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Introduction

Yet I learned from this experience that the main components of history are not things but people.

    George Ewart Evans, Spoken History (1987)

On most English weekends it is football, not cricket, that provides the quintessential village and urban scene. Local players commune with nature and converse in staccato shouts. On the sidelines, substitutes warm up and chat to spectators, coaches bellow instructions, injured players wonder when they will next be fit and a club official guards the match balls. Onlookers talk about the weather, the developing match and recent news items.

‘Did you read about that referee who sent off his boss last Saturday?’

‘No.’

‘He got the sack on the Monday.’

‘Is he suing for unfair dismissal?’

‘I think they both are.’

If the wind direction is favourable and a top-class professional football stadium is nearby, local players and spectators may hear a massive roar as thousands of communal town-criers announce a home-team goal. Televised pictures of that goal will roar louder still, reaching homes in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, brothels in Phnom Pen, Cambodia, and all-night bars in Melbourne, Australia. Newspapers and radio stations will report the incident, spectators will remember it, statisticians will register it and business people will appraise it. Thousands, maybe millions, of personal stories may erupt from one small moment.

In the villages, and at local parks, touchlines are littered with discarded water bottles, bicycles and old potato bags recently emptied of footballs. Beyond the touchlines young children kick a ball to one another and nonchalantly retrieve it from the pitch. A teenage girl in unsuitable footwear absent-mindedly watches her new lover play. A man with a dog stops and watches the action for ten minutes until his best friend grows restless. A young woman wheels a pushchair across the corner of the pitch and leaves a track in the mud. A scout from a professional football club studies a recommended fifteen-year-old who may have slipped through the normal tracking system.

‘What do you think of him?’ a club official asks the scout. ‘Doesn’t he look like his dad?’

‘Spitting image,’ the scout replies. ‘If only he could play like him.’

‘He’s a deceptive player.’

‘Aye, he’s deceptively slow.’

A spectator with a radio earpiece listens to a Premier League match and watches the local one. Passing motorists rubberneck the park scene for a few seconds. A double-decker bus halts at a nearby stop and briefly swells the attendance by a dozen. A father, watching his eighteen-year-old son, suddenly realises that he has seen his lad grow up through ten years of local soccer pitches. An elderly man in a flat cap talks to a complete stranger about ‘Stanley Matthews’ and ‘proper boots’ and ‘them days’. A club stalwart walks round the ground with a collection box, asking for donations because the showers need replacing. The chairman talks enthusiastically about the club’s mini-soccer and its ladies’ and youth teams.

At the local level, teams of players gather on rectangles of grass surrounded by allotments, tennis courts, fallow cricket pitches, children’s playgrounds, farmers’ fields, industrial units, grassy banks, dilapidated pavilions, houses of all kinds, trees of all species, cemeteries, car parks and perhaps more football pitches. Advertising boards bear the names of local car-breakers, fish bars and Indian restaurants rather than global corporations. Inside the clubhouse, a horseracing commentary emanates from the television set as the club secretary’s wife prepares an urn of tea. At half-time a substitute leaves the dressing-room in his stockinged feet to get the latest Premier League and Football League scores from the clubhouse television.

Later, five minutes before the full-time whistle, one coach walks across to his opposite number and shakes hands. ‘I have to leave before the end,’ he says. ‘I’ve got to get my boy back to his mother.’

At the nearby professional stadium, supporters may have travelled hundreds of miles to be present. They may be former local residents who cannot give up their attachment to football, fans who have been attracted to the club through television or migrants whose imaginations have been gripped by the nation’s star players and top clubs. Spectators enter through turnstiles operated by the latest technology, grab a coffee and a pie, and are greeted by cameras, stewards and signs (‘It is a Criminal Offence to Encroach on the Pitch’). Journalists plug in their laptops in the press box. An experienced referee shuts out the crowd noise and sprints into position almost as quickly as the players. Thousands of fans in replica shirts idolise young players whom they have never met. But supporters feel they know these stars well because their heroes have revealed all in the club’s programme – their favourite musical artist, their dream date, their choice of food and so on.

Such is the media influence on the modern game that a customer listening to the radio in the Original Barber’s Shop in Plymouth may hear details of a goal more quickly than the man at a Premier League match whose view was blocked for the vital moment. The most experienced of football followers can be caught out by something new: a defender scores his first goal after his manager has vowed to stand naked in a shop window if it ever happens; a player scores five goals in the first forty minutes and his team leads 5–0; or a pitch-side sprinkler suddenly turns itself on during the match. The result is important but the game is about so much more.

Across England, thousands of local matches will each touch the lives of fifty or more people every week, yet fewer than fifty top professional matches will touch the lives of millions. Most players pay to play, some are paid expenses, others get match fees, some are on salaries and a select few will become full-fledged celebrities and brand names, making the national gossip magazines as well as the sporting press.

Football matches can be global, national, regional, local or neighbourhood-based. The players may be watched by hundreds of millions on television and 50,000 people at the stadium or, more likely, the players will outnumber the spectators present. On most weekends the aggregate of local players and spectators is greater than that for England’s vibrant Premier League. Ultimately, though, these are simply different parts of an integrated sporting system that extends upwards and outwards, downwards and inwards, rippling like a pond receiving a pebble. The game helps to connect individuals, families, communities, different ethnic groups and, more crucially, English society.

In this book we tell short stories that feature a range of people united by a love of football. This should give you a rapid feel for the development of football and the English in the years since 1946. It is not a definitive book on post-war English football. The relationship between football and society is such a complex issue that it needs many voices to capture its rich kaleidoscope. Sports historians such as Nick Fishwick, Dick Holt, Tony Mason, Dave Russell and Matt Taylor have written excellent social histories of the game. Our aim here is merely to add to the existing literature by constructing readable tales about real football people while retaining the integrity of our original research.





PART ONE





Introduction to Part One

In this first part we take up English football’s story at the end of the Second World War. By 1945 the professional game had been chaotic for six years. Some club grounds had been bombed or requisitioned, several clubs had been disbanded for a year or more and many players were absent with good reason. Wartime matches were almost all friendlies played on a regional basis – even international matches were unofficial – and there was no relegation or promotion. Players were often servicemen from other clubs who happened to be stationed nearby, and they received thirty shillings (£1.50) a match.

Then, in 1945–6, came a transitional season. Matches were arranged as League North and League South. More dramatically, the national FA Cup competition was restored to the calendar in January 1946. It was arranged on a two-legged basis to ensure that every professional club had at least one home FA Cup match.

In Football’s War and Peace Thomas Taw paints an intricate picture of the 1946–7 season. The lives of football people were dislocated and difficult as they tried to cope with a damaged infrastructure. Football equipment was substandard and travel facilities poor. The professional players’ union was in dispute with the authorities, and properties were so scarce that a club could attract a top-class player by offering a vacant house. That start-up post-war season was played through a very harsh winter and, with the frequent postponements and a ban on midweek matches, the League programme was not completed until 14 June 1947.

In the late 1940s football offered hope for the general populace, a chance to restore community and belonging. Towns and cities had to rebuild and one way to do so was symbolically, through support for local football teams. Fans flocked to grounds in huge numbers, whether it be in Barrow or Banstead, Winsford or Wolverhampton. But renewed vitality brought new problems: players risked injury during matches and when travelling to fixtures; and spectators faced danger from overcrowding and crushing. Fans did their best to take care of one another in the late 1940s, but sometimes the circumstances were impossibly difficult. Stadiums were often dilapidated and the management of crowds was crude.

Spectating reached a peak in the late 1940s and then slowly declined through the 1950s and beyond. Football helped people find stability, normality and familiarity after the war, and many fans remained loyal. This was an era of relative equality within the game. Seven different clubs won the Football League Championship in the first ten years after the war. Amateur teams (or so-called amateur teams) could compete with top-class professional opposition in FA Cup ties, and works teams regularly appeared in the first round of the FA Cup. Amateur players could be selected for the England national team, top amateur matches could attract 100,000 spectators and The Times devoted over a third of its football coverage to the amateur game.

The British home internationals – involving England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales – were more important than the fledgling World Cup (ignored by England until 1950). It was a time of expanding supporters’ clubs, continuing national service and shoulder-charging goalkeepers. Overseas trips were only for the top professional clubs and organised Sunday football was an illegal activity pursued by heathens and renegades. The biggest media development during this period was the launch of hospital radio commentaries. This was the last era before television emerged as a powerful force at professional football grounds.

While the children of the day may recall the era happily, most adults of the time found it austere, drab and grey. The gloom was lifted when floodlights arrived at professional football grounds in the fifties and captured everyone’s imagination and wit.

‘Come on, lads,’ one fan shouted. ‘Pylon the pressure.’
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Don’t Mention the War

At the start of 1946 wartime experiences dominated the collective memory of football people. Men in their twenties gathered in football-club dressing-rooms in preparation for the sport’s quasi-battles, and their silent twelfth man was the Second World War. The psychological trauma would remain in the communal psyche through the next generation.

Take the sad case of the Daniel family. Bobby Daniel was a fantastic schoolboy footballer who captained Wales Schoolboys and signed for Arsenal at fourteen. As a teenager he played for a Welsh XI against Western Command and scored twice in a 4–1 wartime win. But 21-year-old Flight Sergeant Bobby Daniel, an air-gunner, was killed on a mission to Prague on Christmas Eve of 1943. His bereaved father told Bobby’s fifteen-year-old brother Ray, ‘You have to try to take over from Bobby.’ Ray Daniel was signed by Arsenal, and he went on to play for Wales, thinking that he had to be twice as good as others in case he was getting the chance to make up for brother Bobby.

Take also the fortunate example of Dennis Herod, Stoke City’s regular goalkeeper in the early 1940s. Herod joined the Royal Tank Regiment in Sicily and fought through Italy before the unit was recalled to England. He was back in action the day after the Normandy landings in the summer of 1944, half expecting to be a front-line victim. Instead he escaped a blazing tank with only a fractured jawbone. Herod’s war was over on medical grounds and he considered himself exceptionally lucky to be alive and back playing for Stoke City.

Or take the odd case of Henry Walters, who got his chance in the Wolverhampton Wanderers first team at sixteen because most full-time professionals had enlisted. Walters was exempt from the forces because he was serving a carpentry apprenticeship at a Yorkshire colliery. Instead he was sent to London to help repair bomb damage. On Saturday mornings he carried his boots and shin-pads in a Gladstone bag while he worked on derelict buildings. On Saturday afternoons he played as a guest for Clapton Orient. Walters saw Orient as the Cinderella club of London – he called them Clapton Ornaments – because the whole area, with its many factories, had suffered severe bombing. ‘The washing facilities weren’t too good,’ he told people after the war. ‘But there was usually a puddle somewhere.’

Sad, fortunate and odd.

In 1946 millions of sad, fortunate and odd stories were waiting to be told.



Private George Shaw spent too much of the Second World War in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp. In the mountainous jungle he worked hard and perspired pints. As Japanese officers exerted their authority, waiting to beat the slackers and the sickly, Allied soldiers built sections of the Bangkok–Burma railway. A third of these prisoners died of torture, overwork, starvation or beriberi.

In tropical heat George Shaw and his mates swung cudgels and picks while trying to dodge the fall-out from dynamite explosions that sent debris flying at their bodies. The Japanese wore uniforms and heavy boots, but the prisoners were naked except for scraps of clothing that hid their private parts. Shaw was barefoot. With his long hair and unkempt beard he felt like a savage.

As he swung his pick, sweat dropping off his chin, Shaw spoke briefly to his nearest mate.

‘Bill,’ he said. ‘If I’m ever lucky enough to get out of this mess, apart from seeing my family, there’s one other thing I’d like to see.’

‘What’s that, George?’ said Bill in his broad Birmingham accent.

‘I’d like to see Derby County win the Cup. At Wembley.’

‘I doubt it very much, George. I doubt if Derby are good enough for that.’

‘But that’s what I’d like to see before I die,’ Shaw insisted.

