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            “I’m reading Get It On and I don’t want it to end. It’s my perfect book. Love it.”

            Josh Widdicombe

            “You always know you’re going to get a fascinating read from Spurling, but this is his most vivid book yet – sheer joy! For us old geezers it’s like being miraculously transported back to the 1970s. And for younger readers I can promise you quite an education.”

            Patrick Barclay

            “It’s all here – the swagger, success and excess of ’70s football plus how that tumultuous ten years truly gave birth to the modern era. This is far more than a brilliant evocation of a game-changing decade for football – it’s also a superb summary of the ch-ch-chchanges Britain saw in the ’70s – from glam rock to punk, from Harold Wilson to Margaret Thatcher.”

            Paul Ross, talkSPORT

            “A fascinating, funny and poignant stroll down memory lane of an era that shaped the modern game. The ’70s was the decade when English football went pop. It exploded. Football went from black and white to colour.”

            Henry Winter

            “Jon Spurling is a superb navigator through those memories, recalling the times without hint of rose-coloured spectacles … Here are original, never-heard-before accounts. It is like the most poignant literary seance, our lost heroes apparently addressing us from beyond the grave.”

            Jim White, Mail on Sunday

            “Commendably avoids the usual romantic cliches … Spurling tells it like it was.”

            Robert Crampton, The Times

            “Radical change hit football in the early ’70s, all of which is woven into a brightly coloured tapestry here. It’s the little details that grab you in this hearty slice of ’70s football life. ★★★★★”

            FourFourTwo

            “If 1970s football is due a reappraisal, Get It On is an exhilarating place to start.”

            When Saturday Comes

            “Get It On’s great strength is the catalogue of interviews, conducted by Spurling over the course of twenty-five years, with those who experienced this acceleration into the modern era first hand.”

            Tribune

            “So evocative you can almost smell the dubbin on Alan Hinton’s white boots.”

            Paul Hawksbee, talkSPORT

            “The unhinged nature of soccer in this transformative decade [has] been moulded by the perfect writer into an absorbing, irresistible book.”

            Ian Plenderleith, Soccer America

            “Jon Spurling’s brilliant, non-judgemental, superbly researched and anecdote-laden book is a wonderful telling of when football and all those involved in it were dragged out of the footballing dark ages of the 1960s and into the money-fuelled and fame-filled combination of excess and success that it has become today.”

            Guillem Balagué

            “Bringing football history to vibrant life is Jon Spurling’s gift – and it is also a gift to the reader. He transports us back to a time when the mavericks and marvels challenged convention during the 1970s. It was a fascinating period of old meeting new in the game’s evolution and Spurling’s storytelling, insights and eye for character and social context shine through.”

            Amy Lawrence

            “Get It On is the superbly told story of the decade when football became flash. It has a cast to die for – from Big Mal to Old Big ’Ead, through Bestie, Bowles and the Doc. You can smell the Brut and taste the Watneys Party Seven. A brilliant history of footballers you thought you knew but didn’t.”

            Tim Rich, author of The Quality of Madness: A Life of Marcelo Bielsa

            “A wonderfully evocative portrait of an incredible decade for English football. It pulls together cultural history seamlessly and brings to life the major characters from the era.”

            Michael Cox, author of Zonal Marking: The Making of Modern European Football

            “The big teams, events and personalities, and intriguing new angles on familiar tales … Many of the key figures are no longer with us, but the indefatigable Spurling tracked down many of them and recorded their memories before they left.”

            David Winner, author of Brilliant Orange: The Neurotic Genius of Dutch Football

            “Cracking tales from the terraces amid betrayal in the boardrooms.”

            Tim Marshall, author of “Dirty Northern B*st*rds!” and Other Tales from the Terraces: The Story of Britain’s Football Chants

            “Wonderfully nostalgic.”

            Choice magazine

            “Gripping, rich in anecdotes.”

            11 Freunde
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        ‘Have you seen ’em? Prancing round the field like a bunch of male models, kissing and cuddling? In my day when you scored a goal you got a brisk handshake. Now you get covered in love bites.’
      

            Rupert Rigsby, Rising Damp

            
        ‘The air is rancid with beer and onions and belching and worse.
      

            
        The language is a gross purple of obscenity.’
      

            Arthur Hopcraft on football grounds

in The Football Man, 1968

            ‘One time, I had a great night in the casino, cashed in all my chips, shoved my winnings into a paper bag and next morning walked straight to a car showroom where I bought a brand new Jag.

In cash. Now that’s not a normal thing to do…’

            George Best, speaking in 2004
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            FOREWORD

         

         How could a tale have been better told?

         This is the story of how football’s place in life developed and its influence grew, how its players became heroes and the best of them stars of society.

         For the older and middle generation there is a myriad of memories on offer; for the younger, who, perhaps, may have been persuaded that football only really began in the early ’90s when it reached for the Sky, there is a chance of enlightenment.

         The cast list is amazing and the research matches it. The quality of interviewing is exceptional and the stories tumble out into a narrative skilfully guided by the author to show the many big names in a true light, if not always a complimentary one.

         Rarely has a book grabbed my attention so quickly – I was immediately back in the unscheduled scrap between ITV and the BBC which I had been a part of on Cup final day at Wembley in 1969, when I worked for the former. Then the story moves on to involve some of my friends, such as John Bromley and Brian Moore, and the ITV World Cup panel.

         After four years with ITV, including the 1966 World Cup, the first season of the ’70s found me as one of the regular commentators on the BBC’s Match of the Day. The show broadcast recorded matches xiibut there were no replays. Slow motion was added when the match was edited so we called it as we saw it – changes to this approach were still a long way off.

         In Get It On, there is much to take in about how commercialism changed the game, how Terry O’Neill’s photography played its part and the arrival of new kits. A fascinating chapter sets Sir Alf Ramsey’s failure and character in Mexico ’70 against the two men vying to be Prime Minister: Harold Wilson and Ted Heath.

         There is comparison of the Brian Clough and Peter Taylor axis at Derby with their partnership at Nottingham Forest and the different approaches of Bill Shankly and Bob Paisley at Liverpool. The chapter about George Best is a gem. The joys of the FA Cup upset begin in Hereford and end with Blyth Spartans and a place is found too for the now larger-than-life referees who, at that time, knew their whistle was the law.

         With suggestions as to why the most successful club manager Don Revie failed so completely when he took charge of England and then the changing faces on the field and the hooligan problem off it, Get It On ends with perhaps ’70s football’s most dominant personality, Brian Clough, ruling Europe, a reference to the 1979 election and a glimpse of the troubled ’80s.

         If I may borrow one of the great David Coleman’s favoured commentary lines, I found the book ‘quite remarkable’.

         
             

         

         
      Barry Davies
    

xiii
      

   


   
      
         
            INTRODUCTION

         

         Get It On is a book about 1970s football and some of its prime movers and shakers, cult figures and accidental heroes. Several of them were inadvertently sucked into a maelstrom of publicity, breaking new ground and making a name for themselves purely by chance. Others were charismatic, media-savvy, sideburn-clad, cigar-smoking, champagne-swilling, upwardly mobile chat show guests who became household names as the era of colour television began. As well as being about the game itself, this book is also about the politics, the popular culture and the events of the era. These different strands are interconnected, because, as much as football was shaped by that which swirled around it, the national game in the ’70s also defined the timbre of the era.

         The book doesn’t focus specifically on results and seasons and who went up or down. Neither is it a paean to ’70s football, which at its best was uplifting, unifying, inventive and touchingly innocent, but which could also be brutal, bullying, thuggish and ugly. I don’t hold with the view that the game in the ’70s deserves to be labelled as ‘the good old days’. But it was certainly far less moneyed, gleaming (or antiseptic, depending on your perspective) and overblown than the top level of the game today, with clubs and stadia planted firmly in local communities. And that, I suppose, is at the xivroot of its ongoing appeal. Get It On is also about the texture of football back then, in all its unvarnished, mud-splattered ‘glory’, told by those who shaped the game, on and off the pitch. Inevitably, it’s partly skewed by whom I’ve spoken to and the fact that, in some cases, I’ve picked and chosen topics and slants which fit in with my personal interests. So, there’s plenty on the FA Cup and TV coverage, the oratory of Clough, Shankly and Paisley and the philosophies lying behind the great teams of the time. Along the way, please also forgive the gratuitous references to obscure ’70s football songs, Hugh Johns’s and Barry Davies’s commentaries and Porridge. I haven’t always felt constrained to stick to a precise ten-year period as there is a great deal of continuity flowing from the late ’60s into the ’70s, and several key figures like Jimmy Hill and Sir Alf Ramsey – as is reflected in the text – forged their reputations in the earlier decade. I’ve deliberately left some stories which straddle the ’70s and ’80s, including George Best’s last hurrah in the North American Soccer League, to an ’80s follow-up to this book.

