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FOREWORD


 


How the times go flying by. The one thing that I have found is that a lot of the people who will be mentioned in Greg’s book will not have the same memories that I hold. Age is our biggest opponent when it comes to something like this, and then there are those who never enjoyed such times like we did at Chelsea.


I first met Greg Tesser when agents were scarce; I remember that George Best had Ken Stanley and I had Ken Adam, all pretty new to the job of handling such players. The only difference with Greg and Peter Osgood was that Greg was not only a massive Chelsea fan, but that his client was his hero. Osgood was exactly what he was to the majority of the Chelsea Shed; the King of Stamford Bridge, just as Charlie Cooke was the prince and I was the upcoming young pretender. My respect for these two players went beyond a love for playing the game.


It was, in those days, magical; just like ‘The Logical Song’ by Supertramp. But then the magic was lost as the game was streamlined and made more ‘logical’. For me, however, it remained magical (and always will) as the 1960s led into the ’70’s – the last incredible period for our game. The Bosman Ruling, which came into being in 1995, finally allowed freedom of contract, but sadly came along far too late for players of our generation.


And after my first long chat with Greg, this is exactly what he is endeavouring to recapture; if it is not magical then it is ordinary, and today there is far too much of that from English players. The likes of Osgood are now a distant memory, which is one of the reasons I took up writing for a hobby.


I wish Greg endless success with his book, knowing that he will capture those magical times. Once it is in print it is something that can never be taken away from you, even if only one copy is published and one person reads it, and hopefully when reading it that person manages to grab just a little of the glitter and gold of those days; glitter and gold that I’m afraid is missing today.


Alan Hudson


Former Chelsea, Stoke City, Arsenal & England star




 


PROLOGUE


 


It’s different below in the dressing room before a match. There’s no cool beer or King’s Road dollies, none of the euphoria of up-top – an excitement, sure, but one that’s heavy with anxiety; a religious dedication to the rituals being performed. An implicit notion that a life or two may be changed before the day is out.


The floor, a mass of shin pads, shirts, shorts and socks; tracksuits and towels and bottles of oil; tins of Vaseline and packets of studs; hammers and pliers; laces and boots; scissors; bandages and strips of Elastoplast and tufts of cotton, and small grey balls of spat-out gum.


And, tucked unobtrusively in some quiet corner, sterilising in a stainless steel basin of blue alcohol, the tray of surgical instruments, razor sharp scalpels and evil-looking sutures already threaded with brown stitching gut, awesome tools that ring distant alarm bells in the mind and impose a subtle sobriety on the proceedings.


The air smelling hot and linimenty, and everybody milling round like nervous bulls. White-coated helpers rubbing down muscles and studding boots, while the team manager circulates quietly with last-minute words of encouragement and caution. The room full of naked bodies with massively developed calves and thighs topped with chest cages and arms that look fragile in comparison, bending and stretching and windmilling in well-practised warm-ups. Grown men, whose behaviour in the half-hour or so before the kick-off is a gross caricature of their norm. Extroverts clowning away time, while the introverted retreat to private worlds behind walls of trivia, rituals of boot-lacing and nail-cutting. But the tension is getting through to all – you can be sure. You can tell by the forced laughter that greets even the dullest remarks and by the constant procession to the John.


Yes, this is how it is all right. Your guts like water, your thoughts racing on the edge of hallucination. Alone you sit amidst the jock-strapped torsos pulling jerseys over their heads and bandaging ankles, glad for the times when you trained to exhaustion. And heavy with guilt for all those other times when you did less than you might. There will be a reckoning. You know it. Not today perhaps, not tomorrow either. But you will pay. Remote, you sit in this bustling nervous community making an MGM production of trivial tasks on account you don’t want time on your hands.


Yes, this is how it is, that feeling close to vomit just before the ‘off’. Your skull is aching like it’s ready to burst. The tension is almost tangible, thick in the air, and everything is getting quieter, conversations just above a whisper, but with the referee’s buzzer, a sudden babble of voices, each wishing the other well, bodies intertwining in ritual handshaking. Some have a soft moist feel, while others offer only their fingers. And some take a firm masculine grip, perhaps clasping your forearm as well, like it should be, you think, and you feel a bit better for it.


Soon you are lined up at the door, everybody marking time, some jostling neurotically for a particular position, slaves to their superstitions, studs nervously clicking on the floor. But finally the door opens and you are in the tunnel, marking time again, your studs clattering on the concrete and your opponents lined up similarly a couple of yards away. You stand there fidgeting, nowhere to put your eyes, never looking at them, not for any length of time anyway. But you can see your opponents from their waist down and your stomach almost turns at the sight of those massive hairy legs, rock-hard columns of muscle that set you thinking that these geezers can probably go like gazelles. And you think of the irony of it all. Maybe 60,000 excited fans up top that would give anything to be down here in your place.


