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            1877–1905

            THAT’S THE PLACE FOR ASSOCIATION FOOTBALLERS

         

         That Leeds City – United’s precursor – survived as long as they did in the early days of the twentieth century, coming within one win of promotion to Division One of the Football League, was a triumph of stubborn faith over equally stubborn indifference, stubbornness a trait readily associated with people from Leeds.

         For years soccer was regarded with indifference and hostility in Leeds and the West Riding of Yorkshire. Two days after Christmas 1877, earnest missionaries from the soccer-mad city of Sheffield in south Yorkshire brought teams, officials, balls and even goalposts to Holbeck Recreation Ground in south Leeds, putting on an exhibition match and drawing a large enough crowd 2that the promoters believed their zealous sermon on the kicking game may have found ears to hear it. That belief lasted until they counted the takings: the congregation had been mostly season ticket holders from the local rugby club, enticed to watch as a freebie. At the end of the match they tugged down their caps, thrust their hands deep into their overcoat pockets, and went home to await the next proper rugby football fixture. Hands, scrums and skill, not this kicking and dribbling rubbish.

         Nobody has really accounted for the West Riding’s suspicion of association football; even contemporary writers, tracing the development of the game prior to Leeds City, were at a loss. The stubborn local character seems to have played a part, and a respect for institutions that often meant Leeds was a slow city to change. Rugby was played there first, since 1864, and with limited leisure time the working population were content to stick with what they liked. A lot of rugby clubs switched to cricket in the summer, meaning loyal club-men’s calendars were fully booked. The ‘muscular Christianity’ inherent in rugby meant a proliferation of church teams and a tight bond between sport, church and social life that was hard for soccer – a more individualistic, dilettante sport – to break. It was also difficult for soccer to compete with the quality of the local rugby clubs: Leeds St Johns, Hunslet FC, Bramley and Leeds Parish Church all fielded excellent teams, creating fierce local rivalries that captivated the public. 3

         Soccer lagged far behind. In 1878, after the exhibition at Holbeck, Hunslet Cricket Club’s Sheffield-born professional Sam Gilbert founded Hunslet AFC and, as captain, took them down the road for a creditable 1-0 defeat at Sheffield Hallam. Despite that bright start, and matches with Kirkstall that were educational as much as competitive – according to reports, on one occasion Kirkstall caused ‘much amusement by mixing a little rugby into the game’ but won 2-0 anyway – the club closed within five years. Following them were Leeds FC (1885–87), Leeds FC take two (1888–90) and Leeds Albion (1888–92). Despite the constant foundings and founderings, by 1894 there was deemed enough interest to support an amateur West Yorkshire League, six years after the beginning of the national and professional Football League, with Leeds AFC and a new Hunslet AFC the teams to beat.

         Leeds AFC were formed at the Cardigan Arms pub in 1894 and had a nomadic existence, trying to escape the shadows of rugby. Finally they moved to Headingley, and that was the end of them; the ground was bought by the ambitious Leeds Cricket, Football and Athletic Company Ltd, a group of businessmen chaired by the ‘father’ of Yorkshire cricket, Lord Hawke; they were co-opting Leeds St Johns as their football section. A pavilion and main stand were built, costing £30,300, and Leeds AFC were told to pay their way. The club folded in 1889, and Leeds St Johns rugby club moved in. 4

         Hunslet AFC managed better, originally forming as Leeds Steelworks in 1889. The enormous steelworks dominated Hunslet, employing 1,500 workers on a 25-acre site entangled within the Midland Railway; by the 1920s, it had made more than half of all the tram rails embedded in England’s streets. Leeds Steelworks’ team were renamed Hunslet AFC in readiness for the West Yorkshire League in 1894, but always kept their nickname: The Twinklers. While the Steelworks’ tall chimneys sent sulphuric sparks like industrial starlight into the smoky skies above Leeds, its workers sparkled in the streets; tiny graphite particles, called kish dust, were impossible to clean from their twinkling skin.

         For a time the Twinklers’ team was almost entirely made up of men who came to work at the steelworks from Thornaby-on-Tees, and the local standard meant Hunslet’s Teesmen were soon dominating local soccer. In 1896 they shared the West Yorkshire League title with Bradford FC, and from 1897 won both the West Yorkshire Cup and the Leeds Workpeople’s Hospital Cup in four consecutive seasons. Their second victory in the West Yorkshire Cup – a 1-0 win over Harrogate on 23 April 1898 – was the first competitive soccer game played at the Old Peacock Ground, on Elland Road.

         Hunslet were the first Leeds club to make a mark outside the city, reaching the quarter-finals of the FA Amateur Cup in 1895/96 and 1900/01. The cup run in 1896 included a high-profile match with Old Etonians, 5twice winners and four times runners-up in the FA Cup itself between 1875 and 1883. The game drew much from the Twinklers’ reserves of character; within seven minutes their famous visitors were leading 2-0. Hunslet ‘seemed nervous and excited’, but showed aptitude for the new style of combination passing play, contrasting with Old Etonians’ older-fashioned individualism. Hunslet dominated the second half, winning 3-2 thanks to goals from Collinson, ‘Tipper’ Heffron and Callaghan.

         Soccer was gaining popularity, and if the Twinklers could find a permanent home with the proper facilities, an application to join the professional Football League’s Second Division was not out of the question. Instead, they wandered. There were numerous new association clubs in the city, while rugby’s split into two codes after 1895 meant new teams competing for pitches. Hunslet started at the Wellington Ground on Low Road, moved to Hunslet Rugby Club’s Parkside and Laburnum Grounds, then back to Low Road at the Nelson Cricket Club’s ground.

         In September 1902, Hunslet were expected to be one of the top sides in a reformed Yorkshire League, but were advertising desperately for somewhere to play. As options for alternative venues dwindled away, so did the club’s highly rated players, and on Friday 3 October the Leeds Mercury reported the inevitable, that had once seemed impossible: ‘The Hunslet Club Defunct.’

         The Twinklers were mourned, not only for themselves, but for the blow the demise of the leading club 6dealt to what was becoming a forlorn dream for Leeds’ ‘sockerites’ and ‘sockerists’: a proper league team. But all was not lost. A meeting at the club’s headquarters, the Royal Exchange Hotel in Hunslet, reaffirmed the desire to keep the club going in some capacity, and even the players who had transferred elsewhere promised to return if Hunslet could find a ground. The club was put on hiatus, with fundraising events and friendly games planned to keep the Twinklers’ lights lit, however dimly.

         The lead dreamer was Fred W. Waterhouse, rare in the West Riding for being seduced by soccer before rugby could claim him. As a boy of twelve, gazing across the fields below his window in Rothwell on a winter night in 1878, Waterhouse saw a crowd of sporting spectators for the first time, and saw what they were watching: a demonstration of association football, played beneath electric lights.

         Two traction engines had been brought to the field, supplying power for lamps on tall poles that lit up the playing area, the sky, and young Fred’s imagination. Although the lights soon failed – the sockerists took to playing leapfrog during the blackouts – and with them another attempt to win the public over to association, one twelve year old was convinced. Waterhouse became fanatical about promoting the game, first as player and referee, then committee member and later president of the West Riding Football Association, inaugural president of the Leeds and District FA, and in later years 7senior life member of the West Riding County FA, all while working in John Barran’s clothing factory. An article on the growth of soccer in Leeds described Waterhouse as ‘straight through and through’, although not everyone thought so; encountering Waterhouse in a pub, fundraising for Hunslet AFC, a rugby fan offered him five bob – cab fare to the nearest lunatic asylum. ‘That’s the place for association footballers,’ he said.

         Waterhouse was secretary of Hunslet AFC when they began sweeping the local cups in 1897, and by summer 1904 he was an energetic man of 38, determined the Twinklers should shine again. A revival was confirmed at the Royal Exchange Hotel that May, when Waterhouse announced the club had been made members of the West Yorkshire League and would once again play at the Wellington Ground.

         Expenses were not expected to be more than £50 for the season, small when compared to the £1,000 Middlesbrough paid to sign Alf Common from Sunderland in 1905. But ambition was growing. At the end of the following month’s meeting of the Hunslet enthusiasts, Waterhouse was elected club president, entry was decided for the English FA Cup, and the title of the club was changed to ‘Leeds City Association Club’.

         The dream that sustained Waterhouse’s enthusiasm, of taking the game in West Yorkshire from local to national, had begun to come true during Hunslet AFC’s absence. But it was coming true in Bradford, not Leeds. 8The nearby city, as full of self-importance and wealth as Leeds, had been as firmly for rugby as the rest of the West Riding. But rugby’s great schism, dividing it between paid professional players and amateurs, was not a clean split. The cracks were revealing opportunities for soccer.

