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PREFACE: 


ITEMS OF A LIFE


‘And should we need a memory, there’s Wembley’s masterclass


Where Bally’s deft, determined feet touched every blade of grass,


Then Hurst is in the middle as the swelling voices sing


And a sparky lad from Lancashire is racing down the wing’


– from a poem sent to the Ball family, author unidentified


The socks. Red, rolled down around ankles as the legs they once covered set off yet again towards the right corner flag. Short-sighted Nobby Stiles has barely seen the run, yet a flash of ginger hair acts as a beacon and he delivers a long ball down the wing. Exploiting the space offered by West German defenders wearied by the demands of extra-time, Alan Ball never breaks stride. He crosses first time for Geoff Hurst to turn and score what will be the most debated as well as the most important goal in his country’s football history. England will soon be the 1966 World Cup winners; 21-year-old Ball – a boy offered a career at Blackpool after his hometown club Bolton Wanderers told him he was too small – their youngest hero.


‘He was probably the best player that day and if it had not been for his impact the result could have been totally different,’ Bobby Charlton argues, while Stiles remembers that ‘he covered every blade of grass; he was unbelievable’. For younger sceptics needing modern-day statistical proof, when football analysts Opta study the game in 2014 they find that Ball has made more effective attacking passes than anyone else in the match.


The boots. White. Painted, we find out later, because he doesn’t like to wear the model he is being paid to use, and with which he quickly becomes synonymous. It’s a sunny afternoon at Stamford Bridge when he unveils them, helping new League champions Everton to victory over FA Cup winners Chelsea in the Charity Shield. By now, Ball is operating at the peak of his powers, the heartbeat of one of the most celebrated midfield trios in English football.


More than four decades later, as you approach Goodison Park from the south, Stanley Park on your right, the flank of the Main Stand will greet you with a huge poster celebrating the ‘Holy Trinity’. Ball is flanked by Howard Kendall and Colin Harvey, the way in which they most often lined up, with Ball given licence to move forward to score 79 goals in 251 games for the club. To watch Ball on a good day at Everton is to feel as though you are spying on a session of one- and two-touch training, his sharp mind, innate sense of his surroundings and his snooker player’s eye for angles allowing him to decide on his delivery before the ball arrives. Lawrie McMenemy, his future manager, observes, ‘In his early career he was a runner, a scrapper, a fighter. At the end of his career he became the best one-touch footballer in the game.’


On this day at Chelsea, the speed of his footwork is emphasised by the bright boots that will initiate a fashion trend, even though Ball himself wears them for only two seasons. The first goal, a shot from the edge of the box by Alan Whittle after an Everton break, typifies Ball’s contribution. It is he who carries the play from one end to another, receiving the ball from his defenders, playing it second touch to Harvey, sprinting diagonally to take a return pass and laying it, third touch, to Whittle on his left.


It is the perfect example of Ball’s style. Not for him the pause and then the languid 40-yard pass beyond the full-backs. One touch, pass, move into space for a return, first-time ball. Move on again, further and further up the field. If the 21st-century purveyors of the defence-splitting pass from deep are often likened to American football quarterbacks, then Ball is the running back: advancing his team relentlessly a few yards at a time; picking away at the defence, exposing vulnerabilities; never retreating, never resting. It is not so fanciful to imagine him playing ‘tiki-taka’ alongside Iniesta and Xavi in the Barcelona midfield that will redefine the game in the 21st century. ‘It was really Alan who made the partnership with me and Colin work as well as it did,’ Kendall will testify.


The suit. Thick and woollen for a winter’s day. As he leans back in his chair in the Highbury boardroom, Ball reveals a six-button waistcoat topped by a fat-knotted silk tie. The perfect attire for a young man completing an important piece of business: his £220,000 transfer to Arsenal; a move that – as inexplicable now as it was in 1971 – breaks the hearts of Everton fans.


A disclaimer here. Ball’s signing is one of the most exciting things to happen to a young Arsenal fan like me. Aged 10 when I hear of his arrival at Highbury, I already harbour a soft spot for Everton because the primary school team I play for wears the same colours; blue shirts with white collar, white shorts, white socks. I’ve pestered my parents into buying me a pair of the white Hummel boots endorsed by Ball. Now Arsenal are taking the kind of flashy, impulsive action I have never previously witnessed from them by breaking the British transfer record. The debate that will continue to rage among fans of my vintage is whether the presence of a touch player like Ball forces the Gunners to abandon, mistakenly, the direct style that has brought them the Double, or whether they persist with such methods too much to maximise his presence in their midfield.


‘In my opinion he was one of Arsenal’s greatest players of all time,’ says Liam Brady, whose influential Highbury career is launched alongside Ball. ‘Although we didn’t win any trophies when Alan was here, he was still a fantastic player.’


The shirt. White, but trimmed with blue and red and bearing an Admiral logo; the manifestation of a new England era led by the commercially astute Don Revie. Ball, damp but delighted, is pictured sharing a joke with debutant Alan Hudson at the end of his first match as national captain, another Wembley win against West Germany.


Ball was in his prime when England went out to their old foes in the quarter-finals of the 1970 World Cup. Three years later he became his country’s first player sent off in a World Cup match during a defeat in Poland that proved ultimately ruinous for Sir Alf Ramsey. After a period out of the team, Revie brings him back, makes him captain for an unbeaten six-game run that begins by beating the world champions and ends with a thumping of Scotland. And then he sacks him, without telling him, terminating a 72-game England career.


The shorts. Tight and black. And short; this being the early 1980s, when nylon seems to be in scarce supply at football kit manufacturers. So short that, as Ball stands at McMenemy’s left shoulder in a 1981 Southampton team line-up, the lace that pulls them tight hangs down to the lower hem like a sporran. The legs protruding from them are stockier than those that gambolled across Wembley in 1966 and by now Ball uses them to take up deep positions from where he can probe and prompt, rather than racing all over the field. They can still deliver a decent cross, though, like the one that helps set up a goal in Southampton’s victory over Stoke City in March of that season, extending their stay at the top of the First Division.


Ball first arrives at The Dell late in 1976, leading them back to the top flight and to a League Cup final. After his first unsuccessful venture into management at Blackpool, he has returned and, with Kevin Keegan as skipper, Southampton reach the summit of English football for the first time. ‘I played with him when he was 36,’ says Keegan. ‘I’d already been European Footballer of the Year twice, but he could teach me things I never even thought about.’


Southampton’s title challenge doesn’t last much beyond that win against Stoke, but the final significant stop on Ball’s playing career has been a triumph; another club where few all-time teams will be compiled without the inclusion of his name. It is not a new phenomenon. An internet site devoted to Blackpool will name him the ninth greatest player in the club’s history. Similar projects at Everton regularly place only Dixie Dean alongside him in their particular pantheon. Even at Arsenal, where he won no medals, the club’s official website places him at number 45 in a list of historic greats voted for by digital-age fans.


