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FOR MY FAMILY













As you go through life it’s a long, long road


There’ll be joys and sorrows too


As we journey on we will sing this song


For the boys in royal blue.


We’re often partisan – la la la


We will journey on – la la la


Keep right on to the end of the road


Keep right on to the end


Though the way be long let your heart beat strong


Keep right on to the end


Though you’re tired and weary


Still journey on ‘til you come to your happy abode


With all our love we’ll be dreaming of


We’ll be there. Where? At the end of the road.


– Keep Right On, Birmingham City club anthem.
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FOREWORD


As a former footballer and captain of Everton, the two questions I get asked the most are: ‘Don’t you wish you played now, with all the money in the game?’ and then, ‘Who was your hero growing up on Merseyside?’


The answer to the first question is a simple ‘no’, as money does not define happiness and we had freedoms back then that players certainly don’t have now. Some of my best times were in the pub after Everton had won, celebrating with my teammates as well as supporters.


The answer to the second question is also very simple: ‘Can your hero be a player you actually played with?’


As a kid, I loved Jimmy Gabriel, a powerful right-half who would chuck himself into a brick wall in the name of Everton. But as I became a part of the team a new figure emerged: someone who became a close friend – someone who continues to inspire me.


I often wonder how much Bob Latchford would be worth if he was playing today. The object of football is to score goals and he did that on a consistent basis. Year after year, he was Everton’s most reliable player.


My enduring image of Bob on the football field is him arriving at the front post and throwing his entire weight behind an attempt to reach a Dave Thomas cross. Instantly, the ball would be in the back of the net and the Gwladys Street would be celebrating.




Bob scored thirty goals during the 1977/78 season and many of them seemed to arrive via the same route. For achieving his remarkable feat, Bob was rewarded with £10,000. Most people probably would have spent that on a luxury holiday but not Bob. Half of the prize money went to the Football League Jubilee Provident Fund and the PFA, and most of the other half was divided equally between his teammates.


The gesture summed Bob up. He was the star of our team but you would never find a more sincere gentleman. Brian Labone was the last of the Corinthians but Bob was our reference point. When all seemed lost, Bob would step forward and dig us out of a hole. He was generous, kind and incredibly considerate.


When he arrived at Everton from Birmingham City, you could see straight away that he had strength and ability. It gives me goose pimples thinking of some of his greatest moments in the years that followed: the equaliser against Aston Villa at Hillsborough in the League Cup final replay; the goal against West Ham at Elland Road in the FA Cup semi-final replay. He helped create an electric atmosphere on those nights. Evertonians were singing ‘Bob Latchford can walk on water’. He was our talisman. Yet Bob was so unassuming, which is strange for a hero of the terraces.


Bob was the type of person you gravitated towards. Yet he was private. Travelling home from away games, you’d find him reading a book written by an author you’d never heard of.


That was the man: gentle, quiet and absolutely brilliant.


Bob Latchford was my hero.


Mick Lyons, August 2015











INTRODUCTION


ANDALUCIA


‘Life is a series of natural and spontaneous changes. Don’t resist them. That only creates sorrow. Let reality be reality. Let things flow naturally forward in whatever way they like.’


LAO TZU


THIS ROAD BEGINS IN AN UNEXPECTED OUTPOST.


In the modern grandeur of the Hotel Melia Atlantico on Andalucia’s Costa de la Luz, I pause and unwind at the end of another football season.


It is May 2001 and I am fifty years old. For probably the only time in my life I’ve come away on holiday on my own. It’s a break after a busy year that I’ve needed and looked forward to. It’s a holiday that will change everything.


When you have time to yourself you have that rare window to reflect on your life that has passed and your life still to come.


Over the course of a decade, from the early 1970s until the early 1980s, no player scored more First Division goals than I did. I lived the dream of a thousand schoolboys. I played and starred for the club I’d supported as a boy – Birmingham City – lining up alongside my own brother, David, on match days. I scored goals, lots of them, and helped elevate Birmingham to their rightful status in the First Division. In Trevor Francis I played alongside the most thrilling prodigy English football had seen in a generation. I was a hero, a local boy made good.




Then I became the most expensive player in the country. My name was in every newspaper, on TV and radio. I was a household name. Joining Everton meant I played for one of the biggest and most prestigious names in English football. I scored even more goals, including a famous thirty-goal haul for which most Evertonians remember me. I played in Europe and represented my country, scoring in front of nearly 100,000 of my countrymen. Although it sat uncomfortably with me, to some I was an idol. People even named their children after me.