         Professional rugby clubs became dominant in the north, but fierce competition meant increasing expenses as clubs vied to form the sport’s new elite. In 1896 Bradford was home to the Northern Union’s first champions, Manningham FC, but they soon fell behind their cross-city rivals Bradford FC. By 1904 Manningham had been relegated and given up. A fundraising archery contest was organised in summer 1903, but the club’s directors and supporters decided it would be better to switch to playing association football, and spend the money on entry to the Second Division of the Football League.

         Soccer had captured the national imagination; 110,000 people watched Tottenham Hotspur and Sheffield United draw the FA Cup final in 1901, and the sporting public of West Yorkshire were not immune. In the Yorkshire Evening Post, Mr T.H. Fitton of the West Yorkshire Football Association recorded northern rugby supporters demanding something ‘more interesting and scientific than the eternal line-out and scrummage … more skill and less brute force’. Soccer was becoming that skilful, scientific game, particularly in the north, 9where Scottish imports introduced short-passing and broke the hegemony of the founding public-school clubs. The West Riding’s thoughtful sporting spectators, engaged by day in the increasingly technical manufacture of steel, railway locomotives and fine quality clothing, took a second look at soccer, with its sweeping lines and quick movements. The only letdown, in the local leagues, was the standard.

         The Football League was keen to help any club that wanted to fill its lack of representation in West Yorkshire; Manningham could be the West Riding’s first entrant into the league, moving them at a stroke from the backwaters of rugby to the head of local soccer. Renamed Bradford City AFC, they were welcomed into the Second Division before they even signed a full team of players, let alone played a game. When they did play, thrust straight into league action against Gainsborough Trinity in 1903, 11,000 spectators – 9,000 more than had come to Manningham’s last match – saw them lose 3-1. 16,000 came to the next home game, a 1-0 win over Bristol City. Manningham’s president, Alfred Ayrton, had predicted soccer was the ‘game that would pay’, and in 1904 there was no need for a summer archery contest to guarantee Bradford City’s progress.

         That progress had been closely watched in Leeds, at Holbeck Rugby Club. Holbeck were late but ambitious entrants into the Northern Union, but had failed in their aim of becoming the city’s dominant club. Holbeck 10had two rivals to contend with, with the leading club – Hunslet – on their doorstep. The second were Leeds St John’s at the enormous Headingley stadium, now known simply as Leeds. When Leeds won promotion to join Hunslet in the First Division in 1903, rugby fans in the city were guaranteed a top-class game of rugby every Saturday. Who was left to come to Elland Road to watch Second Division Holbeck? Their only hope was promotion, as quickly as possible, before the public forgot them entirely.

         Holbeck gave everything to their attempt in 1903/04, but let a two-point lead over St Helens slip on the final day of the season, leaving them tied for the second promotion place. A play-off match completed the letdown; St Helens took a 7-0 lead at half-time and won what the Yorkshire Post & Leeds Intelligencer called ‘an uninteresting game’.

         It might have been uninteresting, but it had serious consequences. Two weeks before the play-off, football reporter Flaneur in the Leeds Mercury had outlined what was at stake. ‘There have been hints of Socker at Holbeck in case of the Northern Union team’s failure to get into better company next season,’ he noted. Some of the club’s wealthier backers were impressed by developments at Manningham, and during the summer, took note of Hunslet AFC’s revival as Leeds City.

         In mid-July the city’s sports pages were reporting that Leeds City had no greater aspirations than a good 11showing in the West Yorkshire League. There were hints, however, that private discussions in drawing rooms and offices across the city were opening Fred Waterhouse’s club up to new influences. A meeting was announced for Monday 29 August. ‘Negotiations have, we understand, been going on for some time,’ wrote Flaneur, ‘in furtherance of a scheme which includes an application for admission to the English Association in the season of 1905/06.’ Most significantly, he added that ‘a number of sportsmen from the North side of the river are interesting themselves’ in the club.

         In Leeds, the river was as much a metaphorical as a geographical divide. The city’s industrial factories – its engine – lay south of the River Aire, in Hunslet and Holbeck; its financial centre was just to its north, and north of that the residences of the well-to-do were found on whatever high ground could be built on above the smog, lately in fashionable Headingley. The sportsmen Flaneur referred to had north Leeds money, but strong links to Holbeck.

         Charles Hoyle was managing director of Bentley Brewery, whose pub the Old Peacock Inn stood on the edge of the Elland Road ground. Bentley had sold the sporting pitches to Holbeck FC – there was a cricket pitch too – and retained rights to serve refreshments there. Councillor Joseph Henry was president of Holbeck Football & Athletic Company, which owned Elland Road and ran the rugby and cricket clubs; a self-made 12man, he owned a large iron foundry in Holbeck, lived in a house by Holbeck cemetery named Grand Vue, and served as liberal councillor for Holbeck ward for so long that he had the nickname ‘King of Holbeck’. Norris Hepworth, who built his own grand house in Headingley, was another man of influence at Holbeck, once an eccentric captain of its cricket team, then keenly interested in its rugby club. He was partner, managing director and the ‘son’ in Joseph Hepworth & Son, a clothing manufacturer growing rapidly thanks to Norris’ innovations: he cut out the retail middleman, establishing more than a hundred Hepworth’s stores to sell direct to the public, transforming the clothing industry. Across Leeds, Montague Burton’s took the model, and with additional flair for branding became world famous in the 1930s; Hepworth’s were more cautious, but prospered until the 1980s when they rebranded as Next.

         Only Joseph Henry was present at the crucial meeting on 29 August 1904, but Hepworth and Hoyle sent apologies and messages of support, and their influence on the new club was clear. The venue – and Leeds City’s headquarters – was relocated from the Royal Exchange Hotel, a pub tucked among crowded industrial yards in the centre of Hunslet, to the Griffin Hotel, across the street from the city’s prestigious stock exchange. Some ‘forty or fifty gentlemen’ were present, giving enthusiastic support to a scheme that wasn’t quite as simple as Manningham’s switch to association the season before. 13

         Leeds City was a confluence of clubs, interests and timing, not strictly a succession from one club to another, nor a merger. It depended on combining the history and know-how of Fred Waterhouse and the Hunslet AFC committee, who had reorganised the club and found the players, several Twinklers among them; the financial backing of Norris Hepworth; the support of Joseph Henry, meaning Holbeck Rugby Club effectively ceased to exist and Elland Road was available; and the Elland Road ground itself, upon which the new venture depended. Elland Road would be rented for the season and later purchased, a new company would be floated to provide finance, ‘the object being the establishment of a first-rate team, which will secure the favourable notice of the Football Association’, and so bring top-class league football to Leeds. Some early reports attached Hunslet AFC’s earlier successes to the new name of Leeds City, but the club was looking to the future, not anxious about retaining any sense of its past.

         Fred Waterhouse, whose passion for excellent soccer conflicted with his stance against professionalism, faded from view, but his arrangements were crucial, as three days after the meeting at the Griffin Leeds City kicked off their first match in the West Yorkshire League, a 2-2 draw away to Morley. It was a whirlwind week; two days later City played their first home game, a 2-1 defeat to Altofts, although Elland Road was not yet ready so the match was played at the Wellington Ground, as 14was a high-profile friendly two days after that against Bradford City, who won 3-0. The club’s first win in the West Yorkshire League came on 24 September, 3-1 at Huddersfield Town, and after finally confirming arrangements to play at Elland Road, a crowd of 3,300 watched Leeds City’s first friendly game there, a 2-0 defeat to Hull City. City’s first competitive game at Elland Road was on 12 November, a 3-2 win in the first round of the Leeds Hospital Cup over holders and heirs to the Twinklers’ dominance, Altofts, inside-forward Gordon Howard scoring all three City goals before half-time.

         Leeds City made it to the third round of the Leeds Hospital Cup, losing 2-1 to Upper Armley Christ Church, but competitive fixtures were almost an unwelcome distraction in 1904/05. While promising the West Yorkshire League its strongest team, City only completed 23 of 26 fixtures, and the club often double-booked itself with friendlies against big-name clubs: Second Division West Bromwich Albion, Leicester Fosse, Lincoln City and Barnsley, and First Division Sheffield United, Derby County and Preston North End were all welcomed to Elland Road; all won except Sheffield United, with whom Leeds drew 2-2. The aim was demonstrating that Elland Road was a top-class football venue, and Leeds a favourable city. The charm offensive worked: on 29 May 1905, Leeds City won the vote for election to the Football League.
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            1905–14

            YOU ARE THE BIGGEST LIAR IN BEESTON

         

         Leeds had its Football League club. Leeds City floated as a limited liability company in April 1905, initially offering 5,000 of 10,000 £1 shares. The major shareholders were Ralph Younger, landlord of the Old Peacock on Elland Road; A.W. Pullan, a sports journalist writing as ‘Old Ebor’ in the Yorkshire Evening Post, who became deputy chairman; and Norris Hepworth, who was unanimously elected president in November, and now confirmed as chairman. Hepworth’s contributions were already vital. As well as becoming majority shareholder, he was arranging to buy Elland Road for the club’s use, at a price revised downwards from an initial £5,000 to a still substantial £4,500. 16

