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FOREWORD


White Hart Lane will always be a special place for me. I’ve been lucky in my career. I’ve been at a lot of other clubs and had a good relationship with the fans and been lucky enough to score goals. But for me Tottenham is just special, different.


The Spurs fans knew what they were giving back to me and what they meant to me. Every time I put that shirt on I knew how important it was to them to see someone who cared as much as they did, who knew what it meant to play for Tottenham. I always told myself, as I was walking out: ‘I’m playing for Tottenham Hotspur today.’ Every game, every training session, I carried that and enjoyed that feeling.


And when I played at White Hart Lane, with that feeling of the fans behind me, with that relationship, I knew week-in, week-out, that I needed to score goals and be successful.


There were good and bad moments. You don’t get on with every manager. But for me to leave as the fifth highest scorer for Tottenham Hotspur, the leading European scorer – when I look back I can only be proud and happy. I played with some unbelievable players there and if they hadn’t been around me I wouldn’t have been as successful as I was.


The day that stands out was Wigan at home, when I scored five. I remember feeling so emotional on the pitch. It would be hard to imagine a more special day.


As a young kid, all I wanted to do was score goals, but I never dreamed I would score as many as 143 for such a huge club. If I had scored just one for Spurs I’d have been over the moon, but to score five in one afternoon, at White Hart Lane, was incredible. I think only Alan Shearer and Andy Cole have scored five in a Premier League game, and I did it in one half! It was the best thing ever in football for me.


I still sometimes watch the game back because when I watch it that feeling comes back to me – the one I had that day. It was hard to find words but to have the whole stadium standing for me like that was just so special. That’s why I cried when I left the club, because it has done so many things for me. People said I’d gone a bit soft, that I wasn’t meant to cry, but it was such a special place for me and to leave that pitch as a Spurs player for the final time was a hard thing for me.


I had a box, just next to the tunnel, on the halfway line. Whenever I scored I’d look to see my family in there and run to them. It was something I loved doing.


I wasn’t sure how I’d feel about the last few weeks at the stadium. It was tough. In one sense it was my home, somewhere I’d spent so many years, scoring goals, and I feel I should be satisfied about my part in the history of the place. But then there’s the emotional response: ‘That’s it. White Hart Lane has gone.’ And that was hard for me to get my head around.


But I will remember walking out of the dressing room and down the tunnel, the noise getting louder, people getting excited and shouting, that roar, the one that told me I had to be ready for those fans, for this club. I guess all any of us who loved the ground can do is embrace those memories, the ones we’ve got inside us, and just accept that we must keep them with us and be grateful about the time we spent there.


At the end of the day, I know the fans are grateful that I played at the club and I’m grateful I could play for such a big team.


Leaving Tottenham was so hard for me because of that. And I did it twice! The one thing that made it easier was that I wasn’t signing for another Premier League side. I knew I was going to another country and that did mean it didn’t hurt quite as much to leave.


It was really good for me, when I went back to the Lane after joining Sunderland, to see that I’d been replaced as far as the fans were concerned. They were brilliant with me, and it was great for me to get the chance to go back to the Lane one final time, although I don’t know how I would have reacted if I had scored. But they had somebody else to chant for in Harry Kane. I thought that was great, because Harry knew what the club meant to the fans as well. It was a really nice thing to see.


I’m happy with everything I did as a Spurs player. I always worked hard in training. That’s why I was still able to play at the top level in my mid 30s. When I was at Tottenham I never cut a corner. The fitness guys would tell you they missed working with me, and I loved working with the staff. I always knew that you get out of the pitch, in the matches, what you put in on the training ground, and I just wanted to do well for the club and give the fans something back for what they gave me. I always said that when I finished playing I would go back there to give something back to the club, helping the kids, anything. I know how important it was, every week, to put the effort in, to put that white shirt on and play for those supporters in that stadium. Every time I did it, I recognised how much it meant for all of them, too.


Jermain Defoe
June 2017













PROLOGUE


Seventh October 1972. The autumn sunshine streaming down. A shouting match, probably, before we walked out of the front door. Getting into the front passenger seat of the blue Ford Cortina, strewn in cigarette ash. No seatbelt, for the chain-smoking driver or his five-year-old passenger. Only a short journey, three miles or so around the North Circular Road, passing through Leyton before turning right, then Hackney Marshes and those countless games going on. Yet this was a Saturday about one game. A game that began everything, changed everything.


