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For Joan Sawyer,


who has spent many years


fretting about


both Blackburn Rovers


and Everton.


In memory of


father Ken and sister Louise,


both greatly missed.




People say that football is not as good as it was before the war. Nonsense. If I were to name the four forwards I would most like to have played with, they would be Sammy Chedgzoy, Alex Young, Roy Vernon and Alex Troup.


Dixie Dean
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My advice to the young boys as well as the old pros who made their Goodson debuts in the early 60s? Enjoy yourselves, it’ll be an unforgettable experience. But don’t shower next to Taffy or you’ll get fag ash between your toes.


Alex Young




FOREWORD BY


Bill Kenwright


LIKE MANY SCOUSERS, LIKE MANY KIDS OF THE 1950S, LIKE MANY Evertonians, my world is full of memories. Dave Hickson will always be the greatest centre-forward of them all; Alan Ladd’s Shane will always be the greatest Western of them all; Elvis will always be in a different stratosphere. All three, plus a small elite few, will live with me until the day I say goodbye to this world and its memories. Royston will always be amongst that hallowed group.


I was just into my teens when he signed for us, in that wonderful period from the late 50s to the early 60s when we seemed to add another gem every other month. Roy was a part of the first group, alongside Tommy Ring and ‘Angel’ Gabriel, that earned Everton the nickname ‘The Mersey Millionaires’, thanks to the inestimable John Moores. It’s difficult to fully convey the feelings of a lad in the Boys’ Pen as he and the other new Everton greats took us up the table after what seemed like an eternity in the wrong half.


The inside-left wasn’t a typical striker – to be honest he wasn’t a typical footballer – but he enjoyed five wonderful years at Goodison during which he scored in over 50 percent of the games he played. Can you imagine what would be his value, and in his wage packet, if he had a ratio like that these days? But maybe it wasn’t just the goals that made him a legend. He undoubtedly had a huge belief in his abilities – an arrogance, even. Along with his skills and his slight frame, there was toughness, a courage that made him stand out from the rest. I will never forget that little lift of the heel as he set off on one of his forays into the opponents’ defence – a run that was nearly always followed by a strike of the ball that few could equal.


And I will always remember that moment when Alex ‘Chico’ Scott took a penalty in an FA Cup tie against Leeds, presumably because he had converted from the spot in the previous home game against Ipswich when Roy didn’t play. Scott’s spot kick was saved, but the referee blew for an infringement. All of us in the away end breathed a massive sigh of relief. There are few things worse than losing at Elland Road. As Alex picked up the ball to retake the penalty, Roy walked up to him and gently pushed him aside, as if to say: ‘I gave you one, but you’re not going to have another go’. He literally smashed the ball into the net to equalise and we won the replay at home, where he scored again. In that season, and indeed all the seasons that he wore the beautiful blue, he was a goalscoring machine. In each season that he made thirty appearances or more for the club – which happened on four occasions – he found the net over twenty times.


And then there was Royston and Alex. What Evertonian wouldn’t think he’d died and gone to blue heaven when he watched those two? So different, yet so special. The Electric and the Magnifico. Memories that will live forever.


Roy was Everton’s top scorer in each of his four full seasons at Goodison Park. He was one of the greatest footballers I’ve ever seen in an Everton shirt. Taffy was, and is, an Everton legend.


Thank you, Royston.


Bill Kenwright


Chairman


Everton Football Club
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PREFACE BY


Roy Vernon


IN THE SUMMER OF 1972, FRESHLY RETIRED FROM PLAYING AFTER A spell at Great Harwood Football Club, Roy Vernon sat down to commit his football life story to paper. Over several exercise books he documented the highs and lows of his spells playing for Blackburn Rovers, Everton, Stoke City and the Wales team. Honest and forthright, the memoir gave an insight into the man behind the sports headlines. As Roy’s wife Norma confessed, her husband was ‘an all or nothing personality’. Sadly, he abandoned interest in the project before it came to fruition and the notes lay unseen by all but his wife for nearly five decades. We are grateful to Norma for sharing them. There is no better starting place for this biography than the words of the great man himself.


Well, here we are again: the start of another season. But this time I will be missing it. Missing that first day when suntanned, healthy-looking athletes report back to start yet another gruelling grind through, what will inevitably be, an even harder campaign – both mentally and physically – than the one that has just finished. For, make no mistake, football is getting brutal: not only on a Saturday – which is probably the only knowledge of the game that the average football supporter has – but also in its preparation and training. Quite soon these suntanned heroes will be reduced to vomiting exhaustion, their legs will turn to rubber, their hearts will be thumping, their lungs bursting. Without the physical condi tion that training gives them, they won’t be able to earn the salaries they receive.


Mr Average Fan would say: ‘I’d do it for their money, they like what they’re doing.’ Well, let’s be honest, I’d do it too, but Father Time has slowed me down. Last year I played in the Northern Premier League for my local club, Great Harwood. I vividly remember one remark made by a youngster as we left the pitch one afternoon. ‘You’re a has-been’ he said. ‘Yes son,’ I replied, ‘but it’s great to have been. I doubt whether you’ll ever go.’


Looking back, I still think that I have been lucky to have enjoyed so many moments that make up so many memories for me. So, let’s start at the beginning ...