And you? Right now you wouldn’t mind being up there, with the cool beer and the King’s Road dollies, immersed in the collective euphoria. Yet you know that when the concrete yields to turf, when your studs cease their chatter, and you start to swing the ball about in those long looping practice passes, it will start to be all right again and the game will take over.





Charlie Cooke, Chelsea’s Scotland International winger of the 1960s and early ’70’s penned this (in collaboration with Greg Tesser) in January 1971 in the Club Secretary’s office at Stamford Bridge. It was published on 15 March 1971 in Vogue.




ONE


THE BEGINNINGS


 


At the tender age of seven years and seven months I fell in love. Not some kind of pre-pubescent romance with a girl, but with a football club – Chelsea Football Club.


This was many years before I started to knock back chardonnay or Barolo al fresco with all the aesthetes and ‘beautiful people’ under a gaudy Martini sunshade at a table of an ultra-modish King’s Road eatery in the company of Charlie Cooke, or munch shellfish in his cosy Mini or visit Scottish international Stewart Houston in hospital with the King of Stamford Bridge himself, Peter Osgood.


When I was a boy in the embryonic years of the austere 1950s, we had a housekeeper. Her name was Mrs Brooks, and she was all contentment and geniality and old-fashioned reverence. She was large and she waddled, and she had a husband called Percy, who was a dustman, and she was proud of him and the fact that he wore a bowler hat to work. She always called me ‘Master Gregory’, and in the manner of some Edwardian nanny, spoilt me rotten. She voted Conservative and was a staunch monarchist. She was the archetypal working-class snob.


She knew nothing of football, or soccer as it was always called at my prep school, an establishment where the masters in charge of sport regarded rugger as the real football. Yet there she was on a dank December day in 1954, handing me a hot drink, as I watched Ted Drake’s Chelsea on our 9in ‘Ekco’ TV, purchased by my father in 1949.


I was reclining languidly, almost ostentatiously, in a 1930s Chesterfield with a cup of tea at my side – Mrs Brooks was an ardent advocate of strong, sweet tea as a cure for all ills – for, following a little bit of vomiting just before breakfast, my mother had decided I was too unwell for the rigours of school.


The BBC were broadcasting the second half of Chelsea’s friendly with crack Hungarian outfit Red Banner, captained by the legendary Nandor Hidegkuti; his deep-lying centre-forward play had so tormented England twelve months before at Wembley in the Hungarians’ 6–3 demolition of the game’s founders.


The result was 2–2 in a contest most notable for some of the poorest penalty kicks ever witnessed at Stamford Bridge, but I didn’t mind – I was hooked.


Now, I was born in Hornsey Lane Highgate, just a goal-kick away from Arsenal’s home of Highbury; yet despite my North London beginnings, I soon latched on to Chelsea. It was the exploits of Roy Bentley that did it, a Roy of the Rovers-style centre forward who banged in the goals with feet and head, and was the archetypal English sporting hero of those monochrome days of rationing, reserve and stiff upper-lip.


Bentley was about thirty years old, but he looked years older. His roughly chiselled face was lined and his forehead contained deep furrows. But these were special men – men who had survived the Second World War and all its many deaths and deprivations and heartaches.


Even for me, a mere child, the Second World War was still all around us, what with the bombsites we played on, still littered with the detritus of the Blitz, visits to the Food Office on Archway Road with my mother, and the ration books and the gas masks that were tucked away on a shelf in the sitting-room, seemingly waiting for action. I had just missed it. I had been conceived just a few weeks before the guns went silent, but it was still everywhere.


At Stamford Bridge, they were getting excited.Never before had the club, so often the butt of music hall jokes for their lack of success, been League Champions. But by the spring of 1955, when Teddy Boys were ripping up the cinema seats to Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around The Clock’ and James Dean lookalikes were emerging from suburban front-doors, only champions Wolverhampton Wanderers – or Portsmouth – it seemed, could deprive the Blues of the coveted top-flight title.


By this time I was living in an Art Deco block of flats called Brook Lodge in north-west London, on the junction of Brent Street and the North Circular.


Neither of my two best friends was a Chelsea fan. There was Anthony van Straten, whose father was a leading light in the Edmundo Ros Rumba Band. Anthony was quiet and reserved, and his dance-band-dad mirrored his son; certainly not the archetypal Mayfair musician of the time.


But what a man Edmundo was! Thickset, but extremely stylish, he was the personification of suavity. So much so in fact, that he became a favourite of the Royal Family. In fact, the-then Princess Elizabeth danced in public for the very first time to his band at the fashionable Bagatelle Restaurant. Later he performed regularly at Buckingham Palace.


Despite his extravagant and hedonistic lifestyle, Ros had tremendous staying power, and in 2011 he became a centenarian, only to pass away later that same year.


