals. 

Hereford FC now find themselves competing for a third 
promotion in a row. They almost made it into the 3rd round of the 
FA Cup this season but succumbed to League One Fleetwood 
Town in a game shown live on BT Sport. The club is looking 
healthy and prosperous. The HUST, who own 32%, told me their 
current target is to achieve their goal of 50% by 2020.

The Trust told me they ‘don’t have many concerns right now, 
other than we’ve been rising through the leagues so quickly that 
business models have had to change rapidly to keep pace!’. It 
seems they feel confident about reaching their goal of owning 
50% of the shares by 2020. They are fans who want the best for 
the club and at the moment they are achieving unprecedented 
success; something Hereford United never had, this is where my 
concerns for the future of the project manifest themselves.

So far there have not been any bad runs of form or seasons 
of consolidation. There are two thoughts I have about this. One is 
that the club has built a good core fanbase that will stick with them 
when the inevitable blips happen. But the other is that the newly 
converted fans melt away after the first flush of success inevitably 
ends. 

If the current target of 50% is met by 2020 that would be a 
good step, but it shouldn’t end there. A handful of benefactors 
helped set up the club, but it is the incredible support of the 
fanbase – many who have given up their own time – that have 
allowed it to prosper. Without fans there would be no clubs, which 
Hereford FC are one of the greatest adverts for.

The club cannot and will not continue their rise through the 
leagues. When Hereford FC find their level, which will be in the 
next few years, that is when I feel cracks may appear. Luckily, the 
people in charge of the club are there for the love of it, so until then 
myself and many fans will be basking in Hereford’s remarkable 
success.

JEZ ROBERTS - @JezRoberts94

THE CLUB’S MOTTO 
PROVED VERY 
APPROPRIATE, ‘OUR 
GREATEST GLORY LIES  
NOT IN NEVER HAVING 
FALLEN, BUT IN RISING 
WHEN WE FALL’.
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DIAMONDS ON THE SOLES OF 
THEIR SHOES

RUSHDEN AND DIAMONDS SEEMINGLY CAME OUT OF NOWHERE TO BECOME A FOOTBALL LEAGUE TEAM AROUND 
THE TURN OF THE MILLENNIUM. A DECADE LATER THEY WERE GONE, BUT NOT FOREVER, AS PETER KENNY JONES 

EXPLAINS.

W hen Rushden & Diamonds were dissolved in 
2011, it appeared that the club would never 
return. Its history is built upon amalgamations 
and extinctions. In 1992 Rushden Town and 
Irthlingborough Diamonds were separated by 
less than five miles, yet they became combined 
through the bigger aspirations of Dr. Martens 
owner, Max Griggs. Financial misadventure 

meant that they were forced into administration in 2011 from which 
they never recovered. Their successor, AFC Rushden & Diamonds, 
were born soon after and now exist as a supporter owned club. 

It would be easier to tackle this story in chronological order, 
starting with Rushden Town. The Russians were founded in 1889 
and played mostly in the United Counites League (UCL). They stayed 
in the UCL until they gained promotion to the Southern League 
Premiership (6th tier of the English football pyramid) in 1990. They 
were demoted from the Premiership despite finishing six places above 
the relegation places, due to their inadequate ground which no longer 
met league requirements. Their inability to afford the upkeep of their 
ground jeopardised their future.

As for Irthlingborough Diamonds, they were founded nearly sixty 
years after Rushden, in 1946. They were originally an under-18 side 
inspired by Moscow Dynamo. They soon graduated to semi-pro 
level in the UCL, and in 1969 opened their own ground on the site of 
Hayden Park, the eventual home of Rushden & Diamonds FC. In the 
early 1990s, with crowds and budgets shrinking, chairman Tony Jones 
wanted out, on the condition that the Diamonds lived on. Max Griggs 
agreed to take over the club.

Rushden were playing a higher standard of football with a 
passionate fan base, but their infrastructure was failing them. 
Irthlingborough were a well-run team with an impressive stadium and 
an ambitious new owner. A merger seemed to be advantageous for 
both clubs. They were only attracting a couple of hundred fans each 
but the combination of the two clubs paved the way for a larger more 
committed support base, backed by Griggs’ money. This proved to 
be a recipe for success and Rushden & Diamonds were soon in the 
Football League. 

Attention must now turn to the driving force behind this 
amalgamation, Dr. Martens tycoon Max Griggs. When he merged 
Rushden with Diamonds it was a bold move. He was formally on 
the board at Northampton Town and said he “didn’t see the point of 

putting a few million into a team rather than a club” and orchestrated 
the creation of Rushden & Diamonds. The £20million he pumped 
into the club put them streets ahead of their immediate competitors 
which caused plenty of raised eyebrows. Derek Lowbridge, a former 
UCL player for AFC Long Buckby who played against the Diamonds, 
recalls that some questioned the legitimacy of this new club. Griggs 
was accused of having circumnavigated some of the FA rules over 
the ownership and merging of two clubs and the deal appeared “a 
little murky”. This was due to “the speed and ease” that his plan 
came together. Lowbridge claimed that teams within the league were 
“bemused that this financial giant of a club suddenly appeared in our 
midst”.

Defending his spending, Griggs claimed “We may have spent 
£20million creating all this but in a way, we’ve just swapped money 
for assets. We’ve still got the land, a 70-acre site, so people who think 
we’ve just poured money into a non-League team are missing the 
point. You create things around the club to offset the costs”. He was 
also confident that this injection of money would lead to success by 
saying Diamonds would “be in the League by the end of the century”. 
Griggs did eventually make good on his prediction; Rushden & 
Diamonds completed a double promotion to climb into Division Three 
(4th tier), in 2001. 

Criticism from opposition fans towards Griggs is certainly not 
shared by most Diamonds supporters. One lifelong fan, Alex Jefferies, 
provided his opinions on the role of their influential owner. “I’ll be 
forever thankful for Max, if it wasn’t for him I’d be an armchair Premier 
League fan. All in all, I love the bloke and will always thank him when 
I see him”. Griggs’ support lifted the club to heights that the fans could 
never have dreamed of, but the subsequent fall from grace cannot be 
ignored.

In 2005, Griggs gave Rushden & Diamonds to its supporters for 
the sum of £1. Within six years the club were in administration and 
Griggs must take some blame for this. Jefferies believes Griggs saw 
the club as “his plaything, and he pulled out when he got bored.” This 
argument has weight. Griggs attempted to support the ownership 
change and highlighted his generosity in the deal, which included ‘a 
new stadium, conference centre, car parks, restaurant and bar, two 
training pitches and, of course, the players’. Dr. Martens went on to 
say that “The debt-free handover of a club to a supporters’ trust in this 
way is unprecedented in modern British football history and stems 
from the love held for the club by Max Griggs”.

There was no reason for Griggs to feel obliged to be at the club. 
He carried them to the Football League and perhaps felt his time had 
come to an end. He achieved his goal and felt it time to step down. 
Despite the club being wealthy in terms of infrastructure, they were 
losing money and the responsibility now lay with the Supporters’ Trust. 
The Trust was set up to look after the club for years to come but this 
was not how it transpired.

Helen Thompson was appointed chairwoman to aid the 
Supporters’ Trust, whom it was said that ‘if you cut her open, she 
would bleed Diamonds’. However, some supporters claim this was 
a ‘load of old bollocks, and I wouldn’t piss on her if she was on fire’. 
These feelings display how terrible things got for the Diamonds 
and how quickly it all happened. The club was not sustainable, and 
financing was not aided by falling attendances. 

The season following the Supporters’ Trust takeover, Diamonds 
were relegated back to the Conference and performances off the pitch 
were poor too. Relegation left a group of players on Football League 
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IN 2005, GRIGGS GAVE 
RUSHDEN & DIAMONDS 
TO ITS SUPPORTERS FOR 
THE SUM OF £1. WITHIN 
SIX YEARS THE CLUB WERE 
IN ADMINISTRATION AND 
GRIGGS MUST TAKE SOME 
BLAME FOR THIS
wages entering the Conference, an immediate financial concern for 
the Trust. Keith Cousins and Colin Hill took over the club in 2006 for 
£500,000, relinquishing the power of the Supporters’ Trust, less than 
a year after they had taken control. Cousins promised to support 
the club, having acquired £6million worth of land for £500,000. This 
takeover ended the involvement of that incarnation of the Supporters’ 
Trust. The club then went through six managers in five years whilst 
battling with their finances, and attendances in the 2008-09 season 
fell to less than half of what they were in the Football League era. 

Continued problems with cash meant influential players like Lee 
Tomlin, Mark Byrne and Paul Terry left the club and the 2010-11 
season was dominated by off-field matters. Goalkeeper Dale Roberts 
tragically committed suicide, leading to his number one shirt being 
retired. Cousins and Hill sold the club on again, apparently debt free, 
to new owners Liam Beasant and Gary Calder. The club were faced 
with a transfer embargo as well as players threatening to refuse 
to play over unpaid wages. With the club spiralling out of control, 
that season proved to be their last, they were not permitted to join 
the Conference as they could not guarantee they could play all 
their fixtures for the 2011-12 season. In the end, the club had debts 
somewhere between £750,000 and £2million, and many creditors 
have still not been repaid in full. They were given two weeks to pay 
£750,000 or face administration. Consequently, in July 2011, Rushden 
& Diamonds FC were extinct.

Many from within the club still love and appreciate all the money 
and work that Griggs put in to realising his lofty ambitions. Current 
Vice-Chairman Jon Ward said he believed “everything he did, he did 
it with a genuine belief that it was the right thing to do. We wouldn’t 
be here doing what we’re doing today if it wasn’t for him, he’ll be 
highly regarded by everyone within the club long into the future”. As 
an outsider looking in, it appears that he could have done more to 
oversee the club was run properly after he left. Within a year of his 
sale, the Supporters’ Trust was defunct. He appeared to get bored, 
realise the club was losing money and moved on quickly. He still 
sometimes watches Diamonds play with his son and clearly loves 
the club, he brought them the greatest period in their history and is 
worshipped by many fans. However, he does have to shoulder a 
considerable amount of blame for the collapse of the club and could 
have provided more aid for the Supporters’ Trust.

The players all left, and Nene Park was taken over by rivals, 
Kettering Town. The club was dead, yet the beating heart remained. 
The supporters did not give up and announced their desire to create 
a fan-owned club, AFC Rushden & Diamonds, from the ashes. Jon 
Ward stated that the original idea for the new project was inspired by 
the success of AFC Wimbledon. The SaveRDFC fund was set up to 
help the old club, and this money was used to help build the new one. 
They provided hope for the phoenix club, their website states: “a small 
group of the club’s supporters decided to take it upon themselves to 

try and ensure that those memories survived, that the friendships built 
up during that period could continue and prosper, and that the name 
Rushden & Diamonds would not be condemned to the footballing 
annals of yesteryear”.

The club’s resurrection was a phenomenal display of the love 
the fans had for their club. Through working with Supporters Direct, 
which operates to ‘help supporters gain influence in the running 
and ownership of their club’, the members of the club were now 
at the helm. They work under the slogan ‘One fan, one vote, one 
community, one club’. This ethos will hope to ensure the club is 
run properly and not face the turmoil they had in their previous 
incarnation. This membership scheme replaced the Supporters’ Trust 
and runs as a community benefit society, from around 400 original 
members there are about 860 today. 

The turnaround from extinct club to a new one was very speedy. 
The old side played their last game in April 2011, and only three 
months later AFC Rushden & Diamonds were playing their first game. 
Due to registration issues, the first season was played as an under-18 
team. Gates still reached 500, unheard of for any youth side across 
the country. The following season, the first senior team entered the 
UCL, and six years on they’re on course for their third promotion.

One of the issues that faced the phoenix club was the 
inexperience of the new board. As the reformed hierarchy of the 
club only contained supporters, it meant that the board had no prior 
experience of running a football club. Jon Ward stated “that was 
possibly the biggest challenge. From organising line marking, to 
negotiating with players and managers, to stadium safety. All of that 
stuff is something that we’ve all had to learn and that was the biggest 
initial challenge”.

All within the club must look forward and ask what they can 
achieve in the future. In many respects, they have already achieved 
what they set out to do. They are an operating team again; the rest 
is superfluous. To most supporters that is enough, Alex Jefferies 
said “We have a hardcore of 400 or so fans, who will be there no 
matter what level we play at. Of course, our aim is to play as high as 
sustainably possible”.  This is seconded by their Vice-Chairman, his 
key phrase was ‘sustainable existing’, he said “in our constitution it’s 
set out that we want to provide sustainable football at the highest level 
possible”. Of course, the aspiration will be to return to the Football 
league but, as Jon Ward says, “going as far as we can as long as its 
sustainable is the important thing”.