Roy Vernon


1972




INTRODUCTION


IT’S OCTOBER 1962 AND EVERTON FOOTBALL CLUB SITS PROUDLY atop the First Division. Inside a deserted Goodison Park, the club captain stands in his royal blue and white kit, shod in gleaming Puma football boots. With the famous Gwladys Street Stand as his backdrop, he repeatedly volleys the orange Slazenger Zig-Zag ball for the benefit of the photographer. When published on the cover of World Sports magazine, this iconic image captured the mercurial North Walian at the height of his powers. One of the most prolific forwards in the country at that time, he was not one for false modesty, demonstrated by a quote – perhaps allegorical – which has regularly been attributed to him over time. When asked about the best strikers in the land, Vernon’s response went: ‘There’s Jimmy Greaves, Denis Law … and then there’s me.’


Come the final match of the 1962/63 league season, a campaign blighted by the harshest winter in living memory, Roy led out his teammates at a sun-bathed Goodison knowing that victory would clinch the title. The stage was set for ‘Taffy’ to give the most memorable display of his life. At the final whistle he was the hat-trick hero, Fulham had been swept away 4-1 and Everton’s first post-war crown had been secured. A lap of honour and a champagne toast from the directors’ box followed. This would be the zenith of the Flintshire-born inside-forward’s fifteen-year career with Blackburn Rovers, Everton, Stoke City and Wales.


Roy was not your typical athlete; he was stick-thin in build – or as his Stoke City teammate Terry Conroy eloquently put it: ‘If he turned sideways you would mark him as absent.’ Yet his frame belied immense power and toughness which, when blended with his confidence – bordering on cockiness – and innate football intelligence, made him unstoppable on his day.


As a teenager, he had slipped through Everton’s grasp to blossom at Ewood Park under the tutelage of ex-Manchester United and Ireland star, Johnny Carey. On the international stage he helped Wales to reach the 1958 World Cup Finals, staged in Sweden. He had followed Carey to Merseyside in 1960 – one of the first big-money purchases made by the Toffees with the financial backing of John Moores, the Littlewoods magnate.


Leaving Blackburn with something of a reputation as a loose cannon, Roy’s comment upon joining Everton was illustrative of his sardonic sense of humour: ‘I am greatly looking forward to playing in front of that wonderful crowd. Some folk say the Goodison crowd are bad lads. Some have said I’m a bad lad. We should get on well together.’


With a strike rate of better than a goal every other game, the sinewy number ten went on to become Everton’s leading scorer in each of his four full seasons there and remains one of only six men to have scored 100 or more league goals for the club. With devastating acceleration, balance, breathtaking body swerves, a keen sense of anticipation, rapier-like shooting and more than a bit of the devil, he dovetailed beautifully with the artisanal Alex Young. Those that saw them in action insist that they were the most intuitive striking partnership ever to have graced Goodison.


A chain smoker, a night owl, a gambler, a joker and no respecter of authority, Roy would test the mettle of all his club managers. He felt closest to Carey, yet the uncompromising Harry Catterick was able to channel his energies positively, for a period at least. Awarded the club captaincy, his infectious personality and match-winning goals drove the team to glory. Yet within two years, he was out of form and favour, with manager Catterick less inclined to overlook the transgressions that he might have turned a blind eye to previously. A parting of the ways suited both parties, if not the Goodison faithful.


At Stoke City, Roy enjoyed a fresh lease of life, thriving in the laissez-fare atmosphere engendered by Tony Waddington. After this Indian summer, however, injury and disciplinary issues saw him become a peripheral figure and he left the Victoria Ground, almost unnoticed, upon expiry of his contract in 1970. After a dalliance with South African and non-league football, he walked away from football in 1972, never to return. His love for the game had dissipated as the maverick element was overtaken by regimentation and onerous tactics. Instead he helped in the family business back in his wife’s home town of Blackburn. A lifetime affiliation with Senior Service cigarettes took its toll and he succumbed to lung cancer in 1993, aged just 56.


To those that saw him in his pomp for clubs and country, Roy Vernon is one of the most exhilarating players they have had the pleasure to behold. However, at his three clubs he has, in retrospect, been somewhat overlooked. At Rovers he departed before he could be elevated to the status of Bryan Douglas and Ronnie Clayton. At Goodison, the sublimely skilled Young stole the limelight. Had he still been alive to be lauded at the famous Gwladys Street Hall of Fame dinners, maybe things would have been different. Stoke City fans rarely saw the best of the forward and had Gordon Banks, George Eastham and Jimmy Greenhoff to idolise. On the international front, it was his misfortune to be competing with the legendary Ivor Allchurch for the number ten shirt, hence his relatively meagre haul of 32 international caps.


While neither of the authors interviewed the man from Ffynnongroyw, the older wordsmith attended the vast majority of the matches he played for Everton and did meet him fleetingly: ‘It was on the Wednesday afternoon before a game against Bolton in 1964 when a school pal and I travelled to Goodison early to collect our tickets for the European Cup game scheduled for the following week. With our Inter Milan tickets in hand, we were killing time waiting for the turnstiles to open when we spotted two stars leaving the massive wooden doors at the club’s reception. Roy Vernon was dressed immaculately in a grey Italian suit, whereas Sandy Brown resembled an underpaid school teacher.