I think I was about eight when I first encountered Ros. He seemed massive, to such an extent that he rather frightened me. He once asked me a question about football – I can’t remember why – and I answered rather sheepishly that I wanted to go to Stamford Bridge to watch Chelsea. He just smiled, and said nothing.


Then there was Geoffrey Levy, whose mother had been a fashion model, and whose father, Leslie, owned La Strada restaurant in Hampstead Garden Suburb in partnership with comedian Charlie Chester (another favourite of the Royal Family, he died in 1997).


Incidentally, Charlie was also a fan of the round ball game, with the iconic ‘Wizard of the Dribble’, Stanley Matthews, being one of his closest friends. I never managed to discover his favourite football team, but three of his contemporaries, fellow comedians Arthur Askey, Jimmy Jewel and Ben Warris were all committed Chelsea supporters.


Geoffrey broke my arm once. We were re-enacting scenes from the Walt Disney film Davy Crockett, King of The Wild Frontier – it was all the rage then – and as we fought out the Battle of the Alamo in Brent Park, my arm suddenly snapped like a twig. It wasn’t Geoffrey’s fault; the doctor said later it could have happened at any time. It had something to do with calcium deficiency in my young bones.


However, his mother took a different view. She was a strict disciplinarian, and she caned him with a long curved thing she kept in a cupboard. She even thrashed him once in my presence. But Geoffrey was brave, for he never shed a tear. This is how it was back then. Cruel by today’s standards, but sixty-odd years ago children knew what to expect and existed within strict parameters. As normal boys we realised that if we transgressed, the outcome would be a painful one!


Anyway, Geoffrey was a dab hand with a cricket bat and a budding footballer, and, just days before my father’s thrity-seventh birthday, it was suggested that all three of us make the pilgrimage to Stamford Bridge for the Football League Championship-decider with Wolves.


It was 9 April 1955. The weather was mild; almost balmy, and my head was full of the Bill Haley record ‘Crazy Man, Crazy’, which my father had bought for me from a record emporium in Hendon. It wasn’t a new release, for Haley had hit the charts two years before with this ditty that contained the immortal lines: ‘Strauss discovered waltzing, the handyman found the blues, crazy man, crazy, crazy news.’


I kept singing the words out loud, and it must have been really irritating for those around me. Maybe that’s why my dad inadvertently sat on the disc, smashing it in two. For as the psychiatrists say, there is no such thing as an accident!


At the eleventh hour, Geoffrey decided he couldn’t make it, so it was just Tesser senior and junior. How my father managed to make sure we got seats, I don’t know, but he was always a supreme fixer.


My father, Victor, a child of the East End, was born during the dying embers of the First World War. He was what is commonly referred to as a ‘self-made man’. He had socialist principles, and in fact had been at the front line when Oswald Moseley’s odious Blackshirts had goose-stepped their way into Cable Street, a primarily Jewish area, on 4 October 1936. Known as ‘the Battle of Cable Street’, it was a day that East Londoners still regard as their own personal victory against Fascism – the day that Oswald Moseley’s thugs were driven out of their cosmopolitan domain forever.


Ironically, in later years one of my father’s closest friends proved to be the late Clem Mitford (Lord Redesdale), a nephew of Moseley’s wife Diana. An elegant, easy-going chap, he later helped me with the launch of my very own football magazine – but more of that later.


Fast-forward nineteen years and by this time my father was a successful businessman, owning a silk screen-printing works in Belsize Park, ‘Studio Torron’, just a stone’s throw away from Hampstead Heath – plus a photographic studio in Dean Street, Soho.


Despite his humble beginnings and rudimentary education, and the fact that his parents – his father from Poland, his mother from Odessa in Ukraine – spoke in Yiddish, my father learned as a young man to cultivate and develop what used to be termed a ‘cultured voice’. He was also a serial name-dropper, having at a comparatively early stage in his life somehow managed to befriend actors, aristocrats, politicians and writers.


Both actor Richard Burton and Welsh writer Dylan Thomas – he of Under Milk Wood – were his regular drinking companions, mainly at the Cruel Sea, a far from prepossessing pub in Heath Street, Hampstead, where a diverse bunch of bohemians and polymaths would hold court as the alcohol-fuelled voices rose to a crescendo and every ill of society was addressed and cured. They were, by the standards of the 1950s, long-haired young men, many wearing corduroy jackets with leather patches.


It was certainly a far-cry from the likes of Hoxton and Stepney in the East End, but my father’s roots were to hold him in good stead when chatting and fraternising with the likes of Rodney Marsh and Bobby Moore. Marsh in particular was proud of his Stepney heritage, and my father and he, despite being of different generations, would revel in comparing nostalgic notes.


So back to the big day itself – 9 April 1955. There were 75,000-plus crammed into Stamford Bridge and many thousands locked out. Flat caps covering Brylcreemed bonces and fags everywhere. Just a shame the game itself was as dour as a Sunday afternoon in January in an English country town, but it didn’t matter a jot because Chelsea won 1–0, courtesy of a Peter Sillett penalty. Champions Wolves were but a pale shadow of the side that had advanced so imperiously to the title the previous season.


