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To Penny. Welcome to the world (cup), beautiful girl.
And, of course, to Sarah and Joe too.
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Prologue





THE FAR-OFF WORLD OF YESTERDAY


He is waiting for me on a street corner, wedged between two scruffy car parks. The view he gets, the buildings mostly slabby concrete, is so unlovely that even that genius son of Suffolk, John Constable, wouldn’t be able to beautify the landscape in oil, on canvas and with a gilt frame.


He’s dressed formally: a plain, two-buttoned suit and a collar and tie, the Windsor knot immaculate. His left hand is tucked into his trouser pocket. He’s staring into the full brightness of a fat, noonday sun, his expression placidly inscrutable. Behind him, the blossom on a skeletal cherry tree is just beginning to froth – a sign of incipient spring. The sky, cloudless, is the kind of blue you find in a child’s paintbox.


It is a little underwhelming – and also wildly incongruous – to be meeting Sir Alf Ramsey here, standing on his lonely plinth.


He is in a slightly dishevelled state. With a lack of respect that can only be deliberate, someone has left the tar-black imprint of the sole of their right boot against the pale stone. Someone else has tried to carve their name with a pocket knife just in front of Ramsey’s toes; the gouging-out is crude and indecipherable, as though the perpetrator is still learning his alphabet.


The plinth, it must be said, is suffering from a lack of tender loving care too. The stone is discoloured in places, and Mother Nature has been allowed to wear down and wash away part of the straightforward inscription that tells the don’t-knows what Ramsey achieved and when he did it.


This statue, cast in a fetching blue-grey bronze, can’t avoid the ignominious fate of every other: it is messily speckled with pigeon shit, the colour of hot cigarette ash; and, when a woman walks in front of me with a muzzled boxer, the dog tries to cock its leg against the plinth, only to be dragged away on a rope lead.


Ramsey has occupied this spot for nearly a quarter of a century. I suppose it is the obvious place to have put him – the junction at which Portman Road and the long stretch of the ‘Way’ named after him come together beside Ipswich Town’s ground, the high stands of which are about to envelop him in shadow. One of the stands is named after Ramsey, but its architecture, like so many modern structures, is blandly workmanlike. Buy a ticket, and you could be sitting anywhere.


I remember standing in the players’ tunnel at Wembley, where a hideous bust of Ramsey sits inappropriately on a tall pedestal. It fails not only to restore him to the land of the living – he looks anciently weathered – but also to do him any kind of justice. The facial features, slightly awry, are so grimly morose that the piece reminded me of the poet William Blake’s death mask.


Ramsey’s statue at least captures his likeness: the high forehead; the unruly eyebrows; the thin lips, which sometimes made even a smile look like a grimace. It quite subtly, even subliminally, captures the essential elements of his character too. There is a certain dignity in the figure. I look at it nonetheless with an amalgam of bafflement and irritation. Is this all there is for someone who won a World Cup? Ramsey surely warrants something bolder and more visually striking. I begin comparing the statue with those of his contemporaries: Bill Shankly, his arms aloft in perpetual salute to the worshipping Kop at Liverpool; Brian Clough, who I always imagine is about to take four aggressive strides forward and wag his finger at me (as he so often did); Jock Stein, clutching the European Cup at Celtic Park, as though preparing to present it to the ‘fans’ without whom, he memorably said, ‘football is nothing’; and Sir Matt Busby, in the elegantly romantic pose of the great elder statesman – one hand against his waist, the other resting a ball against his hip, his head turned and his gaze locked on the distant scene around Old Trafford.


Ramsey, though passionate in his own way, was incapable of displaying the frenetic zeal that poured from both Shankly and Clough. He demonstrably lacked what Stein and Busby had in abundance, which was presence, a quality difficult to define and even more difficult to describe unless you found yourself in the same room with them and instantly became conscious of it – a charge that disturbed the very air.


Ramsey had other attributes, other virtues.


Intellectually, he travelled light, but he was a scholarly football nerd with a memory so outrageously good as to be almost eidetic. He remembered, almost forever, minor details about matches that those who had played in them forgot ten minutes after climbing out of the communal bath. His commitment was all-consuming, no duty shirked. He tackled management with the devotion, self-sacrifice and conscientiousness of the priesthood. The man was the job, and vice versa.


He was among the motivating spirits of the 1960s, despite being, culturally and socially, entirely out of kilter with them. Amid the tumult of that decade, his manner, his appearance, his attitudes, his accent and his slightly tortured syntax and stiff turn of speech meant he looked and sounded as though he didn’t belong, the puritan aghast at an orgy. Everything about Ramsey was buttoned up, held in check. Even on the touchline there were no gurning contortions of the face, no extravagant gestures, no eruptions of anger or celebration. His unwillingness to show or share his feelings was offered as proof that he didn’t have any – and also that he didn’t possess anything as complicated as a personality.


He didn’t particularly rate too many of his rivals either. A quite priceless description of his brusqueness, which was often interpreted as arrogance, came from Stan Cullis, who revolutionised Wolverhampton Wanderers with the silverware he won for them. Cullis’s venerable status meant he seldom received nagging tutorials from anyone, but he got several from Ramsey. ‘One has the feeling when talking to him,’ said Cullis, ‘that he is a brilliant mathematics professor explaining a mundane problem to one of his duller students.’


Ramsey was also paranoid about Her Majesty’s press. He had a habit of treating questions – often, even the most innocent – like bombs that were about to be detonated. Ramsey had a soft spot for some journalists – often well disguised – but considered most of them, ‘dabbling’ in what he called ‘my profession’, to be footballing amateurs masquerading as professionals. They portrayed him as slightly odd: a strange, remote man who was stolid, strictly one-dimensional and lacking any hinterland beyond the game. Some, dwelling on how awkward and uncooperative he could be, ganged up on him to accentuate the negative and harden that stereotype. So, in the beginning, did the ordinary fan, who struggled to make sense of Ramsey, and consequently underrated him.


The full charge sheet against Ramsey would fill both sides of an A4 page – and possibly a third. The list always starts with the following complaints: aloof and coldly stand-offish, intransigent, haughtily superior, broodingly intense, secretive, fiercely demanding, disdainful of interference and also of being contradicted, not always tolerant of dolts, bores and time-wasters, and obsessively and uncompromisingly single-minded in pursuit of what he sought.


If Ramsey hadn’t been any of those things, he’d never have done what he did. He would never have prospered after an impoverished, hard-scrabble upbringing. He would never have gone from anonymous Second Division right back at Southampton to briefly become England’s captain. He would never have recovered from the sleight, real rather than imagined, that Tottenham delivered, denying him the coaching position he believed was his entitlement. He would never have taken a modest country-town club from the Third Division to the League Championship in seven seasons. When, in 1961–2, Ipswich arrived in the First Division, Ramsey was the short-odds favourite to crash-land, bloody nose first, back where he’d come from, which was near obscurity. That he won the title was – and remains – one of the most extraordinarily improbable successes in the whole history of the competition. And he would certainly never have survived the criticism – a shower of arrows with poisonous tips – he got as England’s boss before 1966. Anyone less resolute would have either broken down or chucked it in.


It’s why I’ve become ever so slightly obsessed with his story and England’s. Indeed, it’s why I’ve trekked here to look the old boy in the eye and tell him so. The more I’ve read about Ramsey, or watched and listened to the interviews he gave and the coverage he got, the more fascinatingly enigmatic he’s become to me, like a crossword puzzle with few clues and a lot of blanks.


It is true that even those who thought they knew him reasonably well did not understand him completely. It is also true that attempts to get him to talk about himself – especially if it involved making his private life public – were nearly always doomed. He believed only his work mattered; the rest was gossip.


I think the mistake, committed regularly, is to believe that Ramsey acted the way he did solely out of towering self-regard. He was actually just naturally shy and reserved, and as prone to as much self-doubt as the rest of us. Any requirement to put on a show was a source of horror for him, which is why he didn’t try to do it.


Instead, he hid behind the protective shell he built for himself. That shell was tougher than tungsten.


He saw no need to be loved, except by those he loved in return. He also saw no need to be respected, except by his team. If you want to know what player loyalty truly means – as well as what it inspires – evidence comes in two near-identical sentiments about Ramsey, expressed at two different times and in two different places, thus excluding the possibility of collusion.


‘On the field, I’d have given my life for Alf Ramsey,’ Alan Ball once said.


Nobby Stiles would have done so too: ‘I went on to a pitch prepared, if necessary, to die there for him,’ he explained.


Ramsey’s statue and its surroundings are too unprepossessing for someone held in that kind of awe. If I hadn’t been searching for it, I could almost have strolled past without realising it was there. He warrants something finer, grander and terrifically grandiose, even gilded. His chiselled epitaph ought to be made from stirring quotations, or a block of poetry, rather than a collection of bland dates separated by short dashes.


I sense, though, that these days Ramsey is regarded as someone who belongs to yesterday; after all, ’66 is a far-off dot now. The World Cup recedes into the past, slowly becoming a memory of a memory, which makes it blithely easy to take Ramsey and his achievement for granted.