‘Instantly, I sprinted across the road into the path of a Hillman Imp. While the vehicle was undamaged, I was bloodied and flattened. Sandy ran to assist me, while Roy confronted the driver as if he had disallowed his goal against the Reds. The club captain – with fag dangling from his mouth – berated him and appeared to disagree with the consensus that it had been my fault. Sandy got me onto my feet and helped me into the club’s foyer where he watched a commissionaire in a military uniform clean me up and massage my ego. For his part, Roy reminded me of basic curb drill for pedestrians. Before going on their way, both stars put a smile on my face by autographing my ticket. Little did I realise that I would have to surrender it to attend the match against the champions of Italy. It was my only interaction with Roy. However, I was fortunate to befriend Sandy after his playing days were over and was delighted to reciprocate and help get him back onto his feet in his hour of need.’


We believe it is time to put right the omission of Roy Vernon from footballing folklore and bring his considerable achievements and colourful story to a wider audience. We have adopted a novel approach and drawn on first-hand recollections elicited from around 120 teammates and supporters, painstaking research of archive material and access to the Welshman’s own unpublished memoir notes to chronicle the life of a unique talent and a true football giant. We hope to do him justice.


Rob Sawyer and David France


September 2019


Authors’ Footnote:


It should be noted that the title of this book, Blue Dragon, has no connection with the popular purveyor of delicious fish and chips and mouthwatering Chinese takeaway meals, of the same name, located on Goodison Road.




CHAPTER 1


Ffynnongroyw


POINT OF AYR, THE MOST NORTHERLY POINT OF MAINLAND WALES, was for many decades home to one of the largest and advanced collieries in the land. It drew workers from surrounding villages in this predominantly rural area of Flintshire. One such small settlement, Ffynnongroyw, was home to Thomas and Phyllis Vernon who resided in a two-up, two-down terrace house in the deceptively luxurious-sounding Williamson Square. Thomas, a quiet man who enjoyed visiting the bookmakers for a flutter every Saturday, was employed as the colliery pilot – helping coal boats to navigate the so-called ‘gutter’ from Liverpool Bay.


The couple had five children, four daughters – Vivienne, Sylvia, Ethel and Janet – and one son – Thomas Royston, who was born at home on 14 April 1937. He attended the village primary school along with his friend Ray Jones who was aware that, even at a tender age, his pal had a strong personality and sporting skill to compensate for a lack of inches: ‘I was ten months older and a school year ahead of him. We went to the village school down by the church. He was a real character and had he had an answer for everything. There was no football team in the village, so we played in the schoolyard with a little tennis ball. It became crowded once you had seven or eight-a-side but that’s when you knew Roy was gifted. He could dribble – you needed two players to tackle him. After we got a proper football, we played in a farmer’s field. If there was an odd number of us, the opposing team to Roy’s always claimed the extra player as he was so good. We used our coats for goalposts and the goalie at the end that Roy was attacking would narrow them a bit to handicap him. We mostly played football and a bit of cricket. He also liked a game of snooker in a local shop which had a table and table tennis at the church youth club. When a miners’ club opened in the village, we could get away with nipping in there in the afternoon.’


Mel Jones was another local boy impressed by his pal’s natural talent: ‘He could run, twist, turn and do everything – I think that you are born with that gift. Roy used to make a fool of us – he would start at one end of the pitch and dribble all the way to the other end and we would be trying to kick him. He just laughed at us. I always thought that he would have been a good politician as he was a ‘Cheeky Charlie’ – quick-witted and not afraid to talk to anybody.’


His sisters thought that their football-obsessed brother spent too much of his childhood kicking a ball outside – or inside the house if he was feeling lucky. ‘He was very good and easy-going as a brother, he was happy as long as he had a football,’ elder sibling Sylvia confirmed. ‘As a young teenager he had a part-time delivery job for a grocery store, but such was his passion for football that he paid another lad to do his round whilst he went off to play football.’


Roy’s talents were not confined to sport – he was an intelligent and capable student and possessed a decent singing voice. Along with Ray Jones, he was co-opted into the All Saints parish choir: ‘We were in the church choir together – I think the vicar only put us in to make up the numbers. I couldn’t sing but Roy didn’t have a bad voice.’ His sister, Ethel, remembers that Roy, ever the deal-maker, was ‘bribed’ by the vicar to sing in return for the gift of a new football. The angelic voice would be compromised by the lifelong smoking habit for which he would become infamous. Ray Jones called to mind how it came about: ‘He was smoking when he was twelve or thirteen. You could buy packets containing five Woodbines and some shops would sell single cigarettes to the less affluent schoolboys.’ By adulthood Roy was a fully-paid up member of the chain smokers’ club.


Being the only boy in the family, Roy enjoyed his special status and was, according to his sisters, the apple of his mother’s eye. It helped that Phyllis, like her son, enjoyed football. Wherever his career took him she followed to watch, be it in Cardiff, East Lancashire, Merseyside or Staffordshire. With no major Football League team in the vicinity, the schoolboy – like many other young North Walians – had been seduced by the soccer giants of Lancashire. If he had any football allegiance it was to Everton Football Club although, in truth, he was far more interested in playing than following the fortunes of the Toffees.


