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Q. Hi Oli,

 

thanks for doing the Q&A. I have read the Watford Centenary Illustrated History book and the 
Golden Boys book penned by you, and found them very enjoyable reads.

  

Do you have plans to write any more books on WFC? An update on the Centenary book covering the 
years 1991-2009 would be nice. It was always understood that, as the Centenary

 

was 10 years late, if I 
was still around I would add to the original book 19 years

 

later. But regimes change and, as Chris 
Cummins might tell you, goalposts can be moved.

    

A. In 2006, Watford celebrated their 125th anniversary. Those at the club were well aware of the fact 
and inquiries were made by their communications department as to who would be best suited to 
update the book.

  

I understand my name was mentioned and the reaction was positive. The idea was to be "put to the 
suits" but that was the end of it. I was told of this subsequently and was not surprised. I was persona 
non grata at Vicarage Road, which was a pity because a good commercial opportunity for the club was 
allowed to slip by. Also I, or whoever was commissioned, would have made a few bob as well.

  

More importantly, I hope I am around whenever the history of the club

 

is updated so that a few things 
are made clear about the last three and a half years.

   

Please comment on the following item on WML last month: EJ tickets -

 

"banned for daring to print the 
legitimate complaints". Daring? Come on, the WO hyped the story. Again, Simpson/Ashton's reaction 
was way over the top, but this was hardly constructive reporting either.

   

Let me deal firstly with the Elton John ticket saga. I was closely involved with

 

this although I was then 
sharing the coverage of the club and increasingly taking a back seat.

  

I did not write the story and, when I first saw it, warned there might be an angry riposte from the club.

  

I agree the story was over-hyped and the Editor allowed me to state that very fact the following week. I 
thought the handling of the story was tabloid" and over the top, even if the coverage did include 
observations on the ticket operation by the club's newly-appointed chief executive.

  

So I had some sympathy with the club's annoyance when it was published on November 19 2004.

  

I mentioned this at length in my column the following week but while the handling of the story annoyed 
Watford the prominence given to a "few dissatisfied fans" was the core of their reaction..

  



The club had sold thousands of tickets successfully. What they did not appreciate

 
was the fact many fans 

had been seriously inconvenienced by the breakdown of or the limitations of the ticket-selling system 
installed at Vicarage Road.

  
Over many years, the club and the newspaper and other local newspapers, have fallen out over stories. 
The club, in such instances, has demanded an apology (in the case of inaccuracies) or the right of reply 
to put their side of the story.

  

The club demanded a font page lead story the following week, putting their side. We could not give such 
assurances. Had the Town Hall caught fire or the local MP fallen gravely ill, should we have relegated 
that to the inside pages while giving front page space to the club's riposte to a true story. Remember the 
chairman apologized to fans a fortnight later for the cock up over ticketing.

  

We promised to allocate space to the club but this was deemed not good enough and they banned the 
newspaper. That was a way-over-the-top reaction on the part of the club. Was it deliberately so?

  

It was a very

 

significant time and a number of things were said which, despite

 

the brokered peace the 
following week, indicated that a new era in the relationship was being planned by the club. As I wrote in 
May 2005, it was their first attempt to force the newspaper into a subservient role as little more than a 
mouthpiece for the club. I was told by many, most of whom were never to sign confidentiality 
agreements, that upon my retirement the club would seek to change the relationship with the paper.

  

There were a lot of under-currents which rendered it a fascinating saga -

 

not least why the club suddenly 
climbed down and agreed to repeal their ban -

 

but the bottom line was the fact we published criticisms

 

("dared to publish" as I wrote). The club saw this as an opportunity to react (to a degree justifiably), but 
it became clear it was as part of long-term game plan.

  

After the saga the relationship between club and newspaper was never the same and, in my opinion, the 
clubs never intended it to be.

   

Q.  Re the background

 

to Ray Lewington's dismissal, had he "lost" the dressing room?

    

A. I had the impression the Russo brothers were not fans of Ray Lewington. Certainly Graham Simpson 
gave that impression and Ray also believed they had lost confidence in him during their year on the 
board.

  

I am not saying Ray would have taken the Hornets to the Premiership, but he did know the game and 
indeed still does. He is respected as a coach and tactician and for his knowledge. But he was hamstrung 
at Watford. The budget was cut year

 

on year despite progress to cup semi finals etc.

  

The players had a lot of respect for Lewington and shortly before he was axed, Heidar Helguson told him 
he was prepared to

 

sign a new contract as he felt with a couple of additional players, the club could 
move forward and become a force. However, Helguson signing a new contract was not in Simpson's 
game-plan, for he had already stated he was seeking to raise money by selling

 

the Icelander for over a 
million.

  

Watford were in trouble and while the senior players were fully behind Lewington and believed they 
would not be relegated, the board was moving towards wielding the axe.

  



Elton John, who had dealt with the manager throughout his tenure and had little contact with any other 
club official or director, was appalled when Lewington was sacked, believing he had never been given a 
fair crack of the whip with funds.

  
It was stated that Lewington had lost the dressing-room -

 
a fact former football director Terry Byrne, 

who was in weekly contact with his former charges from his new post as David Beckham's PA, assured 
Simpson was not the case.

  

There was however a genuine dressing-room hostility towards the board in general and Simpson in 
particular at that time, which I was aware of first-hand because I had covered the majority of 
Lewington's time. The repeated cuts in the budget and the chairman's issues with Neil Cox helped to 
create a "bunker mentality" of us and them.

  

I have read on the list Lewington lacked managerial pedigree but although described as a coach at both 
Brentford and Crystal Palace, he was effectively the team manager, who won promotions>play off 
status.

  

He may not have been the most successful manager at Vicarage Road but he was probably the most 
honest and open man to hold the post and you would have

 

to go back to the 1940's to find a Watford 
boss so hamstrung by finances.

  

Lewington regularly remarked to me that his close relationship with the chairman changed from the 
summer of 2004, following the appointment of Mark Ashton. We compared notes on that because I 
noted my own relationship with the chairman changed over the same period of time.

   

Q. Why did they break the contract with Oundjian's clothing company?

   

A. Although described as Haig Oundjian's clothing company, while he was

 

a significant shareholder, the 
company was run by another gentleman. In fairness, new managers come to clubs and bring in players 
from their old

 

clubs and they like to be seen to be making changes.

  

For instance Dave Bassett did just that and later admitted on reflection

 

it would have been better to 
have come in and held a watching brief for

 

a spell.

  

Mark Ashton was the new kid on the administrative block and was not impressed

 

with the deal 
previously struck by former director and chief executive

 

Tim Shaw with "Haig Oundjian's company".

  

They could have (should have) sought a re-negotiation or a settlement. 

 

Either course would have been 
far cheaper. But Ashton, who was known frequently

 

to use expressions such as "let me drive this 
through" or "we

 

will force", even on boardroom reports, opted to break the deal.

 

The club was sued; the company won; Watford paid compensation and the

 

cost was valued as being far, 
far in excess (perhaps

 

as much as ten

 

times) of what they could have negotiated.  The firm that had 
supplied

 

WBA was brought in.

  

I understand that this was far from being as successful as hoped and the

 

whole saga continued to 
hemorrhage

 

money for the next three years. A classic

 

case of:  if it's not broke, don't fix it.

   

Q. Graham Simpson was quoted as saying at a Fans Forum he fell out with you over Aidy Boothroyd.

  



 
A. I am not so sure this is of wide public interest but I was annoyed by Simpson's quote. Simpson was 
quoted as

 
saying he felt I was unfair because I criticized Boothroyd without ever meeting him. That was 

a misrepresentation of the facts.

  
I did not criticize Boothroyd. 

  

I criticized the sacking of a manager (Lewington), who had not lost the dressing-room, and the entire 
principle of replacing him with an unknown and untried rookie (Boothroyd) with just six to seven games 
to go in a relegation dog-fight.

  

It was a recipe for disaster and it was interesting to note that 90 per cent of the football pundits 
(Hansen, Lawrenson, Gray etc) were aghast at the concept. Lewington's dismissal was rated such a shock 
in the football world, Neil Warnock was the first, to phone him expressing sympathy, in a line of 
managers including Fergie.