         It was well remembered at Leeds City that the lack of a home ground prevented Hunslet AFC applying to join the Football League and hastened their demise, and the new club’s shareholders had seen what success the investments at Headingley had brought to the rugby and cricket clubs there. Elland Road already had a cricket pitch, and improving the Old Peacock Ground alongside it for soccer presented an opportunity to build a Headingley stadium for south Leeds. Announcing the company’s prospectus in April, the Yorkshire Post claimed: ‘Already a gentleman who has been concerned in the erection of such stands at the Bramall Lane ground, Sheffield, at Middlesbrough, Fulham, Woolwich Arsenal, and Stamford Bridge, has paid a visit to the ground in order to give the directors the benefit of his experience and advice.’ That CV belonged to Archibald Leitch, then in the early stages of becoming football’s foremost architect, responsible for iconic grandstands at Villa Park, Goodison Park and Ibrox. Built during the summer of 1905 for £1,050, Leeds City’s new stand stood between the side of the pitch – then oriented east-west – and Elland Road itself, but it was built by Messrs H. Barrett and Sons of Bradford and is not known to have shown any of Leitch’s distinctive influence; 75 yards long and 35 yards deep, it had room for up to 5,000 spectators under cover, and a ‘commodious press box’. At the same time, Holbeck Rugby Club’s old timber stand at the north end was taken down, and bank-and-cinder 17terraces put in place around the three uncovered sides, with room for 20,000 or 30,000, depending on which version of the club’s hype you believed.

         Although the team’s performance in Leeds City’s first league match was talked up by the supportive local press, the 1-0 defeat at Bradford City that announced Leeds to Division Two may have dampened enthusiasm for their home debut. At Elland Road on 9 September 1905, 6,800 paying customers saw West Bromwich Albion win 2-0. Just half that number came to see Tommy Drain score Leeds’ first two league goals in a 2-2 draw with Lincoln City two days later, but after news of a 1-0 win away to Leicester Fosse was communicated to the reluctant public back home, they understood City might be getting their act together. For the next match, on 23 September, more than 13,000 turned out at Elland Road and saw Hull City soundly beaten, 3-1. Wearing jerseys of deep blue with gold trim, the team were nicknamed the Peacocks, both for their appearance and for their ground’s association with both the Old Peacock Inn over the road, and the New Peacock Inn by the cricket ground. The team colours were completed with the city coat of arms on the breast, the Peacocks hoping soccer could become a source of civic pride.

         Attendances were roughly estimated, but takings on the gate were counted to the penny. When Chelsea came in late November, around 20,000 were not dismayed by the 0-0 result; the Leeds Mercury reckoned the game 18was, ‘perhaps, the finest that has been played in the city’. On 30 December Bradford City won 2-0 at Elland Road, and records were set: some 22,000 were in the ground, and for the first time late arrivers had to be turned away for lack of space. The same day Leeds Rugby League played Oldham at Headingley; just 6,000 turned out there to watch Leeds’ 8-2 win. The Yorkshire Evening Post noted sombrely that ‘it was a delightful day for football, but the big association game at Elland Road was evidently a bigger attraction to the local public’, with Flaneur adding in the Leeds Mercury: ‘Socker has hit the popular taste in Leeds, and the Northern Union game will have to look to its laurels.’

         Hunslet and Leeds were engaged in a terrific season in rugby’s Northern Union, eventually finishing second and third respectively behind Leigh, but falling attendances at Headingley were causing losses so severe that the club were publicly considering closing the ground altogether. At Parkside annual subscriptions were down from £462 to £242, and Hunslet directly blamed the new soccer club down the hill. Leeds City’s directors, totting up their profits for the season of £122, insisted soccer would not bring about the downfall of rugby in the city; Hepworth suggested the problems at Headingley were due to its distance from the working-class districts from which sporting crowds were drawn.

         Although Leeds City’s directors were satisfied with 6th place at the end of their profitable first season of 19league football, soccer at Elland Road was not booming as they wished. Summer 1906 brought more building work; £3,000 was spent on a new 4,000-seat Main Stand to the west of the pitch, with dressing rooms, officials’ rooms, and an indoor running track for the players underneath; there was even a motor garage, said the Leeds Mercury, ‘so that the management are quite up to date’. The West Stand’s inauguration against Chelsea marked the opening of a magnificent new ground and a new beginning: ‘And it is only natural to expect that the same business capacity which has been shown in the provision of the ground will now be directed towards getting together a team worthy of the highest honours.’

         The stadium now contrasted sharply with the team playing in it. The game with Chelsea was Leeds’ sixth defeat, and a trip to Wolves brought a seventh. The changes at Elland Road included rotating the pitch, so the new West Stand was against its longest touchline; it was hoped the new orientation, relaid turf and improved drainage would solve the flooding and waterlogging that had stuck Leeds’ attempts to play short passing soccer in the mud.

         City’s directors had advertised for a manager before their place in the Football League was confirmed, selecting Gilbert Gillies from over a hundred applicants. Gillies had been secretary-manager at Chesterfield and helped them win election to the Football League in 1899, and he quickly demonstrated his administrative skills 20in the same role at Leeds; but even with George Swift working with him as trainer, his soccer abilities remained hidden. The first season was promising, with just three defeats at Elland Road; goals were hard to find, but thirteen came in fifteen games from top scorer David ‘Soldier’ Wilson, a veteran of the Boer War signed from Hull City in December for £150. He was a big, stocky player, with a thick moustache that gave the 22 year old a much older appearance. Not fast or mobile, he looked indifferent to the game going on around him, but he was strong and clever, an intelligent passer to the wings, always in the right place to score.

         City were much changed for the start of 1906/07, retaining Wilson as the focal point, but he didn’t score in the first two games and missed the next four through injury. His return lifted the team; Leeds beat Burton United, Grimsby Town and Burslem Port Vale, and signs of improving form brought 14,000 fans to Elland Road for a match with Burnley.

         Wilson’s commitment to the cause of what was still only a provincial Second Division club in its infancy cost him everything that day, and made him Elland Road’s first hero. Fifteen minutes into the second half Wilson was still searching for his first goal of the season, getting some rough treatment from Burnley’s defenders – he was badly winded in the first half when sandwiched between two of them – and sending two efforts just over the bar. A third, headed at goal, caused some sort of strain and 21left Wilson feeling such severe pains in his chest that he headed for the dressing rooms.

         Police constable John Byrom followed Wilson, and finding the player in agony on the ground, he sent for the Leeds and Burnley club doctors, and a third found in the stands. They moved him to the comfort of the directors’ room, where he began to recover a little from what City’s Dr Taylor presumed had been a heart attack. A taxicab was called to take him home.

         Even before Wilson went off, Jack Lavery had been knocked unconscious in a tackle, and was now a passenger on the fringes of the game; now Harry Singleton was injured, and limped away to the dressing rooms, leaving Leeds down to eight fit players.

         ‘Though his chest was very sore,’ reported the Yorkshire Evening Post, ‘Wilson said he could not remain there [the directors’ room] while the Leeds City team were in such straits. So, although many of those in the room endeavoured to dissuade him from his purpose he went out to resume play, his reappearance being greeted by a storm of cheers.’

         Wilson managed three minutes, only going near the ball once, before leaving the pitch again in agony. While Burnley took an inevitable lead, in the dressing rooms Constable Byrom was helping Wilson into a hot bath the player thought might restore him. Instead, Wilson suffered violent spasms, lost consciousness, and was quickly moved to a table and attended by Dr Taylor. 22

         Sarah Wilson was at the game and, worried by her husband’s behaviour, had set off for their home in Catherine Grove, not far away at the top of Beeston Hill, to wait for him there. When the game ended the players found a shocking situation in their dressing room, and Gilbert Gillies found a car to overtake Mrs Wilson, bringing her back to the ground to attend to her stricken husband. When she made the trip away again, it was in an ambulance, with her husband’s body. Despite the efforts of the doctors, David ‘Soldier’ Wilson had died just as the game was ending.

         It was agreed at the inquest that ‘over eagerness to be of service to his club was Wilson’s undoing’; ‘His devotion to the game and to the club proved fatal,’ wrote the Leeds Mercury. As well as Sarah, Wilson left a ten-month-old daughter. He was just 23 years old. A few days later, after a service at Catherine Grove, his coffin was draped in a Leeds City flag for the journey north, to be buried near his family in Leith.

         The shadow over the shocked and grieving club took a long time to lift; they didn’t score for three games following Wilson’s death. Leeds began 1907 17th in the twenty-team division, but two wins gave them hope; Clapton Orient were beaten 3-2 at Elland Road on 1 December, then promotion hopefuls Stockport County were seen off 6-1. Each game included a goal from a new £350 player, Billy McLeod, a 21 year old signed from Lincoln City to replace Wilson; with the bravery to head 23any ball that came near him, and shooting power with either boot, he was the season’s top scorer with fifteen in 23 matches. Form improved, but there was no consistency; Leeds finished 12th.