Young Vernon was very capable academically when he put his mind to it. Having passed his Eleven-Plus examination, he attended Rhyl Grammar School, and he soon made his mark on the football pitch at outside-right. A fellow pupil in Rhyl, two academic years his senior, was Billy Russell, who would go on to combine teaching with a successful career at Sheffield United: ‘I was football-mad. At school there was a junior team plus a first team for the older boys. I was in the juniors when Roy arrived. He was a little shrimp, the tiniest lad you had ever seen. Seriously, you would never have pictured him as a football player, but he was brilliant right from the start. When you saw him I action, it was a case of “Wow”. Of course, he joined the junior team straight away. Obviously, he wasn’t slow but his skill factor – the control that he had over the ball at such an early age – was the important thing.’


Loyalties to his school were tested when he enlisted with local team, Mostyn YMCA. After a year with its junior XI, he progressed to the senior side which competed against the likes of Denbigh YMCA and Rhyl YMCA in the Dyserth League. Roy represented the club for two seasons, generally at inside-right forward or on the wing. Others associated with the club included Elfed Ellis (the future FAW President) and the father of Mike England (the future Blackburn, Tottenham and Wales star). Russell outlined his schoolmate’s dilemma: ‘There was a bit of a conflict because our headmaster wanted him to play for the school team whilst he had established an association with Mostyn YMCA. I understood completely that he wanted to play for his local team. There were many occasions that he turned out for Mostyn rather than the school team, so he ran into a bit of trouble.’


Independent, spirited and distrustful of authority, Roy stuck to his guns and continued to represent Mostyn. He was rewarded with selection for a representative Welsh YMCA team, and in a game against Irish YMCA opponents he netted twice, with Ray Jones also on the scoresheet in a 4-4 draw. Soon Roy was picked to play for Flintshire Schoolboys and, at the age of fourteen, received his first press write-up following the game against Wrexham Schoolboys: ‘Some brilliant touches by Flint’s inside-right, Royston Vernon of Rhyl Grammar, held the crowd’s attention,’ reported the Liverpool Echo. These performances drew scouts from professional clubs.


Freddie Bennett from Bagillt, who did a spot of scouting for Everton, was impressed and recommended Roy for a trial. A short while after that recommendation, Cliff Britton – the former Everton and England half-back who had assumed the club’s managerial position in 1948 – wrote to Thomas and Phyllis Vernon in May 1952, proposing that he and club director Tom Nuttall visit Ffynnongroyw to discuss the possibility of their son joining the club. Subsequently, Roy was invited for a trial along with his pal Ray Jones and John Clayton, a youngster from St. Asaph who played with Roy in the Flintshire Schoolboys side.


Driven by Bennett, who also worked for a local taxi firm, and escorted by Bert Mothersole, the headmaster of Queensferry School and coach of Flintshire Schoolboys, the trial took place at Bellefield. All three boys impressed. Roy and Clayton were invited to take part in further sessions but only the latter, who was twelve months older and attended Rhyl Glyndwr Secondary Modern School, was signed. In subsequent years, Roy suggested that he was not offered terms by Everton Football Club on account of his diminutive frame, a claim that led to some ridicule of the club’s judgement. The facts are slightly less clear-cut. Although Roy was keen to join a club, Phyllis Vernon had other ideas about her son’s immediate destiny. A move to Merseyside – or anywhere else – was vetoed as she was insistent that her son, who was worldly, mentally mature but never in trouble, remain at home until he had completed his studies at school.


His grammar school reports give testimony that, as time progressed, Roy lost interest in his bookwork and did the minimum required to get by. In academic subjects, a typical assessment read: ‘Fair – greater effort needed.’ Though he excelled at football, his sports master’s comments make amusing reading. The one dated Autumn 1953 stated: ‘He is too one-sided and biased for soccer in his approach to physical education. He must develop other skills if he wishes to improve.’ The following term, the sports master was similarly scathing: ‘There is more to a game than the actual skill required to play. He would do well to remember this.’


The failure to persuade Mrs Vernon that her son’s immediate future lay at Goodison Park would, in time, prove costly. Although Everton kept tabs on the youngster in anticipation of the end of his studies, it seems that Cliff Britton’s enthusiasm waned. In 1962, Leslie Edwards of the Liverpool Echo quoted a letter, from 1953 or early 1954, attributed to Britton, which read: ‘Vernon is frail, tires quickly. We are of the opinion that he is not up to the standard required. We judge Vernon by the standards of our other players which are quite high. We did not think the lad measured up in this respect.’6


If indeed Britton had passed on the opportunity, another former international player was not going to make the same mistake. In 1954 Johnny Carey, the ex-Ireland and Manchester United star and 1949 Footballer of the Year, was making his way in football management at Blackburn Rovers. Keen to expand the club’s scouting net beyond East Lancashire, he had been tipped-off by an acquaintance to the Ffynnongroyw teenager’s potential. A trial was duly arranged. However, when the youngster saw Carey walk away from the touchline after just twenty minutes, he feared that he had blown his chance. Far from it. Indeed, the opposite was true: Carey had seen enough and told the elated trialist that he would be contacting his parents immediately.