The 1955 Championship-winning celebration party at that Art Deco monument to good taste, the Dorchester hotel on Park Lane, was indeed a glittering occasion. As former boss Tommy Docherty so aptly put it many years later, ‘Chelsea has always been a showbiz club’. On that spring night nearly sixty years ago, the gathered players, wives, girlfriends and club directors and officials danced until the wee small hours to the music of the suave Victor ‘Slow-Slow-Quick-Quick-Slow’ Sylvester, a diehard Chelsea fan since boyhood.


As an aside to this, many years later I found myself discussing the fortunes of Chelsea during the immediate post-war years with scriptwriter extraordinaire Alan Simpson, he of Hancock’s Half Hour and Steptoe and Son fame.


In a twist of fate that had serious It’s a Wonderful Life overtones, he told me how if in his youth he hadn’t been dealt a particularly dud card, it could well have been Simpson between the sticks during that title-winning season and not the Scottish goalkeeper Bill Robertson.


Simpson’s story is one that, in terms of cinematic licence, would be deemed too ‘far-fetched’. It all starts on a bleak Boxing Day in 1946. Alan is in goal for crack amateur outfit Dulwich Hamlet at their – by the standards of the time – palatial home of Champion Hill. A senior Chelsea scout was in attendance, his brief being to check on this young up-and-coming ’keeper.


Let Alan himself tell the story: ‘My first touch of the ball was to retrieve it from the back of the net. But we did win the game 8–3, and the scout must have been impressed because before I knew it I’d received a letter offering me a trial at Stamford Bridge in June 1947.’


His idol was Blues custodian Vic Woodley, a member of the hellraising team of the 1930s that included the pocket dynamo Hughie Gallacher, known for his size 6 boots, white spats and forty-a-day Woodbines habit, who later tragically committed suicide. Another member was the elegant Scottish international winger, Alex Jackson, who soon immersed himself in the nightlife of London’s West End.


‘I wanted to be another Vic Woodley,’ he admitted to me. ‘So, when the opportunity arose to actually play in a game, you can imagine how excited I felt.’


But fate took a hand for the young Simpson in the shape of tuberculosis, a disease that spread its malignant tentacles throughout Western Europe during the aftermath of the Second World War.


Deprived of his Stamford Bridge trial, Alan found himself hospitalised in one form or another for three solid years, during which time he befriended Ray Galton and the legend that became Tony Hancock was created.


So, my Chelsea ‘debut’ had been and gone; a highly satisfactory one at that. Okay, so the Blues had clinched the Division One crown for the first time, with the lowest number of points ever accrued from 42 matches, but that didn’t bother me because by this time I was besotted with the team from Stamford Bridge, and there was still my boyhood idol Jimmy Greaves to come!




TWO


JIMMY GREAVES


AND THE NO.28 BUS


 


Golders Green station, London NW11, circa 1957. It’s autumn; the conker season is in full swing and a young boy is waiting by a bus stop, looking resplendent in his pink blazer and cap, both adorned with the black Maltese Cross.


He’s waiting for the No.28 bus, and despite his overt prep school uniform and its obvious class associations with the ruffians’ game played by gentlemen (otherwise known as rugby), he’s soon to be on his way to Stamford Bridge to cheer on Chelsea, and in particular their new seventeen-year-old wunderkind James Peter Greaves.


The first time I saw Jimmy Greaves was on television. It was a youth international involving England and Luxembourg in 1957, and the precocious Greaves and his equally intoxicating Chelsea sidekick winger Peter Brabrook were tormenting the Luxembourg defence in the manner of a cat with an unusually submissive mouse. Commentator Kenneth Wolstenholme – he of ‘They think it’s all over – well it is now!’ – was in raptures.


England netted seven goals with just one in reply. Jimmy helped himself to five of them – a unique star was indeed born.


Later, I regularly used to hop on a bus at Golders Green and make my way to West Hendon to watch the Chelsea youth team in action in the South East Counties League. These were the first occasions that I saw the precocious Greaves in the flesh, and he didn’t let me down. When he was around it was always backache time for opposition ’keepers!


So, there I was waiting for my bus. I got on, and the long trek to the Bridge began. West End Lane; Kilburn, and then through the sad streets of Westbourne Grove, where the newly arrived West Indian population had created this wondrous world of speciality shops, selling such food items as capsicums, chilli peppers and plantains.


As we drove through Westbourne Grove into Notting Hill Gate and then Kensington, the atmosphere changed. It was 1950s London again, not this new burgeoning cosmopolitan creation. Twelve months later the peace and tranquillity of this new part of the West Indies was going to be temporarily destroyed by yes, you’ve guessed it, the odious Oswald Mosley and his Union Movement organisation, founded in 1948, for the ignorant and warped, the bitter and twisted.