In fact, here’s my confession: I was guilty of doing exactly that – until something forced me to look harder at him and think longer about him.


* * *


On a Sunday in June 2020, during the trauma of the first pandemic lockdown, I watched England win the World Cup again. The BBC’s pictures and Kenneth Wolstenholme’s commentary were being broadcast by Channel 4 to raise funds for the National Emergencies Trust, a charitable cause for those whose lives had been affected by Covid.


I can’t tell you how many times I’ve seen the final, either whole or in glittering parts, since the afternoon on which it was played. I stopped counting decades ago. As it always will, the game brought back everything I remember about that mild midsummer’s day. My memories are just scraps. I was nearly eight years old, already captivated by football, but not yet compulsively devoted to it.


I see myself sitting on the brown leather sofa in the living room of my maternal grandfather’s council house. I am striving to make sense – largely in silence – of what I am watching. I see my grandfather, leaning forward in his chair as though he desperately wants to kick every ball, save every shot, make every sliding tackle. I see my father occupying the chair beside the unlit coal fire. He is mirroring each move and every anguished or elated sound that my grandfather makes. Even my father, a Scot from Stirling, badly wants England to win.


The TV is black and white. The convex screen, set into a walnut case, is the size of a postage stamp. The TV rests on top of a plain, highly polished table two feet high and two feet across (I can be precise about those measurements: that table now belongs to me).


Way beyond my comprehension are both the significance of the occasion and the importance of the result. The magnitude of the triumph entirely escapes me. I have no conception – how could I? – of the swelling pride it generates, the blows it has struck on behalf of the country and the bragging rights it brings.


Caught in the bright glare of the sun, which filters through white net curtains, my grandfather and my father collapse into a half-embrace in the middle of the living room after the final whistle. On TV, the Charlton brothers, born and brought up only 11 miles from my grandfather’s front door, are hugging one another too.


To win the World Cup? To beat West Germany? No, I don’t get it. Not really. Why is this so special?


I am unaware that cities are still being swept clean of rubble; that parts of towns are still being rebuilt; that grieving, as horrible as slow suffocation, is still gripping those who lost a loved one during a war that ended just 21 years before; and that because 21 years is merely an eye-blink in time, no one has forgotten and very few have forgiven, and a lot, probably most, never will.


I do not understand that the last few crowded hours have epitomised George Orwell’s definition of sport as ‘war minus the shooting’. I have no idea what my grandfather is talking about when he loudly proclaims that the party to come will be like VE Day all over again. The morning after the night before will be one of hangovers and headaches and misty recollections of someone drinking themselves cross-eyed on beer that costs two shillings a pint before standing on a table to sing ‘There’ll Always Be an England’.


I know only that we have won; that the game has finished 4–2, a score that suggests the result is more emphatic than it actually is (my father says so); that we are lifting a trophy with wings that looks very small and modestly un-grand to me; that, outside, the neighbours are rushing into the road, carrying with them beer in brown bottles; that everyone is yelling all at once, like a discordant choir, and banging wooden spoons against pots and pans or waving rattles. Above even that commotion, I hear the blare of a horn from the only car anyone among the two rows of 150 houses possesses. This was an outpouring of euphoria that I had not witnessed before and have seldom seen since.


I’m certain that as the sun went down on that day, I could not have described to you any of the goals (apart from the last) and absolutely none of the pivotal moments around them. I wasn’t aware that England were called ‘the wingless wonders’, seldom a compliment, because of their 4–3–3 formation. With the exception of the Charltons, who, as Geordies, counted as extended members of our family, I knew by sight only Bobby Moore, Gordon Banks (already I had an interest in goalkeepers and the lonely art of goalkeeping) and Nobby Stiles, distinguishable because of the gap where his four front teeth ought to have been. Geoff Hurst, a player about whom I’d previously been ignorant, added himself to the list only when everyone else began sentences that started with his name, singing it like a hallelujah.


If the final had been broadcast in colour, I suppose I would have known about Alan Ball too; his red hair glowed to the extent that you could have tracked his box-to-box running from the moon with a telescope. Within a week, I could reel off the whole team in formation and by number; Ball, Ray Wilson, George Cohen, Martin Peters and Roger Hunt were no longer strangers to me. When I read that Hurst’s World Cup breakfast had been beans on toast, I demanded the same meal, which I ate every day for two months.


No game staged in this country – and very few that have been staged elsewhere – has subsequently been picked apart and then put together again so often in an effort to explain definitively what happened and why. So, despite the fact that I sat through it, the way I see and judge the final, and everything I know about how it was played – the teams, the tactics, the drama, the dominant personalities and the peripheral characters – was all learnt second-hand.


My knowledge was accumulated from TV replays and a lifetime of reading a library of books. Ghosted autobiographies pock-marked with clichés. Newspaper reports preserved between hard covers. Contemporary histories written at speed. Oral histories in which a whole cloud of witnesses, who were 50 yards or more from the tunnel end, claim to have seen the ball for England’s third goal emphatically cross the line, thus establishing their eyesight as being equal to that of a sparrowhawk gliding over a cornfield. Sober scissor-and-paste jobs, done with the benefit of hindsight but not much insight. Fat albums of photographs on glossy paper that prove how comically different the 1960s were, not only from this century, but also from the 1970s. Scrupulously faithful minute-by-minute accounts of the match in which nothing is left out. Like Charles Darwin, for whom no evolutionary occurrence was trivial, the compilers of these kinds of books record a throw-in near a corner flag or a player retying his laces because the act, however small, impacts in some way upon the bigger pattern of the game.


Memory is such a subjective and temperamental beast, susceptible to benign misrememberings. Childhood memories are particularly erratic and unreliable. I can nevertheless describe, vividly and with as much veracity as the scene in front of me at the final whistle, my grandfather’s invitation to me the following morning. He loved newspapers; I think my own love of them began with him. He’d read them from back page to front, and then from front to back, afraid he’d overlooked a paragraph. He’d devour even the six-point type of the small ads and family notices. Early on that Sunday, my grandfather asked me to go with him to the newsagent’s. He was scared the shop would be quickly stripped bare of stock. He bought one copy of every paper on the counter, tucking each title beneath his arm. All that newsprint was like a thick roll of carpet. When we got home, he washed the ink from his hands in the kitchen sink. He then took the papers to the dining table and read the headlines to me, savouring the words.


I remember that weekend because of the way the World Cup made my grandfather feel. Because he was happy, I was happy too. That’s why something of the final – the important bits – has stayed with me.


There is a coda to this.


At some stage in the very early 1980s – I’m guessing around the fifteenth anniversary of the final – I found myself at Colindale, which was then the dingy home of the British Newspaper Library. After you’d filled in a short form, you’d get in return a colossal bound volume, heavier than a paving slab, or a silver tin containing microfilm. With an hour or two to spare, I decided to scroll through the tabloids and broadsheets from that weekend in 1966: the Sunday Times and Sunday Mirror, the Observer and the Sunday People, the Sunday Express and the Sunday Telegraph. I re-read the headlines:


World Beaters
Glory Boys!
Champions of the World
On Top of the World
Hail to the Masters


I hoped I’d hear my grandfather’s voice reading them aloud again. The most astonishing thing happened: I did.


When I began to go through some of the reports, not only from that day but also from the days before and afterwards, I realised at last the full depth and breadth of the emotions the ’66 World Cup stirred. In the celebratory prose-poetry, I traced easily the belief that justice had been done and retribution meted out, the result seen as a moral reckoning. Jingoism and gloating amid the joy was seen as perfectly understandable then – and even excusable too – because the suffering was still so raw and the causes and events behind it still so close to those who had lived through them. Their lives, whether awake or asleep, were dominated by thoughts and references to the war. Slim as they were – BBC2 was available to only a sliver of the country – the TV schedules on BBC1 and ITV were stuffed with war films, war dramas, war documentaries and discussion programmes that refought it on a weekly or, occasionally, daily basis, lest we forgot. The war was ever-present, shadowing nearly everything, even when no one talked about it.


As I thought about this, something struck me as profoundly ironic. One word captured the country’s mood after that World Cup.


That word is German: Schadenfreude.


* * *


We have an awful habit of not seeing properly whatever becomes overfamiliar to us. A place. A building. Even a person. We stop noticing the everyday things, shutting our eyes to them and losing interest. We look properly at them again only when some fundamental change occurs.


The 1966 World Cup falls into that category.


We continued to go through the motions of commemorating that immense summer. We politely ticked off each anniversary and we also summoned up the spirit of it, along with the participants, before every England team set off into Europe, Asia or South America, bidding to imitate the feat of winning the trophy. But, increasingly, it felt to me that all these commemorations resembled everyone’s family Christmas – marked with weary set rituals that were done more out of duty, obligation and respect for our elders rather than enthusiasm. Always flashed before us were the same images, which constant repetition had dulled: Wembley dressed for the occasion, the flags aflutter from the Twin Towers; the six goals and Geoff Hurst’s ‘perfect’ hat-trick (header, right foot, left foot); Bobby Moore wiping his sweaty palms on the red–brown velvet of the Royal Box to avoid staining the Queen’s white gloves, cut from the smoothest Egyptian cotton; the spring-heeled lap of honour, on which Nobby Stiles skips along, swinging both his arms like a schoolboy on a seaside holiday. There were hoary stories and recycled jokes, the punchlines arriving with a stagey emphasis crafted through practice. Each of these retellings was sometimes subtly different from the one before, coming with a tiny elaboration or innocent embellishment.