  

Yes Watford escaped relegation and we will never be able to prove, although I believe they would have 
done so under Lewington as well.

  

Simpson then contended that as they had escaped relegation, their decision was right, which I likened to 
a man walking down the centre of Rickmansworth Road

 

during the rush-hour and claiming it was safe 
thing to do because he was not run over.

  

In fact I reckon Simpson was annoyed with me over my persistence over the "black hole" story and a 
story that appeared in the Mail on Sunday.

  

Back at the time The Watford Observer was banned, Simpson informed me of the decision, explaining 
that I, who had not been involved in the Elton ticket saga, would also be denied access.

  

As I was freelancing for the Mail On Sunday, this posed a problem. I was allowed in as the Mail on 
Sunday (MoS) representative to that game.

  

Months later, a story appeared in the MoS contending that Mark Ashton had sacked a number of staff 
and that he was bringing his girlfriend onto the payroll. This indeed happened later, after a 
postponement following the publication of the story.

  

Simpson and Ashton attempted to find the source of that story. Simpson, possibly and logically making 
the MoS connection, told a colleague it was me.

  

One of the first things I did after travelling down to France to

 

commence my retirement (symbolically on

 

April 1) was to phone Simpson on April 5 and tell him he was barking up the wrong tree. Had I given the

 

Mail the story, I would have admitted to it. The only contribution I had made was

 

when I was

 

phoned by

 

the newspaper and asked how one spelt the name Nicki Hattingh.

  

For the record, Nicki was one of the few staff who felt compelled to leave "to protect my credibility" and 
one of the few, along with Steve Simmons, to server out notice. She was one in a long line of

 

staff who 
left, many of whom were axed.

   

Simpson told me it was OK and he knew I was not responsible. He then told me he was off to Plymouth, 
hoping for a win.

  

We never spoke again.

 



    
THERE are several questions directed my way on subjects I know little about because they happened 
well after my watch and relate to the team, manager and on-the-field subjects. While I was fully aware 
of the goings on behind the scenes at the board-admin level, Kevin Affleck, much maligned and 
misjudged by some Watford fans, had his finger on the pulse.

  

Kevin, a long-time Watford fan, was ostracized, embraced, ostracized and embraced by Adrian 
Boothroyd over two years. In fact I may have left out a change of attitude or several on the manager's 
part.

  

Some of the times when Boothroyd was chummy also coincided with the Bangora appeal and the last 
few months when the manager was under pressure internally and in the league table.

    

Q.  When did Ashton & Boothroyd fall out, and do we know what triggered it?

   

Kevin: They fell

 

out over the Henderson deal. Before then, Boothroyd had run the club but this was the 
first decision taken over his head. It was then that Boothroyd realised what a state the club was in 
financially and believed Ashton was not coping well.

   

Q. Whose decision was it to sell Ashley Young? It looked like a strategic decision to hoist the white flag 
re Premiership survival. (I live in the West Midlands, and Villa fans have been thanking me with beaming 
faces ever since.)

  

Kevin: Boothroyd's -

 

and it was a good decision. Many astute observers at the time thought Villa had 
paid at least £3m too much as Foster was the stand-out performer of the Premiership. Then again, they 
were hoofing it and not playing to Young's strengths. It was only when he got under O'Neill's tutelage 
that you saw the best of him.

  

Q. Is the story true that Boothroyd told Gavin Mahon he didn't have a first team future at Watford 
beyond last season, because we would be in the Premiership?

  

Kevin:  Yes. He told him after the West Brom defeat at home that Watford would

 

be in the Premiership 
next year and he wouldn't be offered a new deal and that he was free to talk to other clubs. And 
Boothroyd ended up replacing him with Eustace -

 

who was slower and costlier than Mahon.

   

Q. Why did things

 

fall apart so dramatically after the first third of last season? Some of our 
performances before then had actually been good; and even in the home defeat to WBA I thought we'd 
been slightly the better side until -

 

aided by some poor refereeing -

 

they got their goals.

  

Kevin: 

 

Because Adam Johnson went back to Boro and then King left in Jan. They were playing averagely 
during the first half of the season but those two were match-winners and papered over some big, big 
cracks.

   



Q. Why did Keith Burkinshaw really leave?

  
A. The club's announced it was because of his wife's declining health. She had been

 
ill but to those who 

contacted him on reading of his severed links with Vicarage

 
Road, he explained that his wife was coping

 
well and his leaving Watford was over the question of style. 

  
A critic of Graham Taylor's 1980's style, he must have found Adrian Boothroyd s

 
simplistic version even 

harder to swallow.  Burkenshaw told those

 

who contacted him that he could no longer stand for or be

 

associated with

 

Watford's increasingly simplistic style. Boothroyd, it must be pointed out, did not 
tolerate questioning or criticism or counter-suggestions with regards to his management.

   

Q. You say the club tried to marginalise

 

the Watford Observer. Apart from banning the paper, were 
there any instances of marginalisation

 

of others (fans, (former) employees, other WO staff)?

   

A. Yes the club did attempt to dictate who should cover Watford but

 

actually failed in this respect.

  

Because of their frequent refusals to deal with the newspaper (even

 

before the legal action) Watford 
employed people who nobody outside the

 

club knew was

 

employed and later parted company with 
them. There were

 

very few press releases

 

on the incoming staff and even fewer on those

 

who departed 
-

 

with a sticking plaster over their mouths, of course.

  

There was also an attempt to dictate who should be on the Trust

 

committee. Simpson contacted the 
then chairman Harry Rowson with a tape

 

of an interview Pete

 

Fincham gave to 3CR. Now Pete is not 
known for

 

pulling punches, has firm

 

views but good football values and cares very

 

strongly about the 
club.

  

Throughout Simpson's tenure he talked about an ace management team, a

 

crack team, only for the 
cracks to appear every so often and one of the

 

team depart. Pete questioned why the club fanfared the 
arrival of

 

marketing gurus like McLaughlin and then ushered him from the ship very

 

quietly.

  

Pete argued that for the sake of credibility it had to work the same

 

when the news was bad as it did 
when it was good.

 

Simpson was angry and insisted Pete was removed from the Trust's board. 

 

Harry, to his credit, refused, 
and the situation calmed down but later

 

Pete left because he felt it was "counter productive

 

to be 
involved at

 

the level I was."

  

Then there was another committed Watford fan, Dave Messenger. In a

 

manner similar to the treatment 
accorded The Watford Observer

 

representatives just before the ban in 2004, he was summoned, shut in 
a

 

room to consider his role in life after publishing an article in

 

BSaD

 

about his concerns.

  

They stopped his programme articles and asked him to give back his

 

season ticket which they had given 
him in payment for the previous

 

season's programme articles. Full credit to the Trust who made it clear

 

to Simpson such was unacceptable.

  

But these examples of the attempted gagging of fans, the closing of the

 

club's message board, the 
gagging of departing employees, the constant

 

bickering with the local newspaper, seeking legal redress 
instead of an

 

opportunity to put their own counter-view, were systematic with what I

 

described as the 
soviet state at Vicarage Road.

  



Incidentally, I received a tip-off that McLaughlin was being axed. When

 
our reporter asked Ashton he 

was shocked the paper knew about it. He

 
asked us for a favour, saying it was delicate at the moment 

and all

 
would be revealed next week. The paper co-operated and were rewarded

 
when

 
presented with a 

two-line press release revealing not so much all

 
but sod all.

  
One can only conject but presumably McLaughlin had not signed an

 
agreement

 
when the newspaper 

first contacted the club over his

 
departure. But as I said in a recent article, to say the club pulled a

 
stroke 

on the WO every month would be an understatement.

   

Q.  In your article in The Watford Observer, you talk of being threatened with legal action after the WO 
"received information from excellent sources" about the severe financial problems. Sure,  the threat of 
legal action was way over the top, but the story the WO went with turned out to be wildly exaggerated -

 

if you want to paint a fair picture, OP, at least admit that the info "from excellent sources" was not 
excellent info in this case.