         English football in the ’70s was a kaleidoscope of drama, innovation, opportunity, controversy, tragedy, melodrama and slapstick. It remains the most cutting edge of all football decades, blazing a trail for what followed, and this is reflected in the burgeoning TV coverage of the time. Match of the Day and The Big Match drew huge audiences each week during the ’70s. TV outlets dispatched their bloodhound news reporters to source the biggest stories of the day, on and off the pitch. Leading managers and players were in demand to appear as guests on TV chat shows and were the subject of documentaries, which meant that viewers were given unprecedented insight into the lives of the superstars of the day, such as Clough, Best, Revie, Shankly, Allison, Docherty and Paisley. It was the first ‘modern’ football decade, despite often being lampooned and scoffed at, and it set in place much of what is now part and xvparcel of the game, including sponsorship, TV punditry and football ‘personalities’.

         Like many areas of ’70s TV, fashion and music, not all aspects of football in that era have aged well. Some of the play – by modern standards – appears clunky and cumbersome, the interviews are often cringe-making and insufferable and much of what passed for humour and ’70s ‘banter’ is dated and toe-curling. But the unreconstructed nature of players’ and managers’ utterings – though jarring when seen or heard fifty years later – are an intrinsic part of the social fabric of the time. There is a danger, as the pre-1992 era recedes into history, that the game in the ’70s is reduced to a varnished selection of YouTube clips, a clutch of tales and bon mots handed down via the after-dinner speaking circuit or, worse, written out entirely. I hope that Get It On goes some way to redressing the balance.

         I’ve always been fascinated by the history and football of the ’70s. As a child, I’d watched the FA Cup finals, the European Cup finals and the 1978 World Cup final (amongst the very few live games broadcast at that time) at the tail end of the decade, and throughout school, university and as a teacher and a football writer, I’ve spent countless hours thinking, teaching and writing about the period. My twenty-five years of freelancing meant I’d interviewed a large number of figures from the era, so I’d long mooted the possibility of writing a book like this. Jimmy Hill, Tommy Docherty and George Best (especially) were initially wary and asked whom I was working for when I approached them. They visibly relaxed when I told them I was a freelancer with a long-term 1970s book project in mind, and that enabled me to go a little more left of field with some of my questions, although Jack Charlton reckoned I was a ‘cheeky bugger’ when I pushed things a little too far.

         Like several ’70s managers, I discovered that the challenge was xvimoulding the individual flair which resonated from my conversations with the likes of Best and Stan Bowles around a coherent and workable structure. A number of random occurrences helped nudge me in the right direction. A few years back, I visited the former ’70s referee-turned-artist Gordon Hill in his Exeter studio. The ex-headmaster generously agreed to give me an hour of his time, but, when I arrived, he quite reasonably enquired why I wished to speak to him. I told him that it was for a 1970s football book I was planning. ‘You mean you haven’t started it yet?’ he asked. When I told him that I hadn’t really got beyond the pondering stage, he suggested I take a leaf out of his book and apply his artistic philosophy of ‘taking a line for a walk’ to writing. On days when Hill lacked inspiration, he’d place his pencil on a piece of paper and see which direction it took him in. On the train home, I did just that (with a pen) and started scribbling down phrases and paragraphs which sprang to mind. It worked. And so, very slowly, the plan evolved into a series of semi-connected pieces on the era.

         By New Year’s Eve 2019, I’d pulled together an overall synopsis for the book which, as it turned out, changed hugely in the intervening period. I sounded out my friend Seb, with whom I’d spent an inordinate amount of time watching and rewatching numerous long-lost VHS football classics at university. Was this book – I asked him as we sipped glasses of Cabernet Sauvignon from Ian Botham’s wine range – likely to appeal to football fans? I knew that Seb, given his encyclopaedic knowledge of sport and his ability to repeat decades-old football commentaries verbatim, would give me an honest answer. He answered in the affirmative and even made a few constructive observations about the structure of the book. Or at least I think he did. That Ian Botham wine was quite potent.

         Then, on 17 April 2020, I turned fifty and vowed to myself that, having hit the half-tonne, and with lockdown stretching out ahead of me, it was an opportune time to bring my project to fruition. xviiTelevision channels had unlocked their archives and were broadcasting hours and hours of retro football in the absence of any live matches. ’70s football was all the rage. The time would never be more ripe. First of all, though, I needed to clear some clutter in my study and gather my interviews and cuttings and scribblings together. Whilst sorting out a shelf, I dislodged the hardback copy of Norman Hunter’s autobiography and, as it clattered to the floor, the sharp end scraped me right down my shin. The former Leeds United hardman, who’d sadly passed away the day before, still lived up to his ‘Bites Yer Legs’ nickname. More than that, he’d lacerated the notes I’d made during my interview with George Best back in 2004, lying on the floor below. Taking it as a symbolic event, and one at which both men would no doubt have had a good chortle, I finally got stuck into the writing.

         Enjoy the book. I hope it takes you back there.

         
             

         

         Jon Spurling
January 2022  xviii
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            THE PANEL
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            ‘Listen, you’re not addressing the House of Lords. Just talk to Fred and Freda down there in Dorking.’

            ITV’s head of sport, John Bromley, to ITV’s World Cup panel, June 1970

            Wembley, May 1969. Perched high up in the stands, BBC match director Alec Weeks spots the ambush. Disguised in light-blue tracksuits and brandishing microphones, a squadron of ITV reporters are moving with purpose towards the victorious Manchester City players, following their victory over Leicester City in the FA Cup final. They’ve been sitting incognito behind the manager’s dugout all game, biding their time. The camouflaged ITV matchday team – wearing the same tracksuits as Manchester City’s substitutes – muscle in on their rivals’ turf. ‘Move in. Stop these bastards. Use whatever means possible,’ Alec Weeks instructs his crew. A free-for-all ensues. Punches are thrown. Kicks are aimed. Camera lenses are smashed. Microphone cords are pulled out. ITV floor manager David Yallop loses a tooth. Newspaper journalist Ken Jones, working for the BBC that day, receives a torrent of threats when he stops ITV rivals making a beeline towards City’s matchwinner Neil Young.

            Prior to what commentator Barry Davies, poised to move from ITV to BBC, will later call ‘the punch-up final’, City coach Malcolm 2 Allison, recently signed up by ITV, had craftily smuggled the tracksuits into Wembley in a wheelie bin. Jimmy Hill, head of sport at London Weekend Television (LWT), insists, ‘We had a non-exclusive contract with both teams.’ As it turns out, the BBC’s exclusivity extended only to interviewing players prior to the match, so ITV were technically within their rights to carry out their covert operations. Noticing how irked the BBC were by the sheer effrontery of their commercial rivals, and with the 1970 Mexico World Cup on the horizon, Hill and LWT controller John Bromley start to hatch a plan that will further up the ante. The result will be the flashy and flamboyant ITV World Cup panel that will transform the public profile of football and footballers for good.

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         It’s a stretch to claim that the television pundit panel was solely the brainchild of Hill and Bromley, as has often been claimed. Rather, the pair dragged the concept kicking and screaming into the ’70s, making it brasher and edgier than the ’60s version, akin to a modish David Bowie mutating into the garish Ziggy Stardust. In 1966, Hill had been part of the BBC’s World Cup team, offering insight after England matches. Suited and booted, he appeared alongside established figures, including Manchester City boss Joe Mercer, West Ham coach Ron Greenwood, Billy Wright, recently fired as Arsenal boss, and former referee Ken Aston, whose brainchild – red and yellow cards – would be used for the first time at the Mexico World Cup four years later. Presenter David Coleman oversaw proceedings.

         Whilst the other panellists trotted out platitudes and clichés, Hill – with his goatee beard and Brylcreemed hair (in his playing days with Fulham and England he’d been nicknamed the ‘Beatnik with a Ball’) – got straight to the point. Honing in on Jimmy 3Greaves’s lacklustre show during England’s 2–0 win over Mexico, Hill pre-empted Geoff Hurst’s dramatic entry into the team in the quarter-final against Argentina: ‘I feel that a Greaves or a Hunt should be a taller man, and very good in the air, because with packed defences this is one of the ways you can get goals against them even if they crowd you.’ Hill had an intrinsic skill for delivering the perfect ‘soundbite’. He’d perfected the art as chairman of the Professional Footballers’ Association (PFA), when, in the white glare of publicity, he successfully campaigned to eradicate the Football League’s £20-a-week maximum wage in 1961. Hill, who retired as a player that same year, might have missed out on the rising salaries he helped to secure, but as Coventry City manager he demonstrated an insatiable appetite for innovation and self-publicity, which was making him a wealthy man as he entered his forties. He rebranded the up-and-coming Division Three club, changing their kits from white to sky-blue and introduced the Sky-Blue Express to shuttle Coventry fans to away matches. With Britain’s first sports agent, Bagenal Harvey, pulling various strings on Hill’s behalf, the former player landed a News of the World column and crammed in as many TV appearances, photo opportunities and after-dinner speaking engagements as he could. I interviewed Hill in 2000, a year after he’d moved to Sky to front Jimmy Hill’s Sunday Supplement. Genial and twinkly eyed, Hill argued, ‘Footballers like me who played in the era of the maximum wage were expected to be shrinking violets and speak when spoken to. I never subscribed to that. There was a world of opportunity out there.’ After informing me that after a quick measure-up at a recent charity do, Ronnie Corbett had judged that Bruce Forsyth’s chin was definitely more protruding than Hill’s (I didn’t actually ask him), he clapped his hands excitedly and explained how his stint as Coventry boss shaped his thinking on the game, ‘Imagination was needed to keep 4football fresh for the public. We introduced a pop-and-crisps day and autograph-signing days to get the kids to come to Highfield Road. I co-wrote the “Sky Blue Song” with a journalist friend of mine.’ Hill even boomed out a few bars with serious gusto:

         
            
                                 Let’s all sing together

                                 Play up sky blues

                                 While we sing together

                                 We will never lose.