I remained playing at the highest level until my mid-thirties, unexpectedly topping the table with Swansea City, playing overseas, and encountering a couple of occasionally difficult nomadic years, before finding another trophy at the very end of my playing career. This had occurred over the course of twenty years, a long innings as a professional footballer by most standards.


I had achieved so much, encountered so many emotions and experiences, but always felt I could have managed more. With Everton I was incredibly unlucky not to win the League Championship on at least one occasion, and only bad luck stood between the club and domestic cup success while I was there. I always felt that with one trophy in our cabinet it would have acted as a catalyst for much more success, in the way that Everton’s 1984 FA Cup win was a prelude to the club’s dominance of English football. At both Birmingham and Swansea, had some things happened differently we too might have enjoyed major trophies. And yet, at the end of my career, I had just three medals to my name, all from winning the Welsh Cup.


My fortunes could have been contrasting had my career choices been different. I might have joined a Liverpool team on the cusp of European dominance, but I’d already agreed to go to Everton and wouldn’t go back on my word. I could have signed for Aston Villa shortly before they won back-to-back league and European titles, but I could never have played for Birmingham’s hated rivals. I might even have won the League Cup had I started out – as I could have done – a Wolves player, but I never fancied playing in a gold shirt. I always followed my heart and once my mind was set on something I never regretted it for a moment. As it was, I never won a trophy with an English club.


I was back in the game in 2001, back where I’d started, at St Andrew’s, working for Birmingham City’s academy. I felt at home, serving the club I’d grown up supporting, imparting to young players the knowledge once taught me by Stan Cullis and Freddie Goodwin, two very different and distinguished Birmingham City managers.


I had a life away from football too. The game had given me many friends, but my truest ones came from other parts of my life. I was the proud father of two children who had grown up to be well-balanced adults, successful in their careers. And yet, for all this contentment, there was a huge void in my life.


*


SIXTEEN MONTHS EARLIER MY WORLD HAD FALLEN IN. AFTER A four-year fight with cancer, I lost Pat, my wife and soulmate of three decades. I was bereft.


We’d gotten together when we were young and just knew that we were meant to be. By the time we were twenty our children, Isobel and Richard, had come along and we had many, many happy years. Football can be a selfish and unsociable profession, but Pat was like my backbone, looking after me and the children, taking on many of the parental responsibilities when I needed to train or rest or travel, supporting me, being my friend and companion. For all the transitoriness of football we tried to keep a regular place to live for the children and to avoid, as far as possible, the moves that can be so unsettling. In our partnership Pat was an unsung hero. I think it’s fair to say that without her, I couldn’t have achieved half of the things that I did.


Shortly before I returned to Birmingham City in 1996 she was diagnosed with a rare and aggressive form of cancer of the uterus. Cancer had always been a looming presence over her family and mine, taking both of our mothers. Their deaths were devastating, but when it’s somebody you’ve been with for thirty years or more, it’s almost incomprehensibly difficult knowing that that person only has a certain time to live.


From the start, we knew she wasn’t going to live long. Some eighteen months after the initial diagnosis the oncologist told us at a check-up that he didn’t expect her to live for more than six months. She defied that prognosis by more than two years. In a way we were lucky that we had as long together as we did.


There were tears and talking, but she was always a very positive, strong-willed person, and she wasn’t going to give up. And she didn’t. Although it might sound like a strange thing to say about being with a dying person, I have to say it’s probably four of the best years we ever spent together. It was as if I rediscovered her again.


No man understands women. Not totally. I’d been with Pat for thirty-odd years when she was diagnosed with cancer and I didn’t totally understand her. But over those four years, it was like a little window opened up into her world and I started to understand her a little bit more, a little bit better, than the previous decades. It was a very calm period; a calm four years. Even though we knew at some point she was going to die, we were so glad of every single day that we were together. It was another day to live, and another day where I understood a little bit more. I’m not saying I totally understood her at the end of the four years, but she let me into her world.


Pat lost all her hair and had to undergo chemotherapy, but she didn’t really suffer in the way that my mother did all those years ago. We travelled, we played golf, we spent a lot of time together and with the children. She had excellent care. I’d lost my mother to cancer in 1970 and saw how she went through a kind of living hell, just wasting away, but Pat, mercifully, was spared that.


She started to fade towards the end of 1999. That Christmas we spent together at home in Redditch in Worcestershire as a family and she walked down the stairs for Christmas lunch, but she couldn’t get back up, I had to carry her back to bed. And from that day, Christmas Day, she never got out of bed again. Slowly all her faculties started to go, and it got to a point where she was more or less in a coma.