They no longer play in their own stadium, instead sharing with 
Rushden & Higham United. This, according to Jon Ward, has been 
the toughest struggle; “having a nomadic existence has proved 
the biggest issue”. The dream is to have their own stadium as and 
when they can afford it, a further example of sensible ownership. All 
members meet regularly at Members’ Forums where they are ‘invited 
to submit any items they’d like to be put on the agenda’. The most 
recent vote being the 96% in favour of a new ground-share.

AFC Rushden & Diamonds have seen relative success since their 
birth. They have won seven trophies in seven years. The club are in 
a similar position to 1992, they have been on a rollercoaster since 
then but are the perfect illustration of the benefits of fan-owned clubs. 
When asking about the possibility of a new multi-million-pound owner, 
Jon Ward said “the way our constitution is, someone cannot take all 
the shares. Someone can come and invest some money in the club, 
but they would still only be one member, one vote”. AFC Rushden & 
Diamonds are a well-run club with the best chairmen in their history – 
their own supporters. Hopefully for the Diamonds fans, one day they 
will return to the Football League. If that day comes they owe it all to 
the supporters. 

It seems fitting to end with Jon Ward’s thoughts on where the club 
would be in ten years’ time “The biggest thing is sustainability. I would 
hope that within ten years we would have our own ground somewhere 
around the Rushden area. The biggest thing is that there is a club and 
that it is sustainable.”

A special thanks to:
Jon Ward – AFC Rushden & Diamonds Vice-Chairman
Alex Jefferies – Life-long Rushden & Diamonds Supporter
Derek Lowbridge – Former player for AFC Long Buckby

PETER KENNY JONES - @PeterKennyJones
https://peterkj.wixsite.com/football-historian
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THE GREAT ROCK ‘N’ ROLL 
SWINDLE

IN A RUN-DOWN CORNER OF SOUTH LONDON ‘EXISTS’ A VERY REAL, VERY PUNK, VERY FAN-OWNED NON-LEAGUE CLUB 
CALLED STREATHAM ROVERS. ALEX STEWART BRAVED THE ULTRAS, PYROTECHNICS AND GAUDY BANNERS TO FIND OUT 

MORE.

S treatham Rovers’ ground is a hard place to find. 
It’s not indexed on Google, due to the club’s 
inconvenient attitude towards online privacy; the 
maze of terraced houses that surrounds the small, 
poorly-lit pitch and tumbledown stands almost invites 
one to get lost. I eventually find the Greyhound Lane 
stadium, tucked behind a Lidl down an alleyway. It’s 
an odd place to find the warm, beating heart of lower 

league football, but Streatham Rovers, who play in the Surrey 
& Sussex League (known as the Xtermin8 Rat Poison Football 
League due to its current sponsors), are apparently just that. 
I decided to head down to Rovers to find out if their reputation 
was deserved, and just what it means to turn out for a side in the 
Xtermin8 Rat Poison Football League.

My journey coincides with a home fixture against Beddington 
Sewage Treatment Works FC. It’s mid-January, biting cold; even 
a generic meat-flavoured hot drink, slick and oily in a polystyrene 
cup, doesn’t furnish me with the necessary protection from a chill 
wind that whips around the Lidl and runs straight through the 
Greyhound and into my bones. The Joe Beringer stand, where 
I’m huddled (named after the club’s first U.S. born player, who 
tragically died in a chimney-related accident while dressed as 
Father Christmas), is a mess of cracked concrete, cigarette butts, 
and jagged, plastic chairs. Despite new sponsors Herod Eviction 
Services pouring literally tens of money into the club, the overall 
feel of the place is dilapidated and mildly depressing. That is, 

until, the match kicks off.
Immediately, the chanting starts. Much of it is too offensive to 

repeat here and seems split between what I can only describe as 
hard-left and even harder right politics. The notorious supporters’ 
group, the Authento-Brigade, unfurl their newest banner, a 60ft 
long, crowd-funded eyesore that features the words ‘Lest We 
Forget’ emblazoned across the silhouettes of some Lancaster 
bombers, and bears the legend ‘Diane Abbott Haters’. There are 
pyros, a few tossed pints, and midway through the second half, 
a small child runs onto the pitch and kicks a Beddington player 
in the ankle. She’s dragged away by a steward, flicking V’s. The 
crowd rises as one to chants of “Taff Goose’s green and purple 
army!” It doesn’t scan very effectively, but it’s spine-tingling. 

Rovers, whose authenticity is worn like a pulsing, bloodied 
ox heart on their sleeve, has nonetheless had it questioned by 
some. An internet rumour, started several years ago by persons 
unknown, suggested that the club was simply a sophisticated 
“art prank”, much like Dulwich Hamlet pre-2010. Indeed, this has 
been seized on by Rovers’ most controversial fan-group, the 
Pteranodon Ultras, who watch “matches” “played” by Streatham 
Rangers on the fictional club’s Twitter feed, often while actual 
Streatham Rovers games are being played in the background. 

The Rangers, whose colours are yellow and pink, were 
the creation of a disaffected Rovers fan fed up with the 
‘hipsterisation” of football led by people like Tom Cullen, a 
27-year-old digital creative, who acknowledges: “If there are 
1,200 people here on a Saturday, probably 200 look like they 
could have walked straight out of Goldsmiths.” The real Rovers’ 
politics and social situation are, indeed, confusing. While some, 
like the Pteranodon Ultras, feel the club is losing its identity, 
others are drawn to it as a bastion of #AMF. One fan told me 
that he had eschewed local rivals Dulwich Hamlet after he felt 
they had begun to lose their way. “I started [following] Streatham 
Rovers at a time when I was becoming disillusioned with the 
direction of Hamlet and, having put so much effort into the club, 
there was a sense of wanting to own my labours, to not see 
them get sucked into a messy property development and lifestyle 
fluff article black hole.” Lifestyle fluff is in short supply at the 
Greyhound Lane stadium – it’s gritty, real, at times unnerving; 
there’s no way this would make a Time Out feature on the best 
places to watch football if you’re under 30 and work in content 
creation. And it’s all the better for it.

The game finishes 2-1 to Rovers, whose match-day 
programme had promised “progressive football, played 
progressively” – they weren’t joking either, as the myriad slick 
passing moves and positional play impressed home fans and 
this neutral alike. After the match, I dawdled in the car-park, 
waiting for the Rovers club committee chairman Derek Connor 
and supporters’ group organiser Steve Carver, who had promised 
to chat to me about the club, its notorious fan groups, and its 
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aim of reaching the Premier League “within 10 years through 
an application of business ingenuity and tactical creativity”, as 
Connor WhatsApp’d me before the match. 

I’m just giving up hope of meeting them when a bright pink 
van screeches to a halt next to me. What I’m about to describe 
marks perhaps the most terrifying experience of my 35 years of 
life and good few months of football blogging. Two burly, masked 
men sporting ‘Enya Fans 4 Communism’ t-shirts leap out and 
bundle me into the van, placing a hood over my head. As the 
van lurches and weaves its way through what I can only assume 
are the back streets of Streatham, I try to focus on my breathing, 
to stay calm, and to remember every detail for when I come 
to report this to the police. I’m dragged out, hoisted up what I 
think is a staircase, and the hood is pulled off. I’m in a damp, 
white-washed room, which has a large pink and yellow banner 
pinned to the wall. The taller of the two, though there’s not much 
in it, shouts at me, calling me an imperialist running dog of the 
mainstream media. I point out that I’m actually working for The 
Football Pink, and the chromatic overlap seems to resonate. It 
dawns on me that I have been kidnapped by the Pteranodon 
Ultras. 

The taller man states that he will speak to me on condition 
of anonymity, which seems superfluous as he’s wearing a 
balaclava; I agree. The man tells me he is engaged in an “an 
extremist, somewhat atomised version of fan ownership”, that 
Streatham Rangers has been created as a satirical comment on 
modern football generally, and Streatham Rovers especially – he 
doesn’t offer any explanation for this stance against Rovers, 

though. Intrigued, I press him, asking him how Rangers is 
satirical – it is perhaps also political? “It’s definitely satire. Have 
you read the David Squires bullshit rodeo cartoon? If I can 
combine that with Brass Eye, I’ll be very happy. And yes – it’s 
very political, very left wing.” He goes on to describe himself as 
“a non-linear Kremlin-controlled propaganda operative.” Such 
is my fear, I simply nod as if I understand what that means. I 
ask whether there’s something lost in supporting Streatham 
Rangers, a team that doesn’t exist, as opposed to Streatham 
Rovers, which does. “Yes, it does lack something. There’s been 
no moment of ritualised ecstasy that you’d get from a last-minute 
winner in a big game.” He stops, ponders a moment. “I have 
wondered if there’s ways to randomize matches using a Football 
Manager type game engine, and broadcasting matches live. 
Could that build up a following of genuine supporters?” I’m about 
to answer, but the audience has come to its end. I’m bundled 
back into the van and dropped off in the Lidl carpark a short 
while later.

After an experience like this, it’s hard to know how to finish 
a piece. My trip to the Greyhound was raucous, invigorating, the 
football played by Rovers, at times, sublime. But my meeting 
with one of their ‘fan’ groups has left me shaken and confused. 
As football becomes increasingly performative and commercial, 
is football the sine qua non of a football club anymore anyway? 
Have Rangers somehow unlocked the future of the game, for 
some fans at least, in which the club’s soul is not on the pitch 
but is, instead, in the imagination of the fans who breathe life 
into a fictional creation? And can Streatham Rovers, for all their 
determination and the spirited leadership of Goose and his 
backroom staff, ever really compete with that? They occupy a 
squeezed middle, sandwiched between the glossy, commercial 
giants of the higher reaches of the sport and the subversive, 
authentic-but-unreal match-day experience of Streatham 
Rangers. Maybe there’s just no more room for the sort of real 
football served up by the likes of Streatham Rovers, with their 
chants and smoke grenades and garish kit. 

But, until that sort of football finally dies, I for one will be 
heading back down to the Greyhound again. In a world where 
most of football seems consumed by securing increasingly 
abstruse commercial partnerships or selling of their grounds to 
make room of unaffordable, definitely-not-social housing, there’s 
something to love about the punchy South London club and its 
angry, old-school attitude. Streatham Rovers is real, in every 
sense of the word. 

The author would like to thank members of the Streatham 
Rovers’ supporters trust for their assistance in this piece.

ALEX STEWART - @AFHStewart

Keep abreast of events down at Greyhound Lane  
Stadium by following the Streatham Rovers  
Twitter account  @StreathamRovers

ROVERS, WHOSE 
AUTHENTICITY IS 
WORN LIKE A PULSING, 
BLOODIED OX HEART 
ON THEIR SLEEVE, HAS 
NONETHELESS HAD IT 
QUESTIONED BY SOME. 
AN INTERNET RUMOUR, 
STARTED SEVERAL 
YEARS AGO BY PERSONS 
UNKNOWN, SUGGESTED 
THAT THE CLUB WAS 
SIMPLY A SOPHISTICATED 
“ART PRANK”
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RAITH ROVERS: 
EMPOWERMENT THROUGH 

INFORMATION
BEFORE YOU CAN BE EMPOWERED YOU NEED TO BE INFORMED. RAITH ROVERS FANS WORK HARD TO 

UNDERSTAND AS MUCH AS THEY CAN ABOUT THE WORKINGS OF THEIR CLUB AND ITS STRUCTURE, AND WORK 
WITH OTHERS TO SECURE A STRONGER FUTURE FOR THE CLUB, AS ALAN RUSSELL EXPLAINS.

I was once told that Raith Rovers hold the Scottish record for 
the highest number of promotions any team have enjoyed. 
The sucker punch to this is that we also hold the record 
for relegations! By my reckoning we are going for the 13th 
promotion in our 135-year history this season – and while I 
can’t be certain whether this is a record, we certainly fit the 
bill of “yo-yo club”. While there were only two divisions in 
Scotland we bounced up and down spending roughly equal 

amounts of time in each; when Scotland went to three divisions 
in the mid-70s we spent most of our time in the second (with a 
few visits to the third), and eventually made it into the top tier in 
its final season before Scotland moved to four divisions. Rumour 
has it that, with an eye to what was best for Scottish football, our 
representative at the league voted for expansion to four divisions 
and the reduction from 12 to 10 teams in the Premier that put us 
back down to the second tier in the mid-90s. We returned a couple 
of years later, but since then have bounced between the second 
and third tiers again.

Off the pitch we have also experienced our fair share of turmoil, 
and as a result have the most complicated structure of any club in 
Scottish football. Not one, not two, but three holding companies, 
each of which emerged in response to a different crisis. Since the 
early days of the ‘punk football’ movement we have had an active 
supporters trust, and the fans have made a significant investment 
in the club over the years. We now sit in the boardroom at the 
club, but while our investment has bought us influence, we are a 
long way from having control, and the nature of how we use our 
influence has had to adapt to the priorities of others at Stark’s Park.