In spite of the lack of encouragement from his sports master, Roy was selected to represent Wales Youth against Ireland at the home of Flint Town in 1954. While the visitors were worthy winners, Roy was the star of the game. A perceptive Flintshire County Herald observed: ‘The game’s outstanding player was Royston Vernon, who plays for Mostyn YMCA. Vernon was the life and soul and brains of the Welsh forward line. His play was a pleasure to watch. Assuredly, Vernon is destined for stardom in the highest class.’


As promised, the Blackburn manager kept in touch with the Vernon family and as soon as the schoolboy notified him that his examinations were over, he sought parental permission to bring him to East Lancashire for two weeks of training. Subsequently, the Irishman used all of his charm to convince Thomas and Phyllis that the move would be in their son’s best interests.


In early July 1954, the manager wrote:


Dear Mr and Mrs Vernon,


I have just received a letter from Roy telling me that his examinations are now over, but he has not yet received the results. Let us hope that they turn out well. But whatever way it turns out you can be certain that I will have the best interests of your son at heart, not just from a football point of view from but his whole future as well. That is why I am writing for your permission to allow Roy to come to Blackburn on Monday 9 August.


I feel that your son has the makings of a first-class player and, brought up in the right atmosphere of a good club, will surely make the grade. He will be placed in a good home and introduced to boys of excellent character. I shall personally keep an eye on his attention to studies and like the other lads will always be able to turn to me for encouragement and advice.


I look forward to hearing from you so that I can make the necessary arrangements for his accommodation.


Yours sincerely,


J. Carey


These were not to be empty words. Seven years later, Roy underlined the esteem in which he held the man who would become his footballing mentor. In his weekly column for the Daily Post, he wrote: ‘I was very lucky for Mr Carey seemed to take a personal interest in me from the start. During those early years he was almost like a father figure to me. His door was always open. Mr Carey was never too busy to drop what he was doing and discuss a player’s problems as though they were the only things that mattered in the world. It is a marvellous feeling for a lad to realise that someone is willing to work things out for him. If I was worried about my play, I could always go in and discuss it knowing that, from his great experience, he would be able to iron out the self-created mountains.’


It would appear that Everton’s loss had been Blackburn’s gain – at least for several years.


Rhyl Grammar School already boasted a football starlet in Billy Russell, two years older than Vernon, who was to progress to play for Sheffield United in the Second Division, Bolton Wanderers in the First Division and represent England as an amateur international. Russell was aware of the potential of the boy from Ffynnongroyw: ‘Roy was a brilliant footballer. Despite being slight, he had so much speed, terrific ball control plus the physical strength and fiery personality to play against and get the better of much bigger lads.’




CHAPTER 2


Roy of the Rovers


‘Roy Vernon was a bloody good footballer. If he had stayed a little longer at Rovers, we may have beaten Wolves in the 1960 FA Cup Final.’


Bryan Douglas


IN THE SUMMER OF 1954, ROY ATTAINED HIS SCHOOL LEAVING Certificate and joined Blackburn Rovers, then a Second Division club. Along with a couple of other hopefuls, the seventeen-year-old was placed into digs in Darwen. True to his word, manager Johnny Carey saw to it that the youngster studied part-time at Blackburn College with a view to gaining an accountancy qualification, should his football career stall.


In no time Roy made an impression on fellow youth players at Blackburn, amongst them Dave Whelan, and gained a nickname which would stick. Whelan, who became a successful entrepreneur and chairman of Wigan Athletic after injury curtailed his playing career, reminisced: ‘I was seventeen when we signed Roy. When he arrived at Feniscowles, Rovers’ training ground, he said, “I’m from Wales,” and we all responded, “Oh, you’re a Taffy,” and it stuck for the whole length of his career – he was always Taffy. From the start he exhibited significant confidence, more than we were used to seeing. I remember playing against Manchester United’s Under-17 team when we got a penalty near the end with the score at 0-0. It was his first game, but he just picked up the ball and declared: “I’m the penalty taker – I’ll score.” He was so confident. I was the captain and got a ten-bob bonus for a win, so I did not want him to take it. I looked across at the trainer and he said: “Oh, let him take it.” So, he put the ball on the spot, looked at the goalkeeper, pointed to the keeper’s right-hand side and said: “It’s going in that corner.” He then stepped and planted it straight in the right-hand corner. Then he said to the keeper: “I told you.” That was Taffy – from the very start he had such belief in himself, it was extraordinary. Also, what he did have was ability.’


Roy’s speciality was the spot kick – that test of nerves between nominated taker and goalkeeper. He was perfectly suited to it, possessing the confidence and the clean ball-striking required to beat the keeper practically every time. Even in his Mostyn YMCA days he had an enviable record. It was reported that prior to his arrival, the team has missed from the spot in fifteen consecutive attempts. Upon taking on the duties he scored fifteen in sixteen – his one miss being in a 13-0 win.


Initially signed on amateur terms and employed as an office boy before transferring to the ground staff, he was no great lover of menial tasks. It was a time when footballers had to work as part of their apprenticeship before they became fully-fledged professionals and, in the post-war era, also had to do their National Service. Bryan Douglas, three years Vernon’s senior, was undertaking his when the Welsh youngster arrived at Ewood but was still eligible to play for Blackburn. Soon enough, he became unwittingly instrumental in an off-the-cuff positional switch with Roy which shaped both of their careers.