I lost her at the end of February 2000, early in the morning.


At the time I’m not sure if the enormity of her passing quite sank in. There’s so much to do when you have a loved one who’s died. The process that you have to go through, arranging the funeral, organising probate and getting their affairs organised, is enormously lengthy. It really shields you from what’s happened. I had Richard and Izzy around too; that helped. For two or three weeks after Pat had gone it never hit me. It was only after the funeral, when everybody had gone and I was alone in the house, that the feeling of absolute and utter desolation struck.


*




BIRMINGHAM CITY COULDN’T HAVE BEEN MORE SUPPORTIVE following Pat’s death. Trevor Francis was in charge of the footballing side of things and Karren Brady was chief executive, and they gave me as much time as I needed plus, when I was ready to return to work, a purpose too.


I was working with Brian Eastick at Birmingham’s academy. We’d started it from scratch and at the start there was really no infrastructure there. However, we had some good players like Darren Carter and Andy Johnson, who would one day follow in my footsteps in the forward line of Birmingham, Everton and England. I’d passed my UEFA B Coaching Licence and was preparing for my A Licence. Work was good, work was busy.


The 2000/01 season had been an eventful one for Birmingham. The first team had reached the First Division playoffs, but fell in the semi-final, and also the final of the League Cup, which we lost on penalties to Liverpool. We got to the end of the season and Brian said, ‘You’d better have a holiday in May.’ We had an under-18 tournament in northern France in June and May was the only time we had free.


I was at a bit of a loose end. I intended going on my own to play a bit of golf. I was going to go back to Majorca where I had my first holiday with Pat. Then I thought, ‘No, I’ll go to where we had our last holiday, Andalucia.’ I booked it through a golfing company and was going to go back to the same hotel where we’d stayed. The travel agent started talking about a brand-new hotel just down the coast from there. She told me all about it and I don’t know why, because I was all prepared to go back to the hotel I was at with Pat, which was much nearer the golf course, but at the last minute I went with this new hotel. I’m a great believer in fate, but little could I have imagined then that this simple, very basic decision would change my life forever.


I was a week into a ten-day holiday when I met her. She had arrived a few days after me, travelling with a friend from her home in Austria. Her name was Andrea.


It was purely chance that we met. I’d had dinner alone and was sat in the bar afterwards, having a drink while the hotel entertainment was unleashed on the unsuspecting guests. The band were awful and I was getting ready to leave when she came over and introduced herself. She’d been having a drink with her friend at the bar and had seen me on my own. It was one of those random comings together – I would never have approached her or any other woman at that time – but we clicked from the outset.


Of course, I told her that I’d been a footballer, had played for England, and had even played in Germany a few times. It didn’t mean much to her, she had little interest in football. Andrea didn’t know me from Adam: over time she became more aware of who I was and what I did.


I never expected I would meet anybody else after Pat. I never thought that I would fall in love again. During that little window of my life doing anything other than relaxing and spending some time on my own was the last thing on my mind, because I was so completely focused on the tournament coming up for Birmingham’s under-18s. With all these other things on my mind, the last thing I expected was to bump into a young woman who I’d spend the rest of my days with. It seemed inconceivable. It was totally the last thing on my mind.


And yet, over the course of that weekend, I realised that I wanted to be with Andrea more than anything else. I have always been big on emotional connections and through my life and through my career my heart has always ruled my head. And so it was with Andrea. I fell in love with her very easily and very quickly. I suppose, looking back, I was still a bit vulnerable, emotionally anyway; I probably wasn’t quite through my grieving over Pat. But there comes a time to move on and start living again. That was that moment.


We both felt the need to be together. We felt the need for clean breaks with our pasts. We decided to both get away from the areas that we lived in and try something new. Neither England nor Germany were in our minds.


For me, this would almost certainly mean turning my back on football, a game I’d served virtually continuously as a professional since the age of seventeen.


Professionally, I was in a good place in 2001. I was working for Birmingham, my boyhood club, then under the management of my friend and former teammate Trevor Francis. I liked and respected my colleagues. The head of the academy, Brian Eastick, who I worked with most closely, was technically the most accomplished coach I’d encountered in football. In David Sullivan and David Gold we had ambitious owners who were targeting the Premier League at a time when money was flooding through the game.