What do I remember? Possibly nothing. It’s maybe all imagined. I might have merely told myself it was true, deluded myself with the passage of time. Falsely remembered that he really did sing those songs in the car. Although I’m absolutely sure I did, as my kids will tell you, inherit his utterly dreadful singing voice.


But I do recall it as the first time we went through what was to become the traditional pre-game ritual in the Lipton household. This was, of course, a different age. Recent, but utterly different. Before the Three-Day Week, when Margaret Thatcher was only known for her hostility to school milk. Before most homes even had colour televisions. When some families still did not have telephones, although the days of most people slipping out to nearby boxes to make their rare calls were dying out. When most people’s idea of what a computer looked like came from Benny Hill’s role in The Italian Job.




In the early 1970s not everyone had a car. You genuinely could still ‘play out’ in the streets, even in industrial north-east London. You could park on the side of most roads. And as he drove around the streets of N17, with the stadium suddenly looming in front of us, the first barrier. A policeman. On this afternoon, as he would do again and again in the next few years, the ritual. ‘I’m sorry sir, you can’t come through here. Not on a match day.’


‘Is there a match on? Bloody hell, I wish I’d known. But come on mate, we’re here to see his granny. She lives in that block over there. Number 41. She’s not well, you know. He doesn’t get to see her very much . . .’ The truth was that Mabel Cohen was, at the time, in Johannesburg. Rosina Hatt was living in a ‘Warner Flat’ in Walthamstow. But the bluff worked. That time. Every time. The copper must have been in on it. Or incredibly stupid.


Then, after parking up, a smirk on his lean face, a glint in his eyes, the short walk. I didn’t know what to expect, could not imagine what was going to be inside. Everything was so big, including him (even though, like his son was destined to become, he only stood 5ft 6in). Through the turnstile, for the first time. The fug of smoke. Along the concourse. Up the white concrete stairs. And there, suddenly, before me, the pitch. Not just grass. But a deep, magnetic green. From moment one exhibiting the pull which would bring me back, time and again, for four decades and counting.


Until very recently, I had not been able to find any video clips from that match. Even now I have, I cannot remember any of the seven goals, only that Spurs scored four of them – two from John Pratt, one from the glistening dome of Alan Gilzean, the winner by Ralph Coates. Apparently, David and his son, that tousle-haired dreamer, the boy whose eyes had just been opened like never before, were among 31,951 inside. But I do remember looking to my left from the spot on The Shelf, the elevated terracing that ran along the length of East Stand, that was to become a familiar place, home from home, that gave a sense of perspective, arguably the greatest vantage point in English football. And I know that I wanted to keep on going back.


This was the Spurs side, still under the wily hand of Bill Nicholson, that was to win the League Cup – against Norwich – at the end of that season. A team with Pat Jennings in goal, Mike England and Cyril Knowles at the back, Steve Perryman in midfield, Martin Peters and his late runs, Gilzean and ‘Big Chiv’, Martin Chivers, up front. A team that was running in the shadow of the one Nicholson had built a decade earlier, the one that is still cast over every subsequent Tottenham side.


The names and the cast-list change. Nicholson was to quit, his heart broken by the curse of hooliganism, replaced by Terry Neill and then Keith Burkinshaw, whose infamous parting shot towards the board when he walked out in 1984 was, at least legend will always recall it so, although perhaps that was not entirely accurate: ‘There used to be a football club over there.’


Peters and co. gave way to Glenn Hoddle and Ossie Ardiles, who in turn were replaced by Chris Waddle, Paul Gascoigne, Gary Lineker, while Ardiles returned as manager, brought in the ‘Famous Five’ and promptly walked the plank.


Others, too. A revolving cast-list. Jürgen Klinsmann, twice. Teddy Sheringham twice too. Likewise, Robbie Keane and Jermain Defoe – also each twice. And for a whole generation of Tottenham fans, that spell at the start of the Premier League, the ‘Dark Ages’ where tenth spot was an aspiration, where the signings were Kevin Scott and Jason Dozzell, Ruel Fox and Grzegorz Rasiak. Players who made the much-criticised John Duncan, Chris Jones, John Lacy and Paul Price appear as giants in comparison. But also Luka Modrić and Gareth Bale, players who made it all worthwhile, who gave you reason to believe, even when everything else told you that you could not compete for a place in the top four elite when you paid, at most, only the sixth-highest wages in the division. A belief that is being fostered, stronger than ever, now, with a new young team, full of home-grown heroes, boys who can become men. Perhaps, after all these years, a team for whom ‘Glory, Glory’ can become an epithet, not an aspiration.