   

A. In fact I understand the information to have been excellent and true. The key point about the story is 
that Boothroyd "was told" to take certain actions otherwise the club faced this problem. He was told by 
a person or persons who were in a position to know the financial situation. 

  

If the instructions Boothroyd was given were based on what may now seem an exaggeration, that does 
not alter the fact the manager was told to sell these players to ensure the club avoided administration, 
and that was what was reported.

  

If my pension provider tells me my pension will be halved as a result of the recession, I will tell friends I 
have a big financial headache. If the pension provider writes a month later and says they have re-
evaluated the situation and I will remain on full pension, it does not mean I lied to my friends.

  

Even now the new board face having to make very large cost-cutting economies and we have yet to see 
how large they may be.

 

If you remember, Sir Elton John warned of his fears for Watford a few weeks after The Watford 
Observer story (and some time before resigning as president of the club distancing himself from the 
regime). Elton quoted pretty much the same facts, having obtained them, I would suggest, from pretty 
much the same excellent source.

  

Those are my observations but this was not my story.

  

Kevin Affleck stresses: "Boothroyd was not told about the state of the finances by Ashton as they were 
not talking at that stage. There were internal repercussions when it came out that club officials had used 
the 'A' word.

  

"Boothroyd was told these players would be sold if offers came in. The fact they did not go in the case of 
McAnuff and DeMerit, was because nobody was interested. Smith -

 

because he turned down the move 
to Stoke and Shittu was sold. The whole squad was for sale but nobody was interested, except in Poom 
who almost joined Everton and Hull. "They avoided administration, or the prospect of it, because they 
sold Henderson and Shittu for a combined £4m and got a new £4m facility from the bank. The original 
statement was made at a management meeting attended by Boothroyd but not by Ashton or Simpson. 

 

"The way it was

 

put to Boothroyd was: 'if we don't generate £10m through player sales then we will go 
into administration'.

  

"What Boothroyd had been told in front of witnesses, was what I reported."

 



  
Q. Do you consider it likely that GT/SEJ will ever become involved in

 
the club in a major capacity again?

  
A. Yes although not as manager and chairman respectively. Those days have gone. Graham still has a 
great affection and concern for the club and while there have been previous attempts (or most certainly 
one attempt) to

 
get him on the board;

 
it would appear that this time it will be successful. Elton, so the 

rumour-mill has it, is considering picking up his Presidency again.

  

I noted one fan wrote on reading that: "So the toys back in the pram, then" which was unfair. Elton 
disassociated himself from the regime and I for one was very pleased with his stance.

  

However, while he might raise funds through a concert sometime

 

in the future and help out funding the 
odd loan signing (and this I stress is purely speculation on my

 

part) I do not expect him to be financially

 

involved as he was back in the 1970's and 80's. Remember, when he came back as chairman in the 
1990's, he did not make a significant financial contribution. He was effectively a figure-head chairman 
who made perhaps two appearances at Vicarage Road during Graham's second spell.

  

I could be wrong and Elton might become more involved but I think he will be more conspicuous. I know 
Graham was disappointed at Elton's failure in the 1990's to visit Watford

 

more regularly. Graham is one 
to speak his mind and I think he would expect Elton to have a higher profile which, the recent training 
ground visit seems to imply could be likely.  But I cannot see why, if he did not put money into the club

 

after the Petchey era, he should do so now. However, I should point out that I have not spoken to Elton 
for something like a decade so what do I know. 

  

Talking of concerts, Elton's last concert raised about three-quarters of a million. How much was shown 
as Mark Ashton's salary and

 

bonuses on the recent accounts? Makes one really think...

 

Put it this way. I was up a mountain in Jordan during November when I received texts. One said 
Boothroyd had been sacked. Another said "Yippeee, it is all unraveling" and the next said "Graham and 
Elton will be back".

  

So I, like you, are waiting to see how good Kev's sources were but two out of three aint bad.

   

Q. You are obviously a lurker on the mailing list.  Have you ever been tempted to break your on-list 
silence and contribute to any threads

 

(before now)?

  

A. Yes, but I have managed to hold back to date. It is usually a momentary thing, such as the other night 
when someone asked how many successful businesses I had run.

 

I understand the point when I am 
criticising the running of WFC, but neither I nor did the fans have to play professional football in order to 
have opinions on the game. Likewise when a company decides not to pay a substantial figure and breaks 
a contract only to pay up to ten times that figure, I do not have to have run a sweetshop to see the 
stupidity of that.

  

But then I thought why bother?

  

In the past there has been a divide between the so-called Happy Clappers and the critics of the recent 
regime. Knowing what I knew, I felt frustrated the Happy Clappers, who are genuine, caring fans 
nevertheless, were not able to read the signs. I was almost tempted to write

 

then. I think the divide was 
caused by the success of the club's pr scheme, painting the WO as being hell bent on destroying a noble

 

organisation and silencing most criticism.

  



But I do enjoy the list as such and have been an avid "lurker" for what must be a decade or more.

    
Q. What was your take on Aidy Boothroyd?

    

A. I must stress that I did not meet Boothroyd nor deal with him personally. However, from a journalistic 
point of view I know he was not an easy person to deal with. Every successful manager has, as Graham

 

Taylor would admit, a degree of a control freak about him.

  

It would appear that Boothroyd had more degrees than most. After promotion he had a year in which 
those at the club found him very hard to deal with. The Russo brothers, for instance, have said they 
were ignored after promotion was gained, even though they were his employers. They said Boothroyd 
would sit next to them in the directors' box and not even acknowledge their existence.

  

I think more time is needed in which to judge Boothroyd as a manager. His first few signings such as 
Junior, Sietes, Martin  Delaney and Adam Grifffiths, were less than impressive and there are claims that 
the Sietes'

 

deal, signing and settlement of contract, cost the club the best part of a million.

  

These signings did not represent a very bold transfer policy yet immediately after Elton John's concert 
announcement about the funds intended to be used for new players, the policy appeared to change.

 

Boothroyd went in for Sam Parkin who turned him down. 

  

It was getting relatively late in the close season so his detractors could argue the manager was 
desperate to bring in a significant signing. Even so he deserves some credit for taking a punt on Marlon 
King, believed by some to be trouble and a player who had clearly lost his way. He teamed him up with 
Darius Henderson, a player who promised but seldom delivered as he spent long periods out injured. 
Both these gambles came up trumps. There was less risk attached to King for he was signed on loan and 
once they saw he was delivering the goods, the Russo brothers stepped in to finance the transfer.

  

Add the long kicking of Ben Foster and the emergence of Ashley Young, who had been forced to play 
more first-team football than was ideal or effective the previous season because of injuries, and he had 
the recipe for what the critics described as "hoofball", yet a style that delivered the goods.

   

Some would point out that he had stumbled across his recipe and without Foster and later King, he was 
lost as seemed to be the case later. Certainly he did not buy anywhere near so effectively after that 
initial rush of transfers and, together with his being indulged in his desire for

 

a

 

ridiculously large staff 
(bigger than Vialli's), his policies saw much of the financial gains dissipated.

  

I was also somewhat perplexed that during the Premiership campaign Dave Bassett was hired as a 
consultant (reputedly at a fee around seventy thousand pounds) while Keith Burkinshaw was at the 
ground as assistant-manager with top-flight experience. It did not make sense. Have Bassett and sack 
Burkinshaw but not both -

 

a further frittering of funds.

  

I cannot comment on Boothroyd's football style. I saw

 

little of it -

 

deliberately so.

  

What I do know is that his predecessor Ray Lewington was criticized within the board for failing to field 
all three substitutes at once when things were not going well.  As Lewington predicted, in one of his first

 

games, Boothroyd did just that. 

  



The pattern in those end-of-season in 2005 fixtures

 
saw the keeper throw the ball out one week and 

they won. After they lost the style would change and the keeper would kick it out.

  
It seemed like he was thrashing about, unsure about the tactics. But he got them right for success the 
following season, of that there can be no doubt.

  
Boothroyd treated The Watford Observer with disdain, alternately using and abusing it and was, in my 
book, just as guilty in the business of chipping away at Kevin Affleck's credibility but more of that later.