I knew that if I remained at Birmingham I would be well looked after. Maybe I’d share in some of the reflected glory of being at a club in the most powerful and watched league in world football. Maybe I could be part of turning Birmingham into a force in English football. As a boy on the St Andrew’s terraces I’d watched them play in front of 50,000 crowds, taking on the likes of Barcelona and Inter Milan, and appearing in European and domestic finals. Maybe I could be part of reclaiming these days, part of a resurrection?


Or maybe not.


I loved football. The game gave me some great experiences and moments I will never forget. For my entire life it had been a good living. It was – and remains – a passion, but it was never all-consuming. It was a job, whereas life is life and there for living, not serving an employer.


So, at the age of 50, I turned my back on the game. I chose to go with Andrea. I left my job, my club, my home city, my country, my profession. I chose a different road.


*


THIS IS THE STORY OF MY LIFE UP UNTIL NOW. I’VE WAITED MANY years to sit down and work on it, in part because I view my life as a journey – not a string of happenings and anecdotes – and it goes on, deviating, surprising and delighting.


When I consider my life I always think of the nursery rhyme ‘Monday’s Child’, which tells us, ‘Thursday’s child has far to go’. Well, I was that Thursday child. I’m still going; I don’t know where, and I’ve never really been in total control of my destiny. I’ve always gone down these different junctions and avenues before resuming my course. But while the road continues – and will continue for some years yet, I hope – I realise that now, in my 65th year, the time is as right as it ever has been to provide a testimony so that future generations of football fans and my family can look back at and understand the times I lived and played in. I hope this will show my true character and provide an understanding of my person and the decisions that I made on my life’s journey. I’ve waited many years to share it; I hope you enjoy reading just how I came to be.
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KINGS NORTON


‘Having somewhere to go is home, having someone to love is family, having both is a blessing.’


UNKNOWN


THE JOURNEY BEGINS IN JANUARY 1951 IN LOVEDAY STREET IN THE middle of Birmingham, home of the city’s maternity hospital. I was a baby-boomer, the third of four boys born to Reg and Ada Latchford, in a happy and busy working-class family in Kings Norton, south of Birmingham. John, my oldest brother, is a decade older. He was followed by David in 1949, then myself and, two years later, Peter. I don’t think either of my parents could have imagined in their wildest dreams that within a generation their boys would make up one of the most prominent families in English football.


These were difficult years of reconstruction and recovery for the whole country. I was born into an era of austerity and rationing. Birmingham was still very much Britain’s second city, and while the heartbeat of Britain’s age of Victorian reform had suffered terribly from German bombing raids, the harsh post-war reconstruction of brutalist architecture and city-centre motorways from which its reputation suffered in the latter years of the twentieth century was still to be fully imposed. It was a pleasant place to live, to grow up.


Dad worked at Moneyhul Hall Road Mental Hospital, where he was Assistant Chief Male Nurse. With 1950s standards of mental health care, it was probably a bit like a One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest-type place. But as boys we used to go in there and roam around, because they had a big playing area and a field on which we used to play football as well as cricket. When you consider institutions of the era that had dubious reputations, the facilities were fantastic. Seeing some of the patients was certainly a bit of an education.


My father could be quite strait-laced at times. He was probably the most honest man that I ever knew. He simply wouldn’t utter a dishonest word; he was incapable of doing so. If something happened a certain way he wouldn’t try and hedge the truth or put his angle on it, he’d tell it the way that it was. One of the things he always said was, ‘You make your bed, you lie in it.’ It was his famous quote and I always associate it with him. Get on with things, whatever happens. It wasn’t a bad philosophy to have.


Physically he was quite an imposing man; he was lean, muscular, six-foot-three tall at a time when there probably weren’t too many people of that stature. You wouldn’t want to argue with my dad. He had a very easy temperament about him, although – a little like me – he could snap or explode. I remember John, my eldest brother, saying something he didn’t like when he was seventeen or eighteen and my dad pinning him up against the wall – John would have been six-foot-two himself – and very quietly telling him the way things were in his house. You didn’t cross my father; you didn’t do anything out of turn, otherwise he’d lay down the law. We came from a generation where corporal punishment was the norm.


We all loved and respected him, irrespective of whether we got the odd clip around the backside. I would say that his values – being respectful, honest, true to yourself – were engrained in all of us. He had lots of interest in sport – which rubbed off on all of us – and loved fishing, which held less interest for me. He’d fish local rivers in Worcestershire, Warwickshire and sometimes faraway places, like East Anglia or Wales.


