



[image: Cover Image]









TOM FINNEY AUTOBIOGRAPHY


Tom Finney


[image: image]







Copyright © 2003 Tom Finney


The right of Tom Finney to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2014


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 2578 8


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


338 Euston Road


London


NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About the Book
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CHAPTER ONE
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The price of loyalty


‘Loyalty – the millionaire footballers of the twenty-first century don’t know the meaning of the word. They only know – or care – about stockpiling mountains of money, image rights and commercial deals, and agents who scour the world to set up their next big payday. Their greed borders on the obscene.’ That is a commonly held view among the football stars of my generation but it is not my view. Even though today’s players can earn in a couple of hours what I earned annually, I do not hold it against them.


At my peak, in a structure governed by the maximum wage, my income from a playing year with Preston North End struggled to reach £1,200. When I first signed as a professional it was for shillings – ten bob a match to be precise. That’s 50p. So when you read of players now being paid up to £100,000 a week for doing the same job, you might think I would be envious but you would be wrong. I would never criticise players for the amounts they are paid. It is not their fault and I say good luck to them, go out there and grasp the opportunity.


The whole deal was so wrong in the forties and fifties. Then, when Jimmy Hill and co. eventually managed to bring about major changes, they were labelled as money-grabbing mercenaries, but I have yet to meet any working man who would turn up his nose at a huge salary. Who would look their boss squarely in the eyes and say, ‘Well, thanks for the offer, but I will have to decline because I really don’t think I’m worth it’?


It is easy to huff and puff and shake your head in judgement and condemnation, and I must concede that six-figure weekly wages and £50 million transfer fees do take a bit of understanding, but footballers’ pay has proved a contentious subject since the dawn of professionalism. I was unfortunate in that the maximum wage was abolished the year after I finished. I say unfortunate because I would have loved to earn more, but I also believe that football treated Tom Finney well. I was never ungrateful, but there were times when I did feel the system was mightily unfair on players, and good players in particular. You were basically denied your right to earn your worth because a limit existed, and I found that fundamentally wrong. Every worker, from footballer to office clerk, farm labourer to accountant, entertainer to shop assistant, should be paid according to their ability – paid their worth in other words. A uniform wage scale might have made life easier for the administrators back in the prehistoric days of the 1950s, but it did not excuse the basic injustice towards the players.


I think the powerful men on the football committees were frightened by the prospect of opening up the system, fearful that only those clubs with the best resources, the wealthy minority, would be able to attract the top stars. They were, of course, quite right to be concerned. The vast majority of players would most certainly have moved to the clubs paying the biggest wages. Those in authority back then stifled football’s progress in my opinion. They didn’t want to threaten the status quo by allowing the game to develop and produce a rich versus poor scenario.


I was a supporter of a Premier League long before the Premiership came into being. I always believed that a strong top end would raise the standards within our game and improve our chances on the world stage. In fact, I put my name to several articles in both regional and national newspapers, so my ideas and beliefs were well aired. I was considered media friendly and I was outspoken, particularly on matters of finance, publicly questioning the system and the people who made the rules. I called not only for the abolition of the maximum wage, but for international fees to be doubled.


My personal views were well known and I still stand by them. I wasn’t looking for profile or notoriety. I just wanted football to show an even hand and I campaigned hard during my playing days to instigate change.


I had many a private conversation with my colleagues and recall one long debate with the England manager Walter Winterbottom. Walter was open enough to see both sides and accepted my points, but he still argued that a maximum wage system was in the best interests of the game at large. Let’s just say that Walter and I agreed to differ on that one.


In a typical season at the latter end of my career, I was earning the full £20 a week (£3 less in the summer months), small bonuses for winning and drawing and £50 every time I played for England. Additionally, I qualified for a benefit of £500 every five years and also had the extra income generated through my commercial dealings. All things considered, I suppose I was among the lucky ones – a big earner! But while I had a lot of sympathy for those less fortunate, I also felt I was robbed of the chance to do much better financially than I did.


The England fee was always a handy top-up even though it counted as yet another example of how the players were exploited. We knew full well that a top international fixture at Wembley – most of them played to capacity 100,000 crowds – generated gate receipts in excess of £50,000. The 11 England players would share £550, and the rest, all £49,450, went somewhere else.


So where exactly did the money go, not just at international level but at club level, too? Now there lies a question. Perhaps it would not pay – no pun intended – to delve too deeply. Suffice it to say that the big money did not go into the pockets of those responsible for attracting the crowds in the first place.


Anyway, I can hear you ask, isn’t football a dream job, the sort people would willingly do for nothing? Well, never would I suggest that football was anything other than a most agreeable way of earning a living, but as a former employer, I must say that I have yet to meet anyone prepared to labour for love alone. Football was never designed as a job for life – someone once calculated that the average career lasted little more than eight years – so if ever there was a case for an unrestricted pay scale, football presented it.


The vast majority of players in the years from the war to the abolition of the maximum wage were far from wealthy. We even had a pool – everyone paid in about a shilling a week – to help support those who got themselves suspended. In those days, suspended players had their pay docked by the clubs.