He knew he had little chance of fulfilling his fantasy. Derby County had never won the FA Cup and he didn’t think he’d get out of the jungle alive. But football offers scope for hope.



Quiz question: Which club won the FA Cup and retained the trophy for seven years?

Answer: Portsmouth, who surprisingly beat Wolves 4–1 in the 1939 FA Cup Final and safely stored the FA Cup until shortly before the 1946 Final. Portsmouth manager Jack Tinn probably knew more about the trophy than anyone. He knew, for instance, that it held eleven pints. He also knew that it was insured for £200, because he had dealt with the paperwork during the war years.

Tinn first put the trophy into a local bank for extra security, but the bank was hit in the blitz. The next morning, when they heard the news, anxious Portsmouth FC officials assumed the trophy had been destroyed in the blast, but Tinn had been one step ahead. Expecting an air raid, he had taken the silverware home that night and nursed it under the stairs. Thereafter the FA Cup trophy spent most of the war in the cells of Havant police station. It was finally released from police custody in February 1946.



Stanley Gliksten once said that to take over a football club you had to be a multimillionaire, a football lover and a bloody fool. He reckoned that there were some multimillionaires, a lot of people who loved football and plenty of bloody fools. But very few people had all three attributes.

In the early 1930s Stanley Gliksten and his brother Albert were chairman and vice-chairman respectively of one of the world’s biggest timber merchants. Based in London, they were on Clapton Orient’s advisory committee, and they knew the importance of football to their workforce. The Glikstens’ employees worked five and a half days a week, left the timber yard Saturday lunchtime, grabbed a sandwich and then went to watch a Football League match, usually at Clapton Orient or West Ham United.

In 1932 the Glikstens were approached by David Clark, the sole remaining director of Charlton Athletic FC. The brothers accepted the challenge of reviving Charlton. They negotiated with the club’s creditors, raised £25,000 for new players, appointed Jimmy Seed as manager and steered the club from Football League Division Three (South) to second place in Division One. In 1937 the Glikstens personally took over Charlton Athletic’s liabilities, paid off debenture holders and met all previous losses. The bill came to £68,000.

It was tough at Charlton Athletic’s ground, the Valley, during the early part of the war. The venue frequently came under enemy fire, so attendances dropped to a few hundred diehards and spectators were often forced to take cover during air raids. Matches were sometimes suspended for more than an hour and some were abandoned when delays forced players back to work. Charlton Athletic closed down for the second half of the 1940–1 season. Four bombs fell on the terraces and two on the pitch. The Glikstens were losing money and in danger of losing fans in bombing raids.

Later in the war, however, Charlton recruited some good players. They reached two League South Cup Finals at Wembley and drew 1–1 with Aston Villa in the 1944 national final. When the 1945–6 season began Football League clubs were forced by the government to keep jobs open for their pre-war players, even if those players were now thirty-eight and wounded. And there were other problems. Four of the six houses in Blackheath owned by Charlton Athletic and lived in by players had been requisitioned during the war.

So when Albert Brown returned to his job as a Charlton Athletic footballer he found that he had lost his pre-war home. Thirty-year-old ‘Sailor’ Brown had definitely not acquired his nickname from his service in the Royal Air Force. It came from the shape of his legs, bowed like those of a man experienced at coping with the ocean swell. On the football field those legs gave Sailor the balance he needed to swerve one way or the other and leave defenders guessing. He was good enough to play for England – in six wartime internationals – but had nowhere to live. So much for ‘homes fit for heroes’. Sailor Brown asked for a transfer. He wanted to go where the houses were.

One of football’s much-loved characters of this era was Sam Bartram, the Charlton Athletic goalkeeper. Bartram, a Burt Lancaster type from the North-East and a former coalminer, spent the war as a physical training instructor in the RAF. By 1946, though, he was back in his role as a professional entertainer. A brave goalkeeper who put his head among a flurry of flying boots, he was once asked to test protective headgear by a crash-helmet manufacturer. In safe situations Bartram might run out of his penalty area and head the ball or else dribble some distance upfield. He would even dive forward under the ball and kick it over his head with his heels. In one match in February 1946 he elected to take a penalty-kick. He ran up, hoofed the ball over the bar and faced an undignified sprint back to his goal. But Bartram also saved the team in an FA Cup game at Wolves. That win helped Charlton Athletic to qualify for the last sixteen of the 1946 FA Cup competition.



Leon Leuty was born just outside Shrewsbury in 1920, but his family moved to Derby when he was a very small boy. His folks assumed there was a French and Cornish extraction to the Leuty family. Leon was, after all, a French name and a Captain Leuty was buried in Falmouth in the sixteenth century.

In Derby, Leon Leuty’s engineer father worked at Rolls-Royce, and young Leon was raised respecting the company that dominated the town’s industry. A whole generation of Derby people grew up believing that the best car in the world was a Rolls-Royce and the worst was the fictional Rolls-Canardly (‘It rolls down hills but canardly get up them’).

Leon Leuty played football for Derby Boys for an unprecedented three seasons, the last two as captain. A chubby-faced schoolboy, smaller than most around him, he had dark hair, parted on the left, and a friendly disposition. In 1935 he played two trials for the England schoolboys’ team, but the right-half place went to Whitchurch of Essex. Leuty was England’s reserve.

That same year he left school at fourteen and, after trying a few jobs, started a toolmaking apprenticeship in Rolls-Royce’s engineering shop. Leuty promised his mother that he would serve his apprenticeship and not do anything silly – like trying to become a professional footballer. He played amateur football for Derby Corinthians and signed amateur forms for Derby County in the 1938–9 season. Shortly before war broke out he was playing for Derby County’s third team at Leicester when he damaged his right knee. When he came round from the eventual cartilage operation he realised that his mother was probably right. Football was a precarious life.

After recovering Leuty played football for Rolls-Royce. He was coming up to twenty now, taller, leaner, without the puppy fat of his schoolboy days. He couldn’t play for Derby County in the early 1940s as the club didn’t really exist – the military had taken over the Baseball Ground at the start of the war – but Notts County manager Frank Womack invited him for a trial. After another cartilage injury Leuty decided that his football career was over. He would be a toolmaker at Rolls-Royce, sustaining the war effort with essential work. He put away his football boots.

But Frank Womack kept in touch.

‘If you ever want to give it a try, you’re welcome at Notts,’ the manager told Leuty.

Weeks went by.

‘I need your help to keep the team going,’ said Womack the next time they met. ‘It’s not easy getting a team together.’

One day Leuty looked out his old football boots. He found them, handled them, put them on and walked around his family home in them. Then he contacted Frank Womack and tried football again.

Wartime football was all about guest players and uncertainty. Some fans went to matches with their boots in case there was an announcement (‘Are there any footballers in the crowd?’). Notts County fans watched a combination of Frank Womack’s local lads and international players such as Ron Burgess (Spurs) and Tommy Lawton (Everton), who were stationed nearby. They were also lucky to see Leuty develop into one of the best centre halves in the country.

In 1942 Leuty worked nights at Rolls-Royce so as to be free on Saturday afternoons. He often arrived at the Notts County ground exhausted, then soon recovered. He gave the game everything he had; that was his style. Then, one Saturday in January 1943, when Notts County were playing some distance away and travelling was far from easy, Leuty said he was unavailable for his regular team. News of this raced around Derby. Jack Nicholas, a reserve policeman who was in charge of the regrouping Derby County players, needed a centre half that same day, so he set off for the Leutys’ home in Allenton. Leuty had worked Friday night at Rolls-Royce, clocked off around 8am, eaten breakfast and was catching up on some sleep.

Nicholas woke him and asked, ‘Do you fancy a game?’

Leuty set off to play for Derby County.

The club had been resurrected from a rock-bottom position of 1941 when it had no ground, no team, no fixtures, no manager and virtually no directors. Not only had the ground been taken over and hit by a bomb, but manager George Jobey and four directors had been suspended sine die. A joint Football League and Football Association commission had examined Derby County’s pre-war accounts and found evidence of wages for fictitious groundsmen and expenses for journeys never made. Illegal bonuses and under-counter payments had been given to players.

In the latter part of the war Derby’s industries provided a number of so-called reserved occupations for promising young footballers. They made hand grenades at Qualcast, concrete railway sleepers at LNER, munitions at EW Bliss and Grundy’s and, of course, aircraft engines at Rolls-Royce. Two older international footballers, Sammy Crooks and Dally Duncan, were still in town, working at Coles Cranes and Derby Carriage & Wagon Works respectively. Once a man had worked in the war industries he couldn’t be recruited into the forces in case he was captured and forced to divulge national secrets.

It was relatively easy to attract guest players to Derby County as the town was centrally located in England and had good rail links. The team regularly included internationals of the calibre of Peter Doherty (Manchester City) and Raich Carter (Sunderland). By the end of the unofficial 1944–5 league season, however, every regular Derby County player was either in his early twenties or his thirties. Many professional players in their late twenties were in another country.

Leuty switched permanently to Derby County in August 1943 when the Rolls-Royce night shift finally took its toll on him. He signed professional forms at twenty-three and in the next three seasons played 130 matches, more than any other Derby County player. By now he had changed physically. He was nearly six feet tall, slim, supple and striking. Off the field he could have been mistaken for an actor. His dark, crinkly hair, high forehead and dark eyebrows made an asset out of his large, pointed nose. And his friendliness was magnetic. He was growing in confidence daily – as a tradesman, as a footballer and as a man who was very attractive to women and yet decidedly one of the lads. When he smiled the world seemed a nice place again. When he laughed it was infectious. And he smiled and laughed a lot, especially when the war ended and the FA Cup competition was reintroduced. Derby County’s team of players aged under twenty-six and over thirty-one now had the chance to fulfil the FA Cup Final dreams of Derby folk, including George Shaw, the ex-prisoner of war.
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‘Surely They’d Fainted’

Bert Gregory was raised in the 1920s, when children played street football with a ball of twine, a pig’s bladder, a tin can, a tennis ball or an old ale bag stuffed with paper. They played morning, noon and night. Bert Gregory ate, drank and slept football. There was little else to do.

He and his mates needed to avoid the local policeman, who would either clobber them, if he caught them playing in the street, or say, ‘I know your father.’ If the lads refused to stop playing, or gave the policeman some cheek, there would be real trouble. Bert Gregory and his pals were arrested when they were teenagers. They were taken to court and fined five shillings (25p) for playing football in the King’s Highway.

Gregory’s first organised football came when he played in the Bolton Sunday School League. He paid a sixpence (2½p) weekly subscription to his club and made sure he satisfied the requirement of attending Sunday School at least twice a month. In fact he went every Sunday. His mother insisted.

In 1923 Gregory skipped school to watch a Wednesday afternoon FA Cup replay between Bolton Wanderers and Huddersfield Town. That was like asking to be caned. Gregory grew accustomed to crowds of 60,000 at Bolton’s Burnden Park ground, and was part of a 69,912 attendance at a 1933 FA Cup match against Manchester City. Later he was employed by Bolton Wanderers, doing odd jobs for the club, and he kept his counsel about anything he learned. The senior staff trusted him. He understood the ways of professional football. He got to know Burnden Park very well, but nothing prepared him for the events of Saturday 9 March 1946.



On this fateful Saturday large crowds of spectators made their way to Burnden Park, half a mile south of the town centre. Bolton was returning to normal. Meat and cheese were arriving from New Zealand, Hermann Goering was having to defend himself at the Nuremberg Trials and local cinemas were showing I Know Where I’m Going and Confidential Agent. Maybe the beer barrow would be back at Burnden Park for a half-time drink. A place in the FA Cup semi-finals would be worth celebrating after this destructive war, and Wanderers were 2–0 up after the first leg at Stoke City (in a season when all FA Cup ties were played over two legs).

