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FOREWORD


I have three main memories of Geoff Bradford, Bristol Rovers’ record scorer with a hunger for hat-tricks. Above all, the courageous and indefatigable manner in which he battled back from those two truly horrendous injuries. Next, the strength of character he also showed when called a blackleg and threatened with being ostracised by team-mates against whom he stood alone in refusing to vote for a strike aimed at abolishing the maximum wage. He foresaw drawbacks that have since become all too apparent, with power concentrated into an elite band of the wealthier clubs.


Thirdly, there was the unfairness of Bradford’s exclusion from the England team after scoring in the victory on his international debut. Strong as the competition for places was, notably from a young upstart named Johnny Haynes, it clearly counted against the Rovers sharpshooter that he was outside the First Division with a so-called unfashionable club. Which raises the intriguing question of how he would have fared if he had played regularly at that level instead of loyally remaining a one-club man? I am with those who fancy that the goals would still have flowed.


Eddie Giles


 


Eddie Giles started his journalistic career with the Derby Evening Telegraph in 1944 where he spent twelve years – less three away while on National Service in the RAF. Moving to Bristol in 1956, Giles became deputy sports editor of the Bristol Evening Post and later chief sports sub-editor until 1970 when he joined the Daily Telegraph, first in Manchester and then in London. For the last eight years until his retirement in 1993 he was that newspaper’s northern sports editor. He has written many football books on Derby County, Bristol City and Bristol Rovers plus one on perhaps England’s finest international centre forward, Tommy Lawton. He is a life member of the National Union of Journalists.
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Geoff and manager Bert Tann were featured in a 1950s newspaper cartoon depicted at the famous Nails in Corn Street, Bristol.
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EARLY FAMILY LIFE


On 18 July 1927 Mr Albert and Mrs Emily Bradford’s (née Lambourne) fourth child, Geoffrey Reginald William, was born at 2 Belle Vue Cottages, Clifton Wood, a cul-de-sac of terraced houses, a continuation of Belle Vue Crescent located on the slopes behind the public baths on Jacobs Wells Road. One of the oldest and most affluent areas of Bristol situated to the west of the city centre, Clifton was at one time a separate settlement but became attached to Bristol by continuous development during the Georgian period and was formally incorporated into the city in the 1830s. Grand houses that required many servants were built in the area, and while a good number were detached or semi-detached properties, the bulk were built as terraces, many with three or more floors. Little did Albert, a police constable with Bristol Constabulary’s ‘E’ Divison, and Emily appreciate at the time that their newborn son, Geoff, as he would be known, was destined to be Bristol Rovers’ most famous footballer.


A year after Geoff’s birth, the Bradford family vacated Belle Vue Cottages and moved to 36 Holly Grove, Hillfields, a north-eastern suburb of Bristol adjacent to the Soundwell and Staple Hill districts of the city. Geoff and his siblings, Donald, Joan and Mabel (known as Bett), attended Soundwell Primary School, located in Church Road opposite Soundwell’s football ground, half a mile from the family home.


From about the age of 6 Geoff showed a keen interest in football and as most young boys do he enjoyed joining in kick-abouts with his friends and older brother. Despite his lack of size Geoff had a real passion for the game and tried to improve at every opportunity – if Geoff didn’t have a ball to play with he would resort to kicking a tin can instead. On numerous occasions his football was kicked into the garden of Mrs Jones, a neighbour who lived opposite the Bradford family. She constantly threatened that she would keep the young lad’s ball if it came over again – but she never did. On one occasion after Geoff’s mother had bought him a new pair of shoes and he was outside kicking a ball while wearing them, she told him to stop playing and come into the house or his new footwear would be scuffed and worn out in no time. But Geoff, in common with all young boys, took no notice. Despite his obvious enthusiasm for the game, his talent (if it had manifested itself at the time) was not recognised. His junior school games master once told a disappointed Geoff to forget about football because he considered him to be too small for the game. This acted as a challenge to Geoff to prove the teacher wrong and frequently he would walk from his house with his football to the common land which led to Soundwell Football Club to play and practice the game he loved.
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The Bradford family photographed at Laurence Studios in Bristol, c. 1931. Standing: Donald (born 1920). Seated, left to right: Joan (born 1923), Geoff (born 1927), Mabel (born 1924).
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Geoff and his sister Joan, with their dog Jim, standing outside their home in Lincombe Avenue, Downend, c. 1937. Geoff’s mother used to send Jim to school to bring Geoff home, which he dutifully did!
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Staple Hill Torchbearers Youth Football Club played in the Kingswood & District Youth Association League. Geoff is pictured sixth from the right wearing a snake belt to keep his shorts up.


