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			Foreword by Glenn Hoddle

			The one thing I have had in common with Harry, is that we are both Spurs fans, who coincidently first went to watch the team at the same age of eight.

			My first game was a reserve match at the Lane against Leicester, when I went with a friend and his dad, and then my dad took me to my first big game, Spurs v Forest. I was hooked.

			I don’t know why I was hooked, it was just the whole experience, the smell of the grass, the whole event of such a big stadium packed with fans, the noise, the atmosphere, and watching such talents as Jimmy Greaves.

			I lived in Harlow and that was a huge catchment area for Spurs supporters, even more so then than it is now. I remember turning up at Harlow Town station to catch the train with my dad to White Hart Lane station, and Harlow was just as packed as White Hart Lane, the trains were full and it was a journey I was soon to take every Tuesday and Thursday evening once I signed schoolboy forms for the club at the age of 11.

			In those days the schoolboys and apprentices were given tickets for the game, and we sat on these little benches in the front of the stand, where we had the most incredible pitch side view watching some immense talents such as Martin Chivers, Alan Mullery, Martin Peters, Phil Beal and Mike England.

			We sat so close to the action, no more than a couple of yards from the white line, that you could almost touch the players, and you could even smell the liniment oils on their muscles. You could hear the players’ verbal exchanges with each other, and feel the crunching tackles, aspects of the game you never appreciated in the stands.

			I was a skilful player who wanted to do the right things, but I was also quite small as a 10 and 11 year old, very thin, and one game watching Mike England and Peter Osgood kicking lumps out of each other gave me quite a different perspective of a profession I was determined to follow. The centre-forward and centre-half were giants who were elbowing and kicking to such an extent I could hear and virtually feel the thumps against each player’s shin pads. It made me appreciate that this game was not just all about scoring goals and making goals, but also about the physical pain that you would need to experience. For a creative player, this made an enormous impact on me at such an early age. It was a rude awakening.

			My favourite player? Funnily enough, even though I was and I am still a huge Spurs fan my favourite player was George Best. He was the greatest individual I saw as a kid. It was such a great pleasure when Manchester United came to town and I could see Best. I loved to watch Best, Law and Charlton. I remember sitting behind the goal at the Lane when all three played against Spurs, it was a wonderful experience.

			Bill Nicholson signed me as a youth player, and he even picked me once to sit on the bench for a European Cup tie in Belgrade against Red Star and I can remember Harry when he was on the local paper, the Weekly Herald writing about me when I scored a hat-trick in the youth team. 

			Terry Neill was the manager when I first got selected for the first team, and Harry wrote an article about my emergence into the senior side coming through the ranks. When I made my debut coming on against Norwich, the headline in the Herald was one I shall never forget…

			“And You Ain’t Seen Nothing Yet…”

			There was a smash hit record in the charts at the time, from Bachman Turner Overdrive and that was the catch line in it. It was typical of Harry’s kind of journalism to try to jazz things up. I loved it, but my mum loved it even more and cut it out and stuck it in a scrap book.

			I felt I had a lot in common with Harry at the time as his writing emphasised the Spurs tradition of playing stylish football and that is why he pushed for me to be in the team. I’ve no idea how much he influenced Terry Neill’s decision to pick me, but he keeps telling me it was his idea!

		

	


	
		
			Foreword by Steve Perryman

			Whatever I might think of Harry, and I have some very strong opinions, there is no doubt that he changed the face of local and national journalism.

			When he arrived on the local North London Weekly Herald, my first impression was this was a guy who livened up the match reports. As a player, you are always protective of your own professional performance, and as captain of the side I felt a responsibility towards the entire team. So, I did not like the way he sometimes reported our games, there was a sharp edge we had not been used to from the local paper before.

			But Harry did make the local paper more professional, and you would have to say, why not? However, we didn’t sometimes like the way he stirred the waters, and of course, it didn’t do him any harm as he made his reputation and moved onto the bigger stage with national newspapers.

			On the national press, with papers such as the Daily Mail, the Daily Mirror for many years, and the Daily Express, I have read his columns with interest, as he does produce some thought provoking articles.

			However, I cannot be honest with him unless I also state my opinion that I felt he wielded far too much influence with certain Spurs chairmen, namely Irving Scholar and Sir Alan Sugar.

			I always felt he was in Scholar’s camp when I was a player at the club, and I know they had a very close relationship so Harry had the inside track. I accept that Irving and Harry had the best interests of the club at heart as they are both Spurs fans but Irving was the first of the new breed of chairmen, and while his heart was in the right place as far as his love for Spurs, I did have my run ins with him over the 1984 UEFA Cup bonuses. Irving also drove his first manager Keith Burkinshaw potty with the amount of phone calls! That’s not to say I didn’t have my own dispute with the manager over a new contract!

			As for Sugar, I felt, from working on the inside as Ossie’s assistant, that Harry was a tool for Sugar, and for that reason I took a dislike to the way Harry operated as an ally of Sugar’s which no doubt suited his career. In fairness I did have, and probably still do, have a jaundiced view of anything to do with Sugar, and I am not going to elaborate why. Perhaps Harry is a touch unfortunate that he has been dragged into it, from my view point of Sugar.