         The directors were growing impatient. Chelsea, elected at the same time as Leeds, had won promotion; Gilbert Gillies could no longer argue this was a new club that needed time to develop, and a line had to be drawn under the tragedy of Wilson’s death. The stadium was first class, and so was Billy McLeod; 21-year-old Fred Croot was signed to serve him from the wing, and Tom Hynds, a 23-year-old centre-half with top-flight experience, to stiffen the defence and take on the captaincy. Leeds reached 2nd in the table in 1908/09, but after that their form fell dramatically; they didn’t rise above 11th after November, a far cry from promotion. McLeod scored seventeen goals, but the next best was Croot; he had a brilliant season, but only scored eight.

         Gilbert Gillies didn’t last the season. As at most clubs, City’s side was picked by a selection committee, and despite showing a good eye for players, Gillies was not trusted with player recruitment, left to work instead on the administration of the club and its grounds. But Gillies was being blamed for the team’s failure, and fed up with being made the scapegoat, he resigned in February, five days after a surprising 5-1 home win over Derby County. Leeds played their next game, away to Lincoln City, in a storm that tore the roof from the stand 24at Sincil Bank, injuring five spectators and delaying the game by 40 minutes; they lost 5-0.

         Gillies was not replaced until April, ample time for dissatisfaction to transfer from Gillies to the club’s directors. City’s supporters couldn’t understand why, after spending so much on the stadium, the directors seemed unwilling to invest in a team worthy of it. After 22,000 watched Leeds’ defeat to Bradford City on 30 December 1905, Elland Road recorded just five league attendances over 20,000 in the next six seasons, the last in September 1908.

         The new manager was Frank Scott-Walford, brought north from Brighton & Hove Albion. He was given more freedom, and more funds, but his radical team-building relied on players he knew from the Southern League, who brought no improvements in 1908/09. Leeds City were risking the same fate as Holbeck Rugby Club, of poor performances leading to low attendances, meaning fewer funds for players, all while soccer was becoming more competitive and expensive; in 1909, the Players’ Union successfully campaigned to increase the maximum wage to £5.

         Scott-Walford’s priority was building a good team, and fast, and his response was another busy summer of transfers, but now with a much-reduced budget. McLeod and Croot stayed and were as productive as they could be, but the new players were either youngsters or cheap imports from Ireland, and if one was successful, offers 25from elsewhere were hard to resist. Billy Halligan signed from the Irish League and rivalled McLeod, with twelve goals in 24 games, but by March he was sold to Derby County for £400. 19th of twenty clubs with six games left, McLeod and Croot stepped up, between them scoring all of City’s goals after 7 March, gaining 17th place and safety.

         The team was safe, but the directors were not, and a series of stormy meetings with shareholders dominated the summer. After losing £1,200 in 1908/09, City’s loss in 1909/10 was £1,904; income was down by £1,600. ‘If you want my own candid opinion,’ Joseph Henry told a meeting at Salem Hall, ‘it is this – that the in and out play of the team was so unsatisfactory that people would not come to the ground to watch it.’

         It was the same story that had beset Leeds City from the start: nice ground, shame about the team. But attempts to make more money from Elland Road were chaotic; City’s boasts about capacity won the opportunity to host an FA Cup semi-final between Barnsley and Everton in 1910, but with 36,000 inside, around 14,000 fans were locked out; for an FA Cup fourth-round replay between Barnsley and Bradford in 1912 45,000 squeezed in, 11,000 of them without paying. After Manchester United opened their new ground at Old Trafford in February 1910, designed by Archibald Leitch to include tea rooms, a billiard room and space for 80,000 spectators, Leeds City’s hopes that Elland 26Road might become the major football ground of the north looked forlorn.

         Norris Hepworth spelled out the financial situation at Salem Hall in September. Trouble had begun at the club’s outset, when difficulty raising funds for the new stands at Elland Road meant a change of bankers. The new bank had allowed an overdraft of £7,000; Hepworth, Henry and two others had personally loaned the club £2,500 to keep it going, while another £840 had come from Frank Scott-Walford to pay players’ wages over the summer while Hepworth was abroad, when the rest of the board refused to put in another penny.

         Hepworth told the Hall that £12,000 had to be found to save the club. He proposed a scheme of debentures at 5 per cent, and if the shareholders would raise £4,000, he and a few of the other directors would contribute the £8,000. The club’s option to buy Elland Road had lapsed, but Hepworth was arranging to buy it personally and convey it to the club in exchange for a mortgage. The alternative, under pressure from the bank, was liquidation. ‘It would not show very great sportsmanship,’ added Joseph Henry, ‘if we could not find this money. I believe we have got over the difficulties, really. Managing an association club is quite a new feature, and it is a huge business concern, but now the club is in a fair way towards prosperity. In my judgement the team for the present season are all men of character, and that is something for a start.’ 27

         The shareholders were not convinced. One, Harry Riley, accused the board: ‘When we come to consider the fine ground, the great industrial population of Leeds, the splendid railway and tramway facilities, it is remarkable that they should be grovelling in the mire. They are actually asking their servants for money.’ There had to be radical changes if shareholders were to hand over more cash: the board would be reduced to five, consisting of Hepworth and four elected shareholders: Joseph Henry, Alf Masser, J.C. Whiteman and James Bromley.

         Some wanted the reorganising to extend to Frank Scott-Walford, but Joseph Henry supported him, and dismissed rumours that Scott-Walford had been seeking new players at the Glasgow Labour Exchange. In any case, the option of simply dismissing the manager for the team’s poor performance was complicated now the club was in debt to him, and his position became a focus of tension.

         Ahead of the election of the new board, angry words were exchanged between Scott-Walford and one of the founding directors, Walter Preston. What caused the argument remained in dispute: whether it was Preston’s attempts to remove Scott-Walford; or his accusation that Scott-Walford was trying to become a director himself; or Scott-Walford’s allegation that Preston was trying to take money out of the ailing club. But what was agreed when the matter went to court was that Scott-Walford walked with Preston into the middle of the Elland Road 28pitch, away from the watching players, and told him: ‘I have got you across here to tell you what you are. You are the biggest liar in Beeston. You are a pig. You are a damnable liar. You are not an honest man. My players have more honesty in their toes than you have in your body.’ Pushing and shoving followed, Mr Preston gesturing with an umbrella and threatening to call his solicitors; with a swing of his fist, Mr Scott-Walford broke Mr Preston’s jaw.

         The magistrate helped the pair to an amicable settlement; they had shaken hands before leaving Elland Road after the fight. But the club was under strain, and Scott-Walford in particular. He hadn’t been to Glasgow Labour Exchange, but to Ireland, signing five new players. In a bizarre stunt to make them feel at home, he sent the team out in green shirts for the first game of the season and added green flags to the centre line markings. There were five other signings, but Scott-Walford struck a defeatist tone in his message to the players at the start of the season: ‘Should your efforts deserve success, and it is denied you, we shall extend our sympathy; when you do badly we shall still think you have done your best.’

         City didn’t move clear of the re-election places until after February. They finished 11th, but another poor season impacted attendances; 50,000 were at Stamford Bridge to watch Chelsea beat Leeds 4-1 in April, but just 6,000 came to Elland Road to see Leeds win their last game of the season, 1-0 against Wolves. 29

         Another eight raw recruits came from Scott-Walford’s summer pilgrimage to Ireland, but the best of his finds, twenty-year-old Billy Gillespie, after ten goals in 24 appearances, was sold to Sheffield United for a City record fee of £400. He played there for 21 years, in 575 games, and held the record as Ireland’s top international goalscorer for 80 years. 1911/12 was another season of gloom. McLeod was out of form and fitness, and there was no time for the young players to mature. There was a rousing home win over Glossop in the first round of the FA Cup, confirming that attractive fixtures could still draw 21,000, but by March the team were 19th, and attractive fixtures were few and far between.

         At a meeting at Salem Hall in September, Alf Masser had given details of yet another scheme to clear debts, buy Elland Road, provide money for new players, and stabilise the finances. If £16,000 could be raised, the debts – most owing to or underwritten by Norris Hepworth – could be cleared. Hepworth got the ball rolling by putting in the first £3,000 himself.

         The plan failed, and Frank Scott-Walford was told to come up with another at the end of January. Already fighting against re-election to the league, owed more than £3,500, and now under pressure to find a financial solution and save the club, Scott-Walford cracked, although this time no jaws were. Instead, at the end of February, he delivered an ultimatum to the board, citing his ill health and his duty to his wife and children: 30either the club paid what he was owed by 31 March, or he would submit his resignation.

         Scott-Walford’s impaired state can be read from his toothless ultimatum. He had in fact presented an ideal situation to the board: they accepted his resignation and, rather than repay his debt, presented him with an inscribed silver flower bowl, an inscribed gold medal, and a silver-mounted oak biscuit box for his wife. They thanked him for his work and advertised for a replacement.