Mum was of Irish stock and her own mother had immigrated to the Small Heath area of Birmingham at the start of the century. I know very little about my mother’s side of the family. She had four uncles, and my middle name, Dennis, is after one of them. Uncle Dennis was a bit of a tearaway by all accounts and apparently liked to drink, and fight. Every Friday and Saturday night he’d be out with his mates, having a pint, and then invariably ended up in a scrap. One night it went too far and somebody was killed. He and his mates were hauled up in front of the judge and slung into prison. The year happened to be 1914, the outbreak of the Great War, and they gave him the choice of fighting or staying in jail. He decided to fight for the British Army, which was not a good decision. One day he put his head above the trench and had it blown off. I’m not really sure why I was named after him; I hope it wasn’t a prophetic choice!


Ours wasn’t a religious household. We are all baptised in the Church of England but we weren’t church-goers and not particularly religious. It was a normal working-class background, but we never wanted for anything. Dad had a good job, but he was definitely working class, a proud Labour supporter. Brian Viner described me in his book about Everton in the 1970s as being a middle-class boy, but I don’t know why he thought that; I must have given him the wrong impression.


Mum had her hands full with my brothers and me. She’d always wanted a girl; that was the big thing in her life. Before she died in 1970 from cancer I fathered a daughter, Isobel – known as Izzy – and she was absolutely thrilled at finally having a girl in the family. When we were growing up she cleaned other people’s houses for a bit of pocket money, and worked as a school dinner lady. I think she had enough on her plate with us boys. She struggled at times with four kids and even when John left home she probably struggled with three of us. We could be wild and there were times when we made her life hell. Dinner time was fight time, scrapping to protect your food, otherwise it would be gone. But she never gave up; she was of that era where you didn’t. She and my dad had to be like that. They’d gone through the war, rationing and austerity. To baby-boomers like my brothers and myself those experiences still seemed fresh to everyone.


I think becoming a father for the second time over the past decade or so has made me realise just how hard it was for her back then. When my eldest two children, Izzy and Richard, were young in the early 1970s I was away a lot and preoccupied with my career, and my wife Pat took on a lot of the parenting responsibilities. Second time around I’m at home a lot more and would almost consider myself a ‘full-time dad’. You can’t imagine how hard a job it is unless you do it 24/7. One child is hard enough; two children is difficult; three or four, or more, I don’t know how you’d do it and, looking back, I’m not quite sure how Mum coped. I wouldn’t want to do it. You really can’t rest because every waking minute is occupied. No government can pay families enough money to do the job properly. Parenting really is the hardest job and it’s now, later in my life, when I fully recognise just how hard my Mum had it with the four of us.


Family life had its rhythms and routines in the 1950s and the Latchford home was probably not dissimilar to millions of households across the country. I think the only time we had meat was on a Sunday; we always had a Sunday roast, with a dessert afterwards. We had tea later on, with jelly and blancmange; that was always the big thing – Sunday roast and the Sunday tea. There’d be spam fritters and beans on toast during the week, or we’d be given money to visit the fish and chip shop up the road.


There was an extended family network in and around Birmingham. Three of my grandparents were still alive when I was growing up and my dad’s sister, my Auntie Mary, who worked at the same hospital as him, lived locally and was often around. She would give us pocket money and sweets; although she remained a spinster, she was a very active woman and left a big impression on me. She would go off on holidays all over Europe during the 1950s, which was practically unheard of at the time, and come back and wow us with photographs of the Alps or France.


Dad and Auntie Mary grew up in the shadow of St Andrew’s, so Birmingham City was in the blood and the family heritage. My father always said that his own father used to go and drink with the owners of Birmingham City Football Club, the Morris’s, and knew them well. Harry Morris had captained the club before going on to become chairman and develop St Andrew’s; his sons Harry and Len served the club for decades as chairman and director. They were of the people.


Although my dad took a great interest in sport and fishing, my parents had no real sporting background in terms of participation. My father had played football in the army, but that was the only time he did. He was in the Eighth Army out in the North African desert, in the Medical Corps, and faced Rommel’s forces before ending up in Palestine. He used to tell a story of how he played against Bertie Mee, the great Arsenal manager of the 60s and 70s, who was on the other team during a game in the desert. My brother Peter was on a tour of Australia with West Brom in 1977 and he met Mee, who corroborated the story, although Mee revealed that his side won the game something like 25–0. Dad never told us that bit! We played cricket together as a family – Dad, David, Peter and myself; John would have left home at that stage – for the local cricket side attached to the hospital when we were teenagers. But despite this apparent lack of pedigree my parents happened to produce between them three professional footballers, and my oldest brother, John, who never made it professionally, was probably the best of us all. He had trials with Aston Villa and they were really keen to sign him. Unfortunately these were the post-war years and football wasn’t really viewed as a steady profession. If you were fortunate, you’d have a ten-year career, probably on low money, and after that would have to find something else to do to bring money into the house. My mum and dad advised against signing for Villa and he became a tool-maker instead. In terms of football, John remained influential and some of my earliest memories are of going to watch him play for an amateur side called Harlequins.