Throughout the club’s first 100 years its structure was very 
straightforward – shares in Raith Rovers Football Club Ltd were 
largely held by local men, most of whom owned just a small 
number. It may be a romantic notion, but ownership of the football 
club was seen as a responsibility rather than an opportunity. 
As John Litster wrote in his indispensable 2006 history of the 
club, “Always Next Season”, there was a powerful motivation for 
careful management of the club: “The directors were constantly 
accountable for their husbandry of the club’s affairs; at work, at 
leisure, in the High Street on Saturday morning and in the Kirk on 
Sunday. The team’s failure made for an uncomfortable existence 
in the town for the directors, and fear of that potential criticism 
concentrated their minds and redoubled their efforts.”

In the early ‘90s Alex Penman, a local builder, was keen to 

increase his investment in the club, but with all of the share capital 
issued, a Special General Meeting was needed. Three major 
shareholders collectively held more than 25 per cent of the club’s 
shares, and were therefore able to block the motion. However, 
the votes in favour had been close to 50 per cent, and one of the 
club’s directors noted that if they could gather the support of just 
a few more shareholders they would be able to form a holding 
company and transfer their combined controlling stake across to it. 
This manoeuvre paid off, and in April 1994 Raith Rovers Holdings 
Ltd was formed, side-lining Raith Rovers Football Club Ltd’s three 
largest shareholders.

As well as the transfer of shares, the formation of the holding 
company enabled the new investment desired by Alex Penman 
to be made. This gave him ownership of 85.7 per cent of the 
shares, meaning that the club was under the control of one person 
for the first time in its history. This controlling shareholding was 
subsequently sold, twice, with disastrous consequences – but not 
before Raith Rovers enjoyed the most successful period in their 
history, with glory in the League Cup final against Celtic, three 
rounds of UEFA Cup action (beaten by eventual winners Bayern 
Munich, despite holding a half-time lead away from home in the 
Olympiastadion) and another couple of seasons in the Premier 
Division, which was accompanied by the building of two shiny new 
stands to accompany the old main stand (a unique Archibald Leitch 
design). These successes came at a cost, with Alex Penman’s 
successor Alan Kelly first authorising unprecedented spending on 
transfer fees and wages, and then selling the club on to Danny 
Smith, Colin McGowan and Alex Short, who at first slashed costs 
and then sought new outside investment.

Up stepped Claude Anelka, nightclub DJ and agent/brother of 
France international Nicolas, who said he intended to transform 
Raith Rovers into the “third force” in Scottish football. In return for 
complete control of playing matters he injected several hundreds 
of thousands of pounds into the club. The players he brought in 
may have been talented, but few had played professional football 
before, and the guidance they received from Anelka was not 
sufficient to make up for that lack of experience. By early October, 
with the club bottom of the league with one point from a possible 
27, Claude Anelka left the club – graciously not asking for his 
money back.

During their time in charge, Stark’s Park had been transferred 
into a separate company (West City Developments Ltd, since 
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renamed as Stark’s Park Properties Ltd). With no more cards to 
play the owners wanted out, and the sense of crisis intensified 
when it emerged that they had applied for planning permission to 
build houses on the land where Raith Rovers had played for 114 
years.

Along with the remainder of the club’s board, the Raith Rovers 
supporters and the local community set about saving the club, and 
the “Reclaim The Rovers” campaign eventually saw a takeover 
concluded in the final minutes of 2005. Enough funds were raised 
to buy out the departing owners, and a new holding company, 
New Raith Rovers Ltd, was formed. Despite over £800,000 of 
new investment, the takeover was under-funded and only the 
controlling shareholding in Raith Rovers Holdings Ltd was able to 
be purchased by the new holding company. The supporters initially 
held 12.4 per cent of the shares in New Raith Rovers Ltd through 
the supporters trust, securing them a seat on the board for as long 
as they maintained at least a 10% shareholding.

New Raith Rovers Ltd was set up to ensure a stable ownership 
structure, with a more even distribution of shareholdings than had 
existed throughout the years of turmoil, and with restrictions in 
place to prevent it ever being controlled by any one person. The 
company’s articles of association placed a limit of 40% on any 
individual shareholding, building the principles of collaboration and 
cooperation into the club’s structure. However, having two holding 
companies plus a separate company owning the stadium was far 
from simple, and as new shareholders the supporters trust sought 
to provide transparency where simplicity did not exist.

Over the next few years this picture at first became even 
more complex, as new investment in New Raith Rovers Ltd was 
required to bridge the gap between revenue and expenditure while 
the club spent four seasons in the third tier, cutting costs to the 
bone. The sands were shifting beneath our feet, too. John Sim, 
one of the new investors joining the club in 2005, and one of the 
few with deep enough pockets to act as guarantor to the bank for 
the lending secured on Stark’s Park, reportedly had very different 
ideas to those of the club’s board regarding the direction needed 
for the club.

Mr. Sim was largely absent from Kirkcaldy, and the discord 
between him and his fellow directors came to a head in 2008, 
when in a general meeting of Stark’s Park Properties Ltd, acting 
through a lawyer, he removed all three directors of the company 
(including the supporters’ representative), replacing them with 
himself as the sole director.

The questions about ownership, and about John Sim and 
his possible intentions, came thick and fast. We began to share 
our understanding of the ownership structure by developing an 
infographic, and showing how this complexity had developed over 
the years. The conversation gradually shifted from “who owns 

what?” to “how did this happen, and what can we do about it?” 
Around the same time, we also commissioned research into the 
demographics of our fanbase, and mapped out a typical lifecycle 
of a Raith Rovers supporter – how people become fans in the first 
place, how they become regular supporters and how they become 
diehards; and also the points in their life where fans typically 
scale back their attendance. We found that the greatest potential 
for growing the fanbase was to attract primary school age kids 
(whose parents would attend with them and hopefully also get 
hooked!) and make supporting the Rovers a habit that would stick 
before their heads got turned by the glamour of big-time football 
elsewhere – we now have over 500 children in the ‘Roary Club’ 
that we set up a few years ago, many of whom are ever-present 
at home matches, collecting the free gifts that come for attending 
milestone numbers of games. Not bad for a club with average 
gates of around 2,000.

Concern about John Sim’s intentions for the club remained, but 
shifted to the background as the club returned from the third tier to 
the newly named Championship in 2009. Despite the differences 
in his views to the rest of the club’s board, his investment in 2005 
had been substantial and essential, and he was regarded as a 
critical friend, rather than the type of predatory investor seen at 
some other clubs. In addition to a stable run of mid-table finishes in 
the Championship and a Challenge Cup final victory over Rangers, 
the financial health of the club seemed to have improved, with 
modest profits – a rarity in Scottish football! – even posted in a 
couple of years.

Season 2016/17, however, turned out to be our downfall. After 
a bright start we plummeted from the promotion play-off places 
to a relegation dog-fight, due to a run of 17 games without a win. 
Gary Locke was allowed to assemble a larger squad than we 
needed, and sent our promising young striker Lewis Vaughan 
on loan to Championship rivals Dumbarton (described by The 
Scotsman as “the worst transfer of the Scottish football season”). 
Locke was eventually replaced by John Hughes who destroyed 
whatever confidence was left in a dispirited dressing room. We 
were eventually relegated, finishing behind Dumbarton on goal 
difference. Goals which, almost inevitably, had been scored by 
Lewis Vaughan (who after returning to Kirkcaldy broke a Raith 
Rovers’ post-war goal scoring record, netting in 11 consecutive 
games at the beginning of this season).

At the end of the season we were advised that a takeover 
of the club by Stark’s Park Properties Ltd (the company owning 
the stadium) was imminent, and in August the takeover was 
concluded. Essentially, Stark’s Park Properties Ltd purchased New 
Raith Rovers Ltd’s majority shareholdings in both Raith Rovers 
Football Club Ltd and RRFC Holdings Ltd, meaning that it is now 
in overall control of every aspect of the club. Prior to this, John 
Sim also acquired another major shareholder’s shares in New 
Raith Rovers Ltd, taking his share in that company to 46%. This 
information only came to light after the takeover was completed, 
and it is still unclear how the 40% limit on shareholdings in this 
company was circumvented.

In the lead-up to the takeover, the supporters trust voiced its 
thoughts and concerns about the takeover, and while we had no 
wish to stand in the way of progress we were disappointed that 
our ideas on the shape of the takeover were not implemented. In 
particular, we were concerned about the club moving away from 
the principle of “shared and stable ownership”, which had been 
part of the club’s own published strategy, and also a fundamental 
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principle in a “concordat” agreed upon by the board and the fans.
Having a supporter on the board of the football club was 

unfortunately not enough to prevent the dilution of the supporters’ 
shareholding in the club. Over the last 15 years, supporters have 
invested over £225,000 in the club via the supporters trust. Whilst 
it held its majority shareholding in the club, our 14% shareholding 
in New Raith Rovers Ltd was equivalent to 11% of the total 
shares in the club. Now that New Raith Rovers Ltd only owns a 
minority shareholding in Stark’s Park Properties Ltd, our 14% now 
represents less than 3% of the total shares in the club.

Clubs at our level, possibly at any level, are often only a 
decision or two away from crisis. That was certainly the case in 
2016/17, when years of progress were undone by managerial 
appointments and decisions about our playing squad that didn’t 
work out. And when crisis strikes, hard-won principles can be very 
quickly disregarded in the name of survival.

On a more positive note, it is encouraging that John Sim has 
indicated a desire for continuing supporter representation on the 
board of the football club. Whilst this position was previously by 
right of our shareholding, rather than by invitation as it is now, this 
still puts us in the privileged minority of Scottish football supporters 
as fewer than half of our clubs have supporter representation of any 
kind in their boardroom.

The Raith story typifies that of many Scottish clubs. Supporters 
must know who owns their club, and where their intentions lie. We 
need greater transparency in our game, and also the means to 
enable greater supporter participation in the running of our clubs. 
Following on from my work on providing greater transparency 
on the structure of Raith Rovers, I was invited by Supporters 
Direct Scotland to help bring a similar level of transparency to the 
ownership of the other clubs in Scotland, and in spring 2017 we 
published the first ‘SD Scotland Index’ exploring the governance 
and ownership of all 42 SPFL clubs.

As well as documenting the ownership status of each club, the 
index builds on a Working Group Report on Supporter Involvement 
in Football Clubs (made up of the SFA, SPFL, Supporters Direct 
Scotland, Scottish Government and Sportscotland) which provided 
recommendations on reducing barriers to further involving fans 
within their clubs. Some of these recommendations were ultimately 
not accepted or pursued by clubs, but are still regarded by SD 
Scotland as good practice, and the index assesses clubs against 
the following criteria:

• On Engagement… do the club:
• have a Supporter Representative?
• have a Supporter Liaison Officer?
• engage in Structured Dialogue with supporters?
• On Transparency… do the club:
• publish financial data on their website?
• list the directors of the club?
• provide details of who owns the club?
• provide information on the number of board meetings held, and on 
the number of directors attending?

It can be difficult to really understand who owns our football clubs. 
Club ownership structures can be complex – none more so than 
my own club – and it can be confusing and time consuming to find 
accurate and up-to-date information. We often hear soundbites 
in the media about new investors and takeover deals, and only 
discover later that the true picture is not as simple as we thought. 

Through this work we have tried to keep things simple and 
transparent without losing sight of the crucial details. We try to keep 
the index up-to-date so that this remains as accurate as possible, 
and encourage supporters throughout Scotland to use this as 
the first port of call if they want to know more about their club’s 
ownership and governance.

Being passionate about your club is sometimes not enough. If 
you are to make a difference, information is vital. Only by knowing 
their club inside-out can supporters take action, and empower 
themselves to effect meaningful change.

Alan Russell is chair of Raith Supporters Trust, a council 
member of Supporters Direct Scotland, and currently 
represents Scottish football supporters on the Scottish 
Football Association Congress. He can be contacted at 
chairman@raithtrust.org.uk

The Raith Rovers’ “Who Owns What?” infographic can be 
found at http://www.raithtrust.org.uk/?p=2188

The SD Scotland Index can be found at http://www.
supporters-direct.scot/research/sd-scotland-index/

THE RAITH STORY 
TYPIFIES THAT OF 
MANY SCOTTISH CLUBS. 
SUPPORTERS MUST 
KNOW WHO OWNS 
THEIR CLUB, AND WHERE 
THEIR INTENTIONS LIE. 
WE NEED GREATER 
TRANSPARENCY IN OUR 
GAME, AND ALSO THE 
MEANS TO ENABLE 
GREATER SUPPORTER 
PARTICIPATION IN THE 
RUNNING OF OUR CLUBS.



                 

SUNSHINE ON LEITH
DUNCAN MCKAY RETRACES THE TURBULENT RECENT HISTORY OF HIBERNIAN AND HOW THE CLUB’S FANS ARE NOW 

MORE INVOLVED THAN EVER BEFORE THANKS TO THEIR SUPPORTERS’ TRUST.

