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Introduction


Glory, Glory, Danny Blanchflower


Let’s start in heretical vein. Football is not all about winning.


Dear God. There’s a thought to conjure with as we pause briefly to watch one hundred merchant bankers, charged with the safe delivery of another football-club flotation, plunge to earth from a fourteenth-storey City window, driven to their unmourned deaths by the very idea that the game might be about a ball rather than a gilt-edged share option. You can hear the jaws dropping in board rooms the length and breadth of the Premiership, can’t you? Why else would Liverpool, Arsenal or Manchester United exist if not to win the League or enter the European Champions League? Or, more accurately, if it wasn’t to make money by winning the League or entering the Champions League? Just recently, Manchester United confirmed their position as the club everyone loves to hate when, on reaching the semi-finals of the European Cup, chief executive Martin Edwards could only complain that they’d lost £400,000 in prize money because of the fluctuations of the exchange rate. Would Sir Matt Busby, a canny manager who understood the vital importance of cold hard cash, ever have made such a crassly parsimonious statement when on the verge of European football’s greatest prize? Was it prize money that took his Babes into Europe in the first place? Was it the thought of wealth untold that made him rebuild Manchester United from the ashes of the war and then from the ashes of Munich? Or was it the lure of competing with the best, of building a club of which he and the city, the country too, could be proud? Of course financial stability is crucial to a club and its future, but I’ve yet to see thousands queuing outside Stamford Bridge for a glimpse of the financial accountant, whatever his flair for the profit and loss account. The important thing is to retain perspective, achieve a balance between on- and off-the-field activities. Dreams of glory are a far more enduring currency than any that can be covered by a mere chequebook or a balance sheet. Men like Roy Evans, Alex Ferguson, Ruud Gullit and Arsene Wenger understand this, but are still forced to labour within fiscal timetables towards strategic goals.


Football isn’t just about financial reward, winning teams, change strips, executive boxes and whirling cash registers. It’s about Brighton supporters desperately clinging on to their club in the face of calamity. It’s about kids going to watch Bromsgrove Rovers or Blackburn Rovers with their parents, listening to tales of the past, dreaming about the heroes of the present and of emulating them in the future; about waiting to watch your latest visitors, be they Inter Milan or Inter Cardiff. It’s about remembering Matthews, Wright, Edwards, Haynes, Moore, Finney, Best, Giles, Astle, Lineker, Shilton, the very thought of them and what they could do, the recall of their and your own youth warm to the touch, lighting up a cold winter evening. It’s about emotional contact not financial conquest.


When we reflect on recent seasons, the abiding memory of Aston Villa, for example, won’t be the premium on their shares. It will be Dwight Yorke’s delightful chipped penalty that knocked Sheffield United out of the FA Cup. The most glorious acts of 1995–96 were performed in the black and white stripes of Newcastle United, Kevin Keegan’s side driven on by the thrilling belief that attacking football could bring in the rewards, that the means were every bit as important as the ends, maybe more so. Perhaps under Kenny Dalglish, in these new PC (Post Cantona) years, Sir John Hall will finally get his hands on the Premiership trophy he craves, but Newcastle may not be everyone’s favourite other team for much longer. There are even reports of disquiet among the Toon Army at this early stage. Under Dalglish, inspiration will be sacrificed for efficiency, Ginola for an engine, Asprilla for an artisan. The ends are now all-important. Look at the undignified scramble that brought George Graham back into the game, back to his rightful place at Leeds United, the club stigmatized by Revie’s 1960s win-at-all-costs philosophy and Wilkinson’s love affair with the efficient, the dull and the banal. And yet even they can’t kill the real fire that burns within the game itself.


When the hype has died down, we’re left with the truth that football is only a game (sorry, Mr Shankly). In fact, it’s at its best when it is only a game. Football was the game we played in the park as kids, the sport that entertained the working man on his day off, the game that has helped countless players avoid the harsh necessity of growing up. We all want to see footballers take their profession seriously, to see them behave with maturity and dignity off the field, and to perform better on it as a result. We all like to see our team win but, most of all, we want to see them playing bright, incisive football; we want to watch the players having fun, see them expressing themselves intelligently and joyously so that we too can enjoy it to the full. That’s why we shell out our hard-earned cash on season tickets that many of us can’t really afford. It’s really quite simple. Football is a game. The game. The greatest game on earth. As one footballer once said, ‘The game’s about glory. It’s about doing things in a style, with a flourish. It’s about going out and beating the other lot, not waiting for them to die of boredom.’


That footballer was Danny Blanchflower, his name one of the most evocative in the footballing canon. Blanchflower was no innocent of course – no one who won 56 international caps, played in a World Cup Finals and led a side to the League and FA Cup Double could be that. He wanted to win, to succeed, to claim the medals and trophies as much as anyone else, writing, ‘I think that a team should fight to its utmost within the rules and have a most enthusiastic desire to win, but there’s a lot of difference between that and being a bad loser. A side which continually passes the buck isn’t stopping to think, “Why did we lose? Was our method good enough? What can we learn from our mistakes?” ’ Addicted to the beauty of sport, he knew that the full realization of his vision came only in winning in the grand manner rather than in falling gloriously at the final fence, but he still felt it was far better to lose in style than gain a wholly pragmatic triumph, if triumph it be; in Blanchflower’s dictionary, the words pragmatic and triumph were antipathetic. In a crushing critique of Helenio Herrera’s ultra-defensive Inter Milan in the Sunday Express, following the Italians’ European Cup win over Real Madrid in 1964, Blanchflower expounded his whole philosophy on the game in a few sentences. ‘You cannot begrudge them respect as a polished professional team who carry out a cold, predictable plan to destroy the opposition. But you cannot entertain thoughts of them with the same warmth and affection as you could with Real Madrid. It was Di Stefano and Puskas and the other players who made Real Madrid grand. With Inter Milan, it is the defensive style of Italian soccer plus the guidance and discipline of Herrera that seem important to them. It is the coach rather than the great players who dominates the game. When that happens the game becomes a thing of more interest to the coach than to the players and the fans.’