			Harry used him as much as Sugar thought he was using Harry. The result was that Harry had exclusive stories and an incredible in with one of the most powerful men in the country. But this was MY club they were playing with, and so at times it all made me very angry.

			I wouldn’t describe Harry as one of the “suits” who were infiltrating the board rooms and having far too much influence on the management of the clubs, because he was a journalist doing his job and getting some damn good stories in his papers.

			The reason I took an exception is that Harry never saw the real inside story of the Sugar regime with Sugar’s appointed chief executive Claude Littner and the way he operated. The finer details of what really went on behind closed doors is for another day, when my book is published!

			I was hopeful somewhere along the line someone would stand up and disagree with Sugar when it needed disagreement. Sugar had surrounded himself with too many yes men, like Littner.

			Equally, I am not saying I am pro Terry Venables or anti him, nor am I saying I am pro or anti Sugar in their personal fight about what they got up to inside the club. So, perhaps it is harsh to blame Harry for doing his job and finding out as much as he could. Sugar though, I am sure, used Harry to gain information about the wider game. Sugar loves the press when it suits him but hates things in the press when they are critical of him. If it doesn’t suit Sugar than there can be big trouble. Also, I felt the way he ran the club put extra pressure on his manager, and it became intolerable for Ossie and myself at times. Contrast that to the way Sir Alex Ferguson runs Manchester United, there are no directors interfering, nobody telling him who to buy or sell. Last season, he had five draws in as many games at the start of the season and it might have looked like a crisis time, but it wasn’t. There was no panic and he went on to win the Premier League and the Champions League. 

			I had my run ins with Sugar when I was Ossie’s assistant to the extent that I fell out of love with football and even Tottenham – that’s how bad it got for me, anyway.

			I am sure Harry will give his own unique insight into what he feels went on between Venables and Sugar in this book. And, if he’s writing about 50 years as a Spurs fan, I am convinced it will be something no Spurs fan would want to miss. Equally, his take on the broader aspects of the game would be of immense interest to every fan of football. Even though I am sure it will be more subjective than objective!

		

	


	
		
			Preface by Lord Triesman of Tottenham

			The first time I went to Spurs was in 1952. My father, uncle and I could go when they could afford it, a consideration made rather more complex for my uncle by his deep interest in greyhounds and their unpredictable impact on his budget.

			We would walk briskly up White Hart Lane from my parents’ prefab, the adults full of earnest opinions about Ron Burgess and the extent of his greatness. I could follow none of it. But I did already have my own hero in Ted Ditchburn. A very small boy could at least imitate him by diving into the available muddy puddles on the rugby pitch at Tottenham Grammar School which could be reached through a hole in the fence on White Hart Lane.

			Inside the ground at White Hart Lane, which is not in the Lane but off Tottenham High Road, of course, the greatest excitement was to be passed hand-to-hand over the heads of the men in the crowd until finally perched on a crash barrier at the front. This was a high octane journey almost like flying and it always seemed an improbable miracle that when passed back at the end I always ended up with my father. A huge family of people, completely unrelated by blood, looked after all the kids as their own. They later did the same for my stepsons as they made the same journey.

			These rituals, before the all-seater stadia, will have been repeated the length and breadth of England. And so would be the ritual discussions on the walk to and from the ground, the painstaking analysis, the inevitable clashes of opinion. I well remember years later walking home with my father and uncle when my father would engage in his unrelenting gloom (a feat he even managed coming home from Wembley after Ricky Villa’s stunning FA Cup goal). “That Jimmy Greaves. Why did we buy him? He’s bone idle. He hung around the centre circle most of the game. He doesn’t give a monkeys. No movement. Shameful”. My uncle Norman quietly reminded my father, Mick, that Greaves had in fact scored twice in another very decent win. “Yes”, said Mick, “but apart from that he was bone idle”.

			Every football fan will have similar memories. And will probably reflect on how different things are now. Of course, Tottenham have never repeated the Greaves years in the stunning Blanchflower team. Nobody stands on the hard concrete of the East or any other stand. The Taylor Report rightly ended the occasional catastrophes with the welcome consequence that the crowd is also no longer so exclusively male.

			No one, I suspect, would now pass their kids through the hands of so many strangers. Your responsibilities as parents would not withstand the scrutiny.

			And a high proportion of the matches no longer take place on Saturdays let alone at 3pm. Sunday is the new Saturday. Or Monday. Or whenever the TV schedules demand.

			These changes reflect on the surface the deeper and rather more difficult changes just below. In North Tottenham people had opinions about Bill Nicholson and the team formed in part because they saw them around the place. Many footballers lived in the same community. You knew whether they smoked or were fond of a drink. If a player or former player opened a tobacconist, managed a pub or had a small shop selling sports ties and medals, everyone knew it and most had been through the door. It was up-close and personal.

			That did not mean that every story around North Tottenham was accurate or rumour substantiated. Whatever the ratio of fact and fiction, it was all part of life in our own community. Football and the life of Spurs as a club were community concerns; they were issues for our neighbourhood. Even those who moved from the housing estates in North Tottenham to Enfield, Hertfordshire or Chigwell still had their finger on the pulse through relatives who hadn’t moved or from dropping into familiar shops on match days.

