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I

put the kettle on. It’s a comfort thing, a ritual
more than a sudden desire. Tea has a calming
effect that promotes attachment and safety,
a sense of homeliness and intimate warmth,
which is probably just a mental thing but it is
what I need.

Tea made, I sit down briefly to gather my thoughts.
Questions, frustrations, implications, permutations;
they all swarm around my mind, vying for position
among the medium term agitations and longer term
anxieties that make up life’s rich tapestry. I don’t
dwell on things too long; it’s pointless, it’s out of my
control. I go and have a chat with the wife instead,
there are a few things we haven’t had chance to
discuss. I’ve not seen her all day and she’ll no doubt
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be off to sleep soon, leaving decisions un-made and
me alone to wade through Twitter and regurgitate
the same questions, frustrations, implications and
permutations again and again.
That’s right, it’s a Tuesday night, and Leeds United
have just thrown away two precious points in injury
time to leave our wafer-thin play-off hopes on a knife
edge. The team is simply not good enough; I know
that, everybody knows that, even the team and its
manager knows that. It hasn’t been good enough all
season, and never at any point has there been the
faintest suggestion that everything will click into
place when it matters. But while there’s a chance,
there’s hope. No one’s died, and there’s always next
season.
Years ago I would have been mortified at such

heart-stopping and life-changing events. With the
deed of a 95th minute equaliser my heart, my innards and my very soul would have been propelled
violently out into public display. My whole being
exposed, shivering, frail, hurt and riddled with allconsuming pain. Furthermore, it would feel like it
was only happening to me, that Leeds United were
punishing me and me alone, that nobody else felt
this. As the goal alert came in I would sense the rest
of the world rejoicing, twisting the knife further with
heinous pleasure, as I sat cradling my head in my
hands in my living room. It was the same at Elland
Road, or at away games. I couldn’t get home quick
enough. The near-fatal home defeat to Barnsley in
April 1990 was as dark a time as I can ever remember. The world was crashing down around my ears,
and I was engulfed by demons, crippled by dread,
fear and nausea for days.
Which makes me wonder why, in 2013, I don’t feel
the same anymore. Even after a shuddering defeat,
I can usually it brush off by the time I get home and
step through the door into another existence, and
it certainly doesn’t ruin my weekend like it used to.
I’m in denial of course, obviously defeat or a loss
of crucial points hurts, but time and circumstances
have taught me to deal with it differently. Questions
are raised and you manage the situation because you
have gained the skills to do so.
However, in between games, when seeking
solace in a ritualistic brew I will ponder how far
the pendulum of devotion and desire has swung
the ‘other’ way. Everyday, humdrum activities gain

greater significance and certainly carry greater
consequences as time goes on, and gradually ‘Leeds
United’ becomes one of those everyday, humdrum
activities that you have to prioritise, rather than the
mandatory source of life itself; the very meaning of
your life.
This was brought home to me when I received
my 2012/13 season ticket renewal form in January
2012, shortly after we had sold Jonny Howson and
shortly before, if I remember correctly, we sacked
Simon Grayson. This was a low point for any Leeds
fan, perhaps even more so than our time in League
One. The caustic, asphyxiating grip of Ken Bates was
squeezing the essence out of the club and creating
an almost inescapable situation. It literally could not
have been a worse time to be asking fans to sign up
for another episode of misery, with a spin-off series
featuring mis-information, isolation and ignorance.
But in addition, you felt that by signing up you were
compounding the issue. Maybe it was time to walk
away and enforce my only means of escape?
The renewal forms were heralded like the coming
of the grim reaper, and in the weeks leading up to
that fateful rattle of the letterbox, I would ruminate
over how life might be different. It was never a serious consideration, but however swiftly I had rebuffed
the notion, the very fact that I had asked myself the
question, consequently raised several others.
Growing up I was a typical teenage, and later
twenty-something, Leeds fan; uncomplicated, single,
decent job, into beer and music and clothes and
football. Life was something you put up with just
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“LEEDS UNITED WAS BREAKFAST,
DINNER, TEA, SUPPER, A MIDNIGHT
SNACK AND A REGRETFUL 4AM
MOUTHFUL OF COLD TAKEAWAY
WHEN I COULDN’T SLEEP BECAUSE
OF BEER SWEATS.”
to get through to Friday night; a hindrance to what
really mattered. Leeds had already put me through
what felt like a lifetime of highs and lows, to which I
succumbed with a vulnerable sensitivity. The season
1995/96 was particularly memorable, or not as the
case was, for being a ride of liberating independence
on the stuttering juggernaut that is Leeds United. Finally I had the financial and social freedom to follow
the club home and away whenever I wanted, and the
whole season was just one, long all-day session.
Leeds United was all people knew me for, and all
people would talk to me about. It was all that I was: I
had no other identity, no other reason to exist. Leeds
United was breakfast, dinner, tea, supper, a midnight
snack and a regretful 4am mouthful of cold takeaway
when I couldn’t sleep because of beer sweats.
It is only now that I can see why the dark side of
this 24/7 obsession would cause me such anguish;
by willingly letting something so deeply into your
life, you are left unguarded and pregnable to the
inevitable onset of pain when things don’t go to plan.
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I would arrive at work the day after a defeat bracing
myself for the piss-taking of colleagues and dreading
the first person who wanted to talk about football,
because through my own narrow-minded shortcomings nobody had anything else to talk to me about,
and nobody wants to talk about football when we
fucking win, do they?
Now I have a wife and a young daughter, neither
of whom have the faintest interest in football, apart
from the fact it remains the only thing I do, and by
default my moods affect them. I like a beer, but not
with anything like the raging thirst that I used to; I
like my music, but I’m not arriving through the front
door on a regular basis with a stack of CDs I cant
even hold in one hand anymore. They talk to me
about humdrum, everyday stuff, and that’s our life.
Leeds United rarely comes up, because that’s something I do that’s completely external to them. It’s the
only thing I do. I am very lucky to have an understanding wife who is happy to leave me to wallow in
that very separate part of my life, and in return, I am