In the end, I didn’t know how to tell what was truth, what was half-truth and what was a full-blown fairy tale that stemmed from either a willingness to please an audience or wishful thinking. I saw and heard nothing I hadn’t seen or listened to before. So, despite the oceans of time I’d devoted to studying ’66, I finally grew bored and yawned in a ‘no, not this again’ sort of way.


Knowing what was coming next, I moved on or switched over. Disillusion and disinterest set firm in me, like concrete. It belonged to antiquity. I stopped watching and listening. Nor did I care. But Channel 4’s decision to show the final in its entirety changed the way I thought about the World Cup, the legacy it left and also the 12 men – 11 players, plus Alf Ramsey – whom that day bound together like climbers tied to the same rope.


I didn’t plan to watch the game. Indeed, I intended to avoid it. I thought the programme was designed for chronic nostalgics, eager for another moving meditation on the passing of time and the longed-for music of the past.


I was wrong. For me, it flipped the story of ’66 on its head.


* * *


I couldn’t find anything else to watch, which is why the match was already ten minutes old before I caught up with it.


The TV coverage of that day was penny-plain. No clock ticked away in the corner beside the scoreline. There were no sophisticated replays, instantly shown from half a dozen different angles. You got a wide view of the play, as though you were watching from a seat in the top tier of the South Stand. There were no garish, whizz-bang graphics that broke down the possession percentages, the number of shots on and off target, the number of corners and those critical areas of the pitch where one team had dominated the other.


It didn’t matter.


I can’t logically explain what happened. Nor can I quite rationalise how I felt about it afterwards. Perhaps it was because I hadn’t seen the BBC’s coverage of the final for a while (for over a decade, actually). Perhaps it was Kenneth Wolstenholme’s gentle, almost understated but mellifluous commentary (‘Here’s Ball, running himself daft’). Perhaps melancholy, induced by the pandemic, made me so much more sensitive to the past. Or perhaps, in just wanting to escape the present, I was finding solace in the small mercies of the far-off world of yesterday.


Whatever the reason, I couldn’t take my eyes off the screen.


The French phrase jamais vu is the opposite of déjà vu. The words sum up the most peculiar sensation of looking at something that is well known to you, but experiencing the thing as though seeing it for the first time. Hard though it is to believe, this is how the final appeared to me. I thought I knew the match well, but discovered in fact that I didn’t know it at all.


I studied the recording analytically rather than superficially, and everything about it seemed clearer, sharper. It also brought back – and with a flashbulb immediacy – the intimate memories I had of originally watching the game live in my grandfather’s living room. I even began to fret about whether England would win in extra time.


It wasn’t the major turning points of the match that captivated me. Not the goals, for sure. It was the trivial things, so commonly inconsequential at the time that I didn’t notice them.


The way Wembley looked without pitch-side advertising.


The Queen, only 40 years and two months old.


Gordon Banks bouncing the ball from his gloved hands and launching it upfield.


Every player in black boots.


Every player’s shirt tucked neatly into his shorts.


Those shirts unsullied by sponsors’ logos spread across the chest or a name ironed on to the back.


How no one is caught sending a gob of spit on to the turf.


How no one in the wild chorus of the crowd flicks a V-sign or gives the cameraman the middle finger and screeches, ‘Fuck off.’


How the Union Jack, rather than the flag of St George, is prominent around the stadium.


How no player is booked for ‘simulation’, a fall as fast as a stone’s down a well, because no one dares to dive on to his belly in a ludicrous attempt to con the officials.


How sedate some of the build-up seems when compared to the speed of the Premier League, where every counter-attack is a lightning strike.


That there were no substitutes … that no one perpetually monstered the referee after he made a contentious decision … that no one tried to steal a sneaky five yards with a free kick or a throw-in … that no one feigned injury in some pathetic display of amateur dramatics … and that even in the last gasps of extra time, when England’s lead is still a solitary goal, how no one in a red shirt tossed the ball away, kicked it into the cheap seats or dragged it towards a corner flag, trying to whittle minutes down to seconds.


Channel 4 got an initial audience of 2.5 million for the final, and enough social media attention during it and afterwards to soon garner another quarter of a million downloads. I asked myself how the present generation – some, no doubt, the same age or only a wee bit older than I’d been in ’66 – would be reacting to what I supposed could be their first taste of it. Amazed at all the fuss? Unaware, as I had once been, of why everyone was investing so much passion into this game? Asking themselves how, during the dispute about Geoff Hurst’s second goal, goal-line technology and the referee’s ‘special watch’ hadn’t delivered a definitive judgement?


Nothing was more poignant or more visceral for me than the very end. As Hurst makes a fist with his right hand, raises it and thumps the air. As Jack Charlton sinks to his knees in the D of the German box, both hands smothering his face. As his brother, out of physical and emotional exhaustion, begins to weep, his tears the size of sixpences. As Moore plants a kiss on Ball’s cheek. As Ball embraces first Cohen and then Wilson. The camera switches rapidly from one player to the other. In full frame, and very close-up, we see what victory looks like.


But then, and out of nowhere, something occurred to me in a way it had never done before. It started when I heard Wolstenholme describe the achievement as the ‘greatest’ in ‘English sporting history’. He said it just as Moore was about to take the first of those dog-leg 39 steps separating him from the Queen in the Royal Box. I looked at Moore and then from one player to the next. I also looked at Alf Ramsey, who was displaying an Apollonian calm while nimbly sidestepping almost every attempt to push him into the spotlight’s glare.


Like most middle-aged men in the ’60s, Ramsey, who was only 46, seemed older than he was; in his windcheater-style tracksuit top, he could have passed for someone in his 50s. The average age of his team was a smidgen above 26. It would have been younger still without the ‘grey beards’: Jack Charlton had turned 31 in early May; Ray Wilson would be 32 in mid-December.


As a boy, I’d queued for the autograph of each member of the England team. As a journalist, I’d either met and/or interviewed all but one of them: Wilson was the only player who’d eluded me; he was like the sticker you can’t find to complete an album.


Jack Charlton was the primary focus of my O-level English project, and for a while we became pen pals. I still have the school essay I wrote about him – my teenage handwriting no longer recognisable to me – clipped inside its original green ring binder, chosen to match the colour of a football pitch.


Over a period of six months, Bobby Charlton and I ran into one another frequently, usually when we were competing for one sports-book prize or another. I interviewed Hurst in a bookmaker’s, which he had opened, and Moore in the office of the holiday company he owned. I spoke to Peters at Tottenham, Hunt in front of the trophy cabinet at Anfield, Cohen at Wembley and Ball at both Goodison Park and Highbury. Banks came to snip the ribbon on a new five-a-side pitch not far from where I lived. I talked to Stiles about his sending-off in a World Club Championship final, shortly before I set off to cover another of those matches myself.


In ’66, we regarded these men as superheroes. We did not think they would succumb to the precariousness of life.


Succumb, though, they did.


We watched them grow older. We noted the lines and the light fissures on their faces. The bagginess beneath the eyes. Their hair thinning or getting greyer. Their puff-boated cheeks. Their stomach thickening to fat.


Five of the team (Moore, Hurst, Cohen, Wilson, Hunt) would never claim another winners’ medal.


One (Moore) would die of cancer at 51.


Another (Ball) would die at 61 of a heart attack.


One (Banks) would lose an eye in a car crash, ending both his England and his First Division career at 34, his goalkeeping peak unrealised.


One (Cohen) would be diagnosed with cancer within a decade of collecting his winners’ medal.


Six (both the Charlton brothers, Wilson, Stiles, Peters and Ramsey) suffered from dementia, their memories of that July day and every other stolen one by one.


Just two players (Jack Charlton and Ball) would manage a club at the highest level – and only Charlton would go on to manage internationally.


The glory of ’66 seemed all too brief a treat to me; and the further you got away from it, the less of a blessing it looked. For someone such as Moore, it seemed the best of times – and with the promise of better times still ahead. But it led him nowhere. It was as though he’d spent all the luck available to him on winning the World Cup. I remembered seeing Moore only a fortnight before his passing. Cadaverously thin, he was silently drinking tea in the press room at Wembley before his shift on Capital Radio. He was so frail, so insubstantial, that he looked like a reflection of a man in water.


And what followed the World Cup final for England – and also for Ramsey – was not a beginning but an end, a decline and fall that happened over seven and a half troubled years.


Defeat against Scotland at Wembley in 1967.


Defeat against Yugoslavia in the semi-finals of the European Championships in 1968.


Defeat against West Germany in the 1970 World Cup.


Defeat – again to the Germans – in the 1972 European Championships.


Defeat against Poland in the World Cup qualifier of 1973.


The sack for Ramsey in 1974.