The Railway End embankment, at the northern end of the Bolton ground, supported the LMS line that ran from Yorkshire to Bolton. The embankment was muddy, mucky and messy. There were no seats. The spectators stood on dirt with a few old stone flags for steps. Burnden Park officials reckoned that the Railway End could hold 28,435 people. That worked out at 1 square feet per person. Secretary-manager Walter Rowley planned for a crowd of 50,000, having estimated 5,000 extra spectators for each of the two main stars – Ray Westwood (Bolton Wanderers) and Stanley Matthews (Stoke City).

The first spectators arrived at the ground at 8 am and turnstiles were open from 12.30. Thousands continued to arrive, the streets outside becoming choked. By 2.15 the conditions outside the turnstiles were very uncomfortable. People were packed in tight queues and some were pressed against the stadium walls. A few fell on the floor. One man gripped his eighteen pence (7½p) entrance money and said he would happily pay the ticket price just to get out of the crush. By the time he reached the turnstile he could no longer open his hand to drop the money. An old man fainted and was held upright by the crowd.

‘Mind th’owd chap,’ someone shouted.

The crowd was generally in good humour, even though the turnstiles seemed a long way off and the crush was severe.

‘I’d be awreet if when I moved mi feet came wi’mi,’ said one man.

‘I wish I’d ne’er ’ad that prater pie.’

‘I wish t’directors were i’this lot.’



Police Constable Lowe was one of 103 officers on duty at Burnden Park. He could see a bottleneck building up in front of him, so he went to find the head gateman. PC Lowe wanted the Railway End turnstiles closed. But the head gateman had duties all over the ground and couldn’t be found.

Around 2.40, PC McDougal set off to find the head gateman. He met him near the Main Stand.

‘The Bolton End could do with being closed,’ said PC McDougal.

The head gateman went round the turnstiles and told the checkers to stop checking. Some had already done so. Spectators inside had been shouting that there was a problem.

By this time the turnstiles had clocked 28,137 people on to the Railway End but that figure wasn’t known until later. The head gateman did not have access to the numbers and had to rely solely on how packed the crowd looked. The official attendance was 65,419, but who knows how many were really there? It was later estimated that between 85,000 and 90,000 people had arrived in Bolton wanting to watch the match.



Seeing the turnstiles closed, many fans gate-crashed the match via the adjacent railway line. They tore up the railway fence and climbed on to the Bolton–Bury line. They walked along the track to the signal-box and then dropped down to the embankment, overwhelming the seven railway policemen. Maybe 3,000 or 4,000 supporters got up on to the railway line that way. Some had a view of the pitch from behind the railway fence. Most gave up and went home.

Other fans simply climbed over the turnstiles. About 1,000 went over the entrance to the Boys & Forces enclosure without paying their ninepences (4p). A group of twenty sailors hoisted one another on to shoulders and scaled the turnstiles.

Inside the Railway End, Norman Crook decided to leave because he was worried about his twelve-year-old boy, who was feeling ill as a result of the crush. Ten minutes before kick-off Crook picked a gate lock near the Boys & Forces entrance to get out. He and his son left, but those still locked out now saw their chance.

‘Come on, Charlie, we’re in here,’ one man shouted. About 300 spectators came through the gate before policemen forced it closed.

The incomers from the Boys & Forces entrance put more weight on the north-west corner of the Railway End, where the physical pressure was now intense.

‘Stop shoving, there’s children in front,’ someone shouted.

A young girl was passed down over the heads of spectators.

‘Go to the corner of Weston Street,’ shouted the child’s mother, who was trapped in the crowd.



Audrey Nicholls’s father had started taking her to matches when she was five years old. That felt like a real adventure because the two of them drank coffee at the match whereas they never had coffee at home. As a teenager Audrey went regularly to football with a school pal. On the day of the Stoke City match she was standing in the Railway End.

She was a third of the way up the terrace. The view was good but she was very uncomfortable and scared. There were too many people. There was pressure from the side and pressure from the back. She felt she needed to get out. There was no point in going back towards the exit gate because that was the source of the squeeze. She wanted to get to the track, where the police were allowing smaller kids to climb the wall and sit on the cinders.



When the teams came out and the game started, the children sitting on the cinder track found it difficult to see because the track was two feet below the raised pitch. On the Railway End terrace, people craned their necks to see and pressed on shoulders in front to hold their position. Some people had their backs to the pitch, their faces to the sun, unable to turn round. Others had their arms forced into the air and were unable to get them down. There was no space to swing a rattle.

‘Let us out.’

‘Get us out.’

The swaying and the jostling grew worse. The pressure from gate-crashers caused a surge from the north-west corner of the embankment. People tumbled forward. Two twelve-foot-wide crush barriers near the corner flag gave way under the strain. People in the bottleneck near the front tumbled on to the floor three or four deep. Men and women were screaming. Clothes were torn from people’s backs.

Seeing people in real distress, the police now broke down the wooden paling fence between the enclosure and the running track.

‘Get them out any road,’ the call came.

The teams had been playing for only a few minutes. The afternoon sun, after a heavy night’s frost, had made the pitch black and heavy.

Long before kick-off Joe Harrison had been knocked to the floor of the enclosure. For what seemed like thirty minutes he was a human carpet, trampled from all sides. He kept his head down and managed to get one hand free to loosen his tie and collar. A policeman eventually got him out and he survived. Others were not so fortunate.



Bert Gregory sat with his wife in the Main Stand. They were three rows from the front. His wife grew agitated.

‘It’s only a crowd,’ Gregory told her. ‘They’ll sort it out. There’s room over there.’

He could see that the spectators were unevenly distributed in the Railway End. He assumed they would spread naturally, as crowds usually do.

‘Some of them people are injured,’ his wife said.

‘Don’t worry, it’ll be all right. They’re feeling a bit distressed, but they’ll be all right.’

Officials brought out a body and laid it on the grass verge at the back of one of the goals.

‘That woman’s dead,’ Gregory’s wife said.

‘How do you know that from here?’

‘I can tell – woman’s instinct.’

Someone covered the motionless woman’s face.

‘What are you getting excited about?’ asked Gregory. ‘She’ll be all right.’

‘No. She’s dead.’



Audrey Nicholls was helped out of the crush by some men nearby. They lifted her up and passed her over the top of the spectators. She felt the hands of a score of other people as she went overhead towards the police and first-aiders on the track. It was not a dignified exit, but Audrey was glad to be out of the crowd. She stepped over the low fence at the front of the terrace and stood at the side of the pitch. That was when she saw the dead bodies laid out on the track. Their faces were a terrible colour that she had never seen before. Killed at a football match. Incredible. Football was supposed to be enjoyment and a source of pleasure, a release from the horrors of war.

Audrey’s first reaction was to stare at the corpses. Her second was to leave the ground and go home.



Twelve minutes into the game, with the crowd already encroaching on to the pitch, Inspector Topping walked across and asked the referee to take the players off for a ten-minute break so that the pitch could be cleared. The referee informed the two captains, Harry Hubbick (Bolton) and Neil Franklin (Stoke).

When the players departed, the pitch quickly filled with people escaping the crush on the terrace. Dead bodies were laid out near the corner flag. Most people in the crowd thought these prone spectators were fainting cases. Bert Gregory grew more apprehensive. Maybe his wife was right. Maybe some were dead. How was it that she could tell better than him?

As they carried one body past the Main Stand, the stretcher-bearers accidentally tipped the stretcher and the lifeless body rolled on to the track. Gregory watched, disbelievingly.



One policeman wanted to open the Railway Enclosure gates from the inside but he couldn’t find a key-holder. To relieve the pressure, between 1,000 and 1,400 people were shepherded out of the Railway End and into a vacant stand that had been hitherto closed and guarded because it had been occupied by the Ministry of Food during the war. About 2,000 to 2,500 spectators were brought down to the track. They spread across the touchline. A new touchline was marked with sawdust. The pitch was narrowed.



The dressing-rooms were normally a sanctuary for players and officials, but the St John Ambulance team now commandeered every vacant inch of space along the corridors under the stand. Twenty-four medical staff had reported for duty. There were two doctors, six nurses and sixteen St John volunteers. This had been increased since the previous match, when staff had been caught short by the number of flu sufferers in the crowd.

Now the casualties were brought in every few seconds. Broken limbs. Split heads. Damaged ribs. Stomach and chest bruises. Cut shins. They were carried in on makeshift stretchers. The dead were placed on wooden benches and carried to the joiner’s shop, which became a mortuary. The stack of wooden benches disappeared alarmingly quickly.



‘They’ve only fainted.’

‘Let’s get on with the game.’

The Bolton Chief Constable overheard comments around the ground and realised that very few people understood the extent of the tragedy. If the match were abandoned now, a rush for the exits might produce more casualties. Also, it was better to keep the spectators inside the ground so that the injured could be ferried to hospital through quiet streets.

The Chief Constable spoke with the referee, who went into the dressing-rooms and said, ‘We’d better finish this match.’

After a break of twenty-six minutes the game resumed, but all the pleasure had gone out of the event. A generation of people accustomed to danger – air raids and battles – had been caught out by a strange kind of friendly fire. The dead included experienced soldiers who had survived hostile action only to be killed at a football ground. Fred Battersby had been at the evacuation of Dunkirk before serving four years in the Middle East with the Royal Artillery. His brother James Battersby, another victim, had seen five and a half years’ army service.



Audrey Nicholls arrived home while the match was still taking place. Her parents were surprised to see her.

‘There’s been some trouble,’ she told them. ‘There were bodies lying on the pitch.’

‘Surely they’d fainted.’

‘No, no, they’re dead.’

She had damaged her shoes, so her mother took her into town to buy a new pair. When she came back her father confirmed what she had said about the deaths. Audrey felt she had had a lucky escape, thanks to the men who had passed her over their heads. A fourteen-year-old schoolboy had died in the disaster.



On a Burnden Park pitch churned up by spectators and police horses, Bolton Wanderers drew 0–0 with Stoke City and progressed to the semi-finals. When Bert Gregory reached home that evening, his next-door neighbour came round.

‘Hey, what about this to-do at Bolton?’ the neighbour said.

‘Aye, there’s been a big crowd and there’s been some injuries.’

‘Injuries? There’s a lot dead. It’s in the paper.’

The final edition of the Bolton Evening News reported at least seventeen people killed and many more injured.



Thirty-three people died in the Bolton disaster. Around 500 were injured. A Home Office inquiry, chaired by Ronw Moelwyn Hughes KC, concluded that the pre-match crowd estimate of 50,000 was reasonable.

‘The disaster was unique,’ the report concluded. ‘There was no collapse of a structure: it was the first example in the history of football following of serious casualties inflicted by a crowd upon itself.’

The major problem was the overall planning. There was no scientific assessment of the ground’s capacity – merely the ground’s previous record attendance – and no way of telling when the capacity was reached. No one was able to find keys that would have opened exit doors and relieved pressure on the crowd. Not all the turnstiles were operable. And there was no way of immediately closing turnstiles when the crowd became too large. The club officials were not readily available on the day and they left a lot to the police.

The psychology of the massed football-ground terrace was complex. People did not stand scientifically. They wanted their regular place near their mates. They wanted to be in front of a barrier. They wanted a position to suit their height and weight. No one wanted to stand where a pillar was blocking the goal or behind a six-foot-six bruiser in a trilby.

Passageways through a crowd opened and closed. The route from A to B was not the same for everyone. A full terrace had dense patches and sparsely populated areas. The dense patches could easily feel dangerous. All it needed was some extra pressure, an unpredictable sway, an exciting moment near the corner flag, a man pressing on his neighbour as he steadied himself to pee down a rolled-up newspaper, a few people heading to the refreshment bar or the exits. As spectators left the stadium at the end of the match, the meeting of two throngs could cause a crush.

The mystery of the Bolton disaster was that football crowds in this era were not more volatile. They were orderly and well-behaved. The disaster happened because of poor organisation and the lack of provision for the possibility of nearly 90,000 turning up. If people arrive, expectant and excited, for a crucial FA Cup tie after seven years of football famine, they will do what they can to get inside the ground, and this leaves football-club directors with a dilemma. How do we keep it safe and yet get as many people inside as possible? The problem was aggravated by football-club officials not having had to deal with these issues for seven years. For most of the Second World War stadium safety meant protection from air raids.