            

         

         Touchingly, he welled up at the end of the verse. ‘Some people described me as a gimmick merchant. I viewed myself as an innovator.’

         After steering Coventry to their inaugural top-flight season in 1967, Hill stepped down and accepted a job at the fledgling London Weekend Television. It was there that he met John Bromley, whom Hill described to me as ‘a kindred spirit, a man who had a sixth and seventh sense for what would and wouldn’t fly on TV’. Bromley had been a tabloid journalist before making the move into television; he didn’t waffle or mince his words and was willing to go with his gut instinct. He was the first editor of ITV’s Saturday afternoon World of Sport, which went on the air for the first time in January 1965, an experience he later described as ‘Blind leading the blind, darling. We had no clue what we were doing.’ Yet audiences proved amenable to cliff diving in Acapulco, log rolling and professional wrestling. Hill poached Brian Moore from BBC radio to front LWT’s new football highlights show The Big Match, and Anglia TV’s Bob Cardam to produce it. Hill worked as a match analyst alongside Moore. Broadcast on a Sunday, Keith Mansfield’s ‘The Young Scene’ theme tune, with jazzy trumpets and clattering drums, arrived like a bolt from the blue, and Hill was a revelation. ‘In the late ’60s and early ’70s, there wasn’t anyone to touch him when it came to analysis of matches. He knew exactly what to say and how to say it,’ 5explained Barry Davies. John Bromley was highly impressed, particularly with Bob Cardam’s ability to persuade the great and the good in London football to be interviewed on the show. Although The Big Match wasn’t broadcast in all regions, Bromley was keen to pull the best elements of the show into the network’s coverage of the 1970 World Cup.

         Jimmy Hill claimed that the final decision to run with ‘the panel’ for the tournament coverage wasn’t taken until May 1970, and that the idea took shape following a dinner between himself, Bromley and agent Bagenal Harvey:

         
            Bagenal predicted that the profile of footballers would grow in the ’70s, and that ITV should be at the vanguard of that. Plus we could ruffle a few feathers at the BBC. John Bromley and I looked at each other and nodded. The idea of the World Cup panel now became more obvious, although John only went with it very late in the day.

         

         Harvey’s comments touched a nerve with Bromley. After the launch of World of Sport in 1965, the BBC’s David Coleman had predicted that ‘it will be blown out of the water within six months’. As Jimmy Hill recalled, ‘We always knew that we’d have to do something different to rival them [the BBC] because they were so established.’ It helped Bromley and Hill that, in announcing its team for Mexico in the spring, the BBC had shown its hand slightly early. Out in the broiling heat alongside Coleman would be Leeds manager Don Revie (minus his sheepskin coat), Joe Mercer (still Manchester City boss and without his trilby) and Arsenal supremo Bertie Mee. Studio guests included Coventry boss Noel Cantwell, Liverpool’s Ian St John, Arsenal’s Bob Wilson, ’66 hero Ray Wilson (now sporting a mullet), Fulham hero Johnny Haynes and former Arsenal and Wales defender Wally Barnes. Plus one Brian Clough, whose Derby 6County side was making a splash in the top flight. ‘With Don Revie and Joe Mercer out there with David [Coleman], we thought that was a typical safe BBC move,’ explained Hill, ‘but their studio mix was more interesting, given the fact that Bob [Wilson] and Ian [St John] were still playing, and that Brian Clough was already gaining a reputation for plain speaking, shall we say. At ITV, we needed to go further.’

         The other matter that Bagenal Harvey alluded to was the need to grab the small, but burgeoning, colour TV audience. By 1970, the Hills were one of a privileged 160,000 families to own their own colour TV set, which cost a tidy £362, plus a £10 annual colour TV licence (‘a damned fortune back then’, Hill complained). There had been a surge in sales shortly before the July ’69 moon landings. Another 500,000 colour sets were rented out by Radio Rentals. The majority of the population would therefore be watching the World Cup on an estimated 8.5 million black and white sets, but ‘whatever we did needed to be eye-catching’, Hill explained.

         Commentator Brian Moore was informed that he would anchor ITV’s coverage from the London studio. Malcolm Allison – another Bagenal Harvey client – was the first pundit to be snapped up. Seen as the tactical mastermind behind Manchester City’s dramatic rise to prominence in the late ’60s (City won the League in 1968, the FA Cup in 1969 and both the League Cup and the UEFA Cup Winners’ Cup in 1970), Allison was already much sought after by the media for his forthright and lively comments and, as well as penning a couple of newspaper columns, he had also written a cerebral book entitled Soccer For Thinkers. ‘Malcolm was perfect for TV,’ explained Jimmy Hill, ‘because he knew how to put his point across without waffling on too much. And he liked to stir things up.’ Next on board was Derek Dougan, the highly articulate and charismatic Wolves striker. He was hardly averse to courting publicity – he’d handed in a transfer request the day before playing for Blackburn Rovers in the 1960 FA Cup final 7(‘vanity triumphed over common sense’, he later admitted) and alienated plenty of teammates at Portsmouth and Wolves with what he insisted was ‘constructive criticism’ in the dressing room. ‘At the core of the panel’s strength,’ explained Jimmy Hill, ‘was the fact that Malcolm and Derek sparked off one another. Malcolm wound up Derek and Derek would always bite. Towards the end of the tournament, I suggested to Mal that he bring a fish hook into the studio and be done with it.’

         Dougan and Allison were joined by Manchester United’s Pat Crerand, who was as spiky and direct as his midfield play for the Red Devils and, very late in the day, Arsenal full-back Bob McNab, who’d recently flown home from Mexico after Alf Ramsey trimmed his 28-man squad down to twenty-two. Having recently been in Ramsey’s circle, McNab provided particular insight when it came to the mindset of the England players. Shortly before the tournament began, Hill and Bromley met with Allison, Crerand, Dougan and McNab and informed them that, rather than operate as individual pundits, they would morph into a ‘panel’ of experts. ‘John Bromley was very clear about his expectations when we met with the four chaps.’ recalled Hill.

         
            ‘Talk to each other like you’re football men, not stuffed shirts,’ he said. He wanted a contrast with the ‘suited and booted’ BBC but insisted on sartorial elegance when it came to evening matches. The boys took him at his word. When we aired for the opening match between Mexico and the USSR, I don’t think any of us thought the whole thing would fly quite as well as it did.

         

         Over half a century later, it’s almost impossible to imagine what it was like to see colour TV for the first time. ‘When I first caught sight of myself,’ recalled Hill, ‘I was quite alarmed. The colours in those days were very garish. I looked like I had terribly high blood 8pressure. But the “wow” factor of colour was amazing. We wanted our coverage in 1970 to have a carnival feel to it.’ ITV’s opening credits had the feel of a fiesta, with whistles and bands incorporated into the theme tune. The programme used (perhaps not coincidentally) a new triple-stroke rounded sans-serif font – not unlike the typeface of sportswear manufacturers adidas. Footage showed coloured balloons being released, bands marching and monstrous crowds in the giant Azteca Stadium. For the privileged few, a kaleidoscope of colours poured into their living room from their screens. Whether it was Brazil’s golden shirts dazzling, the baizegreen pitches blazing or England’s white shirts shining, Mexico ’70 provided a sensory overload.

         Throw in the omnipresent midday heat haze and the fact the satellite link caused the commentators’ words to hiss constantly, viewers knew that they were watching football from a long, long way away. From another planet, almost. In the weeks leading up to the World Cup, President Richard Nixon expressed his hope that, by 2050, the USA might have ‘sent a man to Mars’, and Rupert Murdoch, who’d recently purchased the News of the World, predicted that the proliferation of satellites in space would revolutionise TV by the end of the twentieth century. Everyone, it seemed, was looking to the stars, whether in the sky above their heads or on the screen in their living rooms.