The watch. ‘We’re up. Kill this game off. Do whatever you can.’ The fateful words that Ball, manager of Manchester City, rasps out at midfielder Steve Lomas as he sees time running out on the final day of the 1995–96 Premier League season. Having witnessed his team fight back from two goals down against Liverpool, Ball has been informed that Southampton are losing at home to Wimbledon, a result that means City’s point is enough to save them. Following orders like the good trooper he is, Lomas gains possession and heads to the corner flag with a singleness of purpose; to waste as much time as possible. But Ball’s information is wrong. Niall Quinn, watching events unfold on a television in the changing room, knows it. He races back to the dug-out to scream that Southampton are not losing and what precious little time remains needs to be used in pursuit of a goal, not running down the clock in the corner.


It is too late. City are relegated and the episode becomes as symbolic of Ball’s managerial career as the white boots of his playing days. Ball will even adopt it as a staple of his after-dinner routine: ‘I saw an old lady in Manchester struggling with her shopping, so I went up and asked her, “Can you manage, love?” She said, “A bit better than you!” ’


In its rundown of the worst coaching performances of recent years the Guardian writes, ‘Alan Ball is quite simply an awful manager.’ It is a harsh assessment. Ask Portsmouth fans what they think of him or prompt Southampton followers to recall a great Premier League escape, and you will struggle to believe they are discussing the same manager of whom Manchester City supporters have such painful memories.


Yet it remains a fact that Ball has seven spells as manager of six clubs and five times his teams are involved in relegation seasons, although he is not always still around when the final points are lost. That there are promotions and survivals along the way merely emphasises that his days in charge of football clubs are mostly spent a rung or two down the ladder from the heights of his playing career. For someone who defines himself as ‘a winner’ – and has the medals to prove it – it is a difficult reality to deal with. ‘He was unlucky in his timing,’ says his son, Jimmy, referring to his stints at Stoke City and, in particular, in Manchester. ‘That club was at the stage when it was going to go down. It could have been anyone and the outcome would have been the same.’ As Joe Royle, himself a future Manchester City manager, puts it, ‘Alan was caught up in a very political club at that time.’


The cap. Flat, in Harris Tweed. Placed forlornly on top of the flag of St George that is draped over Alan Ball’s coffin. It has been a fixture of his managerial career and now it is a poignant symbol of his premature death at the age of 61. A death that occurs by heart attack while he is fighting a late-night garden fire at his home; a heart that has already been broken by the loss three years earlier of Lesley, the childhood sweetheart to whom he was married for 37 years. She was diagnosed with cancer while daughter Mandy was already fighting an ultimately successful battle against the same wicked disease. It is easy to assume that it has all been too much for Ball to take; ironic when one remembers the warrior-like qualities that were as much of his game on the field as his instinctive touch on the ball.


On a bright spring day in 2007, thousands stand outside Winchester Cathedral, many in the shirts of Ball’s old teams, as a roll call of British football’s hierarchy make their way inside for a funeral. ‘He had a great aura about him; he really was a smashing chap,’ says Francis Lee, Ball’s former England teammate and his boss at Manchester City. ‘A superstar without any ego,’ asserts McMenemy. ‘You don’t get many of them. It wasn’t an effort to be nice; he was genuinely nice.’ Former international and club colleagues, adversaries and managers are followed into the cathedral by the coffin, topped by that cap. To some it seems an odd choice; the emblem of the more challenging part of Alan Ball’s career.


If only they could have found the boots. Those beautiful white boots.


 


Such flashbacks come thick and fast on a June morning in 2016 that does nothing to dispel Manchester’s meteorological reputation. Rain is falling as the doors of the National Football Museum are opened for the launch of an exhibition to honour the team that won the World Cup 50 years earlier. A couple of hours ago, the nation’s attention was half a mile away at Manchester Town Hall for the formal announcement of the European Union referendum result – a ‘Brexit’ outcome that has left half the country believing it can now return to those days when it did indeed rule the world and the other half fearful of ensuing years of hurt.


Yet nostalgia shoves politics to the sidelines as 1966 heroes Sir Bobby Charlton, Roger Hunt and Jimmy Armfield arrive at the museum; joined by Alan Ball’s children, Mandy Byrne, Keely Allan and Jimmy Ball, and four grandsons. The family members gather on the plaza outside the glass-fronted building to inspect the bronze-coloured paving plate bearing Ball’s likeness, one of 11 laid on the venue’s new ‘Walk of Fame’ in recognition of the players who beat West Germany at Wembley. Other stars of the sport are similarly honoured, from Best and Pelé to Zidane and Messi, but it is the men who played for Sir Alf Ramsey – who, of course, has his own memorial – who are the stars of today’s event.


Not that one character would necessarily agree with that. As the Ball family are being pictured and filmed, they are photo-bombed by long-haired Willie Nelson lookalike and renowned sporting artist, 82-year-old Paul Trevillion, the man whose distinctive drawings have been reproduced on the commemorative plates. ‘He was the man!’ he screeches from under his leather cowboy hat. ‘He never stopped running.’


Safely inside, away from the persistent drizzle, the dignitaries are taken off for their own private tour of the exhibition. The Ball family walk respectfully behind the ex-England players, although Keely takes a discreet photo of her two sons with Sir Bobby, and Armfield chats in the lift about being at Alan’s wedding to Lesley. He can’t fail to recognise 16-year-old Louie, with his red curls, as a direct descendant of his former Blackpool and England teammate.


The exhibits are a delight. The tournament mascot, a lion called World Cup Willie, has his own section, complete with a reproduced magazine advert declaring that ‘Bobby Moore Plays Willie Football’. Alongside all the memorabilia and artefacts, the displays relating to the major matches, a graphical timeline of 30 July and various video presentations, there is a wall-mounted glass cabinet devoted to each member of the World Cup-winning team. In Ball’s display case is an international cap and the white number seven shirt in which he scored his first England goal in Sweden in 1965. Underneath it is reproduced a quote from the great journalist Hugh McIlvanney: ‘His energy observed no natural law. The more he expended, the more he appeared to have.’


Once the tour is over, attention turns to the stage in the museum’s entrance hall, in front of which a mixture of England fans and puzzled-looking tourists are standing and waiting. Ball’s son and daughters are invited to sit to one side of event host Geoff Shreeves, to whose right are seated Charlton, Hunt and Armfield. After Shreeves has urged the audience to put the ‘overnight uncertainty’ behind them, he explains that the Walk of Fame inductees have been voted on by the public and drawn by the man who became known to football fans in the 1970s largely for his ‘You Are The Ref’ illustrations in Shoot!, the magazine for which Ball was a columnist for several years.


Invited to the microphone, Trevillion makes proceedings sound like a political rally. ‘I saw these men play,’ he bellows. ‘I was there.’ Always the showman – he worked as a stand-up comedian and was even responsible for the famous sock tags worn by Don Revie’s Leeds United – he ends up shaking and crying with emotion as he yells his pride at sharing the stage with such illustrious figures; his passion as evident as his skill with a pencil. ‘Alan Ball was my best friend in football; he was man of the match in 1966,’ he screams, microphone superfluous at this point. He turns towards Jimmy, Keely and Mandy and urges, ‘Come on, stand up.’ They shift uncomfortably, rising slowly and reluctantly.


