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About the Book

The Summerbee family is unique in that three successive generations have played professional football – George, the unsuccessful journeyman; Mike, who starred for Manchester City in their golden era; and now Nicky, who has played at the top level for City and Sunderland. Their careers have taken different paths, and the rewards have varied hugely, but in the end they all have to contend with disappointment and frustration. In this updated edition, Shindler skilfully shows how it affects them, and also how their families cope with the dramatic changes in mood and success, where a bad day at the office can result in tens of thousands of fans screaming abuse or a good day brings mass adoration.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Sunderland

History, Karl Marx tells us, repeats itself, first as tragedy then as farce. It isn’t necessary to be a Marxist to appreciate the truth of this observation. Supporting Manchester City leads to much the same conclusion.

When Mike Summerbee played for Manchester City in the late 1960s there was a song in everyone’s heart (well, there was in mine), every day was like the first day of spring, there was a chicken in every pot, a car in every garage and you could still get change from a £5 note. It cost six shillings to stand on the Kippax and watch Joe Mercer’s aces fill the heart with gladness. Nobody had ever heard of the Spice Girls or Virgin West Coast trains.

If Mercer and Malcolm Allison were the brains of that glorious Manchester City team and Colin Bell was its heart, then Mike Summerbee was its soul. I loved them all in one way or another but I loved him best. He was not only brave, strong and skilful, he was also demonstrably human. He had, in the memorable phrase of that sage of Moss Side, former chairman Peter Swales, repartee with the crowd. In fact, he had not only repartee with the crowd (which Swales didn’t mean) but rapport with them as well (which he presumably did, although since Swales was handicapped by an inability to speak English it is hard to be sure). Summerbee’s flashes of merriment that were wont to set the Kippax on a roar included playing with a policeman’s helmet on his head and kissing the referee who was marching towards him with the intention of booking him or worse. For a player whose fierce competitive instinct caused sleepless nights among opposing defenders, Mike was (and is) a remarkably warm and humorous man.

Twenty-nine years after Mike made his debut at Maine Road, his son, Nicholas, followed the same path from Swindon to Moss Side. By the 1990s the economy was in a mess. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Norman Lamont, could see the green shoots of recovery but nobody believed him because everyone was sniggering at his attempts to evict Miss Whiplash from the basement of his house and he had trouble explaining why his Access account couldn’t seem to support the purchase of a bottle of Beaujolais at Threshers off licence in Paddington.

This was the England of John Major as refracted through the writings of George Orwell – not so much long shadows on county grounds (there was no one there to cast a shadow) and old maids bicycling to Evensong, more rush-hour gridlock and the disintegration of the National Health Service, and the editor of the Sun threatening to dump a bucket of shit over the Prime Minister after Black Wednesday (‘Ha ha, Kelvin, very funny,’ said the Prime Minister weakly or possibly weekly).

Nicholas Summerbee played for a Manchester City side that had become a national joke. In the Guardian there were calls for Ann Widdecombe to take on the job of manager since the previous incumbents had failed so spectacularly. For anyone who had recently seen City beaten in both legs of a League Cup tie by Lincoln City, the prospect of Ann Widdecombe putting the fear of God into Eddie McGoldrick and Gerry Creaney wasn’t such a bad idea.

In this national and local atmosphere of fear and loathing, Nick played out his time at Maine Road. He played in the No. 7 shirt as his father had done, and he looked and ran like his dad. The fans wanted success so badly we could taste it, and because of all that, Nick Summerbee came to symbolise both the chimera of achievement and the reality of the humiliation. The crowd turned on Nick and vented its fury on him because every week he was visible for 90 minutes. When they announced his name it was invariably booed.

At the start of the 1997–98 season, Nick had been dropped from the starting line-up and made only sporadic appearances from the bench. After a particularly disastrous and spineless home defeat by bottom of the table Huddersfield Town, Frank Clark – the manager of the month in November 1997 – decided he had to do something to save his job and the sanity of 30,000 supporters. He transferred Nicky to Sunderland in a straight swap for Craig Russell known briefly and erroneously as ‘The Jarrow Arrow’. Each player was allegedly worth £1 million. It seemed like the end of the long connection between the Summerbees and Maine Road but, of course, nothing in football is that straightforward.

Two months later, Nick returned to Maine Road in a red and white striped shirt, a key player in a side that was threatening to storm to promotion. City were also threatening to leave Division One – through the trapdoor. The stage was set for some kind of crowd reaction because it wasn’t just Nick who was returning for the day but the former City manager Peter Reid and his centre-forward, local hero Niall Quinn. We all knew something was going to happen but none of us knew exactly what.