         In the London Weekend Television studio, the commercial upstarts got their presentation spot on. The wall behind the panel had Aztec style writing on it and the pale-orange backdrop gave the appearance of a Mexican sunset. The panellists’ clothes were also eye-catching. Stylists told them to avoid wearing the same colour T-shirts. Bob McNab favoured an orange number, Pat Crerand red and Malcolm Allison City sky-blue. Brian Moore usually wore a suit – often with a yellow shirt – and then there was Jimmy Hill, looking dapper in his custom-made silk neckerchiefs. For the 9showpiece matches and the England games they were clad in floral kipper ties, bright shirts and loud jackets. ‘Malcolm Allison – puffing on his Cuban cigar – looked like a million dollars,’ recalled a smiling Brian Moore, when I interviewed him shortly before he travelled to France to commentate on his final World Cup tournament in 1998, ‘which was the image he wished to convey, of course.’

         Moore had quickly overcome his initial annoyance that he wouldn’t be travelling to Mexico to commentate. Exuding almost zen-like calm, which enabled him to keep order in the studio, Moore refereed conversations between the preening peacock panellists before, during the half-time break and after the matches. The ‘banter’ was as vivid and colourful as the clothing. This might have had something to do with the large amounts of alcohol consumed (mainly by Allison) for the duration of the tournament. The panellists stayed at the iconic Hendon Hall Hotel near Wembley Stadium, where England’s 1966 World Cup winners had been holed up four years earlier. The sixteenth-century mansion, with its imposing four-pillared frontage, was beautifully decorated and its well-stocked wine cellar was the envy of oenophiles everywhere. Thanks to Allison’s love of holding court there, he racked up a hefty bar bill. ITV happily paid up because, as Hill said, ‘The network was so thrilled with the impact the panel had made.’

         With its disparate range of nicknamed characters – ‘Mal’, ‘Paddy’, ‘Doog’ and ‘Nabbers’ – the vibe which emanated from the panel was that of a slimmed-down dressing room. Allison – all Cockney bravado – was the talismanic leader of the pack, with Paddy Crerand snapping like a terrier if the others disagreed with him. Derek Dougan was frequently the butt of Crerand’s and Allison’s jokes and Bob McNab often appeared to struggle to get a word in edgeways. Jimmy Hill dipped in and out of proceedings as the mild-mannered, pipe-smoking Brian Moore extracted nuggets of sense from what could have been an ill-disciplined rabble. ‘It helped that 10it was commercial TV,’ Moore told me, ‘because it meant that time was of the essence before we had to cut to adverts. Otherwise, it would have been a free-for-all.’ Moore paused for a moment, closed his eyes, inhaled through his nose and smiled, ‘The studio reeked of early ’70s male ego. There was cigar smoke, the blended scents of Mal’s and Derek’s exotic aftershaves and the whiff of spirits from Mal. Intoxicating.’

         Each member of the panel was paid £500 that summer. The group had a youthful feel. At forty-two, Allison was the oldest and McNab was by some distance, at twenty-six, the youngest. Apart from the lack of swearing, and the absence of any fisticuffs, the way the panel behaved showed the public how footballers actually interacted. Sarcastic and cutting, the panel’s alpha males jostled to be top dogs. Allison could be massively patronising when the mood took him. On one occasion, he blew cigar smoke in Derek Dougan’s face, saying, ‘Doog, you’re wearing your Sunday best, but you’re stealing all my best lines, baby.’ The criticism (particularly of Dougan) could be caustic and swingeing. Towards the end of the tournament, the others rounded on him when he claimed that Brazil forward Jairzinho (who scored in every match) was his player of the tournament. ‘For God’s sake,’ barked an apoplectic Allison. ‘Have you never heard of this bloke Pelé?’ Pat Crerand later explained that he believed the success of the panel was down to the fact that ‘the public identified with it all, because they realised that this was how they and their pals all spoke down the pub on a Saturday night’.

         On occasion, the panellists stirred up controversy. Malcolm Allison referred to the Soviet and Romanian players as ‘peasants’, which saw the ITV switchboard jammed with complaints. As Jimmy Hill recalled, ‘Mal would say things like that to get a reaction, but after a few glasses of champagne, the outlandish seems normal.’ The 11panellists also touched upon issues which would soon dominate the media agenda in the 1970s. Jimmy Hill took issue with Alf Ramsey’s substitution of Bobby Charlton against West Germany in the quarter-final with England 2–0 up, after which Franz Beckenbauer took a pivotal role as his side fought back to win 3–2 after extra time. ‘I think this was early proof that Alf wasn’t adept or clever with substitutions,’ explained Hill. Pat Crerand insisted that the English game had regressed tactically since Ramsey’s men won the World Cup in 1966. But the tone was never mutinous. In the studio, Brian Moore asked the panel whether Ramsey would go on to face more battles in Munich in 1974. For the first time, perhaps, the pundits were slightly evasive. ‘He’s [Ramsey’s] taken it very well,’ said Jimmy Hill. Moore raised a concern that Ramsey was seen as a bit of a loner. Allison responded, ‘A loner is a man who’ll take all the credit and all the flak… he’s an independent man… a great man.’ Mindful that Bob McNab, still angling for a spot in Ramsey’s post-1970 line-up, was being very quiet, Pat Crerand asked him whether Ramsey ‘knows the game’. ‘I think he does,’ McNab responded.

         The reaction from the public demonstrated the impact the panellists had on the national consciousness, and ITV was bombarded with correspondence from viewers. ‘Some of the content was unbelievable. Many were letters from women describing their love for Malcolm Allison, who was football’s James Bond,’ explained Brian Moore. ‘Others expressed outrage that poor Bob McNab was being “picked on” by the others.’ When the quartet went shopping in London during a day off, they were mobbed. Four years before, when Roger Hunt, Nobby Stiles and Bobby Charlton headed back up north after England won the World Cup and stopped off at a service station for a coffee, no one bothered them. Whenever he travelled on the Tube on England business, Alf Ramsey was left alone. But now, after the 1970 World Cup, four young(ish) chaps 12who were talking about football on television had become national celebrities. As Brian Moore argued,

         
            The public were seeing a TV persona. Bob [McNab] was incredibly vocal on the pitch for Arsenal and was as combative as they came. And Malcolm could be very quiet and thoughtful without an audience. But get him on TV, after a few drinks in the green room before the show, up went those peacock feathers.

         

         It would be some thirty years before the reality TV era arrived, but ITV realised that the more combative the studio atmosphere, and the more outlandish the comments, the bigger the audience figures became.

         Others in the game watched the exploits of the ITV panel with growing interest. On the BBC, the fresh-faced young upstart Brian Clough refused to play ball with the other pundits during the tournament. The Derby boss’s outspokenness – which was always out of kilter at the BBC – saw him carve his own niche on Independent Television as the decade progressed. During the World Cup he drew some uncomfortable looks from the Beeb team when, after watching the Brazil goalkeeper Felix make a hash of trying to stop Italy equalising in the final, he lambasted him for being ‘an absolute disgrace’. ‘He’s got more clangers to drop than can ever be imagined,’ Clough remarked, as the other guests shifted in their seats uncomfortably. The era of professional outrage had arrived.

         For Jack Charlton, who was back home watching the end of the tournament after England’s quarter-final defeat, seeing the panel in action was nothing less than a revelation. ‘It occurred to me that if you were articulate, willing to put yourself out there and had a gob on you, the world could be your oyster.’ By 1974, both Clough and Charlton had joined the ITV World Cup panel, where they linked up with Dougan, Crerand and Allison. 13

         The quartet from the original 1970 panel enjoyed mixed fortunes as the decade progressed. Pat Crerand later joined Manchester United as assistant manager under Tommy Docherty. Bob McNab shot straight back to the Highbury training ground and was a key member of the Arsenal team which won the 1971 double. There was no chance of ‘Nabbers’ getting all showbizzy with the exacting combination of Don Howe and Bertie Mee overseeing events in N5, although he did appear in ‘The Football Match’ episode of On The Buses in 1973, playing the role of Bob the Busman for the Luxton Lions in a match against the Basildon Bashers.

         In his role as chairman of the Professional Footballers’ Association from 1970 to 1978, Derek Dougan continued to make waves in the media. As Kettering Town player-manager, he negotiated the first shirt sponsorship deal in English football with Kettering Tyres, although he was later forced to remove it by the football authorities. Dougan also penned a novel entitled The Footballer. There was certainly a buzz surrounding Malcolm Allison when he returned to preseason training at Manchester City. He used his extended stay in London during the 1970 World Cup to nurture his ‘man about town’ image, frequenting the plushest West-End bars and restaurants. His heightened profile meant he’d officially morphed into ‘Big Mal’. ‘He became addicted to publicity and champagne, and the high life drained him. A great coach but a flawed manager,’ was Hill’s verdict. At the start of the 1970–71 season, Hill refereed a dispute between Allison and Tottenham star Alan Mullery on The Big Match, following Allison’s claim that Mullery was a ‘good one-paced player but got no acceleration’. ‘Malcolm became more critical and unforgiving in his views, which landed him in trouble, but was great for TV ratings,’ Hill reflected.