Then there’s Blanchflower’s own view of the 1961 FA Cup Final, when Spurs beat Leicester amid the grandeur of Wembley Stadium to become the first side this century to attain the footballing Grail, the Double: ‘I felt that we deserved to win but there was nothing convincing about it. It meant we had achieved the Double and that was a wonderful thing but the last day at Wembley had not been grand enough to finish it off. Against Burnley the following year we played better. It was a better Final and there was more satisfaction in winning it.’ Although Blanchflower never managed a European Cup winner’s medal in his time at Spurs, it was clear that he’d rather miss out altogether than capture one under methods similar to Herrera’s.


Yet Blanchflower himself could be equally dogmatic in his view of the game; bloody-minded to a fault. His reputation is secured by virtue of the fact that he sided with the doves rather than the hawks, promoting the balletic grace of Pele or Eusebio at the expense of the industry of Ramsey’s World Cup winners in 1966, for example. Nor would his repugnance for the over-coached and the furrowed-brow types disguise the fact that he was always looking forward. He was not trapped in a time warp, carping at every innovation. Back in the 1950s, Blanchflower was a proponent of floodlit matches when clubs balked at the expense. He argued that teams should begin to film themselves and, if possible, opposition sides to help improve the quality of their own game. Shackled by the traditional British way of playing with two fullbacks, three half-backs and five forwards, Blanchflower tried to convince Aston Villa that a 3–3–4 or 4–2–4 formation might pay dividends, even before the Hungarians and Brazilians showed that this was the way forward. He railed against the maximum wage and the restraint placed upon players by their professional contracts, arguing that the clubs might pay players’ wages but that they didn’t own them and nor did their financial hold on their staff entitle them to treat them like slaves. He looked forward to the days when there might be a Super League involving English and Scottish clubs. The European Champions League would seem sensible to him, though he would protest in the most vociferous terms about the illogicality of admitting runners-up to that competition, and would be appalled by UEFA’s financially motivated agenda. In short, Blanchflower wanted to improve the spectacle, not mortgage the soul – what would he have thought of Tottenham chairman Alan Sugar’s recent comment that ‘football will remain our core activity’?


He wasn’t always right, though – his support for Luton’s chairman David Evans in the 1980s or for a Great British international team illustrated that – but his motivation was always sincere. He wanted to improve the game, no more, no less, and for that he should be remembered fondly. Indeed, it’s true to say that he is remembered with a greater degree of affection than that which was sometimes bestowed upon him during his life. Such was his utter belief in himself and his methods, he found it easy to stir up ill feeling wherever he went, berating and ridiculing those he saw as ruining football. For all the short-sightedness of authority and of some of his team-mates, he rarely offered them the benefit of the doubt, sometimes seeing them as malevolent rather than myopic. Dogmatic in his views, he had little patience for those who could not grasp his progressive ideas. Ironically, for one who was to become such an elegant and eloquent columnist in the national press, he did not always communicate his ideas with sufficient clarity. Some of his statements sounded surprisingly oblique; just as Cantona confused many with his remarks about the seagulls following the trawler in search of sardines, Danny’s flights of fancy could also perplex. As Chelsea manager, his insistence on repetitive training in search of perfection confounded young players with a short attention span and an instinctive need for variety. Patience was a virtue that sometimes eluded him too, having little time for those he would dismiss as thoughtless traditionalists. As such, he was a man who divided opinion. Those who agreed with him, who understood him and his philosophy, as was overwhelmingly the case at Tottenham, loved him. Those who disagreed felt he was a bolshie troublemaker, an agent provocateur. Visionaries rarely have an easy passage.


And whatever else might be said, Danny Blanchflower was a visionary. Throughout the research for this book one comment was made time and again: Blanchflower was twenty or thirty years ahead of his time. Cursed with a lack of pace, a disability that would have destroyed many another career, he turned that drawback to his advantage. Instead of concentrating on the physicality of the game, he looked instead at its intellectual dimension. Unable to sprint his way out of trouble, he used a keen brain to ensure that he didn’t find himself under pressure in the first place – his positional sense was quite remarkable. Incapable of darting past three or four defenders by sheer speed alone, he got other players – Gavin Smith at Barnsley, Cliff Jones at Spurs – to do his running for him, breaching the defence with a precisely delivered pass directly into their paths, eliminating four or five opponents from play. At Barnsley and then, to a lesser degree, with Aston Villa he toiled under managers who tolerated rather than celebrated his presence, a pattern that continued through the early years at Tottenham once Arthur Rowe had succumbed to the pressures of management. It was not until he came to an understanding with Bill Nicholson in the final few years of his career that he was fully appreciated, unshackled to play creatively, captain responsibly, lead authoritatively. At the head of a team of all the talents – the destructive Mackay, solid Norman, rumbustious Smith, mercurial White, dazzling Jones – Blanchflower finally flourished in all his glory, confirming himself as perhaps the finest captain the British game has seen.


