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Introduction



‘Only seconds to go here at Wembley Stadium, England lead West Germany 3–2. The hosts have one hand on the World Cup but the Germans come forward again. Beautiful interception by Moore. He looks up; he can see his captain making a run into the opposition half. Excellent through ball from Moore, slices the German defence in half. England’s skipper has the ball deep in the opponent’s half, there are some people on the pitch. He lashes the ball from fully 35 yards past the German keeper to give him his fourth of the game, what an incredible performance! England are the World Champions! And how fitting that this inspirational captain should lead his exhausted men up those famous 39 steps and take the golden trophy from Her Majesty the Queen.’


Of course, I was that goalscoring genius in a dream that persisted for about a decade. As I got older, Debbie Harry replaced the Queen, and she gave me the key to her hotel room rather than the World Cup, and that became a lot more exciting than football, but you get the picture. You probably have a similar memory; it’s the enduring dream of kids all over England. Playing for your country at Wembley, and winning the World Cup for good measure.


Despite the combined efforts of Admiral, Umbro and the Football Association to undermine it with frequent changes and irritating amendments, are there any more powerful sporting images than that of the pristine England football shirt, any more potent symbols of achievement than wearing the three lions? They’ve been worn by the heroes of our national game, from Matthews to Moore, Bloomer to Shilton, Edwards to Shearer. The shirt has graced the stadia of the world, as England spread word of the game to the four corners of the globe and were repaid for this kindness by being overtaken by countries who quickly learned to play it better.


The history of the England team has spanned a period of massive change – in the game itself, in its organization and in the attitudes of the society that has shaped it. When the first ball was kicked against Scotland in 1872, it was the era of the amateur, on and off the field. By the time David Batty’s penalty was saved at France ’98, we were in the age of the professional superstar, the highly paid mercenary who can hawk his talents around the world, a world away from the wage slaves of just forty years ago. Today’s players travel in first-class luxury on chartered jets where their pre-war predecessors stood up in third-class railway compartments. From turning up to play on the day of the game, tournaments are now prefaced by month-long training camps. But one thing has remained consistent, no matter what the changing times: the pride with which so many wear an England shirt. Bobby Robson, later able to dispense caps as the national manager, sums up the emotion: ‘When you’re selected for England, it’s the biggest personal achievement; you have to be proud of that. You’re being told you are the best player in the country at that time. I know it’s a matter of the coach’s choice but I was thrilled, it was something I’d lived for, worked for, longed for; it was wonderful. I felt very proud about it.’


The early years of England’s footballing history were marked, disfigured, by a sense of superiority wrapped up in stifling insularity. The rudimentary travelling arrangements of the pre-jet age made international competition difficult and our island position made us more isolated than other European countries. Even so, it showed a chronic lack of vision to refuse to take part in the first three World Cup tournaments of 1930, 1934 and 1938, following the withdrawal from FIFA in 1928 over payments to amateurs during the Olympic Games. In truth, the view of the Football Association was that England need not be troubled by such second-rate competition, that everyone accepted our standing as the world’s premier football nation. As World Cup winner Ray Wilson points out: ‘The attitude was we’d invite the winners over, give ’em a good hiding and send ’em back home. Seems to me that if you’re the best, you should prove it by winning the thing over and again. It’s in the record books that Uruguay and Italy won the World Cup, not that we might have been a better team.’ That short-sightedness meant a generation of giants such as Tommy Lawton, Raich Carter, Eddie Hapgood, Stan Cullis and Joe Mercer never graced the World Cup finals, nor picked up the medals that could have been theirs. It might even have given England the chance to become the first nation to win three World Cups and take the Jules Rimet trophy outright.


Nowadays, that suspicion of foreign competition has disappeared. The World Cup and European Championships are at the heart of our national aspirations and our self-image. Successes such as those at Italia ’90 or Euro ’96 galvanize the entire nation, making icons of the figureheads, men like Gazza, Stuart Pearce, Alan Shearer or David Seaman. The game is now central to the nation’s emotional health, a faintly ridiculous but nonetheless undeniable position. And the pressures that rest on the shoulders of David Beckham, Michael Owen and Sol Campbell are often intolerable. But there is no shortage of young footballers desperate to take a place in the England side. The rewards are considerable but so are the perils. Who’d have wanted to swap places with Chris Waddle in 1990, Gareth Southgate in 1996 or Paul Ince in 1998?


In the days of the early pioneers – long-forgotten names such as J.C. Clegg, A.K. Smith, Ottaway, Chenery and Morice, England’s first forward line – internationals were played for prestige and as friendship games (if any match with Scotland could be termed that). Largely battling the home nations, Scotland provided the only test, Wales and Ireland representing minor challenges. Now, every match is ripe with significance and, as each coach is at pains to tell us, there are no easy games left, mainly because England don’t play Lawrie McMenemy’s team.


International football is a multimillion-pound operation that lives on bogus promotion and dubious hyperbole. As we end the millennium, the football is in danger of getting lost beneath the onslaught of Adidas, Coca-Cola, World Cup diaries, xenophobic press reporting, satellite TV and the bizarre changes wrought on the game from the parallel universe inhabited by the denizens of FIFA. The truth is, if you can strip all that away, you’re left with what football is really about, the glory game. And for any English boy, that glory finds its greatest fulfilment in winning the right to wear the three lions on the shirt.
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In the Beginning


Curiously, given England’s historical position as the birthplace of Association Football, the international game was delivered to an expectant world by the Auld Enemy, in Glasgow, at the West of Scotland Cricket Ground, Partick, on 30 November 1872. At least England were involved in the inaugural game, making a trip north of the border in order to do useful missionary work, aiding the spread of the game in Scotland, where rugby held sway. International rugby had begun earlier the same year, and the Football Association thought it might give football an important boost to emulate that event, generating greater public interest and awareness in the game. Organizing an inaugural fixture from scratch and without any precedent proved difficult, not least financially. There was no professional football in England at the time, so by definition the entire side was composed of amateurs. There were no match fees to pay, but travelling expenses had to be found. An impecunious FA prevailed on the clubs to pay for their players, perhaps explaining why nine different clubs were represented, Oxford University the only side to provide more than one player to England. Given the later treatment of poorly paid professionals, it’s revealing that these well-to-do amateurs were subsidized, illustrating the masters and serfs philosophy within the higher echelons of the footballing Establishment that prevailed for at least a century.


Anti-climactically, the match itself ended in a 0–0 draw, the respected journal Bell’s Life reporting ‘a splendid display of football in the really scientific sense of the word and a most determined effort on the part of the representatives of the two nationalities to overcome each other.’ With the Scots so supposedly backward in their development of the game, it was a surprise to many observers that they held their own so comfortably against the far more experienced Englishmen. What’s more astonishing is that there were no goals, with England playing a 1–1–8 formation, the Scots a 2–2–6 line-up. How did fourteen forwards fail to find one goal between them? Possibly it was because the game was seen as an opportunity for the upper crust to indulge in a little ‘hacking’. Lord Kinnaird was rated the finest player of his day, though he was never rewarded with an England cap, but was typical of many footballers at the time, famed for his ruthlessness. Talking to the one-time president of the FA Sir Francis Marindin, Kinnaird’s mother expressed the fear that her son Arthur would some day come home with a broken leg. ‘Never mind,’ Marindin consoled her, ‘it will not be his own.’ Despite that kind of violence, or perhaps because of it, the game was adjudged a rousing success, around 4000 attending. A rematch was offered in England for the following March at the Kennington Oval. This time, the FA asked their member clubs to submit names for inclusion in the side and seventy names were put forward. With the FA Cup the only senior club competition at the time – the Football League did not come into existence until 1888 – measuring the merits of individual clubs and players wasn’t easy. To address this trials were held in order to find the best players to teach the Scots a lesson. Why they were so keen to prove their credentials is a mystery given that tickets were not made easily available to the public. Instead, you could only get them from the secretaries of the FA clubs, and only then at the extortionate price of a shilling (5p). Fortunately, while the toffs were being allowed in in their carriages, large numbers of the great unwashed were able to sneak in and see the game for free. There was more goalmouth activity this time around, as England won 4–2, the teams changing ends after each goal was scored.