Those four decades have brought moments of hope, genuine belief, great games, the occasional Cup triumph. More frequently, though, they have brought disappointment, frustration, angst, misery. And the sale of the star asset, who could not stay when more money was on the table, when they needed to actually go and win something. The recognition that, as Alan Hansen once said: ‘You can only really count on Spurs to let you down.’


Yet the constant was White Hart Lane itself. No matter what went on, no matter the pain, the ground, the stadium, was always there. The stage ready for the next performance, the next director, the next cast. But with so many of the same audience, 34,000 versions of Waldorf and Statler, heckling at the actors they wanted to be so much better but could not imagine ever forsaking.


Ninth of November 2014. The child is father of the man. And now that man is father of his own child. Hurtling towards my fifth decade, this was the day I passed on the baton, just as my own dad had 42 years earlier. And the same opponents, Stoke, on a similar, sunny, warm, autumn day.


No car journey or game of bluff with the Met’s finest. It takes too long. There’s nowhere to park and even if you do, it will then take an hour to get half a mile from the ground. And they’re, understandably, a mirthless bunch, too. The last thing they need is aggravation and a smart-arse. Instead, a bus to Clapham Junction, train to Vauxhall, Tube to Seven Sisters and another bus down the Tottenham High Road. Talking, excitedly, all the way. This was the day I had promised Ollie, who has become another football-obsessed, Spurs-obsessed version of his dad, just better equipped with knowledge, Sky Sports and the iPhone Goals app. A five-year-old then, now seven, who can, and does, watch every game on television, every goal, who had made Harry Kane his hero, despite the young striker having made just a handful of starts. You see, I told you he was smarter, wiser, better-informed that his dad.




To the gatehouse, at the end of Bill Nicholson Way. Picking up the tickets for the Paxton Road stand. Directly behind the goal. Upper tier. Second row. Ollie, posing outside the main entrance, ticket in hand, a smile as wide as the Spurs defence were to be in the first half as Stoke gained revenge for that 1972 game (I’m sure that really was Mark Hughes’ motivation).


It wasn’t about the visit to the Spurs Shop and buying the blue-and-white scarf that he wore all that winter and beyond. Nor about the game, even if there was a second-half rally that was to prefigure the time, just a few months away, when Kane became a national hero, Chelsea were routed, Arsenal too. It meant far, far more to me and my family. This was a rite of passage. It meant Ollie was, officially, inducted.


And that is why I needed to write this book. For by the time he can really remember everything about White Hart Lane, about Spurs, the stadium will be long gone, knocked down and built on, part of a past that may have little apparent relevance, especially in an age in which technology is developing at a bewildering, terrifying pace. His Tottenham will play at the gleaming new structure being constructed not even a back pass away from the stand in which we sat that Sunday lunchtime. He will become part of the 61,000 who go there, an attendance that could, maybe this time will, help create the financial conditions to allow Spurs to be the genuine force I’ve spent most of my adult life wishing them to be. Hopefully, in 20 years or so, he will take his son or daughter, to transfer the baton on once again to the next generation.


But for him to be able to do that, as I did, he has to know his inheritance. Just like the thousands of other Tottenham fans need to know theirs. Yes, football is about the facts and figures. The dates, the results and the scorers. Those are incontestable. They genuinely, unquestionably, irrefutably happened. But in an era in which the concept of ‘alternative facts’ has become a meme, so too must we understand that, just as real, just as factual, just as much the ‘truth’ is the way we, as fans, lovers of the game, remember things. For every single supporter, no matter their club, their perceptions are as much a part of the fabric of their memories, arguably more so, than the small print of the official details. If they conflate games, get the years wrong, the opponents mixed up, it does not make those remembrances any less real. It is from those bricks that the whole house is constructed, with its faults and flaws, cracks and crumbling. A real house.


Because, at its heart, football is romance. Joy. Despair. If football was only about winning, there would be no supporters. Only one club can win. It is about more than that. It is about identification, history, about passion and devotion, about finding a way of living the moment through the deeds of others, yet making those moments part of what makes you who and what you are.


I wanted to speak to those for whom White Hart Lane was part of themselves. Not just the players and managers, but also the supporters and those who worked inside the ground. The people who will always have the Lane in their heads, even when it has been knocked down and transformed into homes and businesses.


Football is an emotional beast. It matters to people. It encapsulates the spirit of a body of human beings. And every club, every stadium, has a special meaning to those who care.