         The local papers filled with rumours: of a takeover by local businessmen Ed Wood and Samuel Samuel; that only eight players were staying; that Woolwich Arsenal manager George Morrell had been appointed. There was some truth in the last one, but Morrell’s friends persuaded him to stay in London. Without a manager, Leeds were sinking, winning only one of the last eleven games and finishing 19th. Leeds City were out of the league, and had to apply to be voted back in.

         There was no patience at the bank. In March, the £8,000 overdraft was called in, and Hepworth appointed accountant Tom Coombs as receiver to manage the club’s finances. At an extraordinary general meeting at Salem Hall in August 1912, it was explained that the club had liabilities of £16,000 and assets of £7,000, in the form of Elland Road; but if there was no club, Elland Road would be worthless. Leeds City were only surviving through Hepworth’s generosity, albeit with renewed 31determination, and a tighter hand on its purse thanks to Coombs. ‘Association football in Leeds ought to be successful, can be successful and will be successful,’ he told the Yorkshire Evening Post. ‘If only the public of Leeds will stand by the club and have a little patience and confidence we shall yet have a club at Elland Road capable of taking its place in the front rank of Association football.’

         The club had, for once, reasons to be optimistic. Re-election was secured in July, as was a new manager. Herbert Chapman had taken Northampton Town from two consecutive last-place finishes in the Southern League to first place within two seasons, aiming to take them into the Football League. But election was unlikely given Northampton’s small population and rugby union inclinations, and the authorities were unimpressed by Chapman’s far-sighted ideas about promotion and relegation beyond the two national divisions. When Leeds City offered Chapman a league management job at an ambitious club in a big city in his native north, Northampton’s chairman Pat Darnell allowed him to leave with his blessing.

         Although Chapman was not yet an innovator, he prospered at Northampton Town through tactical thought, developing a counter-attacking style based on creating space in front of the opponent’s defence for his forwards to drop deep and unsettle their markers. He gave unusual attention to physical conditioning, overseen by trainer Dick Murrell, who followed Chapman to 32Leeds. Much of Chapman’s best work was done off the pitch. In his office, he had a large tabletop with a football pitch painted on it, bringing a practical element to discussions about the game. He had observed the fervour with which soccer players debated games of billiards and cards, but never football, so before every match he would gather his players at a hotel for lunch and a group conversation about the game.

         The talks were a success thanks to Chapman’s skill at drawing the players from their reticence, breaking the ice and ensuring fairness. He wore a keen expression, as if listening ready to respond with an intelligent joke, followed by a serious analysis of the problem; his sober suits would be topped off with a flamboyant choice of hat, sometimes a straw boater, sometimes a bowler or a fedora. His emphasis was on creating a family atmosphere and a positive environment. At Leeds he had a flagpole installed on the West Stand roof to give Elland Road a sense of place and pride.

         Chapman put his tact and good humour to work on football chairmen as well as players. At Northampton, he persuaded Darnell to put aside his principles and begin paying transfer fees. He insisted on control of team selection, but made sure the directors understood the value he placed on their support. If they left the team to him, he told them, it would make their lives considerably easier; they could enjoy the sport and let Chapman do the worrying. 33

         Intelligent, keen, persuasive and full of ideas, Chapman was 34 when he met Norris Hepworth to talk about Leeds City. They immediately took to each other. City’s financial difficulties now worked in their favour, because with Tom Coombs as receiver, the influence of directors and shareholders was reduced. As long as Hepworth underwrote the debts, Coombs managed the money and Chapman worked without interference, Leeds City had a formidable management team.

         ‘I am here to get Leeds City into the First Division,’ said Chapman. ‘It is, of course, a matter of time, but if it is humanly possible, it shall be attained.’ First, he had to make something of the team Scott-Walford had left behind. Chapman’s first principle was ‘soundness’, and the brittle young players were not robust enough. Only ten who played in 1911/12 featured under Chapman, and several of those were sold as the rebuilding continued throughout the season.

         Three experienced internationals – centre-half Evelyn Lintott from Bradford City, full-back George Law from Rangers and goalkeeper Billy Scott – were signed for the defence; Scott was an FA Cup winner. But the signings caused trouble with the Football League; their previous contracts ended two months before they joined Leeds, but Chapman paid them for a full year, meaning their weekly wages exceeded the maximum allowed. Chapman reported the situation himself, but there was no lenience, just a £125 fine and a severe telling off, 34although City were praised for taking the ‘honourable course’ of handing themselves in.

         Chapman used thirteen new players during the season, but was left distraught by one that got away. ‘In no instance have I personally suffered so great a disappointment,’ he said when attempts to sign tiny outside-right Fanny Walden from his old club Northampton Town were thwarted, by a ‘shilling fund’ established by fans to keep him there. Chapman wanted Walden to feed Billy McLeod from the right as effectively as Fred Croot from the left; Walden ‘would be the making of the Leeds City team, if only I could get him to Elland Road.’ For now, Chapman found cheer in a new inside-left from Bradford City.

         Jimmy Speirs was a Scottish international, scorer of the winning goal for Bradford City in the 1911 FA Cup final replay, but he was disillusioned by the way they were being run. It was the perfect opportunity for Chapman. He persuaded Speirs that his future lay in dropping down a division to ambitious Leeds City, and convincing Coombs that the club record £1,400 transfer fee was good business. Both Speirs and Coombs agreed to the biggest deal Leeds City had ever made, for the most famous player the club had ever signed. ‘The enterprise of the Leeds City management in securing Speirs would have staggered those responsible for the club a few years ago,’ said the Yorkshire Evening Post.

         The team was looking better, thanks to greater ‘dash and enthusiasm’, and crowds were returning; 15,000 35were at Elland Road to watch City play local rivals Huddersfield Town on 21 December. But that crowd saw City’s first home defeat, and the next three games, all at home, were also lost. The Yorkshire Evening Post said Christmas 1912 would be ‘marked in the records with black borders.’

         But Speirs had the desired effect. City’s attack had a new look; McLeod and Croot stayed at centre-forward and outside-left, with Speirs at inside-left; on the other wing were recent signings Simpson Bainbridge and Arthur Price. At Blackpool on New Year’s Day they had ‘vim’, ‘dash’, ‘speed’ and ‘understanding’, according to the Leeds Mercury; they were ‘well-nigh irresistible’ in a 3-0 win.

         The City defence was still suspect, but the forwards gave the team every chance. In nineteen games Speirs scored ten, finishing second top scorer; McLeod was ahead of everybody, scoring in nine consecutive games between 1 March and 5 April, including a hat-trick and a brace, ending the season with 27 goals in 38 appearances. Leeds finished 6th, the best since the club’s first season, and there were only four defeats at home, where the division’s top four teams were all beaten. Elland Road in the summer was far from the grim enclosure it had seemed during so many seasons of failure. Chapman was busy installing new baths for the players, and a recreation room with a billiard table.

         The good mood extended to City’s Annual General Meeting at the YMCA Hall in Albion Place, not quite 36deflated by the balance sheet. A proposed financial reconstruction scheme was still just proposed: ‘It was found impossible to induce any one to put down any fresh capital for the company,’ reported vice-chairman Joseph Henry. Another £2,100 came from Norris Hepworth’s pockets, and the season showed an overall loss of £1,865. In all other respects, though, the club was healthier than it had been for years.

         It all hinged on Chapman building a team worth paying for; the transfer fees and wages paid by Coombs and Hepworth, the entry paid on the gate by supporters. Twelve players departed, and two much-needed centre-halves arrived: Jack Hampson, whom Chapman had managed at Northampton, and Harry Peart, who followed Speirs from Bradford City. The summer’s big attacking signing was 24-year-old Ivan Sharpe, who won the gold medal with Great Britain’s team at the 1912 Olympics, and the Second Division title with Derby County. He played as an amateur while working as a journalist, and when he took a job at the Yorkshire Evening News he also took Fred Croot’s place on the left wing for City.

         McLeod began the season by scoring four in the first three games, the last a 5-1 thrashing of Bradford Park Avenue. But the ‘baffling business’, as the Yorkshire Evening Post put it, of City’s inconsistency returned when they lost the next match 4-0 away to Notts County. In pursuit of steadiness, team changes were kept 37to a minimum, and results improved; City were 2nd in the league on Boxing Day. Speirs and Sharpe were creating goal after goal for McLeod, who hit four in an 8-0 win over Nottingham Forest at Elland Road at the end of November. January 1914 brought an FA Cup fourth round visit from West Bromwich Albion, one of the top five teams in the country; in front of 29,733 spectators, Leeds held them until the last seconds, when West Brom snatched two cruel goals.