         Unquestionably, the main beneficiary of ITV’s 1970 World Cup coverage was Jimmy Hill. Three years later – with Bagenal Harvey once again sprinkling his star dust behind the scenes – Hill cashed 14in on his public persona and the rivalry between the two channels, returning to the BBC to front Match of the Day as both presenter and analyst, and doubling his salary to £22,000 a year in the process. Such was the controversy surrounding Hill’s renumeration that Arthur Lewis, MP for West Ham North, urged the government to impose a standstill order to prevent the BBC from making good on its offer. His plea fell on deaf ears, and, with the wind in his sails, Hill also set up his own sports consultancy, Jimmy Hill Limited. ‘I realised that football was going to become an increasingly global game, and my consultancy business enabled me to explore various avenues abroad in the Middle East and in the United States,’ he explained. Speculative and mercantile, Hill was a ‘Thatcherite’ before the term even existed. He lost none of his love for a photo opportunity, revelling in the resultant publicity when he escorted Hollywood actress Raquel Welch to a Chelsea match at Stamford Bridge in 1972, or for song writing when he penned the lyrics to ‘Good Old Arsenal’ after Bertie Mee’s side reached the 1971 FA Cup final.

         ITV used the showpiece match at Wembley to flaunt their technological hardware. Prior to the game, Hill forecast Arsenal’s victory by entering data about both sides into a computer named ‘Cedric’. ‘Sadly, Cedric’s metal brain cells were never more accurate than in that ’71 Cup final, and it was downhill from there. I don’t think he ever made an accurate forecast again,’ Hill lamented. On the day after the Cup final, which was broadcast by both BBC and ITV, Moore and Hill were able to trump their BBC rivals again by proving that the Gunners’ Eddie Kelly had in fact grabbed Arsenal’s equaliser, and not George Graham. A camera behind the goal captured the moment where Graham wafted his foot towards the ball but failed to connect with Kelly’s shot as it rolled past Liverpool goalkeeper Ray Clemence. ‘A marvellous coup for LWT, thanks to an eagle-eyed video editor,’ Hill chuckled. 15

         Hill became one of television’s most recognisable and influential characters in the 1970s. As Barry Davies reflected, ‘So many in football during that time have every reason to be eternally grateful to Jimmy for raising their profiles.’ When I spoke with Hill, it would have been remiss not to have asked him about the subject of how his bearded chin became an essential part of ’70s playground parlance. ‘I used to get people in the street coming up to me all the time,’ he said as he rubbed his now beardless chin, ‘saying “Itchy beard” and “Jimmy” and the like. At first I was most baffled. Then I came to regard it as a tremendous honour; a testament to the power of TV.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         The success of the 1970 World Cup panel was a watershed moment, throwing open windows of opportunity for those in the game with the gift of the gab and a penchant for the outlandish. For the likes of Jimmy Hill and Brian Clough, the dawning of a brash and combative new era in English football punditry had arrived.16
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            ‘In June, the British [sic] football team would be defending its possession of the World Cup in Argentina [sic].’

            Denis Healey in his memoir, The Time of My Life

            Downing Street, March 1970. Blinded by popping flashbulbs from the omnipresent paparazzi, the tuxedo-clad George Best, with the ruffles of his shirt only adding to his raffish charm, is nervous as he walks into the Prime Minister’s residence. ‘The trick is to always look to the side. That way you didn’t get blinded and see things in a purple or green haze,’ Best later explains. Hugely impressed by Best’s remarkable six-goal haul against Northampton Town a few days earlier in Manchester United’s 8–2 FA Cup fifth-round victory, Prime Minister Harold Wilson decides that it is time to hold court (once again) with the First Division’s most prodigiously gifted star. The Labour leader congratulates Best on his virtuoso performance at the County Ground – a bewitching repertoire of flicks, swerves, feints, dummies and deadly finishing. But once initial pleasantries are over, the conversation takes an unexpected turn. Wilson cuts straight to the chase, asking Best, ‘How do you rate England’s chances at the World Cup this summer?’ ‘I thought it was a strange question to ask me – a Northern Ireland international,’ the Belfast 18boy later recalled, ‘and I made it pretty clear to him that I didn’t really give a shit.’ But Wilson most certainly did give a shit. In fact, by the early months of the 1970s, the Prime Minister had become convinced that his political future depended on whether or not England could retain the Jules Rimet Trophy.
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         George Best always felt, in his own words, ‘slightly uptight’ when meeting VIPs ‘because I never quite knew what to say to them, or what they were after’. On the face of it, there was plenty for Wilson and Best to discuss. The first commercial jumbo jet had recently landed at Heathrow Airport (something that Best, with his love of travelling to foreign hotspots, would soon use a great deal). There was the protracted break-up of the Beatles, whom, like Best, Wilson had also courted relentlessly throughout the 1960s. In football, Arsenal had just signed Peter Marinello – quickly dubbed ‘the next George Best’ by the tabloids – from Hibernian. On his debut, Marinello scored at Old Trafford (Best wasn’t playing for United that day) and quickly bagged himself a slot presenting prizes on Top of the Pops, with Tony Blackburn telling viewers that the player cost the Gunners the ‘fantastic fee of £100,000’.

         But Wilson was increasingly fixated on the timing of the next general election and whether Sir Alf Ramsey’s men could prevail in Mexico that summer. For him, the outcomes of both were intertwined. When Wilson won the 1964 general election, and then the ‘snap’ election in March 1966, he outlined his vision for a ‘New Britain’, which called for an increase in many social programmes, such as education and social security, and in civil liberties. Wilson also vowed to ‘break down the conventions of the past’, blaming the Tories for ‘forgetting the everyday common man’ during its own time in power. Wilson embraced arts, culture and sport to support 19his populist programme. Whereas some politicians on both sides thumbed their noses at football and mocked the Beatles’ music, Wilson saw Best (labelled the ‘Fifth Beatle’ by the press) and the Beatles as allies to help build up his political base and appeal to younger voters. With his Gannex raincoat (made in his native Yorkshire), his ‘pipe smoker of the year’ award in 1965, his love of holidaying in the Isles of Scilly and passion for football, Wilson was keen to present himself as a ‘man of the people’. Some felt he tried rather too hard.

         Wilson’s attempts to charm the Beatles – and the Fifth Beatle – didn’t always go smoothly. Despite his intervention to ensure that the Beatles gained MBEs in 1965, John Lennon gave his back in 1969 in protest at the war in Vietnam and the group directly called out both the Prime Minister and the Conservative leader, Edward Heath, in the song ‘Taxman’ in protest at the 95 per cent supertax, which took away much of their earnings. Shy by nature, George Best was never as abrupt or direct as John Lennon. However, he often simply ignored Harold Wilson’s fan letters that he’d send to him on regular occasions. ‘He’d congratulate me on my performances and stuff like that, but I rarely responded because I never knew what to say. I couldn’t be arsed with it all. And besides which, I never fancied Harold Wilson very much. He wasn’t my type,’ Best told me.

         That said, Wilson and wife Mary received an invitation (courtesy of the Daily Express) to Best’s housewarming shindig at his £35,000 custom-built house, ‘Que Sera’, in October 1970, although Wilson declined, writing Best a note, which said, ‘Regretfully we can’t be there, but to hit the crossbar from 35 yards with five minutes left is a bit much.’

         Best always ensured he was at his sartorial best when he did meet Wilson. At the dawning of the 1970s, a conservatively dressed (so to speak) Wilson presented Best with his Daily Express Sportsman of 20the Year award at a Savoy Hotel luncheon in London. Best looked immaculate in his suit and orange shirt-and-tie combination, plucked off the peg of his Manchester boutique.

         However, by the start of the ’70s, the Fab Four were disintegrating fast and George Best’s Manchester United performances were also becoming more erratic. There was perhaps less capital to be gained by hanging out (or trying to) with the icons of the ’60s. The cultural sands were shifting under Wilson’s feet, but the World Cup, scheduled to start on 31 May, was approaching fast. Wilson wanted to exploit his substantial lead over rival Edward Heath in the opinion polls and hold a summer election. If Ramsey’s men happened to be thriving in Mexico as the country went to the polls, so much the better for Wilson, who four years earlier had remarked, ‘Have you noticed that England only win the World Cup when Labour is in power?’

         For Wilson, there existed – as his Chancellor of the Exchequer Roy Jenkins later described it – a ‘mystical symbiosis’ between Labour and the England team. In 1966, he’d been at the head of the table for the banquet which took place at the Royal Garden Hotel after Ramsey’s men won the World Cup (the players’ wives were shoved into an anteroom) and he badgered the BBC – unsuccessfully – to allow him to guest as a pundit at half-time in the World Cup final. Jack Charlton saw the ‘mystical symbiosis’ slightly differently:

         
            Harold Wilson loved a bloody photo opportunity more than I loved bloody fishing. After we won in ’66, he was there in photos with me and our kid [Bobby] and my mother. Any chance to muscle in and he’d take it, the cheeky bugger. As Prime Minister, he wanted to be associated with England’s success. It was good propaganda for him.