Arthur Rowe spotted Danny’s talent early on, recognizing his ‘tremendous ego’, the prerequisite for a great captain. Every great team has its own rhythm, its own pace, its own tempo. Its character and personality stems from the man who provides its pulse, its heartbeat – these are not just great technical footballers, but great men who command respect and set the tone. Remember the role of Cruyff with the Dutch and Beckenbauer with West Germany in 1974, Michel Platini directing the French side of the early 1980s, Ruud Gullit driving Holland to the European Championship in 1988? These were teams controlled by mighty egos, men of purpose, ideas and integrity, giants who pulled the strings on the field. Blanchflower had such a role with the Double side at Tottenham; he was a man convinced of his worth, determined to apply his principles and utterly confident of the outcome.


On and off the field, he had the bearing of a leader, a commanding presence which radiated from within, drawn from a complete confidence that he could be the master of any situation. Hunter Davies, author of The Glory Game, that celebrated study of the Tottenham side of the late 1960s, met Danny briefly, but the encounter was typical: ‘I was sent one year by the Sunday Times to cover Le Mans, which was daft, as I knew nothing whatsoever about motor racing. I arrived late with no press passes or tickets, and in a little queue outside one of the offices I saw Danny, recognized that crinkly face at once, knew him from his walk, as all true fans can always do. He was working for the Sunday Express at the time. I asked him if he could help me, what the form was, how you got in, and he led me to the right people, the right places. I only discovered later that he had arrived only ten minutes before me, knowing just as little as I did, but he was willing to waste his valuable time helping a rival.’


But Danny Blanchflower was no saint. Any man who married three times can lay claim to his fair share of faults, so there’s no point in running away with the idea that he was a paragon of virtue; his eye for the ladies shows just how seductive he found the twin ideals of romance and new experience. But this is a book about football, unashamedly and unapologetically so. Whatever the ramifications and confusions of his romantic life, they are the concerns of the family alone and they have suffered sufficient intrusion from the press over the years. Danny Blanchflower was, after all, the first person to tell Eamon Andrews just what he could do with his big red book on This Is Your Life. He believed his private life was his own. It’s a view that commands respect. His personal life was no different to that of thousands of people all over this country, all over the world. Blanchflower became an icon because of his footballing qualities, and it is those which make him a figure worthy of study.


Unlike lesser mortals, Danny was not afraid to fall on his face, for he was a devout believer in the principle that failure was the friend of the intelligently ambitious. Defeats were not the end of the road, but milestones, staging posts along the way to a final triumph. Where others would scowl at the spectre of defeat, fall apart under the pressure of failure, Danny would be sifting through the game, analysing what had gone wrong, how it might be countered, ensuring that his stock of knowledge grew still further. Although he was supremely confident in his own abilities, he was never arrogant enough to assume that he knew it all. Each day, each game, provided the chance to learn a little more. Few would agree with such a philosophical stance. For many, defeat was a disaster rectifiable only by more hard work, which often translated (and still does) as running an extra mile in training the following week. Forty years ago the idea that the necessary hard graft could be done by your brain alone, and might yet yield better answers, was anathema.


The tales of Danny having arguments with managers over the training schedule are legion. To a modern audience they are unbelievable for they often stemmed from managers refusing to allow the team to work with a ball during the week! Thankfully, things have progressed, but British football still stands accused of an astonishing insularity, an arrogance that says our way is the only way. Yet in comparison with the stance taken in the 1950s, we are living in enlightened times. Such was the parochial nature of the game then, few were in any doubt that England possessed the finest side in world football. Even after the Hungarians had demonstrated that this was palpably not the case, few coaches were willing to tinker with the traditional ‘WM’ formation that had served them well on the domestic front over many years.


That WM formation has become lost in the mists of time, but in order to understand just what Danny was rebelling against, it’s important to grasp the rudiments of that system. The actual line-up followed this pattern:


[image: Image]


With those positions established, within most teams there was little straying from your allotted place. Larry Canning, Danny’s colleague at Aston Villa, explains that, ‘It was very straightforward. The full-backs defended, the half-backs, especially the wing-halves, divided their time between winning the ball, collecting it from the full-backs and playing it through to the forwards. The forwards created and scored the goals. Very basic, but it allowed people to do their job, rather than midfielders being expected to score twelve goals a season, as they are now.’ The fact that teams played five forwards and just a couple of out and out defenders explains why so many teams, even those who were rooted to the bottom of their division, managed to score at least seventy or eighty goals a season and why 5–4 scorelines were not uncommon. On a domestic level, virtually every team played this formation, so home success depended on employing it better than your opponents. More inquisitive minds turned to different ideas, however. If you could confront a WM side with a 3–3–4 formation, then you would blunt their attacks more successfully by having the extra defender, while you would still retain four forwards to threaten their two full-backs. Other systems might also have inherent advantages and the hungry intellect of Blanchflower was soon keen to test them. Men of like minds understood that to survive, you must adapt, must broaden your horizons and experience.