Money has always been important to me and I make no apologies for that. Be it football or business, I have always sought a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work and see nothing wrong in that either. It has also been said that I am careful with my money, not spending a quid when ten bob would cover it. Again, quite true. Even when my plumbing business was at its peak, I would spend many a Saturday lunchtime after the lads had knocked off and gone home, searching the yard for bits of copper piping they had discarded and stacking them away for future jobs. To the charge of being careful I plead guilty, but I could never stand accused of greed.


I was a one-club man, and by no means unique in that. There were many others – Billy Wright at Wolverhampton Wanderers and Nat Lofthouse at Bolton Wanderers to name but two high-profile England internationals of my era. We were forever being praised for our loyalty, but it wasn’t necessarily loyalty by choice. I cannot speak for the others, but I will say this. Had my career started in 2000 and not in 1940, I very much doubt that I would have spent it all at Preston. For one thing, I don’t think the system would have allowed it. The financial pressure to move, probably abroad, would have taken charge.


The maximum wage took away a financial incentive to move, and contracts made moving very difficult. Preston was a big club then and I was very happy there, married with a young family and settled in the town with a successful plumbing business. So if Arsenal, probably the top club of the time, had made a bid for me (if they ever did, no one mentioned it!) what would have been my reasons for giving it consideration? Prestige? Possibly. Money? Certainly not. The Arsenal top earners were only on the same as me and with the cost of living in London being substantially higher than in Lancashire, I could actually have ended up worse off.


Now had Arsenal or Newcastle United or any of the other leading clubs been able to come in with an offer to double my wages, I would probably have signed even though I always considered Preston North End to be the greatest club in the world. What is so terribly wrong with a free market place?


I am also a lifelong advocate of star pay for star play. David Beckham, as the star turn with Manchester United, demands a substantially bigger salary than others within the same team. People would expect that and quite right, too. But it didn’t apply to us; we got the same as everyone else. There were those who said it helped team spirit and morale and that is as maybe, but it certainly didn’t do anything to boost the morale of the star turns.


So in English football of the post-war period, you tended to stay put. However, in May of 1952, I did come very close to being one of the first English footballers to snap up a big-bucks offer from overseas until North End put the mockers on it.


I was 30 and probably at my peak, playing to the top of my form both for North End and for England, when I received what can only be described as an offer of a lifetime. The approach was made by an Italian prince, owner of the Palermo club in Sicily.


Prince Roberto Lanza di Trabia, Palermo’s millionaire president, was prepared to pay me £130 a month in wages (plus win bonuses of up to £100), provide me with a Mediterranean villa and a brand new Italian sportscar, and pay for the family to fly over as often as they wished. Oh, and there was the little matter of a £10,000 signing-on fee!


The Prince was desperate to turn Palermo into Italy’s top club and, by all accounts, he had drawn up a shopping list of potential signings. I was the top target and he was ready to give me the earth. All I had to do was say yes to a two-year deal. At the end of the contract I would be free to return to England. He knew there would be an outcry at Preston and he told me privately that he was perfectly willing to compensate North End for my absence or pay them a straight transfer fee of around £30,000 if they preferred.


So, how did it all come about and what prevented it from going through? Well, it happened while I was on tour with England in Florence. It was spring and I was winning my 37th cap. The game ended all square at 1–1, mainly because of an inspired display by the Italian goalkeeper Moro of Sampdoria. Some of his saves were top drawer and I was among the England forwards to applaud him.


It was the first game of our summer tour and 93,000 came to watch. My room-mate, Ivor Broadis, that gifted inside-forward then playing for Manchester City who also gave sterling service to Carlisle, Newcastle and Sunderland, was the only visitor to find the net. On another day against another keeper, we would have won quite comfortably.


Moro was beaten after four minutes but he wasn’t prepared to do any more fishing out of his net, thwarting us time and time again in a one-sided first half. The Italians, jeered at the break, improved significantly and deservedly equalised through the goal-poaching instincts of Napoli forward Amadei.


After the match, we went along as guests to an official banquet laid on by the Italian Football Association. I was deep in conversation with Nat Lofthouse, who had been kicked from pillar to post by the over-physical Italian defenders, when Billy Wright, our skipper, interrupted to say that a fan was asking to see me. It was Prince Roberto. He was a man in his early forties, a polite and articulate individual with a good grasp of the English language, who obviously cared passionately about his football.


Ivor was there, too, and we chatted with the Prince for a while. He told us he had come over from Sicily for the game and was very keen to speak with me, so Ivor suggested we went back to the room for a little more privacy. It was there that he dropped the bombshell.


‘I want to take Palermo to the very top and I would like you to sign. I would be prepared to give you . . .’ and he ran through the details of the offer, the money, the villa, the plans.


I looked across at Ivor and he looked even more astounded than I must have done. We were speechless and both wondered if it was some sort of joke, the sort of setup you get used to as part of a football team. We laughed, mainly because we didn’t really know what else to do. In jest, I said I would think about it providing the money was right. It was at that point I realised the Prince was deadly serious because he jumped in with, ‘I’ll give you £7,000 to sign.’


‘How much?’ I exclaimed, which he must have taken as ‘do me a favour, I’m worth a lot more than that’ because he immediately upped it to £10,000.


‘Wait a minute,’ I said, swallowing hard and trying to take it all in. ‘I’m afraid it doesn’t quite work like that. In England, we’re under contract and you would have to put it through my club, make it official.’