Many thought that England would now begin to assert their quality in future matches, but that was to prove the height of early English supremacy. They lost four and drew one of the next five games between the two as the match became an annual event, the venue alternating between countries. The story of those games was of an English side based solely on individualism being regularly undone by the Scots, whose side was largely drawn from just two or three clubs and so had excellent teamwork to sustain it. Typical of the shambles that was the England side in 1875, the team all wore different coloured shirts. Not only that, goalkeeper Carr arrived late, but the ten men managed to keep the game goalless for the few minutes until he arrived. A pity he did, because England conceded two goals and only got a draw. Maybe if he hadn’t turned up, they might have won. Things got worse three years later when England were taken apart 7–2, a correspondent of Bell’s Life, signing himself ‘A Disgusted Englishman’, complaining that ‘they played very selfishly, each one appearing to play entirely for himself and not for the success of the side.’ England must have learned from that, because the following year they fought back from 4–1 down to win 5–4, recording their first win in this fixture in six attempts.


It was the Scotland game that mattered, even though the Welsh had also formed a national side by now. The fixture nearly came to a halt following a dispute in 1880 over the laws of the game. N.L. Jackson, founder of the Corinthians and assistant secretary at the FA, wrote, ‘The Scots having refused to acknowledge the offside rule as recently passed by the Football Association, Arthur Kinnaird and I, who were in charge of the team, had instructions not to permit our players to go on the field unless the referee and our opponents agreed to adopt the new rule. After a heated discussion which lasted until long after the time appointed for the kick-off, the Scottish authorities finally did agree, but unfortunately the referee did not adhere by the rule when it came to the point, and so unpleasant was the match in consequence that it almost led to a rupture between the two associations.’ A 5–4 Scottish win did little to improve the FA’s humour, but, fortunately, the breach was healed and the Scots were free to maintain their early dominance. England were in some disarray by now, for though they were able to beat Ireland 13–0 in Belfast, they lost to Wales for the first time in 1882 in Wrexham. The Welsh having shown these new footballing credentials, the Home International competition was set up in 1883–84. Inevitably, it reflected that the balance of power within these islands lay in Scotland, as they won four and shared two of the first seven Championships, England managing to share it twice and win it once. England’s sole outright success came in 1888, when they simultaneously achieved their first ever win in Scotland, 5–0, the Daily Mail reporting that ‘England were trained to their work as never a team sent out by the English association were before.’ The beginning of this English renaissance can be traced to the 1885 fixture, for although England only managed a 1–1 draw, it heralded a brief interest in tactics. England lined up with a 2–3–5 formation, the famous WM system that was to persist for another seventy-five years, not just in England, but over much of the world.


Essentially, the formation employed two full-backs, left and right, whose role was almost entirely defensive, though they played more centrally than the full-backs we know today. Ahead of them were three half-backs strung across the field, midfielders as we would known them now. Typically, they were the fetchers and carriers of the side, helping out in defence when necessary – Herbert Chapman was eventually to employ the centre half-back as a purely destructive stopper – attempting to break down opposing moves by tackling and interception, then setting their own forwards in motion once they’d won the ball. There were five forwards, comprising two wingers, whose job was to get crosses in for the centre-forward, typically a tall, powerful figure, good in the air. Alongside him were two inside-forwards who tended to be more creative players, able to carve out chances and score too. When it was first unveiled, the critics savaged the system as being too negative and ignoring the first principle of football, the need to score goals. Nowadays, any coach advocating a 2–3–5 line-up would be incarcerated in the nearest asylum for being too reckless.


Linked with the sudden desire to think more deeply about the game was the spread of professionalism through the 1880s and the eventual introduction of the Football League Championship in 1888. This led to a general improvement of the standard of football played, even though those footballers were not professionals in the sense that we know them today. Initially, at least, the pros had two jobs, getting paid to play and perhaps being rewarded with better full-time jobs, fixed by the football club into the bargain. As time moved on, some players were able to make a good living from football alone – West Bromwich Albion’s England winger Billy Bassett earned a massive £43 a week! For all that they were making comparatively good money, the pros were still second-class citizens, not allowed to eat with the amateurs, required to call them ‘sir’ and defer to them at all times. Ultimately, the professionals had the last laugh, as the amateurs were squeezed off the field and into boardrooms and the corridors of power, where they’ve proved to be infinitely more dangerous.


Leading on from the professionalism that swept the land, the FA were forced, very reluctantly, to increase the England match fee from ten shillings (sop) to £1. Whether it was mere coincidence, or a reflection that superior talents demand rewards and will only then give of their best, can never be proven, but the 1890s were England’s most satisfactory decade thus far. Rarely now were players drawn from smaller clubs, with long-forgotten names like Wednesbury Strollers, Birmingham Excelsior, Remnants, Clapham Rovers, First Surrey Rifles, Lancing Old Boys and Darwen. Instead the mighty clubs of the Football League, teams like Preston, Aston Villa and Blackburn, began to make their presence felt, imbuing the side with the professional disciplines and a greater adherence to team play. So strong were England that in both 1891 and 1892 they were able to play Wales and Ireland on the same day with separate teams, winning all four fixtures by 4–1 and 6–1 respectively in 1891 and winning both 2–0 in 1892. In the later years of the decade, these were treated as trial games, with Wales facing an all-amateur side and Ireland an all-professional eleven. But Scotland were the test and between 1890 and 1899, England won six and drew two of the ten fixtures, a massive shift in the balance of power.


England were winning comfortably, but all in the garden was not perfect. The FA were required to ban betting by players and player discipline was also problematic, with frequent sendings off. There were frequent crowd control problems too. In 1894 too many eager fans besieged Parkhead, crammed into the ground, and there were injuries as barricades collapsed and people were crushed. Two years later, there were similar problems when an estimated crowd of 60,000 caused some to spill on to the perimeter of the field. They then had things thrown at them by those in the stands who resented their advantageous position and they had to be herded back on to the terraces. In a chilling portent of events eighty and ninety years later, the authorities of the day proved that while the money was coming in, they weren’t interested in learning any lessons. Tragically, the inevitable happened at Ibrox in 1902. The capacity of the ground was an incredible 80,000, but there were more than 100,000 in the stadium when the game began. Six minutes in, the new stand partially collapsed. It was a wooden structure, planks placed on steel uprights, but the swaying of the huge throng caused seven rows, each thirty yards wide, to cave in, dropping the poor unfortunates standing on the wood fully forty feet, then to have further bodies crash into them fractions of a second later as they too fell through the floor. Twenty-six people died, 587 were injured. With all the compassion that is legion in Establishment circles, the footballers of both sides were forced back on to the field just 18 minutes later, to prevent the crowd asking for their money back. Unsurprisingly, the game was a damp squib, ending 1–1 as the players dolefully went through the motions.


Looked upon as England’s first true superstar, Steve Bloomer of Derby County was a supreme inside-forward who scored goals at an astonishing rate and who could create them too. He was a key figure in improving English results. Ivan Sharpe was a club colleague who went on to play for the British Olympic gold medal winning team at the 1912 Olympics, then became a respected journalist. Writing of Bloomer, he recalled that, ‘He was called “Paleface” … his build was slim yet, at inside-right, he was master of them all … he had the golden gift of splitting a defence with one arrow-like, pin-pointed pass … he could shoot with sudden touch … but our Stephen was a tyrant. He said what he thought, and if things were going wrong, his partner had no pleasant Saturday.’ Setting himself the highest standards, Bloomer did not suffer fools gladly, and if he had done the donkey work to create a gilt-edged chance, he wasn’t shy about pointing it out to the errant forward. Another of Bloomer’s admirers was Sir Frederick Wall, who was the secretary of the FA from 1895 to 1934. Writing in 1935, he noted that ‘Bloomer, of course, makes mistakes like everyone else, but he was the superior of everyone I ever saw as a scorer … some of the men chosen for England in these latter days have not his intense desire to win. Bloomer wanted the ball near goal and men like G.O. Smith and Goodall saw that he received it. Bloomer lived to shoot.’ Collecting 28 goals in just 23 games, Bloomer was one of the central reasons why England came out of the doldrums and were able to enter the new century in good heart.


