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FOREWORD


Hodder & Stoughton first published this acclaimed autobiography in 1998.


Jimmy Hill remained a high-profile figure throughout his adult life, moving from one remarkable achievement to another. His final success was as the country’s leading football television presenter, a status he relinquished only after tragically falling victim to Alzheimer’s Disease in 2007.


However, football will continue to benefit from the numerous innovations introduced by this inspiring man for years to come. Jimmy spent his last few years being cared for at home by his wife Bryony and then peacefully at a care home close to their home in Hurstpierpoint.


When Jimmy died on 19 December 2015, Hodder & Stoughton started to receive many calls for his autobiography. We decided to reissue it, waiting until after Jimmy’s memorial service in Coventry Cathedral, a celebration which was attended by 2000 well-wishers.


With Bryony’s blessing, Hodder commissioned a short epilogue from Phil Shaw, a distinguished football writer with the Independent for many years, whose first published journalism was in Jimmy Hill’s Football Weekly.


Phil Shaw’s new chapter reflects on Jimmy’s massive contribution to our national life, especially football, and of course the sadness of his last few years.


Jimmy Hill was described by Des Lynam as ‘an instigator, an innovator and an inspiration.’ This is his story.


 


Roddy Bloomfield


Editor, Hodder & Stoughton
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MARRIAGE MISGUIDANCE. . . OR EAT, DRINK AND REMARRY


I have enjoyed more than my share of happiness in life; whether it’s deserved or otherwise is for others to judge. I consider myself very lucky so far in living up to my father’s measurement of satisfaction and contentment – always having enough in my pocket to buy my friends a drink. In addition, in my youth I was blessed with athleticism and dogged stamina, and was bright enough to win a scholarship. That combination of physical talent and reasonable intelligence produced a fascinating life, the foundation of which was sporting and most of the fulfilment was, too. One sadness was to lose my brother and sister, in different ways, so early. Another arose from failing to remain married to Gloria, my first wife, and accordingly causing unhappiness to her and our three children, Duncan, Alison and Graham. It’s easy to say that I fell in love with someone else because that’s what happened and I can endeavour to ease the pain by pointing out that had I not divorced and married Heather, then two further equally attractive and lovable human beings, Joanna and Jamie, would never have been born. I am indeed a lucky man, because four of these children have produced ten fit and healthy grandchildren between them so far – and Jamie’s not even started yet. To make one mistake is perhaps forgivable, to repeat it not so.


However, at the height of Coventry’s success in reaching the first division, during our celebration tour of the West Indies I met and fell in love yet again, with Veronica, of gentler temperament than Heather. That encounter eventually brought about a second divorce. I could try and conjure up excuses for my waywardness, but that would now be unforgivable as Heather was a victim of that indiscriminate disease, cancer, and died a few years ago.


Veronica and I lived together through a frenetic period in my life in the seventies, starting in a small flat in Hampstead on the Heath and ending up, via Notting Hill, in the Cotswolds with fifty acres, three cottages and twenty-four loose boxes. Having had two failed marriages, I thought perhaps the answer to permanence and peace was to remain single. This philosophy seemed to be working until a chance meeting with Bryony, who had been my secretary in the Notting Hill days, led to my final romance. It has lasted more than twenty years so far and seven years ago I married for the third time and Bryony for the first. I am doing my damnedest to make it last at least to extra time and hopefully penalties.


I am not proud of that record but in some kind of mitigation I could plead that all those lovely people involved, for my sake I guess, are on the friendliest of terms and seem to have forgiven me for any unhappiness for which I was responsible.


I could claim that I was always too busy looking for the solution to the problems of others to solve my own, but that’s not a convincing argument. Whoever made us also created this appetite in many men, and plenty of women, too, to explore the delights of love and lust, I’m afraid, with more than one partner. In contrast, Gloria and I were brought up to believe that sex outside marriage was sinful and as a result of this upbringing and our own inexperience we did not find it a simple matter to adapt to a satisfactory sexual relationship. Virgins on our wedding night, afterwards it emerged we both learned so much more the second time around. Happily, Gloria fell in love again and has since remarried.


In looking back, I would recommend young people not to be over anxious to marry too soon. As I’ve found to my cost, it is not a simple matter to form a permanent partnership, however attractive and promising the situation may appear at the time.


 


1991 was quite a year. Bryony and I had been married for only six months when it was discovered that I had cancer of the bowel.


During the early summer months I had experienced some rectal bleeding while on holiday in France. This did not concern me unduly as I had already had some benign polyps removed a few years before; I simply thought that they had recurred. After some telephone calls and a great deal of assistance from the microfilm department at the old Westminster Hospital, we managed to hunt down the surgeon who had performed the original operation, Dr Ron Zeegan, and I was subsequently booked in for what should have been a routine colonoscopy examination.


Bryony drove me to the hospital in London, returning four hours later as instructed to take me home since I was not allowed to drive after the anaesthetic. I waited in the day-care room, impatient to leave, but Bryony did not come to collect me. What I did not know was that Dr Zeegan had asked to see her privately but had been delayed with another patient. Eventually, more than an hour later, a nurse came and asked me to follow her to a side room, where my wife sat with Dr Zeegan. It was obvious she had been crying; she told me, ‘You have cancer of the colon, but the good news is they think it is operable.’


After the initial shock, as far as we were concerned, the disease was simply an irritating nuisance and it was the only time the dreaded ‘C’ word was ever mentioned at home or away. A few days later, I saw Professor Chris Wastell who was to operate. He didn’t mince his words. Assessing the slender chance of avoiding a permanent colostomy at 20–1, he insisted it was imperative to act quickly. He reckoned he could remove the cancerous area, but because it was situated so close to my anus, there was a likelihood that he would not be able to rejoin the bowel. Not very encouraging, I thought, although outsiders with longer odds sometimes come romping home. On consulting my diary I saw that on the date he suggested England were playing.


‘I can’t make it during the day, Prof, but I can come in late when the programme’s over, if that’s all right with you.’ And so it was. I booked myself into the Westminster Hospital at one o’clock in the morning after ‘Match of the Day’.


The operation lasted nearly five hours. As I came round from the anaesthetic I saw Bryony’s face.


‘Prof’s done it!’ she said, with a beaming smile. My surgeon’s exceptional skill had brought home a 20–1 shot and in time he would be able to put everything back in its place.