The Prince frowned. He was obviously not used to such procedures. He was accustomed to going out and getting what he wanted or, in my case, buying what he wanted. He was not the only one befuddled by it all. As an English footballer in the early 1950s, it wasn’t every day that a Continental club made you a prime target. Offers like this were not two a penny.


But my feelings during our conversation were clear – I wanted to say ‘yes’ and grab the opportunity there and then.


‘We have two more games to play, in Austria and Switzerland,’ I said, ‘but when we arrive back home, I’ll go straight to Preston and tell them about you and do my best to pave the way.’


The Prince got up, shook my hand and went to rejoin the official gathering, confident that I was more than interested in his proposition. Ivor sat in a corner, as white as a sheet, and several minutes went by before we picked up the thread. Eventually, he broke the silence.


‘Hell fire, Tom. Did you hear that – the fellow wants to give you £10,000 just for going over there, never mind the wages. You’ll never get an opportunity like this again – you have got to take it.’


We ended up talking for the rest of the night and even when we tried to get some rest I just couldn’t get the offer out of my mind. I agreed with Ivor, only a fool would pass this over – but would Preston allow it to happen? I had a contract with them and contracts were binding so I would have to discuss the matter with the club directors, after I had first gone through it with my wife, Elsie. I knew Elsie’s answer would be to go along with whatever I felt to be right.


Ivor agreed not to mention it to the rest of the squad and I tried hard to forget about the Prince and Palermo for the remainder of the tour, but it wasn’t easy.


Elsie realised that I had something to tell her the moment I got back home and her reaction was exactly as anticipated.


‘It sounds wonderful,’ she said. ‘I’ll leave the decision to you, Tom, but what about all the upheaval, schooling for the children and how will Preston react?’


There was only one way to find out. I rang Nat Buck, the North End chairman, a retired businessman who had made his money out of house building.


‘Sorry to bother you, Mr Buck, but I wonder if I could request a meeting with the board.’


‘What’s on your mind, Tom?’ he inquired, in his broad Lancastrian accent.


‘Well, it’s something of a personal nature so I really would appreciate the chance to speak face to face.’ He didn’t push me for details and we fixed up an appointment to meet at Deepdale.


‘Right, Tom. What’s going on?’ he said, when I got there. Nat was not a man to mince his words. Renowned as a straight-talker – I liked him for that – he seemed to relish controversy and the profile that usually went with it.


‘Well, as I said the other day, I would really rather put this matter to the board as a whole. I think it’s the right and proper thing to do,’ I responded.


‘No need for that at this stage,’ said the chairman. ‘Tell me and I’ll decide whether it needs to go before anyone else.’


To say that he was unimpressed with my story would be grossly to understate the truth. He just brushed it all to one side and refused point blank to consider it, saying there was nothing to discuss and it was all too silly for words. I told him that the idea appealed to me, I had given it a lot of thought and had promised the Prince I would get back in touch. He remained unmoved. No, more than that, he was angered.


‘Tom, I’m sorry, but the whole thing is out of the question, absolutely out of the question. We are not interested in selling you and that’s that. Listen to me, if tha’ doesn’t play for Preston then tha’ doesn’t play for anybody.’


Deep down, I expected no other reaction, but I was still more than a little put out by the way he just dismissed it. However, I accepted the decision without too much fuss and tried to forget about the whole affair.


That was easier said than done. There was a genuine appeal about the prospect of trying my luck abroad, not to mention the money and the standard of living, and I couldn’t help but think I might regret this missed opportunity for the rest of my life.


Prince Roberto didn’t make it easy for me, either. He was disgruntled by North End’s ‘nothing doing’ stance and he came back and tried to set up a deal to borrow me for a season. It basically amounted to the first known example of the loan system that now operates within the global game. But the regulations of the day didn’t allow for such a move. I was registered to the English FA and under the Federation of International Football Association’s rules, I could not move to Palermo in any circumstances without a clearance certificate. As a rider, the official line stated ‘temporary transfers will not be approved’ and Nat Buck tried to prevent any further inquiry from Palermo – or anywhere else for that matter – by placing a £50,000 valuation on my head. That said everything and in some ways it was very flattering. The world record transfer fee of the day was still some way short of £20,000 so it proved just how much Preston valued me.


I wrote to Prince Roberto, thanked him for his kind and generous offer and explained that I was unable to accept owing to Preston’s refusal to negotiate a transfer deal. I would be lying if I said that I was happy with the outcome. What right had North End to deny me? The signing-on fee in itself was reason enough for leaving.


In the opulent world of 2003, £10,000 may not sound like an excessive amount of money. It’s still a nice pick-up, especially as a one-off payment, but it would not be enough to consider a dramatic change of lifestyle. Some people spend that much on their daughter’s wedding, a new conservatory or a smart car. But, believe me, in 1952 it was enough to set you up for life. Back then, you could buy a house in Preston for a few hundred quid, and a decent one, too. Something akin to a three-bedroomed terraced house in a semi-rural location with a lounge, dining room, kitchen and bathroom would have cost around £1,150.


With the average working man’s weekly wage standing at £7 10s (£7.50) the vast majority of people couldn’t afford a car. But for those who could, it was possible to pick up a good second-hand family saloon, say a Ford Prefect, for around £400, and for about the same again you could hitch a four-berth caravan on the back. But leisure and luxury were hardly to the fore in Britain where the major cities carried the scars of bomb craters, and rationing remained in operation. For the most part, families were still recovering from the war and were happy to see their income cover their outgoings.