On one occasion the family was getting ready in their best clothes to visit Laurence Studios, the photographers in the centre of Bristol, to have a family portrait taken. Geoff was dressed and ready wearing his new teddy bear coat, and when his mother popped into another room to collect something she asked his sister, Bett, to keep her eye on him. Regrettably, she neglected to do this and the four-year-old Geoff made his escape into the street where he managed to fall into a muddy puddle, ruining the new coat. Fortunately a young friend of the family, Nellie Johnson, came to the rescue. She was studying music and dance and having a number of costumes was able to lend Emily an outfit for Geoff to wear, and so he ended up visiting the photographers in a blouse and satin trousers. ‘He was always getting into trouble,’ remembered his sister Joan, ‘with kicking things and wearing his shoes out. From morning ’til night it was football. Football was his life and he gave it all he had. Brother Don was always playing war with him, as he was small and always getting in Don’s way, and he would complain to Mum, but when she told Geoff off it went in one ear and out the other. Football was his life and he lived it.’


In about 1936, when Albert Bradford left his wife Emily and their four children, she moved from Hillfields initially to the Downend area, followed by a move to the Frenchay district on the outskirts of Bristol. In order to support the family, Emily ran a tea room serving drinks, sandwiches, cakes and cream teas to order. During the Second World War meals were cooked for the troops stationed on Frenchay Common, who used to walk down to the tea room through the woods for a good meal that was cooked on a large range and an electric cooker.


Geoff’s sister Joan recalls two troops, Frank and Tom, who used to walk down to the tea room to buy food. Frank had a wonderful singing voice and on hearing him approaching singing, she would shout out to the others ‘Frank is on his way.’ Emily, her daughter Joan and daughter-in-law Pat (she married Geoff’s brother Don), worked in the Frenchay Road establishment, named the Bungalow Tea Rooms. It was located on the riverside near the bridge that crosses the River Frome linking Frenchay Road with Pearces Hill and Frenchay Hill. The family lived in the bungalow next to the tea room, and it was at this rural location that Emily kept geese, chickens and pigs, with guard dogs to look after the property.


Disappointingly for Geoff the village school did not have an organised football team and he had to content himself with Friday afternoon football games when two teams were picked, coats put down for goalposts and matches maybe lasting several hours were enjoyed by the football-crazy lads. Attending Mangotsfield School (located in North View, Downend) from the age of 11 his football ability began to show as he was selected to play in the school’s under-13s team in his first year at senior school – a fine achievement for such a young player and an indication of his burgeoning talent. Like most boys of his age at that time, Geoff left school at 14 and joined the world of employment, working as a driver’s mate for a lemonade delivery firm, Keystones, in Fishponds. On his days off from delivering ‘pop’ bottles, football continued to play a significant part in his formative years.


One of his friends persuaded Geoff to play for a football team organised by Torchbearers, a Staple Hill club run by the Salvation Army Youth Club. Geoff’s prowess at centre forward was shown by him scoring the only goal of the final which helped the club win the Kingswood & District Youth Association Challenge Cup in 1944. The cup-winning celebration involved Geoff and his team-mates marching from Kingswood to Staple Hill proudly displaying the cup. Torchbearers enjoyed two successful seasons towards the end of the Second World War, winning the Challenge Cup and finishing as league runners-up in 1943/44 and were runners-up in both competitions the following season.


[image: image]


Certificate awarded to Geoff and members of the Torchbearers team for finishing as league runners-up in the 1944/45 season.
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The Torchbearers Youth Football team were Kingswood & District Youth Challenge Cup Winners in 1943/44. Geoff Bradford, aged 17, is seated third from right.
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Geoff, pictured right, and army pals, during his spell of National Service. He served with the Gloucestershire Regiment at Catterick, Colchester, Repton and Belfast.


Geoff was a key member of that successful team in both of those seasons, riding his motorbike to the club for practice and matches. Some ten years later when nearing the pinnacle of his fame as a nationally known professional footballer, Geoff still found time to meet up with thirteen of his former Torchbearers team-mates at a reunion held in May 1953.


During the Second World War Geoff helped men to remove the railings that surrounded Frenchay church, ostensibly to be melted down in a morale-boosting drive to help the war effort. In 1945 between VE Day (8 May 1945) and VJ Day (15 August 1945) Geoff, then aged 18 years, was called up for National Service. The summons came a few weeks after the medical, delivered by the postman in a plain brown envelope, with the instruction that the prospective recruit had to report to barracks for the start of ten weeks of basic training. Geoff joined the Gloucestershire Regiment with whom he was initially stationed at Catterick in Yorkshire. Bradford, the young soldier, was later posted to Colchester, by which time he had been promoted to the rank of corporal in charge of corps training. Not particularly happy during his time spent in Essex, in an effort to temporarily get away Geoff volunteered with six others to undertake additional training on a small arms course in Warminster.