We live our lives forwards, but we only understand them backwards, after enough time has accrued to bring perspective and order to the jumble of everything. When I mentally stacked up all the evidence, 1966 seemed more like a punishment or the ultimate pyrrhic victory. It made my heart heave that most of these World Cup winners went through a disproportionate number of disappointments and unconscionably tolerated so many snubs – especially from the Football Association. Their lives, too, faded in and out of focus for us, depending on whether or not ’66 got forced to the forefront of our minds.


I thought of how, throughout the 1980s and early ’90s, I’d witnessed Hurst, Ball, Peters, Stiles and Banks enduring those black-tie banquets usually held in city-centre hotels. The format of these midweek functions soon became depressingly familiar to me: a compère who thought the night was about him; an unfunny comedian; a raffle; an auction; the speech; the Q&A. Whichever player turned up to entertain us, he always seemed a bit perplexed that anyone had paid to eat a plate of rubber chicken and some lukewarm vegetables just to listen to him. Afterwards, blowhard businessmen swilling brandy would slap him on the back to get his attention. These bores would then spout on interminably, as though their ticket allowed them to be a bloody nuisance and damnably rude. Often I’d overhear them, too tipsy to be self-aware, lecturing a World Cup winner about the seminal points of the final, as if the player himself knew the match less intimately than they did. I attended one dinner during which Hurst had to display the patience of a thousand Jobs. A diner asked him repeatedly: ‘You’re not really convinced, are you, that the ball crossed the line?’


You’d find the World Cup winners signing reproduction shirts, photographs from the final or replicas of the ball. They’d bring out autobiographies. They’d be asked – occasionally – to endorse or sponsor a product. They’d take part in TV programmes about the tournament or the 1960s themselves.


I saw them as benign prisoners of that final, obliged to relive it over and over again because no one wanted to know anything else about them. They were rooted in a single day, which made them rootless in others. The FA was a collaborator in this, careless and uncaring towards them and their manager. Unless it suited their agenda, which usually involved wheeling the players out for another anniversary, the FA treated most of them lousily at best and contemptibly at worst. I felt simultaneously wistful, sad and angry about that.


I began to think about how we treat our heroes, the rewards we give and those we don’t. I thought about what happens when those heroes grow old. I thought about the impermanence of fame and the nature of celebrity. I thought about how English football hadn’t properly capitalised on the prize Ramsey had handed it; how, indeed, the white heat that the World Cup gave off cooled far too quickly, the promise and optimism it generated unfulfilled.


I thought of how the ’60s only looked glamorous to me now through football.


As I followed the celebrations, I had the benefit of knowing what Ramsey and his players possessed no inkling of, which is what came next for them. I knew how, for some of these boys of summer, everything after that day and this shimmering moment was going to be an anticlimax or a setback of one sort or another.


I couldn’t bear to sit through it any longer. I switched channels, leaving the World Cup winners on the turf at Wembley, blissfully ignorant of their futures.


* * *


I met Alf Ramsey twice.


I was a 14-year-old autograph hunter, lurking in the car park at Nottingham Forest’s City Ground in February 1974. The newspapers had publicised Ramsey’s ‘scouting trip’ there in advance. Unlikely as it seems, he had come to watch a Second Division game between Forest and Middlesbrough. I brought a colour magazine photograph of him, which I clipped on to an inside page of the latest Topical Times annual.


I regard it now as one of the better photos ever taken of him. It’s a studio portrait in which he cradles the World Cup in his hands. I guess Ramsey, who looks vibrantly healthy, sat for it either in late 1966 or early 1967. He wasn’t photogenic, the lens didn’t love him, and he always gave the impression of disliking the attention of photographers and regarding the requirement to pose for them as either a chore or a bother. In this one, however, Ramsey looks more relaxed than usual; he’s even faintly smiling.


My experience chasing autographs ought to have taught me that the photo was unsuitable for his signature. In it he wears a suit blacker than the boards of the King James Bible. When I handed him my biro, the only place he could possibly sign was across the length of the gold trophy. I remember his gentle apology about there being ‘no other option’ for him, as though he – rather than I – was to blame for the inconvenience.


Three months later, Ramsey was sacked as England’s manager.


Flash-forward to late autumn, 1977.


As the naïvest of know-nothing cub reporters, I tagged along to a press conference he was persuaded to hold, again at the City Ground. He was surrounded in the main corridor, cutting off his possible route of escape, and then manoeuvred against the dimpled windows that ran floor to ceiling. Ramsey shrank into his overcoat, looking so vulnerable that you’d have thought he feared his interrogators with pens and notepads were really torturers who might, if provoked, be prepared to extract information from him by tearing out each of his fingernails. I was struck by the fact that Ramsey spoke while barely moving his lips, staring straight ahead and standing still. He reminded me of a stage ventriloquist who had forgotten to bring his dummy. At one stage, he batted off a question that evidently irritated him by saying: ‘I have told you before, gentlemen, that a manager gets too much praise when things go well and too much criticism when things go badly.’


In the days following that Channel 4 programme, I couldn’t shake loose those pictures of Ramsey in ’66 and also the two close-up views I got of him more than a decade later. During that press conference, he had surely been referring to himself, possibly not so much in relation to the praise but to the bite of criticism.


I finally realised this: we don’t fully appreciate how England won that World Cup. Or the way in which the team, like travellers arriving from different directions, converged on the same spot in ’66. Or, above all, how Ramsey withstood the pressure and the high expectations placed on him. Or the colossal debt still owed to him.


I told his statue all this, very quietly.
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The author’s autographed magazine photograph of Alf Ramsey, the signature faint with age
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DO YOU PLAY FOOTBALL?


The writer W. G. Sebald Asked: ‘How far must one go back to find the beginning?’ Sebald believed beginnings were manifestly more difficult to identify than endings. Where something truly started, and when, is elusive, usually difficult to track definitively because both are surrounded by false dawns, missteps or wrong turns that lead nowhere.


But Alf Ramsey’s path towards 1966 can be traced to a specific month and year: August 1949, the moment he began to play for Arthur Rowe.


Rowe was a lean man, his hair flecked with grey. His dark-rimmed eyes, the skin beneath baggy, were beginning to sink into their sockets because of the daily demands of his work and his need for perfection.


Rowe wore flannels and a jacket, often clipping two pens into his top pocket, like a factory foreman. He was a true ‘Tottenham Cockney’, born – in 1906 – to the sound of club’s cockerel mascot rather than the peel of Bow Bells. His home was a mile from White Hart Lane; he could see the rise of the club’s stands from his doorstep.


As a player with Spurs, Rowe had been a centre half with a creative streak, winning one cap for England, before a cartilage injury forced him into slightly premature retirement in 1938. After the war, he took charge of Southern League Chelmsford, staying for four years and winning both the League and the Cup. These trophies were sufficient for Spurs, lolling about in the Second Division, to take a risk on him as manager in May 1949.


In that same month, Ramsey, bought on the cheap from Southampton, became Rowe’s first signing – though the nuts and bolts of the deal had been fixed and tightened well before he signed his contract and arrived at White Hart Lane.


Rowe, the polite revolutionary, became the first of two men, wildly different from one another, who count as almost hidden figures in Ramsey’s life because history has either forgotten them or sorely under-appreciated their contribution. No one was more important to his career than Rowe. He turned Ramsey into a manager by showing him how to act, think, philosophise and problem-solve like one.


In retrospect, it seems as though each was destined to work with the other – and that long, invisible threads pulled them together.


Until the introductions took place at pre-season training, Ramsey would not have recognised Rowe if the pair of them had passed one another on a deserted high street. When Ramsey received his instructions from Spurs, telling him where and when to report, he examined Rowe’s signature at the bottom of the letter and admitted: ‘It ‘meant nothing to me’. He knew only that Rowe was ‘a new boy’ like him.


When Ramsey began working with Rowe, he immediately recognised him as both a mentor and a role model. He found a visionary, innovative coach unlike any other in the post-war English game. ‘We became the closest of friends,’ he said. He rated Rowe as a ‘very great’ man who ‘knew what he wanted’.


Theirs was a mutual admiration society comprising only two members. The feeling of compatibility came unbidden and happened instantly. As Rowe confessed, attempting to explain the coming together of minds that thought identically: ‘If you can like people on sight, we liked each other.’


Self-improvement constantly motivated Ramsey, who chose his confidantes, such as Rowe, with calculation, seeking out only those whose brains he could profitably pick. Strictly in terms of football, the relationship, which began predictably enough, like a professor tutoring an eager student, became in the end more like a proud father nurturing a nakedly ambitious son.


Rowe drew as much out of the experience as Ramsey did: ‘I got a player who I could talk to and who could help me. If I was making a change, I would ask Alf: “What do you think?”’ Ramsey had a habit of chewing on the question for a while, before telling Rowe: ‘Yes, I think you are probably right,’ slowly emphasising the word ‘probably’, as if italicising it.


Like Ramsey, Rowe would talk about football until his tongue went dry. Like Ramsey, his idea of a roaringly good night out was to go and watch a match – even if it was a kick-about in a park. Like Ramsey, he had an appreciation of the past – the players, the managers, the tactics – because of the conclusions he could draw from it. Also like Ramsey, he read newspapers voraciously to collect information about the opposition.