wise enough not to blur the colours and mix the two.
I don’t drag dead birds in through the cat flap. While
there is an art to that, over time it becomes quite
easy, almost natural.
I now work from home, so I don’t have to face
anybody after every bad result and expand the
seeping wounds, and I think that helps to lessen the
dramatics of the fallout for me. I can just share the
pain almost anonymously with like-minded souls on
Twitter instead, which if you follow the right people
and block RTs can be quite cathartic.
When I meet people and they talk to me about
Leeds United’s troubles I can by and large just laugh
about it now, and am happy to talk about it with
jollity and self-depreciation. It feels like pantomime
because it’s almost too absurd to take seriously
anymore.
The simple fact is that I would never consider
life without Leeds United because what else would
I do? What else is there? The eternal promise of
hope continues to draw me in, to the point that

whatever troubles the club may have, and whichever
charlatans are masquerading as being fit to wear the
white shirt, there is still nowhere in the world I would
rather be at 3pm on a Saturday afternoon than at
Elland Road watching a Leeds United team line-up
for kick off. There is still that anticipation of the
unknown, and regardless of what I think will actually
happen over the following ninety minutes, would I
rather be in B&Q or raking leaves off the garden? Or
perhaps even more depressing, sat in a pub on my
own watching Jeff Stelling?
The club doesn’t consume my life anymore,
because I have other things in it. But I don’t know if
that’s just growing up or part of my relationship with
the club. As time goes on the bond gets stronger, like
any relationship you learn to cope with time apart:
it’s healthy, it’s inevitable, so embrace the close
season. You can have fall-outs and ignore each other
for days, because there is an unbreakable bond that
means you will always be there when it matters.
Sitting in my kitchen with my renewal form over
twelve months ago felt like I was thirty years down
the line, huddling on a bench in Scarborough, high
on the clifftops overlooking the bay, gazing into a
sea of endless nostalgia. Leeds United and I were
holding each other’s frail hands, with wind drawing
tears from our eyes, and I turned to Leeds United
and I said, “We’ve come too far and been through
too much to just end it now, you silly old bastard.”
We got a grip, accepted that indiscretions like Neil
Warnock will happen, and got on with it.
So my current relationship with Leeds United is
hugely liberating. The endlessly sorrowful status of
the club brings its maddening irritations, but they
don’t chew me up; they are quickly dispelled to their
rightful place in the big scheme of things. The key is
to position Leeds United sensibly among the other
important aspects of your life.
With that unspeakable notion put to bed in January 2012, I was therefore comfortable with how I
would never allow Ken Bates to come between me
and what I do, what I am. If anybody else came along
that made me re-consider to a greater extent then
I would be pretty fucking unlucky, but such is the
precarious doom with which a Leeds fan generally
travails in life. There is always a story and it’s rarely
a happy one.
The ups and downs since then are far easier to
navigate, and now I take comfort that my multilayered personality (!) is enriched by other things,
and I take Leeds United off the shelf as and when its’
necessary. It’s healthy. It’s sustainable. Honestly, you
should try it.
So I put the kettle on. It’s a comfort thing...
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