Eventually, Jimmy is invited to explain to Shreeves what the 1966 final had meant to his father. ‘It passed him by so quickly,’ he says. ‘But he was immensely proud of his part in it.’ Shreeves then tells the audience, ‘Alan Ball was the finest after-dinner speaker I ever saw. For 40 minutes, without a note, he portrayed perfectly what [winning the World Cup] meant to people in the squad. By the end, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house.’


The event breaks up. Fans disperse to visit the exhibition; the younger Ball family members head off to outscore each other on the museum’s interactive penalty shoot-out; and Jimmy chats to various members of the media. The morning has reaffirmed the place Alan Ball continues to occupy in the fabric of his country’s football history. Elsewhere, rehearsals are taking place for a play, Ball of Fire, that will relate the story of his life to theatre audiences in the north-west.


‘In makes me proud but makes me very sad as well,’ says Keely. ‘It makes me miss him even more.’ Yet she has seen her father kept alive in the exhibits; the memories they provoke and the strong feelings they stir. Jimmy concludes, ‘I was emotional in a couple of places, but not sad. We are pleased that some people who wouldn’t even know who he is will see the exhibition. Young kids might see this and ask their parents, “Who was Alan Ball?” For us as a family, that legacy is something that makes us very proud.’


And that, as Trevillion would undoubtedly concur, is something to shout about.
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BIG DREAMS


‘Even the smallest person can change the course of the future’ 


– J.R.R. Tolkien, The Fellowship of the Ring


 


Time, along with town planning, has done its best to brush over the footprints of much of Alan Ball’s early life. Farnworth Grammar School, where he spent his time in the classroom dreaming of life as a professional footballer, no longer sits alongside the A6053. The school closed in 1983 and was demolished five years later. On that same stretch of road, which sends residents of Ball’s hometown on their way to Bolton two miles to the north, the locals used to be able to drink in the Rose and Crown, the pub run by his father. But, having later become the RAC Club, it stopped pulling in pints in 2010 and began painting toenails instead when a beauty salon moved in. Even the patch of recreation ground where one of England’s World Cup winners learned the fundamentals of his trade in endless matches with his mates now bears the sign: No Ball Games.


But just as Ball was a renowned fighter in life, challenging those who thought he was too small to amount to anything in football, so, in death, he has defiantly re-established a presence on the Farnworth landscape. In 2008 a commemorative blue plaque, funded by his former clubs, was placed by Bolton and District Civic Trust on the house where he was born; a semi-detached home in Brookhouse Avenue that used to be owned by his grandparents.


Meanwhile, just beyond the town hall and library, a short walk north-west from where his father’s name once sat above the pub door, the words ‘Alan Ball House’ now appear in large white capital letters on the red bricks of what used to be the Evangelical Baptist Church. Constructed early in the twentieth century, the building had sat unloved and vandalised for several years until developers converted it into a block of twelve apartments. Paul Lister, who was given the blessing of his hero’s family for the proposed name, has done Ball’s memory proud. As well as retaining the stain-glassed interior dome and renovating the high-arched timber-framed windows that look out to the park across the road, the building also displays an England three-lions shield, a football and, delightfully, a facsimile of a pair of white Hummel football boots. And the fact that it is a Grade 2 listed building means Alan Ball is now officially part of the country’s architectural heritage as well as its sporting history.


Alan James Ball arrived into the world the same bundle of red-haired energy that he would remain throughout his 61 years, on 12 May 1945, four days after VE Day had signalled the end of six years of war in Europe. Britain was still in the midst of the kind of collective national celebration that it would not see again until Ball and ten teammates achieved another victory over the Germans, sporting this time, 21 years later.


That football was to be the biggest factor in his life was never in doubt, given that his father was obsessive about the sport. ‘All he wanted me to be was a footballer because of his love of the game,’ Ball would recall. ‘I never met anyone as fanatical about football as my dad.’


A wing-half or inside-forward of limited natural gifts, James Alan Ball, aged only 20 when he became a father, would get no further up the professional ladder than some reserve-team games for Birmingham City and a handful of matches for Southport, Oldham Athletic and Rochdale. Known as Alan – ‘senior’ being added once his son’s renown exceeded his own – his ambition for a top-level career on the field was transferred to his first-born from the moment word of his arrival reached him while on military duty in Germany. ‘Within minutes I had decided to make him a great footballer,’ Ball senior admitted. ‘When I got home and saw his little red head, I knew immediately what I wanted him to be – a perpetual motion player. And everyone seeing him moving all the time because of that red hair.’


Nothing was left to chance. Family members would be contacted before birthdays and Christmas with instructions that presents should be selected with the furtherance of young Alan’s sporting education in mind. Football boots were purchased almost as soon as he could walk; later came the Newcastle United shirt he wore proudly while playing with his mates.


‘I knew at birthdays and Christmas what Alan was going to get,’ recalls his sister Carol, two years younger than her brother. ‘I knew it would be a round parcel, or kit or cricket bats. Anything to do with sport. That was the way Alan wanted it. He loved his cricket, he boxed when he was a young lad and he liked swimming. But it was mainly football.’


Few would deviate from the approved gift list. In fact, not many would argue with Alan senior about anything once he had set his mind on a particular course. Even when he first met his future wife and was told her name was Violet Duckworth, he declared, ‘What sort of a name is that? You’ll never be a Violet to me. You will always be Valerie.’ Thus, she was Val for the whole of her married life.


Carol paints a vivid picture of life in the Ball household, where competition was never far from the surface. ‘Dad was always doing mini games. Maybe if he had a weekend off it would be, “Right, we are going to race.” He even got my mum into it as well. He would make us race up the side street and then he would make a long-jump pit, which I was good at; better than Alan. He didn’t like that, our Alan. Dad would laugh at him and say, “Your sister is better than you!” He was very competitive, but we loved it. It wasn’t like he forced us into it.’


Ball senior’s view of parenting, as explained to Val, was ‘a girl for you, a boy for me’. Carol doesn’t contradict that entirely, but makes it clear that she never felt neglected by her father. ‘He did take an interest in me, especially if I excelled at something. Later on, when I was in senior school, I started to do long jump and running and he turned up at school sports days, which I was thrilled about. He did encourage me. He took me up to Bolton Harriers, and when I took to horse riding he used to come to the stables to watch me ride. But in the early days I was with my mum more than my dad, and Alan was with him all the time.’


Ball spent some of the time while his father was away in the armed forces living in the same house as his uncle Trevor in Bentinck Street, Farnworth. His dad’s brother was only six years older than young Alan and their relationship was more that of brothers than uncle and nephew. ‘He used to follow me around,’ Trevor recalled. ‘He was very young when he started showing promise as a footballer. He never did anything else but kick a ball around and even as a child he was focused.’


While barely more than a toddler, Alan would spend an hour every evening kicking a rolling ball back to his father, a ritual that continued until he was five. It was then that he was taken to the family doctor for a thorough check-up, including tests on his heart, to reassure his father that ‘he would respond to anything I asked him to do in training’.