People now think of Birmingham as some kind of concrete jungle, with the ubiquitous Spaghetti Junction and the M6 snaking through its centre. But it wasn’t really like that at all in the 1950s. We had a semi-rural existence. We lived in a pre-fab, one of three houses on the edge of the countryside, and behind us were just fields for miles. We had a little terrier dog, a Jack Russell terrier, who was a very good rat-catcher. There was a Scottish family and an Irish family on either side and we all got to know each other quite well. Eventually the Irish family, who also had someone working at the hospital, moved down the road into accommodation in the hospital grounds. They had three blocks of houses down by the hospital and we eventually moved into one of those too. My brothers and I were part of a gang of kids that just roamed around.


I don’t remember much about Birmingham being this great metropolis or really think of it at the time as Britain’s second city. We never went into the city centre much as children; it was always on the outskirts to visit family. It was a quiet, peaceful childhood. We lived on a main road but there wasn’t much traffic around. Sometimes we used to go and play chicken on the road. There were some local shops, including a fish and chip shop, as well as a school two or three hundred yards away. They built a big estate in the late 1950s not far away; that was the start of all the building in the area and over time the area became more and more built up and the fields behind us disappeared, and by the time we moved down to the other house nearer the hospital other houses were built. When we moved there we had a big garden with a chicken run in it. I’ll always remember Auntie Mary coming around at Christmas time and killing the chickens and hanging them up. My father could never bring himself to do it.


I was pretty tame as a child and rarely got into trouble. The only pranks we carried out were on Bonfire Night and we used to cause a bit of trouble up and down the road and upset the residents of the mental hospital by setting off bangers.


The only other major prank I organised was a robbery! I have to admit to this, to finally get it off my chest after all these years. It was the great 1959 Jammie Dodger heist from my local junior school. I was eight years old. We were taught in a pre-fabricated class standing by itself away from the main school. I was a monitor, and it was my job to make sure that the French windows were locked at the end of the day. Anyway, I decided to leave them open one afternoon, and crept back later that evening, shortly after it turned dark and before the caretaker did his rounds. In the store cupboard was kept a tin of Jammie Dodger biscuits and I raided it and slipped out again before anyone could catch me. I ate them, of course. I’m not sure what the statute of limitations is on biscuit thefts, but I hope it’s not longer than 56 years. Anyway, I confess here for the first time the only theft I ever carried out. It was probably the worst thing I have done in my entire life.


They were happy years and it was a happy childhood. We always went on a holiday. Usually we went down to the south coast, or to the Norfolk Broads. We had some relations who had a hotel in Margate and sometimes went there. I’ll always remember my first journey in a car; it was on a holiday to the Norfolk Broads. My father couldn’t drive, so he hired someone to drive us all the way over to East Anglia. As a young child I thought it was fabulous; I couldn’t believe it.


Christmas mornings were always chaotic in the Latchford house, at least until we discovered that Father Christmas wasn’t real and that Santa was really our old man. From that point on, it was a little bit of a letdown – but we still got nice presents. Dad always provided; that’s what he did, no matter what. He was a working-class man; he considered himself a working-class man, and us to be a working-class family, and it was his inherent duty to provide the basics of what we needed. We always got clothes on our back, food on the table, presents at Christmas and birthdays, and a holiday every year.


I couldn’t tell you when I first kicked a football, but certainly by the time I was seven or eight I was playing, kicking away with my two brothers, either in the hospital grounds or at a local park not far away, almost every single day. My brothers can recall playing in the front lounge even earlier with a ball made of rolled-up newspapers and Sellotape. Apparently those escapades came to an abrupt end when one of us broke a window. For that, we all got walloped and a lesson was learned.


There was a gang of kids, eight to ten of us, and we did other things as well as football. Bear in mind it wasn’t long after the war and culturally it was fresh in many people’s minds, so we’d play soldiers, and make our own weapons, dividing ourselves up among the Allies and the Germans.


Sport, however, played a big part in all of our childhoods, although my ability as a sportsman was slow to dawn on me. I never saw myself as special or different or better, and I’m sure David and Peter would have said the same thing. I never thought at that age that they, or I, would get where we did in professional sport. The very idea of being a professional footballer didn’t occur to me until I was fourteen.