         

         21 And yet, Wilson was indeed a passionate football fan. In April 1981, when he appeared with Bill Shankly as a guest on the Shelley Rohde chat show, he revealed that he still carried a card in his wallet from a newspaper called Chums with a picture of the Huddersfield Town team from 1926 on it, the last time the Terriers won the title. When Rohde asked if his support was ‘a little out of expediency?’, he replied, ‘Oh no, it’s born loyalties.’ Wilson recalled how his mother gave him a bob (5p in decimal money) to get on the tram, buy some food and with the sixpence change buy a standing ticket. His favourite player from the ’30s was Alex Jackson. Wilson, using semantics of which Shankly heartily approved, described the game ‘as a religion, a way of life’.

         Away from the glare of publicity surrounding the England team, Wilson went to matches at Leeds Road as often as his busy schedule would allow. Following Huddersfield’s promotion back to the top flight in 1970, former Terriers full-back Trevor Cherry told me that Wilson approached him in the players’ lounge after one match:

         
            He came across as knowledgeable about football tactics and the history of the club. I liked him. He had his pipe on the go – as you’d expect – and he seemed to just like chatting to the players. He was there as a fan, and nothing else. He loved the club, that was clear.

         

         But when Wilson met with his inner circle in April 1970 to determine the date of the general election, he was only thinking about England and the World Cup, much to the annoyance of some of his non-football-loving colleagues. Denis Healey noted that Wilson was fearful that ‘if we [England] were defeated just before polling day the government would suffer’. Perhaps if Wilson had retained Labour’s high priest of revisionist socialism, Tony Crosland, in his 22Cabinet, he may have been lent a sympathetic ear. With his penchant for sporting camel-hair coats, driving fast cars, attending the opera and smoking cheroots, Crosland – author of the highly influential The Future of Socialism – seemed the most jarringly incongruous of football fans, but, after being elected MP for Great Grimsby in 1959, he became an altogether more unlikely supporter of Grimsby Town. Political meetings had to be arranged so that Crosland could get to Blundell Park for home matches, and no Saturday evening gathering with Crosland present was complete without Match of the Day being available for his full attention. In his biography of Crosland, Kevin Jefferys claimed that he ‘sometimes enlisted his step-daughters’ help to say that the Prime Minister was on the telephone if he wanted to slip away from guests to watch a match’.

         But Crosland was removed from the Labour Party’s inner circle in 1970. At Chequers, Wilson and the others agreed to wait for the May local election results before fixing the date for the general election. When they showed a strong swing towards Labour, Wilson plumped for an 18 June election date, when the World Cup was about to reach its business end. Before the tournament kicked off, Wilson became embroiled (from afar) in the infamous ‘Bogotá Bracelet’ episode, when England skipper Bobby Moore was charged with stealing a bracelet worth £600 from a jewellery store in the Colombian capital. Ramsey’s men had travelled to South America in the weeks leading up to the finals to prepare for the competition with a series of friendly matches. Their first match was in Colombia on 20 May and their second in Ecuador four days later. Moore and the rest of the squad touched down in Bogotá two days before their match and after arriving at their hotel the captain visited the gift shop in the foyer with Bobby Charlton, but the two men left empty handed. As both Charlton and Moore chatted with the rest of the squad in the hotel foyer, security guards approached them. 23The shop assistant, Clara Padilla, insisted that two footballers had stolen the eighteen-carat bracelet studded with twelve diamonds and twelve emeralds. After giving statements and being searched, Charlton and Moore were released, with Moore playing a starring role as England defeated Colombia 4–0 and Ecuador 2–0.

         But with the team now en route to Mexico, the players had a six-hour stop-over in Bogotá and, once again, Moore was stopped by authorities. The owner of the shop was insistent that the England captain was responsible: ‘He [Moore] might be the best footballer in the world, the most attractive, distinguished and most highly regarded of anyone, a friend of her British majesty even. But that doesn’t mean he’s not a kleptomaniac.’ Moore was placed under house arrest as the rest of the England squad prepared to fly to Mexico, and the episode threatened to rapidly escalate into a diplomatic incident. Despite Moore’s protestations, published in the Daily Mirror, the Colombian authorities were initially reluctant to release him.

         On 26 May, Wilson cabled FA president Lord Harewood, now in Mexico, assuring him that everything possible was being done to ensure Moore’s release. Wilson asked British diplomats in Colombia whether he should contact the Colombian President directly to challenge him about the ‘administrative inefficiency’ that was delaying Moore’s release. British Foreign Secretary Michael Stewart – under orders from Wilson – even left a NATO Council meeting in Rome to oversee proceedings. The British government made it abundantly clear that failure to release Moore with due haste would incur their displeasure. As Stewart later admitted, ‘We ensured that the [Colombian] magistrate concerned was privately made aware of the awkward implications of the case for Colombia.’ Judge Dorado, who was overseeing the case, was visited in the dead of night by General Leyva, the head of the Colombian secret services, who instructed Dorado to drop proceedings immediately. Dorado told Moore that he hoped he would ‘score many goals’ as 24he departed, and Clara Padilla, who initially identified Moore as the ‘culprit’, retracted her claim, admitting that she was ‘confused’. Her ‘confusion’ increased when, after she repeated her claim that she had seen the England captain shove the bracelet into the pocket of his jacket, Moore pointed out that it had no pockets. Four days before England’s opening match in Guadalajara against Romania on 2 June, Moore was released.

         Although Ramsey and Moore may have been grateful to Wilson for applying pressure behind the scenes and ensuring he had a full squad for the opening game against Romania, Foreign Office officials were less than impressed by Wilson’s involvement in the whole affair. One civil servant complained that ‘the Prime Minister took action on Moore’s behalf for political reasons during a general election campaign, and I see no reason why we should allow this somewhat dubious intervention to colour our attitude in the future’. In the weeks that followed the incident, the Foreign Office was inundated with pleas from incarcerated British nationals across the globe, keen that their appeals should also be ‘fast-tracked’ like the England skipper’s was.
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         Success in general elections and World Cups is hugely dependent on timing. If the election had taken place a week earlier (although England had lost 1–0 to Brazil in the second group game, Ramsey’s men had proved more than a match for the eventual winners, and there was no disgrace losing in a game memorable for – as well as Jairzinho’s winner – Bobby Moore’s majestic display and Gordon Banks’s miraculous save from Pelé) there would have been little sense of doom and gloom. A week later, and although the England players would be back home, the collective sense of shock at England losing their world crown might well have slightly dissipated. 25As it was, voters went to the polls just four days after Ramsey’s men were knocked out 3–2 by West Germany. It had all begun so well, with Alan Mullery side-footing home after an excellent pass from Henry Newton and Martin Peters volleying home a cross to give England a 2–0 lead. But then the roof fell in.

         In the aftermath, as a bewildered Ramsey attempted to compute how his team had thrown it all away, the England manager shook his head and asked why it had been Gordon Banks, his big-game goalkeeper, who, stricken with a stomach bug (referred to as Montezuma’s Revenge in local parlance), was forced to miss the quarter-final. If ever Ramsey needed his number one goalkeeper between the sticks, this was it. Banks’s deputy Peter Bonetti appeared nervous and rigid when it counted and timed his dive fractionally wrong when Beckenbauer scored to pull a goal back for West Germany, rocking England back on their heels. The match highlights show a dozen what-ifs for England. Rather than melt away in the Mexican heat, Ramsey’s team continued to press forward but missed a litany of chances, with ’66 hero Geoff Hurst glancing two headers narrowly wide. Harold Wilson sensed the game was up for England when Ramsey substituted Bobby Charlton with his team still leading 2–1. ‘That was the signal to the Germans. All they had to do was pile on the attack,’ he commented later. Uwe Seeler’s freakish back header floated over a static Bonetti to take the game to extra time, and Gerd Müller volleyed home the winner. It was a defeat of solar plexus-smashing proportions for Ramsey and his men. Wilson also began to have a sinking feeling that the game might be up for Labour’s election chances too.

         The Prime Minister, who’d written ‘good luck’ letters to the survivors from the ’66 triumph before the 1970 tournament, sent a commiserating telegram to Ramsey, informing him that ‘England had done the whole nation proud in Mexico’. With four days to go before polling day, the Labour Party’s lead over the Conservatives 26was already narrowing, and Wilson believed that the lack of a resultant ‘feel-good’ factor following the defeat might have dealt his party a fatal blow. ‘I spoke to some voters who said that after the defeat, they couldn’t stand anything now,’ he later reflected.

         Some key figures held that, given that the quarter-final defeat was meted out by England’s old enemy, a small – but significant – section of the electorate associated Wilson and Labour with the loss of the Jules Rimet Trophy. In the years leading up to 1970, more and more nations, once members of Britain’s Commonwealth, had declared their independence, and, in 1968, Wilson announced that Britain would permanently withdraw its troops from Suez. The defeat to West Germany in Léon – a direct reversal of the ’66 final – seemed to confirm that, in marked contrast to Labour’s upbeat election slogan, ‘Now Britain’s strong – let’s make it great to live in’, perhaps this was a nation on the cusp of decline. As Tony Benn reflected, ‘Tonight England was knocked out of the World Cup which, no doubt, will have another subtle effect on the public.’ The morning after the match, Roy Jenkins and Minister for Sport Denis Howell travelled to a meeting in Birmingham. Howell recalled, ‘Roy was totally bemused that no question concerned either trade figures or immigration, but solely the football and whether Ramsey or Bonetti was the major culprit … for the first time I had real doubts and knew the mood was changing fast.’