By that time, Ball junior, a pupil at St Peter’s Church of England School, was already experiencing his first taste of professional football, taken along to watch his dad play for Southport and plonked on the bench.


The one thing his dad could not control, though, was physiology. Alan junior was a sprite. ‘I knew him from when he was about eight,’ explains Carl Davenport, a year older than Ball as they grew up in Farnworth. ‘I used to go down to a park near us, Doe Hey, where they had posts, and I said, “Come round one morning.” We had a goalkeeper and we had Alan on the wing crossing to me. He was useless. I said, “Don’t bother coming again.” He was only small and he couldn’t lift the ball into the middle. We did play together a few more times after that, but he was too small for anyone to think he was going to be any good.’


Ball senior simply accepted that what his son lacked in height and strength would have to be compensated for by heart and skill. The less Alan grew, the harder he was pushed by his dad. He happily suffered deliberate kicks on the shin from his father – ‘that is how he learned to stand up to everything in the tough midfield areas’ – and was forced to endure hours of heading practice until he could execute this skill without shutting his eyes. ‘I remember him heading that ball until his forehead was bleeding slightly,’ said his dad, the kind of remark that would alert social services these days, but was indicative of the commitment of both teacher and pupil.


‘I remember once Dad tied Alan’s leg to a drainpipe,’ Carol laughs. ‘He couldn’t kick the ball very well with his left foot so he was rolling the ball to him and he could only kick with one foot. My mum went out and they had this unholy row. Alan was going, “Mum, I am OK. I need to kick with my left foot.” People must think my dad was so cruel, but Alan loved it. Alan used to run up and down the stairs when we lived in a two-up, two-down. We would be sitting around playing board games and next minute he would get up. They were very steep stairs in those old houses and he would be up and down and it was really annoying. Dad used to tell him to do that because it would strengthen his legs.’


Even paper-rounds were viewed as an opportunity for extra training, Alan being instructed to deliver the newspapers on foot rather than taking the easy option of using his bicycle. ‘His dad used to frighten the life out of me,’ admits future Blackpool colleague and housemate Hugh Fisher. ‘Sometimes, Bally used to say to me after games, “Do you want to come back to Bolton and we will have a night out?” In the car, his dad was always on his case, telling him he had to be better. He looked a hard guy, but Bally always spoke highly of him and he obviously thrived on it. Alan was a very strong character, even from a young age, and could deal with it.’


It would have been easy for the son to rebel against his father. How often does a child push back against the force with which a parent shoves them down a certain career path? Yet where others might have found resistance and resentment, Ball revealed to his father only determination and dedication. ‘My mentor, coach, adviser, critic, psychologist, disciplinarian and caring father,’ was how Ball came to describe his dad. He took pride in telling the story of his mum getting angry at him for wearing the sole off one half of a new pair of sandals by playing football in them, only for his father to offer easy forgiveness when he discovered it was the shoe he wore on that weaker left foot that he’d damaged through diligent practice.


In a 1999 interview with the BBC, Ball admitted that ‘the demands of my father were very, very high’. Yet he continued, ‘He was my Svengali. He was quite fantastic in moulding me into what he wanted to be. I think he just failed in being a real top player and he wanted, as a lot of people have said, to live his life through his son. I didn’t really have a childhood other than football.’ Ball remembered his father explaining to him, ‘I always took the big stick to you, but if you had not responded I would have gone another way to get out of you what I could see in your ability.’


Carol confirms, ‘They had a fantastic relationship. When Dad was out or at work, Alan used to sit at the window with his ball waiting for him to come home. My dad genuinely believed he would be a top player one day, but he never told Alan. He wouldn’t say anything to me because he didn’t want Alan to know, but my mum told me later, “Your dad really believed Alan would make it because he committed himself. He didn’t want Alan to think he was going to be a top player in case he stopped everything.” He obviously had talent, but it didn’t come that easily. Once or twice, Alan wanted to go off with the lads and he wasn’t really allowed to. But he wasn’t right keen on doing that anyway.’


So legendary did that father–son relationship become that it is easy to overlook the role of Ball’s mother in creating a stable home environment amid the typical upheaval created by a husband pursuing a career in football management. ‘My mum was a very gentle person, complete opposite to my dad,’ Carol explains. ‘She could be strict, but not very often. She was pretty quiet; a pretty shy person. She would not go out if you got into trouble on the street. You might have a bit of bother with someone, but when you went to see her she would just say, “Well, go out and hit them back.” Some other mothers would come out screaming at you, but she would never do that. She was a lady. She did teach us a lot about values in life, about right and wrong. And she always had everything very clean. If you took one thing off at night, it would be there ironed and ready for you the next morning. She always gave us a lot of hugs and was very warm and loving. Alan loved his mum.


‘We lived by Dad’s rules and my mum went along with that. My dad was a man’s man and I hardly ever saw her argue with him. But they were brilliant together. He used to do funny things, like the weekend he had been away on football and he came back on the Monday morning and he’d brought her these crystal glasses. “There you are, Val,” he said. “Some lovely wine glasses.” She said, “I know where you got them from. You get them with so much petrol down the road.” That was my dad, but she used to laugh at it. Dad used to take the mickey out of my mum and she gave him as much back, but it was all in fun. They were great parents. My dad was fantastic to be with. When he was out of his football crowd and it was just the four of us in the house he was really funny. We used to really belly laugh at him. I loved that part of him. He wouldn’t act like that outside; he was quite a hard man out of the house. But he had us all laughing.’


Far from being driven to shy away from football, Ball junior couldn’t get enough of it. When the family went on holiday to Spain, he was immediately arranging matches between their hotel and the neighbouring ones, eagerly pinning team sheets up on the notice board. Forced sometimes to look after his younger sister, he even got her involved in his games of football. ‘I am very sporty anyhow,’ says Carol, ‘but I was usually the goalpost. I used to have to stand there with one of my friends. I used to join in when I could, but when he didn’t need me to make a side up I had to go.


‘He was always the best kid in the gang. But when we used to pick sides he always picked the poorest players. He would even sometimes have me. Usually, when you pick sides you want the best players, so I asked him about it years later and he said, “Dad always said to play against the best. That is how you will learn.” ’


Once Ball senior had moved the family to Oswestry for a three-year stint as player-manager, which he coupled with running the King’s Head pub, his son’s immersion in football became even deeper. Even though only nine years old, young Alan was allowed to change and train with the team and even – something unthinkable in modern times for any number of reasons – share the communal bath with them.