This is for Dave and Ollie, my father and my son. Emma, too. She might end up a bigger fan than any of us. For the thousands who shed a tear on that final afternoon in May 2017. But it is also for me. A piece of me disappeared that day. A huge part of what made me into the person I am. I needed to mark the passing of that part of my make-up. This is my homage, my tribute, my elegy. Come on you Spurs . . .


Martin Lipton
June 2017
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THE BEGINNING: THE COCKEREL CROWS


It came down, for the last time, as the diggers were dismantling everything below. Or rather, one version of it did – the Tottenham cockerel, which had looked down upon that small patch of north London turf for more than 100 years, turning its beady eye to the men who were aiming to create history below. A constant presence, in one form or another, the symbol of a club whose foundation was in itself an unlikely tale. A gang of kids, knocking around the streets of a rapidly growing enclave to the north of London, seeking an idea. An idea that snowballed into a football side that galvanised a community. Then a professional outfit, proving southern teams could outplay the northerners. And eventually, one of the country’s great clubs, playing at a raucous, passionate yet uniquely intimate stadium.


For 12 months from the middle of 2017, the Spurs stadium was to become a concept, a promissory note: We’ve moved, for now. But we will be back. Over there, in that huge edifice being created, rising up from ground level to overshadow everything else around it.


The name alone has more resonance than the traditional football suffixes. Not Tottenham Town or City. Not Tottenham Rovers or Albion. But Tottenham Hotspur. A romantic name, with Shakespearean overtones, recalling a heroic and warlike figure, who was driven by an overwhelming desire for honour and glory – even if the Bard’s version of Sir Henry Percy, known as ‘Harry Hotspur’, in Henry IV, Part One was a literary version of the leader of the 1403 attempt to overthrow the Crown, based only very loosely on the true facts. Suitable and fitting, indeed, for an idea between a group of pals which was to grow into something far, far greater. A club that was to immerse its roots not just in the surrounding streets but in the hearts and minds of hundreds of thousands over the years to come. To create legendary sporting figures. To become a backdrop for feats that were to live on, first as memories and then as folk history passed down the generations.


On 14 May 2017, the longest part of that story came to a conclusion when the final match was played at the ground known for more than a century as White Hart Lane, but which was never formally so named: Tottenham Hotspur versus Manchester United. Two of English football’s biggest beasts, locking antlers one last time. A day of nostalgia, tears and celebration. A day in which past, present and future were combined, as the 31,848 who had paid to be there, and the many, many more who watched on television from around London, the UK and the wider world, waved goodbye to a place that had become such a part of so many lives.


But when the famous copper cockerel, the symbol of the club that had been perched high above the ground since 1909, which had a link to one of Britain’s greatest explorers and heroes, came down, it was not copper. It was plastic, fibreglass. It was not even the original bird. Yet many fans had believed that this was still the first cockerel, which was widely known to have been cast in copper.


The Lane was so often a place of hope and fervent wishes, each new season fostering the belief that success was round the next corner. A feeling that was always at the back of so many minds, irrespective of the realities of the club’s condition, and one which finally did come to pass in those last two seasons, as a team worthy of the club’s grand traditions emerged under the hand of Mauricio Pochettino. Now, though, that ground, that setting, is only a memory, still fresh in so many minds, while its replacement is soaring into the skies.


But without that group of kids from the Grammar in Somerset Road and St John’s Middle Class School, described at the time as ‘a Scotch Presbyterian Academy’, who gathered around their regular meeting point at the second lamp-post on the High Road to the south of what was to become White Hart Lane, all aged between 12 and 16, none of the following 135 years could have happened. At least, not as they did. Without those boys getting together to play football, all those years ago, there would not have been a Tottenham Hotspur or a White Hart Lane. We would not, perhaps, know some, maybe many, of those who were to wear that famous white shirt. We would not have seen the next stage of the club’s dream being made concrete and real.


Edward A.C. Beaven, Stuart Leaman, Robert Buckle, Hamilton and Lindsay Casey, John and Thomas Anderson, Edward R. Wall, Frederick W. Dexter and John and Philip Thompson. The 11 original founders. Now just names, ghosts, but then a group of middle-class kids, which meant something very different in late-Victorian England – their fathers’ occupations included a printer, a boot manufacturer and a signwriter. They were members of Hotspur Cricket Club, who decided they would play ‘by Association’ (rather than rugby) regulations. While the first name proposed was ‘Northumberland Rovers’ they eventually decided on Hotspur Football Club, a nod to the Percy family, whose ancestral lands in the vicinity bore the name Northumberland Park, and to Henry ‘Harry Hotspur’ Percy, the defeated leader of the insurrection against Henry IV who was killed during the Battle of Shrewsbury in 1403. It has been suggested that the Casey brothers, known as ‘Sam’ and ‘Ham’, were the driving force and that their father John built a set of goalposts.