Obviously, England and Scotland continued to vie for the Home International Championship, and though England’s results against the Scots were decidedly mixed, they often managed to get a share of the Championship as the Scots squandered points against Wales and Ireland, fixtures where they were far less fired up. Ireland managed to share the trophy with England and Scotland in 1902, then the Welsh took the title outright in 1907. This was a reflection of the improved organization in the two ‘minnow’ countries. It also illustrated that pitting themselves against the best quality opposition was the surest way to improving the quality of their own play – although occasionally they would still find themselves on the wrong end of a terrible beating, in general they were able to give Scotland and England a decent game, keep the score down to respectable levels and, from time to time, pinch a draw or even a victory. While this was good news for them, for England and for Scotland it made much worse reading. The obvious implication was that by simply playing against the same three opponents, year in, year out, they were atrophying. There was no new tactical stimulus, the strengths and weaknesses of each side were well known, and, ultimately, the sides were cancelling one another out in terribly predictable games. With professionals now making up almost the entire England team, it meant that their clubs could have call on them during the summer months as well as during the season. And if the clubs could use them, so could England, thereby making it possible for the FA to send an England party overseas to play international friendlies, giving our footballers valuable exposure to Continental methods.


Vienna was the site of England’s first foray abroad, as the party embarked on a four-game tour. It was generally assumed that British football was the best in the world, but, nonetheless, it was intriguing to see how our players would fare on foreign shores. In June 1908, the world had little to teach. England opened by beating Austria 6–1, then beating them 11–1 two days later. Two days following that, in Budapest, Hungary were humbled 7–0, and on 13 June, the tour was wrapped up in Prague with a 4–0 win over Bohemia. Obviously, the opposition was nothing to write home about, but England, remember, weren’t flying across Europe, going from one city to the next in an hour or two. They had to trek across the Continent by train, hardly ideal preparation for any match, so victory by such massive margins was a genuinely impressive achievement.


England’s party had a number of top-class footballers in it. Amateur Vivian Woodward proved an admirable successor to Steve Bloomer and helped himself to six goals, but it was in the fullbacks that England had a pair of all-time greats, in West Brom’s Jesse Pennington and Blackburn’s Bob Crompton, who amassed an amazing 41 caps in his career at a time when England seldom played more than three games a year. Crompton retained the right-back berth from his debut in March 1902 through to England’s last game before the Great War in April 1914, missing just four games in all that time. Sir Frederick Wall said of him: ‘No matter how the ball reached him, he could take and spurn it away with either foot. He placed his returns and made every effort to keep the ball in play by imparting screw. His idea was to serve his forwards.’ At a time when full-backs were simply expected to kick the ball forty yards upfield if it came anywhere near them, preferably with the opposing winger still attached to it, the progressive intentions of Crompton and Pennington were revolutionary, and many fine England performances were built on that bedrock.


The two returned to Europe the following summer when England played two internationals in Budapest within three days, winning 4–2 and 8–2, and then won 8–1 in Vienna the following day. These were displays of considerable athleticism and skill in the circumstances. Having put a toe in the Continental waters, the FA decided that the quality of opposition was so poor, it wasn’t worth sending England out there again, and the next time we sent a team to Europe it was to fight in Ypres and on the Somme.


Yes the opposition was poor, but the FA showed typical short-sightedness and insularity in curtailing this experiment, and in not venturing into other countries to see what they had to offer. It wasn’t as if we were dominating on the home front and had no need of any fresh ideas. Wales and Ireland had both become harder to beat and Scotland were regaining the upper hand. Following the 1–1 draw at Hampden in 1912, Bob Crompton was forced to admit that, ‘The Scots are better grounded in theory, more intelligent, more skilful and have better use of the ball. If they were as fast as they were clever, England would stand little chance with them.’ England managed to gain parity on the basis of hard work and greater physical presence, but as is increasingly the case today, skilful teams can always graft on a little muscle to their play. It is technical quality that is the hardest thing to find, and England lacked it. Surely, even in hammering European sides, they might have picked up one or two wrinkles on and off the field that could have been of benefit? But that wasn’t the so superior English way. It was our game, we invented it, so we knew best.


Oddly, results suggested otherwise, but the football Establishment seemed loath to take the hint. Good players were still being produced, such as Sunderland’s forward, Charles Buchan. If we could find men as good as him, could there be a problem? Buchan may have had the ability, but was he given the opportunity or the incentive to use it? Despite an excellent record in a tremendous Sunderland side that would only just miss the Double by losing the Cup Final in the 1912–13 season, Buchan was given just one chance to stake his claim. Unsurprisingly, the game went past him without him really stamping his authority on it: ‘It is the unaccustomed atmosphere that, I think, accounts for so many failures on a first appearance for England. The player is keyed up to such an extent that it is almost impossible for him to produce his normal game. That is why I consider that a youngster should be given more than one game before being discarded. If he is good enough for selection, he is good enough for a second chance.’ All perfectly logical, but Buchan was denied that next game, dropped immediately in spite of scoring England’s only goal, though admittedly changes were inevitable once England had lost 2–1 in Belfast, a catastrophic result, England’s first ever defeat at the hands of Ireland. Buchan was naturally upset at the way the game turned out, and his reaction might just have swayed the selectors against him when picking the next team: ‘When I got into the dressing room, despondent at the defeat, I sat next to George Elliott, the free-scoring Middlesbrough centre-forward. On the other side of him was one of the linesmen. He passed some remarks to Elliott about the right-wing – Mordue and myself – that I could not help overhearing and did not like. So, with the hot-headedness of youth, I told him what I thought about him. He turned out to be a member of the FA Selection Committee.’


Buchan was further marked down as a trouble-maker when he went to collect his expenses: ‘When I was called in the room to be paid, the FA member in charge crossed out one of the items, the last on the list. It was for a cab from Sunderland station to my home, which I had included in advance. As I would not arrive in town until six o’clock on the Sunday morning, I thought I was entitled to the ride home. But the FA member said, “I can’t allow this to pass. You must get home by tram. They run in Sunderland, I suppose?” “Yes,” I replied, “but not on Sunday mornings.” Before the First World War, the first Sunday tram in Sunderland started off at midday. Eventually he paid out with a very bad grace. I remember the bill, including the international fee, return travel from Sunderland and meals, amounted to £12 19s 10d (£12.99). He handed me thirteen golden sovereigns and said, “Have you the two pence change?”’


Under that sort of management, it’s little surprise that the Englishmen often seemed to lack the desire of some of their opponents. In a phrase that was to become appallingly familiar over the following five years, England’s players were lions led by donkeys. Football was put away for the duration of the Great War, though, ironically, it made a brief appearance one Christmas Day, when men came out of the trenches and we played our first ever international against the Germans on neutral ground in no man’s land, a fixture the FA hadn’t managed to arrange in peacetime. The score is unrecorded, but the Germans probably won on penalties.
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Perpetual Change


When the hideous waste that was the Great War – billed as ‘the war to end all wars’, it didn’t – finally ground to a close, it took some time before international football could be resumed. Following the incredibly enlightened isolationist policy that led to the political and economic circumstances in which the Nazis could flourish, in 1919 the FA decreed that England would not play against the Central Powers – Germany, Austria and Hungary – nor against any other nation that dared to play them. As a result, England spent the next couple of years locked in battle with the other home countries. It wasn’t the most successful policy, for England didn’t get so much as a share of the Championship until 1926–27, not winning outright until 1929–30. Inevitably, the First World War meant the end of a number of careers – Crompton was the most obvious retirement from the scene, though his defensive partner Jesse Pennington carried on briefly, going on to play in what he considered the finest match he could remember, against Scotland in Sheffield in April 1920: ‘It rained throughout the game, we could hardly keep our feet, especially in the first half when we faced the wind and rain. We had four goals put past us, but our forwards had got two for themselves. I felt sure at half-time we might still win and I told the team this. I have never seen such great football from two teams in such conditions. This was to be my very last international, but it left a lasting impression, not for that fact, but because of the craftsmanship of both sets of forwards.’ England won the game 5–4, some consolation for having been beaten 2–1 by Wales at Highbury. Charles Buchan scored England’s goal in that game, his second international, and was then immediately dropped, just as had been the case after his debut in 1913.