  

I didn't like some of his remarks, such as after there had been a 20-man maul at Coventry he said that 
"last season the players would have run". Sean Dyche was not back at the club to dispute that, but I 
could not have imagined Dyche or Cox or Ardley running. It was a stupid remark.

  

One other thing: upon his arrival he relegated Nigel Gibbs to a position of dogs-body, training half-fit 
players and not including him in the staff conferences. Ok, he did not see Gibbs as part of his staff, which

 

is fair enough. 

  

But the entire reason for this treatment was that the "suits" thought Nigel would team up as Ray Lew's 
assistant once Ray got another job. 

 

That way they would not have to pay up the forty-odd thousand pounds settlement. When Ray joined 
Fulham, the club relented and called Nigel in, gagged him and paid him. It was late in the summer with 
clubs back in training and there was precious little chance of his walking into another job.

  

Had they axed him in May, he would have been able to obtain employment but not at the end of the 
summer.

  

One can forgive Ashton and Boothroyd to a degree for being as

 

cynical as they had no Watford 
background, but as for Simpson, he should have known much better than to treat a long-serving loyal 
player and coach like that.

  

Then came the spin with the press release, in which Boothroyd tried to give the impression he had 
attempted to accommodate Nigel and had discussed their roles rather than ignore him.

  

"Both Nigel and I had our doubts how the four coach system would work.

   

Even, years later, that still makes me cringe.

   

Q. CAN you think of any other examples of people being marginalised by the old regime?

   

A. On the subject of marginalizing, among those marginalized were the directors Jimmy and Vince Russo. 
In normal businesses there is the descending order from the chairman, board, chief executive and 
manager but Jimmy Russo once observed at Watford it was Boothroyd, Simpson and Ashton and then 
the board.

  

Certainly Ray Lewington was aware of that when Elton invited him to come to the States and discuss the 
possibly purchase of players. Lewington was allowed to bring Simpson along with him and Simpson, 
according to Lewington, instructed his manager not to

 

let the Russos know about the proposed trip.

  

The trip never took place because Ray was axed but the compromise, of holding of a concert to raise 
funds for transfers, was arranged by the rock star with Lewington, weeks before his departure.

 



 
Simpson was delighted with the deal but then earmarked the money for the purchase of the freehold 
for the ground. 

    
I also felt Kevin Affleck was a victim of the same policy. Remember when there were rumours about 
Marlon King when he missed the game at Charlton early

 

in the Premiership campaign, with the club 
failing to give an explanation with their usual lack of transparency.

  

The rumour was that King had been involved in a fight with either Boothroyd or in a night club the night 
before. Even I heard the night club story here in France.

  

In fact a fan asked Boothroyd if it was true as the manager headed for the after-match press conference 
at The Valley.

 

It transpired King had a bad injury, underwent major surgery and so missed the Charlton and many 
other games.

  

Kevin printed this fact and said it put an end to rumours and speculation surrounding the player's non-
appearance at Charlton. The very strong rumours were laid to rest and the facts printed.

  

In the same week, Boothroyd also denied that he hated the club's midnight blue change strip. Up until 
then it had been an open secret within the club that he not only hated the strip but had clashed with 
Mark Ashton over the choice. In the end you could be excused for not knowing what to believe, but I 
know what I believe.

  

Then again, I have been told, and so have others of my acquaintance, that some bright spark, who 
looked for the result at the Hawthorns first, actually suggested a change strip of blue and white stripes 
but it was thought this was stretching it too far. However, this may be in the King rumour category and 
unfounded. Then again it may not. Where would you place your money?

  

Recalls Kevin Affleck: "A club official called me and apologized off the record saying that the story was 
going to be denied and I was to be ridiculed. I was also criticized by the manager for actually 
acknowledging the rumours about King. If anything I was actually supporting the club's version,

  

"I even went down to the training ground to do a piece with the delightful King when he was on 
crutches. He barked something along the lines of: 'Whoever started these rumours and has any 
evidence, should come and tell them to my face'.

  

"I might add, King had no problem with me over that story or anything else."

  

Later Kevin was criticized

 

by some fans for printing a story on the WO website revealing that Fulham 
wanted to reduce the fee payable for King because of his knee condition.

  

Says Kevin: "Boothroyd confirmed this to me over the phone but asked if I could take it down off the 
website because it would scupper anyone else coming in for King. He said if I did that and left it out of 
the paper, then he would give me the exclusive on Mat Sadler signing.

  

"As the story was already on the website and attracting comment, I told him to take it down would ruin 
my and the paper's credibility. The story also appeared in the paper on the Friday because by that time 
they had sold King to Wigan for less than Fulham had initially agreed to pay.

  



"King had asked for the move the previous summer but stayed with what I understood was a 20k per 
week salary but headed out seeking another signing-on deal that January. Boothroyd said King was 
aware of his condition."

    
There you have it from the horse's mouth, with due respect to Kevin. But officially the Watford Observer 
story was rubbished and understandably some fans took the club view -

 
after all, the club was riding 

high and successful.

    

Q. Collins John: Why was he signed with an injury and how much did he cost?

  

A. Well I heard from a good source that Watford would be advised not to consider signing the player. 
The advice was good.

  

Says Kevin Affleck: "He should never have been signed, particularly after turning down the club 12 
months earlier. Thank goodness he didn't sign permanently as we would

 

have been lumbered with 20k a 
week or more for four years.

  

"Boothroyd thought he could do with John what he did with King, namely revitalize a sagging career of a 
wayward player. It did not work and he was not popular in the dressing room and he kept popping off to 
Holland every time he had two days off. Was he ever fit?

  

"With wages and loan fee it cost the club around a million. I don't know what Boothroyd did but I 
phoned Leicester Mercury where John had been on loan to Leicester and they said he was a

 

waste of 
space.

  

"Again Simpson said signing Ellington was a mistake but six months after letting the manager waste 
£3.25M on Ellington he lets him sign Collins John, Mat Sadler, Leigh Bromby, John Eustace and Lionel 
Ainsworth 

 

all questionable buys"

   

Q. What were the circumstances when the chief scout who allegedly advised against the signings of 
Ellington and Jackson was sacked?

   

A. Says Kevin: "Mark Stow was sacked because, in my opinion, every so often people were sacked. It 
seemed to be a part

 

of the culture. One club official was sacked in the car park late at night after coming 
back with the team from Bristol City. 

  

"The manager eventually replaced Stow with good people (Frank McPharland and John Stephenson) but 
by then he had wasted all the club's money. Stow was liked by Burkinshaw, though.

  

"The WO broke the story about Stow going just hours after he was sacked and Boothroyd and Ashton 
were furious and wanted to find out how we got the story. I understand that it was not the first or the 
last time phone records (the club mobiles) were scoured to see who was leaking stuff. In fact, I'm told 
that phone records were scoured for all sorts of reasons. 

   

Neither Burkinshaw nor Stow phoned me with this information. It came from a new source."

   



Q. Did

 
Boothroyd ever properly research or watch prospective signings e.g. did he travel much abroad or 

at home to watch other games?

   
A. 

 
Says Kevin: "I would say his eye for a player is very poor. I mean -

 
when you are watching Rotherham 

play in League Two and knock it about on the floor, how on earth do you deem that 5ft nothing Will 
Hoskins is going to be suited to the Premiership and, more to the point, suited to your team who just 
launch it. Sometimes it was the style -

 

rather than the player -

 

that means players were often showcased 
in a poor light."

   

Q. Do you think the WO regrets the capitulation to the club when it apologised on the front page?

   

A. Did Britain regret Dunkirk?

  

Frankly the legal action was an unnecessarily heavy-handed route for the club to take. They could have 
asked for space to refute what they perceived as a slight but I don't think they were interested in taking

 

prisoners. Instead they opted for a course involving the spending of large tracts of shareholders' money 
on legal fees which, ironically will have to be found now they have dropped their actions against 
Cummins, Steve Simmons and the newspaper.

  

I also felt particularly sad as I had persuaded Steve Simmons to write the letter with the offending 
comment in the first place. Our paths had crossed seldom but he had been a regular reader of the WO 
for many years and said as much when he telephoned me in France, some two months after my 
retirement.