The lessons were there to be learned. Important matches should be all-ticket. Ground capacities should be set at safe levels. Terracing should be examined. Crush barriers should be studied for their siting, strength and type. Entrances to the ground should be safe and sensibly placed. There should be safe ways for spectators to leave the ground during play. There should be a loudspeaker system, a central control room, radio communication between police and accessible aggregate figures for each section of the ground.

The Home Office report recommended that a licensing authority (e.g. the local authority) should be appointed to issue football-ground licences and carry out periodic checks. All football grounds were at risk. They had too much timber and earth, and too little steel and concrete.



On the Monday after the disaster Walter Rowley sent for Bert Gregory, who was working at the ground.

‘Find a rope, Bert, will you?’ Rowley said. ‘See the police. They’ll tell you where to go.’

The police told Gregory to rope off a part of the terrace where the deaths had occurred. He found the debris of a disaster. Belts. Raincoats. Hats. Scarves. Flat caps. Shoes.

In the years that followed, Bert Gregory didn’t like talking about the Bolton disaster; it meant recalling those terrible scenes of dead bodies and scattered clothing. But he knew he had to speak about it. It was a reminder of what could happen if you didn’t take precautions.
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Abide With Me

‘You couldn’t get a ticket for love nor money,’ Derbyshire folk said about the 1946 FA Cup Final, and Charlton Athletic manager Jimmy Seed reckoned he could have sold 500,000 tickets. In fact Charlton Athletic and Derby County were allocated only 12,000 tickets each, even though the match was attended by 98,215 spectators. There were no supporters’ clubs to aid the distribution of tickets and no voucher systems to favour regular fans. And who were the regular supporters anyway? Some had followed the clubs through the 1930s but had not watched many recent matches because they had been elsewhere in the world.

The Cup Final came at a time when the whole country was readjusting, and the Home Office investigation of the Burnden Park disaster hung over club secretaries. The staff at Derby County dispatched tickets to the public as best they could. The men at the centre of the distribution network were secretary Jack Catterall and his assistant Cyril Annable. They were very different characters.

In one publicity piece Jack Catterall was described as football’s youngest administrator at the age of thirty-four. He claimed to have played cricket for Leicestershire and amateur football for the Corinthians and Manchester United. He was a flamboyant dresser with a range of colourful blazers, and he seemed to know everyone. Unfortunately his football-club administrative experience was very limited and his approach proved costly. Catterall was later suspended sine die for withholding players’ income tax and paying excessive bonuses.

In contrast Cyril Annable, Derby County assistant secretary in 1946, was a quiet man who went about his job efficiently and effectively. He didn’t seek out people but was not unfriendly when approached. At times he seemed out of place at the Baseball Ground, surrounded as he was by bantering footballers who were full of camaraderie, but he was not unusual in the world of administrators. Anyone who has dealt with hangers-on and unworthy ticket-chasers would not find Annable’s liking for privacy strange. Before the 1946 Cup Final he started to receive carpets, legs of ham and other black-market products beyond the ken of rationed English folk. There were even stories of journalists giving away match tickets for a joint of meat (‘forgive us our press passes’). Annable politely returned all his offerings and launched himself on a twenty-year career with his integrity intact.

At Charlton Athletic ticket applicants had their names and addresses noted and successful ones were asked to bring their identity cards when collecting tickets (‘to help in the defeat of ticket racketeers’). At Derby County the ticket shortage caused a rift between players and directors. The players’ wives were offered uncovered five-shilling (25p) seats, while the directors’ wives were given either thirty-shilling (£1.50) or £2 seats under cover. The players weren’t pleased when they heard. On the Thursday before the Final the experienced players approached the directors and demanded better tickets for their wives. The directors refused. The players issued an ultimatum.

‘No tickets, no match,’ said Raich Carter, a senior Derby County player and previously captain of the 1937 FA Cup-winning Sunderland team.

The directors relented. The players’ wives were upgraded to covered seats.

The place of women had changed during the war and many Derby wives had been earning well in the local factories. Now the women were pushed back into the homes and the men reclaimed their masculine roles. Daily Mirror journalist Tom Phillips wrote some strong words on the subject: ‘For organised sport, so glorified for its part in character building, makes our women suffer in health, temper and pocket. It drives the hardy from the home, turns nice, charming, sweet brides into nagging hags, and the pleasant but weak-willed into snivelling drudges.’



Peter Blake was evacuated from Dartford during the Second World War. His local football club had strong associations with Charlton Athletic. Young Dartford players went from the nursery to Charlton; old players returned to the Dartford graveyard.

In his early teens Peter Blake followed all London sports. He supported the West Ham speedway team and watched ice-hockey and professional wrestling. He joined a few hundred fans at Dartford’s ground and sometimes took a special charabanc to a Dartford away match. A haircut was exciting because his barber had been a Dartford footballer. The young boy stared at the press cuttings around the walls.

The height of excitement, though, came when he mingled with thousands at Charlton Athletic. Blake had returned to London at the perfect time. Charlton were winning matches and qualifying for the FA Cup Final. On match days he caught the trolley bus from Dartford to Woolwich, and stopped in a café for a roll and a cup of tea. He then walked two miles to the Valley, past stalls selling rosettes and rattles, and arrived with an hour or more to spare. He joined the crowds on the terraces – the stands were for rich people – and was often passed down to the front over the top of the cloth caps. There was a damp smell in the air and the tension simmered. Blake assumed that every working-class kid had some football enthusiasm, an assumption that was probably true.

Charlton supporters came from the dockyards of Woolwich and Chatham, from south-east London suburbs such as Mottingham, Eltham and Blackheath, and from coastal Kent. Not all were so handily placed. Some had travelled halfway round the world to attend Wembley, calling at out-of-the-way places in North Africa, India or Japan on the way.

On Saturday 27 April 1946 groups of rival supporters met in London and the atmosphere was friendly. In the environs of Wembley’s Empire Stadium, spectators mingled around rows of parked black cars. Some Charlton supporters had served with Derby supporters during the war. They looked out for them, hopelessly.



In the spring of 1946 Harold Miller was with the forces in northern Italy. On Cup Final day he was searching the local villages for a radio when a young officer caught up with him.

‘What are you trying to do, Private?’ the officer asked.

‘I come from Derby, sir. It’s the Cup Final today, and I’d like to listen to the match. Is there a radio about?’

‘There’s one in the Officers’ Mess. I’ll take you up. If anybody says anything, give them my name.’

The officer left Miller alone in a small room with no electric light. He spent the whole afternoon there, listening to the match on a wireless set that had more crackles than words. At times he bent down close to the machine or lifted it to his ears. The reception was bad but it improved a little towards extra time. Or maybe Miller had learned the set’s language. Anyway he heard all the goals.



The FA Cup Final held a special place in the nation’s affection. It was the national competition. A minute of the FA meeting of 20 July 1871 logged that it was a Challenge Cup for ‘all clubs belonging to the Football Association’ (authors’ italics). Attendances at FA Cup Finals grew from 2,000 in 1872 to 8,000 (1883) to 73,833 (1899) to 120,081 (1913), and an estimated 200,000 turned up for the first Wembley Final in 1923. The number of entries increased from fifteen (1871) to 548 (1922).

The FA Cup began in the 1871–2 season, seventeen years before the Football League, and its status as the nation’s top football competition continued past the 1920s. It was the only reliable way to assess the relative strength of teams from different leagues. In 1901 Tottenham Hotspur won the Cup as a Southern League team. In 1920 the Football League had only seven southern clubs among its forty-four members. Forthcoming Football League clubs, such as Plymouth Argyle, Queen’s Park Rangers, Southampton and Cardiff City, had to prove their worth in the FA Cup. The competition brought the country together. In 1946 that was particularly important. Once more it was an opportunity to compare teams from the South with those from the North and the Midlands. Once more it was a step towards national unification.



In Derby it was the biggest event in the history of the town. For the nation too there was something special about the 1946 Wembley Cup Final. The people had mended and made do. They had saved their waste paper, eaten their scraps and dug for victory. They had made what they could out of parsnips. And now this familiar national ritual at the Empire Stadium, Wembley, was unequivocal evidence of peace. Whatever the result, it would be a celebration of victory for both football clubs. For one afternoon it didn’t matter that Britain had lost all her ships, was virtually bankrupt and had an industrial set-up that favoured munitions. And it didn’t matter that people had lots of wartime secrets; they could talk about football.

Towards the end of the pre-match music Captain F. J. Harris called for number fifteen on the song-sheet. The voices entered the music, sang an extra verse and concluded with the moving chorus. Never has a hymn been sung more emotionally at Wembley than it was this day by nearly 100,000 people. Caps and hats were taken off, inhibitions were discarded and many spectators began to weep.

Abide with me; fast falls the eventide;

The darkness deepens; Lord with me abide!

When other helpers fail, and comforts flee,

Help of the helpless, O abide with me.

In the number-one dressing-room at Wembley, shortly before kick-off, radio commentator Stewart MacPherson egged on the Derby County players, and they agreed to sing for the benefit of the airwaves. But what should they sing?

Raich Carter suggested his favourite song. He had never forgotten the impact it had made on him when he scored a goal for his home-town team of Sunderland. Those Wearside voices at Roker Park conveyed power and strength and faith: their combined noise prickled the back of Raich Carter’s neck and tingled his body. He knew then that his purpose was to make his supporters happy in hard times. And he knew that he could do a lot. Words could never describe what that song meant to him, what feelings it aroused, or his debt to its writer, Geordie Ridley. The Derby County players sang ‘Blaydon Races’.

Over the years millions of people have been indebted to George Ridley, a Gateshead coalminer who broke a leg at the pit and took up entertaining. When he died, at the age of thirty from tuberculosis, Ridley left no wife, no children, no money, no headstone and little other legacy of his existence. Only a few songs and a rousing local anthem that Raich Carter had taught his team-mates.

‘Blaydon Races’ is a song about working-class people who once a year escaped their toil and were determined to enjoy their leisure. It tells of how people overcame misfortune and turmoil and enjoyed their Saturday afternoon. Although it was a song about a trip to Blaydon racetrack it could have been about the 1946 FA Cup Final.



The players left the dressing-rooms, went into the tunnel five-foot-something tall and came out, greeted by a roar, feeling like seven-foot giants. Derby’s Leon Leuty came out last. His change in personality, from dressing-room to pitch-freedom, included a name change from Leon to Lee because the shorter version was more manageable for calling for the ball. He also grew more phlegmatic. The more difficult the situation, the cooler he became. On the football field he created his own time, his own mellow mood, whatever the anxieties of those around him.

Only one thing bothered him – he was worried about meeting the King.

His tension was heightened by a delay. Keyed up, desperate to kick a football, the players waited five minutes for George VI to appear on the Wembley pitch. Leon felt his knees knocking, cushioned only by the bandages that he wore to protect his damaged joints.

Finally, the King, wearing a grey overcoat, was escorted to the edge of the pitch.

‘Blimey, he’s been demobbed too,’ said one spectator.

The band brought George VI to a halt at the touchline by playing ‘God Save the King’. The crowd sang as though God had saved the country. Then the King was led forward to meet the polite and dignified players. Each footballer’s hair was cropped short, in some cases as high as the top of their ears at the back. They wore their shorts long, almost down to the knees, and many boots were repaired with sticking plaster. A few weeks earlier Charlton Athletic had pleaded to fans for clothing rations in order to buy their Cup Final kit.



On Cup Final day Walter Bates returned to Derby on leave from the services. He caught the three o’clock train from Birmingham and found himself incommunicado. Bates and his fellow travellers talked the train guard into an unscheduled stop at Burton upon Trent. When the train came to a halt the passengers leaned out of the window.

‘How’s Derby doing?’

‘I think it’s still there.’

‘Nah, the football team, the Cup Final.’

‘Nil–nil,’ somebody else said. ‘Nearly half-time.’

