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BLACKPOOL v BOLTON WANDERERS 4-3



FA Cup Final – Wembley 2/5/1953


Blackpool:


Farm, Shimwell, Garrett, Fenton, Johnston, Robinson, Matthews, Taylor, Mortensen, Mudie, Perry


Bolton Wanderers:


Hanson, Ball, Banks, Wheeler, Barrass, Bell, Holden, Moir, Lofthouse, Hassall, Langton


Whilst there were many in the Blackpool side who could claim to be almost household names, none had the allure or reputation of Stanley Matthews. A full England international since 1934, his switch from Stoke City to Blackpool for a paltry £11,500 in 1947 had prompted protests from the bemused Stoke fans, aghast that their most prized asset should be allowed to leave so cheaply.


Matthews would form an exceptional understanding with centre-forward Stan Mortensen, one that would propel Mortensen into the national side, and Blackpool were hopeful that the combination would similarly lift them into contention for honours. A place in the 1948 FA Cup final followed, but Manchester United proved resilient enough to come from behind twice to finally win 4-2. Three years later Newcastle United were too strong for them, condemning them to a 2-0 defeat. Rather than contend for major honours, Blackpool seemed destined to be forever collecting runner’s-up medals.


Blackpool’s appearance in the 1953 final, therefore, was seen by many as a last chance for Stan Matthews to pick up a winner’s medal, with much of the country willing him to succeed after two previous disappointments. The exception, of course, were the residents of Bolton, who would be backing Nat Lofthouse, the Lion of Vienna, to get the goals that would return the FA Cup to the town for the first time since 1929. The smart money, however, was on Blackpool, conquerors of the previous year’s finalists and soon to be League champions, Arsenal, proof that Blackpool could live with and beat more illustrious opponents.


Blackpool’s preparations were hardly helped by injuries to their two Stanleys. Mortensen had struggled with a cartilage problem and had missed two months of the season at the turn of the year and was still straining to achieve full match fitness. Of greater concern was Matthews, who turned up on the morning of the match with a thigh strain, one that was considered bad enough to put his place in the line-up in doubt. News of Matthews’ strain was kept within the Blackpool camp and a painkilling injection was administered that would enable him to join seven of his 1951 team-mates in the side for the 1953 final.
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Bolton settled the quicker, aided by an opening goal from Nat Lofthouse after just two minutes, with his underhit shot from outside the penalty area bobbling over the shoulder of George Farm and trickling into the net. The goal served to further galvanise Bolton, who launched wave after wave of attacks on Blackpool without adding to their tally. Then on 18 minutes Bolton’s Eric Bell pulled a hamstring, leaving him little more than a passenger for the rest of the game. His switch to a less demanding role on the left wing meant he had a presence, but his injury would eventually prove an important factor. Despite Bell’s handicap Bolton continued to press forward, with Lofthouse hitting the post after some 20 minutes. At last Blackpool awoke from their slumbers, with Stan Mortensen grabbing an equaliser with a cross-shot that took a deflection off Hassall before crossing the line on 35 minutes. Parity was restored for just five minutes, with Moir being credited with Bolton’s second when he lunged at a speculative cross from Langton, although later replays suggested he had not got a touch to the ball. Whoever got the credit, the blame rested with George Farm for failing to deal with a cross he would normally gather up with ease.
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The second half saw little let up in Bolton’s attack and 10 minutes after the break the still limping Eric Bell seemed to have made the match safe with a header that put Bolton 3-1 ahead. There was surely no way back now for Blackpool.


Stan Matthews had been a shadow of his former self for the first hour of the match, but Bolton’s problems on the left began to work in his favour. As well as the limping Eric Bell, left-back Ralph Banks was hindered by shin cramps, and Blackpool at last realised that the right wing, Stan’s wing, might provide the route back into the game. Ernie Taylor began supplying the ball to Matthews on a regular basis and Stan began turning the defenders this way and that in search of the byline. On 68 minutes he found the line and pulled the ball back towards the goal. Stan Hanson in the Bolton goal was only able to touch it into the path of the onrushing Mortensen to make the score 3-2 and give Blackpool belief that they might rescue the game.