  

He wanted to express sympathy for the fact Graham Simpson had decided to have a go at me. We talked 
and kept in touch. I was aware Steve too has a story to tell but to date that remains under wraps.

  

We talked on and off for a year or so and then he decided to have a go after the Russos were kicked off 
the board.

  

He wrote his letter and the rest you know. The duo took exception to it and instigated proceedings,

  

Steve, to his credit, did not apologise and I would suggest hindsight says he is right to have stuck it out. 
The action has been dropped.

  

However, local newspapers are reluctant to get weighed down with legal costs -

 

their budgets are tight 
enough as it is.

  

Was I disappointed at what you call "capitulation"? Yes, I was but no one at the WO took that decision. 
That was made by the group's legal department after consultation with a top legal counsel who deemed 
us vulnerable -

 

no more than that -

 

over one comment in the letter.

  

But yes, Britain regretted losing Dunkirk. But it was a battle not the war and they went back there 
later....

   

Q. Reading about the banning of The Watford Observer, you did not say why Graham Simpson suddenly 
asked you to broker the peace between the club and the Editor/Anthony Matthews over the concert 
ticket story.

 



  
A. Without going into too much boring detail, the offending report appeared on the

 
front page on the 

Friday and the paper, unable to promise categorically to devote a full front page the following week to

 
Watford's refutation of what proved to be a true story, was banned on the Friday afternoon.

  
Simpson phoned me out of a matter of courtesy to inform me of this and that the ban had to include me 
even though I had not been involved in the saga. He told me that he had informed Ray Lewington not to 
speak to me and that Ray thought this was harsh.

  

Anthony Matthews purchased a ticket in the

 

Rookery and wrote the match report from there while I, 
having ceased to cover home League games for a few months in preparation for the hand-over, was 
allowed into the Press facilities wearing my Press Association/Mail on Sunday hat.

  

I was allowed to attend the press conference and ask questions but I was not allowed to have my usual 
post-match one-to-one with Ray. Naturally Ray and I appreciated that I would be asking lots of questions 
at the press conference, questions which I would normally reserve for

 

our private chats.

  

"I have a few extra questions," I said.

  

"Ask as many you like," he smiled.

  

I had a notebook full for next Friday's paper.

  

On the Monday morning, during an editorial conference, it was suggested that I try to negotiate a peace 
with Graham Simpson.

  

On the Monday afternoon I wrote a long email to Graham at the club. It transpired he was not at the 
club that day. 

  

Now I have a theory, on which I would place a thousand pound bet as to its accuracy, but it remains my 
theory, although I believe confirmation of it is on the horizon.

  

On that Monday afternoon there was a funeral somewhere, attended by the Daily Mail's journalist Brian 
Scovell. It was also attended by a Watford fan: Pete Fincham by name. You may have heard of him.

  

I knew absolutely nothing about this. It was not until I bumped into Brian Scovell a week or so later, that 
the jigsaw started to fit together in my mind. In conversation with Pete, Brian had been surprised to 
hear that I was banned from the ground.

  

Brian, who had known me years and worked alongside me in the halcyon Taylor era, mentioned the 
banning to the Mail columnist.

  

We heard nothing from the club or Graham Simpson on the Tuesday but I was contacted by the Daily 
Mail, who asked me how many years I had covered

 

Watford, had I written the offending story, what 
would Elton John think of me being banned.

  

I said something along the lines of having always got on well with Elton and that he would probably have 
chosen a less confrontational way of dealing with the problem. That was an honest opinion.

  

On the Wednesday morning I arrived at the office to discover that an email, purportedly written by 
Simpson, had been sent late the previous evening. I read that with dismay. It was spitting anger and 



venom. Clearly there was no hope of a peace. There was no room for negotiation and the club would 
not make any comment on their side of the story unless we guaranteed it would go on the front page as 
the lead item. By then, there were so many letters from aggrieved fans landing on our desks that we 
knew our story had been accurate, even if I believed it was over-hyped.

  
The email was passed to the interested parties at The Watford Observer and we laid plans for covering 
the club without access to the principals. Clearly it was going to be many weeks before any peace could

 

be achieved.

  

On a light-hearted note, colleagues pulled my leg about an item in the morning's Daily Mail. "Veteran 
Reporter banned" read the headline on a column detailing the fact after 40 years I had been banned for 
an item I had not written and that Elton John would probably sympathise with my predicament.

  

That evening I was at Elland Road, covering Watford's visit to Leeds -

 

the ban could only involve home 
games. The northern press greeted my entry into the press room with a "What have you been up to 
now?" They had all read the Mail item.

  

On the way home, while Robert Smith drove my car, I wrote up the Leeds match report and Lewington's 
further extensive supply of quotes.

  

On the Thursday morning I was stunned to receive a call.

  

"Oli," said Graham Simpson. "Can't we get together and sort this matter out and lay it to rest like 
adults?"

  

We were gob-smacked. Why the change of heart? The email 24 hours earlier was a declaration of life-
long war: now it was peace in our time.

  

I had asked that Anthony Matthews should accompany me. We met with Simpson, McLaughlin and 
Ashton. I give the names in that order, because that reflected the importance of their contributions. 
Four of us sat round a table. Ashton sat on a separate table. Clearly he did not agree with the peace 
process.

  

I must admit, sensing this, I did prod him, involving him in every affable joke I made, forcing him to 
grimace into a smile. When we left, I asked Anthony if he had picked up on Ashton's body language. En 
route to the office I likened his behaviour to that of a whipped cur.

  

(I said I didn't want to go into boring detail but I have. Sorry, it is like people talking about the 
operations. "So I had the pre-med and lay on the trolley waiting my turn."

  

It's a fascinating experience but purely personal. Others just sit there nodding and yawning.)

  

I persuaded the Editor, against his better judgement, and Simpson, to use anodyne quotes to state their 
respective positions for the front page and then wrote an article putting both sides of the case. I 
sympathised with the club over the tone of the coverage of the ticket  debacle, but expressed outrage at 
the manner Mark Ashton in particular conducted the negotiations the previous Friday.

 

Sensing we

 

were in a strong position, I did point out to Simpson that we had three or more pages of 
letters on the subject. The WML posts were 80 per cent in our favour; our own postbag was similar. The 
club's message boards were published at 50-50..

  

"You'll be dropping those," said Simpson. 

  



"No can do," I replied. "Had the peace been agreed earlier in the week it might have been different but 
four hours before printing, there's no way we can pull three pages.

  
Later that afternoon, Simpson phoned. He had seen and

 
approved the final draft of the front page 

statements. He said Mark was not happy with some things. He admitted he wasn't. I pointed out the 
Editor wasn't either but it was a compromise.

  

"Are you off to Israel now to bring a final peace to the Arab-Israeli conflict"" he joked?

  

Later he admitted that he had "gone over the top" with his reaction but that was in private. He never 
admitted it publicly and it could be said he continued to go over the top with WO from then on.

  

But why you ask, if you have managed to stumble unwillingly thus far, did Simpson do a complete about 
turn?

  

Well I believe it was the Mail story and the link with Elton John. Simpson, to his credit, had refused to 
castigate Elton for pulling out after the Vialli fiasco and not helping the club along with other directors. 
Some were very annoyed with Elton. 

  

Simpson said it was his money and he had done enough for Watford in the past. Later, when Elton 
established a rapport with Lewington, he bought Devlin for the club.

  

Now he had agreed

 

to do a concert. 

  

I always thought Simpson, whenever he reflected on Elton, looked to see if the star had a gravy train 
attached, as he hoped for more help for the club. Indeed he had established that as his policy and when 
the Devlin deal came through, he was overjoyed at being proved right.

  

The last thing Simpson wanted was a controversy with The Watford Observer or me, with Elton's name 
attached. When that article appeared in the Daily Mail, I think that was the trigger and he persuaded 
Ashton to haul

 

down the colours and wave the white flag.

  

OK, you can wake up now.

  

PS Oh yes, I almost forgot, thanks Pete.