         Chapman was still searching for ‘soundness’, and with £1,397 taken on the gate for the West Brom game, Hepworth and Coombs were willing to spend. Huddersfield Town’s decision to sell their captain, Fred Blackman, caused such a sensation that the directors and the manager, Arthur Fairclough, refused to discuss the fee, only revealing it was ‘upwards of £1,000’. Blackman was a full-back, 30 years old, stylish, polished and reliable, with ‘few equals as a tackler.’ Huddersfield fans could not believe their club had let him go, but they’d lost out to Chapman’s art of persuasion, and Hepworth’s readiness to fund success.

         Norris Hepworth never saw Blackman play for Leeds. On the eve of the next match, away to Hull City, Hepworth died at home after a brief illness. He was 57 years old and at the height of his career; chairman of one of the largest clothing manufacturers in the country, and on the verge of having his long and expensive commitment to Leeds City rewarded with First Division 38soccer. It was only after his death that his true commitment could be seen: City’s debts had been rearranged so that Hepworth owned them all, and overall he had put almost £16,000 behind the club’s hopes, more than a sixth of the total £103,000 estate he left in his will, and roughly equivalent to a whole year’s profits at Hepworth & Son.

         In the circumstances it was unsurprising that the game at Hull ended in a 1-0 defeat, although Blackman showed his coolness and maturity with an assured debut, but four wins and two draws at Elland Road took Leeds into the last round of matches in 4th. Promotion was still possible if they beat Birmingham City at Elland Road, and with Speirs back from injury, Leeds did their bit. Birmingham equalised twice before McLeod made the final score 3-2 to Leeds, but scores elsewhere broke their hearts, and Bradford Park Avenue were promoted.

         Leeds ended the season 4th, with a record number of points and a record number of goals, made bitter by falling two agonising points short of promotion, and the loss of Norris Hepworth. But Leeds City’s future without Hepworth did not look as grave as it might had he not found Chapman in time. Coombs reported a profit of £383, the first time the club had made money since its first season. ‘The income from gate receipts and season tickets has been a record,’ he said, to applause and laughter at the AGM. ‘We have paid a record amount for transfer fees, and made a record profit. There was also 39a record expenditure, but that was counterbalanced by the other records,’ on the pitch.

         With Herbert Chapman’s intelligent management, Spiers, McLeod, Sharpe and Hampson’s top-class skills, and fifteen home wins bringing large crowds to Elland Road, Leeds City entered their tenth league season ready for rewards: everything was in place for promotion. 40
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            1914–19

            HE PLACED IN OUR HANDS CERTAIN INFORMATION

         

         By 1914, association football had overtaken all other sports to become the English national pastime, played and watched by hundreds of thousands of people every week. But their soccer seasons were becoming complicated by questions of destiny much larger than the fates of their favourite football teams.

         On 26 September 1914, 20,000 people lined the pavements of Boar Lane and filled the platforms of Leeds City station to cheer 1,275 soldiers who had signed up for the Leeds Pals battalion, departing for their training camp en route to fight in the Great War declared that July. There were no such crowds at the station the next morning, to watch the Leeds City team depart for 42their match with Clapton Orient, or to greet them when they came home defeated. As national debates decided whether soccer ought to carry on being played at all, the uncertainty, and poor form, soon meant City’s hopes of promotion would be frustrated; Leeds ended the season 15th; a disappointment, but no longer a tragedy.

         Leeds had its share of the sorrows that were to follow. Among the Pals was Evelyn Lintott, one of Herbert Chapman’s first signings, and his captain; he didn’t miss a game in his first season at Leeds. By January 1915, Lintott was promoted to lieutenant, the first professional footballer to hold a commission. On the first day of the Battle of the Somme, 1 July 1916, he led the Leeds Pals out of the trenches and over the top. He was hit by enemy fire; but with his revolver in hand he continued leading the advance. It took two more shots to bring Lintott down, aged 33, one of more than 500 Leeds Pals killed or wounded within moments of stepping into the battle.

         Jimmy Speirs had another fine season for Leeds in 1914/15, captaining the side and scoring ten goals. Married with two children, Speirs could have gained exemption from service, but chose to sign up in Glasgow in May 1915. In May 1917 Speirs was recommended for the Military Medal for bravery; in June he was promoted to sergeant. In August, after writing on a postcard to his wife that he hoped 1917 would be the last year of the war, he was killed in action in the Battle of Passchendaele. 43Five other past or current Leeds City players lost their lives: Frederick Hargraves, John Harkins, Gerald Kirk, Thomas Morris and David Murray.

         The club itself continued. The Football League was replaced by regional competitions, and Leeds City enjoyed their first successes. In the first season of the war, they finished 10th in the Midland League, but won the post-season ‘subsidiary’ tournament against five other northern clubs; Leeds then won the Midland League twice running, and a two-legged League Championship play-off against Stoke City in 1918, finishing 3rd in 1919.

         Leeds were helped by the closure of teams such as Newcastle United and Sunderland, giving them access to players including Charles Buchan, the best in England. The movement towards work for the war effort also moved players to new clubs. Fanny Walden moved from London to work at a motor engineering works near Leeds, and Herbert Chapman was finally reunited with his former Northampton Town winger; Jack Peart from Notts County and Clem Stephenson from Aston Villa became City’s key attackers.

         Despite their sporting successes, City’s existence remained precarious. Receiver Tom Coombs made it clear that he could not go on running Leeds City on behalf of Norris Hepworth’s estate, particularly not in wartime, and was ready to hand it back to the shareholders whose debts had been liquidated by Hepworth 44as soon as they were ready to pay for it. As ever, when funds were required at Elland Road, there were none forthcoming.

         Instead, in summer 1915, came a proposal from Headingley: the Leeds Cricket, Football and Athletics Company would buy Leeds City outright – players, stands, fixtures, fittings and their place in Division Two – and transfer it all to their stadium in north Leeds, replacing Leeds Rugby League club, leaving Elland Road a wasteland. Such upheaval was not popular: City drew its support from working-class districts south of the River Aire, from Beeston, Holbeck, Hunslet and Morley; for many supporters, travelling to Headingley for leisure was out of the question. There was anger north of the river too; many of the spectators at Headingley were rugby diehards, and where was their beloved Leeds RL club to go?

         Hours before a meeting of Leeds City shareholders, the proposal was withdrawn, and Joseph Connor, a cloth merchant and president of the West Riding FA, went public with an alternative. By paying an initial £1,000, and a further £250 from any incoming transfer fees, Connor and a syndicate – J.C. Whiteman, Sam Glover, George Sykes and W.H. Platts – would take over Leeds City, meeting all expenses and leasing the ground, still rented with an option to purchase from Bentley’s Brewery. The aim was not profit, as there was little prospect of that in wartime, but to ensure soccer survived at 45Elland Road. The shareholders, invited to either match Connor’s offer or back it, opted overwhelmingly for the cheaper option of backing it. Connor became chairman; ‘Johnny’ Whiteman, theatre agent and manager of the City Varieties music hall, became vice-chair.

         Connor was expected to be the ideal foil for the progressive management of Herbert Chapman, but they only worked closely together for a year, until summer 1916. Chapman, whose years of management experience included mining operations as well as soccer clubs, became one of the senior managers of Barnbow, a munitions factory built on a heroic scale, employing 16,000 people in three shifts filling 24 hours, six days a week. While the war front had accounted for thousands of men, at factories like Barnbow women matched their effort: 93 per cent of the workforce was female.

         It was carried out with utmost secrecy; Chapman was described in the Yorkshire Evening Post as holding simply ‘an important munitions appointment’. The secrecy extended to the night in December 1916 when an explosion killed 35 women; many more were seriously injured. It was the worst disaster the city of Leeds had ever known, but not made public until 1924.

         Chapman remained as a consultant at Leeds City, and was included in the club photograph in 1917. Day-to-day management was divided between Connor and Whiteman, in charge of team selection, and Chapman’s personal assistant George Cripps, a 46schoolteacher and referee, who Chapman recommended should take on the administrative work.

         Connor and Cripps became bitterly entrenched against one another. The origins and facts of their disputes at Leeds City are not clear, but were spilled in letters written after the fact to the Yorkshire Evening Post, conflating unrelated issues and laying blame at each other’s feet. What is clear is that Connor had an extremely low opinion of Cripps’ work, claiming at the end of 1916/17 that the club’s accounts were in such a poor state that either Cripps went or he did; a clerk was employed to take over.

         Cripps disputed this, claiming he was paid a bonus of £30 by the other directors for his work, and that the clerk was paid a fraction of his own salary and was effectively his assistant. In any case, Cripps said, if he was ‘an incompetent man’, why did he continue to be employed?

         Connor seems to have been asking that same question, citing Cripps’ position as the cause of friction between the directors, the players and Chapman. Chapman had more involvement in 1917/18, the season he appeared on the club photograph, taking over team affairs from Connor and Whiteman, with Cripps assisting him. But Chapman was soon absent again and Cripps was left in charge of the team, effectively usurping Connor’s role.