			I run the risk that these observations will be dismissed as sentimental. I don’t think so and in any case football is always a little sentimental. The FA Premier League is a huge and massively successful product for at least some of its clubs and it reaches way beyond those old communities because it is so exciting and full of international quality. Those clubs that have lifted their competitive standards beyond the mainstream of the FA Premier League do reach fans around the world. Some clubs will always be on the end of the joke that if you are a supporter the odds are you come from somewhere hundreds of miles away.

			Now this is a remarkable development yet it has in many places increased the physical and emotional distance between club and community. Indeed, people living near many top clubs no longer expect to see a boy from their town in the team, no “Harmer the Charmer” for example. In some clubs they may see no more than a couple of players from the UK. Clubs are increasingly “international brands” whose product as a live experience just happens to be on offer in England.

			It is always a relief at Tottenham that till now the core of the team has come from the British Isles.

			Nonetheless, a child in Tottenham today would not see a modern manager on the local bus as I quite often saw Bill Nicholson and the increased distance, not least financial distance, between players, managers and supporters has changed the community feel and tradition.

			The tradition is carried by a flood of memories. I still have the front page of the London evening papers when Spurs took on Benfica in 1962. Smith is compared with Eusebio and it is the front not the back page. I can close my eyes and still see John White’s goal at Forest in the Double year in a 4-0 win, the first time I had seen a ball bent into an impossible parabola. And the second leg of the UEFA Cup final against Wolves (after we had brushed past Milan) when Mullery knocked himself out scoring a goal he didn’t know he had scored. Ricky Villa weaving a spell of a goal when days before he had left the Wembley pitch looking like a man bound for the gallows. Steve Perryman’s last epic season, an avenging angel, dealing one-by-one with anyone who had kicked Glen Hoddle because they couldn’t deal with him.

			It all floods back right up to the present. Unravelling the Arsenal 5-1 in the second leg of the Carling Cup semi-final, and having become chairman of the FA, having to clap politely throughout.

			I have always enjoyed Harry Harris’ books because he reaches so well back through time to recapture the feelings of the moment, the emotion that goes alongside the facts. It is as true of his Spurs books as his major biographies of players like Pelé.

			It must come from the raw, face-to-face experience of a football writer who came through local Tottenham journalism to top level national journalism and authorship. His readers can almost taste the words. I can only speculate but I think it is because he writes out of the heart of the community we are in danger of losing.

			Of course, football is also about money, wages, agents, owners, triumphs and scandals because all of them populate football. No account would be complete without them. Yet, in another sense, it is not really about them at all. It is about passion, experience, devotion and memory among people who struggle these days to pay for a season ticket but simply must be at the Lane.

			That is where their heart beats fastest. It is them, like all supporters in all clubs, that count.

			David Triesman

			Lord Triesman of Tottenham

			Chairman

			The Football Association

		

	


	
		
			Introduction

			The first club to win a major European trophy, the first club to win the Double in the 20th century, a club synonymous with The Beautiful Game; it’s tough to be proud and optimistic when your club are rock bottom with only two wins in the first eight league games, but Spurs are different and now they have recruited Harry Redknapp who will attempt a Houdini act to save the club from relegation.

			So, there is no shame in rejoicing in Spurs’ glorious past. It is a rich heritage of all that is good in football, the style, the attacking ethos, the philosophy of Danny Blanchflower, the grace of Alan Gilzean, the goalscoring phenomenon of Jimmy Greaves, the genius of Paul Gascoigne, the perfect passes of Glenn Hoddle, the start of the foreign revolution with Ossie Ardiles and Ricky Villa, and how Ossie’s knees went all trembley on the way to a wonderful exhilarating FA Cup win with The Wembley Goal of All Time from Ricky, to Walking in a Jurgen Wonderland. Yes, even a German could become a hero in a club steeped in Jewish traditions.

			For me, it’s coming up to 50 years of supporting Spurs. Nearly half a century of loving a team through thick and thin, more recently through thin. But that makes the tears of joy at winning trophies, and winning in style, all the more pleasurable. It’s time to relive some wonderful memories of Spurs’ glorious past going back to the 1960s.

			Juande Ramos won the League Cup after only a handful of games when taking over from the likable and passionate Martin Jol. But an isolated League Cup proved little more than a mirage. While it seemed such a bright idea at the time to lure the Spaniard to Spurs, after all he appeared to have the right CV with back to back UEFA Cups with Seville, it turned out to be a nightmare despite the deceptive euphoria of landing the Carling Cup. Even the arrival of Harry Redknapp might only bring temporary relief, and no Spurs fan can accept that mere survival is the most one can hope for from the season. The reality is that the best time to be a Spurs fan was during the glory days, when it was a blur of black and white memories on television, and the big named “foreign stars” came from Scotland, Ireland and Wales! And what great Jocks they were, with players such as Dave Mackay, and the Welsh epitomised by flying winger Cliff Jones and the Irish in the form of the captain of that famous Double team of 1961, Danny Blanchflower.