Bates got off the train at Derby and walked towards home. The streets were deserted. No traffic. No people. The whole town had stopped to listen to the wireless. Along Regent Street Bates could hear the voice of radio commentator Raymond Glendenning in every house.

Then through the town came a roar.

Derby County had scored.

Bates was invited into one of the houses. He stayed until full-time, when the score was 1–1. Bates then made his way home to listen to extra time. Derby County scored three more goals and won 4–1. Walter Bates had the perfect leave.



In the Derby County dressing-room Leon Leuty toasted his team-mates with ginger beer. Leuty could be proud of his performance. Some journalists made him man of the match, others put him a close second. Now he sat on a bench and permitted the memories to flood back. He recalled the people who had helped him recover from two cartilage operations, especially Frank Womack, who had encouraged him back to Notts County to try again. Four years had passed since Leuty had searched for his boots, handled them, tried them on and taken the Notts County manager’s offer seriously. In that time he had represented England in the Burnden Park Disaster Fund match and won an FA Cup winners’ medal.

Leuty thought about his Rolls-Royce colleagues. The firm had provided his apprenticeship, his alternative security, although it had meant working months of nights in order to create the time to travel to matches. Leuty also thought of his greatest fan, his mother, who had travelled a long way to see him play.

In the dressing-room a few players considered their success in the context of wartime experiences that were still fresh and raw. Jack Howe had returned from India in March suffering from malaria. Raich Carter’s hair had gone grey almost overnight when he worked for the Sunderland Fire Service. And Jack Stamps had experienced a haunting incident at the Dunkirk evacuation when he clambered aboard a small, crowded boat despite facing a British officer who was holding a revolver. ‘Soldier, if you attempt to board this boat, I will shoot you,’ the officer said. Stamps carried on, figuring he would get shot either way.

But most Derby County players had lived relatively routine wartime lives, especially if they became blasé about blackouts and air-raid sirens. They had worked in regular war-related jobs, played regular Saturday football and had regular entertainment. Most had lived like Leon Leuty.

In the winners’ dressing-room Leuty examined his gold medal and smiled at his success. Gold took on extra significance in a country that couldn’t get bananas. At one time it looked as though the players might receive savings certificates instead. The Charlton players received bronze medals (later to be replaced by gold).

‘I think I’ll give my medal to my mother to take home,’ Leuty said to no one in particular.
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Never Have So Many Attended

Albert Thomas was a 67-year-old farm labourer from Catsclough in Cheshire. His fifty-hour working week ended at noon on Saturdays. Then, if Winsford United were at home, he walked five miles to Barton Stadium. Thomas was blind in one eye and his left leg had been lame since the 1890s, but he also walked to a few away matches. When it came to the twenty-mile trip to Macclesfield, however, he booked a seat on one of the eighty coaches carrying Winsford fans.

On Valentine’s Day 1948 the small Cheshire town of Winsford (population 10,500) went football crazy. The occasion was Winsford United’s second-round Cheshire Senior Cup tie at Macclesfield Town. Some fans started out very early. They carefully cleaned and oiled their bicycles, packed their holdalls and took to the Cheshire lanes for twenty miles, stopping only to eat packed lunches. The coaches left at noon. The day-trippers arrived in Macclesfield in good time. The gates opened at 1.45pm.

The match itself was a thriller. In the first minute of play over 3,000 Winsford fans let out a massive roar, but Winsford’s ‘goal’ was disallowed for offside. Macclesfield Town then dominated and led 2–0 at half-time. During the interval at least two visiting fans let off pigeons to relay the sorry score to people back home. True to the ritual, someone shouted something extra to the flying birds: ‘Tell them we’ve got the wind in the second half.’

Winsford were a different team after the break. They scored twice to equalise. Then, in the seventy-fifth minute, came one of those goal-mouth incidents that, according to legend, littered matches in the 1940s and 1950s. The penalty area was like Woolworth’s on market day, and the ball twanged around as if in a game of bagatelle. One report said it was cleared off the home goal-line six times before the Macclesfield goalkeeper fisted it over the crossbar. But Winsford scored the winning goal a few minutes later. The only consolation for Macclesfield Town fans was that they could now identify the culpable defenders – it was the club’s first season in numbered shirts.

The 9,003 attendance was astonishing for an early-round match for a local trophy, especially as five Football League matches were being played within twenty miles of Winsford and Macclesfield on that same Saturday.



Most fans walked to football matches in the late 1940s. In those heady days of huge crowds it was not unusual for a man to walk for three hours to a major football ground, arrive at midday and find the ground already full. This was particularly the case in the North-East.

Northumberland and Durham coalminers had been hardened by the 1930s depression, the Jarrow Hunger March and the Second World War. Now they were softened by the deeds of footballers like Jackie Milburn (‘so fast he’d catch rabbits on the common’) and Len Shackleton (‘the clown prince of soccer’). In 1947–8 Newcastle United averaged 56,299 for home matches. One Yorkshire colliery found that 33 per cent of their workers missed the week’s sixth shift, the Saturday shift, even though it paid a bonus.

The 1948–9 season saw a Football League aggregate attendance record (41 million for 1,848 matches). Never have so many attended. The largest aggregate for one day’s League programme came on 27 December 1949 – 1,272,185 spectators for forty-four matches (an average of 28,913). The interest was spread through the four divisions. A crowd of 25,000 watched a Division Three (North) match between Doncaster Rovers and New Brighton, and 27,000 saw a 1–1 draw between Millwall and Walsall, two lowly Division Three (South) teams.

The late 1940s became known as ‘football’s post-war boom’ or ‘the golden age’. The boom was partly a consequence of people making up for lost time and enjoying the victorious spirit – young players and young spectators had lost the best years of their career to the war – but there were other contributing factors. The only alternative communal leisure activities were cinemas, dancehalls and church groups. The war had reinforced many men’s loyalty to their home town, but it had also given servicemen more understanding and tolerance of other places in the country (‘Where are you from then, mate?’). The forces and football had similar masculine values, and football satisfied ex-servicemen’s need for family reunion and a collective external focus. Football was an extended-family pursuit. It drew brothers, fathers and sons, uncles and nephews, fathers and daughters, and sometimes husbands and wives. It was a shared community experience. If you went on your own you joined a surrogate family that offered a regular supply of cigarettes and boiled sweets.

The ritual for important FA Cup matches started a fortnight before kick-off. Fans queued from Saturday evening ready for ticket offices to open on Sunday morning. Blue with cold, they wrapped themselves in blankets and made vacuum flasks of tea last through a wintry night. They sometimes played an impromptu game of street football, or else warmed themselves next to a coke brazier borrowed from a nearby factory. In a queue outside the Southampton ground a man was overcome by brazier fumes. On a cold February night in 1948 some Manchester United fans collapsed in the ticket queue.

In Liverpool in April 1947 a queue for semi-final replay tickets began at 7.30pm on Saturday. There were 200 people at midnight, and by 9.30am, when the gates opened, an estimated 50,000 were in mile-long queues. After an hour a group of men at the rear broke ranks and rushed the gates. Thirty people received minor injuries and one man was hospitalised with crushed ribs. Mounted police restored order. The 15,000 tickets were sold in two hours.

On match days people walked or cycled. Some caught local buses, but it was risky if a succession of full buses went past. The cyclists paid a penny to store their bicycles in someone’s back yard. And the very few car owners needed an essential reason for using their petrol ration.



On the terraces fans wore drab clothes – blacks, greys and browns – and waited patiently for the match to start. The long wait – sometimes a couple of hours – was filled with conversation, watching the band and drawing pieces of paper out of a flat cap to select a player for the ‘first goal’ sweep. Tannoy systems were still finding their voice, so gramophone records were rare, and police marshalled the crowd using loud-hailers or walkie-talkies. Child care was still the responsibility of the whole crowd.

‘There was never any trouble,’ fans would say years later. In fact the FA had to deal with only twenty-two cases of crowd trouble in the three peak years after the war. Eleven were missile-throwing incidents, eight actual or threatened violence against players and three pitch invasions or demonstrations.

The only space in the ground was on the field. The only people with room to move were the players. The terraces were often so crammed that spectators couldn’t get cigarettes out of their pockets, and in those days most spectators smoked. Sometimes, during the match, their feet didn’t touch the ground for minutes on end.

The ground was the working man’s theatre and the pitch his stage. Star footballers, like top actors, played to ‘packed houses’ and took their audience through a range of emotions – except that footballers were exposed to the weather and they had to improvise rather than deliver a script. The special effects were just as dramatic. At clubs such as Birmingham City, Aldershot and Hull City a steam engine could create a smokescreen which blocked spectators’ views and sometimes caused a match to be temporarily suspended.

The League’s first-ever 80,000-plus crowd came in January 1948, when Manchester United entertained Arsenal at Manchester City’s Maine Road ground. (United’s Old Trafford had been bombed during the war.) Spectators were critical of the viewing facilities and hundreds left before the end. Club officials argued that the crowd huddled too closely together to protect themselves from the rain. Years later Manchester City’s Eddie McMorran said, ‘We played in front of some Maine Road crowds that made the grass shake.’

Given the large Football League attendances, one might think that the professional clubs became rich. More than a few players later wondered what had happened to all the money. Newcastle United spent £30,000 on ground improvements, £30,000 on houses they could rent to players, and surpluses in the transfer market. Some clubs purchased new training grounds. Most had a large staff of full-time and part-time players. Second Division Chesterfield had five teams and forty professionals, and that led to a substantial wage bill.

Fans put up with poor ground conditions because they didn’t have much better at home. In the Yorkshire town of Barnsley 50 per cent of households lacked their own fixed bath, 10 per cent either shared a water supply or were without piped water and 28 per cent lacked their own toilet. In 1947–8, Barnsley, a mid-table Division Two side with a catchment area of 150,000 people, had an average attendance of 21,050 at home matches. Many men were escaping small, crowded houses with few facilities.

Some people watched matches under threat of losing their jobs. Through the late 1940s industrialists resented the absenteeism caused by afternoon midweek matches as it affected production. The matter was raised several times in the House of Commons and midweek matches were periodically banned. The 1946–7 season lasted until June because many matches were postponed during a bad winter and midweek matches were outlawed. In January 1949 five men at Birmingham’s Lucas Works were sacked for attending local afternoon matches. A few employers allowed staff to clock on at 6am and finish early.

Match day was a physical effort for spectators as well as for players. After the walk or cycle ride to the ground there was no rest on the terraces. Fans shifted feet every few seconds, stretched leg muscles to gain extra height, pushed and shoved to retain their place and banged shoulders with strangers after the final whistle. They arrived home physically exhausted, especially if their team had lost and they had cycled back uphill. Most fans worked harder than the players, the more so if they’d been to work that morning.

The collective will was for peace, but the wartime influence remained. Terraces and dressing-rooms contained men who had killed the enemy, so some maladjustment and ill-temper was always likely. After a friendly in Liège, Belgium, Derby County’s Steve McLachlan attacked Belgian civilians at random, simply because he felt that the Belgian Army had let down his regiment, the 51st Highland Division, during the war. It was said that in some towns 20,000 teas hit the back of the fire after a home defeat, and that wives took their new shoes back to the shop when they heard rumour of a bad result.

The legacy of war affected newspapers too. Paper was in short supply, so there were fewer pages. On the way home from the match, however, it was possible to walk down the road and watch a sea of sports papers coming towards you. On dance floors that night a man might waltz while reading a Pink ’Un or Green ’Un behind his partner’s back. The football reports still contained militaristic prose. Forwards blazed over the crossbar, goalkeepers saved from point-blank range, wingers attacked on the flanks, defenders blocked cannonball shots or howitzers, penalty-takers rifled home spot-kicks, tough-tackling full backs were said to take no prisoners and international players were the team’s big guns. One unimpressive forward ‘didn’t look like being dangerous, even if he’d had a hand grenade up his chest’.