H ibernian, as a club and a fan base like to talk a lot 
about the club being great innovators. We were, after 
all, the first British club to play European football. We 
were also involved in the first game conducted under 
floodlights, the first club in British top-flight football to 
have shirt sponsorship, the first club in Scotland to 
install under soil heating and the first club to have an 
electronic scoreboard. There’s a first the club doesn’t 

like to talk about too much though and it’s one that almost put the 
club out of existence.

In August 1987, the club was purchased by David Duff, a 
Swindon-based lawyer (though originally from Edinburgh) for a 
sum of £875,000. Duff was made chairman and his brother-in-law, 
Jim Gray, became the club’s Managing Director. Their promise 
of investment was followed by dipping into the transfer market to 
purchase Neil Orr and Andy Goram for £100,000 and £325,000 
respectively. So far so good.

In October 1988, Hibs became the first Scottish club (and the 
second in Britain) to be floated on the stock market. Thatcher’s 
entrepreneurial decade where ‘ordinary people’ were empowered 
to be part of the stakeholder economy reached into the 
unglamorous recesses of Scottish football. For just 55p a share, 
ordinary Hibs fans could own a piece of their club. Around 1,700 
supporters (just over 10% of the average attendance at Easter 
Road that season) took the opportunity securing approximately 
15% of shares in the club.

As part of the scheme, the club was divided into three sections: 
one looked after the football team whilst another two (Hibernian 
Leisure and Hibernian Land and Property) had responsibility for 
business investments. This is how Hibernian Football Club ended 
up buying a nightclub for around a million pounds (more than the 
club’s record signing). A country club then a chain of pubs followed, 
paid for through a mortgage and a shares issue.

Simply put, the football club was being used as a vehicle for 
financial chicanery. Within two years the club’s overdraft had 
extended from £300,000 to £5,500,000. Recognising the club were 
in financial difficulties, Duff and Gray sought buyers for assets such 
as the pub chain. Attending a board meeting in London, Duff, Gray 
and another board member, Allan Munro, thought they were going 
to be meeting a businessman interested in taking the pubs off their 
hands. Instead, the chairman of city rivals Hearts, Wallace Mercer, 
walked in.

On 4th June 1990, Mercer tabled his bid. For £6,200,000 
he would buy Hibernian, merge the two Edinburgh clubs, sell all 
Hibernian’s property and a new super stadium (this was the 1990s 
after all) would be built on Edinburgh’s greenbelt. 

Mercer – a showman at the best of times – had misjudged the 
mood. By the evening, Hands Off Hibs had been formed with the 
intention to resist the takeover. The ‘fighting fund’ was boosted 
early on with a £1000 donation from a Hearts fan. Five days 
later, a Hands Off Hibs rally was held at Easter Road with Hibs 
supporters packing the East Terrace. They weren’t the only fans in 
attendance: supporters from across the country – including Hearts 
fans – joined them.

A month of share buying followed with Mercer in the driving 

seat. Hibs fans fought back as best they could, including a 
fundraising protest rally at the city’s Usher Hall. One of the 
speakers on the night was John Robertson, the Hearts player 
(and general thorn in the side of Hibs in derbies), who disobeyed 
Mercer’s orders not to attend. The campaign was everywhere: 
from petitions delivered to Tynecastle to a protest at the Bank of 
Scotland’s main offices on the Mound (which lasted five weeks) 
to 10 Downing Street, where another petition was handed in. The 
campaign even featured on the BBC’s Blue Peter. 

By the middle of July, it became clear that Mercer’s bid 
would be unsuccessful, and he climbed down. A new board was 
appointed but the club remained in a delicate position with the 
receivers being called in over an unpaid VAT bill. Tom Farmer of 
Kwik-Fit led a consortium to buy the football club, separating it from 
the other two businesses.

Farmer divides the Hibs fans. To some he’s a saviour: a 
non-football fan who felt compelled by a sense of duty to save 
the football club that his grandfather and great-uncle had been 
involved in rescuing a century before. Others regard him as an 
uninterested owner who has done well financially out of Hibs over 
the years as the price of land in Edinburgh has soared. It would be 
hard to convince either camp that the truth might lie somewhere 
between the two. 

After Farmer’s takeover, the club stabilised and just over a year 
later in October 1991 clinched the Skol (League) Cup, the club’s 
first trophy in 19 years. The video the club produced to mark the 
occasion captured the mood, Hibernian: The Team That Wouldn’t 
Die. 

The rest of the 90s were underwhelming for Hibs fans. Another 
League Cup final appearance followed in 1993, but it was a largely 
forgettable slide towards mediocrity thereafter. Club chairman 
Lex Gold was heavily involved in setting up the breakaway 
Scottish Premier League. Ironically, Hibs would not be there in the 
competition’s inaugural season as they finished bottom of the pile.

All things are relative in Scottish football; clubs found 
themselves richer than ever, with lavish wages and transfer fees 
being paid. Hibs were not immune to this and despite spending 
just one season in the second tier they had the financial clout 
to attract the likes of Franck Sauzee and Russell Latapy to the 
club. Promotion followed in 1998/99 and Hibs returned to Europe 
under Alex McLeish. His ability turned heads and he was soon 
headhunted for the vacant Rangers job.

“If it’s entertainment you want, go to the cinema”. Those 
were the words of McLeish’s replacement Bobby Williamson. 
Unsurprisingly, it did not endear him to the Hibs support. 
Williamson is not fondly regarded at Easter Road but in retrospect, 
his time was marred by having to reduce the wage bill drastically 
as the entire SPL faced up to reality. It was under him that the start 
of a stream of talent was blooded in the first team. Williamson’s 
high point was a League Cup run that saw some of this talent 
knock both Celtic and Rangers out of the cup. His low point was 
undoubtedly the subsequent final when Hibs took 38,500 fans to 
Hampden to see the club meekly lose to Livingston.

Sensing that talented youngsters might be the key to success 
on the park, which in turn would generate transfer fees that 
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could return Hibs to a more financially stable footing, the club 
turned to Tony Mowbray to manage this special group of players. 
Their brand of attacking football was the perfect antidote to the 
Williamson era and brought Hibs a third placed finish in Mowbray’s 
first season. However, there was also the knowledge that a group 
of players that talented would soon attract the attention of clubs 
with deeper pockets. The fans were also aware that there was little 
chance of money recouped going back into the transfer kitty. At 
this point, the club were focused on bringing the debt down as well 
as investing in club infrastructure, with the intention of completing 
the redevelopment of Easter Road, a process that started in 1995 
and finished fifteen years later with the opening of the new East 
Stand. The club also invested in the Hibernian Training Centre, 
a state of the art training complex in East Lothian. The days of 
training on council pitches (a practice Mowbray couldn’t believe 
still happened) were over.

Garry O’Connor was the first to leave, netting Hibs £1.6million 
as he signed for Lokomotiv Moscow. He also started a trend of 
departing players donating their signing-on fee back to the club’s 
youth development activities. At this point the club also developed 
a reputation for being completely aware of how valuable its 
players were. New chairman Rod Petrie was a canny negotiator. 
In subsequent seasons, the young talent left for decent transfer 
fees: Scott Brown (£4.4m), Ivan Sproule (bought for £5,000 and 
sold for £500,000), David Murphy (£1.5m), Steven Whittaker 
(£2m), Kevin Thomson (£2m) and Steven Fletcher (£3m). The only 
exception was Derek Riordan, the finest striker Scottish football 
has developed in a generation, went to Celtic for just £150,000 
due to his contract expiring mid-season.

Whilst the balance sheet at Easter Road started to look a 
lot healthier, other decisions in the boardroom made life more 
difficult on the park. Mowbray was enticed away by West 
Bromwich Albion and so began a series of appointments that 
ultimately plunged the club back into Scotland’s second tier. 
John Collins succeeded Mowbray. He had early success in a 
dominating derby performance en-route to lifting the League Cup 
in imperious fashion defeating Kilmarnock 5-1. Yet, less than 
two weeks later there was talk of a revolt with players unhappy 
with Collins’ methods. By the end of 2007, Collins was gone, 
apparently unhappy that he wouldn’t see proceeds from player 
sales reinvested in the squad. For a man who prided himself on 
preparation, it was an odd excuse as it was patently obvious to 
everyone with a passing interest in the club that this was how Hibs 
were going to be run for the foreseeable future. 

Collins was succeeded by another beloved former player, Mixu 
Paatelainen, who in turn was replaced by another, John Hughes. 
Colin Calderwood, Pat Fenlon and then Terry Butcher all followed 
as the club lurched from one season to the next with no sense of 
identity. At this stage the talent pipeline dried up too. Was the club 
trying to draw a clear distinction between how it did business and 
how city rivals Hearts were being run? If so, it was a disaster and 
both clubs’ approaches were short-sighted enough to see them 
both relegated at the end of 2013-14.

There was palpable anger amongst the fans at this point and 
understandably so. The club was disconnected from the fans and 
there’s no doubt that a sizeable amount of the support found being 
relegated with Hearts embarrassing. As soon as relegation was 
confirmed via a play-off penalty shoot-out, fans started to gather 
outside the main stand calling for the board to go.

This protest was then repeated a few weeks later when club 
legend Pat Stanton was in attendance. This was significant as 
Stanton was seen as being close to the board so his backing of the 
campaign to rid the club of Petrie gave credence and respectability 
to proceedings that might otherwise have been written off by the 
board.

Petrie and co were in a fortunate position, however. They had 
recognised, even before the end of the season, that change was 
required at the club and made moves to poach Leanne Dempster 

from Motherwell to become Chief Executive at the club. Dempster 
had built a reputation at Motherwell for being both shrewd and 
plain-talking. Within a month of taking up post, Dempster had 
signalled her intent by sacking Terry Butcher and replacing him 
with Alan Stubbs as well as changing the structure of the club.

Dempster’s appointment and the sense of renewal that came 
from appointing Stubbs bought the board time. On the pitch, the 
club started performing after a sluggish start. Off the field, the 
appointment of new personnel refreshed the club’s engagement 
with the fanbase. 

In January 2015, the club launched a new company, Hibernian 
Supporters Limited, which was established to acquire shares in 
the club for the fans with the intention of reducing the Holding 
Company’s shareholding to below 50%. For the cost of £18.75 a 
month (1875 being the club’s year of formation), fans can become 
members of HSL. At last year’s AGM the club said that HSL now 
owned 11% of the shares with 34% of the total number of shares 
currently being owned by fans.

The ire that Petrie and the board faced in 2014 has long 
dissipated. Two relatively successful seasons under Stubbs may 
not have culminated in promotion but on 21st May 2016, the holy 
grail was achieved. Hibs won the Scottish Cup.

Those five words “Hibs won the Scottish Cup” might not 
sound significant but the cup success was utterly transformative. 
Hibs had last lifted the Scottish Cup in 1902. Over the decades 
they’d come close several times; even during the club’s 1950s 
heyday when they won the league title twice, the Scottish Cup 
was elusive. It became a monkey on the back of Hibs supporters, 
but on that day in May, a collective weight was lifted. Regardless 
of how it was done it was going to be a special day. To clinch the 
cup in stoppage time against Rangers after the season Hibs had 
endured (losing both the League Cup final and the promotion play-
off semi-final in the last minute) was bliss. 150,000 fans turned out 
on the streets of Leith the next day to see the cup being paraded. 
Hibernian were a club renewed.

As the club has experienced success on the park, the crowds 
have come back to Easter Road in their droves. This has reduced 
the angst around the ownership of the club in many circles, but 
it will never truly diminish, especially given the fickle nature of 
football results. Fan ownership is now becoming more common 
in Scottish football. Five clubs in the SPFL senior set up are 
community owned, including Motherwell in the Premiership. On 
their way to fan ownership are city rivals, Hearts. Their ownership 
model was born out of necessity, with a very clear threat to 
the club’s existence after the rollercoaster ride of the Vladimir 
Romanov era. 

The two clubs have spent the last decade going through a 
turbulent period but have both found themselves through the 
other side converging around the same idea: fans and a sense of 
community are incredibly important for the success of a football 
club. Both sets of supporters have high expectations of their clubs 
but certainly won’t enjoy the similarities between the two being 
pointed out. 

Hibs, in their first season back in the top tier, finally feel on an 
even keel. Questions will remain about Tom Farmer’s long-term 
ambition for the club (his public involvement is limited to AGMs 
and victory parades) but as we have seen throughout football in 
the 21st century, it’s easier to ignore ownership woes when you 
are winning.

For Hibs, relegation in 2014 was the best thing that could have 
happened to the club. The slip into mediocrity had happened at 
such a glacial pace that it took the shock of demotion to kick-start 
a long overdue overhaul of the club. It also delivered the best 
moment in Hibs’ history for over half a century. Was the ignominy 
of three seasons in the second tier worth it? You better believe it.