Here was an obvious talent, but one of which the FA were wary. At a time when professionals should be seen and not heard, Buchan would commit that most heinous of crimes, having his own mind and speaking it. He was forced to play in an England trial game in 1921. Sitting in the hotel beforehand, he was approached by an FA official who told him, ‘ “You will have to get out of that chair, Buchan, when Mr Lewis [an FA committee man] arrives” … I thought it disparaging to professional players as a whole and would have done anything rather than give up the seat.’


When Stan Cullis got into the England side in 1937, little had changed in the FA’s attitude: ‘We were told to get to the game the best way we could. In other words, it was left to you to decide how you would go to Wembley!’


After his mutiny, Buchan was surprisingly selected again, for the summer trip to Belgium in May 1921, scoring the first goal in a 2–0 win. Again, though, he courted controversy, duly noted by those in authority, who dropped him like a stone once more. This time, his supposed misdemeanour occurred on the field: ‘I noticed the Belgian goalkeeper always took three or four strides with the ball before making a clearance. So I awaited my opportunity and, as he was about to kick clear, I put my foot in front of the ball. It rebounded quickly from the sole of my boot, flew hard up against the cross-bar and bounced clear. If the ball had gone into the net, I think there would have been a riot. From that moment, the crowd roared every time I got the ball. You see, you are not supposed to go anywhere near a Continental goalkeeper even if he had the ball in his possession.’ England won convincingly enough, but the fact that the margin was down to just two goals should have been an early warning that these damned Continentals were getting better at the game. The hint was taken, to a degree, and the Belgians were invited to play at Highbury. Fifty years and four months after England had played their first international, foreign opposition was finally welcomed to our shores. It wasn’t much of a welcome, England winning 6–1.


At least England persisted in playing overseas, visiting France and Sweden in the summer of 1923. Charles Buchan was in the party and, amazingly, was selected as captain for the first game, in Paris. He wrote in his autobiography, ‘After half an hour’s play, Hegan scored the first goal for England. As captain I was so delighted that I ran across and shook Hegan’s hand. Though I never thought about it for the rest of the game, I got a severe reprimand from the FA member in charge of the team after it was over. It seemed that hand-shaking was one of those things that wasn’t done … I do not like to see the congratulations business carried to excess. As for kissing, which has been known, well, I think that’s a disgusting show of emotion … after the match, some of the professionals came to me and asked if they were to get their expenses and match fee that evening. They wanted to go out shopping and, of course, to see the sights of Paris. So I went to the member in charge and put the matter before him … he refused point blank to pay until we got on the boat for home the next day. I tried to make him see what I thought was reason, but he said, “I am determined they shall go back with their money in their pockets.” Though we pooled our resources, I fear that some of the players had a thin evening on the boulevards.’


England’s new captain, who had again got on the scoresheet in a 4–1 win, was dropped from the two games in Sweden, where admittedly below strength sides won 4–2 and 3–1. Nor did Buchan get back into the side early in the new season when English football was shocked to the core when we only managed a 2–2 draw in Antwerp. Again, a weakened side had been selected, the Belgians taking full advantage and emphasizing how quickly European football was progressing.


The miscreant Buchan was recalled to the colours for the sixth and final time, to play in the first ever Wembley international, against the Scots in April 1924. The way in which he got the news was typical of the treatment he had received down the years: ‘I was walking home from business when a friend stopped me in the street. “Congratulations, Charlie,” he said, “and may the ball run kindly for you.” Very surprised, I asked him what it was all about. “Don’t you know?” he asked. “You’re England’s centre-forward at Wembley, I’ve just heard it over the air.” True enough, the first announcement had been made by radio. I boasted only a “cat’s-whisker” set in those days and more often than not it failed to work … In those days, professional players had the choice of a match fee or a gold medal. I chose the medal. I’m glad I did, for it was the last time I ever played for England.’ Six games, four goals, never played in two successive matches. You’d be forgiven for thinking he played through a golden age of English football, but he did not. Buchan was victimized for not knowing his place and England suffered by his omission.


Throughout the 1920s England achieved very moderate success on the home front, while further afield the gap was narrowing in some quarters. Even so, there were still plenty of easy pickings to be had on the Continent, and the summer tour of 1927 proved that, when England trounced Belgium 9–1, Luxembourg 5–2 and France 6–0. Given that in the 1930 World Cup Belgium lost to the USA and Paraguay, the French were beaten by Argentina and Chile, and that even today Luxembourg are still hopeless, these were not results to leave English supporters flushed with pride.


Looking at England teams in that decade, there are few, if any names, which echo down the century until the arrival of Everton’s Dixie Dean in 1927. Perhaps that should be no surprise. The 1914–18 war exacted a massive toll on the youth of the nation, decimating a whole generation of young men from whose ranks the players of the 1920s would have been drawn, leaving many dead or seriously wounded. For those lucky enough to survive the war unscathed, there had been little chance to improve their footballing skills. Football had all but closed down for the duration, there were no wartime leagues as there would be during the Second World War. There was almost no opportunity for promising players to play the game alongside their military duties, as so many did twenty-five years on. Those who had played pre-war were too old to make a real impact in the 1920s, so the new players who emerged were starting from scratch, with comparatively few experienced players from whom they might learn the game, which in turn led to a fairly poor standard of football in the domestic game for several years.


That made the arrival of Dixie Dean all the more thrilling. Like Bloomer before him, the advent of a natural goalscorer lifted England out of the doldrums, though even with his presence, they had a disastrous year in 1927–28, losing to all three home nations, including a crushing 5–1 defeat against the Scots, the ‘Wembley Wizards’ as history knows them. Great a player as Dean was – and 18 goals in 16 games is pretty useful – no forward can survive without service, and England regularly failed to provide it. It was as well that Dean could capitalize on half chances, or England’s record through the period would have been even worse. According to Ivan Sharpe, ‘Dean’s heading was magnificent, his judgement of the ball’s flight perfection; he could force, guide or glide it past the goalkeeper.’ But he was the figurehead of a team that changed with bewildering regularity. In eleven post-war years, the England selectors tried 145 different players, so it was hardly surprising that the team played with no method or cohesion. The folly of that policy was finally brought home in Madrid on 15 May 1929, when Spain became the first foreign nation to beat England, 4–3.


Surprisingly, there was no great outrage at the result. It was blamed on the heat and on the weakened side England had taken on tour – only the full-backs, Cooper and Blenkinsop, had played in the 1–0 defeat at Hampden a month earlier; only Blenkinsop and outside-right Adock playing in the next game with Ireland five months on. It was a decision that reflected the supremacy of clubs who wanted their best players to rest and the arrogance of a sporting Establishment who saw foreign nations as pygmies, not worthy of our best players, the English cricket selectors sending a similar second-string side to the West Indies for an inaugural tour the following year, with equally poor results. The simple truth was that in 1929, Britain saw itself as the epicentre of the footballing world, superior in every respect. The only international fixture that grabbed the interest was the annual grudge game between England and Scotland, which the British saw as a sort of informal World Championship decider. No other nations mattered because they were never considered to be equals.


At least that result woke a few people from their slumbers and greater consistency in selection and tactics were employed. In December 1931, that Spanish defeat was avenged with a 7–1 win at Highbury, following which the Spanish keeper, Zamora, rated as the best in the world, was in tears. So we could still beat the foreigners in friendlies, but by now we had already missed the boat where the most important games were concerned. Following a dispute over payments to amateurs in the 1928 Olympics, England had left FIFA, not for the first time. Antipathetic towards the governing body ever since its formation in 1904, they had initially withdrawn in 1920, simply to make the point that in the eyes of the FA, FIFA had no mandate to run the game. Point made, they joined again in 1924, even though the row over amateurism was already in the air. Eventually the amateurs in the FA committee rooms decided that paying chaps supposedly playing as amateurs wasn’t good form, and took themselves out of FIFA again, thereby missing out on a trip to Uruguay, saving a considerable amount of money that would otherwise have had to be spent on travelling and accommodation for the players.