Preying on the disaffected youth of the time – mainly ill-educated Teddy Boys – Mosley and his cohorts cultivated a hatred of all human beings who were not white, to such an extent and with so much ‘success’ that eventually in August 1958, it all boiled over, and racial violence, previously unseen in Britain, took hold for at least a fortnight.


Arriving at Fulham Broadway tube station, my first duty was to buy a programme. Only 6d (under 3p nowadays), it was glossy and a good read. Despite being only eleven years old, and despite the fact that I was on my own, and despite the fact that it was a floodlit game, I paid my pennies – six of them, I think – to stand on the cavernous terrace on the halfway line. This was no place for the faint-hearted, as you seemed to spend the full ninety minutes being either buffeted or elbowed, in a constant surge of sweaty humanity shrouded in a fog of tobacco smoke.


Birmingham City visited that autumn evening, and little did I know that I was about to witness football’s equivalent to Mozart, in the slight shape of Jimmy Greaves, score one of the most flamboyant goals ever witnessed in London SW6.


Some forty-odd years later I asked Jimmy about this exquisite Birmingham goal – and indeed about his whole Chelsea experience. With modesty itself, and that characteristic little-boy twinkle in his eye, he took me back to that special era when the team epitomised inconsistency (along with often eccentric defending), and Stamford Bridge itself resembled some form of cathedral to post-war austerity with its peeling paint and tired wooden stands and chipped white mugs selling Bovril. It seemed already to be of a bygone age, like an aristocrat who has fallen on hard times.


Unfortunately, this Birmingham goal, despite being an individual effort in which he danced past defender after defender before teasing the ’keeper in the manner of a serial seducer, and then delicately – almost nonchalantly – slotting the ball home, was not one that had remained in Jimmy’s memory bank.


As he admitted, some goals he remembered, some he didn’t, but one thing he did explain to me was his basic ethos for finding the net.


‘I always felt you didn’t have to hammer the ball into the net,’ he told me. ‘After all, all the ball has to do is cross the line, and it’s a goal. Too many players these days seem to blast it without picking the spot.’


One encounter that has since gone down in Chelsea folklore was their 6–2 victory over League Champions Wolves in 1958. I was there in the stands, aged twelve-and-a-bit, to witness this humbling of the mighty.


I was feeling pretty upbeat already, as I had just bought Cliff Richard’s first single ‘Move It’, and just couldn’t help myself as, sotto voce, I hummed along. It was actually the B Side to ‘Schoolboy Crush’, but it soon whizzed up the charts, and B became A, so to speak. It was the first English rock ’n’ roll song, according to John Lennon.


Anyway, let’s get back to the grinning Jimmy Greaves, almost purring like the proverbial Cheshire Cat, as he described how the embryonic stars of Chelsea had tormented their battle-hardened opponents on that humid August afternoon at Stamford Bridge in front of over 62,000 joyous supporters. The fact that I was there, cheering on my idol – albeit a drooling schoolboy fan looking out of place in my blazer and pink school cap, like William from Just William but without the mishaps and messy fingers – was not lost on this football icon. He made me somehow feel part of it all.


‘It was the first time I’d scored five goals in the First Division,’ he told me. ‘Wolves were the best team in England in those days, and many people said that this was the game that made Billy Wright decide to retire. I think he’d made up his mind before that, but yeah, it was a great day.’


He also became animated when describing how he perfected his skills in the back streets of 1950s austerity England, his whole face lighting up like a beacon.


‘We’d just get an old tennis ball out and play in the street,’ he explained. ‘Playing with a small ball was great. It could be 20-a-side, 30-a-side or even just 2-a-side, and your stomach told you when to finish – you just went in when you were hungry. But you learnt the skills. You certainly weren’t having it talked out of you by a coach – you just learnt it all yourself.’


I saw Jimmy’s final game for Chelsea on 29 April 1961, and the little man certainly knew how to write the script, scoring all four goals in their 4-3 win over Nottingham Forest. His fourth was his 41st goal of the season, and Chelsea’s 98th. Mind you, their defence was porous in the extreme, conceding 100!


Jimmy was off then – to Italy, Milan to be exact. However, the land of pasta and pinot grigio and Sophia Loren wasn’t to his taste, and, despite a fatter wallet, the lure of London proved too great. He wanted to return to the Bridge, but Spurs came up with a bigger offer – £99,999 – and so sadly my idol was now in the enemy camp. Also by the age of fifteen, I had ‘discovered’ James Dean and Jack Kerouac!


Little did I know then that a mere eight years later I would be discussing the merits of Kerouac, Fitzgerald and Hemingway with that footballer with the dancing feet, Charlie Cooke, who, quoting Kerouac himself, ‘dug’ all things from across the pond.