That all seems very obvious, but it must be remembered that Danny played most of his football in the immediate post-war period, when the very idea that we might have something to learn from the ‘Continentals’ – the very word carried pejorative undertones – was deemed ludicrous. We’d just won the war, after all. It seems idiotic now, but this was the prevailing attitude in spite of our poor performances at World Cup level, a competition England didn’t even enter until 1950, a mistake further compounded by our refusal to enter the early European club competitions. Those with a more expansive view of the world game, people like Ron Greenwood, Matt Busby and Walter Winterbottom, all attempted to adopt new styles and more modern methods, to prepare properly and to expose the British game to European and South American influences, but they were voices in the dark. The English method was to run round in circles during the week to build up your strength before running on to the field on a Saturday, where this strange leather sphere became your object of desire. Small wonder that so many teams were dislocated, incapable of the flowing inter-passing that characterized the peerless Hungarians who trounced England at Wembley in 1953. That defeat alone should have turned English football inside out, but it didn’t. Larry Canning asks the question: ‘What did we learn from that game? What influence did it have? They were the best team I ever saw, we all went down to see that game at Wembley, Danny too, and it was an exhibition. Although they all had the individual ability to beat anybody on their own, they didn’t. They always went two against one – the forward would approach the defender, give it to his mate, go past the defender and get the ball back, and England were then a man short. Do that at speed and the other side are soon half a dozen men short. This was beautiful football, and what did we take from it? Newcastle United wore the same vertical stocking tops the following year. That was all we learned. Danny was disgusted, he knew how to play, he’d seen them do it, wanted us to do it, but nobody else would take any notice.’


The core of Danny’s philosophy was that football should be a spectacle, that supporters should be treated to an entertainment as much as a sporting event. He regularly commented, ‘You can win ugly and you can win decently. I would rather play well and lose than win by playing tough.’ Perhaps that’s why his brush with management, at club level at least, was doomed to fail. With every passing year, it becomes more and more important to win. If you’re not a winner, you’re out of work. On the Monday following the 1997 FA Cup Final, the holding company behind Chelsea saw their share price rise because they had taken the trophy and had found a route into potentially lucrative European competition. On the same day, Manchester United’s share price tumbled on the departure of the talismanic Cantona. It seems as if the FT Index is the league table that counts now, but for how long can that last? The competition that exists between Manchester United and Newcastle United is not the same as that between Tesco and Asda. In the latter example, both can win, both can become yet more profitable. But between the Uniteds of Manchester and Newcastle, there can be only one winner – there’s only one Premiership trophy.


Perhaps it’s time to re-evaluate Danny Blanchflower’s credo for the good of the game. The vast majority of our clubs have got to accept that, barring a freak aberration, in the foreseeable future the League will only be won by one of three or four teams. Once the City realizes that Everton, Tottenham, Wimbledon, Coventry, Southampton et al haven’t a hope of winning the Premiership, what happens then? The very nature of sport means that they cannot all lift the glittering prizes, while some must inevitably suffer relegation. Southampton may have more money to spend now than at any time in their past, but alongside the spending power of Arsenal, Liverpool or Newcastle, it’s still peanuts. The real difference now is that the management is not only beholden to the supporters but to people and institutions who actually have a financial stake in the club and want to see a return on their investment. To succeed in the future, clubs will need to see themselves as winners of a different kind. They need to pack their grounds week in, week out by playing attractive, intelligent and constructive football, both in victory and defeat. How can Leeds United justify the enormous cost of a season ticket when even the most ardent supporter knows that he or she is very likely to sit comatose through 0–0 draw after 0–0 draw? When a team has no chance of competing for the top prize, the very least it can do is put on a show, give the fans some glorious, memorable drama for their money.


Danny Blanchflower was innovative, an original thinker, an enigma who was much misunderstood, though that was often at his own instigation, for he was never averse to provoking discussion for its own sake. Using his own frame of reference, Danny would smile at the confusion aroused when he discussed his latest theory in the Sunday Express through the medium of Lewis Carroll’s Mad Hatter and the March Hare, his bizarre use of Wonderland encapsulating the surreal machinations of the Football Association. As his brother Jackie points out: ‘Danny was a one-off, very interested in the theory and the tactics of the game, and he had his own way of expressing it. He’d never stop talking football, even when you might want to be off doing something else. You didn’t have to talk to Danny, you’d just listen to him!’ The intricacies of the game consumed him, as did golf later on in his life. These were not mere physical recreations, but intellectual stimulants too. It was his belief that it was always better by far to do things your own way and in style than to knuckle down and accede to the blank conformity that continues to blight the face of football. Commentating in America on an early incarnation of the NASL in the 1960s, he soon ran into trouble with the TV moguls by remarking: ‘These teams can’t play.’ Told by a producer to accentuate ‘positive truths rather than negative truths’, Danny returned to tell the watching audience, ‘I’m positive these teams can’t play.’ No mere maverick, Danny Blanchflower had all the credentials to back up his theories. While he was with Tottenham, he was once asked: ‘Do you like your life, Danny?’


‘Well, I have to,’ he replied. ‘It’s the only one I have. But I’d like it better and I’d like football better if you didn’t have to win.’


Danny Blanchflower was a winner, but more important, he was a football man. This is his story.





1 Belfast Childhood



Belfast is a city that inspires more conflicting opinions than perhaps any other in the United Kingdom. For a start, a sizeable minority of its own citizenry don’t even believe that it should be a part of that Union, a view which automatically polarizes opinion both there and in the rest of the UK. But to define a city as diverse, interesting and attractive merely in terms of the bloody and painful conflicts of the last thirty years is lazy, inadequate and hopelessly misleading. Having seen the thousands of television and newspaper pictures over the last three decades, you’d be forgiven for thinking that everyone in Belfast is at one another’s throat, all day, every day. On the mainland, attitudes have hardened over the years, the prevailing mood being one of weary uninterest in the trials and tribulations of Northern Ireland. Such a state of mind is decidedly unfortunate and does not do justice to the genuine warmth of a community that could be forgiven for becoming stone-hearted. Distasteful as it is to lump an entire population into a homogeneous mass, it’s true to say that there are no friendlier, no warmer, no more helpful people in the whole of the UK than those who live in Northern Ireland.