Rowe had briefly studied in Hungary, where he found an 11-year-old starlet precocious enough to retain possession of the ball as though it were his personal property. No one, said the instantly smitten Rowe, could rob him of that ball. With the audacity of a circus juggler, he could play keepy-up – using his knees, thighs, chest, head and back, as well as his feet – until he got bored with his own brilliance, a process that could take as long as an hour. The boy’s name was Ferenc Puskás. Only the outbreak of war dragged Rowe back to England and away from the chance of a lifetime: Hungary had wanted to appoint him as their national coach.


He and Ramsey spent hour upon hour discussing players and systems. Rowe espoused ‘definitive and original ideas as to how the game should be played’, said Ramsey. Each of these chimed with his own thoughts. He soaked up all the learning Rowe passed on and endlessly asked him supplementary questions. Early on, Rowe discovered that Ramsey was prone to temper tantrums, ignited by frustration, whenever a ploy didn’t work or a player failed to follow a pre-set plan. What Rowe said he witnessed from him was ‘a volcano of passion, desire and ambition’. Initially shocked by his transformation in character, Rowe came eventually to admire it. Flattered by Ramsey’s worship, he looked at him and saw his own reflection. For his part, Ramsey always carried with him what he’d been taught, often slavishly copying without apology or proper acknowledgement. It’s said that talent borrows, but genius steals; Ramsey blatantly stole the lot from Rowe, the purloining overt and never resented.


Everything that came later for him he owed to Rowe’s patience, tutelage and influence.


* * *


When Alf Ramsey first came into Arthur Rowe’s orbit, he was barely a ‘name’ in his own household – despite possessing a solitary England cap.


His career had already been through one false start. Ramsey was a centre half when Portsmouth, FA Cup winners in 1939, signed him as an amateur. The club then allowed his contract to expire, as though handing it to him in the first place had been an administrative error; Ramsey never kicked a ball for them. With the war under way, he played for the army, including back-to-back games against Southampton, then of Division Two. A Ramsey-led defence ruinously leaked ten goals in the first and another four in the second. Southampton nevertheless saw something in Ramsey that he didn’t see in himself. Ramsey briefly became a centre forward before switching to right back. He had no inkling why Southampton thought of him as a natural fit for that position. He made his league debut, against Plymouth Argyle, in October 1946. It took him only another 26 months – in December 1948 – to break into the England team.


Things went so well before his international debut against Switzerland that the setback Ramsey suffered six weeks afterwards – severely strained knee ligaments – seemed inconceivable to him. The player he’d displaced in the Southampton side now displaced him. As if Ramsey didn’t have enough to fret about, the club gave him a warning rather than its support. This, coldly delivered, came at a stage when he ‘could not even trot around the track’. Ramsey was told he might ‘never regain’ his shirt. He immediately demanded a transfer, so ‘upset’ that he subsequently refused all appeals to withdraw it.


Tottenham had tried – and failed – to buy him before the transfer deadline of 1949. Finally, accepting that Ramsey would never change his attitude towards them, Southampton reluctantly agreed to let him go. Rowe’s assistant was Jimmy Anderson, a child of Victorian England. He did the grunt work, but dressed flamboyantly in plus-fours, which made him look like a golfer from the 1920s. Spurs were Anderson’s whole world. He went from ground-staff boy to would-be player who couldn’t cut it, and then on to part-time training and coaching positions. Anderson was constantly given roles because he happened to be there, handy and available whenever Spurs needed someone to fill them.


Anderson, after negotiating the deal, bragged that Ramsey had cost less than £5,000 because he’d flimflammed gullible Southampton. He persuaded them that Eddie Jones, Spurs’ Welsh winger, taken in part exchange, was worth as much as £16,000.


Ramsey, wanting to play in London, had believed that Fulham would take him to Craven Cottage. He misread those runes. Fulham, freshly promoted, dismissed him as a bit player, not remotely well known enough for the First Division.


That fact isn’t as peculiar as it seems. In 1949, there were five general sports magazines, but apart from the FA News and The Official Journal of the Players’ Union, none was dedicated to football. Only the most prominent players were seen on cinema newsreels or chosen to appear on cigarette cards. Newspapers published few photos, many of those just smudgy headshots.


When Ramsey was chosen for an England squad, he reported to London’s Great Western Hotel. He sat in the lounge and watched his new colleagues arrive. Among them were Stanley Matthews, Tommy Lawton, Frank Swift, Wilf Mannion and Tom Finney. None of them recognised him. Nor did one of the England trainers, baffled after Ramsey shyly went to shake hands with him. Even after his third cap, against Scotland in 1950, two autograph hunters went across to Ramsey, who was ‘standing quietly in a corner’. ‘Do you play football?’ asked one of them. Ramsey gave him a ‘friendly smile’, shuffling his feet embarrassedly. ‘No, son,’ he said. ‘I don’t play football. I only try to.’


The move to Spurs, which Ramsey hadn’t wanted, stripped away his anonymity. Within another year, Turf Cigarettes had put his photograph on card number 34.


The series was called ‘50 Famous Footballers’.


* * *


Just as Tottenham were about to begin what became their League Championship season of 1950–1, the magazine Illustrated, competing against Picture Post, dispatched its ‘star football reporter’, Billy Wright, to White Hart Lane to put together a feature titled ‘Secrets of Soccer’.


The photographer accompanying Wright arranged Spurs’ staff – from players to ‘ticket supervisor’ – on the training ground. The Spurs players, arms folded, peered up at the camera wearing collared shirts, socks with an immense white turn and shorts so baggy that you could have made bedsheets out of them. Pictures of Arthur Rowe were taken in his oak-panelled office. In one of them Rowe presses his fingers into his temples, as though he can feel a throbbing headache coming on. Group photos of older Spurs teams – some from the 19th century – hang on the wall behind him.


The profile Wright put together concentrated on Rowe, ‘the brain that blueprints Spurs’ “push and run” strategy’, which had just brought them the Second Division title.


Wright did not adequately fill in the background to that story.


Just as Alf Ramsey would learn from Rowe, so Rowe had learnt from Clem Stephenson, a name known nowadays only to those with an encyclopaedic knowledge of Huddersfield Town between the wars, a side Herbert Chapman fashioned out of his own extraordinary thinking. Stephenson was an inside right, the motivating force behind Chapman’s three consecutive League Championships from 1924 to 1926. Rowe adored Stephenson, who was seldom caught in possession because he received, controlled and passed the ball faster than someone flicking a light switch on and off again. ‘He best illustrated the style I wanted my teams to play,’ said Rowe.
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Arthur Rowe, ‘the brain that blueprints Spurs’ “push and run” strategy’





He was drawn to Stephenson-like characters combining ‘entertainment with effectiveness’ and who were instinctively one-touch and capable of improvisation. Rowe boiled down his philosophy into nine plain words: ‘Make it simple. Make it accurate. Make it quick.’


The average manager in the late 1940s and early 1950s was not as conspicuous on the training pitch as Rowe. Many bosses were figureheads, a chaperone to the team. The approach of Blackpool’s Joe Smith was typical. He more or less instructed his side to do nothing more than scatter themselves across the field in likely places and ‘get stuck in’. The players were nonplussed when, before a game at Cardiff City, Smith called them together in the dressing room. Expecting an insightful tactical speech, Smith instead gave them this order: ‘Don’t mess about in the bath afterwards. We want to be away pretty quickly The 5.30 train is the last one with a dining car.’


Rowe was different. Having purchased Ramsey, he gathered together the team he’d inherited and fundamentally changed it. He claimed to have originally outlined ‘push and run’ with sugar cubes in a train carriage. Spurs were returning to London, ‘dead pleased’, he said, about collecting a £2 win bonus with a late goal. That goal had comprised ‘about seven passes’, the first of them struck from their own penalty box. The following week, Rowe took the players into the car park and got them to strike a ball repeatedly against the wall beneath White Hart Lane’s grandstand. ‘When you do that, the ball comes back to you in an instant. That’s what I wanted from them,’ he said. ‘I took our style back to the streets, the way we played it as kids – off the kerb, off the wall, taking the ball at different angles … the kerb [was] a teammate who let you have the ball back immediately after you had played it.’


He brought a small rubber ball to training, substituting it for a full-size football. ‘By using a rubber ball … [they] are later able to place and use a football more quickly. What some folk do not appear to understand is that time is space in football.’


Spurs, as fluid as water, operated with a smooth swiftness in triangles or squares. Rowe ‘wasn’t fond’ of the ‘push and run’ label attached to that approach, preferring to say that Spurs’ short, rapid and intelligent passing gave the game ‘an electric shock’. The electric shock Spurs administered to the Football League was of an exceptionally high voltage; everyone who felt the charge got lit up like one of those cartoon characters whose skeleton becomes suddenly visible after touching a live wire.
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Alf Ramsey, who originally learnt the craft of defending from Sam Barkas of Manchester City





Spurs powered through the Second Division, scoring 81 goals and finishing 11 points ahead of Sheffield United. They lost only one of their opening 25 matches. Ramsey took mischievous pleasure from the 4–0 thumping of Southampton.