The nursing staff were marvellous and kept my presence as quiet as possible so no one, not even my colleagues at the BBC, knew where I was or why. The hospital went to enormous lengths to hide my files since they had experienced problems in the past with public figures, including the odd MP, the House of Commons being just across the way. Apparently gentlemen of the press had been known to don white surgical coats and stethoscopes in order to gain access to wards and read confidential information, which they subsequently released in their newspapers.


For several days I was in the intensive care unit and then thankfully I was put into a room by myself. I was wired from every imaginable orifice, unable to move, but happy to be alive. On the ward was a delightful young student nurse from Ireland called John. I remember when the day came to change my dressing for the first time; he was all fingers and thumbs and very nervous. Having eventually managed to apply the fresh dressing, within seconds it fell apart. He was cross with himself and embarrassed. I said to him, ‘Come on, John. Let’s have another go,’ and together we succeeded in applying a second dressing, with me holding and John securing.


A couple of days later, during a routine visit, having checked my temperature and pulse, John proceeded to fill in a mass of information on the clipboard at the foot of my bed. He was muttering under his breath and I asked if there was a problem. He looked at me, pushing the hair back off his eyes, and said in the most wonderful soft Irish accent, ‘Oh Jimmy, if I’d known there was so much paperwork involved in nursing, I would have stuck to fish farming back home!’


The other nurses became good friends, too, popping in frequently to check I was comfortable. The jolly cleaning lady came in every morning with her brush and mop to sweep and tidy, singing away to herself and always smiling. One morning I gave her a bit of advice. I had noticed that every day or two a hospital official checked for dust above the basin by running his finger along the tiles. I mentioned this to her and later on when the official arrived and checked my room, the dust had gone. We laughed about it and it became a standing joke between us.


One particular visit sticks in my memory. Soon after I had been moved from the intensive care unit, there was a knock and the attractive wife of a neighbour poked her head round the door. Giggling, she tumbled into the room, followed by an equally pretty friend, both having clearly enjoyed a splendid lunch. Tripping over the safety cone in the corridor outside my room where the floor was wet, they picked it up, entered and offered it to me as a present. Two minutes later, to my horror, Prof arrived with the usual posse of students. The two girls could hardly stand up and in fits of giggles fiddled with my tubes and wires – luckily one of them was a fully trained nurse so I was in no real danger – but poor old Prof just didn’t know where to look. One of the students caught my eye and choked back a snort, immediately setting off the others. How Prof managed to keep a straight face and maintain decorum in the circumstances in front of his students, I shall never know!


In spite of the success of the surgery, during which Prof had also removed an affected lymph node, it was necessary to undergo a series of radiotherapy and chemotherapy sessions for good measure, the former on a daily basis and the latter once a fortnight. For convenience I travelled by train from Gatwick  early every morning to avoid the rush, and the nurses would slip me in quickly and discreetly so that my presence remained a secret. I didn’t suffer much discomfort internally, only a little burning from the radiotherapy, but yes, in case you are wondering, I did lose my hair, though not from my head!


The other inconvenience was harder to tackle. Without wanting to offend sensitive souls any further, as I have already explained, the location of my problem was such that, as it was going to take some time to heal, certain parts of my anatomy were put on hold. Although ultimately I would return to being a complete human being again, I had to learn to cope with a temporary colostomy. Believe it or not, as a mere male, I am not necessarily the most practical person in the world and I found it to be quite a palaver. Euphemistically, Bryony and I named the active piece of my equipment ‘Horace’, the intestine to which it would be rejoined eventually ‘Doris’, and the dormant area ‘Boris’, all sharing the family name ‘Morris’. It was a secret code, because I’m afraid Horace had a mind of his own and a tendency to make extremely loud, embarrassing, rude noises totally unprompted, anywhere and any time.


After twelve days in hospital, and armed with plenty of knowledgeable and sympathetic advice from the stoma nurse, I went home.


You soon get used to a new way of life, and I did my best to carry on exactly as I had done before the operation. Little things simply took longer – like having a bath and getting dressed in the morning – but I quickly learned the rules and mostly remembered what not to do. For instance, if you are in a hurry to leave for an important Football League meeting in London, do not, repeat do not, put on any body lotion as the bag will not stick! Useful advice in retrospect! I continued to play golf and tennis, without inflicting my problem on the rest of the world. Interestingly, at a golf club where I played regularly, I observed I was not the only one similarly afflicted.


Once, on a flight back from Kenya, disaster struck. We had been invited to take part in a charity golf tournament at the recently opened Windsor Golf and Country Club in Nairobi to raise money to build a wire fence to protect the rhino population. The competition was an interesting one, nicknamed the ‘Rhino Charge’: each player was allowed to play the number of shots his handicap allowed, and when they had been used up he was to place a flag with his name on it at the exact spot where they ran out. If he had completed the eighteen holes with shots in hand, he would continue from the first tee until such time as he had to stop. There was a considerable amount of water on the course and we could spot more than one flag floating where some unfortunate player’s ball had ended its days. It was great fun and a competition with a difference. The resident professional generously issued Bryony with her first official handicap certificate and she is now a proud member of the Windsor Golf and Country Club, Nairobi.


However, on the journey home, whether or not it was due to the air pressure in the cabin we shall never know, but with a long queue for the loo, an accident occurred. The stewardess, seeing my distress, kindly allowed me to go into the First Class section, but it was still too late. As we were walking through customs on arrival, the officer asked me to open my hand luggage. I clamped my hand firmly on the zip and offered undoubtedly as good a piece of advice as he had ever received in his life: ‘I wouldn’t open that if I was you!’ He didn’t!


The good news was that I was eventually going to be reconnected and functioning normally. The bad news was that I had developed an internal abscess which sometimes crops up with such an operation. This condition can’t be treated with antibiotics and so we simply had to sit tight and wait for it to run its course. This took over eight months. However, almost a year to the day from the first operation I was back in the Westminster for Horace to be reintroduced to Doris and for Boris to come home from his holidays. Oh happy day!