Each of the boys paid sixpence to join the fledgling club, whose first game was against the Radicals on 30 August 1882, with Robert ‘Bobby’ Buckle believed to have been the first in a long run of captains which leads through the years to Hugo Lloris. The first home ‘ground’ was Tottenham Marshes, public parkland close to Northumberland Park railway station, between the tracks and the River Lea. They shared the pitches with University College Hospital’s rugby side and Park FC, among their first opponents, alongside Stars and Latymer from nearby Edmonton, as well as Homerton College. Ham Casey subsequently recorded that ‘our first meetings used to be held in some unfinished houses in course of erection in Willoughby Lane, and our light used to be tallow candles’ but while ‘impromptu’ committee meetings were still held at the lamp-post, the team then began holding their informal club meetings at the Tottenham YMCA.


The club grew swiftly, new members having to pay double the initial fee to join the original gang of boys. By August 1883, the official strip had been agreed, too: ‘Dark blue jerseys, white breeches, dark blue stockings and cap.’ On the left side of the shirt, there was a scarlet shield with the letter ‘H’ emblazoned. And, even from those initial stages, they attracted supporters, their numbers growing to 4,000 or more within a decade.


More than a century on, some modern fans have a long-standing family connection to those early days of the club. Alan Swain and his wife Eunice went to the final game, 65 years after Alan had attended the stadium for the first time to watch the white shirts in action. But Alan can trace his line back to the formation of the club. His father, Sonny, would talk to him in reverential tones about the journey across London to Stamford Bridge in 1921, when Spurs lifted the FA Cup for the second time, ‘drooling over players such as Jimmy Dimmock, Tommy Clay, Jimmy Seed and Arthur Grimsdell’. And his grandfather, William, 15 when the club was formed, was not only a supporter of the club as it grew from those initial days on the Marshes but also a steward at the Lane, opened in 1899.


Even in those days, gangs of boys fought for territory. Pupils at St John’s (known as ‘Saints’) were frequently attacked by the ‘Barker’s Bulldogs’ of Lancasterian School and the ‘Simmonds Greyhounds’ who attended Park Lane School. Twice the boys were evicted from their headquarters for being, well, boys. Their stay at the YMCA, their first home, ended in 1883 after one of them kicked a ball and broke a light fitting, plunging the room into darkness. The ball was then booted up a chimney, leaving it covered in soot, although it was the swing of a foot which accidentally sent it slamming into the face of a YMCA councillor that got them all into trouble. Yet the suddenly homeless club had a saviour. John Ripsher, a clerk in an iron factory, a bible-class teacher and the Warden of the Tottenham YMCA branch, who had been involved with the cricket club, agreed to become first president and treasurer of the club. He set them up at a property in Dorset Villas in Northumberland Park, before two of the boys were caught playing cards when they should have been attending prayers, and they were evicted again. Ripsher then established a new home at 808 Tottenham High Road. For many years afterwards it was simply known as the Red House, just a matter of steps across the road from the original lamp-post meeting point. Ripsher was to remain a leading figure in the development of the club over the next few years as it evolved from a boys’ club into a professional outfit. Yet this man of God and benefactor left London for Dover in 1894 to live with his sister, ending up blind and penniless, and he sadly died in the town’s Union Workhouse in 1907, buried in a pauper’s grave. It was not until 2007 that his grave even had a headstone, when Spurs were able to honour his contribution to the club’s formation.


Under Ripsher, the club had grown, taking in players from other local clubs that had disbanded, and was able to field a second team which played 30-odd fixtures each season. In 1884 they appended the club’s location to their name to differentiate themselves from a team operating out of Syon Park, near Brentford. Mail meant for both sides had allegedly gone missing. They were now Tottenham Hotspur Football & Athletic Club, and they also switched from their original kit of navy tops to mimic the light-blue and white quarters of Blackburn Rovers. Changing rooms were found, first at Somerford Grove and then The Milford pub in Park Lane.