			Now it’s been a procession of foreign managers, over priced foreign players, and a deluge of false dawns.

			But the glory, glory days and European nights of real consequence will come again. Believe me. My dream for the future is to see Spurs in the Champions League. Yes, it can happen, its not all Fantasy Football. Spurs were not so long ago labelled one of the Big Five. Now there is a Big Four; Manchester United, Chelsea, Arsenal and Liverpool. 

			However, there is a mini league of clubs aspiring to break the mould. It looked like it might be Spurs under Martin Jol with back to back fifth place finishes and the close, oh the so painfully close call to pip Arsenal.

			It can happen, however much it is hard to believe right now!

			Spurs have massive support, and their past glories still make them a big name in European football. Spurs’ time will come again. Meanwhile, for me, it is time to reflect on those past glories, those legends that made the club so great, and to tell the most revealing stories.

			As a fan I have been so fortunate that my job as a football reporter has given me enviable access to the team I love. There has been so much to marvel at on the pitch through the decades but it is the action off the field that I, unlike so many other fans, have been part of.

			As a boy growing up kicking a ball around the streets of East London trying desperately to emulate my heroes I never thought for a second that one day I would be sitting in a famous Fleet Street haunt discussing death threats with Irving Scholar and trying to talk him out of selling the club, or being invited to Sir Alan Sugar’s home when he first took over to get advise on dealing with Terry Venables or discussing with Daniel Levy his buy out of the club. I have been in the thick of it and been privy to some amazing stuff. Not many fans get that close to the heart of their clubs.

			I have gone from a youngster getting in through the Boys Entrance to watching from the press box where I got to meet, know and befriend chairmen, managers, players and staff inside the club, and even being invited into the director’s box. There can’t be many accounts of following football where the fan has been catapulted inside the club to discover the truths other fans never see.

			So where did it all begin?

			There is a public bench outside of the library opposite the famous Cockerel Clock in Tottenham High Road where my mad mum would wait patiently throughout the match before collecting me for the long bus journey back home.

			Together we would make the pilgrimage to White Hart Lane from our home in East London, where the two of us lived at No 13 Pauline House, the third floor of a 17th storey block of basic facility council flats which housed the overflow from the already packed Jewish community in Brick Lane.

			It was a short walk to the bus stop, but it was imperative to set off several hours before kick off, to allow for the hour ride to Tottenham High Road onboard the crowded No 149 old Routemaster. It was essential to arrive by around 1pm to join the queues at the time the gates were about to open. The queues were pretty long, quite quickly. This had become a popular venue.

			I loved every minute of that bus ride; I became familiar with virtually every inch of road, each landmark, every building. The closer we got to the Tottenham ground the more excited l became.

			There was a spring in my step when I leapt off the bus right outside of the ground. You were straight into the ambience of the whole football-spectator experience, nothing like it is today. There was a profusion of stalls selling collections of small, tin badges representing all the clubs. There were programme sellers on every corner, the air was alive with the raucous sound of rattles, graggers my old mum called them, that made such a din at home, but could hardly be heard above the noise of all the other rattles.

			Attire was simple enough, a coveted Spurs scarf. No replica shirts with names of the stars and their numbers on the back. I did collect shirts, but they were purchased back in shops, without even the club’s badge, let alone a name or number, and who would have thought of shirt sponsorship or billboard advertising? My dear old mum had to buy the badge separately and sow it on by hand or with the Singer sowing machine she used for the fur remnants. But no one thought of wearing those shirts to a game – it was far too cold.

			One of my greatest pleasures was to visit the Spurs Supporters Club whose head offices were an old terraced house adjacent to the ground. The club sold all sorts of basic memorabilia, but my favourite was the upstairs section which sold photographs of action pictures of the matches, mostly around a month for the most up-to-date games before they were available. I spent all of my pocket money on those pictures, and as a special treat my mum would often buy one extra one. They took pride of place on my bedroom wall, with a Spurs rug by the side of the bed as a Christmas present. The really dedicated Spurs fans manned the shop and got to know my mum quite well and even gave her some discount on any extra pictures she purchased for me. They knew she couldn’t really afford them. 

			A Spurs pencil or pen was a treasure in those days, compared to the lavish items on sale now. Back then it still felt like a sport rather than the players being walking billboards and the club only interested in turning a huge profit. 

			After the thrill of the game, came the enjoyment of getting back home, waiting outside the corner shop for the Pink editions of the evening paper, a football special with the first match reports and pictures. They would be immediately cut out on returning home and stuck in the scrap book. I had dozens of scrap books, filled with the match reports of journalists such as Steve Curry and Nigel Clarke with whom I ended up working.

			By far the biggest thrill was soaking up the atmosphere for the two hours before kick off. Taking in the smell of fried onions to accompany the hot dogs from the multitude of unofficial stands. Now of course it’s smoked salmon bagels. Not that my mum ever thought about wasting money on those hot dogs; she packed sandwiches for me instead. I don’t think the fact that they weren’t Kosher put her off; it was the fact that it was far more cost effective to bring your own food. 