The truth is that the FA showed little or no interest in the competition. We were England, we were the best – despite the regular defeats in the Home Internationals – and the world had nothing to teach us. If foreign nations wanted to come to England to further their education, that was fine, but why did we need to enter a competition taking place thousands of miles away, just to confirm what everybody already knew? We were the masters. While this remained the guiding principle, in fairness, the FA had become a little less parochial and had even begun to play against the Central Powers again, in the summer of 1930. The most famous members of England’s party were keeper Harry Hibbs, who amassed an impressive twenty-five caps over the decade, and inside-forward David Jack, a veteran of the 1923 ‘White Horse’ Cup Final and the first player to be transferred for a five-figure sum when he moved from Bolton to Arsenal for £10,890 in 1928, though one young man who was to have a great England future passed up the chance of visiting Europe. Eddie Hapgood ‘was invited to tour Austria and Germany with the FA party in 1930 … but turned it down when Mrs Hapgood told me our first-born was on the way.’ Hapgood missed a tough tour, the Germans holding England to a 3–3 draw before we drew 0–0 in Vienna against an extremely strong Austrian outfit who had improved immeasurably from the side that England were so used to crushing before the war.


Greater examinations lay ahead. It was Austria who gave England their sternest test on home soil in December 1932 when the ‘wunderteam’ arrived to play at Stamford Bridge. It was still an England side waiting to find the players of true greatness who would transform fortunes during the rest of the 1930s, but on home soil, against Continental outfits, they remained indomitable opposition. The Austrians showed enviable technique and employed a high-quality passing game that far outstripped anything England could offer, but the home side drew on pride and determination to counter the threat. The game ended in a 4–3 victory for England, no mean achievement against a team widely rated as the best mainland Europe had to offer.


As encouraging was the fact that new players of genuine quality were coming through, even if the selectors were slow to notice them, as they had been with Buchan. Arsenal’s great goalscorer Cliff Bastin forced his way into the team in November 1931 after a string of excellent performances. As he said himself, ‘Modesty apart, there can’t be much surprise in your selection when the national press has been prophesying it at you for the past seven days … it is seldom, if ever, from the Football Association that a player receives the news he has been picked for an international. The first communication he gets from them is the itinerary, which arrives a day or two after the team has been announced … unfortunately for me, the English selectors of those days were not particularly intelligent in their methods. With them, the emphasis always seemed to be laid on the individual performance of a player, rather than on how he fitted in with the team as a whole. It was a queer and unsatisfactory system.’ Though England beat Wales 3–1, Bastin had a difficult game on the left, being paired with E.W. Hine of Leicester, who played in an advanced position very close to his winger, where at club level Bastin thrived in his partnership with the great Alex James, who played much deeper, thus creating space for both men.


Obviously Bastin was a quality player, so he dropped out of the side for eighteen months. But someone of his ability could not be ignored for ever, not even by England’s selectors. Stan Cullis, later an England colleague, said Bastin was ‘an ideal winger who could adapt himself to any style of play. Bastin was clever, with superb ball control and the ability to position himself in the right place. He could cross a ball as perfectly as Matthews or Finney and he could shoot with both feet as well as most centre-forwards.’


Along with Arsenal colleague Eddie Hapgood, Bastin was selected for the summer tour of 1933, taking in Italy and Switzerland. By now he had established a reputation that stretched way beyond north London, as a focal point of the all-conquering Arsenal side constructed by the legendary Herbert Chapman – Chapman actually travelled with the England party in an unofficial capacity and helped the side tactically during the trip, working on the use of the defensive, destructive centre-half, which had proven so successful at Highbury. Bastin was apparently the star of the show and, ‘I was idolised right from the very moment I stepped off the train in Rome … the Italians seemed to be under the impression I was going to play their international team on my own!’ Bastin did not disappoint the crowd, scoring England’s goal in a 1–1 draw against the side which would carry off the World Cup a year later in the same stadium. The game was not without its mishaps for England, for as Bastin recalled, ‘At half-time, there was momentary panic in the England camp when Herbert Chapman could not recover the key to the dressing room, which he had so carefully locked up.’ As the game progressed, the Italians warmed more and more to Bastin’s play and the game was ‘made memorable by the spectators’ constant cry of “Basta Bastin! Basta Bastin!” which, not being so rude as it sounds, means “Enough of Bastin!”’


Although England were travelling abroad more often, it was still tremendously exciting for the players to visit these new countries. After all, in the 1930s and 1940s, no ordinary working-class Englishman would ever get to see the eternal city – unless, as in the case of Bob Paisley a decade later, it was as part of the liberating force during the war, and not even Rome is worth the risk of getting killed for. The England squad made the most of their opportunity, and as Bastin wrote, ‘We saw the mighty St Peter’s, with its wonderful sculptures by Michelangelo, its magnificent chapel by Benvenuto Cellini; the Roman Forum … the Colosseum … the ruins of Pompeii and the Capitol Hill where the geese once shrieked to the city that the Gauls would soon be at its gates. But what left the greatest impression on my mind was the regimentation of the city. Everybody seemed to be in uniform: policemen, postmen, nuns, taxi-drivers, even the very street cleaners wore some distinctive attire. It was my first experience of the Fascist State.’


Our footballers were among the few who actually saw the impact of Fascism at first hand, and they were therefore among the least surprised when war finally proved inevitable. Bastin and company even had first-hand experience of Mussolini: ‘We stayed in Rome for a few days after the game and had audiences with the Pope and Mussolini … Mussolini had evidently decided to keep us waiting. At last the bodyguards came into the room, and, eventually, the dictator himself entered, resplendent in morning dress. Never have I known such an astonishing personality. I have always considered Herbert Chapman to have been outstanding in this respect, but compared with Mussolini on this occasion he was an utter nonentity. Yet the man did nothing. Nothing whatsoever … it was an effect which I, for one, shall never forget.’


Disparate experiences such as this not only broadened the mind, they sharpened the footballing skills, and now England had a team that could compete in the highest company, making it even more disappointing that the FA again refused to make any concessions towards FIFA, and missed out on the 1934 World Cup. Instead, they embarked on a brief, disappointing European tour, losing 2–1 to both Hungary and Czechoslovakia, Bastin complaining that, ‘There were too many players slow in recovery included in our team; men who would just stand still after they had been beaten in a tackle.’ On returning home, some of that dead wood was cut from the team. Nevertheless, in his role as travel correspondent, Bastin enjoyed the trip, particularly Budapest: ‘The city was alive. Everybody seemed to be happy, and at night time the Hungarians lived their bright, gay life in the wayside cafés … it was a baking hot day when we met the dashing Hungarians. They proved themselves one of the finest sides I have ever played against.’ In contrast, in Prague, ‘The people were unfriendly and sullen and I missed the spontaneous good-fellowship which the Hungarians had displayed.’


England already had some stalwarts of the 1930s in place, men like Arsenal’s defensive hard-man Wilf Copping, whose two-footed tackling would have made Tommy Smith blanch, and the silver-haired Raich Carter, an inside-forward of extravagant quality, a ball player with a wide repertoire of passing skills allied to which was his priceless ability to put the ball in the back of the net. Arsenal’s supremacy was underlined by the introduction of right-back George Male and typically rumbustious centre-forward Ted Drake, best remembered for scoring all seven goals in Arsenal’s win over Aston Villa in 1935. Also waiting in the wings was a young man by the name of Stanley Matthews, who made his debut against the Welsh in Cardiff in September 1934. He was notified of his selection by FA letter: ‘Dear Matthews, you have been selected …’ How fortunate that diplomats of that quality were in charge of negotiations with the Germans throughout the 1930s, otherwise who knows what terrible things might have happened?