Despite being entranced by the performance of James Dean in East of Eden and wishing I could do a Dean Moriarty and go On The Road in America, I remained very much married to the Blues. Relegated to Division Two in 1962, with Tommy Docherty in charge, they regained top-flight status twelve months later in the only way possible for Chelsea, with the sort of Hitchcockian twists and turns and traumas that have been the London club’s norm since its inception in 1905.




THREE


SNOWDRIFTS AND


TOMMY’S STOMACH


 


Boxing Day 1962, and the first flakes are being blown crazily in the biting easterly wind. Chelsea are at Luton. Despite the arctic conditions, and with a frost as sharp as flint, the game goes ahead.


Docherty’s Chelsea boys are riding high at the summit of Division Two. It is a young side, with Barry Bridges, he of the cheetah-like speed, and penalty-area predator Bobby Tambling the shining lights.


The Blues prevail 2–0 at Luton and all is sweetness and light. A quick return to the top division as champions is a surely a given. But dear old Mother Nature had other ideas.


‘The snow will continue in London and the South East for several hours and then turn to rain,’ said the BBC Home Service Announcer just prior to the Boxing Day News. But unfortunately the Meteorological Office was way off beam with this forecast. Not only did the white stuff continue to fall from the sky; far from ‘turning to rain’, it regrouped and found a new lease of life. Two days of solid snow was enough to bring London to a standstill. Maybe it wasn’t quite a white Christmas, but never before had so much white been seen on the Feast of Stephen!


Now, having endured a winter which had so far thrown up snow in November and the last of the great London pea-souper fogs in December, complete with sub-zero temperatures and a bone-chilling hoar frost, little did the population of Greater London realise what was to come, in the huge white shape of a blizzard possessed of so much anger and viciousness and violence that even a mundane activity such as opening a front door became a task of Herculean proportions.


It was 29 December and the wind moaned like a soul in torment as the snow cascaded down crazily. It was Saturday night, not far off the witching hour, and I was at a family party, watching David Frost and his pals on the box in That Was The Week That Was. A few minutes after the programme came to a halt, guests started to leave, but we were unable to open our front door as snowdrifts as tall as the average child had formed themselves into grotesquely shaped igloos.


Chelsea were top-dogs at Christmas, but the big freeze not only pulled the plug on virtually all competitive football for months, it also put a big white dampener on the promotion aspirations of Docherty’s charges.


Despite taking his squad to Malta for some sunshine and match practice, Docherty’s young team seemed edgy and lacking in confidence when they eventually returned to competitive League football. In a contest that somehow managed to survive the conditions at Swansea on 9 February 1963, they went down 2–0 and looked a shadow of the pre-Freeze outfit.


At first the Swansea result was regarded as a minor aberration, but with continuity lost thanks to the arctic conditions, whenever Chelsea did manage to play, they somehow contrived to lose. As loss followed loss, the confidence, which with such a young team was based on the innate swagger of youth itself, evaporated to be replaced by jangling nerves and uncertainty. Certainly desperation was becoming the order of the day down at the Bridge, as long-term victory was turning into short-term defeat.


Come 11 May 1963, it looked all over for Docherty’s young bucks. It seemed that only a home victory over top-of-the-heap Stoke City, Sir Stanley Matthews and all, could keep their promotion aspirations alive. Defeat, and all the pre-Christmas euphoria would dissolve into one massive squelchy debacle amidst the springtime slush.


On that spring afternoon 66,000 were packed into Stamford Bridge. Stoke’s line-up included veterans Jimmy McIlroy, Jackie Mudie and the forty-eight-year-old Matthews. Seventeen-year-old Chelsea defender Ronnie Harris, in the days before he was christened ‘Chopper’, was briefed to mark the iconic Matthews. At one stage, the great man was poleaxed by the tough teenager, and despite his gentlemanly image, Sir Stan made his feelings known with a litany of ripe words.


A 1–0 defeat and Chelsea’s dreams seemed dashed. Only victory away at Sunderland – Roker Road and all – would realise Docherty’s dream, but this seemed about as unlikely as a Labour General Election victory. But as John Profumo’s affair with Christine Keeler had hijacked the fortunes of the Tory party, so Tommy Harmer’s groin – or his ‘third leg’ as Sunderland skipper Stan Anderson described it – put paid to their advance to the top division.


I actually spoke to Harmer on two occasions; once, when as a teenage fan in the stands I watched Chelsea take on Wimbledon one afternoon in the early 1960s at Stamford Bridge in the London Challenge Cup, and then much later, a year or two after I had teamed-up with Peter Osgood, and the Wizard was wowing them down the King’s Road.


As a callow youth I sat next to the little waif that was the impish Harmer. I plucked up the courage and asked him about his ‘fluke goal’ at Sunderland.


‘It went in off my groin,’ he said, ‘I didn’t really know much about it.’