DUNCAN McKAY - @DuncMcKay / @terracepodcast  
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WIND OF CHANGE
GERMAN FOOTBALL’S ‘50+1’ OWNERSHIP RULE IS OFTEN HELD UP AS A SHINING EXAMPLE OF HOW CLUBS ARE 

RUN BY AND FOR THEIR SUPPORTERS. BUT AS IAN PLENDERLEITH EXPLAINS, THE TIDE OF OPINION COULD BE ON 
THE TURN IN BOARDROOMS AROUND THE COUNTRY.

The spectre of capitalism is haunting the Bundesliga. The 
German league is facing an existential dilemma catalysed 
by the over-powering dominance of Bayern Munich, and 
the failure of its clubs in Europe. Should it scrap the part 
of its constitution that prevents single investors from 
taking over clubs? Or should it stand by the tradition 
that, with a few significant exceptions, allows a club’s 
membership to control the way its team is financed and 

run? 
German football has long been the envy of English fans, who 

have watched helplessly over the past two decades as their clubs 
were taken over by owners using their new playthings as – to cite 
just a few examples – cash-cows for avaricious businessmen 
(Manchester United), self-serving hobbies for oligarchs (Chelsea), 
or propaganda vehicles for totalitarian states (Manchester City). 
While the Premier League has been pricing its traditional fan-
base out of its all-seated and increasingly soulless stadiums, the 
Bundesliga has maintained many of the facets that the supporters 
of top-flight English teams can now only yearn for – affordable 
tickets, safe standing areas, and a skin-chilling atmosphere. 

There’s a principal reason why the German game has resisted 
many of the developments in modern football that have seen a 
number of fans in England turning their back on the big time and 
going to watch the Isthmian League instead. The 50+1 regulation 
in the statutes of the German Football League (DFL) stipulates that 
no single owner or investor can be bigger than the club itself. It’s the 
members who vote on how their club operates.

Envy, though, can be a two-way street. The ridiculous amount 
of money sloshing around the Premier League is a recurring theme 
among German club officials and the country’s football media. 
Every TV contract negotiated by the Bundesliga is compared 
unfavourably with the English deal – at €3.15billion per season 
currently almost three times more than the Bundesliga’s. The 
Premier League’s excessive wages and transfer fees are reported 
with incredulity, with the stoical acknowledgment that Germany 
cannot hope to compete. The miserable performance of Bundesliga 
clubs in Europe this season – with the exception of Bayern Munich 
– has emboldened the growing lobby that is saying what was once 
unthinkable: it’s time to abolish 50+1.

“When you look at the developments in England and Spain, 
that’s crazy,” said Helge Leonhardt, the President of second 
division Erzgebirge Aue, late last year. “Germany needs to urgently 
compete.” He is just one of several voices demanding a re-think – 
or even the repeal – of a ruling that is seen as not only out of step 
with the modern game, but which may also contravene European 
law. Factor in the ‘exception clause’, which is allowing certain clubs 
to work around the 50+1 rule, and it’s not hard to see why this 

discussion is taking up so much print and airtime. Germany has 
the best national team in the world, goes the argument, so how is it 
possible that we’re now running a second-rate league?

And then there’s Bayern Munich, currently yawning its way to 
a sixth successive title. Rich, successful, and universally hated – 
and that’s just the way they love it. Bayern’s dominance, say their 
accusers, is ruining the league as a sporting spectacle and bringing 
down the value of TV rights. For decades they’ve been killing the 
competition by luring away the best players from their rivals. And 
they’ve always blocked a change to 50+1 because they fear that a 
wave of investors would strengthen the now perpetual also-rans. Its 
serially reviled President, the convicted tax fraudster Uli Hoeneß, 
has claimed the opposite is true.

“I’m completely for the abolition of 50+1,” he told the German 
tabloid Bild am Sonntag. Not because Bayern wanted to change 
anything for its own benefit, “but so this discussion is finally over.” 
This abolition, Hoeneß claimed, would then put the decision in the 
hands of individual clubs and their members. “That’s democracy,” 
he said, and denied that Bayern had always blocked a change in 
order to keep the competition from getting stronger. “As far as I’m 
concerned, any club can sell its shares to whoever it wants. I don’t 
give a rat’s arse.” Bayern though, would never do such a thing, 
he added. “Our fans know that, and I can also guarantee you that 
100%.”

Pushing back against the abolition movement is the monthly 
magazine 11 Freunde, whose editor-in-chief Philipp Köster cited 
Hoeneß’s ‘get this discussion over’ point as reflecting the weakness 
of his argument. A recent column professed his bafflement as 
to why more people were not fighting to retain the 50+1 rule. “It 
allows the clubs all the freedom they want to plan efficiently and 
economically, while securing self-sufficiency, and through that 
ensuring the membership continues to identify with the club. Why 
give that up?” He argued that two of the clubs who are exceptions 
to the rule – Hoffenheim and Wolfsburg (more on them shortly) – 
have not performed notably better than other clubs for being the 
beneficiaries of single investors.

It’s also worth pointing out that German clubs did not just 
perform badly in Europe against Spanish and English sides. In the 
Champions League group stage, Borussia Dortmund twice failed to 
beat APOEL Nicosia of Cyprus. RB Leipzig finished behind teams 
from Turkey and Portugal. Likewise, Hoffenheim in the Europa 
League, with a Bulgarian team added for good measure. Serbian 
and Belarusian teams helped stop FC Cologne progressing, while 
Hertha Berlin finished bottom of a group containing teams from 
Sweden and the Ukraine. All teams from leagues with far fewer 
resources than the mighty Bundesliga, whose 34 league games a 
season (with no League Cup, and no FA Cup replays) apparently 
places too great a strain on clubs who’ve qualified for Europe.

Looked at this way, the case for opening the Bundesliga up 
to more outside investment looks brittle. The argument is purely: 
more cash. Or, if you’re Uli Hoeneß, because you’re sick of hearing 
about it. There is another important factor to the discussion, though 
– thanks to various rule tweaks, German club football is not really 
a level playing field. A number of teams have already found ways 
around 50+1, and more will continue to do so. 

For example, the ‘works’ teams Bayer Leverkusen and 
Wolfsburg (owned by Bayer and Volkswagen respectively) were 
exempted on the grounds that they had been owned and financed 
by the same companies for more than 20 years when 50+1 was 
introduced in 1998 (before which all German clubs were considered 
non-profit entities). This exemption clause was only valid before 
the cut-off date of January 1, 1999, but hearing aid magnate Martin 
Kind had this date expunged in 2011. This will likely soon allow 
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him to take complete control of his team, Hannover 96 – provided 
the league is satisfied his intentions are good. Hoffenheim is also 
exempted on the grounds that software magnate Dietmar Hopp 
has owned and backed the club for over 20 years. So, four clubs 
effectively operating beyond 50+1 and counting.

There’s also the perplexing case of RB Leipzig, one of 
several sporting vehicles around the globe used by owner 
Dietrich Mateschitz to promote his energy drink, Red Bull. True, 
club members get to vote on how the club is run. Except those 
members only number 17, and they are all employed by the Red 
Bull corporation – so the company effectively owns and runs 
the club. This, however, hasn’t stopped the club from becoming 
well supported in a region that was plundered and left for dead 
by German football after re-unification. The club frankly doesn’t 
give a toss that fans in the west despise them even more than 
they despise Bayern. It’s forging its own path with a player policy 
focused on nurturing young talent rather than splashing on big 
names.

“RB not only has money, it also has a plan,” Borussia 
Mönchengladbach’s sporting director Max Eberl pointed out last 
year. His counterpart at Leipzig is the formidable Ralf Rangnick, 
who’s overseen the club’s rise from the fifth tier in 2009 to 
Champions League participant this season. Rangnick sees talk of 
his club’s supposed rampant commercialism as “boring, one-sided 
and superficial”. He told kicker magazine that the debate is moot 
because “every club has become a medium-sized business, many 
even large businesses. We won’t stop this development. If we want 
to compete internationally, we have to improve the clubs’ incomes. 
That will only work if we keep upping the money from TV and 
sponsorship deals.” 

It’s also worth noting that 50+1 allowed Bundesliga clubs 
to farm out their professional football divisions as subsidiaries, 
allowing investors to buy stakes (some even a majority stake) in 
the subsidiary, while the parent company (the club as a whole – 
most German clubs have numerous sporting divisions) retains the 
voting rights. For example, Borussia Dortmund only owns 5.53% of 
its professional football subsidiary, but retains 100% of the voting 
rights on the way it is run. At Bayern Munich, by comparison, Audi, 
Adidas and Allianz each own only 8.33%, while the club retains the 
rest of its shares.  

Aue’s Leonhardt – cited above on the need to compete with 
England and Spain – is proposing to do the same at his much 
smaller second-tier club, but faces resistance from the fan base. 
“My concern is our ability to compete,” he said late last year. 
He wants to attract regional investors, and insists “it’s not about 
opening the doors to Russian, Chinese and Arab investors or 
rattling the fans”. The latter cite tradition, but Leonhardt maintains 
the word “is often misused. I can only say that I’ve noticed that we 
as a club have reached our limits. When you have no investors then 
your budget only allows you to assemble a squad of players which 
is not capable of competing in the long run.” That effectively means 
relegation to the third division or the regional fourth, where many of 
the former big names of East German football still languish.

One of the three present Bundesliga clubs still holding out as 
registered companies (that is, they have not turned their football 
divisions into subsidiaries) is SC Freiburg. Mainz and Schalke are 
the others. Freiburg has fought above its weight for decades now, 
mainly thanks to selling on its best players while staying loyal to 
its coaches. Volker Finke oversaw three promotions to, and three 
relegations from, the Bundesliga in his 16-year tenure between 
1991 and 2007. Christian Streich is currently the league’s longest 
serving coach, and since taking over in 2011 has already survived 
one relegation, after which he brought the team straight back up. 

The professed reader and thinker is also something of a 
Bundesliga renaissance man. He has described the 50+1 rule as 
“excellent”, but its exemption clause for teams like Hoffenheim “is 
a mistake and highly dubious”. The concern should be, he told 
kicker, to protect football from complete commercialisation. “A club 
does not belong to one person. The club belongs to the people and 
members that identify with it.” Streich argued that if the game’s not 
protected from over-commercialisation, then “either SC Freiburg 
will no longer play in the top two divisions of the Bundesliga, or we 
cannot exclude the possibility that investors also buy into our club. 
But it’s worth remembering that’s no guarantee of success either, 
as you see at other clubs.”

St. Pauli’s commercial director Andreas Rettig was recently 
more blunt. “When 50+1 goes then it’ll be a race to snare the 
richest oligarch,” he said. “Then the Bundesliga table will become a 
Forbes table. Why would we deliver ourselves to a single investor 
when we have, or can have, thousands of them?” 

He may be right. Richard Perna of Park Lane – a US 
investment bank that advises clients in the sports ‘industry’ – is 
waiting on the sidelines for 50+1 to be annulled. It “would really help 
the league,” he argued. “The philosophy behind it makes sense. 
But it’s about finding responsible people who take into account the 
regional needs of the clubs, and who are interested in a long-term 
engagement, not in a quick business deal. If that’s guaranteed, then 
you don’t need the 50+1 rule. Equality of opportunity would grow.”

With that emphasis on regional investors, he sounds like Aue’s 
president Leonhardt. With the proper safeguards and guarantees 
against oligarchs, sheikhs and charlatans, it may be the best 
that the traditionalists can hope for. Leonhardt sought to cast an 
alternative slant on the idea of tradition. “Maybe,” he ventured, “we 
are the biggest traditionalists of all. In my view it’s precisely through 
this move [opening the club to outside investors] that we would 
maintain tradition and guarantee its continuity.” 

Hannover’s Kind has also claimed that he has “consciously 
sought to blend tradition and future”. Furthermore, he told the 
SPOBIS sports and business conference in Düsseldorf last year 
that “from a legal point of view, 50+1 has no future. This rule just 
means that creative ways around it are invented. That can’t be the 
point of the rule.” 

Right now, it seems like his side is dominating the narrative, 
even if it’s not necessarily winning the argument. If it can hold up 
the Premier League as a bad example and guarantee that potential 
investors are monitored for good intentions, as well as ensuring that 
members and fans will continue to be heard, maybe the numerous 
positive aspects of Germany’s football tradition can survive an 
abolition of 50+1. In football as in capitalism, though, more money 
must mean more stability, not a mad rush for gold and glory.

Ian Plenderleith is the author of Rock n Roll Soccer: The Short 
Life and Fast Times of the North American Soccer League. His 
next book, The Quiet Fan, will be published by Unbound later 
this year. 

IAN PLENDERLEITH - @PlenderleithIan
https://unbound.com/books/the-quiet-fan/

LOOKED AT THIS WAY, THE 
CASE FOR OPENING THE 
BUNDESLIGA UP TO MORE 
OUTSIDE INVESTMENT 
LOOKS BRITTLE. THE 
ARGUMENT IS PURELY: 
MORE CASH. OR, IF 
YOU’RE ULI HOENESS, 
BECAUSE YOU’RE SICK OF 
HEARING ABOUT IT.
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DID SD EIBAR SELL ITS SOUL FOR 
THE PROMISED LAND?