Insofar as my professional career was concerned, I continued to work for the BBC without any interruption. Only once did I have an actual upset and this was prior to the FA Cup final at Wembley in 1992 when suddenly I felt unwell. Still no one was aware of my condition and just before going on air I had to rush out of the gantry, regaining my seat only moments before going on live. It was a narrow escape. Subsequently I was asked to stand in as presenter of ‘Six-O-Six’ on Radio 5 Live for three weeks. The first two programmes were fine, but on the Monday before the third show Doris and Horace were due to be remarried. Surgeons are wonderful. I was stitched up perfectly and able to cope with the verbal rigours of this popular football talk show on the following Saturday. I met a young lad two days later who asked, wide-eyed, ‘Are you Jimmy Hill who was on “Six-O-Six” on Saturday?’


‘Yes,’ I replied.


‘You do know a lot about football, don’t you?’


I must admit I was extremely flattered. Unfortunately, it does not appear to be a vital qualification for a ‘Six-O-Six’ presenter these days.


After seven years now and regular annual check-ups, I am as fit as a flea. Very rarely did it get me down and anyway I knew I had to be cured as the marvellous surgeon who operated on me and monitored my progress has recently retired, and I don’t want to have to train another one!


We had kept our secret ruthlessly, crushing any apparent breaches in the defences, but somehow or other one paper did get wind of the story and began to pester us. Despite several abortive telephone calls to my wife, two reporters turned up on our doorstep. Luckily I was in London that day and Bryony handled it in the way we had chosen to by saying nothing to them except, ‘My husband has had a tummy operation, but he is fine now,’ and left it at that, not denying or acknowledging their statements. Despite that, they remained outside all day.


When I was nearly home I telephoned Bryony to be told, ‘The two reporters are still there waiting for you. Ring me when you reach the end of the lane and I’ll come and open the gate so you can drive in and go straight inside.’ This is what we did, but before I could make the front door the two reporters were at the gate and spoke to me. I was tired after the trip to London and annoyed at their persistent approach. I looked at them furiously and said, ‘If I am suffering from the disease you say I am, do you think that your behaviour will help me recover from it? Think on that and print it if you dare!’ We were never bothered again, and I had been granted an extension to a life which began in South London seventy years ago.










HOW IT ALL BEGAN


It started in Peter Sellers’ ‘Gateway to the South’, Balham, London, at five o’clock in the morning on 22 July 1928, in the downstairs bedroom at 57 Pentney Road, in those days not far from the bottom of the social ladder. We weren’t free from snobbishness ourselves, and looked down our noses at the residents of Scholars Road, an adjacent street, whose gardens backed on to ours. Although it was only a two up two down, I can never remember an occasion when we did not have an auntie, or a grandmother, or even a lodger living with us. One paying guest used to write a column under the name of Professor McNaught for The Boy’s Own paper. The Professor was a keen golfer and I used to keep him company at dawn as he played the nine holes carved out on Tooting Common, only a hundred yards up the road. As for family, my mother Alice had married during the First World War but sadly her husband was killed in the fighting. She was left with two young children, Wally and Rene, and it was some years later that she met my father; they married in 1926. My father had joined the Royal Marines in the First World War and in many ways I am the luckiest person in the world to be alive because he was torpedoed not once, but twice, first on SS Cumbria and the second time on the cruiser, HMS Cornwallis. Happily he survived, and on both occasions he was picked up by passing shipping.


The euphoric atmosphere that existed following the Armistice in 1918 was soon to evaporate. Those who had fought for King and country during the war faced yet another battle, to make a living. Many found that difficult, not least my father; work was hard to come by but finally he was employed delivering milk. There was nothing as posh as glass bottles in those days, but large churns out of which the milk was dispensed using measured half pint or pint metal ladles. He confided to me that some of his more enterprising, but less honest, mates used to make sure that their ladles had a sizeable dent or two in the bodywork. In the course of a day, the milk saved added up to something comparatively substantial in terms of profit for the milkman.


My uncle Sid, also employed by a dairy, earned himself a little on the side by taking bets from the customers on his rounds and before long he persuaded my father to follow suit. If only Dad had had less ambition and left it at that the family might have been far better off, but he decided after a while that it might be a better idea for him to take the bets himself. So for a period of time, which I can vaguely remember, we were pretty comfortable financially, but all good things come to an end and so they did for Dad and for the rest of the family.


The disaster occurred when a horse called April The Fifth won the Derby. The horse was owned by a popular actor of the time, Tom Walls, and it seemed that every housewife in Great Britain had had a little flutter on the animal, including most of those who had been on Dad’s milk round. All that would have been fine had Dad stayed with his steady job on the milk trail. Unfortunately, because of the success of the mini bookmaking operation, he had abandoned his round and subsequently made a much healthier living from the punters. As a result of the speed of April The Fifth, the family’s economy slowed down to a crawl. My father was on the dole for some considerable time before he was able to get work delivering bread for ‘London’s Greatest Bakers’, A.B. Hemmings. The depot was alongside Blackheath. This necessitated Dad getting up in the middle of the night to get from Balham to London Bridge station, and from there to Blackheath, walking across the common to the bakery. His day started before dawn and he was lucky if he managed to get back home by 7 p.m., all for the grand sum of £4 a week. In the circumstances, bearing in mind the country’s state of deep depression, he was relieved to secure any kind of work at all.


When I was older, just before the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, I used to help him on a Saturday. His round covered many of the roads which led down to the ground of Charlton Athletic Football Club and a few of the players lived on our round. What an enormous thrill it was for me to be serving two gods of football and I still treasure the autographs of the Oakes brothers on whose doors we knocked. From two o’clock onwards on Saturday afternoons I was green with envy as I saw the supporters streaming down the hill to watch their favourite team, then in the first division of the Football League. After the war, Dad left London’s Greatest Bakers to become a storeman with the Mullard Radio Valve Company at Mitcham. So much closer to home and such a tranquil occupation, comparatively, he thought he was already in heaven.


Looking back at the thirties, I was lucky to have an older brother and sister, both of whom played games well. My sister, Rene, was particularly talented. I had no doubt how it came about but she played for a local ladies’ cricket club, the Redoubtables, whose ground was in Mitcham alongside Hackbridge station. I was very excited to be allowed to tag along and watch her and her team play. I have vague memories of standing with a small cricket bat in my hands on the edge of the field as various young ladies bowled balls at me, most of which I missed; a hit, though, produced irresistible approbation. Rene became rather more than a club cricketer such was her talent, and I can remember the bitter disappointment at home when, having been selected to tour Australia with an England XI, it became apparent the cost was out of the family’s reach. In those days there was no such thing as sponsorship, and it was only wealthier young ladies who could afford to go.