Grassroots football adjusted slowly after the war. It wasn’t until July 1946 that the Trowbridge & District Junior Football League committee read and approved the 1939 AGM minutes. In April 1948 a match between Deverill Sports and Longbridge Deverill was abandoned when a hundred Poles invaded the pitch after a Polish player and an opponent had been sent off.

Around the country there was a shortage of good-quality pitches and a dearth of referees. The Ministry of Defence still occupied many grounds, some pitches had been dug up for use as allotments, the transport system was chaotic and washing facilities might mean one sink between twenty-two players.

When the Herefordshire Football League reformed in November 1945 there were four military clubs among its ten members. By 1948–9 that league had forty-five clubs and the military influence had virtually disappeared. But clothing was still rationed. Widemarsh FC bought a set of shirts for £8 from Mordiford FC. A Widemarsh player’s wife had the job of unstitching the M on the front of each shirt, turning it upside down and sewing it back on as a W.



In the professional ranks Derby County’s Leon Leuty would probably have been England’s regular centre half had it not been for Stoke City’s Neil Franklin. Leuty won no international caps, but he captained England against Young England and was England’s reserve on four occasions. He captained England B and played three times for the Football League. At the end of the 1949–50 season he was told that if he kept training he would be asked to join England’s World Cup party. But he wasn’t selected. That one broke his heart.

In the late 1940s Leuty was always full of fun. In one match, when Derby County led Blackburn Rovers 5–1, he played the game of his life. He was everywhere on the pitch, defending and attacking, up for corner-kicks, playing centre forward, playing centre half.

‘What’s up, Lee?’ a team-mate asked him.

‘I’ve got us in the sweep,’ Leuty replied. ‘Most goals.’

In the same match, while defending a corner-kick, Leuty crept up behind his own goalkeeper, undid the press-stud on the ’keeper’s cap and pulled the cap down over his eyes. Leuty rolled around the floor in laughter.

‘I’ve been dying to do that for two years,’ he told the others.

There were lots of perks for the professional players of the 1940s. They mixed with Variety Show artists and traded free tickets with comedians and boxers. They travelled free on buses and were offered various discounts, but they had to be careful not to abuse the system. There was the story of the First Division club where the players all had free passes to a cinema but the cinema manager became suspicious when a good film attracted 222 players in one week.

Then there were the practical jokes. One time, during an injury crisis, the Derby County players took a couple of lights out of the gymnasium (to make it dark), smeared their best actor with talcum powder (to make him look pale), splattered him with tomato ketchup (to make him look bloody) and laid him on the ground before sending someone to tell the trainer that a player had run into a wall.

On another day a team-mate showed Leon Leuty a picture of two women and pointed out the one he was seeing.

‘This is Marjory,’ he said.

‘Who’s the other one?’ Leuty asked.

‘Her name’s Wendy from Milford way.’

‘I’d like to meet her.’

Leuty’s reputation as a womaniser went before him, but Wendy thought she would meet him once. In fact they saw each other again, courted for two years and married in July 1950.

Football matches and weddings had much in common during football’s golden age. Winsford’s trip to Macclesfield, one-off FA Cup ties, routine League matches and Leon Leuty’s wedding all provided memorable outings.
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The Flying Horse at Wembley

Dr Harold Thompson was an Oxford University don who represented Oxford University on the Football Association (FA) Council. On a train journey back to Oxford in the spring of 1948 Thompson outlined his plans for the next football season.

‘I want to enter a combined Oxford and Cambridge eleven in the FA Amateur Cup competition,’ he said.

The Oxford University soccer players listened attentively. They had just completed their season with a match in Birmingham. The only absentee from the train journey home was Tony Pawson, who had dashed off to catch a boat to Ireland for a fishing holiday. Pawson had left immediately after the match without even taking a bath.

‘That’s if we can get permission!’ Thompson added, coughing for about five seconds as if to emphasise his point. A forty-year-old man, five feet ten inches tall and with curly fair hair, he usually spoke with a cigarette in his mouth and ash heading for his clothes. ‘Won’t be easy. There’ll be a lot of opposition. In order to enter the FA Amateur Cup we shall need our own registered ground.’

Harold Thompson believed in true amateurism. That meant embodying the spirit and adventure of football and rejecting external rewards. The game was there to support the parts of life that really mattered, like fighting for your country, running a business, practising as a doctor or being an Oxford scientist. These values had been established by the English public schools in the nineteenth century, at a time when a healthy body meant a healthy mind, and a healthy mind meant good discipline, self-control, perseverance, courage, manliness and teamwork.

Thompson knew that most Northern League and Isthmian League amateur teams were actually illicitly paying players. Professional players were making snide remarks – ‘There’s so much money left in amateurs’ boots that they have to buy them a size too big’ – so Thompson wanted to present a better amateur model, one that countered ‘this shamateurism nonsense’.

‘We’d need exemption from the qualifying rounds because we have our standing fixtures during the Michaelmas term,’ he continued.

‘What’s the club to be called?’ someone asked.

‘Well,’ said Thompson, after another long cough and much falling of cigarette ash, ‘my wife has thought of a name. She suggests we use the combination of Oxford Centaur and Cambridge Falcon and call the club Pegasus, the winged horse of classical mythology.’

Thompson paused. He sat back and gazed thoughtfully out of the window. His plan was hatched. Amateur football’s last populist adventure had begun.



Ken Shearwood, son of a Derby doctor, was educated at Shrewsbury and played soccer and cricket for the school. As an Ordinary Seaman he served abroad for eighteen months on two destroyers. After being commissioned he took part in the Sicily and Italy landings and was awarded the DSC. His Royal Navy football career was limited to one match in Messina when the 21st Flotilla played the 26th Flotilla.

After the war Shearwood worked for eighteen months as an inshore fisherman at Mevagissey in Cornwall. In October 1946 he played his first match for the village team in the St Austell & District Junior League. The best feature of the sloping pitch near the top of Tregony Hill was a view of the bay. But Shearwood’s football career didn’t really kick off until he went to Oxford University at the age of twenty-six, one of many older undergraduates during the post-war years. Partway through the first season he found himself in the varsity team, replacing a defender who had gone pheasant shooting. His second match was against a strong FA XI captained by Leon Leuty, and his sixth made him an Oxford blue. At the end of that season Harold Thompson launched his plan for Pegasus.



In February 1949 Pegasus played Bromley at home in an FA Amateur Cup quarter-final. Extra stands were incorporated into Oxford University’s Iffley Road ground, and the crowd – just under 12,000 – was a record for a sports event in the city. A hundred coaches brought Bromley supporters, and Pegasus collected their own devotees from an exciting Amateur Cup run that had seen them win four matches.

‘Up the Pegs!’

‘Come on the Pegs!’

Rattles swirled noisily, caps were waved and banners were unfolded.

Harold Thompson, known to most people as ‘Tommy’, had succeeded in getting Pegasus FA Amateur Cup exemption until November’s final qualifying round. He was already a clever football administrator – he eventually became FA chairman – and had sat on two FA sub-committees.

The son of a Yorkshire colliery executive, Thompson was educated at King Edward VII School in Sheffield and Trinity College, Oxford, becoming a football blue in 1928. After a year studying gas reactions in Berlin he settled down as a fellow of St John’s College, Oxford. During the Second World War he analysed enemy aviation fuels for the Ministry of Aircraft Production.

Devoted to association football, he first became treasurer of Oxford University AFC in 1931, and now added the role of Pegasus’s honorary secretary. His wife Penelope – he called her ‘Plop’ – was a warm and loyal Classics scholar from St Hugh’s, but Thompson could be very rude to women, and his bluntness upset many men too.

Thompson watched every match Pegasus and Oxford University played, and he sent the Pegasus players circulars with polite rallying calls:

‘May I therefore draw your attention to some facts about Hayes.’

‘Please therefore get yourself ready, before it is too late.’

‘We have to do everything in our power to win this match.’

In their inaugural season Pegasus attracted lots of interest from BBC television and radio, and London-based newspapers, all of whom were staffed with Oxbridge graduates. As the Football League had banned televised football, Pegasus were better covered on TV than the top professional clubs. The Times’s football correspondent, Geoffrey Green (Shrewsbury and Cambridge), was also a great admirer of Tommy Thompson’s enterprise.

But the first Pegasus Amateur Cup run, in 1949, ended in the quarter-finals. Bromley won 4–3 with a goal in the eighty-fifth minute.



In February 1949 Oxford had three major football clubs, and all three played amateur football. Oxford City played in the Isthmian League, Headington United in the Spartan League and Pegasus played friendly matches and FA Amateur Cup ties. If a footballer wanted to play professionally he had to leave Oxford. When 25-year-old goalkeeper Alf Jefferies moved from amateur Oxford City to professional Brentford in 1947, he was criticised by Oxford traditionalists who thought that professional sport was an oxymoron.

‘Look at it this way,’ Jefferies told one of the traditionalists. ‘You were good with your hands as a bricklayer and now you’re a general foreman. You’ve used your skills to earn your living. My skills as a goalkeeper are in my hands, too, and I’ve been offered the chance to earn a living with my skills. What’s the difference?’

Oxford City had no floodlights at their White House Ground, so the players trained in the dark. The biggest turn-out on training evenings was when there was a full moon and it was safe enough to play with a brown leather ball. But City players had plenty of laughs. Full back Reggie Smith sometimes arrived wearing a hard bowler hat; it was the last thing he’d take off before the match and the first thing he put on after his post-match shower. These true amateurs had an air of nonchalance. There were no trophies for winning the Isthmian League – the league’s Latin motto, Honor sufficit, meant ‘honour suffice’ – but City attracted crowds of over 5,000.

Oxford City considered turning professional in 1948 but the idea was quashed at the annual general meeting as the White House Ground’s lease restricted its use to amateur football. ‘Oxford people are chary of anything new,’ said the Oxford Mail, ‘and it is also true that they have a natural disinclination towards any professional sport except, perhaps, boxing.’



Headington United turned professional in the summer of 1949. They faced a much higher standard of football in the Southern League and journeys to places as far away as Colchester and Llanelli. That summer was a hectic one at United’s Manor Ground. A limited company was formed and £7 shares were issued at a meeting in St Margaret’s School. The first company secretary, Edmund Gibbs, joined the new directors in the Quarry Gate pub afterwards, and his briefcase, containing £1,400, sat on the floor.

Vic Morris worked at Pressed Steel. He was tired at the end of a day’s work, but that didn’t stop him working at the Manor Ground on weekday nights and weekends. Oxford had plenty of skilled people employed in local firms, and many worked for United for free. Bricklayers, carpenters and tilers brought their tools to the Manor Ground, builders loaned concrete-mixers and gangs of labourers queued to take over from other gangs. New dressing-rooms were built, new stands were erected and the terracing was improved with concrete slabs. Vic Morris ricked his back lifting one of these and it gave him gyp for twenty years. That was the price he paid for enjoying his club.

Jimmy Smith was in his mid-twenties when Headington United turned professional. He was a Spartan League star and well worth his place among the newly imported professionals. But Smith decided to stay an amateur. He felt he was getting on a bit and doing well in his career in hospital administration. He also realised that turning professional would prevent him from playing local football. Once you had played professionally the true amateurs considered you socially stained.



Coached by an ex-Tottenham Hotspur player called Vic Buckingham, Pegasus developed an attractive push-and-run style of football where they worked hard for one another, kept it simple and passed the ball quickly. ‘I can reach their feet through their minds,’ said Buckingham, a debonair man with lots of charm and an eye for the women. He wore flash coats and riding boots and was a good talker, a real contrast with Harold Thompson.

After an ordinary 1949–50 season Pegasus started their 1950–1 FA Amateur Cup run with a fortunate 4–3 win against Gosport Borough Athletic. The next tie was at Slough Town, and Tommy Thompson was worried. He sent out a circular to twenty-four players warning them to stay fit and not to underestimate the opposition:

‘It may prove our crucial match. They are (according to their secretary) pretty self-confident. They have this season knocked out of the FA Cup Oxford City, Banbury Spencer and Headington United (Southern League at present 6th).’