It was a welcome distraction, given that he went through an understandably unsettling period in the early days of his residency in the town on the Welsh border. ‘It was the only time it was difficult having a dad who kept changing jobs,’ Carol recalls. ‘When we went to Oswestry we had this broad northern accent and they didn’t take to us; they thought we were foreigners. In those days, people didn’t go very far away from home and we thought we were in a foreign country because of the way they spoke. We weren’t very happy at first and didn’t have many friends. I remember one incident when Alan was in the playground playing football and he got in a fight with a boy because he was just too good for them. A teacher grabbed Alan by the jersey and picked him up and threw him into the school. I didn’t know why he had done that because both boys were to blame. Anyway, the whistle went and we were back in class and the next minute the door opened and Alan walked in and he said, “Come on, Carol, we are going home,” and we walked out. When I told my dad why were home, he marched up to the school and told them that we felt we were being picked on because of our accent. But as time went on we made friends and fitted in quite well and our accents changed. When we went back to Lancashire, people said, “Don’t you speak funny?” ’


Natural brightness, rather than any great resolve in the classroom, saw Ball pass his 11-plus examination and take up a place at Oswestry Boys High School. At a grammar school like this the teachers were unimpressed with a pupil who had thoughts of nothing but football. According to school friend John Foster, ‘The teachers would say to us, “What are you going to do when you leave school?” and, of course, you hadn’t got a clue really so you’d say something that might impress them. But Alan would say, “I’m going to be a professional footballer and I’m going to play for England,” and it was – whack! – “set your sights on something realistic, lad.” ’


Foster explained after his friend’s death that ‘Alan was something special because you just couldn’t get the ball off him. Although there were 30 chasing him, the ball was stuck to his foot.’ But despite his obvious ability and a general athletic prowess that saw him running in cross-country events for his school and swimming for Shropshire, his lack of stature meant that a place in the school football team was not immediately forthcoming. He even had a go at boxing, explaining that ‘it meant I could look after myself and somehow helped my footwork on the football pitch’. His ring coach, Jock Shaw, told his father that he displayed enough natural timing and talent to have a promising future.


Meanwhile, membership of the Oswestry Parish Church Choir at least gave Ball the opportunity to turn out for their football team. ‘We were playing one day,’ said Foster, ‘and Alan’s dad came to watch him. Young Alan said to me, “Dad’s going to give me sixpence for every goal I score.” He scored fifteen goals, which in old money was seven and six, and his dad gave him three half-crowns.’


His school team could not resist for much longer. Future Blackpool teammate Glyn James, another Oswestry pupil, recalls, ‘We had a sixth form there so we had boys up to 18 in the team. I got in there in the third year, but Bally got in during the second year. He was streets ahead of anybody there. His size didn’t really make a lot of difference in my view. He might not have been very tall, but he was the perfect build and he could put himself about. I don’t mean he would go over the top on anybody, but nobody would bully him on the pitch. He was the best I ever played with.’


As teenage years approached, Ball moved back to Farnworth after his paternal grandfather was taken seriously ill with emphysema, which would soon bring about his death. Ball senior took over the running of the Rose and Crown pub and then became manager of Ashton United in the Lancashire Combination, while his son found his talents recognised at school by sports master John Dickinson and was appointed captain of Farnworth Grammar. ‘At 14 years old, Alan scored every goal in a 6–0 win for the school,’ Dickinson would recall. ‘I knew he was something special.’


There were further disappointments looming, however. Ball’s trial for Lancashire Schoolboys in Southport lasted only 15 minutes before he was substituted, his size again creating a bad first impression. Then there was rejection by Wolverhampton Wanderers, who had invited him to play for one of their junior sides on Saturday mornings on the recommendation of a scout, George Noakes.


Risking the wrath of Farnworth Grammar by skipping school matches to wear the shirt of the team that had won three League three times in the previous decade, Ball recalled that ‘everything about [Wolves] produced a tingle of excitement’. During school holidays he spent every day training at Molineux, staying in a boarding house run by the mother of England wing-half Eddie Clamp. Feeling he was holding his own among experienced players and enjoying being recognised by the senior figures at the club, Ball said that ‘there weren’t enough hours in the day for me. I never wanted it to get dark’. Yet when a heartbreaking letter arrived, explaining that Wolves would not be inviting him back, size and strength were once more cited as the decisive factors.


Ball senior, who was still insisting that two hours of ball work needed to be completed every night before homework, warned his son as he entered his final year of school that perhaps he ought to focus on passing his GCE O-level exams. Yet at the same time he continued to plot Alan’s path into football, reminding him of the success of smaller men such as Blackburn Rovers and England winger Bryan Douglas and Bolton Wanderers’ Dennis Stevens, both among Alan’s own favourite players.


And he went one better than comforting words. He put his belief in his son on the line by selecting him to play for Ashton United, even though he was only 15 years, three months and 13 days old when he made his debut, becoming the youngest player to appear for the club. His first match was a 3–1 victory in the Lancashire Combination Cup at Glossop, where two of the goals were scored by forward Alf Arrowsmith, who would go on to win a League Championship medal with Liverpool. Ball played seven games for his dad’s team, scoring one goal – against Northern Nomads – and concluding his stint with defeat against Cheshire League team Mossley in the final of the Manchester Intermediate Cup. A boy among men, his most vivid memory was ‘a big left-back playing for Hyde United trying to kick me over the stand’. And he added, ‘I learned plenty about the intensity of professional football even if my fellow teammates were bricklayers, electricians or van drivers.’ The postscript to Ball’s Ashton United career was the club being fined by the Football Association for irregular payments, including the few shillings a week Alan picked up in spite of his schoolboy status.


Throughout that same 1960–61 season, Ball had been invited to train on Tuesday and Thursday evenings as an amateur at his local club, Bolton Wanderers, along with future Professional Footballers’ Association chairman and chief executive Gordon Taylor and Coventry City midfielder Ernie Machin. Once more, it would be stretching things to say that he left a mark on too many people. ‘I was 17 and was there as a full-time apprentice,’ recalls boyhood friend Davenport, ‘but, funnily enough, I can’t remember him being there. I was in Ireland on holiday with him not long before he died and he said, “Can you remember playing in the A team at The Cliff against [Manchester] United?” I said that I could and he said, “I played that day and you scored a hat-trick.” But I just couldn’t remember him.’


Future England teammate Francis Lee, an apprentice at the club, knew Ball from games against him in the Bolton Boys Federation. ‘He was always a good player,’ he remembers, ‘but always very small. He was in and out of the colts and B teams.’


Lee describes the man who would decide Ball’s fate, manager Bill Ridding, as ‘a pain in the arse who treated us like shit’. And when Ball – having flunked his school exams after he continued to spend evenings kicking a football rather than revising – sought out Ridding to discover whether he was to be offered an apprenticeship, he was offered the opinion that the only apprenticeship to which he was suited was ‘as a jockey’.


Again, size was everything. Again, the ability that he felt had made him the best player in every team he played for was considered irrelevant. And again, Ball senior asked his son if he remained committed to football and would not rather get a proper job instead. When the promise came back, ‘I’m going to play for England before I am 20,’ the search began for another club.


Letters were sent requesting trials and Ball’s father spoke to Blackpool manager Ron Suart. Accounts differ on whether a simple misunderstanding or some economy with the facts led Suart to believe he was watching a 16-year-old called Alan James, as Ball had been christened according to the family tradition of every first-born male bearing the name James. The youngster was quickly rumbled, but needed only one half of a trial match to persuade Blackpool to offer him an apprenticeship. ‘You’ve been handed a great chance,’ his dad told him. ‘Make sure the only thing they can do is to give you a professional contract. That takes hard work. It takes sacrifice.’