Rene’s boyfriend at the time was a young man named Edward who ran a small garage, so all sorts of exciting cars and motorcycles appeared outside our house. He was a Brentford supporter and sometimes took me to Griffin Park. Strange, wasn’t it? Fulham was my club later, so I played for the first two league clubs I had been taken to as a child.


Tragically, Rene, my talented half-sister, was not too long for this world. Her enthusiasm for cars and motorcycles eventually ended her young life. Whilst riding her motorcycle one day, only half a mile from home, she was in collision with a lorry and was severely injured. Although she lingered for some months after the accident, she never really stood a chance. I can imagine my parents’ distress when, as a seventeen year old, I bought a motorcycle myself and travelled daily, in all weathers, to and from the City.


My mother’s side of the family seemed cursed. When my brother was conscripted in the last war and became a Royal Engineer, it was not expected that, with his particular skills, he would be in the firing line or in any special danger. Wally was working in Basra on lofty cranes when in July 1942 a jib broke and he fell from a considerable height, dying on the way to hospital. Fate does not appear to ration its devastating blows fairly and certainly not in my mother’s case. I was at home when the telegram arrived from the War Office five days before my birthday, saying that my brother had died following an accident while on His Majesty’s service in Iraq. It was heartbreaking for my mother, who had lost her first husband in the First World War, then her only daughter, and now her elder son, wiping out three of those people so close to her. It left me an only child in a double sense. Whether such tragedies initiated in me a stronger and deeper determination to be successful in life, I can only guess. I know I always felt I wanted to do something for my mother and father, not only because of the difficult life they had led; after all, there were and still are plenty of families experiencing similar hardships, but they did not deserve such devastating misfortune.


At Cavendish Road School I made steady progress, particularly at games. I was in both the football and cricket teams at the age of eight, which was somewhat exceptional and probably gave an early indication that I might climb either or both those twin ladders to success in later years. I made my first mark in cricket in a match for the School First XI at that age. Playing against eleven year olds, I scored 31 not out, not an astronomical total, but because of my tender years I won a Jack Hobbs bat, awarded under a scheme promoted by London’s Star newspaper. Later I learned that Johnny Haynes was in his school football team at the age of seven, which foretold his future in no uncertain terms.


Retrospectively, I and those like me owe an enormous debt to the teachers who freely gave of their spare time to coach us in a variety of games and other activities. They not only guided and encouraged us out of school hours, but in many cases laid the foundations for a successful professional career by sowing fertile seeds at the most potent time. It has been my hope now for some years that there would be a swing back to such a caring, unselfish attitude. I regret having to record that, although there are still some splendid exceptions, to date I have seen little sign of it. I can remember Mr Garnham who, in an effort to teach us to bowl on a length, would put a penny in a small circle on the perfect spot. After school we would bowl for hours, in an attempt to acquire consistency and the skill to torment batsmen. As other countries progressed with the provision of coaching facilities and trained personnel to encourage sporting skills, we seemed to have acquired a blinkered attitude to the teaching of games. We lived with the false belief that great players were born and could not be improved.


I was fanatical about sport: football, cricket, athletics, tennis or any competitive physical activity. On the other hand, I do not recall having over much interest in mental gymnastics. Thus it came as an enormous surprise to me, and a shock to the system, when the names of those who had passed the eleven plus exam were read out in the school hall. My name was among them; I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, not really understanding the implications, whereas Mum and Dad were extremely proud of their only son. For my part, I was also unaware of the extra strain it would put on their finances.


I was told we could choose any grammar school in the south London area. Don’t ask me why the decision was mine and not my parents’, but I selected Henry Thornton School in Clapham because my previous football hero at Cavendish Road School, Tommy Wright, had also won a scholarship and had chosen to go to Henry Thornton. I was due to start there after the summer holidays in September 1939. If you are my age, you won’t need to be reminded that 3 September was the date when England declared war on Germany. Because of the threat of bombing, my parents, without my knowledge, had decided that I should be evacuated. A tearful Jimmy was spirited down to Pagham, a small village near Bognor in West Sussex, eventually moving across to Chichester, where for a period of six months, Henry Thornton School shared the classrooms with Chichester High School for Boys. From time to time my parents came down to see how I was faring and each time I burst into tears as they left, which upset them so much that at the end of six months I was despatched back to London.


There was another development that helped them to make that decision. Another reason they had put my name down to be evacuated was that they had been told there would be no local schooling in the event of a war. In spite of this, within six months the Henry Thornton School, Clapham, was re-opened to house the South West London Emergency School for Boys, enabling those grammar school lads who had stayed in London to receive an appropriate education. I stopped crying, joined the 88th London Company of the Boys’ Brigade and was back in good time to see the first air raid and our Spitfires and Hurricanes defending the City from the Luftwaffe.


Every night for months on end during the air raids, eight of us would sleep in an Anderson shelter. The government generously dumped sheets of corrugated iron in our front garden leaving the family to dig a massive hole, fit in the segments and cover the lot with as much earth as we could make stick. Dad, innovative as ever, had fashioned eight wooden bunk-type sleeping places long before the official ones arrived. The sirens would sound regularly around eight o’clock at night, before which we would play darts for pennies in the house. Not realising the seriousness of it all, my nerves were in somewhat better shape than those of my elders, especially Uncle Charlie, and in continually supplementing my pocket money, I had already turned professional.


Life carried on in London. Dad joined the Home Guard and caused great amusement the first time he put on his uniform. I don’t know how many sizes too big it was for him, but it would have frightened the life out of the enemy, certainly if they had been tailors!


Away from the war, it was a time for learning; apart from French, German, mathematics, geography, history, religious knowledge and all the other subjects with which I was confronted, the Boys’ Brigade added to the list. BB provided gymnastics, playing the cornet, learning first aid, drill classes and also the fundamentals of the Christian religion (Baptist branch). We certainly did not allow the Germans to prevent us from preparing for life.


On Saturday mornings I would play football for the school team at Rose Hill, Sutton, travelling home on public transport without taking a bath unless it was unavoidable. In the afternoon I would play my second game of the day, for the 88th London Company of the Boys’ Brigade, on one of the local commons. On such days the bath around 5 p.m. was an event of maximum enjoyment and some necessity as it prepared me for the day’s third major activity: the games evening at the local Baptist church. Playing table tennis, snooker, darts, etc. made sure that we were all completely exhausted by the time we went to bed. Sunday sometimes meant church parade in the morning, playing in the band on the way to and from the church, and Sunday evening always meant Bible class.