			At first I would pay the minimum entrance fee at the Boys Enclosure, and kept on going through that turnstile even when I was a year, maybe even two years too old. But it reached the stage, particularly as I was quite tall for my age, when there was no more fooling the gateman, or no longer could my mum persuade him to let me in for the cut price entrance fee. So my mum then came up with seats for the games. Sometimes, as I recall, she even managed to get herself into the ground without a ticket to keep a wary eye on me.

			I was hooked and wanted to go to every game so it seemed a season ticket was more cost effective. However, there was a waiting list and it was highly unlikely that I would be able to get my hands on one of those coveted tickets so how my widowed mum managed to acquire one despite a 10-year long waiting list, let alone afford it, I shall never know. But she often performed acts bordering on miraculous to ensure her one and only son got what he wanted, which was a ticket to watch Spurs.

			When she failed to beg, borrow or steal a Cup final ticket in 1962 when Spurs returned to Wembley after their formidable Double triumph the year before, I could tell she was never going to let me experience such disappointment again. She could tell how much it meant to me even though she knew that I was perhaps too young to be going off to join such a crush on my own, or be alone inside the stadium. 

			She made sure she got her hands on a Cup final ticket in 1967 for the all-London final between Spurs and Chelsea; it might have been on the cheap old benches at the front without the best view in the world, but it was a ticket for my first final nonetheless. Heaven. Thankfully Spurs won with Joe Kinnear and Terry Venables in their side, a couple of players with whom I would cross swords in later life when they became managers. While I got on well enough with Venables when I first got to know him as manager of Crystal Palace, our relationship was cemented when he worked for Irving Scholar, but deteriorated during his bitter conflict with Sir Alan Sugar. By contrast, Kinnear and I enjoyed a very sound working relationship, once or twice even meeting at social events and hitting it off. 

			So, it was as a fan that I idolised the likes of Kinnear, as the young glamour boy of that team, and yes, even Venables, despite the fact that he had a torrid time from most Spurs supporters who took an instant dislike to him as a player.

			That was back in the early 1960s, and I’ve continued a journey as a fan and a journalist that has mostly centred around Spurs for all of my working life. I’ve not missed a Cup final since, mostly in the Wembley press box, and more lately in the privilege seats, none more so than the Carling Cup final when Spurs beat Chelsea, the first League Cup final in the new lavish £800m stadium where my wife, Linda and I were guests of the Football League and sponsors Carling. My thanks for that marvellous experience goes to Steve Bradley of Hill and Knowlton the public relations company charged with organising our five star lunch and prime location seats in the corporate sector.

			So, from childhood beginnings standing for hours waiting to go into the cut price sector to the league’s own hospitality section. 

			I have never forgotten how my love of Spurs began. Yet, sipping champagne with the movers and shakers who fashion the game always gives me a thrill and reminds me of how far one can go with sufficient will power, and no doubt some degree of aptitude for the profession. Most of all a passion for the sport.

			It’s been a long and tough journey, supporting Spurs, with many bizarre experiences along the way. Throughout that journey my mad mum has never been far behind, perhaps not in body, but in spirit. Even when I hit the dizzy heights of travelling around the world covering matches for the Daily Mirror and winning numerous awards along the way, my mum never thought I was being indulged enough so she sent me small food parcels by post! The jiffy bags that arrived at the office with cooked chicken in them became a source of much amusement to my Mirror colleagues. Never mind the fact that, at the peak of the Mirror’s powers, the expenses were virtually limitless, and the opportunities for fine dining immense, I knew it meant an awful lot to her to think her son was being well fed. For a good Jewish mother this was her lifelong duty.

			It is now coming up to almost 50 years of supporting Spurs and I felt the time was right to celebrate my personal half century with some tales, many of them unexpected. The Carling Cup was a sound start, but the start of the 2008-09 season brought renewed misery for supporters who have been deprived for far too long of meaningful success.

			The enforced sale of strikers Berbatov, Keane and Defoe in such a short space of time left Ramos struggling to fill the void. In the summer the club sold for as much as they bought. With one of their worst starts in 53 years, they stared up from the foot of the table, a year after kicking out Martin Jol for an equally abysmal start after two successive fifth place finishes. How embarrassing then, that while Spurs were propping up the entire Premier League, that Jol’s new Hamburg team were top of the Bundesliga.

			Out went Ramos and in came Harry Redknapp; from a succession of foreign bosses to one as English as pie and mash and as East End as jellied eels.

			To analyse where it has all gone wrong is one issue which I will address in this book. More importantly for me, it’s time to look back with pride at a club that has all the right credentials to be successful once more in the future.

			It’s been too long without a league title and another crack at the elusive European Cup. But still we dream on. I hope you enjoy reading the inside track on Spurs’ glorious past as much as I have enjoyed writing it!

			Harry Harris

			January 2009

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One: Spurs - An Early Love Affair...