Later – much later, when I was full of the joys of spring ‘doing deals’ for Peter Osgood – a journalist friend introduced me to Tommy at a game. He was just as polite as he had been seven or eight years before and once more the fluke Sunderland goal came into the conversation. ‘It was just one of those things,’ he admitted.


A little later, Chelsea pillaged Portsmouth 7–0 at the Bridge in front of 57,000 supporters high on rapture and relief, and there was a pitch invasion (a friendly one, no coming-together of drunken fans and over-enthusiastic stewards); and boss Docherty announced to the crowd that ‘promotion to Division One would be worth £100,000 to the club’.


So, the mini Ice Age had ended; 1963 was to become 1964, and the country was soon to rock to a social change that altered British society. However, it was an urban thing, and away from Carnaby Street and the Cavern Club, life was just an extension of the 1950s. People still ‘knew their place’, and law and order and respect for authority were king. Murder was still a hanging offence; children were regularly beaten at schools; abortion was punishable by incarceration and being gay risked confinement in one of Her Majesty’s prisons.


Harold Wilson’s Labour Party won the 1964 General Election by a squeak, with a mere four seats separating the overall majority. The Conservative Party, rocked by scandal, was at the crossroads. The grandees within the party had a dilemma – change or be damned; and since those early days of The Beatles and The Rolling Stones, it has been ever thus.


As for Chelsea FC, one match in 1964 stands out above all others – the FA Cup third round replay at Stamford Bridge against Tottenham Hotspur. Some forty years later I asked Jimmy Greaves about this iconic encounter, but surprisingly his memory was hazy – in fact, he said he didn’t remember it at all. Jokingly, he quipped, ‘I was probably pissed at the time!’


The first contest ended in stalemate: 1–1 with Terry Dyson opening the scoring for Spurs. The second game was a headline writer’s dream.


All-ticket affairs were (apart from the FA Cup Final and England v Scotland battles that is) non-existent. But for a variety of reasons, this Cup tie captured the imagination of the London public to such a surreal extent that traffic on the Fulham Road became gridlocked as more and more people attempted to pay at the gate. Chaos reigned supreme!


Exactly 70,123 packed into the decrepit old lady that was Stamford Bridge circa 1964. A host of season ticket holders, most notably Tory Transport Minister Ernest Marples, were denied access. Mr Marples, the man behind both the M1 Motorway and Premium Bonds, was, understandably, more than just a wee bit peeved.


The game itself was a real one-off. It was a strange sight; the ‘yoof’ of blue-shirted Chelsea starlets trying to knock the elder statesmen of North London off their elevated perch. The Blues, inspired by Terry Venables – ‘Docherty’s Diamonds’, as they were called – buzzed around Spurs like a swarm of blue bees on speed. There was only one team in it.


Despite missing a penalty, Venables had a great night, and it came as no surprise when little Bert Murray found the net. Bobby Tambling added a second, and the cheers were heard all the way down the King’s Road to Sloane Square and beyond.


I got to know Terry later when acting as Rodney Marsh’s agent; in fact I did a few journo things with him. I also attended a benefit dinner he had organised (I’d given him a cheque for £25 whilst reclining in Marsh’s brand-new Lotus Europa) in aid of Queens Park Rangers central defender Frank Sibley, who was forced to retire at the tender age of twenty-three because of a serious knee injury.


As the food disappeared and more and more champagne flowed, I mentioned the 1964 Cup-tie. His eyes lit up as he became more and more animated, and he told me it was one of those matches that remained in the memory forever. I am sure by this time my speech had become slurred and as thick as school custard, and I probably had one of those idiotic smiles on my face, but he answered my questions seriously, yet at the same time his eyes laughed – he had a real touch of the showbiz about him.


It was 1964 and the Chelsea v. Spurs epic was indeed a landmark game. For years, the ‘End of The World Is Nigh’-merchants had been predicting that the decline in football attendances would continue at an alarming rate, but here was an example of football capturing the public’s imagination; in many ways it was a sign of how London was beginning to swing and become the chic capital of the world.


Chelsea finished the season in fifth spot, seven points adrift of champions Liverpool. As fans, we knew we were on the cusp of something big – something momentous in the club’s chequered history. It could take a few years, but the Bridge was fast becoming the buzzword in London’s football circles. And the Soho waiters, those connoisseurs of all things Chelsea football, were often seen leaving their posts in droves to cheer on Docherty’s men – they knew the ‘days of wine and roses’ were not far away.


As for me, I was about to enter the labyrinths of Soho, the Blues and rock ’n’ roll, and Andrew Loog Oldham, the man known as the fifth Rolling Stone, who wore green make-up – in short, the land of the artful dodgers and fornicators and fixers who frequented Tin Pan Alley.