Today such a statement might be met with cynicism by those who have not experienced the extraordinary hospitality of Belfast. Television has led us to expect a city filled with religious and political bigots with no time for anyone who does not share their views. Nothing could be further from the truth: Belfast is a city of music, sport, fun and passion. It has always been so, but these are truths that have long been hidden by the inevitably selective nature of journalism, which must dwell on the sensational. Yet the civil unrest of these past years is not the only example of Belfast finding itself under siege during this century. It took its fair share of blows from the depression of the 1930s, and its docks and surrounding environs in the east of the city were picked out for especially heavy attack from the Luftwaffe during the last war. Yet nothing has been able to prevent the generous city life from continuing. As my own father, who was stationed in Belfast during the war, puts it: ‘We were in a pub on the night of the Irish Cup Final, just having a quiet drink. Some supporters from the winning side came in and insisted on buying us drinks. We didn’t have to buy another all night long, couldn’t stop them buying drinks for us. We were awash with the stuff.’ All this in a city under regular and heavy bombardment. In essence, Belfast is still what it always has been, a unique city with a community that does its own thing, in its own way, in its own time. More than anything else, it’s a city that believes in itself, has pride in itself and possesses a powerful, indomitable, unbreakable spirit.


That spirit certainly found its way into the soul of Robert Dennis Blanchflower, born in Dunraven Park, in the Bloomfield district to the east of the city on 10 February 1926. The first of five children – three boys, two girls – Danny, as he was soon known, was born into a typical working-class Presbyterian household. His parents, John and Selina, had married two years earlier and lived with Selina’s parents, the Ellisons, before moving into their own home; the first of several moves for the infant Blanchflower. The Ellisons, Robert and Rachel, had a rural background in Board-mills, County Down. Selina’s parents moved into the expanding city of Belfast once they’d married, maintaining the family by running a dairy service in addition to the income Robert generated by driving a delivery van for a local bakery. Both died in the mid-1930s, leaving Danny amazed that ‘they lived their whole lives in that small cycle of events and places in the heart of Ulster’. This was early confirmation that their grandchild had wider horizons and would not be tied down to the city of his birth. Danny clearly had his eyes on an altogether more exciting existence, the more so since he saw his father toiling day after day as a craftsman in the shipyards, working long, gruelling hours for comparatively meagre rewards.


John Blanchflower must also have had a little of the wanderlust spirit about him. When Danny was still just three years old, he sold their first family home in Grace Avenue with the intention of emigrating to America in the hope of making a new life for his new family. This was a big step for anyone to take, albeit one on a path well worn by his fellow countrymen. In the event, a bureaucratic error prevented the Blanchflowers from making the long journey across the Atlantic. Danny, and his yet unborn brother, Jackie, were saved for the world of football. John was obviously a spirited individual with an abiding interest in the United States, for before he was married he was greatly taken by the jazz sound which had begun to capture the hearts of music lovers on this side of the ocean. In the early 1920s, in the aftermath of partition, there were regular civil disturbances on the streets of Belfast. A curfew existed from ten in the evening until six the following morning. To circumvent this, Curfew Dances were set up, opening just before ten and continuing right throughout the night. According to Jackie, his father played an integral part in the entertainment: ‘When the jazz dances were springing up, he’d black his face like a minstrel and play with a banjo band. He had a very good voice.’ Danny described his father as a ‘simple man of sincere convictions, a good father, considerate and generous’. He could also be quite intense when the mood was upon him, reflecting a consistency of purpose and of intent that his son inherited. Though he had no formal training, John was interested in radio sets and by simple, solid perseverance could often repair broken sets. In this too he had a powerful influence on Danny, who later found work as an apprentice electrician.


If the legacy of his father could be seen in Danny’s determination and his dogged application of logical principles to any problem that confronted him, it was from his mother Selina that he took his love of sporting competition, especially football. Unusually, perhaps, she was a talented player herself. She regularly turned out for the Roebucks, a powerful ladies’ team in Belfast, playing as an inside-forward. She fostered Danny’s own keen interest in the game and offered him a stable home environment with the minimum of fuss. Indeed, Danny was moved to point out that his parents ‘did their best to guide me without nagging advice and cramping instructions’. In short, they encouraged him to tread his own path in life, stimulating his enquiring mind, supporting his own natural inclination to go his own way.


Danny’s upbringing was restricted to the streets of east Belfast, though he developed a penchant for getting lost, wandering off on his own if ever he heard the sound of a street musician. For all the support he received from his parents as he grew up, times weren’t easy – had his father not tried to take them away from all that and off to the promised land, the New World to the west? As the 1930s wore on, Belfast felt the oppressive weight of the depression, as did everywhere else. Its shipyards were hit just as hard as those on Tyneside or Clydeside, the impact just as devastating. Danny’s schoolboy friend Ronald Murdock recalls that ‘Belfast could be a very dull place for the majority of the people in those days. There wasn’t much money around and any kind of work was scarce. It’s hard to believe, but even through all that, I think people were much happier than they are today. They were much kinder to one another too.’


If anything, Danny’s drab surroundings, and the knowledge that work could be taken away from his family at any moment, must have hardened the child’s resolve to escape the realities of working-class life. Not one to wax lyrical about the solidarity brought about by the deprivations suffered by the working class, never sentimental about the difficulties of bringing up a family on an ordinary working man’s wage, Danny felt that he’d do better to escape the potential poverty trap altogether, rather than simply rail against it. The possibility of making something special of his life certainly existed – from the very outset he was an intelligent boy. His curiosity was a huge natural advantage, of course: any student who actually wants to learn has a start on those who would rather be elsewhere. Equally, he had a healthy regard for the work ethic, even as a child. Another friend from school, Margaret Morrow, nee Lowry, points out that, ‘Like most of us, Danny was from a normal working-class background where hard work was the order of the day. We all knew we had to work hard to get anywhere and accepted this as the norm.’