‘As part of Roy joining Rovers, Johnny Carey had arranged for a Blackburn Rovers XI to play an end-of-season game against a Rhyl and District representative team,’ said Douglas. ‘Roy was on the right-wing and I was at inside-forward. He wasn’t doing much in front of his local crowd, and neither was I. As I had played on the wing for Blackburn Schoolboys, I said: “If you want to get more in the game, go inside and I will play on the wing.” It was only a friendly, after all. He went on to have a good game and I enjoyed the afternoon. I am convinced this planted the seed in Johnny Carey’s mind. Afterwards our careers ran in parallel, with Roy at inside-left and me at the outside-right.’


Driven by a burning desire to become a professional footballer and well aware of his slight frame and physical limitations, Roy strove to enhance his inherent abilities to look after himself against bigger and more robust opponents. Bryan Douglas recalled that his new pal was unphased by mixing – and mixing it – with senior professionals: ‘Right from the word go, from when I first played with him, he was very confident – all the time. Even playing in training matches against experienced people like Bill Eckersley, he didn’t shy away from any confrontation. With that confidence it was only a matter of time before he became a regular in the first team.’


This view was shared by Harry Berry, then a young Rovers supporter: ‘I remember him in the Rovers youth team, you could tell that he could play. They didn’t advance him very fast, perhaps because they thought he was a bit fragile. He did look frail and you thought that he would not like the physical side of the game, but he could dish it back if he got hit. The Flintshire youngster didn’t back down to anybody. He had everything that you could care to mention as a footballer and was one of those players who could do everything. He was quick and once he was away from the defender there was no way he would be caught. He could tackle, pass, shoot, pick out a man and also avoid markers to find space for himself. If he’d have looked after himself, Roy Vernon could have become one of the world’s greats.’


Taffy made his debut for the reserves, as an amateur, in the Central League in November 1954. He displayed significant promise. An unattributed report in the Blackburn Times noted: ‘Royston Vernon, the seventeen-year-old Welsh inside-left of the Rovers’ youth side, who is considered to have exceptional promise, had his first outing in the reserve team at Stoke City as a stand-in on the right-wing. He gave a most encouraging display in atrocious ground conditions.’ The writer also noted that Vernon had been chosen to play for an FA of Wales XI against the Welsh Universities in Wrexham the following month.


Following a brilliant display for Wales Youth against Scotland at Cardiff, the forward was selected to play at outside-right in an amateur international - a notable achievement in that era. That hankered-after appearance came on 5th March 1955 at Bangor City’s Farrar Road ground – Wales lost 5-0 to Scotland. In addition to men named Williams, Evans, Griffiths and Owens, the Wales side included Phil Woosnam, then of the 55th Heavy Anti-Aircraft Regiment of the Royal Artillery and Idwal Robling of Lovell’s Athletic. Woosnam, a graduate of Bangor University, progressed to earn seventeen full international caps and later served as Commissioner of the North American Soccer League. Robling would go on to make his name as a football commentator at BBC Wales for almost forty years.


The scrubbing and painting of the Ewood stadium ceased when Roy, having achieved his ambition of being capped at amateur level, turned professional. The terms of his first contract were £8 per week and, in due course, he made his professional debut for Blackburn Rovers reserves at Goodison in a 2-2 draw with an Everton side featuring John Clayton, his one-time Flintshire Schoolboys teammate.


The future looked bright. Johnny Carey was committed to easing out his veterans and replacing them with the hungry, talented teenagers who would come to be dubbed ‘Carey’s Chicks’ by the press, a nod to the Busby Babes. The likes of Tommy Briggs, Eddie Crossan and Eddie Quigley were gradually eased out, and in came Ronnie Clayton, Bryan Douglas, Mick McGrath and others. Roy’s big break came in September 1955. It was one of his happiest memories in football: ‘Johnny Carey called me into his office and said, quite calmly: “You’re in the first team tomorrow against Liverpool.” He whispered something about having confidence in me, the other players having the same confidence in me and that all I had to do was play in the way I had in training and the reserves and I would claim the outside-right position for my own. I came out of his office somewhat stunned and yet so delighted that I ran to tell Jack Weddle, the trainer, and Jock Wightman, his assistant, that I was in the first team. Of course, they knew already, it seems that everyone had known but me, and they all wished me good luck. In my debut I got rave write-ups. After all, how could I have played badly with the other four forwards being Crossan, Briggs, Quigley and [Bobby] Langton?’1


Roy enjoyed a very encouraging debut in a Second Division clash with Billy Liddell and Liverpool at Ewood Park. William Westall of the Blackburn Times reported: ‘An interesting feature was the debut of eighteen-year-old Royston Vernon who last season gained youth and amateur international honours for Wales and became a professional in March.’ Though Liverpool scored two goals and had another disallowed in the opening ten minutes, Blackburn fought back. The journalist marvelled at the youngster’s maturity: ‘Vernon, who was showing excellent control and craft, cut in dangerously to be stopped by John Molyneux, another debutant, in a desperate tackle. The right-winger also went close with a cross-shot.’ Rovers persisted and reduced the arrears after 32 minutes following more splendid work on the right by Vernon. Westall continued: ‘From a corner won and taken by the Welsh debutant, Tommy Briggs got in a shot which was beaten out to Bobby Langton, whom with his back to goal hooked the ball over his head and into the net.’ Clearly enjoying his senior debut, Vernon was also involved in the goal to make it 2-2: ‘Vernon cut in from the wing and chipped the ball into the middle where Tommy Briggs’s rather tame effort was blocked for Eddie Crossan to follow up and slam home. After falling behind again, Blackburn piled on the pressure. The equaliser came in the 75th minute: ‘Vernon made ground on the right and won a thrown-in. Ronnie Clayton’s long throw resulted in a melee in the goal-mouth from which Crossan scored.’ It had been an impressive baptism. Vernon had been involved in all three goals.