			I owe my mad mother an eternal apology. I am sure she was not mad. Obsessed. Most definitely. A typical Jewish mother? Yes. But she was even beyond that archetypal figure, beyond obsessed, she gave obsession a bad name. After the premature death of my father, Jack, at the age of 45, a painful and surprisingly rapid decline riddled with lung cancer, my mother became more than just a mum, she assumed the dual roles of both parents and as I am an only child she filled the void any siblings would have taken up. Sara was a one-off, believe me. She gave up the chance to re-marry even though she became engaged to the lead violinist in the Dorchester Hotel orchestra. When she found out that he had clipped me around the ear for being a pest in his West London flat, she refused to have anything to do with him. Considering we were banned from a Brighton hotel after I smashed a glass table top – by accident – it was clear she had a boisterous boy on her hands, but she coped alone.

			She was an overbearing burden at times, but it’s been almost 10 years since she died and I do miss her eccentricities now she’s gone. She was far from being a likable character in her old age, but into their 80s such Jewish mothers can become more than a bit quirky. Yet, she was doggedly determined that her son should succeed, irrespective of her many personal sacrifices. Sara was passionate about my success, equally as interfering. 

			My passion was Spurs and football, and that kicked in from a very early age. The East End was the traditional catchment area for West Ham United support, and even more centrally, Leyton Orient. Heroes such as Bobby Moore were the lure for the Hammers, but there had been a sudden shift in the early 1960s towards North London and Spurs. The Double winning side of Bill Nicholson was my inspiration as the beautiful game played the way it should be, and a year later the arrival of Jimmy Greaves cemented my commitment to the cause. Jimmy Greaves was my hero. His goals were works of art, with grace and speed around the penalty area, as master of the goalscoring trade, a true match winner. 

			My hero-worshipping innocence heightened the sense of theatre and whenever I went to the Lane it was intensified. Having experienced that as a kid, it is imperative that the modern day footballer appreciates his responsibilities both on and off the field. Regrettably a minority still persist in abusing their status. The football authorities have a duty to clamp down, especially the FA whom I believe should stand up for the morals of the sport far more than they have done in the past. Having met Lord Triesman of Tottenham a few times now, and having spoken to the new independent chairman of the FA at great length about certain issues, I am encouraged that he will, indeed, shake up the FA, and stand up for these sort of important issues for his organisation.

			There is no doubt that the actions of those who are idolised by the new generation of football fans have a huge influence over their young minds.

			I can recall how I collected First Division team shirts, the old fashioned V-neck plain versions with no numbers or names on the back, and the badge had to be sown on by hand – or in Sara’s case by her old Singer.

			That black original Singer was the only source of income after my dad passed away when I was five. Jack was a gentle, kind hearted East End furrier, whose love of local boxing often had him splashing out on ring side tickets. In the few pictures I have of him, he is either sporting a dickie bow tie or is immaculate in tie and cuff links. With his other passion being poker, he managed to blow all the healthy weekly profits he made by each Monday. 

			I remember chasing up to the third floor workshop where he expertly stretched the leather backs of the animal skins onto boards, the wet skins allowed to dry to increase their size and accordingly their value. A handful of machinists put together the range of fur coats, shawls and accessories, and I am sure they made a small fortune. It all disappeared in the dark, heavy smoke filled poker rooms to which Jack was lured for the entire weekend, never sleeping, only losing whatever cash he had left after paying off his workers. 

			We lived in what seemed to someone small, a very big house, with a coal cellar that fascinated and scared me at the same time. An outside loo in the tiniest of back yards, and a football soon to become the most valued possession among the fort and toy racing cars. 

			I had pictures of my heroes on the wall, would use up my pocket money buying photographs they would sell in the Spurs Supporters Club adjacent to the ground in Tottenham High Road, and my mum’s presents usually had a Spurs flavour, such as a Spurs deep blue rug for the foot of my bed.

			When I moved from Old Monteque Street just off Brick Lane to just off the Whitechapel Road, it coincided with having just scraped through the 11-plus and moving on to senior school, Davenant Foundation, an independent grammar. 

			There were precious few pieces of green areas in the vicinity but the streets were our football pitch, and so too was the school playground. Less than a quarter of a mile away lived Barry Silkman and his family. “Silky” went on to play for Orient, QPR and Manchester City, as well as moving abroad to Israel to play professionally. I got to know him well and enjoyed kicking a football around with him. While I dreamed about being a footballer, Barry made it, starring for Crystal Palace under Malcolm Allison, who took him onto Manchester City. Barry is now a football agent who has worked with Pini Zahavi, the world’s No 1 super agent, on some deals.

			My first choice career was to be a professional footballer. Regrettably I wasn’t quite good enough. In fact “quite” kind of sounds as if I had a chance, half a chance. I had no chance. Yet my mad mum had somehow wangled me a trial with Spurs. She actually wrote to Bill Nicholson and got a reply!

			When she showed me the forms, I was shocked. I filled them in, and sent them off. They requested dates of up and coming games, and I provided the club with the forthcoming Davenant Foundation grammar school’s senior fixtures. 

			I was a goalkeeper who had made the senior side a year early, and played alongside Terry Brisley and Dennis Rolfe. I am convinced a scout watched me in a game against an England grammar school XI which Davenant lost 6-1, although I did save a late penalty (which was struck straight at me). After that “trial”, the gossip was that Orient were keen on Brisley and Rolfe, and the East End club signed both of them as juniors.