Danny’s formative schooling came at Ravenscroft Public Elementary School. A small school, it offered the distinct advantage of small class sizes, allowing each pupil the maximum amount of a teacher’s time. Danny flourished in this environment, Ronald Murdock remembering, ‘He was an excellent pupil, certainly well above average.’ Writing for the Birmingham, Evening Mail some twenty years later, Danny explained: ‘It has always been my policy to learn the hard way and above all to aim at consistency, which I believe is the true yardstick of knowledge and skill.’ Understandably, this marked him out from his colleagues at school, for Danny proved to be an earnest and intense young lad, keen to make the most of any educational opportunities that came his way. Certainly Ronald Murdock felt that Danny ‘was a lonesome character, even as a boy. He didn’t have too many schoolboy friends, but I liked him and we got on very well. Reserved isn’t quite the correct word for him, but he just didn’t join in with his peers like most of the boys did. That doesn’t mean he was reticent in any way, because he wasn’t, he was very forthright in his opinions. But I also found him to be very pleasant, very droll.’


School was a pretty serious business for Danny, but as soon as the classroom was exchanged for the sports field, he came into his element. Quite simply, he loved football and lived for the game. His first exposure to the organized game came with the 19th Belfast Wolf Cub XI, playing for a representative Belfast Cubs side against the Dublin Cubs in 1937 as a consequence. Wherever and whenever he could, he was playing, Ronald Murdock recalling that, ‘He learned his football from his mother and from kicking a ball, any sort of ball, from Ravenscroft school through the streets to where he lived in Bloomfield. He and I played football on the way home from school at lunch hour and then on the way back again. In the afternoons, my sister would make a hankie-ball and we’d play with that, having a shoot-in in the Melrose Avenue entry, where Margaret Lowry lived. We were very good friends and played in the same football team with other lads like Jackie Mitchell, Maurice Masters, who went on to play with Glenavon, and Jim Masters. It was a very good team that we had there.’ In spite of the quality of the side, Danny recalled in his Soccer Book that they still took plenty of beatings. Naturally, that didn’t dim his enthusiasm for football. If an activity fully engaged his mind and attention, that was reason enough to go on with it. It was its own reward.


Danny was clearly the leading player at the school and captain of the football team, something which helped his popularity with his fellow pupils, compensating for his rather aloof and self contained demeanour. Margaret Lowry was his counterpart on the hockey side and remembers, ‘Danny learned a lot about football from the sports master, Tommy O’Hara, who coached the hockey team too. Each year, we played a hockey match and, needless to say, they always won! Danny and I were good friends, though we always bantered each other about the results of our matches. He already had leadership skills in those days, he was an obvious school captain.’ Essentially, any fondness Danny betrayed for his peers stemmed almost solely from a mutual appetite for sports. Those who enjoyed football had an immediate and healthy respect for a boy who was clearly so much better at the game than they were, while Danny himself could not be bothered with those for whom football was not a consuming passion.


Perhaps that’s the best way of describing Danny’s apparent lack of social skills at that early stage; he simply could not see the use of acquiring them or, more accurately, lavishing his considerable charm on those who did not interest or intrigue him in some way. It’s reasonable to suggest that Danny was perfectly content within his own world, spending time on his education or lost in thoughts of football. That’s not to say he was a dour child or one without humour, for he was perfectly happy to take part in various pranks. One friend, Robert Linton, recalls him ‘showering a policeman on points duty with paper cuttings from the top deck of the bus. He had a great sense of humour and was full of tricks.’ However, Danny kept his tricks up his sleeve, not wasting them but using them only when they would have just the right impact. Very methodical and deliberate in his ways from an early age, he knew the value of timing.


Equally, as a precocious boy, Danny may well have found the whole business of childhood and his days at school profoundly limiting, he might have found ordinary youthful activities juvenile and foolish. While not exactly a budding Einstein, he was very bright and quite advanced for his age, with a mature outlook that showed little interest in the fripperies of school life. Ronald Murdock makes the important point that ‘he didn’t suffer fools gladly, the more so as time went on’ and consequently childish games may have grated. An impatient child, Danny looked forward to the end of his schooling so that he could get on with the real business of living, of making his mark on the world. Given his genuine astonishment that his grandparents could live their entire lives within the space of a few miles, perhaps he was equally impatient with life in the province, keen to see the rest of the world. Such an ambition would only have been heightened when his great hero, Peter Doherty, left Glentoran for England, to play for Blackpool and then Manchester City. Danny idolized Doherty, and understandably so, for he was a truly great player, one who ranks with the likes of George Best as the very finest Northern Ireland has ever produced. For the youngsters of Belfast dreaming of footballing glory, Doherty was the man to emulate.


Belfast’s youth could have had no better role model than the Irish inside-forward. On the field he had quick feet and a razor-sharp mind, able to play his way out of the tightest corners – no less an authority than Bill Shankly named Doherty as his most difficult opponent and, as recently as 1974, in the post-Best era, Rothmans Football Yearbook recorded that he was ‘regarded by many judges as the greatest player Ireland has ever produced’. In addition to these considerable gifts, he had that star quality, making him a Gullit or Best kind of figure. A charismatic individual he inspired a fierce loyalty in those who were close to him, but this was not simply because he was such a fine footballer. What marked Doherty out was the way he conducted himself, his innate decency, his determination to uphold the ideals of the game, the responsibility he felt for playing football the way it should be played. Always looking to advance its theory and practice, Doherty was, like Blanchflower, ahead of his time.