         According to Connor, the directors had so much trouble with Cripps they stipulated that only one director should travel with the team, and it should never be 47Cripps. In February 1918 Cripps turned up at an away match at Nottingham Forest anyway, and after the match Chapman received a letter from the team captain, Jack Hampson, stating that the players would strike unless Cripps was allowed to start going with them again. It took a personal intervention by Chapman to convince the players to accept the directors’ conditions and continue playing. Connor viewed the incident as scurrilous insurrection instigated by Cripps, but Cripps simply pointed to another £30 bonus he received at the end of another season’s work.*

         The Great War was ending in Europe, but not at Elland Road. Chapman returned for the 1918/19 season, and Cripps was out of a job: some accounts say he was put to work again as Chapman’s assistant, but simmered at the demotion; Connor claimed the directors decided to sever all ties with him; Cripps himself claimed Chapman told him the club could not afford them both. However it came about, by Christmas 1918 Cripps was out, and claiming damages for wrongful dismissal.

         48Chapman may have been tiring of all this, or found at Barnbow that there was satisfying work outside soccer; he only ever meant to try football management as an experiment anyway. It might simply have been that the offer to become superintendent of labour at one of Europe’s largest mills, the Olympia Oil and Cake Works in Selby, was too good to refuse. But Chapman’s letter of resignation was the worst Christmas present Leeds City could have received; he left Elland Road, and football, on 31 December 1918.

         Connor and Whiteman took control until the end of the season, then appointed Bob Hewison as manager, a popular player for City during the war who retired after breaking his leg once, then again in his first match after recovering. The Yorkshire Evening Post expected he would be successful, adding: ‘He will not be without encouragement and service from his predecessor, Mr Herbert Chapman.’ Hewison took the job amid circumstances that would have been familiar to Chapman; Connor and Whiteman were making good on their intention to hand the club back to the city and preparing to float it to shareholders. The club was paying its way after years of hardship, and Connor had no doubt the soccer fans of Leeds would provide the backing to make Leeds City a post-war success.

         They had the makings of a team. The Football League was reinstated for the 1919/20 season, and although City’s new beginning was a 4-2 defeat at Blackpool, 49they won the next three matches without conceding a goal. Jack Hampson was a powerful captain at the back; Arthur Price, who played more than anyone else for Leeds during the war and was only outscored by Jack Peart, was an experienced and valuable inside-right; Billy McLeod, the talismanic centre-forward, had returned the season before and started scoring straight away. His hat-trick in a win at Wolverhampton Wanderers on 4 October took his goalscoring total for Leeds, including the war, to 184 in 314 games, moving City up to 7th in Division Two.

         The problem of Cripps, however, had returned in a new form. Cripps engaged a solicitor, James Bromley, a former Leeds City director, to pursue his claim for wrongful dismissal, now backed up with evidence he said proved Leeds City paid improper expenses to players during the war. The charge was serious, in that it exposed City to accusations of unsporting conduct while being so successful; but also frivolous, as it was an open secret that most clubs had done the same. Cripps was claiming between £300 and £400; in January 1919 he settled for £55, although the terms were later disputed in the press.

         Connor said Cripps was persuaded by Bromley to give a written undertaking not to disclose any information about the club, and to hand over all club documents in his possession, including private chequebooks and correspondence, and that these were given to club 50solicitor Alderman Clarke, in Bromley, Connor and Whiteman’s presence. Cripps denied handing anything to Clarke, claiming he had already given the relevant documents to Bromley anyway, and that there were no private chequebooks, only a club chequebook and passbook bearing his name. Bromley said he had done the handing-over, with conditions attached: the documents would be held in trust by Alderman Clarke on behalf of Bromley and Connor, only to be revealed if they both agreed to it; and a £50 donation must be made to the Leeds General Infirmary by August to keep Bromley from reporting the club to the authorities. Connor claimed he never agreed to that condition; and at the start of September he replied to Bromley’s request to see a receipt for the £50 by refusing, through Clarke, to discuss any of the club’s affairs with Bromley.

         By then there was much more at stake than a £50 donation to the local hospital. In the summer, as the club was signing players on for the new season, among them was Charlie Copeland, a full-back Chapman had signed in 1912. He played 44 games in three pre-war seasons, decent enough until replaced by Fred Blackman; he made a further 53 appearances during the war. His pre-war wage was £3 a week, plus £1 for playing in the first team. City now offered him £3 10s a week, with a ‘substantial advance’ for playing in the first team; if that wasn’t acceptable, he would be a granted a free transfer. The Football League was allowing a 50 per cent increase 51in wages, but Copeland calculated that without summer wages he was now being offered a reduction, and wrote to the club to refuse their offer.

         Again, the stories differ about what happened next. Copeland claimed he spoke to Mr Sykes, a City director, who advised him to write agreeing to take £4 10s. Copeland said the club replied, stating they had in fact offered him £6 a week and, as he had refused it, they would do nothing further. Connor claimed Copeland had demanded £6 a week, or he would report the club for making illegal payments, and that the directors chose to ignore such blackmail, giving him a free transfer. Whatever the truth, Copeland engaged James Bromley as his solicitor, and in July 1919 sent his complaint, with documents, to the Football League and Football Association.

         What documents Copeland had, or had heard about, was also disputed. Bromley stated that Copeland ‘placed in our hands certain information, with instructions to make the necessary report to the Association and the League’; he denied Connor’s insinuation that he gave Copeland copies of the documents held by Alderman Clarke. But it was hard to imagine that Bromley didn’t use what he knew to bolster his client’s case, and his letter about the unpaid donation to the Infirmary removed his obligation to keep silent anyway.

         Bromley’s motivation is not known. He was president of the Leeds Albion Cycling Club, ‘one of the stalwarts 52of the road’ who ‘delights in a road race’, sponsoring an annual outing to Boston Spa that was particularly popular with the Albion’s female members. He was one of the shareholders elected alongside Alf Masser, J.C. Whiteman and Joseph Henry to form, with Norris Hepworth, Leeds City’s streamlined board in 1910; he was one of City’s official representatives at Hepworth’s funeral in February 1914. The next month, with George Cripps, he ‘organised one of the best concerts in the history of Leeds City Football Club’ as part of benefit fundraising for Fred Croot. It was after this that Connor, Whiteman and their syndicate took control of the club to prevent its move to Headingley; presumably Bromley lost his position on the board, and what was left of the value of his shareholding. We’ll probably never know if that lay behind his involvement with taking Cripps and Copeland’s complaints to the authorities, but the manner in which all parties dealt with each other – contradicting statements, press allegations, non-disclosure agreements, blackmail attempts – tells of the infighting at Leeds City by the end of the war.

         Joseph Connor, for his part, seems guilty of failing to take the situation seriously. He assumed Bromley’s silence was secured, and ignored Copeland’s threats, thinking that transferring him to Coventry City would end the problem. Even when Leeds City were summoned to Manchester to appear before an investigating commission on 26 September, Connor seems to have 53underestimated the gravity of what was happening. ‘I may say we were very much surprised’, he told the Yorkshire Evening Post, ‘to find present not only the six members of the Commission, but at least a dozen members of the FA and the League, including the members of the selection committee. This did not appear to be exactly a fair proceeding.’

         If Connor was surprised by the size of the inquiry, the inquiry was amazed by Leeds City’s response. Its members had been informed of the existence of the documents relating to the allegations, and asked for them to be produced. All of Leeds City’s directors were present, represented by Alderman Clarke, who told the commission it was not within the club’s power to produce the documents. It was widely reported in the press, and obviously known to the commission, that the documents were in Alderman Clarke’s strong room; it was also reported, in the Leeds Mercury, ‘that the package had not to be opened except with the consent of all parties concerned’. But James Bromley had apparently already revealed the contents to the authorities, and it seemed that the Leeds City directors were simply refusing to comply. A deadline was set of 6 October. It came and went.

         Perhaps this was another misjudgement of the possible consequences. The game at Wolves on 4 October turned out to have been City’s last. They were photographed at the start of the journey, as a railway strike 54meant they set off from City Square in a charabanc, an open-top motor bus normally used for pleasure trips; an unusual enough sight, made even stranger when it stopped on the way back to give lifts to a number of stranded people, including Charlie Copeland. With no sign of the documents by the 6th, the commission met in Sheffield on the 8th, and declared the club was suspended.

         All that prevented the suspension being permanent was the intervention of Joseph Henry, now the Lord Mayor of Leeds, who offered the resignations of the Leeds City directors and asked to be allowed to run the club himself, ‘on behalf of its supporters and the public of Leeds,’ until a new company could be formed. He had with him W.H. Platts, a chartered accountant, who would pay off the club’s obligations and finance its future. A purge of directors, the promise of a clean slate from Alderman Henry, and the importance of league football in West Yorkshire were Leeds’ three threads of hope; when the commission agreed to consider the offer and meet again on Monday, that was a fourth.