Success on the pitch – while most matches were friendlies, the two teams were winning a high percentage of games and entered the London Association Cup for the first time in 1885, beating St Albans 5–2 in front of 400 supporters, many of whom ‘carried Billy Mason and Billy Hartson shoulder-high to the dressing room’ after the final whistle – brought issues off it. The crowds were both large and extremely boisterous as they congregated, standing at the side of the pitch, with visiting teams complaining that they were intimidated by the baying hordes, even claiming they had been pelted with rotten vegetables, turnips, mud and other missiles. So, in 1888, the club moved to private land at Asplins Farm off Northumberland Park, occupied at the time by Foxes FC and a local tennis club. It meant they had to pay rates – £17 per year – but could charge entrance fees and bank the gate receipts. The first game, a reserve match against Stratford St John’s or Orion Gymnasium (even the club’s original official history, published in 1921, named both of those sides as the initial opponents) saw around 80 supporters paying 3d each for a grand total of 17 shillings. Given the support the club was now getting, one suspects a first-team match would have seen a somewhat larger gathering.


Four years later, Spurs, now fully established as a thriving club, joined the newly formed Southern Alliance. Modern-day fans will be shocked to hear that for five years from 1890 the kit was a vivid red shirt with navy breeches and socks, before they went three seasons wearing brown and gold stripes. It was only in 1898 that the club’s now traditional strip was established, as a tribute to another Lancashire club, Preston North End. There were proper, albeit primitive, standing areas and an enclosure on the east side of the ground – the posh stand, as it were. And behind one goal was the ‘Dunn Stand’, a black shed renamed in honour of the Old Etonian star striker Arthur Dunn, who had peppered the Spurs goal with a series of shots, some of which thwacked against the wooden construction, in an 8–3 drubbing in 1888. But football was still very much an amateur game, as Spurs were to find out in October 1893 when Ernest George ‘Ernie’ Payne, a winger who found himself unable to break into the Fulham team, was asked to play for Tottenham against Old St Marks in a London Senior Cup tie. Payne arrived at Northumberland Park with no playing equipment – his locker at Fulham had been emptied – and ‘in a sorry predicament’. Spurs gave him strip and shin-pads. But none of the other players’ spare boots fitted him so he was handed the princely sum of ten shillings to go and buy a pair from a local shop. Fulham complained, alleging Spurs had not only poached Payne but were operating as a professional side by offering him an inducement to play. The FA found Tottenham guilty of misconduct, suspended the club for two weeks and closed down Northumberland Park for the same period, while Payne – who repaid the money he had been advanced so he could remain an amateur and formally joined the club a year later – was banned for seven days.


This grievance fostered a growing determination to prove Spurs had been wrongly treated. And things were changing off the pitch as well. Now the dressing rooms were at the Northumberland Arms, while club meetings had moved to The Eagle on Chestnut Road. When Ripsher left for Kent, he was replaced by a very different character in John Oliver, a furniture manufacturer. He had a factory in Old Street, which allowed him to offer legitimate inducements to players to join and work for him. He had also been the president of the Southern Alliance. Oliver lent the club money for a wooden stand, seating 100, which was subsequently blown down and then rebuilt, incurring a club debt to Oliver of £60. One neighbour also took advantage of the growing interest in the club by undercutting Spurs, building an improvised platform on the adjoining land he owned and charging fans just 2d to stand and watch. The committee decided to block that scheme by erecting some boarding to hide the pitch from view.


But injuries were a problem and soon the big question of professionalism had to be answered. As a Tottenham Herald journalist wrote, ahead of a meeting at The Eagle on 20 December 1895: ‘Every other matter, locally, so far as football is concerned, pales before the adoption of professionalism by the Spurs. For some weeks past the necessity of adopting this course has become more and more apparent.’ Unsurprisingly, it was Oliver who most fiercely advocated the decision, supported by founder member Bobby Buckle. Only one member opposed the resolution.


Professionalism meant payments – one player was given a 25 per cent rise to a whopping 25 shillings per week, while another was sent packing by the club for ‘misconducting himself in such a way that he had become an undesirable companion for the other players’. One can only hazard a guess at what John Oliver would have made of modern-day players like Mario Balotelli, whose off-the-field antics have driven a series of managers and various clubs to distraction. The following season, Spurs joined the Southern League, a professional competition that had been formed in 1894. The club was going places, and by 1898, when Tottenham issued 8,000 shares priced at £1 each to become a limited company, it had appointed its first full-time manager, Frank Brettell. Barely 1,500 of those shares were actually sold, to just 296 people. And with debts rising Oliver resigned, to be replaced by the man who was to dominate the off-field side of the club for almost half a century, Charles Roberts.