That aspect held little fear for Ball. It was enough for him that, at last, potential on the field had been considered more important than potential for physical growth. The fact that he would never rise above 5ft 6in didn’t matter. Hard work, he was convinced, would overcome. Alan Ball, just as he had always dreamed, was on the way to becoming a professional footballer.
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LOVE ME DO


‘Almost everything that is great has been done by youth’


– Benjamin Disraeli


The 16-year-old apprentice with the shock of red hair received the ball, glanced to his right and slipped it diagonally behind the opposition left-back. It was, thought Alan Ball as he released the pass, weighted perfectly for the most illustrious player in the history of Blackpool Football Club, perhaps the whole of English football, to run on to. Stanley Matthews stood where he was on the training ground, watched the ball dribble out of play and pointed to the patch of grass in front of him.


‘When you play the ball to me, play it to my feet,’ Matthews barked at a teammate 30 years his junior.


‘When I play it front of you, get your fucking feet moving and get there,’ Ball fired back. Never mind that the sport’s pecking order meant that he was responsible for keeping Matthews’s hand-made leather boots clean, Ball felt those shoes should have been moving – and wasn’t afraid to say so.


‘You do not talk to me like that,’ Matthews grumbled, while manager Ron Suart didn’t hesitate in pointing out the error of the young man’s ways. Yet other teammates couldn’t help but be impressed by the audacity of the lad who had appeared in their midst only a few weeks earlier. ‘Bally seemed to have no respect for Stan,’ says goalkeeper Tony Waiters, ‘He certainly wasn’t afraid of him. He was such a confident person that he didn’t let anyone overawe him.’


Ball’s antipathy towards Matthews never subsided. ‘He might have been one of the greatest footballers of all time, but I hated him,’ he wrote more than a decade later. ‘Never at any time did he give me one word of encouragement that a senior player usually gives young lads. Matthews didn’t bother me, although he could have crushed someone with a different personality. I’ve never been overawed or nervous.’


Club captain Jimmy Armfield can attest to that. ‘Alan didn’t care about reputations,’ he states. ‘He would have a go at anybody. No one spoke to the great Stanley Matthews like that. But that passion made him into what he was.’


‘The thing with Bally,’ ventures Blackpool defender Barrie Martin, ‘was that he was a terrible loser. I have known him to sit and cry in the dressing room when we lost. But with it he was so confident, irrepressible. I remember the first time my wife met him. Alan was just coming out of Bloomfield Road and he shouted, “Hiya, Baz,” She said, “Who was that little squirt?” ’


Hugh Fisher, who would begin his own apprenticeship at the club a few months after Ball, recalls, ‘He was always bubbly and such a confident lad. We youngsters were all a bit quiet, a bit reserved. We would look and learn and weren’t too sure what was going on. Bally was the one shouting from the rooftops that he would play for England.’


Ball would describe himself as ‘never the nicest person around a football club’, adding, ‘I could never tolerate being second best.’ He was, he said, ‘subservient and respectful to all my elders off the field’ but he confessed that ‘my attitude changed completely once I stepped on to a football pitch’. Martin continues, ‘He argued with everyone and he tried it on with me during a practice match at Squires Gate. He kept having a go and in the end he put his studs down the back of my leg. I turned round and had a go back and shoved him. But you understood that was him and you made friends with him.’


Defender Glyn James has another memory of Ball’s competitive fire. ‘When we played five-a-side, Tony Waiters loved to play out of goal. He was a big carthorse and Bally used to take the mick out of him. He would show him the ball and drag it away and Tony would be running around in circles. We had a great laugh at things like that.’


It was easy to forgive someone so driven to do well, both for himself and for his team. ‘He had such a will to win,’ according to Fisher. ‘He spoke in the dressing room, which was unusual for one so early in his career around senior pros. He used to throw his boots about and wasn’t afraid to have a go at somebody.’


Martin recalls something else that caught people’s attention, as it would throughout his life. ‘We used to call him “The Mouse”,’ he relates, ‘because he didn’t talk, he squeaked.’


But it was not just Ball’s vocal characteristics and his willingness to speak out that made a mark. His commitment to self-improvement had not gone unnoticed, especially to people such as Martin, who recalls that ‘no one could have believed he was going to be such a good player’. Waiters explains, ‘I would stay for extra training in the afternoon, and so would Alan. One of the things he worked on was his speed because he was not particularly quick. He was quick in his head, but not physically quick. Bloomfield Road had one of those cinder tracks around the field and we would put on the old spiked running shoes and spend 45 minutes or so just working on fitness over 10 or 15 yards. He trained himself to become faster.’


Fellow midfielder Graham Oates remembers the galvanising effect Ball could have on the most mundane of training sessions. ‘His enthusiasm was unbelievable and his stamina was incredible,’ he recalls. ‘Life was never dull with Bally around and he was totally immersed in football. He made your day. He could lift you because sometimes you didn’t feel like it, but you did it because Bally did.’


And, of course, his talent was evident to all, particularly to Suart. Adopting the shin-kicking methods of Ball senior, the manager assigned Fisher to apply the next painful stage of his development. ‘You had to try to get close to him,’ Fisher explains. ‘In training, Ron used to put me against Bally and tell me to kick him. I used to follow him in practice matches trying to have a dig. If I did catch him, Ron would never give a foul. He said it was part of Bally’s education.’


Fisher admits that it was not often that his friend had to worry about ending up with bruises. He had usually gathered the ball, distributed it and moved on before the assault arrived. ‘What a fantastic player. He was a great believer that two touches was too many. He was a good passer of the ball, he could see people, his first touch was usually excellent and his second was invariably a good pass. He very rarely gave the ball away.’


Ball incorrectly related in his autobiographies and after-dinner speeches that it was injury to Matthews that allowed him to make his first appearance for Blackpool. In fact, the man who would become football’s first knight left the club ten months before Ball’s debut, returning to Stoke City. But it was two days after Matthews played his final game for Blackpool, aged 46, that Ball began capturing the attention of Seasiders fans. On 9 October, he scored the final Blackpool goal in a 6–3 win against Chester in the first round of the FA Youth Cup. When Ball’s team knocked out Preston North End the following month, the Blackpool Gazette highlighted his ‘insatiable appetite for work’ and described him as ‘a veritable human dynamo with the confidence and skill to draw and beat a man and promising flair for positional play’.


But by the time the 1962–63 season approached, there was little to suggest that Ball, who had signed as a full-time professional on his 17th birthday – initially earning £7 per week, rising to £15 as a first-teamer – had anything more to look forward to than a run in the Blackpool A team, the club’s third eleven. As the August editions of the local paper rolled off the presses with their pictures of crowded beaches, advertisements urging dancers to join Reginald Dixon at the Blackpool Tower and reports of West Indian cricketer Rohan Kanhai racking up record scores for Blackpool in the Northern League, Ball was absent from any discussion of the prospects for Suart’s team. On 9 August, reporter Don Creedy warned, ‘With the playing strength hardly at comforting level, Blackpool Football Club will no doubt be hoping to escape the crop of injuries which the rush of fixtures at the start of the season usually brings.’ But as the reporter ran through possible options should those fears be realised, Ball never merited a mention.