Pegasus beat Slough Town 3–1, and could claim to be the best team in Oxford. Some Eton College boys made the short trip to Slough, and at the match they sang the ‘Eton Boating Song’. Later that evening three merry Pegasus players telephoned Thompson from a public call-box.

‘Swing, swing together,’ they sang down the phone and waited for a response.

‘Weeeell,’ Thompson said, completely ignoring the singing. ‘I’ve been giving the game a lot of thought and I don’t think we’re going to get much further unless we do something about our defence . . .’

The conversation continued in that manner. Thompson was focused on his plan while the three players enjoyed their singsong.



The score was 1–1 with two minutes to play in the 1951 Amateur Cup semi-final at Highbury. Pegasus centre half Ken Shearwood, one of three Pegasus players now around thirty, went to tackle Avis as the Hendon player dribbled the ball across the cloying mud into the Pegasus penalty area. Avis flicked the ball to one side and then splattered into the mud as Shearwood fouled him.

‘Sorry, that’s a penalty,’ said referee Arthur Ellis as he passed Shearwood. ‘I’ve no alternative.’

The Arsenal stadium contained 26,500 intrigued spectators. Pegasus goalkeeper Dr Ben Brown, a research chemist and son of a miner, prepared to face a penalty taken by Dexter Adams, the Hendon centre half and captain. Adams took his time. He cleaned the ball with his hands and placed it carefully on the penalty spot. He wiped his right boot against his sock. He walked back, turned and started his run towards goal. He hit the ball perfectly and sent it powerfully towards the target. But Brown stretched to his left and fisted the ball over the crossbar for a corner-kick.

The result was 1–1. At the final whistle Ben Brown and Dexter Adams shook hands. They had shared the final drama. In such half-seconds are hypotheses tested, stories written, memories preserved, fantasies re-evaluated, financial budgets rejigged, conclusions drawn and bets won. One of football’s prime assets is its uncertainty of outcome. As Geoffrey Green of The Times wrote in his Hendon–Pegasus report, ‘Nowadays we have so few mysteries left to us that we cannot afford to part with them easily.’



On the way to the replay the Pegasus players drove through the streets of London listening to John Snagge’s radio commentary on the 1951 Oxford–Cambridge boat race. Suddenly Pegasus reverted to their natural camps – the team that day consisted of eight Oxford players and three from Cambridge – and the Cambridge men laughed uproariously when the Oxford boat sank.

The idea of two fierce rivals, Oxford and Cambridge, joining forces to form one club was amazing. What held them together was the shared amateur ethic and a strong desire to promote association football above rugby union. But there was one contentious issue – the constitution’s ‘one-year rule’. The Pegasus team could be selected from current students or the previous year’s graduates. But Cambridge expected their recent graduates to play for Corinthian-Casuals, a rival to Pegasus. Tommy Thompson held meetings to resolve the tension.



A few weeks after Pegasus had won the Hendon replay, the ‘Eton Boating Song’ was heard at Wembley as 100,000 people watched Pegasus beat Bishop Auckland 2–1 in the FA Amateur Cup Final. It was a moral victory for the FA’s long-running campaign against shamateurism and proof that amateur football had something to offer to all social classes. Many of the 20,000 who set off from Oxford to watch the match were members of the city’s working class, and there were far more women and children at Wembley than for a professional match. These working-class people borrowed mortar-boards and gowns and posed as students for the day. One Pegasus fanatic wore an Oxford gargoyle mask, and working men made up their own lyrics for Eton’s school song: ‘When the game is over/Whether we win or lose/We’ll go back to Oxford/And finish up on the booze.’

‘They rekindled a torch,’ the Oxford Mail said about Pegasus, ‘the light of which will illumine and guide the steps of young players in the public schools and universities, where, in recent years, association football has been at second best to the rugby code.’

Two years later, in front of another 100,000 crowd, Pegasus won the FA Amateur Cup trophy again. They did not succeed in putting university football on the map, but certain schools adopted the association game at rugby’s expense.



In the early 1950s there were all kinds of amateur footballers in England: amateurs who were not good enough to earn any money from football; the Jefferies-type who were ambitious to be professionals; shamateurs who took the £5 or £10 per match on offer (only a few of whom were ever punished by the FA); amateurs such as Jimmy Smith, who occasionally claimed expenses when he took the professional players in his car; amateurs who had been professionals and had obtained special permission to play (but were allowed only in certain leagues); and Ken Shearwood-type amateurs who could have earned some money but were totally committed to amateurism.

Pegasus fell away after 1955 and the club collapsed in 1963. Their short spell in the sun was a last hurrah before shamateurism became the norm for the higher echelons of the amateur game. In the early 1950s spectators were thrilled by Pegasus’s intelligent pass-and-move style of play, the amateur ethic, the publicity in the quality newspapers, the high standard of the Cup matches and the atmosphere at matches. As Ken Shearwood said many years later, ‘You don’t fill Wembley with 100,000 people unless you have something to offer.’
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‘Run It Off, Son’

In his early twenties centre forward Derek Dooley had a fine physique. He stood six foot three inches tall and weighed nearly fourteen stone. He had curly ginger hair and his pale skin reddened with exertion. On the football field he was fearless to the point of recklessness. In the 1951–2 season Dooley used his Nordic bulk and size-twelve boots to score forty-six goals in thirty League matches. His club, Sheffield Wednesday, won promotion to Division One.

Wednesday fans thought Derek Dooley was a hero, a Centurion tank of a player who compensated for lack of ball control with wholehearted enthusiasm and a belief in his own indestructibility. Some opponents felt that Dooley was crude, awkward and physically dangerous. They said he charged at defenders like a runaway bullock and injured goalkeepers. The red-haired dreadnought gave his all for Sheffield Wednesday, and some opponents gave it back to him.

Derek Dooley was born in Pitsmoor, Sheffield, in December 1929. His father was a steel worker who was unemployed for periods in the 1930s. Young Derek played in back yards and on local recreation grounds, and grew up in a world where the physical ruled. If you could fight you took charge at school. If you could take knocks your football career progressed. Dooley left school at fourteen and trained as a deaf-aid mechanic. He joined Sheffield YMCA solely to enjoy their football facilities. Then one day he was asked to play for Lincoln City Reserves at Denaby United in the Midland League. It was his first trip out of Sheffield except for holidays at Blackpool.

Dooley joined Sheffield Wednesday at seventeen. He spent a few years playing Midland League football (with the A team) and in the Central League (with the Reserves). The Midland League was a tough proving ground. Visits to local mining communities strengthened a man’s resolve. The players told one another that it was a physical game and you had to look after yourself.

Dooley’s professional career finally took off in October 1951, when he was nearly twenty-two. He scored four goals in a match for Wednesday Reserves one week and two for the first team the next. After Wednesday’s promotion he adapted slowly to Division One. At twenty-three Dooley had a great future in the game, until a visit to Preston North End on Valentine’s Day 1953.



In those days a football-club trainer’s job was to supervise training, keep discipline, work on football boots with a cobbler’s skill, look after equipment, treat injuries, be a confidant to the players and light their cigarettes at half-time. When Leyton Orient’s Ledger Ritson suffered a compound fracture of his right leg in a match against Northampton Town in 1948, the trainer lit a fag at the side of the stretcher. ‘Ritson waved cheerfully to the large crowd as he left the pitch puffing a cigarette,’ wrote a local reporter.

Trainers were real characters. Harry Cooke at Everton kept mementoes of players’ operations – bits of cartilage and chunks of bone – in jam jars around the treatment room. In the fifties trainers dealt with on-the-field casualties and physiotherapists oversaw players during the week. Trainers used a ‘magic sponge’ dipped in cold water for most knocks and ammonia capsules for head injuries. Physiotherapists treated bruises and sprains by alternating hot and cold water. Pulled muscles were soothed with towels soaked in hot water. Cuts, dabbed with iodine, smarted for hours. Blistered feet were soaked in potassium-permanganate baths. At Liverpool Bob Paisley studied the kinetics of racing pigeons and racehorses and extrapolated his findings to footballers’ bodies. He tried out new equipment on dogs whose owners had innocently passed the Anfield stadium on their morning walk. It was evidence for the anti-football lobby, who said that footballers were little more than circus animals trained to perform lovable antics for large crowds.

Just when the boots were comfortable it was time for a new pair. A common problem when breaking in unyielding new boots was the blackened toenail, which required some drilling to release the blood pooled beneath. Players suspected that treatment methods were deliberately sadistic in order to make them wary about declaring themselves injured. At some clubs managers shunned the injured or labelled them ‘injury prone’ to provoke them into action. ‘Run it off, son,’ they told players. ‘Run it off.’

Trainers had often been notoriously hard players themselves, and this could show in a dismissive attitude to injuries.

‘It’s me back,’ the player said, walking into the treatment room. ‘I’ve had it a long time.’

‘Yeah, sure,’ the trainer replied. ‘I’ve had mine a long time too.’

Players with niggling injuries sometimes found an osteopath or a faith healer outside the club. There were also tales of surgeons taking out the wrong cartilage and players continuing to play until the second or third X-ray showed a fracture. When one player went into a nursing home for a groin operation he decided to shave his own pubic hair because he certainly wasn’t going to let a nun do it.



At half-time, on Derek Dooley’s fateful February day in 1953, the score was 0–0. In the dressing-room Sheffield Wednesday trainer-coach Alan Brown suggested playing through-balls more quickly, before the defenders moved up to catch Dooley offside.

In the fifty-ninth minute Wednesday inside forward Albert Quixall passed the ball through the middle of the pitch. Dooley galloped forward willingly. Preston goalkeeper George Thompson hesitated and then came out. Thompson reached the ball first and the two players collided. Dooley’s right shin caught Thompson’s flexed kneecap. The goalkeeper thought his knee was broken.

Seriously injured footballers react in various ways. Some scream. Some grip at the turf and grimace through the pain. Some clench their teeth or search for something to hold or bite on. Some, perhaps in shock, calmly summarise the story quietly and grimly when medical help arrives (‘I think my leg’s gone’). Some think only of the future (‘Am I finished?’). All injured players want to put the clock back a few minutes.

Other players stand around. They may even talk to one another. They are glad it is not them who is lying injured. One or two may feel guilty, thinking that it was their pass or their challenge that caused the incident. Nearby spectators may faint at the sight of blood or a shattered bone.

Derek Dooley lifted his torso into a sitting position and waved urgently towards the trainers’ bench. He knew immediately that his right leg was broken. He had fractured the fibula and tibia just above the right ankle.

Referee Arthur Ellis felt that Dooley had fouled the goalkeeper. He stopped the game, called for the trainer and allowed as much time as possible for Dooley to be made comfortable. The fractured limb was strapped to the player’s other leg. Dooley was taken from the field on a stretcher and then to Preston Royal Infirmary. 



Two days later, on the Monday, Derek Dooley cheerfully received visitors, but he would not have liked the Lancashire Evening Post’s account of Saturday’s game. The reporter was critical of Sheffield Wednesday’s defence (‘vigour, heavy charges and the playing of the man felled ball-players of the calibre of Finney, Baxter and Wayman like corn at harvest time’) and then he rounded on Dooley himself: ‘This lumbering giant, of ponderous motion, and a stride almost half as long as a guardsman’s pace-stick, has until next season to ruminate on the wisdom of refusing to give back before an advancing goalkeeper who has gained possession. Dooley could have avoided the hurt. There was little point in continuing his bull-like charge down the middle after Thompson had safely collected the ball and was preparing to clear. He had not even a half chance of scoring.’



Later that same Monday Dooley asked an Irish nurse to sign his plaster-cast. When she accidentally caught his toes she noticed that he showed no reaction and the toes were cold and blue. Was the cast too tight? A doctor was called and he found that the leg was seriously infected with gas gangrene.

The next day Derek Dooley was gravely ill. Anti-gangrene serum was used and Sheffield Wednesday sent a surgeon to Preston for a second opinion. Dooley’s twenty-year-old wife, Sylvia, started a twenty-four-hour bedside vigil, and doctors whispered near to the player’s bed. One told Dooley that the only way to save his life was to amputate the leg midway up his thigh.