Despite scoring on his debut in a 4–0 win, usually the kiss of death, Matthews retained his place for the visit of the World Champions, Italy, to Highbury. The game deteriorated into one of the most brutal seen in this country. Cliff Bastin laid the blame for that squarely at the door of the Italians and their leaders: ‘The Italian team at that time was one of the finest in the world. They had won the World Cup earlier in the year and I knew that they would give us a very hard game. More was the pity, then, that Mussolini had offered them such terrific incentives [said to be £50 each] if they beat us that their play deteriorated in their over-eagerness to a patchwork series of clever moves and questionable tactics … they were remarkably fit and tough and when I came into a tackle with one of them, it felt as if I had come up against a brick wall.’


Part of the problem can be ascribed to a difference in emphasis, however, for while the Englishmen complained about Italian cynicism, Hapgood found nothing wrong in ‘Wilf Copping’s famous double-footed tackle [which] was causing them furiously to think.’ In Italy, such tackles were outlawed, so their attitude to Copping was one of horror. Even so, that did not excuse the calculated violence used by some of the visitors, notably on Eddie Hapgood: ‘[the ball] went high over me, and, as I doubled back to collar it, the right-half, without making any effort whatsoever to get the ball, jumped up in front of me and carefully smacked his elbow into my face … they were kicking everything in sight … it’s a bit hard to play like a gentleman when somebody closely resembling an enthusiastic member of the Mafia is wiping his studs down your legs.’ Hapgood was off the field for treatment for fifteen minutes (no substitutes in those days) but England clung on for a hard won 3–2 victory.


Eddie Hapgood was an emblem of the inter-war England team, much as Bob Crompton had been before 1914. A full-back and an excellent leader, he had the admiration of all his colleagues, Cliff Bastin writing that, ‘Eddie had football developed into a meticulously exact science. His method of tackling was all his own. Never would you see him rush at an opponent hoping blindly for the best. If he did decide that a tackle was necessary, he would wait carefully until exactly the right moment and then … presto: the ball was at his foot.’ Stan Cullis backed that statement, adding, ‘Every step he took had a purpose and every move carried the stamp of class … I do not think I ever saw him completely mastered by a winger.’ Hapgood was fiercely proud of his place in the England side and was acutely aware of the rewards it brought: ‘We were well rewarded for selection in the national side. Fee was £8 per man, while we were also allowed to keep our kit … England shirts (with the badge taken off) are pretty good for cricket [and] you always had the option of a gold medal (value £8.8s).’


Scotland still provided a cornerstone of the fixture list, but the foreign challenge was now ever more important, and it was results against the foreign powers that were of the greatest interest. The summer visit to Austria and Belgium in 1936 was an especially taxing one, not made easier when the gullible English party fell for a con trick played by Austria’s wily coach Hugo Meisl. Hapgood wrote, ‘The morning of the match, [Meisl] called at our hotel and offered to show us the sights of Vienna. We jumped at the chance and set off on what became the longest tour I have ever made of any city – on foot. We walked for miles and I was beginning to bend at the knees when he said he must show us the birthplace of Johann Strauss. It was only round the corner said the wily Hugo. But that corner stretched another two miles.’ Completely shattered, it was no surprise that England lost 2–1, going on to lose 3–2 in Brussels three days later. But it was typical of the shambolic organization that still dogged the national side. The great foreign nations like Austria and Italy had coaches who dealt with selection, tactics, teamwork, accommodation and so on. England seemed to lurch around the world like a bunch of package holidaymakers, with no one individual in charge of team affairs. The captain was required to give the team talk and Stan Cullis, later a successful manager himself, explained one such meeting: ‘There was no team manager in those pre-war days, so the captain had to try to sort out the tactics. Stan Matthews would never offer suggestions, just sit there very quietly. I remember Raich once saying before a game, “Please talk to Stan, he never gives me the ball back!” and I said to him, “Never mind, just give it to him, and get into the penalty area.”’ Forgivable perhaps where a genius like Matthews was concerned, but far too simplistic for the increasingly complex world of international competition. Arsenal’s Tom Whittaker often took the role as trainer, but he was in no way comparable to Italy’s Vittorio Pozzo, often regarded as the father of the modern game, a coach who recognized the value of tactical planning, of preparing to counter the opposition’s strengths and of introducing new ideas to confound them on the field of play. International football was already a competitive business, and with Mussolini breathing down your neck, the incentive to mould a winning team was a powerful one. Pozzo was equal to the task, plotting games with the concentration of a chess grand master.


In contrast, because there was no tactical supremo, the England side remained wedded to the 2–3–5 format with seemingly little thought going into any possible alternatives. Our style of play was set in stone while the rest of the world was beginning to be more imaginative and experimental. Before the war, this was not so crucial – foreign sides had yet to come to any concrete conclusions, while England were carried along by a crop of excellent footballers who emerged together. The legacy of this smug insularity would not be fully revealed until our World Cup misadventures in the 1950s, but the seeds were sown in the pre-war years.


Scandinavia provided further problems in the summer of 1937. England thumped Norway and Sweden 6–0 and 4–0 respectively, then were set to wind things up in Helsinki, travelling by boat from Sweden. As Hapgood recalled, ‘Our ship was held up for twelve hours on the treacherous rock-strewn waters of the Finland Archipelago. One scrape on the rocks and there wouldn’t have been any more football for us.’ Charles Buchan, by then a respected journalist, wrote, ‘They were 24 hours late. They ran into fog during the Baltic crossing by boat and had an adventurous journey. I shall never forget reading the late L.V. Manning’s story with headline streamers: £100,000 worth of England players lost at sea.’ England took their irritation out on the Finns, winning 8–0. Having had such an easy run, the following summer the FA set England a far stiffer task with a tour of Germany, Switzerland and France, little more than a year before the start of the Second World War and amid the appeasement policy.


How sad that the game in Berlin is perhaps the most famous of England’s pre-war internationals, and mostly for the wrong reasons. Prior to the game, there was little inkling of what was to come as Matthews and his colleagues took in the city: ‘What a trip that was! It took two days in the train to cross Europe, and once we entered Germany every other field seemed to contain an aerodrome … we arrived in Berlin two days before the game and I went on a sightseeing tour with Bert Sproston. We did all the usual things and we were having a cup of tea in a cafe when suddenly everyone rushed to the exit. Women waved handkerchiefs and men stood stock still in the open doorway. Bert and I pushed our way through the crowd and on to the pavement to see what was happening. A column of SS motor cycle outriders appeared, followed by a couple of large black motor cars. It was Hitler. And wherever we went after that people wanted to tell us about him … the people we met were absolutely mesmerised.’


The players were then given a tour of the infamous Olympic Stadium, site of Hitler’s odious showpiece games of 1936. Matthews wrote, ‘The shock came when we were shown to our dressing room. It was right at the top of a huge stand. We had to climb 200 steps to get there and it seemed to take for ever. We went up and down those steps six times that afternoon and believe me climbing steps can be hard work when the muscles are tired and cramp is setting in after playing on that lush turf.’ Obviously the Germans were leaving nothing to chance in attempting to sap the energy and spirit of the Englishmen, but their efforts backfired amid controversy. Matthews recalled, ‘The FA had decided that we should give the Nazi Fascist salute during the German national anthem. We were appalled … I’ve never known such an atmosphere in an England dressing room … the official view was that an international incident was to be avoided at all costs … we were virtually under orders.’ Matthews was appalled, but Bastin took a more phlegmatic view: ‘Personally, I did not feel very strongly about the incident … we gave our own salute immediately afterwards and it seemed to me that this palliated any indignity there might have been in stretching out our right arms in the Nazi fashion. If we had been requested to give the Nazi sign alone, then I would have been angry. Certainly the German crowd appreciated our action. They cheered us to the echo.’ In order to appease the angry Englishmen, the FA secretary Stanley Rous told the side, ‘Win today, there’ll be a case of cutlery for you.’ That was the first time the FA had ever promised a bonus! It proved unnecessary, as the players were already indignant at their treatment and were determined to put on a good performance. Matthews recalled, ‘The stadium was a mass of blazing red swastikas, thousands upon thousands of them – and the roar which greeted the German team was earsplitting … just behind our goal, in the middle of masses and masses of swastikas, two Union Jacks unfurled and a voice piped, “Let ’em have it, England!” What a moment!’ In an incredibly tense atmosphere, England gave one of their finest displays, winning 6–3 to deny once again the spurious Nazi claims of racial supremacy, scoring a powerful political as well as sporting victory. And all this despite, as Bastin recorded, ‘… the odd garb of the referee. He wore leggings and a cloth cap. Neither of these facts upset us.’ The ruthless focus of the professional athlete.