In the post-war period the game boomed, and then boomed again. Unlike nearly everything else – meat, butter, tea, sweets – football was not rationed. The turnstiles spun madly, and the dilapidated grounds, patched up but not significantly improved, nearly buckled and burst. On December 27, 1949, a total of 44 matches produced a record aggregate crowd, the sort of figure you’d expect a Rothschild or a Getty to write on a cheque: 1,272,185. Throughout the First and Second Divisions, thousands upon thousands of men in flat caps, mufflers and overcoats would drift about the streets after being locked out.


Spurs stirred up so much passion that no one in England drew bigger crowds. Their average home attendance topped 54,000 – 5,000 higher than Arsenal’s gates in the First Division.


No one gave Rowe a chance of pulling off a repeat performance after promotion. ‘Push and run’, it was said, wouldn’t survive against higher, more rarefied competition.


In their first game Spurs choked, running out of puff against Blackpool, who beat them 4–1. It was a blip. The elite would be just as bamboozled in their search for the ball. Spurs amassed 60 points, the highest total since Arsenal’s 59 in 1948, and slammed in 72 goals. Seven came in a hiding Newcastle never forgot. There were six against Stoke, five against both West Bromwich Albion and Portsmouth, the defending champions, and four – twice – against Bolton.


There is little filmed evidence of Rowe’s side at or near their zenith, moving from box to box like an exquisite human machine. The Movietone or Pathé News footage, grainy or bleached, that does exist often finds Spurs on winter pitches that resemble ploughed potato fields after a thunderstorm. The mud tenaciously holds the brown leather ball, which almost needs to be dug up with a spade and can’t be knocked about without strenuous effort. What you do get is the odd frame or two of the zippy passing – the accuracy, the energy and the speedy movement that Rowe drilled into Spurs so well that these acts seem to come to them as naturally as breathing. You also see – again, in brief black-and-white flashes – the individuals whom Rowe turned into a team of champions.
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The moment Alf Ramsey truly ‘arrived’ in the First Division: the cigarette card produced in his honour





The superlatives about Spurs’ artistic prowess, written weekly in contemporary match reports, did not flatter them extravagantly, and the anecdotal evidence wasn’t hot air either. In his heavy polo-neck jersey, the goalkeeper Ted Ditchburn did fling himself head-first at the pit boots of the opposition number nine, or dived, like an acrobat suspended from a wire, to make clean catches with his long fingers. The tilt of Eddie Baily’s nimble body, as he swerved past a tackle, was unforgettable, even though he did it so routinely that you could have become blasé about it. The centre forward with a sharp left parting in his hair, Len Duquemin, did attack a cross so bullishly that anyone who got in his way was likely to end up in the net beside the ball.


No one is over-sold. Not Ron Burgess, the captain, nor Les Medley, the left winger. Not Bill Nicholson, nor Sonny Walters, the top scorer with 15 goals in that championship year. Not Les Bennett, nor the centre half Harry Clarke, nor the left back Arthur Willis. And certainly not Alf Ramsey, whom Rowe credited with giving ‘us our momentum from the back’.


Ditchburn claimed his distribution of the ball with his feet was ‘awful’, which is why he rolled or bowled it to Ramsey. This was a leg-pull, said with a wink. Ditchburn automatically searched out Ramsey. In calling him ‘The General’, Spurs both acknowledged Ramsey’s talent for looking at the pitch in front of him as though it were a battlefield and also his ability to plot a route through it.


At Southampton, while learning the craft of defending, Ramsey had decided to take a short cut. He copied Sam Barkas of Manchester City. There were defenders of that era who looked and behaved as though they broke kneecaps for a living. Barkas, a Geordie, did have the sort of firm jaw that suggested he might be a close relative of Desperate Dan. His play, though, was sublime. He convinced Ramsey that there was ‘no such thing as a defender or an attacker’ because ‘every member of the team should be working together to score a goal’. While playing against Barkas, who was then 36, Ramsey studied his ‘astute’ use of the ball. He didn’t just clear his lines; he found a colleague with precision. Ramsey considered Barkas to be ‘an artist’. His positional play was ‘brilliant’. He passed with ‘confidence and accuracy’. He made ‘the other fellow play how he wanted him to play’.


Aspiring to be ‘just like him’, Ramsey became the canniest of campaigners. Before a game against Newcastle at White Hart Lane, he went to inspect a pitch on which sat broad pools of water. Aware he needed an advantage over the winger Bobby Mitchell, Ramsey memorised the ‘muddiest spots’ and steered Mitchell into them. ‘Even the greatest can’t be great in the mud,’ he said.


There is a second or two of film in which Ramsey, playing for England rather than Spurs, skewers the charge – an ancient joke, really – that ‘milk turned faster’ than he did. He pirouettes around a winger as though he’s wearing ballet slippers. With Spurs, you see Ramsey controlling a ball and beginning an attack, knowing where his pass needs to go and who will be there to receive it. Usually, it is Nicholson. You also see the floating lob-cross, another Ramsey speciality that was struck at an angle from the touchline.


The side Rowe assembled with such imagination played with so much originality, flair and elan because above all he wanted ‘things to be fun’. Spurs were also impeccably balanced. On the left were Burgess, Baily and Medley, who sounded like a music hall novelty act. On the right were Ramsey, Nicholson and Walters.


Even those of us who prefer to dwell on the aesthetics of the game rather than its statistics surely mourn the fact that Opta was not about in the 1950s to reveal who commanded most possession, who had the top pass-completion rate, who contributed the highest number of assists … and how long the ball belonged to Spurs over 90 minutes.


Some thought – and still think – that Ramsey was the team’s headline act. Many favoured the calm and dynamic Burgess. He was a Welsh ex-miner, who had won his place in the last full season before the war, aged only 21. He had hair so thin that you could see his scalp and large, sticky-out ears, but his feet made passes sing. Rowe persuaded Burgess to tweak his style of play, curbing his attacking instincts. Nicholson reckoned he was indisputably ‘the greatest player’ at Spurs in the post-war era. Others saw Nicholson himself as the first among equals. He was so unselfish because he so obviously cared. His heart seemed to beat purely for the purpose of serving his club. A few championed Duquemin – known as the Duke – because the threat he posed preoccupied defences, who then forgot who else they ought to be marking. Duquemin came from Guernsey. When the Germans invaded the island in 1940, he was 17 days short of his 16th birthday. Catholic monks hid him in a monastery, where he learnt to speak French so fluently that he considered playing in France rather than England.


Most of the crowd’s love was willingly given to Baily, described as being ‘as cockney as a jellied eel’. He was graceful and artful, and could plant the ball on a half crown from 45 yards. Baily appealed, too, because of his mischievousness. He once hit a corner kick against the back of the referee, knocking him over like a pin in a bowling alley, before snapping up the rebound – illegally, according to the laws – and whipping it over smartly for Duquemin to nod in. His nickname, the Cheeky-Chappie, stemmed as much from what he did off the pitch as on it. His non-stop chatter and persistent banter were reminiscent of the man originally given that sobriquet, the stand-up comedian Max Miller, who escaped the Lord Chamberlain’s ire – and his blue pencil – only because he self-censored the raw punchlines of his material, letting the audience reach their own conclusions. One of the staples of Miller’s routine was a two-line ditty of pure filth.




When roses are red, they’re right for plucking
When girls are 16, they’re right for …





In the dressing room, Baily expertly mimicked Miller’s accent and his act.


Ramsey was so dignified and po-faced that it must be true that polar opposites attract. He and the ribaldly irreverent Baily bonded, became friends and roomed together. They did so despite Baily compulsively puffing away, like one of L. S. Lowry’s factory chimneys, on Craven ‘A’ cigarettes, which he was paid to endorse.


After Spurs won the title, awash with cash after pulling in crowds of nearly 55,000 every week, the board’s miserly gift to each player was a cigarette lighter. Ramsey, who smoked sparingly, had less need for a lighter than any other member of the side, nearly all of whom could match Baily fag for fag. He also seldom drank because alcohol went too quickly to his head. Preferring his own company, he built barriers between himself and the rest of the team – even Baily. If he thought someone was prying into his private affairs, however innocently, he would snap, ‘It’s none of your business,’ or refuse to engage in conversation by saying, ‘I’m not discussing that with you.’
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He would eventually pay for his stand-offish unsociability.


* * *


Most people’s favourite subject is themself. Not Alf Ramsey.


He either sidestepped conversations about his roots, his upbringing in Dagenham and his family, or he blustered, obfuscated and evaded such questions. Ramsey once said his family counted as ‘good stock’, giving the kind of beatific smile that suggested he was remembering a boyhood that was as jolly as a Lionel Bart musical. In being so evasive, however, he succeeded only in making his inquisitors curiouser still, certain a little extra digging would unearth something that Ramsey wanted to stay buried.