         On Monday, the Football Association’s ruling came first: Leeds City were suspended until the requested documents were produced. The four directors – Connor, Whiteman, Glover and Sykes – were all suspended from football indefinitely, ‘not allowed to attend any football matches or take any part in football matches’, as were George Cripps and Herbert Chapman. Following the 55FA decision, the Football League announced Leeds City had been expelled, and Burslem Port Vale were elected to take their place.

         The commission were believed to have insisted that the documents be produced as a matter of principle; but Joseph Henry was convinced the punishment would have been merely a fine if not for determined lobbying. ‘I am sure that Burslem Port Vale did not act in a sportsmanlike way in pressing their claim before the final decision was arrived at,’ Henry told the Yorkshire Evening Post. ‘I was also very much handicapped by several local people sending letters to members of the League, making suggestions, of which no copy had been sent to me.’ Without the documents to prove what happened during the war, Leeds City’s silence had been overwhelmed by exaggerated and malicious rumours of what might have happened, and by the eager noise from Burslem Port Vale.

         Herbert Chapman, arguing he had been at Barnbow, had his ban overturned within a year. The others appealed, but the ban was reinforced: no documents, no football. Joseph Connor was replaced at the West Riding FA by Fred Waterhouse, and a dinner was held at the Griffin Hotel in honour of his long service to Yorkshire football. Perhaps feeling he would become persona non grata in Leeds, Connor accepted a silver cigar case from Waterhouse, and retired to Harrogate to run pubs and race horses. In 1942 he was the last of 56the syndicate to die, at the Talbot Hotel, a pub he ran in Scarborough.

         Around eighteen months before he died, Connor wrote to a friend that once the Second World War was over, he intended to write a series of articles for a Sunday newspaper, giving a full account of the events of Leeds City’s suspension that would ‘make interesting and sensational reading.’ Alderman W.H. Clarke had died, and for all anyone knew, the documents were still locked in his office strong room at 12 South Parade. Connor went on: ‘I never saw the contents of the parcel [of documents]; but so far as I knew, it contained mostly letters from players from other clubs, some of whom had assisted us in the war period, and it was to save these players from being involved that we refused to give up the documents.’

         For years the documents were thought lost. But in the mid-1980s Tony Arnold, an academic working with the University of Essex, located the papers as part of his research into the growth of soccer in the West Riding. There were indeed letters from players. One, Tom Cawley, who divided his wartime career between Sheffield Wednesday and Leeds, wrote disputing his expenses: ‘I don’t want more than is due to me and I don’t want less,’ he said, after a game at Birmingham in September 1918. He added, ‘My wife wishes me to ask you if you have any chocolate as she cannot get any for Baby at all.’ 57

         But as well as letters, there was more concrete evidence. The documents included a set of expenses for every match City played between 21 October 1916 and 5 May 1917, written on headed notepaper, showing the wages paid to each player. Leeds had paid between £1 7s and £2 2s, around half the pre-war maximum wage, and unlikely to be much different from amounts paid by other clubs. The papers proved Leeds’ guilt, though, and bundled with them were statements from the account Leeds used for the payments, in George Cripps’ name, at Bradford District Bank.

         While the expense and accounts sheets laid out the facts of City’s activities, a small blue notebook contained the scandal. Handwritten by George Cripps, this was the trump card in his claim for wrongful dismissal, a diary of events during his time working at Leeds, although it appears to have been written in hindsight after he was dismissed. While it was his name on the bank account and expense sheets, Cripps’ notebook records who was involved in the payments and how they were done. Amounts shown in the annual accounts for staff wages and printing costs were falsely inflated so that the difference could be transferred to the expense account, all at the suggestion of the directors, and added to undeclared cash taken from programme sales, as suggested, Cripps wrote, by Herbert Chapman.

         How far Cripps’ diary can be believed is difficult to determine, as it was intended to support his claim for 58up to £400 for wrongful dismissal and doesn’t do much to disguise his bitterness. The illegal payments are secondary to his record of personal acrimony among the board, much of which appears to have been instigated by Cripps. He repeatedly draws the rest of the board’s attention to expenses paid to Joseph Connor, for such items as ‘drinks + cigars with which he entertained various people at Newcastle’ and ‘giving [Fanny] Walden a wedding present and paying for same out of club funds’. As a result of Cripps’ information, the account at Bradford and District was replaced by one at the National and Provincial, in the names of directors Sam Glover and George Sykes, with new controls over payments.

         On another occasion, when Connor and Chapman were against playing the 1917/18 season due to the financial risk involved, Cripps records that he ‘wrote privately to League Sec [Secretary] pointing out how it might be possible to persuade Leeds City to play. Plan successful and City played’. After this overstep of his authority, it seems little wonder that around the same time, Cripps wrote, ‘JCo Chairman [Connor] now hostile to GHC [Cripps] for no apparent reason’.

         The other theme of the notebook is Cripps’ constant disputing of his own pay compared to Herbert Chapman. Although Cripps had been Chapman’s personal assistant, and it was Chapman who recommended him to City while he went to Barnbow, Cripps resented that he was ‘now doing all [the] work’ while Chapman 59continued to draw a higher wage than him. According to Cripps, the other directors did not know Chapman was still being paid a wage, thinking he was only being repaid for debts – until he made them aware.

         It’s hard to say whether Cripps was genuine in his attempts to keep Connor and Chapman honest, causing petty conflicts in protest at his own wages, or slanting his account with retrospective bitterness about being underpaid then dismissed, for which he blamed Connor and Chapman. His claims are not helped by their notes of paranoia. After exchanging letters with Robert Hewison about his playing expenses, Cripps writes that he realised, ‘JC [Connor] friend of Hewison and latter forwards all my letters to JC without letting me know’. In summer 1918, Cripps writes, ‘JC and HC [Chapman] had just returned from Bridlington where they had been on holiday – I think they schemed there to dispense with me’.

         Whether or not they schemed, Chapman tried to get rid of Cripps in September, but he refused to hand his keys over, claiming he had a season-long agreement; then again in December, when Chapman, ‘not knowing of any further appt [job] and fearing Barnbow would close told me the Directors could not afford wages to us both’. Cripps’ implication was that Chapman was guaranteeing his own salary by forcing Cripps out. ‘I said I should fight the case,’ he writes, and after engaging James Bromley as his solicitor, a letter dated 23 January 1919 ‘authorising a settlement’ is sent, enclosing the 60notebook and all the other documents, leading to the disputes described earlier.

         Without evidence confirming that illegal payments were made, the permanent suspension against Leeds City and its directors was imposed for refusing to hand over these documents when the club was being investigated in October 1919. Chapman, by that time, had found his new appointment away from association football at the Olympia Works, and was able to overturn his ban because he was no longer part of the club and took no part in that decision; his war work at Barnbow also helped place him away from involvement in day-to-day goings on at Elland Road. In 1921 he returned to football with Huddersfield Town, and over the next thirteen years he was responsible for seismic transformations in soccer tactics and the role of managers, winning the FA Cup and two First Division titles with Huddersfield, then again with Arsenal.

         But if the documents had been made public in 1919, Chapman would have been in a very different position, faced with evidence claiming he was involved in designing the scheme of illegal payments and signing off accounts, and that he was drawing wages from the club throughout the war. Cripps even claimed that, after September 1918, ‘all Leeds City business [was] done by Barnbow clerks’. Hardly proper use of the munitions factory workers with peace not yet declared.

         Chapman would, however, have been able to call 61Cripps’ evidence into doubt. The expense sheets and bank accounts spoke for themselves, but clubs across the country were hiding similar paperwork. But the diary is filled with too much bitterness and contradiction to be accepted without question. While implicating Chapman in the ongoing work of the club, Cripps also complains, ‘[I was] now doing all work [c.1916, and I] complained of inadequate payment … I did work of club during summer [1918] and got no pay. Signed on practically all the present team … had season tickets printed and made all gate arrangements’. Cripps seems adamant that he was the most important figure at City between 1915 and 1918, and it’s hard to trust his claims that Connor and Chapman were conspiring against him, while he admits writing to the League to undermine them.

         And, ultimately, the price for Cripps’ silence was low, just £55, not the £300–400 he first demanded, suggesting the City directors didn’t think his testimony would be worth much in public. It was not Cripps but Charlie Copeland, with James Bromley, who went to the authorities and began the chain of events leading to Leeds City’s suspension. As Joseph Connor wrote in 1940, City’s directors may have calculated then that if they refused to give up the documents and sacrificed their own football careers, then the wartime players, the club and its staff would survive. In Herbert Chapman’s case, they were right. But about the future of Leeds City, they miscalculated badly. 62

         
            * This tale has been told elsewhere as the players refusing to travel with Cripps, but Connor’s letter of 14 October 1919 is clear that they wanted Cripps with them: ‘An arrangement was made that one director, and not Mr Cripps, should go away with the team, unless under special instructions. The result was that after a match at Nottingham, which Mr Cripps attended, a letter, written by J. Hampson, was sent to Mr Chapman stating that unless Cripps was allowed to go with the team they would all go out on strike!’
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