FOUR


THE YARDIFYING YARDBIRDS


AND NOT FORGETTING CHELSEA


 


In 1964 there was more blues music being played in Kingston and Surbiton than Chicago.


So, as an eighteen-year-old, giving a ‘V-sign’ to any thoughts of Oxford or Cambridge – they wanted me but I didn’t want them! – I bought a pair of expensive Chelsea boots to go with my Italian shades; made sure I had my soft packet of Disque Bleu fags neatly tucked into my Lord John jacket; put on my solid gold ID bracelet, making sure it hung limply – almost apologetically – on my wrist à la Jerry Lee Lewis, and announced to my father that I wanted to be ‘another Andrew Loog Oldham’.


Oldham was all flamboyance and Hollywood kitsch; you could say he orchestrated his own presence. He drove round London in a shiny American limousine – a Caddy or some such – making calls on his car phone. On his well-defined, almost beaky nose were green-tinted spectacles. He had what became known as ‘attitude’. It was all an act, of course, and he knew it was all an act, but he revelled in it; the job of hauling in huge quantities of the folding stuff was for him like some massive game of Monopoly.


Andrew – I never imagined anyone addressing him as Andy – was a narcissistic hustler. In 1963, aged just nineteen, he had helped publicise Bob Dylan’s first UK tour and had also assisted The Beatles’ manager Brian Epstein. Then in the spring of ’63 his whole life changed when he saw a group sing blues and rock.


Now this group (we didn’t call them bands then) had already built-up a Home Counties following, thanks to the efforts of a wild Georgian (the birthplace of the odious Joseph Stalin), with a Swiss passport named Giorgio Gomelsky. However, no contract had been signed and when the cocky young Oldham turned up and spieled, the group put pen to paper and The Rolling Stones were born.


Our family business, Studio Torron, had first seen the light of day back when London was recovering from the Blitz – 1942 to be exact. It was a company specialising in the art of silk-screen printing – cinema posters, government posters and the like.


It thrived, and my father soon had a clientele list of interesting and often outlandish characters. He built up a rapport with film director Roman Polanski, and in so doing produced dynamic posters for two of Polankski’s acclaimed movies, Knife in the Water (1962) and Repulsion (1965).


Later in the ’60s, he embarked on the idea of producing pennants – small triangular posters – of headline pop acts including Peter and Gordon and (most notably) The Rolling Stones. And so he met Andrew Oldham and his business partner Peter Meaden, and so did I.


Talking of Meaden, despite his untimely death at the age of thirty-six, his influence remains to this day. Another exhibitionist and hustler, he is often given the title ‘The Mod Father’ or ‘Mod God’ by modern rock-culture historians.


Probably his biggest claim to fame was discovering The Who. He changed the band’s name to The High Numbers, and they released a record, ‘I’m The Face’, aimed at their Mod fans. The disc bombed, with most of the copies being bought by Meaden himself. He later lost control of the group, and teamed up with Oldham. The High Numbers reverted to The Who, and the rest, as they say, is history!


Meaden never struck me as a contented man, and sadly, in 1978, he died of a barbiturate overdose.


Anyway, my father got on really well with these two people, and when I was introduced to Oldham, I literally shook with excitement.


It was at our house in Hampstead, and Andrew and Peter sat reclining languidly in the sitting room smoking cigars. I attempted to do the same, but forgetting to snip off the end, I failed miserably. I even tried to get a flame via the electric fire. Boy did I feel a fool! However, thankfully Andrew was more than interested in my record collection, which was pretty way-out, made up as it was by a whole clutch of LPs sent to me by my Aunt Trudie from America.


To say The Rolling Stones’ manager was interested in these records would be an understatement. However, he never seemed to display any emotion in his waxwork-like face, which at times resembled Mr Sardonicus in that cult William Castle horror film of the ’60s of the same name – frozen in the manner of a Botox OD.


Two Lavern Baker albums particularly fascinated him, as he scrutinised them in the manner of a pathologist examining a body found in suspicious circumstances, and he asked me if I’d lend them to him. I agreed, but never saw them again. How he utilised them, I’m not sure, but rest assured he would have done.


Having endured my ‘audition’ with Andrew Oldham, I set about aping him. But I was, and still am, a romantic, and I found this hard to achieve, for his brand of wheeling-and-dealing did not come naturally to me. So, any outgoing cockiness or overconfidence on my part was one big overblown charade. However, I remained undaunted, and set about ‘finding’ a rock group of my very own. My Chelsea boots were at long last doing some walking!


I got to know Pete Bardens through a guy called Dave Ambrose. Bardens was the leader of The Cheynes, a progressive band appearing regularly on the under card at The Marquee in Soho’s Wardour Street. A nervous, shy man, Bardens was not an easy man to approach, but despite his diffidence, he did indicate a modicum of interest in my becoming their publicity manager. So I jumped into a black cab and made my way to that unapologetic haven of hedonism to see them perform live.
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