On returning to his unit Geoff was even more displeased when he discovered that his whole battalion had been flown out to the West Indies for a tour of duty. A six-month posting to Retford followed before moving to Belfast, this time as an NCO in charge of the demobilisation of young conscripted servicemen, who were leaving the armed forces. While in Ireland, football opportunities arose playing for his battalion team all over the country. During his time there he was invited for training by the Irish League Club, Bangor Town, after they spotted him playing in an army match, but they did not follow up their initial interest. His commanding officer, who had served in the Indian Army, was a keen hockey player and actively encouraged his charges to play the game. Geoff was selected for the battalion hockey team, once it was formed, with matches played on the barrack square after duties were completed. This was followed by evening football matches which really suited Geoff as a sports-loving teenager. Playing on the left wing Geoff excelled at hockey and was selected to represent Gloucestershire against Cheshire in the Army Hockey Cup final at Chester, where his team was beaten by a penalty. However, it was playing hockey that almost ended Geoff’s football career before it had even started.


In one match he received a serious blow from an opponent’s stick to the bridge of his nose and the corner of his right eye, which almost resulted in him losing the sight in that eye. Following this near miss he informed his CO that he did not want to risk another possible injury and decided not to play hockey again. While in the army Geoff also participated in a number of athletics disciplines, winning a medal for the second place he achieved in a battalion long jump event in 1947. Geoff certainly enjoyed the army life which for him lasted for over 14 months, so much so that he seriously considered joining as a regular soldier and forging an army career. However, his battalion was spilt up and when his time came to be demobbed, he decided to return to Bristol and civvy street instead.
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Geoff enjoyed army football and impressed in Ireland enough for Bangor Town to express an interest in him. He is second from right in the back row.


Geoff met Betty Flay, the young lady who was to become his wife, when he attended a local dance with some of his team-mates from Soundwell Football Club at Frenchay Village Hall one Saturday evening in 1949, a few weeks after his return from a trial with Blackpool Football Club. Betty, the daughter of Archibald and Ethel (née Roberts), at the time was living in Air Balloon Road, St George, and walked to the dance, a distance of nearly 4 miles, at some points having to walk across open fields to get to the venue. The couple were married on 19 February 1951 and had three children, all daughters; Lesley born in 1953, Lynn four years later in 1957 and Nichola, born in 1958. Like most Rovers professionals who were married, the Bradfords lived in a rented house owned by the football club close to the Eastville ground. The club also owned properties in the Brislington area of Bristol. Geoff and his young family lived at 57 Dormer Road, just off Muller Road in Eastville, a few hundred yards from Eastville Stadium, with team-mates Ray Mabbutt, Joe Davis and their families among other Rovers players who lived in ‘club houses’ in Dormer Road. Rovers directors, as did the manager, actively encouraged players to get married believing that a settled family life would improve their playing performance.
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A CAREER IN PROFESSIONAL FOOTBALL


Following demobilisation from the army at the age of 20, and a return to his Frenchay home, Geoff joined his elder brother Don, a goalkeeper, at Soundwell Football Club, for whom he played at half-back as well as in the forward line. Soundwell, founded in 1936, who played home matches at the Star Ground, named after the nearby Star Inn public house located on the corner of Church Road and Soundwell Road, joined the Western League at the beginning of the 1945/46 season, but did not make an auspicious start finishing 13th out of 14 teams and conceding 132 goals in the process. The following season the club finished as Division Two runners-up, losing on just four occasions and scoring 111 goals, and entered the FA Cup for the first time. 1947/48 and 1948/49 saw Soundwell finish in 15th and 12th place respectively out of 18 teams conceding over 100 goals in both campaigns, but in 1948/49 the club had a good run in the FA Cup with a 9–3 win against Stonehouse followed by a 4–3 win at home to St Austell. In fact, the preliminary round victory by the odd goal in seven over the Cornish side on Saturday 18 September 1948 is the first printed reference so far discovered that reports Geoff Bradford’s scoring prowess. The Western Morning News in its Monday report of the FA Cup tie had this to say, ‘BRADFORD put Soundwell ahead after 17 minutes, but within three minutes Keast levelled the scores and then quickly gave the Cornish side the lead.’ Glastonbury ended the Soundwell Wembley dream for another year, narrowly defeating the club 4–3 in the first qualifying round in October 1948. Don Bradford had already left Soundwell FC for Western League rivals Glastonbury, who in the immediate post-war period had a very successful side, finishing as runners-up in the Western League Division One in season 1947/48 and as champions the following season. The golden years for Glastonbury FC were a period of five seasons from 1947/48 to 1951/52 when the club won the Western League twice, were runners-up twice and third once. They also won the Somerset League twice and the Somerset Professional Cup. A particularly fine performance by Don came against Rovers’ Colts in a Western League match at Eastville in December 1947, when despite conceding five goals the 1,500 spectators ‘applauded Bradford for some magnificent saves’. The Rovers forwards were well on target in a side considerably strengthened by the inclusion of Petherbridge, Bush, Winters, Whitfield, Lockier and Liley who had all assisted in the Rovers Combination XI that season. On one occasion when Soundwell played Glastonbury, Geoff was called up to take a penalty against his brother, who promptly saved the spot-kick. However, the referee made the younger Bradford brother retake the penalty which Don duly saved again, but for a second time the referee spotted an infringement and ordered a third attempt. This time Geoff blasted the ball over the crossbar.