During their daily games, the kids of the Bloomfield area tried to copy Doherty, with Danny always at the hub. Another school friend, Eric Wright, recalls, ‘We played football every day between the lampposts and the garden railings in Ravenscroft Avenue – we had to play the tennis ball up the kerb and on to the pavement in order to score. There were usually twelve of us there. Danny and Billy Morgan, the best players, picked the teams; the standard was very good, because Billy went on to join Belfast Celtic and a couple of the others joined Distillery or Glenavon.’ Danny had an insatiable appetite for the game, playing whenever he could and for whoever would have him. Once he demonstrated his command of the game, he was always in demand, writing later, ‘When I was a boy we were always having a game, in the street with lampposts as goals or on wasteground with coats as goalposts. Our ammunition varied. Sometimes it was a rubber ball, or a cloth ball, maybe a paper ball and, very occasionally, a real caseball . . . we could always be found playing football. Why, I even remember playing three games on some Saturdays – for the school in the morning, the Boys Brigade in the afternoon and for the local team in the evening.’


The step up to the Boys Brigade provided the first big challenge for Danny, who recalled feeling out of his depth. Playing for the local side at the age of eleven, he was physically disadvantaged, for some of the other teams included lads who were three or four years older, a huge gap at that age. Unable to cope with the pace of the game, Danny was all at sea for a time; it was almost a case of a boy playing against men. If this taught him anything it was to place a premium on skill and swiftness of thought rather than simple brute strength. If he was to beat the swifter and stronger, he had to do so with intelligent running and incisive passing. Boys Brigade games certainly taught him to read the game, a knowledge that he brought back to the Ravenscroft side. Having started as an outside-right before moving inside, he ended his days at the school as ‘a roving centre-half’. In addition, he began to bring his new tactical awareness to bear on the school team, as Ronald Murdock recalls: ‘He thought of nothing but football, football, football. When it was time for a school game, before the school sports master had come round, Danny had put up on the blackboard all the different moves that you could make. The headmaster, Mr Rogers, asked the sports master, “Do you understand this?” And he said, “I don’t understand one thing he has on that board!” Even then, as a boy, he was so far ahead. He was a very, very good footballer. You could see that this was his game, that his ideas were very clever. When he spoke about the game, which was often, his eyes lit up and he was very eloquent.’


By now Danny had a younger brother with whom he could enjoy a kickabout, often playing on a piece of wasteground on Castlereagh Road that was later to be graced by George Best, among others. Danny’s brother Jackie was born on 7 March 1933, and as the decade came to a close, he found himself roped in with Danny’s way of thinking: ‘He’d get me up at six o’clock in the morning to go training with him, and by the time I was six he had me out helping him deliver newspapers on his own little news round!’ The paper round had come into being to finance a new bike, which allowed him to travel further afield than his own little corner of Belfast. Pretty soon, he was offered far more scope for travel, when his age of innocence was rudely interrupted in September 1939 with the outbreak of war. Still just thirteen at the time, Danny remained at Ravenscroft, playing in some representative matches. As Ronald Murdock explains, schoolboy internationals were put on hold for the duration: ‘We had interschool matches in those days because of the war, because, of course, the English schoolboys couldn’t come across. If you played in those, it was like an international cap! I was fortunate enough to play with him in a couple of those games, though never with the same skill that he had!’


Six months later, in March 1940, Danny left Ravenscroft, but his aptitude for all things academic was rewarded with the offer of a scholarship to the Belfast College of Technology to take a general education course. As he pointed out in his autobiography, there was no suggestion that this three-year course would lead him into a university education, as there was no way his father could afford to send him there. Danny really went to college to learn a trade so that he might pay his way at home. More to the point, with the war raging across Europe, he wanted to get involved and make his mark, and education took a back seat in his thoughts. As methodical as always in his preparation, he joined the Air Training Corps, an organization designed to give youngsters of pre-military age the chance to do training exercises and understand the rudiments of life in the services rather than being simply dropped in at the deep end when they enlisted or were conscripted. His reasoning was typical: ‘Stimulated by the reported exploits of the RAF fighter-pilots I joined the Air Training Corps with an eye on future glory.’ Around the same time Danny left college too, realizing that without a hope of a university place at the end of it, further education was futile. An uncle found him a place as an apprentice electrician at Gallaher’s tobacco factory, an employer renowned for the quality of its workforce.


By the spring of 1941 the war was having a massive impact on everyday life in Belfast, although, as Ronald Murdock says, ‘During that time there was a lovely spirit about the place, people were so helpful to one another in a way you’d never have dreamt of prior to that.’ The docks were obviously a major target for Goering’s forces, and the east of the city took a regular and appalling pounding. Had there not been an aircraft carrier berthed in the docks, enabling its crew to fight back with withering anti-aircraft fire, the damage might have been far worse than it was, though it was still considerable. The Blanchflowers were among those who suffered the most, their house being destroyed along with many others, while John was away fighting in France. The family was briefly evacuated to the surrounding countryside, though Danny stayed on in the city and joined the ARP as a cycle messenger, a brief spell which reinforced his distaste for authority figures, many of whom he felt grew pompous with the trappings of office. The war’s most intolerable imposition on him seemed to be the collapse of organized football, with most junior competitions suspended. As a result he found it very difficult to get a game of any quality beyond the normal kickabout at work during the lunch break.