As brothers we were close, although I wouldn’t say intimately so. We always got on well together. There’s quite a gap between John and the rest of us. I’m probably closer to Peter than to David; and David is probably closer to John. We don’t see each other very often these days. David’s retired to Spain, Peter’s up in Scotland, John is down in the south-west, and I’m now in Germany. I can’t remember the last time we all saw each other; perhaps it was at a wedding for one of John’s sons, but it must have been well over ten years ago. We keep in touch with the odd telephone call.


I was a shy child, very close to my mother. When I started school she used to have to drag me up the road to the school gates because I was so terrified of entering. I simply did not want to go. I was quiet and diffident, as was David, although Peter is – and always has been – very outgoing and could rabbit on forever. It took me years to overcome my shyness, perhaps the whole of my time at junior school.


By secondary school I had started to come out of my shell a little. I enjoyed school and kept out of trouble – I was never caned in an era notorious for corporal punishment – but was never very good at exams. I was never particularly strong at maths or English, but better at history and geography. Sciences I could never connect with; art, I liked. But I think I always had at the back of my mind that I was going to flunk exams, which, in the end, I did.


The 1960s were a time where the conservative social norms of previous decades were fading and there was a growth of counter-culture. Even in suburban Birmingham we were becoming aware of the changing times. So although I was at a school where the headmaster wielded a cane, we had others more attuned to these societal shifts. One teacher who left a deep impression was our English teacher, Harry Dutton.


I’d say that we learned about everything else bar English from Harry. In his lessons we’d listen to Bob Dylan and Joan Baez, while Harry spouted on about Ban the Bomb, love-ins, and sit-ins. Harry’s stock with the children was high; all the kids loved him because he was a rebel. One day, very early on, when I was in second year, the headmaster at assembly was about to lead prayers when he solemnly announced, ‘There is one person in this room who’s not bowing his head; bow your head.’ We all bowed heads further, but the prayers did not commence. ‘This person is still not bowing his head,’ announced the headmaster. ‘Please bow your head.’ We strained our necks further, awaiting the onset of prayers. Then the headmaster announced, ‘Mr Dutton, would you please leave the room.’ All the kids’ heads whipped around; he’d sent a teacher out for not praying hard enough! Harry’s stock from that day rose even higher. In fact, he probably assumed legendary status among us.


Although I was a fairly placid kid, there were certain times when I stepped out of character, as if I put on another persona. I started visiting Birmingham’s pubs and clubs at the age of fourteen. It was just one of those things that me and one or two mates could get away with. I was big enough to pass as an adult and we knew where they didn’t bother to check your ID. We’d order gin and tonics – these were the ‘in drinks’ in 1965 – and sit back and make a couple of them last the evening, before sneaking home. That was probably the height of my teenage rebellion.


I was, of course, very conscious of professional sport. We were one of the few homes that possessed a television set in the 1950s and we’d watch the FA Cup final every year. I remember seeing Alfredo di Stefano in a friendly against Wolves, and marvelling at his hypnotic skill as well as the iconic all-white Real Madrid kit. There was a little bit of hero-worship following that.


And then there were the trips to St Andrew’s. My father was a supporter, as his own father had been too, and he took us. The match days had a routine that remain imprinted on my mind half a century later. To get there from Kings Heath we’d have to catch at least two buses. Get dropped off by the ground, buy a programme, get something to eat outside the ground, get in there, get our spec, and wait in anticipation. We would stand on the terraces as a family – Dad, David, Peter and I – and watch the Blues. We stood in the main big long block in the Spion Kop, opposite the main stand. In my mind’s eye, I can picture my brother David now, standing there with his blue and white hat, his matching scarf and wooden rattle. In that time, you could position yourself anywhere inside the stadium, which was normally packed. As a kid if you were found at the back of the terrace, the men would lift you up and pass you over the heads of the crowd and get a position right at the front, closer to the action. In football terms, it was the last age of innocence.


It was a really good era for Birmingham. In 1960 they became the first British club to reach a European final when they were beaten 4–1 over two legs by Barcelona in the Inter-Cities Fairs Cup (the precursor to the UEFA Cup), a feat they repeated twelve months later when Roma won on aggregate. I wasn’t at the Barcelona game, but was at St Andrew’s in May 1961 on arguably the ground’s greatest night when we beat Helenio Herrera’s Inter Milan to reach the final against Roma. Jimmy Harris, a former Everton centre-forward, scored a couple of goals to take us there. When I was twelve, in 1963, we beat our neighbours and rivals Aston Villa to win the League Cup. Throughout this era, Birmingham were a First Division club, a top-flight outfit.