         The veterans from the 1970 World Cup squad never bought into the theory that the loss to West Germany somehow influenced the outcome of the general election. Jack Charlton was clear about what he thought: ‘Absolute bollocks. I’m not having that at all. Surely no one’s vote in a general election revolves around who won a bloody football match?’ Central defender – and Everton captain – Brian Labone was slightly more circumspect, but ultimately rebuffed the theory too: 27

         
            I can understand how the mood of a nation can suddenly change because of whether England win or lose in a big match at the World Cup, but to suggest that it affected the outcome of a general election is a bit far-fetched for me. There’s way more factors which affect the outcome of elections, the state of the economy being one, and whether or not the voters like the leaders of the parties or not.

         

         Ironically, given that political commentators still struggle to find a clear reason why Edward Heath was able to overhaul Labour’s significant lead, and ensure a 4.5 per cent swing to the Tories, Brian Labone’s nuanced answer is perhaps the most plausible response. The day after England’s defeat, headlines were dominated by a significant balance-of-payments economic deficit. Here, late in the day, Heath and his shadow ministers had concrete evidence of what proved to be Wilson’s Achilles heel. The right-wing press had fired off several broadsides at Labour’s economic policies over the previous two years, citing rising inflation levels and, in the most recent budget before the 1970 World Cup, a rise in petrol, cigarette and alcohol prices. Wilson had recently announced a bail-out package for Rolls Royce, and steel industry chiefs complained about how the domestic industry was being undercut by cheap foreign imports from the Far East. ‘You can’t trust Labour with looking after the British economy,’ Heath insisted early on his campaign trail. But with the -0.2 per cent balance-of-payments deficit, here was something tangible and timely and Heath immediately went on the offensive, stating, ‘As I said, all is not as we’d been led to believe under Labour, and here’s the proof.’ The news couldn’t have been timed better for Heath. On the morning of polling day, one reader named Peter Grosvenor wrote a letter to The Times: ‘Sir, thinking of strange reversals of fortune: could it be that Harold Wilson is 2–0 28up with twenty minutes to play?’ As the results began to flood in on the evening of 18 June, it became apparent that Edward Heath had pulled off a miracle. Labour appeared to have been undone less by the national side’s misfortune on the pitch and more by their economic record.

         Always fond of communicating with the general public through the language of football, Wilson described the 1970 election defeat as a ‘relegation’. When he’d become the first Labour Prime Minister in fourteen years, back in 1964, he’d explained his role heading up an inexperienced Cabinet thus: ‘I’d take the penalties; I acted as goalkeeper; I went and took the corner kicks, I dashed down the wing.’ After Heath gained fewer seats than Wilson in a gruelling 1974 election campaign, but tried to cling to power by forming a coalition with the Liberals, Wilson claimed, ‘It’s rather as if the referee had blown the whistle and one side has refused to leave the field of play.’ And when Heath finally abandoned his coalition plans, leaving his opponent free to begin his second term as Prime Minister, Wilson noted, ‘I’m going to be what they used to call a deep-lying centre-half. I can’t say I’d be a sweeper, because no one outside football would understand.’
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         In the years that immediately followed the 1970 general election, Wilson – as leader of the opposition – sought solace in attending a clutch of sportsman dinners, regularly bumping into George Best and Alf Ramsey. ‘I thought he [Wilson] looked tired, and I was surprised that he had another go as being Prime Minister,’ Best explained, ‘although I imagine that he didn’t think I looked too chipper either by then.’ Wilson could never let go of the lingering feeling that England’s defeat in Léon, and the scarring images of Gerd Müller volleying the winner past a flapping Peter Bonetti, 29had somehow convinced the electorate that all was not as bright in Labour’s idyllic rose garden as it seemed. As Wilson informed Bill Shankly years later, ‘People get fed up with their government, like supporters get fed up with a team. And that’s what happened. When I heard that we’d lost 3–2, I thought there’d be an effect.’

         Wilson’s critics had claimed he’d run a detached, presidential-style election campaign in 1970 and, following the World Cup in Mexico, the disquiet surrounding Alf Ramsey’s public irascibility and aloofness also began to increase in volume.30
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            ‘Alf Ramsey was a football man, at home in the company of his players, but incredibly wary and suspicious of outsiders. He certainly wasn’t what you’d call a “modern” football manager.’

            Jack Charlton

            Hendon Hall Hotel, March 1970. ‘Shall we have a number one?’ asks a stern-faced Alf Ramsey, in his best faux plummy accent. ‘You’ll have a number one,’ replies pop impresario Bill Martin, who, along with creative partner Phil Coulter, penned cheerful, singalong hits ‘Congratulations’ for Cliff Richard and ‘Puppet on a String’ for 1967 Eurovision Song Contest winner Sandie Shaw. Martin arranged to meet Ramsey and his England players during a spring squad get-together in the lead-up to the 1970 World Cup, and he had even written the lyrics for a new song for the squad, entitled ‘Back Home’. As the players shuffle their feet on the gravel outside the hotel, Martin tries to convince Ramsey that the record will be ‘fun’ to make. The glaring Ramsey treats the word with the contempt he thinks it deserves. ‘Fun? We don’t do fun here. We’re here to win.’ The manager only agrees to take part after two of his boys from ’66 – Alan Ball and skipper Bobby Moore – point out that it would be a welcome distraction from the hard work they’ll be 32putting in. Jack Charlton later asks Ramsey if he will be singing on the disc. ‘You must be fuckin’ jokin’,’ snaps the England manager, lapsing back into his Dagenham drawl. On the subject of their tense meeting, Bill Martin later said, ‘Alf Ramsey had the stiffest upper lip of any Englishman I ever met.’
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         ‘They were a lovely bunch of chaps,’ gushed Bill Martin, who later successfully herded the England players into London’s Pye Studios for a one-day recording session. The players teased Martin about Ramsey’s hostility towards him, reminding him that the manager couldn’t have been more thrilled to meet the fellow Scot and James Bond actor Sean Connery at Pinewood Studios back in ’66. ‘It’s just you he doesn’t like, Bill,’ Jack Charlton told Martin. In fact, that wasn’t true. Ramsey made his general animosity for the Scottish clear. Prior to Home International clashes with the Auld Enemy, Ramsey urged his players to ‘get into these Scots fuckers’.

         The album was eventually called The World Beaters Sing The World Beaters. ‘We put big lads like Bobby Moore, Gordon Banks and Jack Charlton at the front, and we tucked wee Alan Ball towards the back. He was a little too high for us,’ the colourfully dressed Martin said with a grin, when we met for a morning coffee in London in 2002. The players boomed out a few pub ditties before getting their collective larynxes around ‘Back Home’. Martin’s insistence that the record would sell ‘more than you think’ proved to be spot on. Released as a single on 18 April, ‘Back Home’ spent sixteen weeks in the charts and, by May, it dislodged Norman Greenbaum’s ‘Spirit in the Sky’ from the number one slot. The squad made three appearances on Top of the Pops and at its peak the record was selling 100,000 copies per day. ‘The song worked because it pulled on the heart strings, describing how even though the team would be “far away” they’ll always be thinking of “the folks back home”. The 33simple messages are usually the best,’ explained Martin. Although The Observer described it as ‘tacky’, suggesting that only George Best had the persona to pull that sort of thing off, the players enjoyed themselves. ‘We loved it and sang it on the bus on the way to matches in Mexico,’ Alan Ball told me.

         The song was not the only attempt made by the players to tap into other forms of revenue. Prior to the 1970 World Cup, the England squad approached George Best’s agent Ken Stanley and agreed to pool their earnings from arrangements with a raft of products from frozen-food giant Findus, Ford and Esso, who sported the lion rosette logo and the legend ‘Chosen by England’ on their branding. This endorsement scheme netted each player around £5,000 (around £68,000 today). It was a huge improvement for the survivors from the 1966 World Cup, who’d looked on helplessly as their lack of stake in commercial activities meant they netted a paltry £1,000 per man for winning the tournament. ‘And we bloody well got taxed on that,’ laughed Alan Ball.