HAS INTERNATIONAL FAN OWNERSHIP RUINED A LOCAL STORY OR JUST MADE THEM THE WORLD’S FAVOURITE 
UNDERDOGS? EUAN MCTEAR LOOKS AT THE BASQUE CLUB’S SITUATION.

O ne goal was enough to put Eibar on the map. 
Before Jota Peleteiro diverted one bouncing ball 
into the bottom corner of Alavés’ net in the 60th 
minute of Eibar’s Segunda Division match on May 
25th, 2014, few outside of Spain had ever heard of 
this little Basque town of just 27,000 people. Few 
on the Iberian Peninsula knew much about Eibar 
either and, if they did, they didn’t know about it for 

its football. Instead, Eibar was famous for being a damp and dreary 
working-class town, one which was voted the second ugliest in all 
of Spain, behind Vigo, in a 2011 survey by newspaper, 20 Minutos. 

But when Jota’s fierce shot struck the net, shaking the dozing 
raindrops into the evening’s air, everything changed. Suddenly, 
Sociedad Deportivo Eibar was a La Liga team, the smallest club to 
have ever made it to Spain’s top flight. The world took notice, from 
the USA to Australia, via several countries in between. 

The promotion of Los Armeros was unlike any other, as a 
bizarre line in a Spanish law, the Real Decreto 1251/1999, means 
that every team in professional football has to boast a social capital 
which equates to 25% of the average expenses of all other teams 
in the division, minus the two clubs with the largest expenditures 
and the two with the smallest. With Eibar now classified as 
a professional club, they were subject to this law and were 
threatened with administrative relegation simply because they 
weren’t rich enough. They were one of the few Spanish clubs with 
zero debt, but that didn’t matter, despite petitions to the country’s 
sports ministry. They needed to sell shares, and quickly. 

So, an international campaign was launched over the summer 
of 2014, as Eibar battled to keep the La Liga place that they had 
rightfully won between the white lines, but which the red tape 
threatened to take away. In just four months, Eibar had to come 
up with an additional €1,724,272 and 95 cents in additional share 
value and there was no way they could do so without looking 
outside of the town borders. With just 27,000 residents and a 
high unemployment rate of 13%, the local population couldn’t be 
expected to come up with the funds on their own. A town wide 
whip-round would have required each resident to throw in around 
€64, including the kids. Impossible. 

That was why club president Álex Aranzábal looked further 
afield. He announced a plan to sell shares of €60 and 10 cents, 
each of which would be sold at a discounted €50, with the club 
making up the difference. The idea was to sell these to non-Eibar 
fans across the rest of Spain and beyond. Similar initiatives had 
worked to save clubs like Real Oviedo in the past, so why not 
Eibar? Especially because this financial mess was not their own 
doing. 

Aranzábal had his ear to the ground and knew that sports fans 
love an underdog story. “Eibar is the ultimate underdog story and 

we Americans love supporting an underdog Cinderella type,” Henry 
Boguslavsky, who purchased shares from the state of Indiana, 
explained. He wasn’t the only one to help out from a distance 
and, by the time of the deadline, the club had smashed the target 
thanks to the support of around 8,000 international shareholders, 
from no fewer than 50 different countries, including the UK, USA, 
Australia, Canada, China, Italy, France, Portugal and even Oman.

Eibar had sold enough shares to claim their place in Spanish 
football’s top flight and they’re still there, with 2017/18 being their 
fourth season in La Liga. But at what cost? Have they sold their 
soul in the process? 

Álex Aranzábal is a very smart guy and, at the time of the 
campaign, he installed a cap of €100,000 on the value of shares 
that any one individual can purchase. “One of the keys to our 
model is that people feel close to the club,” he said at the time. 
“Eibar has always been more or less for everyone and there has 
never been a major investor, a sheikh or a big business which has 
controlled the club. Such an approach wouldn’t work here.” 

With that limit in mind, 36% of the club’s shareholders ended 
up actually being from the town of Eibar, whether private citizens 
or businesses. But that means around two thirds of those who own 
the institution are outsiders, from other parts of Spain and from 
abroad. Not all of the locals like this.

In the summer of 2016, Aranzábal left the club’s presidency, 
provoking a regime change. Amaia Gorostiza, an Eibar native who 
didn’t have a football background and who had spent the previous 
15 years working outside of the valley town, took over, becoming 
the first female to lead the club in its 77-year history. One year later 
presidential elections were held, the first that would be decided by 
the new shareholders. 

These were very contentious elections and they came at a 
crossroads moment for the club. Three years after promotion, a lot 
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had changed. Firstly, two whole stands had been knocked down 
and rebuilt – and not to everybody’s liking – in order to increase 
capacity at a ground that held 5,000 the night of Jota’s famous 
goal. The club’s most loyal fans were upset about a number of 
other matters too, with increased security limiting their fun and with 
banners of support having been deemed less important than new 
electronic advertising boards. 

Yet, despite all of this, Gorostiza won with 78% of the vote. Her 
main rival was Germán Albistegui, but one of the most interesting 
developments of the electoral campaign was the candidacy of 
John Sager, one of the international shareholders and the man 
behind the Eibar USA fan group. An American in charge of Eibar? 
Many in the local media were spooked by this notion. Many local 
fans were too, disagreeing with Sager’s assertion that he would 
largely be able to preside over the club from California. 

However, the fact that only 36% of the vote would be decided 
by local fans meant Sager theoretically had a chance to do well. 
If he appealed to other foreign shareholders like himself, and that 
was his aim, then the local voice would have competition. “My 
platform is predominantly designed to improve and help Eibar 
in its relationship with its foreign shareholders and international 
fans,” Sager explained in the build-up to the ballot last summer. “It 
seems the foreign shareholders are no longer seen as important 
and there has been no growth to maximise their potential to 
support and love the club and, most importantly, to utilise the 
foreign shareholders to help Eibar and promote the Eibar model. 
Some of my plans include strengthening the relationship with 
the large Basque diaspora in the Americas, programmes to bring 
foreign shareholders to Eibar games, working with shareholders 
around the world to grow Eibar – as they are a great resource 
who contributed to Eibar but have been ignored – and further 
international tours and relationships with clubs that can further the 
Eibar model.”

If you were an international shareholder, or even a disgruntled 
local fan, all of that sounded exciting. So why did Sager end up 
with less than one percent of the vote? Well, firstly he stood as 
a sole candidate, which will have put off a large proportion of the 
electorate. Then there was the fact that the electoral process 
was complicated. “I could not even figure out how to vote for 
myself,” Sager lamented. Finally, shareholders based abroad had 
to return their ballots by post within a short space of time, if they 
even arrived in the first place, so a large number of the 8,000 
international shareholders were essentially frozen out. Just over 
23,000 – 50% – of shareholders cast their vote, most of them 
surely based locally.  

What this means is that Eibar remains in local(ish) hands for 
the time being, but their 2014 social capital expansion means the 
power lies outside of Eibar, in other parts of Spain and abroad. 
There won’t be further presidential elections until 2022 and it 
would be foolish to try to predict what state or division Eibar will 
find itself in when those elections are called. But the international 
shareholders could wrestle control from the likes of Gorostiza if 
they put together a more thorough campaign and if the voting 
system is amended to make their voices heard.

As for the local fans, it will be fascinating to see how they 
feel in four and a half years’ time. Already some are fed up with 
life in La Liga, where Monday night and Friday night fixtures are 
common, where security is stricter and where prices are higher – 
even if season ticket prices have been frozen for those who were 
rallying the team at Ipurua before promotion. “I’m looking forward 
to the year after we finally get relegation,” one fan even told this 
author. 

Some, then, could be keen for a clear-out in the boardroom, 
even one with the arrival of foreign surnames. Others, though, 

might become even more anti-international shareholder, with the 
influx of tourists to Ipurua increasingly noticeable. While the main 
fan group Eskozia La Brava – which literally translates as Scotland 
The Brave – are among the most welcoming fans in all of Spain, 
some of the older generation at Ipurua are less impressed by the 
invasion of selfie sticks and the sound of English at their football 
games. 

It’s not just in the stands that more and more foreigners can 
be found on a matchday, as it’s happening on the pitch too. Eight 
members of their 2017/18 squad, exactly one third, are from 
abroad, an increase of five from the year they won promotion. 
They’re also becoming less and less Basque. The year Eibar came 
up they had nine players from the region and sent five of them 
to the Basque national team squad for their traditional Christmas 
friendly. This season, contrastingly, they only have four. That’s 
fewer than Madrid-based side Leganés. 

Of course, this all makes sense. Eibar has always been a 
practical and wily club, one which picks logic over emotion, and 
it is even more so nowadays. With the extra income to have 
been pocketed from top-flight TV money, they have expanded 
their horizons in order to bring in talent. Sporting director Fran 
Garagarza has been with the club all the way along their journey 
from the lower divisions to the Camp Nou and to the Santiago 
Bernabéu and he is keen to have Basque and, more specifically, 
homegrown players in the squad. But the reality is that the 
best players from the region will end up at Athletic Club or Real 
Sociedad, so Eibar cannot be fussy. For now, the fans are happy 
to cheer a goal from Brazilian Charles, to urge Japanese winger 
Takashi Inui towards the touchline, to sing Argentine Gonzalo 
Escalante’s name or to applaud a save from Serbian goalkeeper 
Marko Dmitrovic. 

But there may be a breaking point up ahead, when one foreign 
player or one tourist too many causes some fans to look around 
and to wonder, what has SD Eibar become? The people of the 
town and the club are tolerant and hospitable, as anyone to have 
visited will testify to. However, the soul of this proud local club is 
worth protecting too. 

EUAN McTEAR - @emctear

EIBAR HAS ALWAYS BEEN 
MORE OR LESS FOR 
EVERYONE AND THERE 
HAS NEVER BEEN A MAJOR 
INVESTOR, A SHEIKH OR A 
BIG BUSINESS WHICH HAS 
CONTROLLED THE CLUB. 
SUCH AN APPROACH 
WOULDN’T WORK HERE. 



BOHEMIAN NON-RHAPSODY – 
THREE CLUBS, ONE NAME AND 

THE FANS WHO SAVED THE DAY
ALL BLUE DAZE GOES TO THE HEART OF CENTRAL EUROPE TO UNRAVEL THE COMPLEX STORY OF A FAMOUS OLD 

CZECH CLUB WHOSE IDENTITY BECAME THE FOCUS OF A THREE-WAY TUG OF WAR.

A lmost by definition, the story of any fan-owned club 
is going to be one of faded memories best viewed 
through sepia lenses, with an added touch of financial 
misdemeanours thrown in, often by past itinerant 
owners who rejoiced more in the money they could 
make from the club, more concerned with 20 pieces of 
silver than silverware or relative success on the pitch. 
There’s hardly ever a ‘good’ reason for fans to feel 

committed to taking over a club. It’s an action driven by necessity 
and the undimmed devotion to an institution that has seared its 
way into the souls of the people who gather to watch its trials and 
tribulations out there on the green sward. The story of Czech football 
club Bohemians is no different, except perhaps that on top of 
mismanagement there’s an unhealthy dollop of confusion and a less 
than clear legal position just to add a little extra spice to the plot. 

Let’s pause for a minute just to get things clear before we move 
forwards though. The thing about confusion is that it makes stories 
hard to get a hold on, unless you establish a few facts right from the 
get go. So, when I talk of Bohemians, just for the record, I’m referring 
to the club founded in 1905 and originally known as AFK Vršovice. 

This is the same club that travelled to Australia in the 1920s, to 
be lauded as representatives of the Bohemia area of their homeland 
– hence the change of name – who then returned to Europe with two 
kangaroos as a gift from their hosts. The animals were passed on to 
the Prague Zoo, but the club retained the likeness of the marsupials 
for their club badge and nickname. 

Bohemians have played in the Czech top division for most of its 
existence and went through several name changes along the way, 
particularly during the early post-communist years. They won the 
league in the 1982-83 season and then reached the semi-finals of the 
UEFA Cup, not long after their most famous player, Antonín Panenka 
– he of the celebrated and oft-misnamed clipped penalty – left to join 
Rapid Vienna. This is the same club whose financial meltdown in 
2005, precisely one hundred years after their formation, gave rise to 
two other clubs in Prague laying claim to the name ‘Bohemians’. The 
way this happened, the repercussions and the resurrection of this 
self-same club is what this story is all about. So, if you think you’ve 
got all that straight, here we go. 