The Lancashire Evening Telegraph also acclaimed Vernon’s performance: ‘He was the boy behind the comeback. His fast runs were a constant source of trouble to Lambert. The eighteen-year-old debutant right-winger showed that manager Johnny Carey has a ‘find’.’7


That momentous day marked another milestone in the debutant’s life as he started dating Norma Tierney, who worked as a shorthand typist at the local Gas Board. Norma recounts that the couple were, in fact, already acquainted: ‘I didn’t know it at the time, but he used to see me on the bus on his way home from technical college. Then we met at the Easter Fair. I was with my friend Marion and he was with Derek Hughes, a player from the Rovers B team. They paid for us to go on one of the rides and we made a date for the following week. He didn’t turn up! I didn’t see him again before he went home to Wales for the summer. After he played in the first team against Liverpool, he went to the dance at King George’s Hall and came over to me. I thought to myself: “I’ll dance with him and then stand him up like he did to me”. Roy apologised, saying: “I am awfully sorry – I didn’t have two ha’pennies to rub together – that’s why I didn’t turn up.” Then he kept hold of my hand, as if to say, “I’ve told you and that’s that.” Norma didn’t stand him up and they were soon going steady.


What was life like for Norma with her sometimes hot-headed future husband? She told the Everton matchday programme: ‘He could be a bit fiery! He had his Welsh temper and used to drive me mad sometimes. But it would blow over in two minutes and we did get on well. He didn’t wallow, he didn’t sulk. He’d shout and bawl and the next minute he’d be smiling at me, especially when he was in the wrong!’


Just weeks after his auspicious debut, a buff-coloured envelope dropped onto his doormat. It told him that he was to report for National Service. ‘I took the letter to show Mr Carey who told me that everyone had to do National Service, but if I kept up my training, I would be able to travel at weekends to play. He always gave me sound advice and I’ve always had the greatest admiration and respect for him. He along with Jack Weddle and Jock Wightman gave me my chance in football. To these men I will always be grateful.’1


Roy was lucky in comparison to other young pros who were posted much further afield and was assigned a desk job upon joining the Royal Welsh Fusiliers. This convenient posting enabled him to get back to Blackburn for weekend matches. He would move to digs two doors down from the Tierney household on Infirmary Road and was treated as almost a surrogate son by Norma’s family.


Graham Lewis, who served alongside him, recalled: ‘He was a Lance Corporal Company Clerk at Hightown Barracks. This involved a bit of typing and issuing rail passes, etc. Mr Carey, his manager, used to ring Company Sergeant Major Davies to ask for Roy to be allowed time off to play at weekends. Sometimes he paid other clerks a few bob to do his weekend duties so that he could play. The Army was very good to him. The only physical activities he undertook were morning muster parades and occasional guard duties.’ Lewis disclosed that even in a military setting, his friend’s cheeky personality shone through: ‘He was what you would call in Army terms “a cocky little bastard”.’


Gareth Pritchard also encountered Roy on National Service in Wrexham: ‘He was a bit of a character. The Royal Welsh had a Second Lieutenant there – the son of Lord Trevor. He had come down from Sandhurst and was on his first job. He used to ride a horse and Roy would say mischievously: “That’s a nice horse you’ve got there, sir.” Perhaps missing his wit, the son of Lord Trevor replied: “Oh thank you, Corporal Vernon.”’ Another benefit was that the military regime helped build up his physique. Although Roy was a reasonable 5ft 9in or even 5ft 10in stature, there was – to coin the phrase – more meat on a butcher’s pencil. While his excessive nicotine intake may have contributed, he didn’t have a great appetite for food, preferring small portions and playing with what was on his plate rather than eating it. ‘I eat to live, not live to eat,’ was the explanation he would give to his girlfriend. Nonetheless, through his military regime at Wrexham and training at Blackburn he developed a deceptively strong, wiry frame which gave him the ability to take a buffeting but also accelerate and swerve past opponents. Latterly, he would state that his modest frame never held him back: ‘The only way to play is the hard way, full out all the time.’1


‘I was in the Army Medical Corps in Wrexham,’ Gareth Pritchard remembered. ‘At the time, Roy was playing for Blackburn Rovers and we treated him at the medical room on Mondays. There were cuts and bruises from top to bottom. He would say: “And they reckon I’m a dirty player!” On the playing field at the back of the barracks, he had a forty-gallon oil drum filled with sand – he would practice kicking the ball at it and for ages. Nine times out of ten, he would be there to meet the rebound. Roy would practice on his own or with a couple of lads passing to him. I recall that he turned out for the Royal Welsh football team once or twice. During the Ambulance Cup competition at Rhos, he came on for ten minutes in the second-half and scored three goals.’