			I tried my luck with top amateur club, Enfield, which had a reputation of being not far short of being as professional as the actual Football League clubs. Myself and school chum (a boy by the name of Brown) travelled by bus. We were greeted by their manager, the team’s former goalkeeper Tommy Lawrence, in a towel, fresh from the showers, who suggested we should join in the training and “enjoy ourselves”. The training was so tough that I was sick after about half an hour, but managed to recover to continue and even play in a practice match. I was put out to left-back, and didn’t do too badly but Brown played in his usual advanced midfield role and looked pretty good to me. But neither of us returned. It was far too far for us and the training put us off.

			I thought the next best thing to playing would be reporting on football but the careers officer at school, who doubled in the role along with teaching History, suggested it would be just as hard to make it in journalism, as being a footballer, and I should think of a more practical career solution. I tried but I couldn’t.

			I set out to hone my journalistic skills, while still at school, by working on the school magazine, and taking school reports to the local paper, which they started to publish.

			My school report dated July 24th 1968, had this to say from the headmaster, “Gave most useful help in preparing the school magazine.” I became a well known face at the local paper, bombarding them with visits, and with reports of school events from sports days to open days, and organising photographers. I managed to wangle some work experience during the summer holidays. The school report, dated July 16th 1969, gave this assessment from the headmaster, “I appreciate his enthusiastic reporting of school events for local newspapers and I hope that his holiday job will help him.”

			I managed to get a job as the most junior of junior reporters in the smallest of branch offices in Loughton High Road for The Independent Group of newspapers. At first, it was the weekly round of local police station, fire brigade, local church and funeral parlour for any bits and pieces that might make some kind of interesting article. On a quiet week, I was told to take a ladder, place it outside of the offices and conduct a survey of how superstitious the local population might be, by seeing who walked round the ladder, rather than under it.

			Naturally when the chance cropped up to cover local football teams, such as Harlow Town, I jumped at it. I liked the assignment so much that I ended up training with the club occasionally, and even dreamed of playing for the team. But a five a side game was about as close as I came. I still fancied myself as a goalkeeper, and took part in a five a side tournament at Haringey Sports Centre.

			One of my boyhood idols as part of that wonderful Spurs Double team in 1961 was Cliff Jones. I was in awe of his courage and enthusiasm, his incredible ability to climb at the far post and score spectacular goals with his head for such a small man. That enthusiasm for the game continued to shine through when I met him when he was working as a fitness instructor and coach at the Haringey Sports Centre, and he actually played against me as part of that local five a side tournament. His feet were still lightning fast, and when he attacked my goal, it was impossible for me to judge which direction the ball was going. He scored fives times past me; he would chip it over me if I came flying out, or take the ball round me if I hesitated, or simply slot the ball into the corner with uncanny precision. Yes, it was time to give up the dream.

			The best part was getting the opportunity to chat with him and to discover such an endearing guy, totally unassuming, anything but the superstar one would associate with such a high profile and hugely successful international. Maybe it was the era? The player still had some sort of affinity with the fans. Although they were highly paid, the differential was far less than it is now. Cliff was a modest man, of modest means, and a truly nice guy.

			I am sure many of the modern day players are the same, nice guys. But if Cliff Jones was playing today he would be worth £20m in the transfer market and command £100,000 a week in wages. He would be a multi millionaire who wouldn’t need to be a fitness instructor in the local sports centre to supplement his income after finishing an illustrious career laden with medals and plaudits.

			I have had the pleasure of chatting to Cliff on the numerous occasions our paths have crossed, mainly at games at the Lane. Cliff is such a well-mannered individual, he suppresses a burst of laughter whenever I remind him of that time I tried to prevent him scoring a bag full of goals in that tournament.

			I started out early with an unpaid, charitable weekly radio show on hospital radio at Whips Cross in Leytonstone. My co-host was the football writer from the rival local paper The Guardian, Steve Tongue, who went on to become one of the country’s most respected football correspondent’s of The Independent on Sunday. 

			(Thats him holding the pen and pretending to make notes!) I’m the guy with the head phones draped, professionally looking, over my shoulders, next to Jimmy Neighbour, the young Spurs winger of the time.

			Jimmy was one of the nicest people I have ever had the pleasure to meet in football in all these years. The Chingford born footballer broke into the Spurs team at an early age, and had enormous talent, but never seemed to be able to produce enough of it consistently to tie down a regular place, which at times he deserved, but maybe not all the time. His talent was worth persevering with and Bill Nicholson encouraged him a lot. As he developed as a player, he always had time for the young journalist making his way at the North London Weekly Herald, and it was a pleasure to have known him.

			The changing face of the media and how they operated is capsulated in the picture of me sitting on a grass verge alongside a couple of players, watching the training at the club’s old headquarters at Cheshunt. I am next to centre-forward Ian Moores.

			Those were the days when the media had access to the Cheshunt facilities, invited usually to watch one session of pre-season training before an interview with Bill Nicholson. The next time such an invite might be forthcoming would be on the eve of a Cup final.