‘Well, if it’s going to save me, do it now,’ Dooley replied.

He went down to the operating theatre, doing his best to smile.

Sylvia Dooley didn’t sleep for the rest of the week. By Thursday Dooley was out of danger. On Saturday he was able to follow Preston Reserves v Sheffield Wednesday Reserves on the hospital’s new radio system.

‘I would like to stay in football,’ Dooley told a reporter. ‘They can stick me up as a corner flag if they like.’

There was no denying his courage.



Injuries are a footballer’s biggest frustration. Injuries are a nightmare beyond personal control. You can recover from bad form, you can solve a loss of confidence, but there is nothing you can do about injury. Disability brings anxiety, guilt, anger, uncertainty, embarrassment and sometimes depression. All you can do is accept a place on the sidelines, learn patience and develop your strength of character. But there is nothing like playing. If the team is doing well you want to be part of it. If the team is doing badly you think you could make the difference. But you can do nothing. You are injured.

Blackpool’s Allan Brown had no chance of playing against Bolton Wanderers in the 1953 FA Cup Final – his leg had been broken while scoring his side’s semi-final winner – but Bolton’s Eric Bell was in a more invidious position: a niggling injury had kept him out of the team.

According to historians Martin Johnes and Gavin Mellor, the story of the 1953 ‘Matthews Final’ was beautifully constructed for and by the press. It was a tale of celebration and optimism, change and tradition. The new Queen was at Wembley to see the 38-year-old Maestro, Stanley Matthews, win his FA Cup-winners’ medal after twice being a runner-up. The definitive moment came in the last minute of the match. With the score balanced at 3–3, Matthews beat one Bolton man on the inside, one on the outside, and cut the ball back for Bill Perry to score Blackpool’s winning goal. The Wembley press box erupted. Pens, pencils, notebooks, writing papers and typewriters went everywhere.

Television coverage of the Final focused on the civic importance of the event, the presence of the Queen, the Matthews legend and how the event could appeal to a general audience and not just the fans of the two teams. The FA Cup Final had been televised since 1937, but now the number of television sets in England had reached a tipping point (20 per cent of British households). As the man in a newspaper cartoon said, after knocking on the neighbours’ door, ‘Can I watch the Final on your set, only I can’t get near mine for all the neighbours and visitors?’

The 1953 FA Cup Final is conventionally known as ‘The Matthews Final’, but it could easily be called ‘The Masseurs’ Final’. It was really decided by injuries. Bolton Wanderers had only eight fit men when they were overrun in the last fifteen minutes. Eric Bell had returned to the team at left half but his injury recurred when he made a routine header after only seventeen minutes. Bell’s thigh was strapped up, and he limped along on the left wing for the rest of the match. In the days before substitutes managers instructed injured players to stay on the pitch as ‘nuisance value’. One of Bell’s rare touches in the 1953 Final was the header that put Bolton 3–1 up early in the second half.

Soon afterwards Bolton left back Ralph Banks began to limp – he was off the pitch for three minutes at one stage – and Bolton centre forward Nat Lofthouse had to receive treatment three times. The fit Bolton men were working extra hard to compensate for the injured players, but Blackpool pulled the score back to 3–3. Two more Bolton players went down injured. Trainer Bert Sproston came on yet again.

‘If they don’t pay Bert Sproston double wages this week, he’s certainly earned them,’ said BBC television commentator Kenneth Wolstenholme.

In the last ten minutes Ralph Banks was seriously incapacitated by cramp and he was supposed to be marking Stanley Matthews, who had done very little up to that point. The absence of Bell had already created a gap in front of Banks. Then came the Matthews moment and Bill Perry’s winning goal. ‘The Masseurs’ Final’ was lost by injuries.



One day, playing at Anfield, Leon Leuty injured his ankle in front of a full house. The trainer ran on to the field and took off Leuty’s boot.

‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ a team-mate of Leuty’s told the trainer. ‘The ankle will swell up and you might not get the boot back on.’

Leuty gave a long sample of his infectious giggle. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘It’s my other ankle that’s injured.’

Here was the drawback. Some trainers had only minimal medical knowledge. They were usually appointed because they had been loyal servants as players. When Sunderland’s Tommy Wright broke a leg he shouted, ‘Don’t let our trainer on,’ but an opponent said, ‘Ours is worse than yours.’ One trainer ran on to the pitch with a sponge of cold water, but when he squeezed the sponge he found that he had forgotten to dip it in the bucket. Other times, on wintry days at Barrow or Buxton, the water would develop a layer of ice.

During the 1949–50 season Leuty kept his place in the Derby County team even though he was injured. Strained stomach muscles, they told him. One night before a match he couldn’t sleep for pain so he left his hotel room for a midnight game of squash, just to keep moving. The next day he couldn’t raise a gallop. He had a hernia operation in November 1949 and was out of the team for thirteen weeks.

After a £25,000 transfer Leuty played 185 League games in five seasons for Notts County, where he had once played as an amateur under Frank Womack. His last season, 1954–5, was the best. Notts County chased promotion to the First Division and they reached the FA Cup sixth round. ‘Show me a better way to earn £15 a week,’ Leuty told his team-mates. ‘We’re doing something that is enjoyable.’

Training was getting more interesting too. After Hungary’s two convincing victories over England – 6–3 in November 1953 and 7–1 in May 1954 – it was clear that successful teamwork emanated from practising with the ball in small-sides games. Leuty’s sixteen hours of training a week now included five-a-side games (defenders v forwards or England v Scotland). But Leon Leuty was taken ill during the 1955 close season. He recovered enough to join pre-season training, and he played in the first two games. But he was so weak that he had difficulty lifting his feet. He shuffled along like an old man. His hairline had receded into an M shape and the bones were showing in his face, but he kept going into work. One day the County trainer accused him of not trying. Leuty went home and cried.

At the start of September 1955 Leuty saw a specialist and was told to take a short holiday. He was treated at home by his wife. Then he went into hospital for observation. When Notts County won 2–0 at Nottingham Forest, Leuty sent his team-mates a telegram: ‘the win on saturday was better than all the medicine in the world.’

He was discharged after a month. He watched one Notts County match and visited the local racetrack. Then he travelled to Derby to watch a benefit match. He was far too ill to play.

‘Have you seen Leon?’ one player asked another. ‘He looks like a ghost. It looks as if we’ll be playing a game for his widow soon.’

Leuty went into hospital in the middle of December and had a blood transfusion. He told Notts County manager George Poyser that he was much improved. Poyser was relieved and asked him to do some scouting. But there was no time.

Leon Leuty died on Monday 19 December 1955. When the post-mortem was conducted the cause of death was found to be lymph sarcoma. At his funeral five Notts County players and manager Poyser acted as pall-bearers. You could have picked a great forward-line from the congregation: Stan Matthews and Sammy Crooks on the wings; Raich Carter and Peter Doherty inside; and either Jack Stamps or Tommy Lawton at centre forward. Leuty had played with them all. He left two young sons and his wife Wendy. The Notts County trainer apologised to Leuty’s family. He had no idea that the player was so ill.



Football players have to accept the likelihood of injury as part of their job or hobby. You have to be brave to play. The sport has a natural affinity with hard physical labour in the coalmines, the armed forces and shipbuilding, where workers take risks and need the support of colleagues. In the post-war period football, injury and society were linked through the components of danger, youthfulness and masculinity. The professional game dealt with injuries in an amateurish, unsympathetic way.

Whether an injured player decides to play in the next match or not, there are consequences. When a professional player says, ‘I’m not fit,’ a sequence of events is set in train, power relationships within the club dictate decisions and attitudes towards the player change. If you decide to play, you are considered fit. Once you cross the white touchline you are perceived by supporters and the manager as ready to play (even if it is not your decision). Players who play when injured may harm their injuries, their psyches and their reputations, but there are times when it has to happen. Eric Bell played in an FA Cup Final and only he knew whether or not he was fit. Leon Leuty was sluggish in training but he was slowly dying. Derek Dooley had no decision to make. He would never play again. During his nine weeks in Preston Royal Infirmary he was visited by a group of Sheffield Wednesday players. He enjoyed the banter. But when they left he felt the emptiness of the room and confronted the loss of his career.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPF/embim11.png
“Table 10: Supporters’ views of the most scrious
problems facing the professional game in 2000 (%)

e prics @
ko imesnd daes 68

i pomceoibig b b

oo i bt K

B ehaiosof sl »

e vy v 3

eyt -

Rt Pl >

]

e aropes ol B

Problemsbrinin ki B

o ol s TV “

(o P Lo N oSy, 200 S Noman Cheser Ce .
ool Reserch, Univesiy of Liener)





OPF/embim7.png
of e

Msche 100% 652)

W ing 100% (26)

- o
F |
b [
P —
-
o)

P i N

iy

P T —

ke






OPF/embim1.png
Table 1: Aggregate Leaguc attendances 19467 to 20067

7 sstauios es s
s e e aniste
i pren i e
Bt mseis vers Smterass
it pestiied iy o
et jened wisre s
ey e e o
s Sz i e
el jrise e vt
e isaie st ey
s e e i
ey sy e e}
sk swan e e
i frinel ey e
s et B A
oy i e s
st oy e e
ey e o] o)
st ity e ey
el i i
sl et ety i
s sk e e
st e = Eniaity
ey i pred s
s frone ey e
it st s Sisiie
s sagtrars e i
sy ool sy i
st i =5 ey
ey swashose

(S Sty Spose ol Yrbo, 2007-8)





OPF/embim5.png
Table 4: League championship dominance:
Some European comparisons, 1940-99 (%)

prarieiipoeri o esl R s R
ey oo e gl o et
wme? A WMo e e
e v o e
previarial v A v P
oot v e b iy v

[ T ——

o i o Sepher D s ol oo, i i of ol
Cambridge Univerey e, 008)





OPF/embim10.png
‘Table 9: The most and lcast enjoyable
things about belng s local referce In 1995 (%)

Mos Eajoabe Less Eajoable
r— b pletins 615
P somebin bk ey W
oy Vs s
froer Tl dabe I
o i o]

el P~





OPF/embim2.png
Table 2: Size of County Football Associations
194867 (no.of registered clubs)
P ey






OPF/embim6.png
= Prvions Convcions Occapation

s & N  Schoslapprnic

iR & Cnllebibou

frov i $ S

joued T T o saa

el 5 e 3 Slomaniduial

el 5 he 5 Peiviesdmagered

e B S 0 Nkmersepiond

prey L Homhen 5

e 5 ombhen u T
oy

Tl P -

PH ¥

N





OPF/embim4.png
“Table 3: Average carnings of first-team players, 195564 (£)

SO
PR
= i
EO2 B OB oz
2 Z £ % E
R
0B o= o E
E E E E 2
T
r——

(Sousc: Nortan Chesr,Repore of e Cominee of oo, HMSO, 1968)





OPF/embim9.png
“Table 8: Arrests at League football matches,
all Divisions, 1986-7 t0 19989

iy s
i o
ety peeid
s perd
ooy Sant
oo ase
freees et
freess e
et i

(Soute: Nesons e eligenc Srvics)





OPF/football.jpg
FOOTBALL
NATION

SIXTY YEARS OF THE BEAUTIFUL GAME

Fascrating and enterauming .. As accounts of one 3port’s proral
role in sockety g0, this would be hard 0 beat' IR IH TIMES

—~ANDREW WARD AND JOHN WILLIAMS





OPF/embim12.png
‘Table 11: Square centimetres of fame:
Betish newspsper coverage of celbrities In 2002 (sq. cm.)

o Dmidlokhan  20nem
3 e Wil v
Vi Bk ose
e oy suas
pavmcy e
bl joon P
2K Rt S
Uty pas
5 Cabra e rons
Ay e

(ont ey o B5Cs progrne b, et e G, 4 by )





OPF/embim3.png





OPF/embim8.png
Lov-aust