The Welshman would reap the benefit of that practice, hitting double figures for the Blackburn first team during the 1956/57 season. Whilst on desk in Wrexham Barracks in April 1957, he took a call from The Daily Post sports desk advising him that he had been called up to the Wales senior squad for an international fixture against Northern Ireland in Belfast. On the Sunday before the midweek match, Roy joined the rest of the squad at the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool and penned a touching letter to his parents:


Monday


Dear Mum and Dad,


Just a few lines checking you are all ok at home. I arrived here ok on Sunday and we were training on Liverpool’s ground this morning. We sail across to Ireland tonight.


If you decide to go, Mum, Norma and I will pay for you, seeing as this is my first game for Wales. I’ll be looking out for whoever goes with tickets for them. Hoping you can make it.


As ever, lots of love.


Roy xxx


Four days short of his twentieth birthday Roy Vernon ran out at Windsor Park proudly wearing the red shirt of his country. Prior to kick-off, he received numerous telegrams of congratulation from family and friends, including Mostyn YMCA, Flintshire Schoolboys and his parish priest. His family would not make the crossing to Belfast but never missed future international appearances on home soil. The game, which finished goalless, was exciting with many missed chances. A couple of newspapers suggested that ‘young Vernon showed many good touches’.


Nevertheless, Roy’s Army-enforced absence from Ewood Park presented openings to Bryan Douglas, his friend but competitor: ‘For the twelve weeks I was square-bashing, Dougie turned it on and when he did that no words can express the brilliance of his performance,’ Roy lamented. ‘So that was that – no more football for me whilst the Rovers went on their winning way, yet again they just missed promotion [finishing in fourth in the 1956/57 campaign, two points behind promoted Nottingham Forest in second].’ Then another sensation shook Blackburn: most of the older players were transferred and when I came out of the Army, I was a Welsh international and a regular first-team player.’1


When his two-year stint of National Service concluded in November 1957, his Commanding Officer rated his behaviour as ‘very good’ and commented: ‘Vernon will be a great asset to any soccer club or sporting organisation as a sportsman and as a leader in physical recreation in Wales or England.’


Back on civvy street, Roy could focus on Blackburn’s push for promotion to the First Division. Johnny Carey had blended an attacking team of youth and experience that was a joy to watch. Along with promoting talent from within, Carey made astute signings, none more so than Ally MacLeod, St Mirren’s outside-left, and Matt Woods, Everton’s imposing reserve team centre-half. Fred Cumpstey was a young supporter who retains fond memories of ‘Carey’s Chicks’, especially Vernon and Douglas: ‘It was a golden era – probably even more so than when Rovers won the Premiership in 1995. Vernon was a delight to watch. It helped that he played in a very good team with a very good forward line with Bryan Douglas, Peter Dobing, Tommy Johnston (then later Derek Dougan) and Ally MacLeod. For me, he is just behind Douglas as the greatest player I have seen in a blue and white-halved shirt – even above Alan Shearer. Shearer was a prolific goalscorer but couldn’t do things with the ball that Vernon and Douglas could do. The Welshman was a very creative footballer with an advanced football brain. He could pick a pass and see things happening that other players couldn’t, and he had a terrific shot on him. He could hammer a ball and could also spray forty-yard and fifty-yard passes just like Eddie Quigley, his predecessor. He was paper thin yet very powerful and sinewy – it took a lot to knock him off the ball.’


Cumpstey also mentioned the fire that many of the greatest players possess: ‘He had a mean streak – he didn’t take any prisoners. If there was a bad tackle on Douglas, the right-winger would get up and walk away and shake it off – like Finney and Matthews – but Vernon would always tend to react and be quite vicious in those situations.’


In the FA Cup, Roy made a lasting impression on the 75,000 supporters present for the fourth round tie at Goodison between Everton and Blackburn in January 1958. The visitors were not flattered by the 2-1 scoreline. The local journalist Ranger wrote: ‘Well that’s that. Rosy dreams of Everton making a splash in the cup this year have gone west. They were demolished almost without trace by an infinitely better footballing side. Blackburn looked like the First Division side whereas Everton struggled and struggled – lacking co-ordination in attack and bewitched and bewildered in defence by the speedy and talented Rovers forwards. Blackburn were well ahead individually and collectively and might have won by a bigger margin had the home goal not enjoyed some miraculous escapes.’6


Fellow reporter Leslie Edwards concurred: ‘The man of the match was Douglas. He is in the Matthews mould and has copied some of the maestro’s tricks – which coming in such confined space look so spectacular. Towards the end, he came in for some tough treatment from Donovan and on one occasion after injury was carried from the field like a babe-in-arms by the trainers. Vernon began to tire after his great work in the first half, but this Rhyl boy showed what a great potential he has. The Blackburn line, with MacLeod threatening to do as much on the left as Douglas and with the hard-working Dobing and Stephenson to commend it, was far ahead of Everton’s, which failed to move together despite the prompting of Meagan and Birch. Blackburn’s other great personality was Clayton at half-back. When in doubt they let the right-half have it. This seemed to be Blackburn’s main tactic, and rarely did he fail defensively or as a constructing force.’5
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