On the heels of the emotional turmoil of the Berlin game, it was hard for the side to regroup for a game against the Swiss in the altogether more congenial atmosphere of Zurich. Before the game, Stan Cullis remembered ‘one of the FA party telling the lads in the dressing room before the match that, if they scored six goals, the crowd would still expect them to go for more.’ That never became a problem, because England lost 2–1, in a game which Cliff Bastin ‘would like to forget … a boys’ match was played just before our own. This churned up the turf considerably. It is a villainous habit, this playing of “curtain-raisers” before a big game … it was quite the “dirtiest” game I have ever been unfortunate enough to play in.’


England got back on an even keel with a 4–2 win in France, but they were still attacked by the accompanying journalists for the defeat in Switzerland, causing Bastin to reflect, ‘I have found that when England lose abroad, they are damned categorically; when they win, it is taken for granted.’ Plus ça change.


The issue which the press should have concerned themselves with was far more stark. As England were leaving Paris, the rest of the footballing world was converging on the city to participate in the third World Cup tournament, an event which England again treated with contempt. This crass stupidity had gone on for far too long, and it was surely time that it was addressed. But no, the FA, secure with their blinkered xenophobia, refused to countenance the idea that they might, just possibly, be wrong. Instead, we continued to busy ourselves with the Home Internationals, a series in which England had not distinguished themselves in recent years. Since the end of the war, Scotland had held the Indian sign over England, winning 11 and drawing 3 of 19 games, and England had not won in Scotland since 1927. England went into the 1939 game fresh from a 7–0 win over Ireland in Manchester, where Matthews had excelled himself. According to Stan Cullis, ‘That day Stan ran Willie Cook, the fine Everton full-back, almost literally into the ground as he provided the passes which made all seven goals … I usually knew which way Matthews intended to go – but it made no difference. His reflexes were so quick that he always reached any given point before the unfortunate defender. He was an individualist who achieved his greatest triumphs without the help of any of his colleagues.’


Now going on to Hampden, Matthews had the privilege of trying to supply centre-forward Tommy Lawton, whom Cullis rated extremely highly: ‘All in all, I think Lawton was a better player than either Dean or di Stefano … a wonderful sense of timing, which is born in a player, and an ability to keep his eye on the ball for every second of its flight helped to give Lawton his mastery.’ Sure enough, it was Lawton who got the winner, though for him, the game was as memorable for his first exposure to the Hampden roar: ‘It was fantastic … the noise echoes back and eddies around the great bowl to smash into your eardrums. It was hard to think.’


To say the Englishmen were thrilled with their 2–1 win would be an understatement, as Joe Mercer explained: ‘We played under the shadow of these Scots. Frankly we were fed to the teeth with it … England players generally never feel the same way about these matches as the Scots do. With them it’s inbred, part of the national character … it’s bound up with history … but this 1939 match was the one exception. This time, as I say, we’d had enough of it. We wanted to beat them at least as much as they wanted to whack us. And we did. After that, it was a great night I seem to remember.’ Playing conditions at Hampden had been so bad, the England side had to change shirts at half-time and so broke the Scottish hoodoo while clad in borrowed, unnumbered Queen’s Park shirts. So pleased were they to win, they’d have played as ‘skins’ if necessary, Charles Buchan recording, ‘Never shall I forget watching Eddie Hapgood bursting with enthusiasm at the success of his team. He jumped up and down with arms outstretched like a Maori doing a war-dance. He said afterwards, “I’ve played all these years and this is the win I’ve longed for. I could have jumped over the moon in delight.”’


Europe was on the brink of war, so it was surprising to see that England set off on tour as usual in 1939, still more amazing to find that they went to Italy. There, they were besieged in their Milan hotel by admirers in scenes more reminiscent of Beatlemania. Hearing the crowds below his room, Eddie Hapgood said to roommate George Male, ‘ “I’ll give them something to Viva about.” With which classic remark, I threw open the window, stepped out on to the balcony and gave the crowd a quick flip of my arm, the nearest I could get to a Fascist salute. In a moment I wished that I had stayed inside. The roar almost knocked me back into the room and was redoubled as I vanished.’ If you think of the uproar that now surrounds equally ill thought out stunts such as Paul Gascoigne’s impromptu flute solo in front of the Celtic supporters while he was with Rangers, it’s instructive to recall that footballers have always done daft things, like the rest of us. The players of the past weren’t angels. They just used to get away with it.


With the match in Milan turning into another political event, neither side wanted to give anything away. England forged a 2–1 lead for themselves, until Italy scored an equalizer when the ball was punched into the net. Unfortunate, but in the circumstances, maybe a draw wasn’t a bad result. England were then beaten in Yugoslavia, but regained their pride with a 2–0 victory in Bucharest, in an ill-tempered encounter. Stan Cullis recalled, ‘They kicked us from pillar to post … once, Vic Woodley and I were kicked into the back of the net … if you misbehaved in those days, it could finish your career. One of the Romanians took the sole off Joe Mercer’s boot, and I saw Joe threatening him, so I had to tell him, “If you do anything, I’ll send you off, never mind the referee. We’re going to finish with eleven men and win.” He refused to leave the field and with his toes hanging out, Joe kept going until Tom Whittaker, the trainer, could patch up the damage with a roll of sticking plaster … In addition to his tremendous ability, the bow-legged Joe possessed the heart of a lion. Together these two qualities combined to make him just about the most effective left-half-back I ever saw.’


Years of football stretched ahead of the nucleus of the England side. Frank Swift, tall, commanding, an FA Cup and League Championship winner with Manchester City, looked ready to fill England’s goal for years, pulling off the one-handed saves that were a speciality, Tom Finney recalling, ‘He had hands like buckets.’ Stan Cullis, a dominant, no-nonsense centre-half; Joe Mercer, adapting the wing-half position to his own vision of the game, playing with flair and originality, always looking to create openings, but always ready to help out defensively. And the towering Tommy Lawton, as good an ‘old-fashioned’ centre-forward as England ever possessed, certainly the finest header of a ball that ever pulled on the white shirt. Dixie Dean’s successor at Everton, Lawton took on that mantle with barely a second thought, showing a similarly phlegmatic attitude in England colours. And then there was Stanley Matthews, the genius on the right, leaving full-backs for dead and placing the ball so expertly on Lawton’s forehead. But at a time when England were becoming a force on the world scene, that game in Romania was the end of international football for seven long years. It just shows what a bad loser Hitler was …
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Summer of Discontent


For years, the Football Association had been an inward-looking organization, ignoring the rapid globalization of the sport and even snobbishly snubbing the first three World Cups. What use had England for the outside world? But then, on the 3rd September 1939, Herr Hitler made Neville Chamberlain the offer of a fixture he couldn’t refuse, and the entire country suddenly found itself embroiled in another kind of world championship.


Inevitably, the war years brought an end to ‘official’ international football; not even the FA were sufficiently out of touch to invite the Italians over to Wembley. Even so, the coalition government of the time soon recognized the important effect sport could have on morale on the home front, and encouraged the footballing authorities to maintain some level of competition. Leagues continued in localized form, a wartime FA Cup competition was played and special games between the armed forces were also instigated. But to maintain a real focus, internationals were vital. The home countries, united against Fascism in Europe, continued to take to the football field and kick lumps out of one another. Proper caps were not awarded, because the sides were necessarily makeshift, with players unavailable because of military postings, but that scarcely mattered, for there was plenty of talent around. Joe Mercer, who lost so much of his career to the war years, wrote that, ‘In these matches, everybody fancied himself a bit, everybody wanted the ball.’ Played in the spirit that entertainment was paramount, the rules were so relaxed that Stan Mortensen, later to get 25 caps for England, actually played as a substitute for Wales against England at Wembley in 1943, after the Welsh lost Ivor Powell to a fractured collar-bone.