Television was just starting to make an impact although it didn’t really find a way into most homes until the latter years of the decade. For those lucky enough to be able to afford a night out at the theatre, you could go to see Harry Secombe and Arthur Askey at the main venues for about 3s 6d (17p). A seat in the stalls at the local picture house to see Snows of Kilimanjaro with Gregory Peck and Ava Gardner was 1s (5p). A sports jacket and flannels came in at 39s (£1.95) and 25s (£1.25) respectively, and at 1s 2d (6p) a pint, those who liked a drink could get merry for about five bob (25p).


So, after digesting the financial state of play in those days, it is easy to understand the relative value of ten grand. In today’s terms, it would equate to at least £500,000 – yes, half a million pounds!


As far as I knew, the Palermo business had been conducted under a veil of confidentiality. It was summer and media interest in football had cooled. Elsie, who found North End’s stance easier to understand than I did, suggested a short break, so we took our two children, Brian and Barbara, to Blackpool for a few days of clear-your-head sea air.


Our peace did not last for long. News of the Palermo interest had leaked out, possibly at the Italian end although we never did find out for definite, and I remember sitting with Brian on my shoulders, watching a Punch and Judy show on the seafront, when we were confronted by a national newspaper reporter. Then another one appeared and another, and suddenly I was fending off questions from a whole group of hacks.


Newspaper intrusion was no big deal back then. Papers covered football for the matches rather than the personalities or any off-the-field goings-on and I enjoyed a good relationship with many of the national newspapermen. So much so that I decided to take a couple of them back to the hotel to put them in the picture with all the detail they were looking for, including the financial angle. That backfired on me in a big way.


I honestly thought it was the best course of action and that by giving the facts, the public could make a proper judgement. But the mood of the people, particularly those flying the colours of Preston North End, was decidedly uncertain. For some, I was the target for abuse, labelled a ‘traitor’ for even considering leaving my hometown club. However, there were others, and the overwhelming majority at that, who believed I had not been given a fair crack of the whip. They thought that North End’s directors had done wrong by denying me a glorious chance to provide my family with long-term financial security. Some even went so far as to say that in view of my service to the club – 12 years as a professional – the decision on going or staying should have been mine alone.


Now there lies an interesting scenario – what would I have done given the final say? Despite all the advantages and everything I’ve said, would I really have gone? The honest answer is I don’t know. The Palermo episode has drifted across my mind many times in the past 50 years or so. On the one hand, there was the astonishing offer. Prince Roberto might as well have been offering me a king’s ransom. At Deepdale, it would take me about ten years to pull in what Palermo were prepared to give me just to say ‘yes’ to the move. And I did fancy going across to Italy to give it a whirl, not just for the money, but for the chance to test myself in the Continental game.


On the other hand, there was my family and business life in Preston and my career at North End. These were my roots. The kids were settled at school and moving abroad would have totally disrupted them, while Elsie, like me, was always a home bird.


And what about my club? North End has been a love affair for me. I could never properly explain my level of affection for the place. All I ever wanted to do was play for Preston. Had the Palermo offer not surfaced, I would never have dreamt of leaving.


Knowing myself as I do, I have to admit, if pushed into a corner, that I would probably have chosen safety first and turned Palermo down. All things considered, perhaps I was fortunate to be given the easy way out in that the biggest single decision of my football career was never mine to make. Consequently, I stayed loyal to Preston North End.


Talking of loyalty, Tommy Docherty tells a funny story about the day he went to see the North End management to discuss his contract for the following season and to ask about the possibility of a pay rise. Tommy, blunt and forceful as ever, explained that he felt he had made good progress, played a major role in the team during the previous campaign, was now considered a key senior man in the squad and had shown great loyalty to the club.


‘That’s right enough and we’re very pleased with you, Tommy,’ said the club representative. ‘And that’s why we are delighted to offer you the following terms – £12 a week in the winter and £10 a week in the summer.’ Tommy was not impressed.


‘But Tom Finney is on more than that and I want the same as him.’


‘Look son,’ came the stern reply. ‘That’s just not possible. Quite frankly, you’re not as good a player as Tom Finney.’


Tommy could not contain himself and blurted out, ‘But I am in the bloody summer!’




CHAPTER TWO
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My debt to Dad – and Shanks


Reflecting on the past is a hazardous business; the memory can play tricks and distort the picture. Life is a mix of events and experiences, joys and sorrows, people and places, and who is to say you can ever recall them with precise detail and total accuracy? But, looking back through my 81 years, there is one thing about which I am certain – the role played by my father, Alf, in shaping me, not so much as a sportsman or a businessman, more as a person. He was my guard and my guide, the biggest single influence on my life and the one to whom I owe a debt of gratitude far beyond words. That is not just for the interest he showed in my football – when I made it to the England team there was not a prouder man on the planet – but for keeping our family together when hardship and tragedy threatened to break us apart.


We were a poor family but let me quickly qualify that by saying we were poor only in financial terms. In the far more important areas of love and unity we were rich beyond measure and that was all down to my father.