Bolton weathered the next 20 minutes, their defensive efforts ever more frantic as Blackpool pressed for an equaliser. With just two minutes left on the clock Blackpool were awarded a free-kick on the edge of the penalty area, with Mortensen lining up to take a shot. A Bolton defender pulled away to mark the approaching Shimwell and in an instant Mortensen had spotted the gap and buried the ball into the net for the equaliser and completed his own hat-trick.


Everyone seemed to accept extra time as inevitable, everyone except Stan Matthews. The game was deep into injury time and referee Griffiths had already checked his watch as Stan Matthews made his way down the right wing for one last time. Looking up he saw that Mortensen was heavily marked, but Bill Perry appeared to have room to spare, so Matthews played the ball through to the South African, slipping as he did so. Perry hit the ball goalwards first time with his right foot and saw it evade the desperate lunges of two Bolton defenders before nestling in the corner of the net. From two goals down, Blackpool had finally got ahead 4-3, with barely time to restart the match.


Nat Lofthouse was gracious enough to applaud the winning goal and Blackpool’s players showed who had been responsible for their victory; after being presented with the trophy, they chaired captain Harry Johnston as was traditional and Stanley Matthews around the pitch. Even now, more than 50 years later, the match is recalled as the Matthews Final, the contributions of Mortensen and Lofthouse and 19 others completely overshadowed by one man.




ENGLAND v HUNGARY 3-6



Friendly International – Wembley 23/11/1953


England:


Merrick, Ramsey, Eckersley, Wright, Johnston, Dickinson, Matthews, Taylor, Mortensen, Sewell, Robb


Hungary:


Grosics (Voller), Buzansky, Lantos, Bozsik, Lorant, Zakarias, Budai, Kocsis, Hidegkuti, Puskas, Czibor


The oldest footballing nation on earth, England had played almost 300 internationals between their first in 1872 and the visit of Hungary in 1953. It was a proud boast that not one overseas side had managed to beat England at home, a boast that conveniently discounted the victory of the Republic of Ireland in 1949 on the dubious grounds that the Republic were largely British-based in their composition.


England had all but qualified for the 1954 World Cup finals in Switzerland and intended using the friendly clash with Hungary as an opportunity of comparing their abilities against opposition of the standard they expected to encounter in Switzerland. In this respect they could not have chosen better opposition, for Hungary were reigning Olympic champions, having triumphed in Helsinki in 1952 – although the Hungarian side did little more than play football, they were officially amateurs, with the bulk of them serving in the Hungarian Army, hence their availability for the Olympic Games and a ploy virtually every other Communist country used to their advantage.


But Hungary were most certainly not of the capabilities of other foreign opposition – they were considerably better. In fact, the contrasts between the two teams could not have been greater. England, the so called professionals, still trained as amateurs, both at club and country level, seldom seeing a ball until confronted with one on a Saturday afternoon! Many of the players smoked and ate what they liked, diets being something for the future. And the England side was still selected by a committee with coach Walter Winterbottom expected to fashion the players he was given into a cohesive unit. By comparison, the amateurs of Hungary were anything but, playing and working together week in week out, working on tactics and movements on the training field and putting them into practice during a match. Key among them was their formation – whilst England still stuck rigidly to 2-3-5 (two full-backs, three half-backs and five forwards, with two wingers), Hungary had dropped the centre-forward into a more deep-lying position to an almost 2-4-4 formation. This posed problems for the opposing centre-half – should he move forward to pick up the centre-forward or should he stay flat with the other half-backs? It was not to be the only question asked of Billy Wright that Wednesday afternoon.
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Hungary served notice of their intentions in the very first minute, Nandor Hidegkuti dummying his way past Harry Johnston before smashing the ball past Gil Merrick for the opening goal. It was all one way traffic for the next quarter of an hour, with the only respite coming whenever the attack broke down. Johnston intercepted one such Hungarian attack and played the ball to Stan Mortensen, whose low cross was turned in by Albert Sewell for an unlikely equaliser. It proved to be only a temporary recovery, however.