In the Main Stand, near his friend the chairman Francis Lee, sat Mike Summerbee, who worked in the club’s commercial department on match days, and Tina, his wife of 30 years. Mike was winding himself up to a fine fury, defending his son against the abuse of the crowd. If he could, he would have taken them all on. Tina sat quietly by his side hoping that the crowd would behave, that Nick wouldn’t provoke anyone, that Mike wouldn’t wade into the idiots sitting 20 yards away, that both sides could win. In a box at the top of the Kippax sat Mike’s 77-year-old mother, Dulcie, who would happily have sprinted across the pitch to help Mike take on the crowd if they started on her grandson. In the Platt Lane stand I sat, stood, sat, stood, sat, stood in concert with the rest of the crowd as they prepared to show Nick Summerbee how they really felt about him – as if he didn’t know.

In the City dugout, Frank Clark wasn’t too sure what they might do, although he anticipated, as we all did, that the immutable law of the former player would operate against City yet again. ‘You can never tell how crowds will react to players coming back. I was certainly worried about him turning it on, scoring two goals, but I was quite surprised at what happened.’

When the teams emerged at five to three, the true nature of the hostility was immediately revealed. The names of the players were read out over the public address system. Craig Russell’s name was greeted with cheers from City fans hoping he might be ‘the one’ (football fans believe in the imminent arrival of the Messiah more fervently than the most devout Hassidic Jew) and loud applause from the Sunderland contingent who had retained their warm memories of a willing local player. Niall Quinn was greeted with rapturous applause, being a folk hero in both cities, but the name of Summerbee brought forth a tidal wave of discordant sound from City fans that drowned the token cheers of Sunderland supporters. I was wondering how Nick was feeling at that moment. Two and a half years later I found out:

At the start of the match, I was standing in the middle of the pitch and they announced the two teams. When Craig Russell’s name was mentioned he got a standing ovation from the Sunderland fans because they liked him up there. When Niall Quinn’s name was announced he got a standing ovation from the City fans and I got booed. I thought I’d get a bit of boo, I kind of like it, but nothing like what I heard. I looked across at Quinny but he didn’t say anything. I never felt so lonely in my life.

Early in the second half, Quinn nodded the ball down to Lee Clark who put Summerbee away down the right-hand side. From Nick’s cross, Kevin Phillips beat Wiekens in the air and the ball skewed off the back of Wiekens’s neck past Wright in the City goal. It all seemed so inevitable. It was the seventh match in succession in which Phillips had scored, a Sunderland record. As they had against Huddersfield Town, City understood their role in this dumb show. It was to play the victim, which they did with great conviction, not surprisingly since they had been rehearsing for a very long time.

As City looked a despondent, defeated bunch, so Sunderland moved around Maine Road with the air of men who had come to do a professional job and were surprised to find how cooperative their opponents were. Nick had been under instructions from his father to wind up the crowd at every opportunity. There is one winger’s trick that gains instant response from any crowd. Merely placing the ball inches outside the designated area from which a corner kick is supposed to be taken is usually enough to provoke a response from the most even-tempered spectators. It is regarded as scandalous cheating. Kicking an opponent in an attempt to cripple him rarely arouses the same degree of antagonism. Malicious wounding, aggravated bodily harm, assault with a deadly weapon, none of these arouses the ire of a crowd like placing a football nine inches beyond a white line. The mild-mannered Nicky doesn’t usually bother with this sort of provocative behaviour but this day was different.

‘Dad told me to put the ball outside the D but I didn’t do it too much – it’s not me and besides I’ve got to live in Manchester. When I did, everyone was shouting, calling me a wanker. These are grown men going berserk. The ref came over and I apologised and put the ball back inside the D but as he went back to the middle I put it out again.’

It happened just yards from where I was sitting so I can attest to the crowd’s collective lunacy. The storming of the Bastille and the attack on the Winter Palace must have started with just such a moment. If someone had told them they could get hold of Nicky Summerbee because he had been spotted in Warsaw, they would have invaded Poland.

As City’s performance on the field declined still further, Nick Summerbee became the principal target for the crowd’s impotent fury. Frank Clark, who was sacked a month later, was spared the vitriol that day, and Francis Lee, who was forced out a few weeks after that, was ignored in favour of the Sunderland winger. The City team amounted to a collection of spineless, untalented individuals who were heading inexorably for the relegation that overwhelmed them on the last day of the season.