AFK Vršovice were a moderately successful club, plying their 
trade in the top league between 1925 and 1935. Fluctuations up and 
down beyond that period were becoming quite the norm, but at the 
end of hostilities in the Second World War, the Czech homelands 
fell under the control of the Russians and their imposed communist 
government. As was the case with so many clubs in Eastern Europe 
at the time, the club was then renamed and repositioned in the 
Socialist structure a number of times, including a period of five years 
between 1948 and 1953 when their identity was masked behind no 
less than five name changes. In 1948, they became Sokol Vršovice 
Bohemians. The following year, this was changed to Sokol Železničaři 
Bohemians Praha, and then Sokol Železničaři Praha, twelve months 
later. In 1951, it was again changed to Sokol ČKD Stalingrad Praha, 
staying as that for two years before becoming Spartak Praha 
Stalingrad, which then stayed in place for almost a decade. 

Despite all of these name changes, there was no hiding place, 
and the club seemed to fit ill with what the authorities were looking 
for in a sports club. The regime’s requirement for its sports clubs 

to produce greater glory for the collective mode of society and the 
regime itself, was not served by a club that had iconoclast tendencies. 
It was a situation perhaps not helped by the anti-establishment stand 
of the cub’s fans; a tradition that ironically now sees the current 
fanbase tending towards left-leaning political stances similar to that of 
German club St. Pauli.

Revenge for such cavalier approaches was exacted when 
the club were found guilty of financial mismanagement in 1987; 
a misdemeanour widely repeated throughout the league, but 
Bohemians were singled out for punishment. A couple of decades 
later, genuine mismanagement would almost prove fatal to the club, 
until the fans stepped in to rescue it. If all that seems straightforward 
enough, the tale gets a little less clear from here. 

In 1993, under the name of Bohemians Praha, the club 
broke away from the TJ Bohemians Praha franchise, becoming a 
freestanding entity. The club functioned normally for a while, but in the 
early years of the new century problems began to arise with concerns 
over finances and governance to the fore.

Although to many traditionalists, and especially to the people 
of Vršovice where it was formed, their club will always be the ‘real’ 
Bohemians, the identity took a bit of a shock in their centenary year. 
As mentioned, financial problems were a semi-regular recurring 
theme at the club, and another one broke during the 2004-05 season. 
The problems were exacerbated by rumours that the then owner, 
Michal Vejsada, had been using club finances for his own devices, 
syphoning off money for other enterprises. Whilst there is no proof, 
nor indeed evidence or formal accusation of this that I can find, fans 
of the club had little doubt. Part way through the 2004-05 season, 
with the club in the Czech second division, things eventually came to 
a head. Bohemians were declared bankrupt and the Czech football 
authorities banned them from completing the second half of their 
fixtures, also expunging their results to date, automatically sending 
them down to the third tier. 

It’s an ill wind that blows nobody any good, as the saying goes 
though, and TJ Bohemians Praha, the former franchise owner of 
the club, saw an opportunity. A deal was struck with Karel Kapr, 
owner of another Prague based club, F.C. Střížkov Praha 9 – a 
small club playing in the third tier of the league – to lease the name 
’Bohemians’ with the apparent aspiration of ‘mopping up’ all of the 
original Bohemians’ support for the venture. F. C. Střížkov Praha 9’s 
name was changed to ‘Bohemians Praha’ and they even adopted 
the Kangaroo badge and the club’s green and white striped shirts. 
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TJ Bohemians, keen to make the new venture a success, then 
supported the club financially helping it to rise through the league 
reaching the top division in 2008. 

The ruse concocted by TJ and Kapr seemed to be paying off. 
Only a resurrection of the original club could scupper the plans but, 
with the original Bohemians out on the mat like some sponge drained 
of all its life force, that seemed unlikely in the extreme. The plotters 
had, however, reckoned without the resilience and dedication of 
the ‘original’ Bohemians fans. Simply relabelling another club and 
introducing a ‘stolen’ badge and shirt was never going to be enough 
to persuade fans to transfer their allegiance. It was a plan that could 
only have been thought up by people who had little appreciation of 
the mindset of football fans. Franchising has always been seen as an 
alien concept to football fans, and long should that remain the case. 
Echoes of Wimbledon and MK Dons come to mind. 

Out of the ashes of the defunct entity, a new phoenix club was 
formed, calling itself ‘Bohemians 1905’ recognising the year of 
formation of the original club. Persuasive argument even managed to 
secure access for the new club to play its games back at its old base, 
the Ďolíček stadium – the place that the club had called home since 
1932. Fans contributed heavily to pay off a large portion of the club’s 
debt and, freed from the clutches of Mr. Vejsada, a leaner, but much 
healthier club arose from the ashes. 

It was an achievement greatly assisted by the fans of St. Pauli in 
Germany and Dublin’s own Bohemians club; Bohemian fellowship to 
the fore. So, there were now two clubs using almost the same name. 
The Czech authorities took a reasonable view of the matter though, 
and allowed Bohemians 1905 to retain the license of the old club. As 
well as morally, Bohemians 1905 were now also officially, the ‘real’ 
club; the genuine article; not that the move solved anything radically. 
The two versions of Bohemians, the original and the imposters, 
continued to play under their respective names. Some time down the 

road, that situation would lead to an inevitable confrontation. Before 
that though, just to make things more complicated, the third club 
entered the arena. 

Now bereft of his source of alleged illicit income, former owner 
Vejsada created a new club, which he christened Bohemians Praha 
a.s. His assertion being that this was the real successor to the original 
club, the twisted rationale being that as the owner of the defunct 
original organisation he, and only he, had the right to launch any new 
reformed club. Few rallied to his support though and although the 
club survived as a legal entity, it was excluded from the Czech league 
structure half-a-dozen or so years ago. 

Before that though, there was time for a bizarre scenario to occur 
as a result of Jan Morávek moving from Bohemians 1905 to Schalke 
04 in Germany. The fee was reported to be around £3million, but 
when the deal was completed, all three of the clubs bearing the name 
‘Bohemians’ – that is, Bohemians 1905, Kapr’s Bohemians Praha, 
and Vejsada’s Bohemians Praha a.s – all claimed the transfer fee 
as rightly theirs. Needless to say, the fan-financed Bohemians 1905 
were unwilling to bend the knee on the claims.

Things began to look a little clearer in September 2012. With 
Bohemians Praha a.s. out of the picture, the Czech FA led by 
Miroslav Pelta, declared that as of 2013, Bohemians Praha should 
not use that name any more and instead should return to their 
pre-2005 name of FC Střížkov, thus ending possibly the most blatant 
piece of football club piracy imaginable, being akin to some sort of 
sporting grave robbery. Sadly, that wasn’t the end of the issue. By the 
end of the year, Kapr’s club had appealed the decision. 

At this stage though Kapr’s whole edifice was falling apart. In 
2010, after refusing to play a fixture against Bohemians 1905 – the 
inevitable confrontation as referred to above – and accusing another 
club of bribery, apparently without offering anything to substantiate 
the accusation, the Czech FA deducted 20 points from the club and 
levied a fine. The points deduction ensured a relegation that was 
already on the cards anyway. At the end of the season, it transpired 
that relegation would have followed, with or without the points 
deduction.  

The association then refused the club a license to play as it had 
refused to pay the fine. It meant demotion from the national league 
structure back into the Bohemian regional programme. Conversely 
though, the following season Kapr’s club won that league and 
returned to the second tier of the national game. There then followed 
a series of demotions through legal sanctions and promotions as 
Kapr and the authorities battled on through legal decisions and 
appeals. Finally, accepting defeat in the battle to retain the club 
name, Kapr conceded he had lost. He disbanded the men’s team at 
the club, transferring all the players to other clubs, and continued only 
with a women’s and junior teams. 

After all the issues of financial strife and rescue by their fans, 
fighting off doppelgangers and imposters, Bohemians 1905 are now 
back playing in the top tier of Czech football with their identity secure. 
Twelve years after the traumas of 2005, things may be settling down. 
But what now for a club whose debt to its fans is measured in far 
more than mere financial terms?  

Antonín Panenka is now president of Bohemians 1905, with 
the 69-year-old master of the twelve-yard spot kick serving as an 
emblem of the club’s history. Out on the terraces, where many of 
the fans who found the money to bale out the club stand, there’s 
still that rebelliousness of spirit that both displeased the Communist 
authorities and confounded the scurrilous devices of Karel Kapr 
and Michal Vejsada. Today it manifests itself in left-wing chants and 
banners, and a tendency to smoke ‘non-traditional’ types of cigarettes 
that give off a sweet smell, not to be confused with the sweet smell of 
success enjoyed by a fan base who saved their football club. 

In researching this article, I’ve found a few Euro-ground-hopping 
sites promoting a visit to the Ďolíček stadium, not because the 
football is particularly exhilarating – in fact, some say quite the 
reverse – but as a sort of pilgrimage to demonstrate support for a 
group of fans who refused to be seduced by a wolf in their club’s 
clothing, instead choosing to use their own money to thwart such 
an enterprise. They didn’t do it to save a football club. They did it to 
save their football club – the one and only true Bohemians club in the 
Czech Republic. 

ALL BLUE DAZE - @All_Blue_Daze
http://allbluedaze.com

OUT ON THE TERRACES, 
WHERE MANY OF THE 
FANS WHO FOUND 
THE MONEY TO BALE 
OUT THE CLUB STAND, 
THERE’S STILL THAT 
REBELLIOUSNESS OF 
SPIRIT THAT BOTH 
DISPLEASED THE 
COMMUNIST AUTHORITIES 
AND CONFOUNDED THE 
SCURRILOUS DEVICES OF 
KAREL KAPR AND MICHAL 
VEJSADA.
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TORPEDO – READY TO LAUNCH?
IN THE HEART OF AMSTERDAM, TWO MEN DECIDED THEY’D HAVE A GO AT SETTING UP A FOOTBALL CLUB AS AN 

ALTERNATIVE TO AJAX AND RUNNING IT EXACTLY HOW THEY WANT. GLENN BILLINGHAM WENT TO AN OLD DUTCH 
NAVY BASE TO FIND OUT MORE.

A msterdam is full of secrets. Despite being densely 
populated, and home to constant swathes of tourists 
engaged in Google-sponsored exploration, surprise 
and discovery are never far away. In addition to 
flavour-of-the-month restaurants and bars; tranquil 
courtyard gardens, disguised churches, and even 
football pitches hide, often in plain sight. Considering 
the city’s footballing future, one such secret awaits 

discovery behind the imposing and impressive Scheepvaart 
museum.

Nestled amongst tightly secured Naval buildings, office and 
studio space, gardens, a hotel, a cafe, and a pop-up brewery, 
is a seemingly abandoned football pitch. Owned by the Royal 
Dutch Navy, the thirteen-acre chunk of land simultaneously tips 
a hat toward a proud maritime history, Amsterdam’s eclectic and 
innovative existence, and its relentless march towards the future. 
With their focus on the football pitch, Martijn Wuite and Lucien Burm 
have grand plans for Amsterdam’s newest football club, Torpedo 
Kattenburg.

“We’re the newest football club in the city, but with the oldest 
history!”, beams Martijn from his studio which is, for now, the 
makeshift home of a conceptual football club with ambition, ingenuity 
and momentum in abundance.

July 2018 will see the Royal Navy depart after nearly three 
hundred years of tenancy, and with Amsterdam’s city council 
confirming part of the land use redesignation will include sports 
facilities, ideas and possibilities for what Torpedo Kattenburg could 
be, entail caveats of uncertainty, but limitless potential.

“At first it was a case of looking out the window and seeing the 
pitch, and thinking, hey, let’s make a match and kick the ass of some 
marines”, explains Lucien only half-jokingly. “That actually never 
happened, though, instead we played the fire department after 
organising our 7-a-side tournament instead”. Summing up a modest 
formation, Lucien explains, “I think we hit a sweet spot of just having 
an idea, giving it a name, a logo, and a good-looking website, and 
we just launched it”.

In affirming both the need for a sports club in central Amsterdam, 
and the popularity of a new football club in the area, Torpedo 
Kattenburg already boast nearly 500 subscribed members. Whilst 
subscriptions flowed fast, growth from concept to reality is slower.

“It took us about a year and a half to set up the tournament. 
It was incredibly difficult to organise because the area here is still 
owned by the Dutch Defence department. With a lot of help from the 
Marine Agency, who are also responsible for the management of 
this terrain here, we were able to do it eventually, and we had local 
media and TV here. It was a lot of fun”.

Indeed, July 2017’s Bijltjesdag tournament is, to date, the only 
football played by the club. With a second edition being planned for 
July 14th, 2018, it is hoped that ‘regular football’ can be played from 
the 2018/19 season. Exactly at which standard, in which league and 
format, played by whom, and watched by whom, remains unknown.

What is certain is that July 1st, 2018 will see the land free from 
Navy ownership and bureaucracy, and open for public development. 
“What we’re most likely to be, or what we’d hope for, is like a sports 
platform”, explains Lucien, “a kind of sports club making use of not 
only the football pitch here, but also the tennis courts, basketball 
court, astroturf, swimming, and sauna. Depending on what the city 
decides there will be some football in there for sure”. 