Again, Danny seized the initiative when he was offered a set of football shirts for ten shillings. By the summer of 1941 he had set up his own club, Bloomfield United, named after his home district. In his autobiography, Danny states that the team was made up of fellow workers and those ‘of my neighbourhood acquaintanceship’, though one opponent, John Fulton, recalls that ‘Danny’s team consisted of Air Force cadets. We met in the East Belfast Summer League – I played for the 19th Boys Club – at the Grangefield Playing Fields.’ That league was set up partly at Danny’s instigation too, so that the teams might have some semblance of an organization on which to rely. Having a proper league structure to play in also meant that players took games more seriously and were more likely to give up their free time to play. Quickly, Danny made a reputation for himself and came to the attention of the local professional sides. It was Glentoran, home of Peter Doherty, who first approached Danny early in 1942, just before his sixteenth birthday. The team secretary Sammy Weir offered Danny the chance to sign amateur forms for the club, an offer he accepted with alacrity. However, this was not quite the opportunity he had dreamed of. Once again, he found himself in trouble, too small to compete with the powerful men who played for the Glens.


As he had with the Boys Brigade team, Danny soon drifted away from Glentoran, discouraged at the gulf which existed between him and the more mature footballers that surrounded him. Inevitably, he had been unable to break into the Glentoran side and found himself to be little more than a camp follower, helping out behind the scenes rather than playing on the field. He could not bear to miss out on playing the game and so returned to Bloomfield to continue his footballing education. To some, this may seem like a lack of ambition, even courage, but that’s far from the case. While others might have chosen to carry on fighting against the odds, Danny’s logical mind soon concluded that an unequal struggle was a pointless one. If he continued to follow Glentoran around he would lose valuable match practice – playing against senior professionals would mean him rarely seeing the ball and having still less time to dwell on it. For Danny, the story of David and Goliath was a fluke result and, as the small David, he was sensible enough to see that the odds were stacked in favour of the Goliaths. Underdogs might win every now and then but with nothing to even up the contest, it wasn’t a likely outcome. He retreated to play with those who were his equal, learning far more about the game that way. This was not cowardice nor evidence of a lack of relish for a fight, but hard-headed realism – it was this line of thought that later led him to shy away from football management when again he realized that the odds would be too heavily set against him doing things his way.


Danny proved that he was always ready to fight his corner when he joined up, Jackie recalling that ‘he forged his age to get into the RAF’. Given the need for men to help the war effort, the authorities were happy to turn a blind eye to such youthful ambition and so Danny found no difficulty in enlisting as a trainee navigator. Part of his training involved studying for and then taking a special RAF ATC examination covering English, mathematics, mechanics, physics and electricity. He passed through this course on 11 December 1943. In turn, this meant he won a scholarship to St Andrews University in Scotland, offering him the opportunity both to travel away from Northern Ireland and to further his education. He arrived in Scotland for yet another short course run by the university under the Air Ministry Training Scheme in April 1944. He remained there until his exams in September that year, with the proviso that he should return at the end of the war to complete his studies. He studied mathematics, mechanics, physics and electricity and applied kinematics, and while there he made an impression on those around him. His tutors made special reference to his being a ‘steady worker who fully justified his special entry. Thoughtful and mature’ was the considered verdict. Achieving above average marks once more, he was recommended for a Commission in the General Duties Branch of the Royal Air Force.


Naturally, it wasn’t all work at St Andrews, for Danny was soon installed in the university football team and managed to make time to play a range of other sports such as rugby, hockey, squash, badminton and table tennis. In addition, swayed by the historical connotations of St Andrews, he took up golf and began a lifelong affair with a game for which he felt almost the same passion as football. The very nature of St Andrews and university life also made a great mark on him. He wrote later of ‘the wearing of the scarlet gown, the adult approach, the pursuit of knowledge, the casually accepted respect for honoured customs – both riotous and hallowed . . . this cultured charm’. At last he found himself in the adult world he had craved for so long, putting behind him the irritations of childhood. This was the chance to enjoy stimulating conversation about issues of real import, to enjoy his sport, to feel independent. The very fact that he had lied about his age to get into the RAF shows just how keen he was to leave his youth behind him and embark on the adventures that might lie ahead. This is further underlined by the fact that there was no conscription in Northern Ireland and he could have sat the war out had he chosen to do so. His decision to join up was a brave and principled one which emphasized his yearning for glory, for the company of those who might teach him something of value and for the stimuli of new experiences.


After spending months travelling around the military training camps of England, Danny was finally posted overseas, to Canada, in the spring of 1945. He was based at the navigation school in Rivers but before he had completed basic training out there, the war was over. He and his unit were shipped home in August and saw out the year in Docking near King’s Lynn, where he was berthed alongside Richard Burton. Essentially he and his colleagues were now killing time and Danny was able to play as much football as he liked, which was plenty. Coming home on leave for Christmas, the former Irish international Johnny Geary invited him to turn out for Glentoran. Danny quickly impressed during the course of a reserve game. The three years he’d had away from the club had allowed him to grow to manhood so that he could now compete for the ball. In addition, the intensive physical training schedule he had lived with in the RAF meant that he was now far stronger than the rather frail character that had first turned out for practice with the side in 1942. The change in his game was all for the good. He’d always been a talented ball player but he now had the necessary physique to back it up. After just one reserve outing, Danny was promoted to the first team and made his senior debut for Glentoran against Belfast Celtic, playing as an inside-forward.
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