         True to his word, Ramsey – gifted £6,000 by the Football Association in 1966, of which £3,500 found its way into the Treasury’s coffers – remained steadfastly detached from anything which had even the faintest whiff of commercialism about it. He described ‘Back Home’ as ‘a bloody racket, like all pop music’ to Alan Ball, although it was tame compared to much of what was in the charts at the time. In the same year, American rockers Frijid Pink scored a hit with a psychedelic version of ‘The House Of The Rising Sun’, and long-haired louts The Move hit the charts with their distinctly heavy sounding ‘Brontosaurus’. Bill Martin later reflected, ‘I bumped into Alf countless times after 1970, and, despite the success of “Back Home”, he always made a point of completely blanking me at social events. He simply did not “do” popular culture.’ But Ramsey’s crustiness didn’t mean he wasn’t aware of what was going on. When Esso issued its 1970 coin collection, each silver penny (free 34with every gallon of four star, with the mounting board costing 2s 6d) bearing the sculptured head of an England player, Ramsey teased Jack Charlton that his image made him look ‘like a bloody Roman emperor or something’. Nonetheless, any player who dared broach the subject of money with Ramsey received short shrift. ‘I mentioned something to Alf about the players’ pool,’ Brian Labone told me. ‘He literally cut me dead and glared at me. “We’re here to concentrate on football, not outside distractions,” he said. He was totally aloof when it came to anything but the good of the England team.’ Alan Ball received a similarly brusque response when he burbled to Ramsey about the pay rise he’d received from Everton in 1970. ‘That is of no interest to your country whatsoever, Alan,’ was the response. ‘Alf made me feel about this big,’ said the 5ft 6in. midfielder, leaving a tiny gap between his thumb and his index finger. ‘Even smaller than normal.’
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         Since becoming a manager in his thirties, Ramsey had always been ruthlessly single-minded and utterly unafraid of breaking with convention. At Ipswich Town, ‘Ramsey’s Rustics’ – as they were disparagingly called in the press – won the Second Division title in 1961 and the league title a year later at the first attempt. Town played an unusual midfield formation without wide players – an obvious blueprint for Ramsey’s ‘wingless wonders’ who won the 1966 World Cup. Following Ipswich’s title success, the 42-year-old Ramsey accepted the England job after Walter Winterbottom’s resignation. Shortly after his appointment, the outdated International Selection Committee was scrapped, leaving Ramsey in sole charge of selecting the team. As the first England manager to have full control of team affairs, he was free to mould a group according to his vision and, in doing so, created an indomitable team spirit. 35To Ramsey, reputations and status within the game meant nothing. It was all about the team ethic. This was never better illustrated than when he capped the nearly thirty-year-old Jack Charlton for the first time in 1965. Flattered, the Leeds defender asked Ramsey why he’d picked him at such a (relatively) advanced age. ‘Well, it’s because I select those whom I think will fit best into the team. I don’t necessarily pick the best players, Jack,’ Ramsey told him with the faintest of smirks. Ramsey’s attention to detail was forensic, and he lectured the team on diet and sleeping patterns in the build-up to the 1966 World Cup.

         Having shorn the England team of wingers, and deployed a more defensive 4–3–3 formation, Ramsey delivered the greatest prize, as he’d predicted before the tournament. Yet, although it earned him huge respect, it didn’t make him universally loved by the public. England were functional and highly effective but not expansive or easy on the eye. Ramsey cut a taut figure; almost as strangulated as his vowels. When the final whistle went at Wembley and trainer Harold Shepherdson jumped for joy next to him, Ramsey growled, ‘For God’s sake, sit down, Harold.’ He refused to join the team on its lap of honour. His level of reserve was almost unnatural. Ramsey’s aloofness had made him enemies from within the English press corps even during the halcyon days of ’66. The Daily Mirror’s Ken Jones – one of the few journalists who was on reasonable terms with Ramsey – explained, ‘He was incredibly unforgiving of journalists who criticised him, or his team. He knew that many of them mocked that accent of his. Any slight – perceived or real – would be met with an icy stare and a cold silence.’ As World Cup winner Alan Ball recalled,

         
            When we were at our training camp, the press converged. Alf would say: ‘How long should we give them? Twenty minutes?’ And we’d shout: ‘Twenty minutes.’ At the end of the period, our 36trainer Harold Shepherdson would blow the whistle and, whether or not you were in the middle of the interview, that was that. Alf was in charge.

         

         Out of all of Ramsey’s former players whom I spoke to, Ball was most gushing about the former England boss. I caught up with the (once) fiery red-haired midfielder after he’d delivered an after-dinner speech in the early 2000s, which he’d preceded with his signature line, ‘It’s nice to be squeaking to you.’ Ball’s patter was chock-full of stories about his colourful and sometimes controversial career with Everton, Arsenal, Southampton and England. At times he could be cutting about his former managers but never about Ramsey, of whom Ball spoke with fondness. Afterwards, he told me, ‘I’d have died for Alf Ramsey, I really would. He was the most patriotic Englishman I ever met.’

         In ’66, Ramsey had been on terra firma and, by virtue of the fact that England won the tournament, journalists, for the time being, put to one side their reservations about the manager’s scratchy manner. But he rarely helped himself. On the day after England’s victory, Ramsey visited the BBC TV studios where he was met by his most loyal supporters in the press: Ken Jones, Brian James of the Daily Mail and Clive Toye of the Daily Express. After asking for ‘a brief word’, Ramsey shut them down, responding, ‘Sorry, it’s my day off.’ Only after Ramsey’s wife Vicky intervened did Ramsey relent. ‘All right, then, but only for a few minutes,’ he said reluctantly. ‘I looked at him and thought: “Tread carefully, Alf, because this is probably as good as it will ever get,”’ Ken Jones recalled.
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         On the face of it, England had a stronger squad in 1970 than they’d had four years earlier, with Manchester City stars Francis Lee and 37Colin Bell, Leeds United pair Allan Clarke and Terry Cooper and defender Brian Labone in the frame. The spine of the ’66 squad – Banks, Moore, Ball, the Charlton brothers and Hurst – was still present and correct. Whether they were newcomers or not, nearly all fell victim – at one time or another – to Ramsey’s tinder-dry put downs. Any player who gave off the air that they were taking their position in the team for granted was snapped back into place. ‘Yes, I’ll send you a couple of tickets for the game, Geoffrey,’ Ramsey responded when, following an England match, Geoff Hurst said, ‘See you next time, Alf.’ On the plane over to Mexico, Ramsey approached Allan Clarke, who was chatting and laughing with some of his teammates and asked whether he was enjoying himself. When Clarke replied, ‘Yes, smashing, Alf,’ he received the withering response: ‘Well, you’re not here to fuckin’ well enjoy yourself.’ When Ramsey made a technical point about England’s opening game against Romania, Brian Labone responded, ‘I’ll remember that for the next match, Alf.’ Quick as a flash, Ramsey snapped, ‘Yes, when is Everton’s first match of the season, Brian?’

         Jack Charlton reckoned that Ramsey reserved his most withering put-downs for him. One day in training, Charlton ballooned a clearance out of play. Ramsey sidled up and asked with a sigh, ‘Is there no beginnin’ to your talents, Jack?’ Charlton always marvelled at Ramsey’s propensity to swear simply because the Leeds defender reckoned it ‘always sounded so bloody funny. Try as he might, Alf ’s Dagenham accent would creep in whenever he sounded off.’ As the England party arrived in Scotland for an international, Charlton was in the vicinity when a reporter greeted them and said, ‘Welcome to Scotland, Mr Ramsey.’ ‘You must be fuckin’ jokin’, ’ was Ramsey’s response. Then there was the occasion when, at an official dinner, Ramsey, who’d had a few drinks, informed the waitress, ‘No, thank you. I don’t want no fuckin’ peas.’ It’s never been proved whether Ramsey – the son of a Dagenham straw dealer – received 38elocution lessons as he climbed the greasy pole in football management, or whether he simply taught himself to speak ‘posh’. But, like Wembley-born Keith Moon, The Who’s lunatic drummer, who also liked to affect an upper-class accent in interviews and call everyone ‘Dear Boy’, Ramsey couldn’t quite shake the habit of leavin’ his ‘h’s and his ‘n’s out of the equation. At a get-together before the 1970 World Cup, Ramsey, who loved Westerns, informed the squad that they were off to the cinema to watch a new Clint Eastwood movie. ‘It’s called ’Ang ’Hem ’Igh. ’Hang ’Em ’Igh,’ Ramsey stuttered. ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Alf. It’s called Hang ’Em High. Now, let’s get to the cinema, shall we?’ suggested Alan Ball.

         One of the problems which the reigning champions faced in 1970 was the lingering bad feeling following Ramsey’s assertion that in the 1966 World Cup quarter-final Argentina had played like ‘animals’ during England’s 1–0 win. Argentina captain Antonio Rattin infamously refused to leave the pitch after the referee gave him his marching orders, and, at the final whistle, Ramsey intervened to prevent right-back George Cohen from swapping shirts with Alberto Gonzales. The fallout from Ramsey’s ‘animals’ remark could still be felt when England embarked on a South American tour in 1969. Prior to a ‘friendly’ against Mexico, Ramsey informed the local press, ‘There was a band playing outside our hotel until five this morning … when our players went out to inspect the pitch, they were abused by the crowd. I would have thought the Mexican public would be delighted to welcome England.’ Ramsey’s comments went down like a lead balloon, and when the England team arrived to defend their trophy a year later the press was baying for blood.
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