It seems inexplicable that Ramsey would, for any reason other than money, publish an autobiography of his early career. It came out in 1952, at a time when the titles of similar books were lame puns, usually variations on a theme, depending on whether the author is a goal-scorer or a goalkeeper:


The World’s My Football Pitch (Billy Wright)
Goals Galore (Nat Lofthouse)
Football from the Goalmouth (Frank Swift)


These books are so poor that you mourn the trees pulped to publish them. But even against such weak competition, Ramsey’s Talking Football is particularly undistinguished. It’s only 110 pages long, and the first chapter does not begin until page 11. It is written with a dull, non-controversial politeness and to a set template. The story is told more or less chronologically. Exclamation marks proliferate because the editor, who ought to have plucked them out, forgot to remind the ghost that this superfluous piece of punctuation never rescues a bad joke and doesn’t improve a good one.


You discover that Dagenham was then a spot of leafy greenery; that Ramsey liked his mother Florence’s meat pies; that his father, Herbert, runs a ‘smallholding’; that he has three brothers – Albert, Len and Cyril (and a sister, Joyce); that his love for football, unsurprisingly, surpassed everything; that his first pair of boots cost four shillings and eleven pence; that he took a ‘small ball’ with him on his daily four-mile walk to and from his state school; that he left there at 14; that he served an apprenticeship at the Co-op because ‘the grocery trade for some unknown reason attracted me’; that after war broke out he was sent to an Infantry Training Unit and became a sergeant; that he liked going to variety shows and listening to the radio; that he read assiduously to expand his vocabulary (though he offers no favourite titles and no authors either); and that he travels among the fans on match days, catching the train from Barking to Tottenham and then back again.


Talking Football isn’t David Copperfield, but it does reveal Ramsey as just another pro who wasn’t living the affluent, bountiful life that his talent ought to have brought him. He got his wage, paid in pounds, shillings and pence, every Friday in a brown packet. He relied on public transport because he couldn’t afford a car. He watched what he spent and saved what he could.


As though the welfare and well-being of footballers were a private crusade for them, Pathé News had produced a short documentary highlighting the discrepancy between the big crowds at matches and the lamentably small rewards given to those who entertained them. Pathé packed a lot of controversy into two minutes and a handful of seconds. If you kicked a ball for a living, or aspired to do so, the film was slightly gloomy. The commentary took a stick to the Football League, the Football Association and the fat cat directors in club boardrooms. These men, who had the smell of brandy, cigars and private money about them, got wealthier by inflexibly enforcing the maximum wage. It was a scandal perpetrated by a cartel who relished their privilege and abused their power over players they regarded as no more than hired help – here today, gone tomorrow.


Pathé wasn’t afraid to be partisan or to editorialise. The opening lines of the documentary, first shown in 1949, were not the nervous throat-clearings of someone uncertain about the injustice being done or who was responsible for perpetrating it. Pathé went on the attack. It defined the ‘stars of the game’ as men ‘who do so much and by comparison with top earners in other jobs get so little for it’. It spoke with pity about players who ‘made the game’ but ‘seldom make fortunes from it’. It lingered on the brevity of a career – ‘the soon to be forgotten men of soccer’.


Just in case the millions in the cinemas who saw and heard all this still doubted whether Pathé’s loyalty belonged to the worker rather than the boss, the pay-off line was excoriating. It called for ‘an end to the tragedy of good sporting men unsportingly treated’, before adding that ‘soccer must learn to play the game’.


This was Pathé articulating its anger about the maximum wage, which was then £12 per week. The country’s average salary was less than £7, but Pathé conveniently illustrated the rank unfairness of the footballer’s lot by showing scene after scene in which grounds with high terracing were so congested that you wondered how anyone, once wedged in there, could ever move or get out afterwards.


At one FA Cup final, the Sousa marching band, hired as pre-match and half-time entertainment, left Wembley with £320, which was £80 more than the players of both teams received.


Babe Ruth, on tour to plug baseball to an English audience, had watched a game between Arsenal and Middlesbrough in front of a crowd of 70,000. Afterwards, he asked the players, ‘Hey, how much do you guys earn?’ The answer he got produced an instinctively candid reply: ‘You are bloody idiots.’


Ruth didn’t know the half of it.


There were clubs that issued a rule book, which was a crude means of control. What a player could or couldn’t do varied from club to club, dependent on the whims of the board. Some forbade dancing between Wednesday night and Saturday afternoon. Most contained dire warnings about not talking to the press without permission. A player would be told how to dress on match days, when he should report for training, and how and when it was permissible for him to ‘leave the club’s premises’. One club’s rule book ordered players to ‘dwell in no place’ without its prior approval. The final rule? To carry the rule book ‘at all times’ and present it before ‘all home matches’ to ‘gain admission’.


A footballer’s contract was like a Faustian pact of the soul. Faust, at least, got immortality; footballers got a pittance and a pair of boots.


Pathé lingered on those who had no option but to supplement their football income with other employment. Stanley Matthews was running a hotel. Stan Mortensen had a ‘fancy goods’ shop. Tom Finney, the plumber, spent his days off unblocking pipes and fixing taps. Ramsey’s teammate Ted Ditchburn sat behind a desk in a ticketing agency.


Essentially, Pathé’s message was that the game coaxed the players in it down a dead end, abandoning them there once the cheering stopped. Those players living in a club-owned house would be forced to hand over the keys, often before finding another home.


Ramsey seethed about the situation, along with everyone else in the Professional Footballers’ Association, but Talking Football diplomatically swerved around the issue because directors didn’t forget tub-thumping dissent. The book, re-read now, is valuable chiefly for what Ramsey leaves out or dusts over, and, occasionally, the way in which he bends the truth. The reader is left to deduce what he would like to say but is too discreet to disclose.


Ramsey says his family were ‘not exactly wealthy’, which is his convoluted way of telling us that their income was counted in copper, half-pennies and farthings, rather than silver. The Ramseys’ home – 6 Parrish Cottages –was made of wood. It had neither hot running water nor electricity. It did have a tin bath and an outside toilet. Its square footage was small enough to fit five times into the average back garden of most Football League chairmen. His father had an allotment on which he built a pigsty. His main income came from manual labour and an old dustcart that was pulled by an aged horse. He picked up scrap – and whatever else was being given away – in the best tradition of a rag-and-bone man (in the 1921 census, Ramsey’s father describes himself as only a ‘Hay & Straw Dealer’).


It was claimed Ramsey had at least a pint and a half of Romany blood in him, which was damning in those less enlightened, less tolerant times. He acquired the nickname ‘Darkie’ purely on the basis of that suspicion. Ramsey’s forebears were merely peripatetic. When there was no work locally, they walked or biked or hitch-hiked on the back of carts to find it.


Talking Football contained a giant lie, the motive self-protection, which made it forgivable.


In the Golden Age of Hollywood, not long after the talkies made silent pictures antique curios, actors and especially actresses began to shave a year or two off their ages to preserve their longevity as youthful stars. The Oscar-winner Joan Crawford claimed to have been born in 1908. The year of her birth was 1905. Katharine Hepburn, also born that year, instructed her publicists to use 1907. Doris Day chose 1924; she was actually born in 1922.


Ramsey came into the game so late that he thought it prudent to fib about his birth too, believing – rightly – that no one would go to Somerset House to check. He was born in 1920, but pretended to be two years younger in case clubs were wary of taking on or retaining someone nearing 30.


The glaring omission in Talking Football is much detail about Ramsey’s home life. Questioned about who he thought counted as the ‘biggest influence’ on Ramsey’s career, Arthur Rowe once replied: ‘Mrs Ramsey.’


1She was the brunette Rita Welch, who had married in 1941 and become Rita Norris. She had a daughter called Tanya. Soon estranged from her husband, she met Ramsey in Southampton, where she worked as a hairdresser.


Ramsey had a strange verbal tic. When faced with a question he didn’t want to tackle, his answer would be suffixed with the words ‘I think’. Asked about where his parents lived, Ramsey replied with the ludicrous ‘Dagenham, I think,’ as though he wasn’t sure or seldom went to visit them. Asked about how he met his wife, he said: ‘We were introduced by a friend in a club, I think.’ His vagueness about his wife continued. Ramsey feigned not to remember how long their engagement lasted, describing it as ‘some time’ and adding: ‘It’s not important.’ In the index of Talking Football, his wife appears only four times. She is named just twice. She is ‘interested’ in football, he says. They go ‘weekly’ to the cinema and occasionally to a ‘show’ too. His adopted daughter is not mentioned at all. He doesn’t say, as he will later, that he and his wife ‘immediately’ had ‘what one must call a special relationship … I don’t know why I had this particular feeling only for her.’


She divorced at the end of 1950. The Ramseys’ marriage, held in Southampton’s Registry Office, took place at the end of 1951. No one from Tottenham was invited to the wedding, which took place between a 1–0 defeat at Blackpool and a 3–1 win over Middlesbrough. She shed the name Rita, becoming Victoria instead.


Before meeting her, Ramsey had been socially awkward and clumsy in conversation. He found it difficult to make a connection with anyone who didn’t like football. But working-class boy and working-class girl were each bent on self-betterment. Victoria – he called her ‘Vic’ – spoke and dressed well, which is why Ramsey reinvented himself for her, constructing a persona and transforming his accent too.