When I popped up on the scene, Preston was throwing a party. The on-going battle against poverty – poverty is the only word to describe what many families faced – was pushed to the background for a while because 1922 was a special year, a Guild year. Once every two decades the Preston Guild organises a unique mix of entertainment, pageantry and spectacle. The tradition started in medieval times and it is still celebrated to this day. People keep open house and it is a time of great community festivity and fellowship.


Preston, in line with most Lancashire towns, was highly dependent upon the prosperity of the cotton industry. Cotton was how men and women earned their living and the biggest mill, Horrockses, was once known as the ‘world centre for cotton’ no less. But the ravages of the post-war depression had left a stark legacy. The town had suffered badly and, by 1922, Preston endured some of the worst living conditions in the north of England and mills were closing at the rate of one a year. Around 10,000 Prestonians were unemployed, and the football club, despite holding First Division status, was crippled by debt.


Such was the state of play when I was born on 5 April and, boy, it was a tough place to be. I was the second son of Alf and Margaret Finney. My brother Joe and I had four sisters, Madge, Peggy, Doris and Edith. Ironically, well ironically for me at any rate, our first family home in St Michael’s Road was little more than a couple of hundred yards from Preston North End’s famous Deepdale ground.


Coincidentally, North End played a First Division fixture on the day of my birth, losing at home to Manchester City. And in what was clearly a most eventful month, Preston reached the last pre-Wembley FA Cup final. The team had suffered massive injury problems, so severe in fact that officials announced publicly a policy of concentrating on the Cup (a variation on the usual claim). It worked, too, as Preston accounted for some hefty opposition to book a final clash with Herbert Chapman’s mighty Huddersfield Town at Stamford Bridge. Victories over Wolverhampton Wanderers, Newcastle United, Barnsley, Arsenal, and Tottenham Hotspur in the semifinal, set up a War of the Roses encounter in London.


Cup finals have always produced administrative headaches, particularly in the distribution of tickets, and it was much the same story in 1922. High levels of unemployment meant money was very tight in Preston and only 3,000 townsfolk made the long journey, the bulk of them on 25 specially chartered trains.


Huddersfield, later to be league champions in successive seasons, were the firm favourites and in Preston’s goal was a chap by the name of Fred Mitchell who played wearing spectacles. Apparently, Mitchell did his best to prevent Huddersfield’s controversial winner from the penalty spot; in fact, he acted in such an animated fashion that it prompted the FA to introduce the rule restricting goalkeepers’ movements the following season.


Home attendances at Preston hovered around the 18,000 mark and the team eventually finished 16th in the table despite setting the unenviable record of playing 13 away games without scoring a single goal.


My dad was a keen North Ender but not a regular watcher, due to financial constraints. He often found himself unemployed, a common state of affairs in our working-class environment, especially during the years after the General Strike of 1926. Those families who could be sure that there would be a job for the breadwinner from one week to the next were the lucky ones. When the father did land work, he was often toiling for a pittance.


I was little more than a toddler when we moved house. We took a property in Daisy Lane in the Holme Slack area of town – still within earshot of the roar of the crowd at Deepdale. It was a council house, three-bedroomed with a sitting room and kitchen, on a typical north-west estate. Facilities were basic but there was a large back garden in which Dad grew a selection of vegetables.


Then, like a bolt from the blue, came the tragic death of my mother. I was four. I can remember her falling ill and the ambulance arriving to whisk her to Preston Royal Infirmary. We were worried, of course we were worried, but the initial diagnosis was appendicitis and that was rarely life-threatening. But the doctors had it wrong and a few days later we were mourning her death. She was 32. How Dad coped with the upset and the subsequent responsibility is still hard to contemplate.


In those days, many youngsters who lost their mothers were sent into special care or handed on to foster homes. Others, even less fortunate, were taken under the wing of charities who shipped them off to ‘better lives’ abroad, never to see their relatives again.


To be left with six children under 10 years of age to raise was the cross my dad was given to bear and he carried it with real guts. I can only start to think of the strain he must have endured, but there was never a chance of him giving in to the pressure even though it meant him looking for extra work to supplement his income as a clerk with the Electricity Board. He did nights behind the bar in local pubs and, more often than not, he counted no more than 50 shillings (£2.50) in his joint pay packets each week.


He never made a song and dance about what he did. Dad was a quiet, inoffensive man who was popular with lots of close friends. He encouraged support and got it, especially from our grandmas, a really nice woman called Mrs Edwards who worked a few hours as a housekeeper, and our neighbours the Fishes and the Mashiters.


And then there was our Madge, my eldest sister, who did her best to take Mum’s place. Madge was a true heroine at 11 years of age. Good at organising, Madge would draw up lists of jobs that needed doing around the house and share them out between us. The fact that we had four girls around the place didn’t mean Joe and I got away with anything. My main duties involved washing and drying up and running errands.


Life in a Lancashire mill-town during the troubled twenties was a dour struggle for the vast majority of folk. It was not a healthy environment, either, the mills and domestic chimneys spewing out smoke that frequently enveloped the town in a layer of sooty smog. I once read somewhere that up to five tonnes of soot fell on each and every square mile of Preston annually – smokeless zones were very much for the future. Local corporation parks not only provided a centre for amusement and recreation and general escapism, but also somewhere where you could inhale a few deep breaths of fresh air.