    

Q. Pound for pound, who was the best footballer to have played for Watford under your time?

   

A. My journalistic time stretched from 1960 to 2005 and, as a fan from 1950 to 1964. The overlap of 
dates is because in the early 1960's, although a journalist, I was just starting out, so any spare Saturday

 

afternoon or Tuesday evening would find me at Vicarage Road.

  

Then I started covering Watford full time, but I make this point because in 55 years, the yardsticks by 
which a footballer is judged have changed and as Shankly memorably said: "You can t

 

ask me whether 
Rodney Marsh or whoever is as good as Tom Finney. The answer he is better because Tom is

 

60 years old now."

  

But you can only be as good as your era, so yesterday's men might not cut much ice today, not because 
they are old or dead, but because the pace, physicality and professionalism of the game has changed 



since then. Added to which more

 
modern players were not brought up on limited rationed food and are 

healthier for it.

  
Looking back, I did enjoy the mavericks, those that did not conform to the professional mould or 
managerial expectancy.

  
Georg Harris (1962-66) was one of those. George

 
would work hard, put in his shift and if you won a 

penalty, he would most likely dispatch it. But the thing that marked him out from the average player 
was when the ball was hung up at the far post. George soared in from the left wing and he was brilliant

 

in the air.

  

As Graham Taylor recalled when playing in a charity match long after their careers were over, when 
George was on the opposition team. "See you at the far post," he said to full-back Graham.

  

"Aye," said Graham "and I'll be underneath you."

  

George, who "thought Barnesy might break my record" still has the club title of the most prolific 
goalscoring winger in a season -

 

21 in 43 games.

  

Another great header and maverick was Billy Jennings who avoided physical clashes like the plague and 
managed

 

to find a place where he could jump unchallenged to head home. He scored goals. That was 
what he thought it was all about.

  

But I could go on and I did in my book The Golden Boys which I wrote, as Ian Grant rightly said in his 
review, because I wanted the

 

past Watford greats to be there, acknowledged for all time. Had I not done 
that, many would have become just statistics in Trefor's dusty tomes.

  

Talking of mavericks, I enjoyed Dave Carr (1965)' Craig Ramage (1994-96). Nigel Callaghan (1980-91), 
Dennis Bond from the 1960's, Neil Redfearn (1988-89) and I also enjoyed someone who received an 
undue amount of stick, the under-rated Neal Ardley, whose targeting by Cardiff signaled the decline of 
the team in what was Lewington's last season.

  

I think every few years threw up a player who I particularly enjoyed or enlivened a quiet afternoon for 
me, such as Allan Smart. Not great players, not necessarily hugely successful players; just that they had

 

that subtle difference that appealed to me.

  

But the best pound for pound player in 55 years? That is a hard one. 

  

The greatest theatre? Well that has to be Stewart Scullion. Not high on end-product but hypnotic to 
watch especially if you were an opposition full back.

  

The greatest player to sign for Watford? That has

 

to be Cliff Holton. A bit like Alan Shearer leaving 
Newcastle six years ago and joining Stevenage. A colossus and probably the hardest shot in the club's

 

post-war history. Plus 105 goals in 166 outings have to be taken into the equation.

  

Certainly the finest player of recent times has to be John Barnes. He could head, shoot, dribble, dig a 
cross out from the last centimetre of the pitch and ghost past players almost at will. He was everything 
you wanted in a wide player and then became so much more as a midfielder.

  

But one to put up with those two and perhaps the biggest maverick of them all was Charlie Livesey 
(1963-64) who in that one season scored the goals, (even weighed in with possibly the greatest scored 
at the ground) and spearheaded a promotion push. But it was the way he did it, the style, the attitude, 



the amazing flair and dribbling ability which would rival Barnes's but was demonstrated down the centre 
of the pitch against oak-tree centre-halves who simply, if they weren't sold a dummy, would be 
shouldered out the way.

  
And when it was all done and we were cheering and the ball was in the net, he would walk back without 
the slightest acknowledgment of the achievement. How

 
cool was that!

  

It is a sad fact the sight of Charlie, Cliff, and Scully

 

in their pomp and indeed as with Tommy Barnet and 
Skilly Williams from further back, die with us. There are no videos and we are all the poorer for that.

    

Q. What happened before the EGM? No one seems to have spelt this out. Can you  tell us or are there

 

questions you cannot answer or simply don t

 

know the  answer?

  

A. Very few when it comes to yesteryear in the history of Watford FC but quite  a number when it comes 
to the relative yesterday.

  

One of the things I am unable to go into is precisely what was the evidence  gathered together for the 
vote of no confidence at the EGM. I cannot claim  to know it all but I know a few salient points.  It may 
eventually leak out  over the years but in many ways -

 

and this is quite a concession for a  former 
journalist -

 

I accept it may not. And many will say it is time to  move on.

  

The era is over, the regime is toppled and well, I looked out a bottle of  "gran reserva rioja" and drank it 
the night that Graham Simpson, very  bullish before the EGM, resigned at a meeting before the

 

EGM 
took place. 

  

He then said farewell, admitting to "mistakes".

  

I was rather sorry to note that I did not have such an expensive bottle to  drink a toast with when the 
next piece of news came through that Mark  Ashton had been axed.

 

But I can assure you, I made the 
best of it. Those two departures are the best things

 

that have happened to the club since. Simpson lost 
his way after effectively saving it.

  

Moving on, when I started this Q and A session I knew there were questions  I would

 

not be able to 
answer, mainly because of the fact that knowing  something to be true is one thing but proving it is 
another. It is a constant problem for a journalist.

  

For instance, if three or four people are in a room and have a conversation and one leaves and reveals 
all, you may think as a journalist you have a revelation. But if the other three say it never happened, it is 
a matter of three against one and you are left believing something happened but unable to prove it 
publicly.

  

Well, that is until

 

one of the three mentions to someone else they have managed to plug the breach by 
telling porkies. 

  

Moving back to the current scene, the club faces a number of problems, not

 

least the grossly unrealistic 
budget on which it has been run. In that respect the three individuals who posed for a naff programme 
front cover photo over a year ago, have a lot to answer for. One hell of a lot. News that Graham Taylor 
will be coming back is good. The club will gain integrity and become more transparent if he has anything 
to do with it. But probably he will not be holding down an executive position and in all probability will be 
continuing his broadcasting work. In which case he would not be a Saturday regular at Vicarage Road. 



But he and Elton will give the club a little more credibility, recapturing some of the reputation lost, 
particularly over the last five years. But it will not involve a magic wand and a load of dosh from Elton.

  
It is going to be a long, hard row if what I hear is correct. I am not saying it is as bad as the post-Vialli 
time when Simpson did put his money in and help save the club, but it ain t going to be easy.

   

Q. Aidy Boothroyd's departure was described as 'by mutual consent' 

 

so often a euphemism for 
dismissal.  But we have been told that Aidy and Mark Ashton hadn't been on speaking terms for while 
before his departure.  So did Aidy resign, or was he sacked?

  

A. I understand, but have not interviewed every coach and manager in the country to back up the 
contention that Adrian Boothroyd is not so much loved among his contemporaries. Indications are that 
he rates somewhere below Neil Warnock and Tony Pulis on the totem pole.

  

I have been told that shortly after his dismissal, Boothroyd attended a London function for coaches and 
was a speaker giving a "terrible" address. He mentioned Simpson and the fact he had left "by mutual

 

consent" but, I am told, made it clear he was sacked. 

  

And he was.

  

Postscript

  

It was interesting to see some people felt that Ashton particularly had a "down" on employing Watford 
fans.

  

I did speak with one Watford fan, Andrew French, who had an informal talk with Graham Simpson.  
Ashton was also there.

  

Said former Watford Press officer Andrew: "It was as if Simpson was spellbound by MA. It was like

 

a  
mutual appreciation society actually as they sat there on the couch. Simpson, more than once, patted 
Ashton

 

paternally on the knee as he said things like 'this man makes the decisions now'. 

  

Right towards the end of our discussion, Ashton said: 'You're a Watford fan, right?'

  

And he added the opinion: 'Well I think it s

 

dangerous employing too many fans. They get too attached. 
They can't do the job they have to do.'

  

When Andrew asked how he had got on at Albion, working there, Ashton replied: "That's different."