When the nightly raids started on London, they curbed some but not all of these activities. After all, we had regulation tin hats which would protect us from any falling shrapnel from the shells of the anti-aircraft guns, as we made our way from home to the church hall. Boys’ Brigade activities were beneficial in many respects but they were time-consuming, which put pressure on those of us with homework to do. Nevertheless, after five years of this frenetic activity above and below ground, I was still in one piece. I was a sergeant in the BB, a reasonably accomplished player of the cornet, with a knowledge of first aid and elementary drill routines. The biggest miracle of all was that I managed to stagger through the matriculation examination, gaining a pass. I suppose I could have stayed on to take the higher school’s examinations, and maybe after that go on to university, but if the thought entered my mind it soon found a way out. I was anxious to escape from studying, but uppermost in my mind was to repay my parents, by bringing some money into the house. I was cock-a-hoop; having dispensed with learning, I was about to enter the adult world and at the same time could congratulate myself on being a dutiful son.


For some reason that I can no longer remember, I wanted to work on a newspaper. Martin Isaacs, our goalkeeper at Henry Thornton School, had joined the Daily Sketch and later on, under the name of Martin Lee, was to sit in the press box and write favourably about his old team-mate. After a couple of interviews, the first job I was offered was as a clerk for the London and Lancashire Insurance Company, 7 Chancery Lane. I took it. The job itself was boring: initially there was a backlog of policy documents which had to be updated and I spent hours poring diligently over them but not getting any satisfaction. It became apparent that if I wanted to progress in the insurance world, I would have to begin studying for the various insurance examinations. Having escaped from homework, I was in no mood for further exams. Inevitably, therefore, when the opportunity arose, I joined a firm of stockbrokers, H.J. Garrett and Co. I found Stock Exchange life much more to my liking: I had always been reasonable at mathematics, so I was soon able to cope happily with the speed at which the Stock Exchange functioned. The amount of business done on one day varied greatly; sometimes we would be working there until seven or eight in the evening, clearing up the aftermath of bargains that had been struck. Time flew by with breakneck speed, yet in contrast when business was slack, the office manager would say, ‘Okay, no more today. See you in the morning!’ and off we’d go. Such a logical approach enabled me to pursue my other life, BB and sport. I seemed to be doing well at work and was about to get to the ‘Blue Button’ stage – that’s when a clerk was allowed access to the floor of the Stock Exchange itself and was able to witness and play a part in the business taking place. However, before this happened, I reached the age of eighteen and could find no way of avoiding National Service, which at that stage in the nation’s history confronted every healthy young man.


I was posted to Bury St Edmunds, the headquarters of the Suffolk Regiment, for six weeks’ basic training. As a result of my Boys’ Brigade discipline it was less of a shock to me than it was to some. I was better off financially, too. I happened to own a cheap iron – trousers had to be pressed and ninepence was the price. By hitchhiking to and fro I managed to get home on five Sundays out of the six.


The next step was a move to the RASC at Cirencester to take a further six weeks’ clerks course, whilst waiting to go before a War Office Selection Board to establish whether I was officer material. Since I played the cornet/trumpet, I had drawn attention to it in filling in a questionnaire, alongside my other skills and hobbies. My answers led to my getting in the football, cricket, athletics, table tennis and darts teams, but sadly not in the band. I’m afraid my Boys’ Brigade cornet playing did not reach the standard required by the nineteen-year-old musical genius, Johnny Dankworth, the band’s leader. I didn’t even make the reserves.


I did make the football team almost immediately, playing in the Cirencester and District League on Saturday afternoons and earning the rest of the weekend off. At the end of the six weeks, I knew something about army office procedure and could touch type, but at only fifteen words a minute.


I was marched up in front of the CO who proposed a deal. If I gave up my ORI (Officer Rec. 1) grade I could stay on in the unit as a corporal (more money) and instruct on the same course I had just taken. Naturally, I would continue to play in the battalion football team (more weekends home). Having no real military ambitions, I jumped at the chance, instructed and played football for a year without missing one weekend at home. I also acted as MC at the extremely popular and crowded Thursday night hops, featuring the Dankworth band – my first break into showbusiness.


It was too good to be true and after twelve months I found myself transferred to Blackdown Garrison in Farnborough along with Derek Ufton, my pal.


‘Do you know why you’re here?’ the CO asked, as I stood to attention in front of him.


‘No, Sir!’ I replied. ‘Except that I understand that I’m to take charge of the Documents Office.’


‘Ridiculous!’ was the retort. ‘You’re here to play football, but see you do the other job as well.’


That surprised me, but nothing like so much as when I played my first match and found that Derek and I were the only two amateurs alongside nine professionals. Derek went on to play for Charlton and England and also keep wicket for Kent. Unlike me, though, he already had a toe in both those camps.


Those pros taught me how to play, i.e. that football is basically a passing game, the cornerstone on which all other more elaborate skills are based. After one handsome 5–0 win, I can remember thinking that I didn’t dribble round anyone, and the realisation dawned that the ball travelled faster on its own. It’s preferable that kids learn that lesson at nine, not nineteen.


After a month or two, I was asked by Ziggy Brown, our centre-half, if I would like to play a match or two with him for Folkestone Town in the Kent League. I travelled down by train, scored a goal in a comfortable win and was rewarded with a brown envelope containing £3 10 shillings to cover my expenses, exactly £1 2 shillings more than I was getting for serving His Majesty for a whole week – yet another hint of professional possibilities. On my second visit we also won and I scored again. The third time I wasn’t so lucky – I ended up in Folkestone Hospital, a scything tackle by an opponent having torn a cartilage. The offending part was skilfully removed at the Cambridge Military Hospital, Aldershot, just in time for me to be pronounced fit to leave the army and face the world, with the cushion of a few weeks’ paid demob leave.


The law of the land said that if I wished it, H.J. Garrett and Co. would be obliged to re-employ me for six months. However, they explained that the Stock Exchange was not at its most buoyant and if I could turn my hand to anything else, their advice was to do so.