On Good Friday of that year, 8 April, a record crowd of 15,000 thronged to Northumberland Park to see a goalless draw with Woolwich Arsenal. Part way through the game, reported the Tottenham Herald, ‘about 80 men and youths scaled the zinc roof of the refreshment bar, taking no heed of the warning by the police and officials. Suddenly a crashing sound was heard, which announced the improvised stand had broken under the weight’. There were five minor injuries, but the incident caused concern at the club about the suitability of the ground. The club needed to find a new home and Roberts looked for a suitable site.


‘One of my apprentices [a copper caster in his company] told me that a new football club was going to start on the vacant space at the rear of the White Hart,’ he said. ‘Being puzzled as to what enterprising club it was, I went and saw mine host, who informed me it was solely his idea. He would like to have a football club playing there.’


The site, just off the High Road, was a former nursery, now vacant land, owned by the Charrington brewery. According to Roberts’s account, he agreed a deal within 24 hours of that initial chat with the landlord of the White Hart. Spurs had to guarantee crowds of 1,000 for first-team games and half that for reserve matches, ensuring plenty of passing trade for the pub – and groundsman John Over, who was also in charge of preparing the wicket at The Oval, got to work. Finances were eased when Roberts agreed to sell off the remaining five-year lease for Northumberland Park back to the landlords, who wanted to use it for housing.


It was at this time, and before Spurs could complete the move to their new home, that the club’s enduring love affair with the FA Cup was first kindled. Brettell had been replaced by one of the players he had signed, Everton’s Scottish midfielder John Cameron, who was named player-manager. His first game was a tie against the mighty Sunderland, seventh in the First Division, and Cameron scored the winner as Spurs came from behind to progress 2–1.


Every ground must have a name. Except White Hart Lane did not. It was initially, and colloquially, ‘The High Road Ground’. Other options discussed were Percy Park, Champion Park and the early front-runner, Gilpin Park. Writing in 1921, in The History of the Tottenham Hotspur, subtitled ‘A Romance of Football’, Roberts explained: ‘The ground was not christened, however, and for convenience sake it became known as White Hart Lane.’ This despite the fact that the actual White Hart Lane is to the north of the stadium (much closer to the northern tip of the new ground) and on the opposite side of the High Road, as is the railway station carrying the same name.


A ‘military tournament’, featuring bareback wrestling and a ‘balaclava melee’, drew an audience of 5,000 for the first event at the new ground, and on 4 September a similar-sized crowd watched Spurs beat First Division Notts County 4–1 in the debut match at the Lane, generating receipts of £115. Those in the stands, which were dismantled on Northumberland Park and rebuilt, saw Tom Pratt cancel out an early own goal for the visitors before David Copeland scored a hat-trick. However, there were still issues that needed to be overcome. Roberts said: ‘As time went on we found our new venue did not rid us of the continual nightmare of how to provide proper accommodation for the increased gate. Tons of concrete had to be blown up in making the ground. Adjoining land at both ends had to be acquired from the owners. For economy, wooden stands were erected. The upkeep, however, was alarming.’


On the pitch, though, things continued to blossom for a team that was to become known as ‘The Flower of the South’. Spurs won the Southern League in 1900, breaking the grip of south-coast sides Southampton and Portsmouth, and bagging gate receipts of £5,592 for the season. The next year then saw history made. League football was a cartel of the Midlands and the north. Aston Villa were the most southerly of the 18 clubs in the First Division, Woolwich Arsenal the only side from south of Birmingham in the Second. Southern clubs, therefore, saw the FA Cup as their chance to show they deserved better treatment. Preston (after a replay), Bury, Reading (another replay) and West Brom were all vanquished by Cameron’s side on the way to setting up the club’s first appearance in an FA Cup final, against Sheffield United, whose goalkeeper was the legendary (and huge) William ‘Fatty’ Foulke. The crowd at Crystal Palace was a record 114,815. Tottenham’s team included eight from the side that had won that first game at the new ground against Notts County, Pratt being one of the three casualties: George Clawley, Harry Erentz, Sandy Tait, Tom Morris, Ted Hughes, Jack Jones, Tom Smith, John Cameron, Sandy Brown, David Copeland, Jack Kirwan.