     

Q. Can Oli elaborate on a remark about Simpson having an issue with Neil Cox? Wasn't Cox the club 
captain at the time?

    

A. The roots of this can be traced back in the days when Coxy was

 

skipper and Watford asked their 
players to take a 12.5 per cent wage

 

cut. Alec Chamberlain was the PFA representative and Cox, as club

 

captain, also went with Alec to talk to the PFA. The professional body

 

advised against the deal.

  



Having explained the financial problem to the club captain, Graham

 
Simpson thought Cox should sell the 

idea to the dressing-room. Cox's

 
stance was to represent the players in the negotiations which

 
disappointed Simpson. The plain fact is that had Cox and Chamberlain dug

 
their heels in and taken the 

PFA advice, there would not have been a

 
wage cut.

  
As it was, the players agreed to the deduction but even so, Simpson was

 
disappointed with Cox for even 

agreeing to bring in the PFA.

  

A year or so later, Cox was injured and Neal Ardley was skipper for the

 

night. The next day Ardley 
received a call on his speaker-phone. It was

 

the chairman praising him on his captaincy. Simpson then 
said he was a

 

much better skipper than Cox or more effective or some such comparison.

  

The problem was, Cox was at Ardley's and heard the entire conversation.

  

The angry club captain came straight in to report the conversation to

 

the manager. When asked, Ardley 
confirmed the conversation.

  

This was another contribution towards the dressing-room antipathy

 

towards the board and the 
administrative management, which was prevalent

 

and indeed relevant at the time.

  

At the end of the season, Cox resigned as captain and turned down the

 

offer to take on the role for the 
next season. It was a mystery at the

 

time and Cox refused to comment publicly on the decision.

  

I remember well a year later, when Simpson was outlining to me the

 

wisdom of getting  £1.5m for 
Heidar Helguson, he spelt out his

 

determination to change some of the old guard and replace Cox and 
Sean

 

Dyche.

  

This antipathy may have worked in Cox's favour because, at the end of

 

that season, with Boothroyd 
boss, Watford decided to pay up on a few

 

contracts. Cox knew they would make him an offer and 
mentally settled on

 

a sum. He went to the meeting and was gob-smacked, but sufficiently cool

 

enough 
to keep his surprise under wraps, when Ashton or/and Simpson

 

offered him double the figure he had in 
mind.

  

The departure of Cox, Dyche, Darlington, Gibbs, Jack Smith, Lewington

 

and a few others cost Watford 
close to half a million pounds in the

 

summer of 2005 to settle their contracts. If you take the settlements

 

for Lewington and Gibbs out of the equation, it still looks expensive

 

business.

    

Q. Leo Mindell referred to his own experience of being eased out of a

 

match-day job after reports 
leaked onto the WML, comparing it to the

 

treatment dished out to other fans who worked for or on 
behalf of the

 

club.

    

A. It was good to see Leo writing on the list and mentioning the

 

founders Tim Brennan and especially, 
Trond Nicholson with whom I often

 

shared a barrel of lager or so it seemed.

  

I thank him for the comments and the other pleasant remarks made by the

 

WML contributors, and even 
the not so pleasant ones as well.

  

Leo mentioned that years back Graham Taylor got up at a club annual

 

meeting and expressed his 
concern about WML.

 



 
I shared that concern, I must admit.

  
For years, annual meetings and meet the manager evening or fan forums

 
included a number of distinctly 

off-the-record remarks. You could leave

 
the meeting and tell your mate that the manager has had a lot 

of trouble

 
with the big striker who keeps on running up debt in Hemel Hempstead.

  

He apparently arranged with the player's bank manager to come in for a

 

discussion to organise 
repayment of the debts and fix a social budget.

 

This was all agreed and forms were signed.

  

Within five minutes, the player was changing a cheque in the ticket

 

office to access funds beyond the 
budget just organised. Out of interest

 

this actually happened.

  

Now Graham Taylor, Ken Furphy, Dave Bassett or whoever, could take the

 

fans assembled into his

 

confidence and reveal this fascinating tit-bit

 

and explain why he might have to part with the player 
because (a) he was

 

a pain in the arse and (b), the player needed a move and a fresh

 

signing-on fee to 
pay off his debts. But the shareholders or fans would

 

know and understand why he could not say 
anything publicly.

  

The fans would leave the meeting and perhaps relay some of the details

 

to friends or fellow fans but the 
momentum of the "rumour" would die.

   

But with the advent of WML, hundreds

 

of fans could

 

be informed within a

 

couple of hours of this "off 
the record" talk and the player would most

 

probably read it himself or someone else would call his 
attention to it.

  

So I had sympathy with Taylor's point because years of off-the-record

 

moments in the company of 
diehard fans, had come to an end. The

 

development of the Internet and in consequence WML had 
brought closure

 

to all that.

  

So, in the early days, yes I resented the fact that WML existed and the

 

fact people were not bound by 
the same moral obligation to observe the

 

nature of off-the-record anecdotes, as I was as a journalist..

  

In fact there was some debate on WML about my attitude towards the list.

 

With time things evolve and I 
accept the changed world, particularly as

 

there is little I can do about it, and the existence of WML is 
part of

 

that change. I enjoy the list and have enjoyed it for years. But Leo's

 

posting the other week 
reminded be it was not always so.

  

I thought I'd own up to that. I do get things wrong -

 

my wife would

 

claim, more often

 

than I care to 
admit.

     

Q. You said you had a good relationship with Graham Simpson at one stage. What changed your 
opinion?

    

A. Well I answered this question to a degree in part one. I did have a good relationship with the club's 
chairman and so did many other people at one stage, many of whom were at the EGM  preparing to 
vanquish him in no uncertain manner and, if humanly possible, force him to take Ashton with him.

  



Some have suggested I was

 
bitter that he sacked Lewington. Yes, sacking Lewington did strike me as 

harsh. The timing was terrible and throwing in an untried young rookie (Boothroyd) with just seven 
games to go was a recipe for disaster. It is not easy starting out with a struggling team when you have 
little or no senior experience -

 
ask Brendon Rodgers.

  
The sacking of Lewington resonated round the football world to Watford's detriment. I was among a 
multitude in the game who thought it unjust. The club was regarded as pariahs for the decision. I know 
of one England international, informally approached to replace Lewington, turned his nose up and said: 
"I would not work for them."

  

Yet nice men make mistakes or questionable decisions and so the axing of Ray did not put me at odds 
with Simpson.

 

The fact is, I had already seen the colour of his jib over the banning of The Watford 
Observer and the reaction to asking him to keep his promise and reveal the nature of the £2m+ black 

 

hole, over which he had also infuriated the Supporters' Trust.

  

But more importantly it was what went on behind the

 

scenes during that last year I was at the WO 
(2004-2005). I will provide a few examples.

  

A couple of years earlier, Ray had a well-heeled friend who offered to invest in a player, pay the transfer 
fee and take a certain percentage of the profit, perhaps after two years of a three-year contract or three 
years of a four-year deal.

  

He trusted Ray's judgment.

  

A player, a relative unknown was identified, the proposal put to the chairman who then insisted the 
businessman also paid the player's wages. The businessman declined this, pointing out that he was 
risking money and the club would have the benefit of the player for two or three years.

  

So it all fell through.

  

And the young and unknown Nigel Reo-Coker never joined the Hornets.

  

Then there was what Lewington described as the most bizarre of occurrences during his time at Vicarage 
Road. He, Nigel Gibbs, Terry Bullivant et al were invited to a meeting at the Rous. A room was reserved, 
sandwiches and coffees laid on.

  

"We were asked to name, within a limited

 

budget, what would be our

 

ideal recruitment list for new 
players. It was a real eye-opener. We had players listed around £200,000 and we

 

broke for coffee and 
the staff were

 

very up for it. We thought we had a white knight in the background," Lewington told 

 

me.

  

"We were all witness to it. We gave the names and the chairman nodded and we thought we had 
created a wish list. When it was time to go, the chairman asked me to stay."

  

To Lewington's amazement, Simpson told him to take the list to his well-heeled

 

friend and ask him to 
buy the players for him.