The town was very noisy, too, with the clatter of trams on the tracks, clogs on the cobbles, and the intense rhythmic sound of heavy textile machinery carrying well beyond the mill walls. You could tell those who worked in the mills – they shouted when they spoke. It was little wonder so many of them experienced hearing problems in later life. They never had much money, either, but who did?


By the middle of the 1920s, a cotton weaver could expect to earn little over £3 a week, about half what a bricklayer or a baker could earn and just a few shillings more than the poor old farm labourer. The professionals – teachers, police and solicitors – did better at between £500 and £1,000 a year while the average working man would bring home around £4 per week, and that didn’t go very far when you consider the cost of living.


Milk, delivered to your doorstep by a milk cart pulled by a horse, came in at 5d (2p) a pint and a sack of coal cost 1s 9d (9p). Then there were the ‘luxury’ items, beer at 5d a pint, chocolate at 6d (3p) for a half-pound bar, cigarettes at 10d (4p) for eight and petrol, for the select few who owned a car, at 1s 4d (7p) a gallon.


Religion was enjoying a heyday and I well remember my time as a choirboy. It involved three trips to church on a Sunday for morning service, Sunday school in the afternoon and evensong. We were Church of England and both Joe and I did our time in the choir. Lads started at about eight or nine years old and stayed on until they were 13 or 14, or whenever their voices broke.


The heavily varnished choir pews by the pulpit were pitch-pine, very hard and decidedly uncomfortable, especially as the sermons always seemed to last for an eternity. Many a time I would find myself yawning as I daydreamed about a game of football.


Football was our main pastime but the gang of kids played a variety of other street games as well. I say ‘gang’ advisedly, for sometimes it seemed as though there were hundreds of us. All the lads liked tig and chase and marbles, especially if you had one or two of the big glass alleys in your treasured collection. The girls could perform wonders with skipping ropes and a stone to mark out a dancing area on the flags.


Unless it was raining – and I mean non-stop torrential rain – we played out. If the weather deemed otherwise, we would stay indoors and play board games, cards, read a book or spend time crayoning.


Most of my clothes were hand-me-downs from our Joe – not that you ever thought about things like that. A jumper was a jumper wherever it had come from. We all had clogs and no one was what you might term smartly dressed, but did anybody notice? I don’t think they did. Most of the kids were in the same boat. Families scrimped and scraped to make ends meet, and anyway, clothes were not fashion statements. They were functional. They kept you dry and warm.


The neighbourhood shops were the usual mix – a confectioner’s, a grocer’s, a hardware store, plus a chip shop and a pub or two. Kids were actively discouraged from going anywhere near the pubs although the smell of alcohol often wafted across the streets. We saw the occasional drunken man stumbling his way home but, by and large, we were brought up to steer well clear of the demon drink.


The chippy was a different matter altogether. It was a favourite haunt of mine and I loved Friday night teatime with my Grandma Finney and Auntie Martha because we invariably had fish, chips and peas. It is easy to see why they were so popular back then – for the same reasons they are popular now. Fish and chips are quick and easy, you can vary the portions to suit appetites and wallets, and they are bloomin’ tasty into the bargain. People queued in numbers, watching with mouths watering as the fish fryer conjured up his magic. I can still hear the hissing sound as the sliced potatoes were dropped into the sizzling hot fat, the smell of vinegar on newspaper and the banter between customers. You always hoped that you didn’t get behind someone ordering for an army – like me, standing there with the huge family order clenched tightly in my hand.


Kids were often given lists to go shopping. I was a regular volunteer for my grandma. All you had to do was hand over the list and your money (unless you were paying on ‘tick’) to the shopkeeper and wait until the bag was packed and ready to carry home. Grannie paid me tuppence for my efforts. Easy money.


I spent most of it on sweets. There was little else for kids to buy. Dad or Gran always paid for the major treats like a trip to the pictures or, at Christmas, the local pantomime. Don’t think for a minute that we were always going out – you were very lucky if you got to the pictures more than a couple of times a year.


Then there was old Mr Gabbutt, the barber, who could give you a tuppenny short back and sides before you realised what was happening. Dad took us along about once every six weeks and his instruction was always the same: ‘Plenty off, please – got to make it last.’


The barber’s shop was not a place I particularly cared for, all a bit cold and clinical and I didn’t like watching the men get shaved with a cut-throat razor. The rough sound of steel against bristle made me cringe. It wasn’t half as much fun as the chippy!


So, given the general state of play, our dad was in every sense a hero. For all his troubles and the need to work long hours, he always had his football to help keep him sane. Dad was never too tired to talk football with Joe and me, relaying tales of the great games and great players he had seen. Perhaps he exaggerated at times – who doesn’t to make a story stick? – but I loved him all the more for it. He never told us, or anyone else for that matter, that he harboured a desire for one or both of us to make the grade as a professional footballer but I am quite sure that wish was lurking in the back of his mind.


With times tough and money tight, we weren’t quite penniless but we were the next best thing. We certainly missed out on some of the niceties of life. As for holidays, well I didn’t know what a holiday was until I was 16 and working as an apprentice plumber. A friend and I decided to take a few days at the seaside, but our money couldn’t buy us much and we had difficulty spinning it out for the duration. As for going abroad, that was what the wealthy mill owners did and very few others. I had to wait until I was 20 for a taste of life overseas and that was via the Queen Mary. She had been converted to a troop ship and was taking us to Egypt.