Nick Summerbee had escaped that fate. By some unfair stroke of fortune, Nick had leapt overboard and found refuge on a lifeboat that was travelling in the opposite direction. It seemed to us that Reid and Quinn and Summerbee were still umbilically linked to City. What right had they to go swanning up the A1 to Wearside while we were left watching Ged Brannan and Tony Vaughan? Reid was sitting in the dugout; Quinn had the inestimable advantage of having been a onetime City hero; the crowd redoubled the fury and spite it hurled at Summerbee.

The result was never in doubt. City played like condemned men who had anticipated defeat since the moment they trotted out of the tunnel. In the Main Stand, Mike sat smouldering, his own emotions clearly in turmoil. He couldn’t help remembering the day he had returned to Maine Road a few months after his transfer to Burnley – he had received a standing ovation. Mike’s instinctive loyalty has been to City since the day he signed in August 1965 but he is a father as well as an old City hero and his son had been suffering from the crowd’s abuse for years. On the other hand, his close friend and former playing colleague Francis Lee was the embattled chairman of a failing club. Francis Lee knew well enough the consequences of this sort of home defeat and that Mike’s son should be the one providing the nail for Phillips to hammer into the coffin was not much consolation. Francis had always told Mike to cool it when on the receiving end of criticism of his son. Mike took as much notice of such advice as he had when confronted with the unwelcome attentions of defenders during his playing days.

Tina Summerbee was shaken by what she encountered that day. She had married a City hero, her life was punctuated by a mixture of deep respect from City followers and gentle sarcasm from those of different persuasions, particularly United supporters. Life had been difficult during Nicholas’s time at Maine Road but she had hoped that with his transfer the crowd might have learned to forgive and forget. The only way the crowd would have forgiven Nick that day was if he had scored three own goals in a 6–0 defeat and been sent off for picking his nose – and ‘forgive’ still isn’t the right word.

Nick’s sister Rachel didn’t go to the game. She simply couldn’t face it. She knew, perhaps better than any of the others, the depth of the antagonism. She worked in retail in Manchester and had been confronted with the reality of what the crowd thought about her brother too often to kid herself that today was going to be any different. She knew how passionately they hated Nick and she wasn’t going to be there to witness its apotheosis.

Her grandmother was, though. Dulcie Summerbee had married a professional footballer, given birth to another and now was about to watch the third generation of her family in action. She knew how difficult a footballer’s life could be. She had watched helplessly as her husband was forced out of the game he loved and delighted in her younger son’s triumphs, but now, instead of enjoying her role as the grandmother of a Premiership player whose financial future was assured, she found life even harder.

It was as if all the anxieties that had gripped her since she met George Summerbee on a Preston bus in 1937 had been redoubled. Her twilight years were blighted as she sat in front of the television every Saturday afternoon, waiting for news of Nicholas. Was he dropped? On the bench? Did the manager like him? Did the crowd like him? Would he get injured? Lose form? Lose his money? Lose his livelihood? Dulcie knew the lot from personal experience.

At the end of the match, Dulcie stayed in the box at the top of the Kippax, seething with anger at the way the fans had treated her grandson. If someone had given her a shotgun she would have emptied both barrels into the hostile crowd below her. Mike and Tina walked across from the Main Stand and into the lift that took them to the top of the Kippax where Dulcie sat waiting for them.

They talked quietly until Nicholas, freshly showered and smiling, came to join them all. They had planned to go home together but nobody was much in the mood for celebration. The only comfort they could take was that Nick had played well, crossed the ball for the winning goal and he was on course for a triumphant return to the Premiership. The sustained hostility of the crowd, however, had left its mark. The Summerbees drifted away into the cold unwelcoming January night as Frank Clark and his lieutenants shook their heads and wondered how they could stop this great tanker of a football club from breaking up on the rocks. Answer: they couldn’t.

Mike drove his mother back to her little cottage in the Peak District. She has lived alone for some years, both her husbands having died. Despite her proximity to the game, Dulcie has never cared too much for football. The fate of the men close to her who were so adversely affected by it made sure of that. It might arouse crowds to peaks of ecstasy but all she knows is that it can destroy the lives of those who play it for a living. For 65 years she has been involved with it, ever since that day when she caught the same bus as two young men who had climbed aboard at the stop closest to Deepdale.
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