I had heard a whisper that Ted Drake, then Reading’s manager, had seen me play in an army match and was interested in offering me a trial. I had nothing to lose, and anyway I needed advice on rehabilitating my knee, just seven weeks after the operation. So I took the train to Reading one morning and knocked on the office door. I was welcomed royally, never mind nursing my knee, and within half an hour of arriving I was playing in a practice match – hadn’t they ever heard of pre-season training?


I must have done something right because I was offered a prolonged trial, the club paying for my digs with Mr and Mrs Pointer on Donkin Hill. I played mostly in the third team. Wilf Chitty, who had played for Chelsea, was the team manager, also filling in occasionally when we were short. We competed in the Hampshire League and as often as not after a game stopped for a meal at the Criterion, Winchester. I can’t remember much about the games, but I can remember how much I enjoyed tucking in to the feast provided by the restaurant, so much more sophisticated fare than life had produced hitherto.


I played a couple of games in the reserves towards the end of my time there and I remember one in particular against Brentford at Griffin Park. I was marked by a tough veteran, Vivian Woodward, who gave me an uncomfortable time. I fought back stubbornly and tried to give as good as I got. I must have impressed Jackie Gibbons, the Brentford manager, because there were two contrasting outcomes. First, Ted Drake told me he wasn’t prepared to sign me as a pro and secondly, following one trial game for Brentford a week or two later, Jackie Gibbons said that he was – puzzling for a young lad, because Reading was in the third division and Brentford in the second. Who cared? I had got my chance.










BRENTFORD DAYS


From a position of desperately raw talent and minimal experience, I managed, by enthusiasm more than inherent skills, to win a place in Brentford’s First XI and begin the climb to competence as a professional player. In the ecstasy of being offered a contract at the enormous sum of £7 per week and £5 out of season, I took the plunge and married my childhood sweetheart, Gloria. I tried to persuade our manager that £5 was not enough to live on in the summer and that I was just as good a player as I was in the winter, probably better; he put it up to £6. We started married life living upstairs at my mother’s and father’s in the house where I was born in Pentney Road, Balham, before the club found us a house in Whitton Manor Road, near Isleworth. We had the upper half, the lower half being occupied by Billy Dare, a pleasant young man with a lovely wife and quite a talent for scoring goals. He was a centre-forward, striker now, a pint-sized one, but exceedingly quick and strong with a trick or two to outwit taller defenders.


Bill did not own a car, whereas I was the proud owner of a dark blue Morris 10. One of the problems with the house in Whitton Manor Road was that the entrance to the garage was extremely tight. On mornings when we may have been just a minute or two behind schedule, the car was in grave danger of having its paintwork disturbed, as in haste I endeavoured to squeeze it out backwards on to the road. It was particularly frustrating if it was Bill who was late. More was to come. Believe it or not, merely by driving the car to the ground I was breaking a club rule: our manager, Jack Gibbons, had closed his eyes to my indiscretion originally because the journey from Balham on public transport was horrendous. I’d been told to park the car round the corner so that my crime was concealed; hence there was always a short walk to the tea hut, situated just inside the ground. The club provided this small luxury for the players before they started their training. First there, in the nature of things, would order and pay for the teas. In every other way Billy was a sweet man, but the electric pace and nimbleness which enabled him to reach numerous goalscoring chances first on the field evaporated entirely when it came to getting to the tea hut.


In terms of football skills and experience I had a very large L plate on my back, but as far as athleticism, strength and stamina were concerned, I could hold my own with more experienced players. That helped me to survive and learn quickly. There was no such thing as coaching in English football; everyone believed that great players, or even good players, were born and there was no way you could improve upon God-given talent. Brilliant players scoffed at the idea and lesser players dared not argue. So there I was, an unskilled, inexperienced professional in a business which I had to learn quickly if I wanted to survive.


The man who had taken a chance on me, Jack Gibbons, was better known as A.H. Gibbons, significantly an ‘amateur’ originally in a professional game. The A.H. came from this status while a pre-war Tottenham player. He was an intelligent, ambitious man, a former RAF officer, and not the usual stereotype of a football boss. Jack had just taken over from a successful but older style of manager, Harry Curtis, who had guided Brentford before the war and resolutely manoeuvred them into the first division, now the Premier League. He had a fine reputation but after the war Brentford had slipped to the second division and the board decided to make a change.


Jack Gibbons was different and in a hurry. My inexperience, especially in one department, was blindingly obvious. Although I measured six feet tall, I was not the best in the air. Heading was an art I had not acquired at grammar school nor in the army. I tended to wait for the ball to reach the ground before employing other skills. The manager, not surprisingly, had noticed this slight deficiency in my repertoire. Ignoring traditional beliefs, he thought that perhaps something could be done about it. Maybe promising footballers could be fast forwarded into better ones?


Our captain at that time was a reserved but inspirational man, Tom Manley; with a dry sense of humour and an equally entertaining left foot, he had played for Manchester United before the war. Imagine that! Even then, Manchester United in my mind certainly had a grandeur that Brentford lacked. Jack Gibbons had said to Tom, ‘Jimmy’s hopeless in the air. Take him over there, throw some balls at him and tell him, or show him, how you jump and head them!’ I lived in awe of Captain Tom and this was the early sowing of seeds of a belief that coaching could help a player improve his skill, let alone tactical knowledge. Simplistic and basic as it all sounds now, it took the British game, chairmen, managers, coaches and players, some years to accept such philosophies and we still suffer as a result of it. Suffice it to say that later on, although in the air I was a long way from being a Tommy Lawton or an Alan Shearer, when I played as a striker I managed to head a valuable goal or two, including three in one game for Fulham. I even played some games for them as a central defender, not winning everything, but certainly winning my share and rewarding Jack Gibbons for his foresight and Tom Manley for the lessons which allowed me to climb to higher things.


My first official game as a pro for Brentford was in the reserves, away to Bournemouth. We lost 6–0: not the most encouraging debut! On the following Wednesday I retained the No. 9 shirt for my first home game at Griffin Park as a Brentford player. We won 6–0 and astonishingly I scored three of those goals. Excited as I was with such a dramatic swing in fortune, I did not look upon it as a passport to promotion to a second division league match. However, fate was offering a helping hand – the first team’s results had been far from satisfactory. I am unable to remember any detail of what happened between Wednesday and 3 p.m. on the following Saturday except that at the appointed hour I was wearing the No. 9 Brentford strip kicking off against Leicester – the beginning of twelve years of fun, frustration, fantasy and fulfilment.