Creedy’s eyes were opened a couple of days later, however, when Ball played for the first team in a 1–1 draw against Bury in a friendly, the report of which carried the headline, ‘17-year-old does well.’ Creedy wrote:


 


He is 17 years old, rather slightly built but with a man-sized heart. He still has a lot to learn, but if he is willing to learn it he will surely establish himself in Blackpool’s first team one day. His name is Alan Ball and in last night’s practice match with Bury at Bloomfield Road he looked surprisingly at ease in first-team company.


There were times when he clung to the ball a fraction too long. Put this down to his unquenchable enthusiasm to be in the game at every opportunity. Some of his centres and crosses should have been made better use of by his colleagues, while one of his shots at goal was knocked out by goalkeeper Harker, who knew little about the save.


 


Blackpool’s big sporting event in the week leading up to the start of the Football League season was local heavyweight Brian London’s victory over American Howard King. Rain waterlogged the outdoor ring in Stanley Park and forced both men to fight bare-footed in sawdust thrown down in an attempt to make things less treacherous. Observers likened the whole occasion to a return to the days of bare-knuckle boxing.


Two days after that throwback event, Blackpool’s football team took a bold, decisive step into the future after Steve ‘Mandy’ Hill, the man who had been wearing the number seven shirt since the departure of Matthews, suffered what was simply described as a ‘ligament injury’ in training. ‘Blackpool Debut for Boy Winger,’ was the Gazette headline above news that Ball, who had never even played in the Central League for the reserves, had been promoted to make his debut in the season opener at Liverpool. Creedy called it a ‘spectacular selection’.


Ball couldn’t wait to share news of his elevation, as Carl Davenport recalls. ‘When he left Bolton and went to Blackpool, I signed to Preston. We used to catch the same train at Bolton every morning and I would get off at Preston. I’d had a few first-team games and was playing in the reserves regularly and one morning he said, “I wish I was you. You have got it made.” On this particular day, coming back from Blackpool, he is hanging out of the window at Preston station shouting at me, “I’m in the first team!” ’


 


In August 1962 Liverpool was poised to rival Manchester as the cultural capital of the north, perhaps the country. A group of four lads, going by the name of The Beatles, were setting pulses racing at the Cavern Club and were about to record their first single, ‘Love Me Do’. They would be joined at the top of the charts by local acts such as Gerry and The Pacemakers and Cilla Black, while comedians Ken Dodd and Jimmy Tarbuck were becoming staples of television’s light entertainment schedules. In football, Everton were embarking on a season that would see them win the First Division title, while Liverpool, reinvigorated by the growling charisma of manager Bill Shankly, were back in the top flight after an eight-season absence and getting ready to accumulate all manner of trophies. Little did Alan Ball know that he would become one of the city’s pivotal characters in a few years’ time. For now, it was enough that – on the same day that The Beatles dropped drummer Pete Best from their line-up in favour of Ringo Starr – he had been named as an unknown teenager to do battle in front of the Kop.


Wearing a new suit, bought by his mum at Burton’s, Ball duly reported for duty two days later. His dad, kept away from the game by his commitments as manager at Nantwich Town in the Cheshire League, had sent him off with the instruction to ‘go out there and do your job’, just another worker clocking on for a regular day in the factory. A 51,000 crowd, however, would ensure that this was a somewhat more nerve-racking first day than that experienced by most employees.


Not that anyone would have known it from the way Ball rose to the occasion. ‘Playing in front of big crowds was a stimulus for him,’ says Oates, while Ball would write of the atmosphere on his Anfield debut, ‘I wasn’t overawed or even impressed by it at all. I was determined, as usual, to show whoever was watching that Alan Ball was as good as any other player on the park, and better than most.’ The comment demonstrates both the chip on the shoulder he carried around in the early stages of his career, and the habit he quickly developed of referring to himself in the third person – a trait that became a deliberate strategy when he became a manager delivering team talks.


Ball used to joke in his after-dinner routine that, as he’d stood in the tunnel before the game, Liverpool full-back and future manager Ronnie Moran handed him a piece of paper that read, ‘Evening Menu – Liverpool Royal Infirmary.’ More exaggeration, no doubt, but indicative of the false expectation among the opposition that Ball would be swallowed up by the occasion. ‘He played well,’ Martin remembers. ‘Moran was a good player, but Alan gave him a bit of a chasing.’ Ball proved he was not going to be shoved around by getting tangled up early on with local hero Ian St John. Then he went on to play his part in a 2–1 Blackpool victory – a ‘smash and grab win’, as the Blackpool Gazette described it. This time, Creedy reported:


 


Manager Ronnie Suart was right in predicting that Ball would not be overawed by the electrifying atmosphere. The searing pace was too much for him at times, but there was no lack of effort and he showed some wonderful touches. He well merited his place.


 


‘This is for me’ was Ball’s recurring thought during an afternoon that saw goals by Ray Parry and Ray Charnley earn his team both points. ‘You could see then how good he was going to be,’ says Waiters. ‘To make your debut at 17, to go out and play well at Anfield with a sell-out crowd, you could see he was something special.’


Returning home in a daze of euphoria, he told his dad, ‘You should have seen me today. I told you I would make it.’ Alan Ball senior, the man who had striven for 17 years to ensure that his son fulfilled all the ambitions he had been unable to achieve for himself, was not going to risk, even for a moment, that Ball saw this as anything other than small step along the way.


‘Made it, son?’ he sneered. ‘Don’t come in this house telling me you have made a footballer until you have played about 15 games and every time you put your shirt on everyone knows you are going to be good enough for Blackpool Football Club. Don’t tell me you have made a footballer until you can go into work every day and your manager and your teammates know exactly what they are going to get from Alan Ball. There’s no highs and lows in your performance; they are not scratching their heads wondering what they are going to get from you today. Everyone can trust what they are going to get from you. Until then, don’t come in telling me you have made a footballer.’


Ball remembered that ‘the man I loved most in all my life had absolutely slaughtered me’.


Two days later, he made his home debut in a 1–0 win against the League champions, Ipswich Town, who had John Compton opposing Ball at left-back. Creedy, who had gone from neophyte to expert on the subject of Alan Ball in a matter of days, was impressed once more:


He faced one of the best full-backs in the game, but he tormented him all the time. That I expected, knowing this little red-haired terrier. What one did not expect was to watch him taking the ball up to his full-back, swerving past him, taking it inside; playing, in brief, as a good wing forward should play, and in this unfamiliar position – for essentially he is an inside forward – showing that he is something a lot more than one of those bish-bash boys.


 


‘Bally had everything,’ says James. ‘He would get the ball and he was always in space. It always looked as though the person marking him was having a bad game. He always found space, which is probably the hardest thing to do. If you were looking for a get-out he was always there. He made those playing against him look like bad players.’ Oates pays a similar tribute by noting, ‘Even if he was marked he could lay it off and play a one-two. He took over matches.’


As The Beatles put it while recording that first single, Blackpool had indeed found ‘someone to love, somebody new’.