Shortly after those decisions are made, though, structures 

around the football pitch will almost certainly be demolished and/
or redeveloped, which represents another hurdle of uncertainty. For 
Lucien, Martijn, the club’s nearly 500-strong group of members, and 
several other interested parties, the answers to exactly what Torpedo 
Kattenburg will be, are coming soon.

With its lonely football pitch, centuries old converted stables, 
retrofit collection of Naval offices and facilities, and as the banner 
picture on the club’s Twitter feed depicts, the terrain is as unique as 
its potential. A short distance from Centraal Station, the prospective 
catchment area not only includes central Amsterdam, but also 
stretches into the rapidly developing north and eclectic east. Further 
re-development of the city will also see Kattenburgerstraat, currently 
the area’s sole access point, become a main thoroughfare between 
the centre and north and east.

Despite the cautions of uncertainty, Lucien and Martijn have 
thought deeply regarding the culture, identity, and values of Torpedo 
Kattenburg. “When you really build up an idea conceptually, what 
happens is that if people are interested, then their thoughts also go 
the same direction, but the end goal here is just that everyone can 
have a lot of fun here doing sports”, explains Lucien.

“But with that end goal are many things, it’s a big thing and 
the big thing is always made up of thousands of little things”, he 
continues, “overall, we use the word ‘raw’, in that whatever it all 
becomes the feeling should always be in it. The kit design, how little 
things look, details, quality, it should feel a little bit raw and organic, 
so it’s a little bit like that cult feeling, and really quality instead of 
quantity”.

For instance, the pop-up brewery who are also current co-
tenants on the land, have already been commissioned to supply 
beer to a future clubhouse or canteen. “You know, the canteen at 
most Dutch sports clubs is terrible – awful broodje bal, frikandel 
etc. – but we’ve thought about that and want to make use of local 
start-ups and companies. The brewery is a good example, they 
made some beer for us called Kattenpis (which probably doesn’t 
need translation). Like everything, we want to make it local, with a lot 
of quality, and in a way, kind of organic”, alludes Lucien.

An offshoot of their innovative attention to detail has already 
yielded a partnership with Copa Football. “They approached us!” 
asserts Lucien, “we started something, designed something with a 
logo and the website, and probably made it a little bit bigger than 
it is, but in the meantime, we’ve sold quite a few, even around the 

Lucien Burn, left, 
Martijn Wuite, right. 
The current pitch of 
Torpedo Kattenburg 
in the background_
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world. Which amateur club in the Netherlands can say that?”
It is a fact, then, that Torpedo Kattenberg already has an 

international following. In evidencing the power of good ideas 
snowballing and gaining momentum, London-based designer, 
Angelo Trofa, designed a kit which depicts the unique maritime 
association. His ideas, along with the concept of Torpedo 
Kattenburg, were picked up by Copa Football who turned the strip 
into a reality.

“Angelo did it, I think, because he likes our story”, describes, 
Lucien, “so what I think we have here is a good story. Now actually 
stuff starts to happen, and it becomes bigger because everyone, 
also the city, realises that there’s no facility in the immediate area 
where a lot of people live and work, so opportunity is here”.

For now, the club mirrors the background and thinking of both 
its founders. It is essentially a start-up, one which is centred around 
serving an obvious public need, but doing so with a healthy dose of 
flair and ambition. Torpedo Kattenburg aren’t typical ‘cult football’, 
but, perhaps, they are the thinking man’s cult football, designed by 
entrepreneurs.

Similarities undoubtedly exist with other cult football movements 
and clubs, such as Le Ballon and Guerilla FC. However, a 
resemblance perhaps lays with Milan’s AS Velasca, with the 
identities of both clubs centring around a largely conceptual off-field 
existence. In the way off-the-field actuality currently outweighs 
anything on the pitch, and their open interpretation to what league 
structure may look like, there are shared traits with Hashtag United, 
too.

Amsterdam, it could be argued with some fervour, is the 
footballing city. Tactical trends instilled by traveling Brits, were 
obsessed over and remodelled by Rinus Michels and Johan Cruyff, 
and then despatched around the world via Barcelona. Pep Guardiola 
and Manchester City could be considered current torch-bearers. The 
bloodline of what we’ve come to recognise as ‘good football’ can be 
traced directly back to the little province of Noord-Holland. There is, 
however, one thing missing; a second club in the city. 

Footballing cities the world over are identified, at least partly, 
via a rivalry. Liverpool has Everton, City have United, London 
has a plethora, and even Rotterdam has three clubs in this year’s 
Eredivisie. AFC Ajax Amsterdam, who rule the roost in their brash 
and iconic city, have no local rival. This, however, wasn’t always the 
case.

In the sixties and seventies, a highlight of Amsterdam’s sporting 
calendar would be De Stadsderby. At the city’s Olympic Stadium, 
Sunday afternoons would hold a double header where all four 
of Amsterdam’s professional clubs would meet. Ajax’s history is 
well-documented, yet a series of ill-fated mergers saw Blauw-Wit 
Amsterdam, AFC DWS, AVV De Volewijkers, and fleetingly, FC 
Amsterdam, compete professionally before slipping off the radar and 
reforming as amateur clubs. 

Creating a club from scratch to rival the stature of Ajax might 
be a bit of a stretch, but Martijn and Lucien have forged a unique 
opportunity in the centre of Amsterdam. When asked what the 
set-up would ideally look like in ten years’ time, both men are in 
agreement, “a stadium!” 

“And why not? Why can Rotterdam have three professional 
clubs and Amsterdam not?”, poses Martijn in response, “We 
joke about it, but we even thought about a Kickstarter campaign, 
or advertising for a Russian billionaire, but considering the 
development in this city, and the financial value of this land, stranger 
things have happened!” Following their bright-eyed and dreamy 
enthusiasm, though, a steely and pragmatic logic engulfs the 
conversation once more.

“For now, we’re silent, still, but the first quarter of 2018 will be 
decisive for us, that’s for sure. That’s when we’ll know exactly how 
we can fit in with the local government plans”, reaffirms Martijn, 
“after then we know our path and we can define all of the other 
things – our strategy, organisation, budgets, but we need to be 
ready, when it moves, it moves really fast”.

What is undoubtedly clear is that whilst no facet of the club’s 
existence is certain, by the same token, absolutely nothing is 
impossible. Taking into consideration the growth and creativity of the 

city, and the likeable sincerity of Lucien and Martijn, expect anything 
from a professional club with a 10,000-seater stadium sitting on top 
of an apartment complex, to a state-of-the-art amateur sports club 
as a hub for sports-themed start-ups. 

Whatever decision is reached by the city council, in Martijn 
Wuite and Lucien Burm, Torpedo Kattenburg have owners and 
entrepreneurs with the wind in their sails.

Club website: http://www.torpedokattenburg.com/
Twitter: @torkat020
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/torpedokattenburg/ 
GLENN BILLINGHAM - @glennbills

FOR NOW, THE 
CLUB MIRRORS THE 
BACKGROUND AND 
THINKING OF BOTH 
ITS FOUNDERS. IT IS 
ESSENTIALLY A START-UP, 
ONE WHICH IS CENTRED 
AROUND SERVING AN 
OBVIOUS PUBLIC NEED, 
BUT DOING SO WITH A 
HEALTHY DOSE OF FLAIR 
AND AMBITION. 

Torpedo Kattenburg’s first team photo, Bijltjesdag tournament, July 2017
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THE BATTLE AGAINST APATHY
BILL BISS, EDITOR OF THE EXCELLENT STAND FANZINE, ROUNDS OFF THIS ISSUE BY EXPLAINING WHY SUPPORTER 

OWNERSHIP IS SO IMPORTANT. IT’S YOUR GAME, YOUR CLUB. DON’T LET SOMEBODY ELSE TAKE IT AWAY FROM YOU.

W hy bother? It’s the eternal question isn’t it, 
the one that gnaws at every football fan and 
especially those of us who spend a lot of our 
spare time putting together football fanzines.

What keeps us going to the match? What 
keeps us ingrained in the game when those 
playing it, those we’re paying to play it and 
those we’re keeping afloat in the manner 

they’ve become accustomed to are, in most cases, running our clubs 
on our behalf couldn’t care less about us?

What, 25 issues in, keeps me editing STAND, a fanzine that 
when we started out was the voice of Against Modern Football in the 
UK when for many, the original anger and fire in the belly that saw 
people turn their back on rising ticket prices, over policing and all the 
rest of it has long since burned out. The famed #AMF hashtag now 
an albatross of un-coolness or ‘yer da-ness’ around our little corner 
of the internet.

Belief I suppose. My belief that football can be better, just like the 
fact that actual football is unquestionably better now, than say it was 
even in the 80s when I first fell in love with the game. As a fanzine, 
we’re often criticised for harking back to a mythical time when tackles 
were tackles, kick-off was three o’clock and there was piss running 
down the terraces, but as much as I still think one of those things 
should be sacrosanct, the game of football is irrefutably better now 
than it’s ever been.

But that’s not to say that the running of the game has changed, 
and nothing will shake my belief that fans, organised and well-
reasoned fans should have a democratic say in the running of the 
clubs they support, the institutions they financially and emotionally 
hold up. With STAND, way back in 2014 we dedicated Issue 4 to 
fan-ownership and for many editions, had a regular column written 
by Supporters Direct. Now, we still have at least one feature that 
highlights a club run by its fans – Merthyr’s ongoing problems were 
in the last one, and the story of AFC Croydon Athletic is scheduled 
for the next. 

I’m sure that you too will have read many inspiring stories 
from those at the forefront of fan-ownership, the torchbearers and 
vanguards of the movement over the course of this publication. One 
club you won’t have read about in all this though, is my club: Yeovil 
Town. And that perhaps, is where, despite my still-burning passion 
on the subject, the brunt of my own apathy goes.

Yeovil are a club run in the traditional sense, administratively 
unchanged by promotion to the Football League in 2003, untouched 
by the (relative) unimaginable riches provided by on-field success 
that has seen us play at two Wembley play-off finals, play a 
season in the Championship and enjoy cup runs that have brought 
Manchester United and the TV cameras to Huish Park twice in 
the last three years. All that money has gone, we’re told, in to just 
keeping us afloat in the modern game, and into the pockets of 
the two old-fashioned football men who own the club – Norman 
Hayward, a Sandbanks resident previously of AFC Bournemouth, 
before they went tits up and John Fry, local businessman done good. 
The two are planning their pension funds, plotting the return on their 
long-term investment, all the while preaching a mantra of living within 
our means that has seen successive relegations and decreasing 
budgets that threaten a league position that took us 108 years to 
earn.

And yet, apathy prevails amongst the Yeovil fan base. It could be 
argued that this will always be the case, the result of locals brought 
up to support their hometown club as an afterthought, instead 
following their big team in the league and often from the distance 
of a few hundred miles. It’s only in the last fifteen years that our 

support has been supplemented by a generation who’ve only known 
league football. Hundreds of the original core, non-league support 
have walked away in disgust at the way the club has been run since 
promotion. From those that remain, a Supporters Trust was formed 
in 2016. I joined, hopeful that perhaps, the mist was clearing, the 
fans were uniting in protest, we were rising up!

I was wrong, of course, Yeovil Town’s apathy runs from top to 
bottom. Without a crisis of say, an administration, a third relegation 
back to the Conference or even so much as a foot-in-mouth quote 
from Hayward, the owner who doth not speak a word to the press, 
there has been no unifying moment. The Trust is well-meaning, 
but powerless with a dwindling membership, which to my shame, 
includes myself. I’ve still not renewed for a second year.

That’s despite all the avenues in my life by which I’m becoming 
an advocate of what, ultimately, a supporter’s trust hopes to 
achieve – fan ownership. Alongside STAND, I’ve spent the last 
four years making football my day job as well, working as part of 
the media machine around the modern game I’m supposed to be 
against (tell no one!). As bad as that sounds, I have been able to 
produce features beamed into television sets around the world that 
have spread the message – just this season, I’ve taken in trips to 
Lewes, where I am still a member; Merthyr Town before their recent 
troubles, and even Portsmouth just as the biggest fan-owned club 
in the country was bizarrely being handed over to ex-Disney tycoon, 
Michael Eisner.

Perhaps now then, with my first child just around the corner, a 
child I hope will grow up to share my passion in football, I should 
get off my arse and re-join the Yeovil Supporters’ Trust. Maybe even 
get involved with the board myself? After all, doesn’t the idea of 
supporting a body that will be there to secure the existence of the 
club should it ever, truly be under threat appeal to all football fans? 
The chance to be a part of your club’s history even though you’re not 
fit to wear the shirt? Being one of the good guys who can say they’ve 
done their bit? The romantic in me certainly thinks so. 

BILL BISS - @WilliamBiss
@STANDfanzine
https://www.standamf.com/

NOTHING WILL SHAKE 
MY BELIEF THAT FANS, 
ORGANISED AND WELL-
REASONED FANS SHOULD 
HAVE A DEMOCRATIC SAY 
IN THE RUNNING OF THE 
CLUBS THEY SUPPORT