But, nevertheless, the games were fiercely contested, notably between England and Scotland, where crowds of up to 105,000 took brief refuge from the war. Matches were used to raise funds for the war effort, though even in their staging, the hardships of the time were apparent. In one ‘Aid to Russia’ game at Wembley in 1942, the Scots were so short of clothing coupons, they couldn’t get new jerseys and had to use those worn by Tommy Walker over his career. (Fortunately, the Hearts inside-forward had played for Scotland on 20 occasions before the war, so there were enough shirts to go round.) Happily, the Englishmen weren’t forced to take refuge in Fatty Foulke’s cast offs, though his one England shirt would probably have clad the whole side.


With the war in its final days, games with foreign opposition became possible once more, and were an important signal that a return to normality was imminent. Many of England’s finest lost swathes of their playing days to the war. Tom Finney did not make his Football League debut until the end of hostilities. But his genius surfaced at Preston, and he was able to make an international debut during wartime. He recalls, ‘I was abroad from December 1942 to 1946 in the Army, mainly in Egypt. I was flown back from Italy to play against Switzerland in 1945. They were a neutral country, so you couldn’t turn up in military uniform, we had to go in suits, so I had to fly back to Croydon Airport. I’d flown back in uniform, so Stanley Rous, the FA secretary, took me down to Moss Bros and got me a suit. I couldn’t have got one on my own! Then I was allowed to fly out to Switzerland.’


For all that these international friendlies performed important war work, players and spectators alike longed for a return to the real thing, the sign that the horrors were behind them. That moment came on 28 September 1946, when an English side lined up for the first time in 2684 days, in Belfast. It was a massively changed side, only Tommy Lawton playing in the two internationals that bookended the war, though Raich Carter had also had pre-war experience. Even so, as Finney points out, it was scarcely a side of footballing virgins: ‘We had some top-class players: Wilf Mannion, Billy Wright, Neil Franklin, Frank Swift, Laurie Scott. Most of us had played a few wartime internationals. It soon falls into place when you’re playing with such good players: I always believe that the higher you go, if you’ve got the ability, then the better you’ll play, because they understand what’s to be done. It possibly helped that we were all in the same boat, and it was just so good to get back to normal sport again after so long. I’d only been out of the forces five weeks, demobbed early because I was in the building trade. So I was working as a plumber, and trained on Tuesdays and Thursdays at Preston.’


The FA had not used the seven-year hiatus to improve their communication skills, though. Finney ‘was told I’d been picked by the local press, and then I got a letter from the FA – but the journalists were usually the first to know! The game in Belfast was on the Saturday, so I reported on Wednesday, we travelled across on Thursday, did a bit of training Friday, played Saturday. Then we went on to Dublin and played Eire on the Monday.’ Such preparation looks incredibly skimpy today, but the results didn’t suffer. England’s first peacetime international ended in a 7–2 win, a Mannion hat-trick crowning the game. Such was the interest in the game, thousands of spectators spilled on to the pitch in a scene reminiscent of the ‘White Horse’ Cup Final of 1923. Two days later, Finney scored the only goal in Dublin to stony silence following a poor England display.


The national side played their first home game on 19 October at Maine Road, against Wales. Even in this post-war world, Finney remembers, ‘The idea was to let the public see the national side. That was enjoyable and a good idea, to save people the expense of travelling down to London all the time. The very big games, like Scotland, were always at Wembley, but against Wales or Northern Ireland we played at the big grounds, like Maine Road, Hillsborough, Villa Park.’ It remains a moot point, especially amid the controversy over Wembley’s redevelopment, as to whether England, and the fans, are best served by playing all their games in London. In the days of rationing and economic privation, it was imperative that the team went to the people. It did them little harm, Huddersfield’s Leeds Road hosting an 8–2 victory over the Dutch in November, Lawton blasting in four.


The global conflict also pushed the FA into taking a wider view of the world. Overseas tours took on greater significance, often acting as a thank you to our allies and an olive branch to former enemies. The first jaunt came in the summer of 1947, to Switzerland, where England’s first post-war defeat was inflicted, then on to Lisbon, where Billy Wright felt as though he were ‘stepping into a baker’s oven … my clothes were as close to me as if I had fallen into a river’. The unaccustomed heat did not prevent an astonishing game. Already, in just a handful of internationals, a supposedly fierce rivalry had come into being between two of the greatest footballers England has ever produced. Tom Finney and Stanley Matthews were candidates for the number seven shirt, the outside-right berth. Matthews had wrested the shirt back from the younger man, but events in Lisbon offered a solution. According to Finney, ‘I’d never played outside-left in my life but Bobby Langton got injured so I had to move there in Portugal. Walter Winterbottom, the manager, just called me over and said, “We’ve a bit of a problem, will you play outside-left?” I’d have played anywhere to play for my country. That was my introduction to that position and it started all the Finney-Matthews controversy, about whether we could both play in the same team. I suppose we gave the perfect answer because we won 10–0, and we both scored and played reasonably well. There was never any bother about it between me and Stan, it was just paper talk. We were good friends, travelled a lot together, often roomed together, and it was great to play in the same team.’


What a luxury to have both men in the same team, like pairing Best and Cruyff or Zidane and Ronaldo. Billy Wright was a committed fan and noted, ‘Matthews tried to mesmerize the opposition. He got the ball between both feet, he had wonderful balance, and that’s how he caught them oft" balance; they didn’t know which way he would go. No player in the world could catch Stanley once he went a yard away from you. But Tom would do it every match. There were times when Stanley got kicked out of a game.’ Nat Lofthouse, who arrived on the scene a little later, adds, ‘Matthews could cross the ball so accurately he’d put the lace away so it wouldn’t hurt you when you headed it … but Tom Finney made more goals for me than any other player. He was the guy I always wanted to play with for England.’


Ironically, although England now had its first full-time coach, in the shape of Walter Winterbottom, a former Manchester United centre-half, it was not left to him to resolve the Finney-Matthews conundrum, hence the confusion. Selection of the England team was still in the hands of the International Committee, of which Winterbottom was just another member. The manager wasn’t thrilled with this interference: ‘The selection committee saw an England cap as a reward for loyal service and for players playing well. There was no attempt to build a team.’ Finney adds, ‘We’d play in November, then not again until May and the team, which might have done reasonably well, would have four or five changes. That made it obvious Walter wasn’t in charge of selection. There was no continuity, no consistency, the way the Hungarians or some of the other Continentals had.’


Certain positions in the side were set in stone. Who could replace Finney, Matthews, Wright or Franklin? These players, along with others such as Mannion, Mortensen, Swift, Lawton, Scott and Hardwick, formed the core of the team in the immediate post-war years. Blackpool’s Stan Mortensen, the hat-trick hero in the ‘Matthews Cup Final’ of 1953, was a prolific forward, who managed 23 goals in 25 England games. Although he lacked speed, he developed an impressive change of pace that often fooled defenders, added to which were ball skills comparable with Raich Carter, who he replaced in the national side. As the fifth member of England’s most fearsome forward line, Wilf Mannion did not suffer by comparison with his colleagues either. Less of a goalscorer than Mortensen, he still managed 13 in his 26 games. But it was as a creator, by forensic passing or skillful dribbling, that Mannion really excelled. Playing the deepest of the forward line, Mannion was the link man between the half-backs and the forwards, his ability to spot a telling pass ahead of anyone else his greatest asset. And if the forwards were irresistible, then the full-back pairing of Laurie Scott of Arsenal and George Hardwick of Middlesbrough was immovable. Billy Wright described them as ‘a classy pairing, not hard tacklers. George was a very good skipper, he was not a demonstrative skipper. I learned a lot from George.’


Domestically they were a powerful unit, but already England was waking up to the fact that the real challenges lay abroad. The first great test was waiting in Turin in May 1948 where the national side were to play one of our wartime enemies for the first time. Italy, twice World Champions, winners in 1934 and 1938, were the world power. Not only that, their players were on a bonus of £100 each to win, while the Englishmen got £20, win, lose or draw, though at least they were gifted a small sack of rice by the Italians, a useful gesture at a time of rationing.
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