I do remember the odd day trip to Blackpool, a walk on the promenade and a ride on a donkey on the sands. I also recall being shipped off to Lytham St Anne’s for a week to give Dad a break. It was linked up to what was known as the ‘Clog Fund’, a charitable organisation that arranged for underprivileged children to go off on special holidays. Joe and I were sent to a hostel in Lytham along with some other local kids. I was about seven and Joe would be 12. We lived in as temporary residents and I was quite taken aback by the place to start with, not least by the amount of food on offer. It was all laid out on a huge table and our eyes lit up when we saw it. Our first reaction was to help ourselves and tuck in but we soon got rapped over the knuckles for forgetting our manners and failing to say grace. Things went downhill after that and we were glad to get back home.


Then Dad got married again, to an Irish girl called Mary. She had an uphill task, inheriting a large family when future prospects were far from encouraging and the present wasn’t too clever. I don’t remember much about the wedding, but I do remember it taking a long time to adjust to having another woman in the house, a new mother. To be candid, I don’t think I ever did properly adjust. Mary was a feisty woman, quick-tempered and quite strict, and we all tended to resent her interference. That was probably most unfair but as a child you don’t always appreciate just what someone is trying to do for you.


Mary’s cause was not helped by the fact that my Grandma Finney didn’t like her and made it fairly plain. By contrast, Grandma Mitchell – who as my mother’s mother might have been more likely to object – was smashing with her. When we complained about this, that and the other, most of it trivia, Grandma Mitchell would say, ‘Now come on, Mary is doing her best. You must respect her and help her all you can.’


Mary and Dad had two children, Dennis and Roy, and we accepted them as brothers. Later in life, both of them came to work at Tom Finney Ltd, Dennis as a plumber and Roy as an electrician. Dennis eventually went to work for British Aerospace and travelled the world while Roy set up a successful business of his own.


Dad was never slow to offer advice but he had a way of delivering the message. He didn’t impose it on you, just left you to think things through. ‘Get a trade in your fingers,’ he’d say. ‘You never know when you may need it. Football is all well and good but it’s not a certainty that you’ll make it, and what about injury? You have to plan, so plan well.’ It has always amazed me how few footballers of my time, and subsequently, took the time to plan ahead. With the financial situation these days, I don’t suppose it is important now, but up until the explosion of money in the game, it was almost as though players felt they could go on indefinitely – a fool’s philosophy and one that caught out quite a few down the years.


‘Don’t get involved in borrowing money,’ was another piece of advice. ‘Save up for the things you want and then buy them, and if you can’t afford them, do without.’ I have always followed those wise words, never running up any debts either at home or in business, and I have always paid my way.


‘Accept the rules of the game,’ Dad would say. ‘The referee is always right and nothing you can do or say after a decision has been made will alter anything.’ Perhaps that is why I managed to go through my entire career without getting booked or sent off. It wasn’t that I never thought the referees were wrong; it was just that I never let them know it.


Although football dominated my early life – that should probably read my entire life come to think of it – opportunities for watching the game were restricted. Apart from anything else, I was always too busy playing. But as a proud Prestonian, I was acutely aware of Preston North End Football Club and, in common with the other lads who kicked a rubber ball around the back fields of Holme Slack, my dream was to be the next Alex James.


James was the top star of the day, a genius. There wasn’t much about him physically, but he had sublime skills and the knack of letting the ball do the work. He wore the baggiest of baggy shorts and his heavily gelled hair was parted down the centre. On the odd occasion when I was able to watch a game at Deepdale, sometimes sneaking under the turnstiles when the chap on duty was distracted, I was in awe of James. Preston were in the Second Division and the general standard of football was not the best, but there was a magic and a mystery about James that mesmerised me.


The man behind Preston’s capture of James was chairman Jim Taylor, who later signed me and went on to play a major part in my early career.


The son of a railwayman and a native of North Lanarkshire, Alex James was a steelworker when his football talents were first spotted by Raith Rovers in the year of my birth. He earned good money north of the border – £6 in the winter and £4 in the summer – and his form brought the scouts flocking in. Preston were always well served with ‘spies’ in Scotland and while his short stature and dubious temperament caused a few potential buyers to dither, Jim Taylor was more bullish. In the June of 1925, the chairman went in with a £2,500 bid – an offer later raised to £3,500 to ward off a late inquiry from Leicester City. Taylor had his man and the signing of James proved a masterstroke. The supporters loved him, a fact reflected in the attendances, which rose by around £300 per game. He was box office, the draw card, a player who grabbed your attention and refused to let go.


James was a character off the field, too. He liked clubs – of the night-time variety – owned a car and, by all accounts, enjoyed playing practical jokes on his colleagues. But he was also a perfectionist, a footballer acutely aware of both his ability and his responsibility. The experts scratched their heads about why his talent was being allowed to languish outside the top flight and it wasn’t long before Arsenal came in to present him with a bigger stage. He was my first football hero and my role model and when he was transferred to the Gunners I thought I would never get over it.


The kickabouts we had in the fields and on the streets were daily events, sometimes involving dozens and dozens of kids. There were so many bodies around you had to be flippin’ good to get a kick. Once you got hold of the ball, you didn’t let it go too easily. That’s where I first learned about close control and dribbling.