			The media would also travel with the squad and stay in the same hotel, although the press would travel to the games in their own coach. A separate coach would also be provided for the excursions to and from the airport. But there were numerous opportunities to meet up with the players for private chats, at the airport waiting to check in, at the other end waiting to collect the luggage, and also bumping into them at the hotel.

			Now it’s vastly different. The media invariably travel independently. The media never share a team hotel, apart from in exceptional circumstances.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two: The Nicholson Years

			David Leggett was the outgoing Spurs specialist full-time reporter for the North London Weekly Herald group of newspapers. His primary task was to follow Spurs home and away as well as in Europe. He would then research the reserves and youth team. The pages of the broadsheet newspaper also carried the Arsenal match reports and news. He had been enticed away from the local paper with a good offer to cover football in Scotland for a national and I was the only one left with the small local paper group with any kind of football knowledge, but more importantly with a burning ambition to cover Spurs. This wasn’t a job, it was like winning the lottery (not that the lottery had been invented yet). Wow, I couldn’t wait.

			It was the summer closed season break and manager Bill Nicholson hadn’t been away for much of a holiday, he was the first back eager to prepare for the new season. David had made arrangements to say his farewells to Bill and to introduce me as his successor.

			Just the thought of meeting the great “Billy Nick”, manager of the first Double winning side of the 20th century, filled me with apprehension and excitement all at the same time.

			I took my usual route to the main Herald offices in Tottenham High Road, from Gants Hill, via the Green Line bus that stopped at the top of my long road of terraced houses.

			Gants Hill is the posh annex to the East End, the first over spill from that Brick Lane Jewish community that wanted to better themselves, and had got a decent job and could raise their first mortgage. My mum helped finance that first mortgage and my newly promoted position of sports editor underpinned the mortgage repayments. My mum though, was reluctant to move away from the East End, and that’s an understatement. Sara blocked it out of her mind completely that I had gone ahead and purchased my first property in Gants Hill, and that the removal day had finally arrived. 

			I had packed all my worldly belongings into two suitcases. But she just sat in her favourite armchair and remained there when the door bell rang and the removal men were invited in and had taken out what little furniture we possessed, (including her sowing machine from which she scraped a meagre living with bits of fur scraps she meticulously sowed into, at first fur coats, but as the material ran out, into fur hats and shawls). Sara’s argument was that it would become even tougher to beg for more fur scraps from her old contacts and friends if she moved out of the East End where she was also top of the list for charitable hand outs of food and clothing. In desperation I put down a bed sheet (I can recall to this day, that it was a hideous yellow, white and red striped effect) in the middle of the living room floor and just shoved her clothes and bits and pieces into it, tied it in a knot and loaded it and her on to the removal van.

			My daily routine had been to catch the bus from Gants Hill to Tottenham, then to walk down the three quarters of a mile to the offices just a few hundred yards from the Spurs ground. But this journey was vastly different. It seemed to take three times as long, even though I wanted it to take half the time. I wanted to be there to meet Bill Nicholson, and yet it was the most frightening prospect of my entire life.

			It was a relief to be finally there, outside of Billy Nick’s office waiting to go in. Once through that door, David did the customary “handing over” and left me alone with Bill for a quick chat and brief starting of the process of “getting to know you”.

			“Now then”, enquired Bill, trying, no doubt, to be kind to the local boy who must have looked nervous, because I was so nervous, it was hard to prevent myself from trembling. But Bill’s tone was kind and considerate. Suddenly I grew in confidence. He could sense here was a boy starting out in his career, and he genuinely wanted to help. I could sense it. “When would you like to see me?” he continued.

			I replied, “As I have to write about the team each week with a Wednesday deadline and early Thursday morning for any midweek game, could I see you every Monday morning?” There was a few seconds silence. Just enough to add the rider... “I feel it is vitally important to get your perspective, to find out what the club is thinking, which means what you are thinking and for the local paper to reflect that, and to support the club where ever possible.” Do you know, I never rehearsed that. It came to me. I had thought and thought about what I should say, and nothing I could think of in advance seemed the least bit appropriate. But once in front of Bill, it just came to me. I am sure I struck a chord with him.

			Bill smiled and he leaned towards me in his chair, in a way you can imagine if you were one of his players and he was about to give out an important instruction, where you had better make sure you listened to every word.

			“Your predecessor, Dave, saw me once a season. That was it”. There were a few more seconds silence. It seemed like half an hour. Then he smiled again.

			“Come and see me Monday morning before training, here in my office, and we shall see how we go, but remember, once a season your predecessor saw me.”

			Every Monday morning before training for the next seven years Bill Nicholson saw me and we spoke for around 15 minutes as he gave me a fully comprehensive run down on everything that went on inside the club, except of course, those issues he wanted to keep to himself, but as the years went by he confided in me much more.

			It wasn’t long before a string of daily national newspapers had my number and would ring me constantly for inside information. Naturally they paid me for it, but I never parted with any information I knew Bill would not want me to. No amount of money would have persuaded me or tempted me to break faith with Bill Nicholson. No way. I looked upon Bill almost as a father figure and there were times when I think he almost treated me like a son.
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