I slipped the ball gently to Kenny Coote, our inside-left, and ran forward in hope more than expectation. Kenny controlled it and played a short pass back to me as I moved out of the centre circle towards the Leicester City goal. Getting my head down, I can’t remember going past any opponent until I got into a position on the edge of the Leicester penalty area, close enough to take a hopeful shot at goal. I was thoroughly excited by what was happening. I pulled my foot back and lashed at the ball, attempting to create the most impressive start to a footballer’s career in the history of the game. Unfortunately, I barely made contact and the ball dribbled maybe a full yard and a half in the wrong direction and the fairytale quickly evaporated. Eventually we drew 0–0 so at least I could boast that I had played a part in earning a point for my team in my first game in the Football League.


The real excitement was to come later – would I be selected for the next match? We had been unable to score on our home ground despite my enthusiastic but raw efforts. The next match was away against Bradford Park Avenue. All through the week the big discussion point with anyone I could find to bore to death with the topic was would I be picked for the following Saturday? In those days we used to travel up on the train the evening before, so on Thursday the team sheet went up: twelve names, among them J. Hill, but in no particular order. It could mean that I had held on to my place. As I tried to sleep that Friday night, thoughts of what might happen the following afternoon kept rushing through my mind. I could think of nothing else. We were staying in a hotel next to the station and the incessant noise of the trains shunting up and down came through the windows alarmingly and annoyingly. The outcome was I didn’t get a moment’s sleep. I can remember vividly my panic at being awake hour upon hour upon hour with the anticipation of playing my second game for a professional football club. The ladder of Henry Thornton School, the unit team in the army, straight into Brentford’s first team via Reading A team and reserves, was a steep one and my mind would not rest. Shrewdly, Jack Gibbons had pre-empted the effect such events would have on me, and the next day, to my bitter disappointment, I was made twelfth man. In those days there was no chance of a sub coming on, so in frustration I had to sit there for ninety minutes and watch the lucky chosen eleven battle it out against Bradford. It was a neat ploy by the manager and a basic lesson in man management. He realised what an impression it would have on me, with my temperament and enthusiasm, totally inexperienced, playing my first away match. When I next travelled away, I did sleep the night before the game, trains or no trains, and Preston, our opponents, offered £8000 for me.


I had an up-and-down season as an inside-forward; sometimes it would look as though I knew how to play the game and at other times I would appear to be a complete novice. It was fun, to be sure, but nerve-racking too. Again my athleticism enabled me to survive my shortcomings and continue to be selected by the manager. Jack Gibbons stood by me when things didn’t work out, especially when a section of the Brentford crowd started to criticise me. There were times when I appeared to be slow, turning into an opponent and losing the ball, failing to see a team-mate in a good position to receive. I would attempt crossfield passes which I had seldom delivered in my life and sometimes failed miserably. It brought a few moans, and yet in the midst of these moans I would suddenly spring back to life and show a flash of skill which would calm down the critics until the next mistake. Altogether, it was a difficult baptism because, almost without exception, my colleagues in the team were far more experienced. I was indeed a learner. Nevertheless, on the bright side, before very long some quite pleasant things were written about me:


 


Clifford Webb, Daily Herald: Brentford 1 – Sheffield United 0


Man of the match was Jimmy Hill. He has a nice easy dribbling action, knows how to beat a man and how to make accurate passes. Quite a prospect, I would say.


 


News of the World: Brentford 3 – Barnsley 0


Hill, the Brentford inside-left, was the man of the match. His craft and methods make him stand out and he made ball control look easy while so many players found it difficult.


 


Harry Ditton, News of the World: Brentford 2 – Hull City 1


Hill wouldn’t be out of place in an England team. It was a great move inspired by him that produced the first goal.


 


Needless to add, they described the good days – there were others.


One day, one of our players was injured and I was shuffled back from an attacking role as an inside-forward to a defensive one at wing-half. It meant that instead of playing with my back to the play, which tended to be the case for what we call a striker now, I found myself facing it. After that I began to be selected in that position, with Tony Harper, a stout defender, and Ron Greenwood completing the half-back line. I must say I found it so much easier and slowly but surely began to quieten the critics. Because of my innate attacking instincts, I tended to carry the ball forward and created danger for our enemies. This gradually turned the resident Griffin Park sourness into the sweet sound of encouragement and appreciation. It is of enormous benefit to a young player if a crowd will allow him time to survive the early days as he learns the job under pressure.


I began to respond to the applause which was exceedingly pleasant, as was playing alongside Ron, who became a good friend. With his experience he was able to help me tremendously in mastering the defensive arts, which were in short supply in my curriculum vitae. It was also Ron’s influence which persuaded me to attend a Football Association coaching course at the National Recreation Centre, Lilleshall. I had never thought about it before, but it did seem to make sense to do everything I could to learn about the profession I had just entered. It also seemed to be a prudent provision for the future when I could no longer play; passing on such knowledge to others would be an added bonus. I put down my name for a course at Lilleshall for the forthcoming summer, as did other ambitious team-mates. Johnny Paton, an outside-left Brentford had acquired from Celtic, was among them. He was very bright, full of personality and fun, and will enter the scene later in another context. Our goalkeeper Ted Gaskell was older, more experienced and had already begun to visit local schools regularly for coaching sessions. Finally, Jack Goodwin completed our Brentford coaching posse, and come the summer off we went to Lilleshall to meet Walter Winterbottom, the man who, single-handed, was to revolutionise England’s attitude to coaching. He succeeded in turning England from a relatively heathen football country in which footballers were supposedly born multi-talented into one in which it was accepted that it was possible to improve individual and collective skills, tactical knowledge and performance and achieve better results.


Acquiring the knowledge was one thing; being able to pass it on as a teacher was another. In that respect I did have an advantage from my earlier days, first in the experience I had gained in the Boys’ Brigade as a sergeant and later in the army as a corporal. I was relaxed on my feet. Walter was an inspirational teacher; he had the personality, the enthusiasm and a new message of direction and hope which made sense. Many of us during that period were motivated to go out and preach his philosophies, including Vic Buckinghan, Bill Nicholson, Malcolm Allison, Ron Greenwood and certainly myself. I recently caught a glimpse of a photograph of a squad of pupils at Lilleshall and there, standing at the back, was Bob Paisley. I don’t know how much of Walter’s philosophy rubbed off on Bob, but he went on to become the most successful manager, in terms of winning trophies, domestic football has seen, ahead even of Bill Shankly.