In the 1950s, your voice could determine your prosperity. A dropped ‘h’ in received English pronunciation was considered unbearably dirt-common. How you spoke betrayed who you were and where you came from. The question ‘How do you do?’, spoken roughly, would condemn a man as an oaf, not worth a light.




[image: Illustration]


When the streets were an imaginary Wembley: where and how post-war boys learnt to kick a ball





Ramsey was falsely accused of attending elocution lessons, but these were prohibitively expensive. The techniques used hadn’t changed much anyway since George Bernard Shaw invented Henry Higgins and paired him with Eliza Doolittle in Pygmalion in 1913; the rain in Spain still stayed mainly on the plain, and the rascal continued to run around his ragged rock. Wanting to eradicate his cockney twang, Ramsey began to laboriously imitate the voices he heard on the BBC’s Home Service. He whittled away the coarseness in his own voice the way you whittle away at wood with a knife, one shaving at a time.


Every BBC newsreader gave the impression of being posher than posh, as though he’d shared a school desk with a senior member of the royal family. The ‘r’s were nicely rolled and the ‘g’s came with a crystalline ring. In attempting to be like them, Ramsey sometimes had an awful fight with the English language; he sounded like someone from an amateur dramatic society wrestling with his lines in a Noël Coward play.


Years after Ramsey left Tottenham, Eddie Baily said he was ‘astonished’ to discover his former teammate had gone from ‘cor blimey cockney’ to ‘all fancy’. A BBC recording, called ‘How to Take a Penalty Kick’, doesn’t support that statement. Ramsey, who took penalties for Southampton, Spurs and England, discussed and demonstrated his technique on a foggy morning at Chelsea’s Stamford Bridge. All those hours listening to the Home Service had been worth it. He liked to ‘retrieve’ the ball himself to ‘ensure’ it rested ‘on a level surface’, he said. He isn’t a toff, but he doesn’t sound like a greengrocer’s barrow boy either. Ramsey was already preparing himself for the job he most wanted eventually: to become Tottenham’s next manager.





1 She was christened Tanaya.
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THE END AND THE BEGINNING


The wisest man learns as much in defeat as he does from victory. This was true for Alf Ramsey.


Nothing made Ramsey prouder than his England shirt. Nothing made him more embarrassed than losing in it. In his 33-cap career, under Walter Winterbottom, Ramsey was at the epicentre of two catastrophes, each of which profoundly shaped his approach to management and his opinion of the Football Association, which was so low as to be almost subterranean. The first was the single-goal defeat against the amateurs of the United States in the 1950 World Cup. The second was Hungary’s nut-and-bolt dismantling of England at Wembley in 1953 – his last international appearance.


As the pre-eminent football writer, Brian Glanville, observed in the Sunday Times: ‘In no other footballing country in the world could a manager with Winterbottom’s results have survived …’


Ramsey gradually hardened his attitude towards Winterbottom. He liked him as a person. He didn’t especially rate him as a coach.


Winterbottom’s CV as a player could be scribbled down in a few lines. Between 1936 and 1939, he’d been a part-timer, still teaching while playing for Manchester United, then a Second Division side. He made only 26 appearances for them – 21 coming in his first season – before a spinal injury shut down his career.


He was inadequate – the wrong man in the wrong place at the wrong time. In Ramsey’s eyes, the FA should have replaced him with Arthur Rowe, the most plausible candidate.


Through arrogance and muddled thinking, the FA either refused to acknowledge or were incapable of recognising that England under Winterbottom would never prosper. His personality wasn’t big enough for the position. Nor did it expand to meet what England increasingly needed, which was the innovative thinking Rowe would have provided.


Winterbottom’s benefactor, the FA secretary Stanley Rous, had appointed him as England’s first full-time boss in 1946, combining the role with the post of director of coaching. Winterbottom set up coaching courses for professionals and amateurs alike, developing an orthodoxy on how the game ought be approached, practised and played.


He smoked a pipe and often wore round, dark-framed spectacles, which made him look like a university professor specialising in some obscure branch of chemistry. He often spoke like one, too, adding unnecessary complexity to simple tasks and using a blackboard and chalk to demonstrate them. Winterbottom was responsible for schooling a glut of coaches – a lot of them school teachers who had never played the game. With those who did play it, he failed to communicate on their level.


Len Shackleton scored 127 goals in 384 appearances for Bradford Park Avenue, Newcastle and Sunderland. Dry figures still can’t convey the visceral thrill of watching him flit so beautifully around a pitch, never knowing what magician’s trick he might pull off next. He was the mercurial entertainer par excellence. Every game was a variety show for the rebellious, comic extrovert. Faced with an open goal, he would flick the ball up with his boot and nod it into the net. In front of the Leazes End at St James’s Park, Shackleton once rolled the ball to the goal line, sank down on all fours and headed the thing in. Seldom content to beat a defender once, he sometimes did a U-turn and beat him again for no other reason than that he could. When chasing down the touchline, Shackleton might suddenly stop, put one foot on the ball, fold his arms and jut out his chin, like a Corinthian Casual posing for a Victorian studio portrait. Or he’d beckon a full back towards him with his hands. Or, when very bored, he’d drag the ball off to the corner flag and sit on it.


Shackleton deplored nearly everything about Winterbottom’s approach. During one England training session, Winterbottom made him do the sort of drill schoolboys were taught. He was ordered to run down the field, interchanging passes, before slotting the ball into an unguarded goal. Shackleton enquired sarcastically: ‘Which side of the goal, Mr Winterbottom?’


He wasn’t alone in being appalled – and also a little confused – by Winterbottom’s methods. At one get-together, Tommy Lawton said he ‘got a migraine’ from looking at the diagrams Winterbottom drew. Lawton was sitting beside his friend Stanley Matthews. Exasperated by the jargon, as well as the squiggles and arrows, the two men got up and walked out. Lawton’s farewell to Winterbottom was useful tactical advice: ‘Look, Walter, let’s stop all this guff. It’s simple – get the ball on the wing to Stan, get him to cross it and I’ll head it in.’


In Winterbottom’s early years in charge, England had flair to burn. As well as Shackleton, Lawton and Matthews, he could turn to players with star power: Tom Finney, Jackie Milburn, Stan Mortensen, Wilf Mannion, Raich Carter. You didn’t need to coach players of such pedigree; you had only to give them the ball and wait to be amazed. But Winterbottom couldn’t curb his instinct to lecture, often very verbosely. He coached the rudimentary – even throw-ins – to expert pros, as though Matthews and his ilk needed the instruction. It was like showing Picasso how to draw a stick-man.


Even Bobby Charlton, hardly known for his outspokenness, subsequently hit the bullseye, identifying a problem the FA didn’t believe existed. He said Winterbottom was ‘someone who theoretically knew everything about coaching … at team briefings, you would go through the game from A to Z. He told us a lot we knew already … he undoubtedly said a great number of things that didn’t need to be said.’


* * *


Alf Ramsey mistrusted the Football Association. He had a particular distaste for those who benefited most from it: the FA councillors, freeloading in their blazers, a badge decorating the top pocket, their ties adorned with the England crest. Players who didn’t tug their forelock were either patronised by these pampered bureaucrats – or dropped.


The England team was chosen by committee, which indulged in the worst kind of pork-barrel politics. It embraced jealousy, prejudice, favouritism, selfishness and self-interest, and ignorance. Between nine and 11 ‘selectors’ would go through each position, starting with the goalkeeper, and nominate candidates to fill them. These interminable meetings, which often went on for hours, led to squabbles, bitterness and compromises. One selector might support a colleague over the right half – but only if the colleague supported him over the left winger. Often Walter Winterbottom had to painstakingly explain to them how one player was incompatible with another.


Knowing his place, however, Winterbottom absurdly claimed that the selectors were not a meddlesome bunch but ‘largely people of general interest who had played the game and who knew a good deal about it because they were always talking to their managers’. Prominent among these so-called sages were two grocers, a contractor for London Transport, a retired businessman from Wolverhampton and a Huddersfield solicitor with a knighthood. The committee chairman was Arthur Drewry. He was linked with the fishing industry in Grimsby and had experienced the sea: he’d been rescued from a ship torpedoed during the Great War.


As Len Shackleton stressed, his venom traceable: ‘All these gentlemen have one thing in common – the striking absence of any soccer-playing background of note.’ Of one of the grocers on the panel, he added: ‘He should be a better selector of cabbages than footballers.’


The FA reaped £50,000 in receipts from international games at Wembley, but divided only £550 between the eleven players and called in Stanley Matthews and Tommy Lawton to quibble over their expenses. Matthews had charged the FA for a cup of tea and a scone – total cost, sixpence. Lawton, forced to change trains, overestimated the fare by twopence. He discovered the FA’s secretary had gone to the laborious bother of studying the timetables and the ticket prices. Denis Compton tried to claim ‘miscellaneous’ expenses, but was rebuffed with the put-down that no England player was ‘intelligent enough to either spell the word or know what it meant’. According to Matthews, the FA assumed their players were ‘always on the make’ for an extra shilling. He compared his meeting with the secretary to a scene from a Charles Dickens novel. Your claim would be scratched out in front of you with a blue pencil, and you’d be dismissed with a wave towards the door.
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