As well as a run in the early stages of the FA Cup in 1948/49, Soundwell also progressed in the FA Amateur Cup, beating Weston St John, Bristol St George, Hanham Athletic 4–2 in the second qualifying round, before going out of the competition in the next round, on 6 November, in a 3–1 home defeat to Clevedon. In the 3–2 qualifying round victory over Weston St John on Saturday 9 October 1948 the Bristol Evening World in its description of the first half of the game had this to report, ‘Venning scored for St John when he sent the ball in from a corner. Within a short time BRADFORD put Soundwell on level terms. Soundwell pressed hard, but missed several opportunities at close range. Half-time: Weston St John 1 Soundwell 1.’ A week later on 16 October, ‘Soundwell played Bristol St George in the FA Amateur Cup, and triumphed by 3 goals to 2 on a rain-soaked pitch at Bell Hill. The home side were awarded a free kick when Bradford ran into Saints goalkeeper Jack Bright, but Soundwell took the lead after 12 minutes, when Bradford beat Bright from 20 yards.’


Geoff’s performances for Soundwell in the Western League and cup competitions soon brought representative honours to the burgeoning star, when he was selected to play at inside right for the Gloucestershire Amateur Football Association against Birmingham & District County FA at Moor Green, Birmingham. The match, on Saturday 30 October, resulted in a 2–1 victory for the Gloucestershire side with Moserop and Greatbanks scoring for the visitors. On 4 December 1948 the Gloucestershire FA held a county trial game at Stonehouse to select their team to play against Berks and Bucks the following Saturday at Chesham. Geoff played for the Probables against the Possibles and is reported as having ‘tried hard with an individual effort’ in a 0–0 draw. Selected to represent the county in their Southern Counties Amateur Championship match on Saturday 11 December, Bradford’s Gloucestershire team were defeated 3–0.


Geoff’s scoring feats for Soundwell soon caught the attention of First Division Blackpool’s West Country scout, and he was invited to Lancashire for a trial over the weekend of 18/19 December 1948. A well-established First Division club, Blackpool had many famous and talented footballers and Bradford was understandably very excited about this first opportunity to fulfil his ambition to become a professional footballer. Impressing in his trial, Geoff was signed as an amateur player by the Seasiders, but despite scoring 16 goals from inside forward in the Blackpool third team during a six-week trial period, he was not offered a professional contract. In practice games Geoff sometimes featured in the same forward line as Blackpool’s international forward stars Stan Matthews and Stan Mortensen who were convinced that Geoff would be offered a contract. ‘They both told me that I was bound to be retained,’ he recalled, but unfortunately for Bradford it was not a view shared by Blackpool’s manager, former England forward Joe Smith who had made 492 appearances for Bolton and captained the FA Cup-winning side of 1923, at the first Wembley FA Cup final. For a player who had scored 254 league goals for Bolton, Smith might have been expected to recognise the promise of the raw goalscoring talent from Bristol. However, it appears that he did not even take the trouble to have a look at the promising player in action. After greeting Bradford when he arrived at the Bloomfield Road ground, the next time he saw him was six weeks later when his only words to the crestfallen Bradford was to say, ‘Cheerio lad, Keep in touch.’ It had a profound effect on the aspiring professional footballer, ‘I was a failure when I first tried to get into league football,’ he recalled years later, ‘Blackpool had me on trial and I played in about seven matches and scored 15 or 16 goals.’
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Posted to all kinds of stations,
GEOFF was never known to fail,
And, for sticky situations,

Always ready on the nail!
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