Within a short time I had earned my full badge and thus had set up the second string to my bow: a player and now a coach, which was to prove invaluable.


A year or two later I was back at Lilleshall as an instructor on the same course I had so enjoyed in my early days at Brentford. On Thursday evenings an impromptu camp concert was staged during which, if there was any talent in the entertainment field present, those possessing it did their best to enchant their colleagues. There is another word that, if I wasn’t a gentleman, I could use about the nature of the audience, but let’s just say they were not the easiest of gatherings to play to.


On the staff was a most talented footballer and extremely entertaining man, Southampton’s George Curtis. In the days when there were few ball jugglers, George had magic boots. He had total control of the football with tricks to spare and was an extremely skilful and entertaining circus-like inside-forward. I knew that from one or two most frustrating afternoons spent trying to take the ball from him down at the Dell. But George had another talent – he could recite Kipling’s poem ‘If’, and it had become a regular spot in the Thursday evening concert. After a year or three, some of us thought we might spice up George’s performance. I suggested that while he was reciting, perhaps two or three of us could hum ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ gently in the background. The only problem was to make the music fit the poem, but after a few rehearsals we had it precisely timed. On the night, though, George inadvertently omitted two lines of the verse, which meant that he was getting to the end of the words before the hummers were able to catch up with him. As on the pitch, George was ahead of the game. So with the realisation that he was going to reach the goalline first, the slow double piano of the hummed voices in the background suddenly acquired a touch of panicky accelerando. By dint of exceptional fortune we reached the final chords almost together to tumultuous applause from the audience – at any rate, I think that’s what it was!


Fun and games it may all have been but there was a serious thread leading to 1966 and England winning the World Cup for the first and only time.


 


At about that time, in 1951, our second division club was invited to play against the Dutch National XI. That in itself speaks volumes for the foresight of the Dutch FA, as well as registering their humble position in terms of world football during that period. Believe it or not we managed to draw 1–1 which would hardly be the case if those levels of teams were to play each other nowadays. It only goes to show just how far Holland has progressed since then.


The second most astonishing thing that stays in my mind was the quality of the food that we were offered. Six years after the war had ended, back home we were still rationed, having to surrender coupons in exchange for butter, clothes and other commodities. In contrast, here we were staying in a luxurious hotel in Amsterdam confronted by an array of food the like of which we had never seen in our lives before, let alone eaten. To a man, we came from families where the budget did not stretch to such luxuries even without a ration book and that quality of nourishment just wasn’t available at any restaurant that we may have patronised in the UK. In truth, I have to admit, I was a touch sluggish for the first fifteen minutes at least, because of the enormous amount of food with which I could not resist stuffing myself the night before.


In my mind, Brentford in those days is inextricably linked with Johnny Paton, mentioned earlier, the outside-left who had come to Griffin Park via Celtic. Johnny had four things in his favour: a bright personality, an attractive wife and two young children. He was the first one to make me aware that there would come a time when I would no longer be able to earn a living playing football, and perhaps not coaching, and to raise the dreaded question, ‘What then?’ John had taken steps himself and paid for a correspondence course in salesmanship. Occasionally, when we were on a train or in a coach travelling to an away match, he would be reading his notes and would pass on little nuggets of knowledge to me, which began to open my mind to the possibilities. He didn’t exactly talk me into it, but he did encourage me to begin thinking about life after football. Thus, we both wrote for jobs advertised in the London Evening Standard as trainee part-time salesmen for a company called Accessories Electrical Supplies. We went for interviews and couldn’t believe our luck when we were taken on. No sooner had we finished training at Griffin Park than we were knocking on the abundance of factory doors which existed up and down the Great West Road, presenting cards asking to see managers, sales reps or anybody else prepared to give us the time of day. Electric light bulbs were our stock in trade, but Arnold Weinstock had little to worry about. Nevertheless, it was educational and kept us out of mischief and in touch with the real world, which we would have to rejoin sooner or later.


My interest in golf, having flickered into life during my time on trial at Reading, developed slowly at Brentford. We used to play on days off at Wyke Green Golf Club, not all that far from the ground, and occasionally at other clubs in the area. I don’t know why we found ourselves playing at Hanwell Golf Club but I will not forget the day I holed out in one; I can’t even remember at which hole, except it was about 150 yards or so par three downhill and I took a five iron. I can’t claim that it was a very good golf shot: it was sliced and low and hit the corner of the green on the left, faded across the green and, to my absolute delight, went straight into the hole. An undeserved piece of luck, but one that caused about as much celebration as we could muster.


While still living in Balham, I searched for somewhere to play locally. A popular course for peripatetic golfers was Beckenham Place Park, not all that far away, twenty minutes or so by car. With three friends I used to play regularly on Sunday mornings, not at a normal teeing off time, but at six o’clock to avoid the rush. We would aim for 5.30 a.m. for a prompt start. By nine o’clock we were round and on the way home for a Sunday morning breakfast and a day with the family.


One day, on a day off from training, I was in the locker room at Beckenham when a voice asked, ‘Anybody want a game?’


‘Well, yes,’ I replied, ‘I’m here on my own.’ The questioner was a man called Ossie Noble. We played a round together and from that chance meeting became friends and rather strange business colleagues.


Ossie was on the stage, a mime artist. It was a delight to see him entertain an audience without speaking, dressed as a dumb clown and creating laughter with solely visual humour. He was also an accomplished drummer. We played golf together regularly. In order to establish a good rhythm for his golf swing, Ossie was following advice. He had heard that the swing should adopt the pace and flow of the ‘Blue Danube Waltz’ – ‘La da da da boom!’ etc. and at the ‘boom!’ you hit the ball.


Ossie provided another example of the anxiety which footballers, other professional sportsmen and in his case those on the stage and in the theatre carried with them, fearing the day when they would no longer be able to earn a living through their particular talents. Ossie was always looking for ways in which he could establish a future, something that would earn him a living if his act lost its magic. As it happened, with the availability of television, music hall was soon to lose its attraction and many floundered. Ossie was haunted by the thought that one day the public might tire of his act and he would be unable to support his wife and lovely children.
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