 


The man who had given Ball his big break, Ron Suart, had become Blackpool manager in 1958, accepting the thankless task of following a club legend in Joe Smith. Failing health had brought to an end Smith’s 23-year reign, during which – led by Matthews – Blackpool had become one of the most exciting teams in the country. But the regular goal-scoring of Charnley could not disguise the decline as the last few remaining members of the 1953 FA Cup-winning unit were phased out and, by the early 1960s, relegation battles had replaced cup campaigns as the staple of a typical Blackpool season. The abolition of the maximum wage in 1961 made it even tougher for a small provincial team with shrinking attendances in a town which, by its nature as a tourist resort, had a more transient population and fluctuating fan base than many clubs.


‘During the illuminations we would get 20-odd thousand,’ recalls James, a one-club man who has remained in Blackpool throughout his life. ‘But as soon as the illuminations had finished we dropped back to 12 to 15. Manchester United were getting 40 or 50 thousand. It was hard to compete.’


As promising as his early games were, Ball was powerless to effect any kind of instant reformation. A run of four matches in the first team ended with a 5–2 defeat at Ipswich Town and, although he was soon back for another loss at Nottingham Forest, that was it for the season. ‘You’ve got a great future but we don’t want to rush you,’ Suart told him. ‘Too many games will be bad for your development. You’re still growing.’


Ball might have lost his first-team place by the time ‘Love Me Do’ was released in October, but it was obvious to all that he had a First Division future. The jibes about becoming a jockey could be consigned to his repertoire of anecdotes.


In the meantime, the elevated status of Ball, who was splitting his nights between home in Farnworth and a Blackpool boarding house run by a landlady called Mrs Mawson, offered a practical benefit for his housemates. ‘We were in digs together with Emlyn Hughes,’ says Glaswegian Fisher, who must be the only Scot in the game to have begun his career living with two future England captains. ‘Bally was the first one to break into the first team, which meant he was the first to have a car. It was a big, long Ford Zephyr. You could just see his eyes over the steering wheel. Wherever he went, we went.’


Ball always insisted that he rarely went out during his formative years at Blackpool, preferring early nights to save his body for the exertions of training. ‘In a place like Blackpool there is always someone asking you to have a drink or a night out,’ he explained. ‘I believe that to get to the top in football you have to make sacrifices. For me, smoking and drinking are out. If I come in at half past ten, Dad says, “What time is this to come in?” He keeps a grip on me. I like staying in. We talk soccer, watch television, play chess or play records.’


According to Martin, ‘Alan would have a night out occasionally, but he wasn’t a big player on the night scene. But of course we didn’t get a lot of money in those days to keep going out.’


Competition was at the heart of everything Ball did, which, says Oates, included placing a bet whenever he could. ‘He was a big gambler and would bet on anything. If we went bowling he would have to run a book on it. But that just showed the confidence he had. It was, “Right, that is going to win. I’m a going to bet on it.” ’


But even gambling was a mere distraction to fill time between matches and training. Armfield says that ‘he had nothing else in his life; only to be a footballer’, while Hughes recalled that even car journeys were more educational than recreational. ‘We all used to look up to Alan,’ he recorded in his autobiography. ‘He talked football incessantly. I would hang on every word Bally said. He was always keen to improve his game and in the afternoon we would be back at Bloomfield Road, heading, turning, sprinting.’


The Ball family had been keen to ensure that young Alan found himself a stable domestic environment in Blackpool, a home away from home that would offer him comfort and security rather than driving him out of the house to find trouble in the fleshpots of a seaside town. Mrs Mawson offered exactly that. ‘He was well looked after,’ says sister Carol. ‘My mum asked Dad to take her to meet the woman he stayed with. She was a lovely little old lady and she loved Alan. Mum did miss him, though, and Dad used to say, “Don’t be so soft, woman.” He did used to nip home a lot as well because he had met Lesley by then and he missed her.’


Alan also had a new entertainment system he wanted to make use of. ‘He loved his music,’ Carol continues. ‘He loved Trini Lopez and then of course he liked The Beatles. I remember the first record he ever sent to Lesley was a Trini Lopez song. With his first signing-on fee at Blackpool he bought a record player; an old-fashioned cabinet one. It cost £50, which was a lot of money then.’


Meanwhile, back on the training ground, the young Hughes, who would relish the nickname ‘Crazy Horse’ during a career most notable for future achievements at Liverpool, quickly learned a valuable lesson about commitment. When the ball ran loose during a practice match, he challenged Ball, who was two years his senior, and caught him late on the ankle. ‘He went down in agony,’ Hughes remembered. Suart and trainer Wilf Dixon raced on to the field, fussing over their future star. ‘What the hell do you do things like that for?’ spluttered Dixon in the direction of Hughes. ‘You don’t do things like that in practice matches, especially to players like him.’


A few minutes later, the same situation presented itself. Hughes, who ‘felt like a criminal’ backed off on this occasion, conceding possession. Ball raced after him at the next break in play. ‘Don’t you ever do that again, whoever you’re playing against,’ he scolded. ‘If you pull away like that then there’s nothing in football for you.’


Ball, of course, was still learning the game himself, notably from Pat Quinn, a Scotland midfielder who spent one season at the club after a transfer from Motherwell. Waiters recalls that ‘Pat was similar to Bally in that he controlled the middle of the field and he helped him learn his trade’, while Ball said that Quinn possessed ‘the brain of a fox’. He explained, ‘He taught me what he called “the yard” on the pitch; change your body, change the picture, change your angle and open your body’ – all vital lessons as Ball progressed towards his status as arguably the best one-touch passer of his generation.


And there were other teachers. Ray Parry took the opportunity of a car journey to warn Ball not to let his youthful confidence spill over into selfishness, while Bruce Crawford chipped in with, ‘You can’t win a football match on your own.’ Meanwhile, Ball would be glowing in his praise for Bobby Finan, a Blackpool goal-scoring legend who had joined the coaching staff and under whose influence he ‘grew up as a footballer’.


Playing in 27 Central League games, the majority of them in his preferred inside-right position, Ball scored eight goals, while the first team were finishing 1962–63 in 13th place in the First Division. Inevitably, there were times when his failure to break back into the senior team depressed him. ‘If things go on like this even a little longer, I’ll have to pack up the game,’ he told his father when his mood was at its darkest.


Impressive again in the build-up to the following campaign, and confident that he was ready to grab his chance on a permanent basis, Ball was re-introduced to the senior side for the seventh game of the 1963–64 season. This time his contribution to a 1–0 win against Manchester United was enough to convince Suart to give him the number eight shirt for the next three years. ‘He was a good player,’ says Armfield, placing an emphasis on the adjective in order to imply a superlative. ‘His work-rate and energy were very high. He was demanding of others, short-tempered and passionate and believed that everybody should be the same. He would do things that would annoy me when I was captain. On one occasion, he sat on the ball in the middle of the field when we were winning 4–0. I had a go at him, but that was him. It is about the blend. I don’t think you can cope with eleven of them like that. They would drive you barmy.’
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