  

"I was staggered. If he had told me before, the meeting would not have taken place. It was pointless. I 
told him that opportunity had gone long ago, and the proposed deal only related to a single player. 
Anyway, the man wasn't interested in dealing with Watford any more. I could not believe we had 
wasted time on what was a fantasy. It was totally bizarre."

  



 
Towards the end of Lewington's reign, Simpson called him.

  
"He told me that 'we have a problem' and they were going to sell Helguson. I told him I had no intention 
of agreeing to losing Helguson," said the manager.

  
"He said he would be sold and I would get some money back, not all of it and probably less than half. It 
was either that or scrap the academy or the training ground. We could not keep all three."

  

A little earlier Helguson had intimated his willingness to sign a new contract but when Lewington had 
relayed this to Ashton, the reaction was luke-warm as opposed to joyful.

  

Clearly Simpson was determined to go down this route, despite the fact he had been recently quoted as 
saying that financially he felt "bullish" .On February 11 2005, The Watford Observer headline quoted 
him in an interview with me: "Simpson: 'No guarantees but we're on the right track'."

  

Next, the Watford chairman popped into my local the following week to bounce the idea past me with 
regard to selling Helguson, a concept I had already heard about.  I mentioned to him the inconsistency 
of needing money for I too was shocked when the chairman told me they needed to keep back £750,000 
of any sale, despite being "bullish" about the financial future.

  

Simpson was talking of "getting rid of Dyche and Cox": and bringing in the likes of Paul Furlong, who, I 
suggested, was a bit long in the tooth by then.

  

I asked him what Lewington thought of parting with Helguson and he admitted the manager was not 
happy. The entire conversation was witnessed incidentally.

  

In less than a month, Lewington had been sacked and two months later, Simpson had a pop at me. The 
club also denied entertaining any thought of selling Helguson and the new manager, Adrian Boothroyd 
also said that Helguson would not be going.

  

Now I think I ought to just qualify something here. When Simpson called in the pub and talked about 
selling Helguson, I already knew he was planning the sale. Yet his remarks were accepted as being in 
private, so I could not quote him as my source.

  

However, when I later claimed that Helguson would be sold, on

 

the strength of other sources, I did not 
quote Simpson, but felt, with the denial coming from the club, they were trying to make me look foolish 
when he had in fact stated the intent to me in front of witnesses.

  

I stuck by my story that Helguson was going to be sold and, while the club continued to deny it. I was 
longing for them to challenge me to reveal my sources. It would have been brilliant to have been able to 
state that one of them was the chairman.

  

Then followed the charade. Helguson was made an offer of a new contract, which he described as one 
meant to be turned down. The club, with usual spin, claimed they were doing all they could to keep 
Helguson. It may have gone to another offer and the pantomime of wanting to keep the Icelander 
continued, even when they allowed a helicopter to land on the training ground to whisk him off for talks 
with Wigan.

  

Every offer was heavily publicized and, as Anthony Matthews pointed out, hardly the behaviour of a club 
wanting to retain their main asset.

  



And of course, Helguson was sold that summer.

   
Q. How did the dynamics change at Vicarage Road after Mark Ashton arrived in the summer of 2004?

    
A.

 
I think a lot of our perceived ills at Vicarage can be laid at Ashton's door but not all of them. He has 

given his head and backed by the chairman,

 

who seemed to have almost total faith in him. However, 
Simpson did approach a London club whose business model he admired and asked them to show Ashton 
round on secondment for a week or so. The club gave the thumbs up but Ashton never made the trip, 
yet the anecdote suggests that Simpson felt his young chief executive still had a few things to learn.

  

Certainly the atmosphere inside the club (away from the dressing-room) changed. It was not, as many 
testified, a happy place. Now some could and would be labeled as disgruntled employees, angry at being 
dismissed. That in itself does not mean that they

 

do not have a justifiable axe to grind in respect of 
Ashton. But these same employees were lauded to the skies by the chairman a year or so earlier for 
taking the wage deduction and working hard to pull things round. 

  

Even in February 2005 when Simpson was feeling "bullish" about finances and progress, he was full of 
praise for Ray Lewington and the administrative staff.

  

Many employees were not that struck on Simpson and when they became ex-employees, bound by 
confidentiality agreements, some would roll their eyes at the mention of the chairman's name. But 
mention Ashton to some of them and their vows of silence were sorely tested. It was not a case of going 
red

 

in the face and making strangulated sounds -

 

that would have been breaking their vow of silence-

 

but you got the picture -

 

like a mute having a hot-lead enema.

  

In many respects these are matters of opinion based on observation but, as I wrote in the WO, I never 
did meet or talk to anyone with a good word to say for him. There are doubtless supporters and 
apologists somewhere. However, that is speculation.

  

Ray Lewington noted during his last season at Watford that the new chief executive would always ring

 

and have a friendly chat about the week's work and chew over the manager's team selection and his 
thinking behind it.

  

The phone call to his home was a regular pre-match feature.

  

After the match, Lewington became used to Ashton talking to him about various decisions made during 
the game. It was never critical, always of an inquisitive nature.

  

Graham Simpson, wisely, would always let the match-dust settle before having an autopsy with his 
manager. Perhaps he would leave it to the Sunday or Monday. The chairman would then ask questions 
about the team, tactics and substitutions and, Lewington told me, frequently Simpson would end the 
talk saying: "Yes, that's what Mark reckoned."

  

Later in the season, while Watford were progressing in the Cup and struggling in the league, Lewington 
recalled with irony and a chuckle when Simpson told him: "You ought to listen to Mark. He knows what 
he is talking about."

  

******************************************************************************

   



Ashton was well known at board and senior management circles, when not asking to let him "drive this 
through", for saying that "the future is agents".

  
However, before his arrival, Watford prided themselves in the fact they did not (in fact could not afford 
to pay agents). The chairman was particularly critical of the genre.

  
Players were offered to Lewington and he would point out that the club did not pay agents' commission. 

  

"It was very hard. You could not get players without involving agents. Even when I was sacked, an agent 
told me that unless I got an agent, which I have not, I would not get another job as a manager, which I 
also have not," said the former Watford boss.

  

Lewington, after shunning agents, was somewhat surprised to discover that Watford declared agents' 
payments and that payment had been paid in relation to Chambers' signing from WBA, Ashton's former 
club.

  

"I felt undermined by that," said Lewington. "No one had informed me of the policy change."

  

One day, towards the end of Lewington's reign, he received a call from Simpson requesting his 
attendance at The Noke. When he arrived, he found the chairman and Ashton talking to an agent and a 
central defender with another club -

 

a possible replacement for Cox, one wonders?

  

The manager wanted to know what was going on and Simpson placated him before springing the 
surprise that they had agreed a deal to sign the player.

  

"I did not want him and I had not played any part in it. I told them that and that was it," said Lewington. 
"I knew then that it was only a matter of time before I got the axe. We all knew that."

  

Indeed the manner of Lewington's treatment and the news the budget

 

was to be cut yet again (from 
£2.7m to £2.3m) only increased the dressing-room discontent. But it was not directed at the manager.

  

Later a

 

quote appeared which I did not see but was assured by reliable sources it actually appeared. It 
was made by a senior club official to the effect that he had "stared into the eyes of the players and saw 
that they had lost faith in the manager". The quote caused much amusement in the dressing-room as 
the particular individual had never been close enough to the players to see their faces let alone their 
eyes. It was just more spin.

  

******************************************************************************

  

For the record, when Watford survived, none of the senior players thought that was due to Boothroyd's 
arrival. They did not believe they were going to be relegated under Lewington, anyway.

  

Some younger players were frustrated that the team was struggling yet they were often by-passed with 
regard to team selection, a fact that was passed on by the conduit to the board. In fact I read recently on 
the WO message board claims by one fan that Lewington was guilty of shunning such as Ashley Young. 
Funny how the memory plays tricks because I recall asking Lewington why he persisted in playing Young, 
who I thought was an outstanding, promising talent but one who, like all youngsters, began to look a 
little lost after a number of games. 

  

Anthony Matthews can vouch for that. I was often making the observation to him during matches.

  