It was a world of make-believe – were children more imaginative in those days? – and although we only had tin cans and school caps for goalposts, it mattered not a jot. In my mind, this basic field was Deepdale and I was the inside-left, Alex James. I tried to look like him, run like him, juggle the ball and body swerve like him. By being James, I became more confident in my own game. He never knew it, but Alex James played a major part in my development.


Our Joe always seemed to be on t’other side in those innocent days, but he certainly didn’t show any family favour when the ball was there to be won. We played until our legs gave way – scores of 15–13 were not uncommon – and I never stopped running. I tried to make up in enthusiasm what I lacked in physical presence for all the other boys were much bigger than I was, or so it felt.


Football united the kids. You didn’t have to call for your mates; simply walking down the street bouncing a ball had the Pied Piper effect. We could all smell a game from 200 yards.


My dad played his football for St Jude’s, the parish church that later hosted his funeral, and he and other fathers from the neighbourhood were forever arranging practice matches for us. We were Holme Slack FC and one of our biggest fixtures was against Freckleton. I remember going over to play at their place for the first time. We booked a coach and they laid on a meal afterwards in the village hall. The game ended all square and Dad, most impressed with the hospitality, decided to invite them back for a return match. The only thing he had overlooked was our own acute lack of facilities. We could just about stage a game, but what about changing rooms and the food and drink?


Once again it was left to the Holme Slack community to come to the rescue. One chap let us use his wooden hut to get changed and all the parents took in a Freckleton lad for dinner. The game was played on a Boxing Day morning to allow the parents to go along to North End in the afternoon. I can’t honestly remember how we went on, but the occasion itself was a great success and further underlined the sense of spirit and camaraderie that existed. Whenever there was a problem, someone somewhere would come up with a solution. We were never beaten.


I felt I was making decent progress as a footballer; my one concern was my size. I lacked physical strength and in my schooldays I was also hampered by a gland problem in my neck. It appeared as a swelling soon after my mother died and was fairly unsightly. I was conscious of the way it protruded and used to have it wrapped in a bandage.


The hospital doctors put me on what was then termed sunray treatment. It involved two candles placed at either end of a special machine and I had to stand there, stark naked, for an hour at a time. That went on twice a week for eight years until, when I was 14, they decided to operate and remove the gland altogether. It has never bothered me for a single day since.


I wasn’t alone in worrying about my frail build. Teachers at Deepdale County Primary School broached the subject with my father but there was little he could do. We had to ‘wait until I filled out’. There were no other medical problems and I had more than a healthy appetite, sometimes finishing off not only my own meals but anything that my sisters and brother left on their plates as well.


My early school years were largely uneventful. I felt I did OK without ever threatening to top the class, and I was far too shy ever to give cheek or misbehave. Indeed, had it not been for football, both during PE periods and at break, I would have passed through junior school fairly anonymously.


Things continued in much the same vein when I switched to Deepdale Modern although the teachers suddenly seemed even stricter – you treated ‘Sir’ with a mixture of respect and fear, not wanting to run the risk of a caning. Corporal punishment was acceptable then, which probably accounts for general discipline levels being a damned sight higher than they appear to be today. If you were caught acting the goat you were punished – the procedure was straightforward and we knew the risks involved if we were daft enough to flout the rules. And there was no point running home crying to your parents, either. Those who tried that one usually finished up getting another thick ear for their pains.


I don’t remember getting into trouble too often, but one instance does stand out. I had just gone back to school after recovering from a broken collar bone and one of my classmates, a rough little lad, deliberately knocked my cap off my head and rubbed it into the ground with his dirty shoe. It took a lot to rile me, but I lost my temper completely and really let rip at him. The skirmish was soon over as the bigger lads came to separate us, but we continued to glare at each other and agreed to ‘meet after school’ to sort things out.


As soon as the bell went we were swapping punches again in someone’s backyard. Suddenly, old ‘Pop’ Wilson, the headmaster, decided to put in a surprise appearance. He frogmarched us back to his office and I remember getting a clip even before he had shut the door. He was furious and seemed particularly annoyed with me for getting involved in a fight so soon after my injury. It all seemed a bit unfair but I have since come to understand that the offended party often comes out worse than the perpetrator.


Deepdale Modern signalled the final whistle as far as playtime football sessions were concerned. The building was of a new design, including some all-glass walls, and football in the yard was not permitted. However, the sports teacher (always felt that was a great job) Bill Tuson was particularly keen on football and seemed to take a shine to me. He put me in the school Under-12 team at inside-left – Alex James’s position, where else?


We won our way through to the final of the Dawson Cup, one of three major local school tournaments of the day alongside the LFA Cup and the Ord Cup. To get to the final was joy itself, so imagine my reaction when Mr Tuson told us that the venue for the big game was Deepdale.


In common with many other clubs back then, North End officials were only too pleased to stage school and amateur league finals – and why not? Those matches pulled in thousands of people, many of them not regular supporters, so it was not only an excellent public relations exercise but a means of attracting potential new support. I can’t think of many places where it happens now. The official line is that the clubs don’t want to damage the pitches. I consider that both a poor excuse and a terrible shame.


Considering it was 70 years ago, I can remember the Dawson Cup final of 1934 in a fair bit of detail. St Ignatius’ School provided our opposition. The game was played at teatime on a midweek night in the spring, the pitch was shortened and narrowed and we used small nets.
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