Hungary were not to be denied, keeping up the pressure for a further quarter of an hour that was simply world class in its execution. A cross from Czibor was helped on by Kocsis for Hidegkuti to score his second on 20 minutes and restore Hungary’s lead. Then Puskas scored perhaps the goal of the match, collecting the ball almost on the byline and dragging it back with the underside of his boot in an action that left Billy Wright tackling air before turning and smashing the ball home into the roof of the net. Five minutes later Puskas had scored his second, using the heel of his boot to deflect a Bozsik free-kick past Merrick for Hungary’s fourth.


England refused to give up, as one might expect, and Stan Mortensen pulled one back seven minutes before half-time after forcing his way through, but it merely put off the inevitable. Czibor’s header was pushed onto the post by Merrick ad Bozsik reacted first to net Hungary’s fifth and three minutes later Hidegkuti completed his hat-trick with a volley after being set up by Puskas. England scored last to give the score line a certain degree of respectability it didn’t really deserve thanks to Alf Ramsey’s penalty, but England had been comprehensively beaten and in their own backyard.


Whilst the result was no more than Hungary had expected to achieve, England was shell shocked. It offered proof that the rest of the continent had improved immeasurably, proof that was further reinforced six months later when Hungary inflicted a 7-1 defeat on England in Budapest, still England’s greatest ever defeat. Despite these defeats and at best disappointing performances in the World Cup finals of 1954, 1958 and 1962, the football revolution that the 6-3 hammering by Hungary demanded did not take place for another 10 years, with the eventual managerial appointment of one of the players in that humiliation, Alf Ramsey.
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SWEDEN v BRAZIL 2-5



World Cup Final – Stockholm 29/6/1958


Sweden:


Svensson, Bergmark, Axbom, Börjesson, Gustavsson, Parling, Hamrin, Gren, Simonsson, Liedholm, Skoglund


Brazil:


Gilmar, D Santos, N Santos, Zito, Bellini, Orlando, Garrincha, Didi, Vava, Pelé, Zagalo


No country has ever craved World Cup success quite like the Brazilians. Early first round exits in 1930 and 1934 had galvanised the nation into believing that their day would come, with the 1938 competition in France seen as the ideal opportunity to make their mark on the tournament. Complacency on the part of the manager, who left leading scorer Leonidas out of the semi-final match against Italy in order to keep him fresh for the final rebounded spectacularly when they crashed to a 2-1 defeat at the hands of the holders. They should have won it in 1950, aided by home advantage, but their overpowering belief in all out attack saw them lose to Uruguay in a match they only needed to draw. The effect on the nation can be gauged by the revelation that some supporters committed suicide after the game, so distraught at the failure. Four years later, in the Battle of Berne, Brazil lost to eventual finalists Hungary 4-2 in a match remembered more for the frequent outbursts of violence than for the football on display.


By 1958, there was a new look to the Brazilian side. Whilst some of the old guard remained, most notably Djalma Santos, Nilton Santos and Didi, much of the attention focused on the young guns; Pelé, arguably the most exciting and talented teenager in the world, and Garrincha, whose wing play earned him the moniker of Little Bird. Pelé had begun making his mark in the quarter-final of the 1958 competition, seeing off Wales with a piece of magic to earn a semi-final clash with France. There Pelé stepped up a gear, scoring three goals in the 5-2 win to put Brazil into the final to face the hosts Sweden.


The crowd of just short of 50,000 was almost entirely backing Sweden; even the weather, which saw incessant rain throughout, appeared to favour the northern European side. And Sweden took the lead after just four minutes, with Brazil still searching for their first touch of the ball, Neils Liedholm creating and finishing a chance all by himself to open the scoring.
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Didi collected the ball out of the back of the net and made his way back to the centre circle, pausing to talk to virtually all of his team-mates as he did so, lifting their spirits and reminding them of the job at hand. It undoubtedly worked too, for within three minutes Brazil were level, Garrincha crossing deep for Vava to slot home the equaliser. This was just the first chance of many created by Garrincha, who tore the Swedish left flank almost to shreds during the course of the afternoon. It was usually Vava waiting on the other end of the cross, but Garrincha was able to vary the supply to bring others into the game whenever Vava was too tightly marked. After half an hour Brazil were ahead, an almost identical goal from Vava setting Brazil on their way to a memorable win.
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