Our team had several internationals. The stand-out players for me were Mike Hellawell, an England outside right, Barry Bridges, a former Chelsea and England forward I’d later play alongside in the reserves, and Bertie Auld, a crazy Scottish outside left, who’d go on to win the European Cup at Celtic. There were a lot of very good players in a Birmingham shirt while I was growing up.


Aston Villa would definitely be seen as the enemy for us and other Birmingham fans. They’ve always had the greater success and have always been a bigger club throughout their history; so it’s always been a thorn in Birmingham’s flesh really, because Birmingham carries the city’s name. This would remain imprinted on my mind – and have consequences – much later as a professional player.


Although I made my name as a centre-forward and David and Peter theirs as goalkeepers, as kids our destinies were not mapped out. Indeed it may well have been that I became a goalkeeper too. My father had been a goalkeeper briefly and I played in goal to a reasonable standard too. It was a physically challenging era to be a goalie. Back then, they were not furnished with gloves, only occasionally wearing mittens, which were not ideal for handling. The balls were also a lot heavier. You needed to have the tough hands of a labourer to deal with the leather and the lace, which stung the palms.


I enjoyed the position and even played as a goalkeeper at county level for Warwickshire Boys, later reverting to the left wing. Later in my Blues career I got 57 minutes’ worth of league experience between the posts for Birmingham against Wolves after deputising for the injured Gary Sprake. I think goalkeeping was in the genes anyway. It just so happened that, like John, I could perform at the other end of the pitch.


My education as a young footballer was completely different to the experience young players have today, but probably not untypical of my era. Now children will be selected from the age of five or six to begin associations with club academies or else play for junior teams, while school, district and county football is virtually dead. I, on the other hand, never played for anyone other than my school until I was selected for my district and county. It was exactly the same route for Peter and David.


There’s very little of that nowadays. All the best players go to club academies and the government won’t pay for teachers to work outside their hours and oversee school football. It’s killed it. I sometimes wonder whether it’s a good thing: the academy system and clubs recruiting players from such a young age. You have to think, has it worked? Are our young footballers better now than they were in the 1960s or 1970s? The evidence, if you look at the national team, would suggest not.


I started out at the back in junior school, at centre-half. It probably wasn’t until I got to late junior school, early senior school, that I went up front. I was probably physically bigger than most lads. Teachers always put the more developed boys at the back because they could stop things happening; then later on they think, ‘Oh yeah, we need to score goals, so put the big lad up front, I suppose.’


My natural qualities as a footballer were almost intangible. Fortunately, my main one was that I could always score goals. Partly it was because I was bigger and stronger than most, but I just had a natural instinct to score. It’s a talent that I find difficult to explain. A lot of it is down to being in the right place at the right time, but how do you explain instinct? You couldn’t necessarily put it down to strength or speed or aerial ability or shot power and accuracy or any one thing; it was just something that I could do and was good at. I could defend too; if you put me in a defensive situation I would be able to work out a solution. It’s a bit like my old Everton teammate, Mick Lyons, in reverse. Lyons started out up front, then he moved back; and the same sort of qualities are needed in both areas, because if you know one you know the other. He was naturally suited in the end to being a defender, but I could defend very well too. The bravery bit comes in too; you need that as a defender as well as a forward; although bravery is something I equate to stupidity. Intelligent people would never put their feet where brave players put their heads. It defies rational behaviour, putting yourself in such a position. The bravest and stupidest of all footballers are, of course, goalkeepers.


I played to a good standard at school level, but, as I’ve said, never really considered myself better than my contemporaries or destined for life at the top. And yet of all those that I encountered in my youth in Birmingham, I think it was only myself and my brothers who became professional.


I think whatever level you play at, you give your all mentally and physically, and certainly that was the case as a schoolboy player. There was one county game for South Birmingham, when I was thirteen, which stands out for me fifty years on, probably because it is really the only time I’ve cried at a football match. This particular year we were considered one of the favourites to win the Inter-County Cup; we had a very strong team. And we went and played at Ilkeston in Derby, and I think we lost 2–1, or 3–2. But right at the death I got through and should have scored to equalise. And I missed. That was the first shattering incident of my life; a really devastating moment. It was the first and only time I’ve ever really cried tears over football. We had been hot favourites to go on and win the Cup and not to do it and knowing I could have scored to get a replay was such a huge blow for my teenage self.
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