The list of goods delivered by caterers for that first game included: 55,120 portions of cake, 10,000 Bath buns, 20,000 French pastries, 24,000 scones, 1,728 gallons of milk, 200 rumps of beef, 300 quarters of whitebait, 22,400lb of potatoes and 2,000 cabbages and cauliflowers. And the flickering footage that has survived of the match shows a very different pitch to the one we are now accustomed to. There were no penalty boxes, but instead a goalkeeper’s area that consisted of two ten-yard semi-circles along the goal-line that met in the middle of the goal, with another two lines further out, spanning the width of the pitch. Two goals by Brown put Spurs ahead but a controversial equaliser was awarded for the Yorkshire side by referee Arthur Kingscott when he ruled the ball had crossed the line, whereas the Tottenham players were adamant that goalkeeper George Clawley had fumbled the cross wide of the goal. But with no nets to give better evidence, the ‘goal’ stood. A week later, at Bolton’s Burnden Park, in front of 20,470, Spurs came back from a goal down at half-time to win 3–1, courtesy of strikes from Cameron, Smith and Brown, who headed in the killer third. It was Brown’s 15th of the competition and he had scored in every round. Those Spurs fans who had travelled north invaded the pitch while another FA Cup tradition was launched as the wife of director Morton Cadman tied white and blue ribbons to the trophy. On the train home, one Tottenham bricklayer persuaded Roberts to let him hold the Cup. He promptly filled it with beer and even FA Chairman Lord Kinnaird, on the same train back to London, took a sip. A crowd of 40,000 waited back in the capital for the victorious players to arrive home at 1 a.m., and they ‘dragged them in two broughams [carriages normally drawn by horse] from South Tottenham Station’ before fans flocked to the ground on the Monday evening to watch a ‘kinematograph show including pictures of the cup tie’. A celebration dinner was also held, at the King’s Hall in Holborn.


Over the next few seasons, the Lane was upgraded. By 1903, a wooden roof covered most of the East Stand, while crash barriers were put up on the open stand at the Park Lane terrace. Now the fans were able to watch Vivian Woodward, Spurs player and England’s star striker, who scored 23 in as many games for the Three Lions. The pitch was returfed and in 1905 the club acquired the freehold of the site for £8,900, with a further £2,600 used to acquire land to the north. Stadium capacity was increased to 40,000, with the establishment of a tram network serving the outer boroughs expected to bring even more supporters to N17. And in 1908, exasperated by their dismissive treatment by the Southern League – ‘This is the last straw,’ exclaimed Roberts at a board meeting – the club applied to join the ‘English League’, as the Football League was then known. To the disbelief of Roberts and the board their application was unsuccessful, for they were beaten in a ballot to replace Lincoln City by Bradford City. Spurs faced a season with no competition but in June Roberts was informed by Stoke City they were resigning from the league on financial grounds. Lincoln, Rotherham Town and Southport were competitors, with Spurs and Lincoln tying in the first ballot. But the league’s Management Committee gave the nod to Tottenham, aware of the potential for football to take a bigger step forward in the capital.


These days we have become used to players jetting around the planet on promotional tours but Spurs’ decision to travel to Argentina ahead of their first league campaign would have been a real eye-opener to Edwardian fans. Five wins, a draw and a solitary defeat made it a success on the pitch but off it the travelling party were caught up in a mini-riot that left five dead and were also held at knifepoint by boatmen demanding an ‘extortionate fee’ for getting them to their ship before it departed. They also witnessed a horseback charge by sword-wielding members of the Argentinian cavalry when some fans stormed the turnstiles to scramble into a match for nothing.


Back at the Lane, it was set to be momentous too, with the first significant architectural step, although the official club history only mentions the 1909 construction of ‘the present grand stand’ in passing. For whole generations of Tottenham fans, the beginning of Archibald Leitch’s masterpiece, starting with the West Stand, symbolised the birth of the modern Spurs. The link between Hot-spur and the spurs worn by fighting cocks had long been made but it was only now that the connection between the bird and the club was made tangible. Former player William James ‘W.J.’ Scott, whose career spanned 13 years up to 1895, worked for F. Brady, a coppersmith based in Euston Road. Scott was determined to mark the new stand with a fitting monument and cast a cockerel, perched on top of a ball, that stood 9ʹ 6ʺ tall. Scott’s son Roland was to lay the roof on top of the Old Bailey. He was also the cousin of Robert Falcon Scott, better known as Scott of the Antarctic, who was to embark on his doomed mission to the South Pole within months. Maybe that is why the cockerel, placed on the West Stand gable, originally pointed south not north. And why supporters believed it was unlucky when the north-facing version, a later addition, was turned round in the 1980s.


In any event, the original cockerel stayed on the West Stand until 1958, when it was transferred to the East Stand, facing the other way, where it stayed until 1988. Which is where Paul Gascoigne comes into the story. Club historian John Fennelly, who first started to watch Spurs in the mid 1960s, told me: ‘I was working at the Herald, and Irving Scholar asked me to come along with a photographer because the cockerel had to come down. The East Stand was being rebuilt and so the cockerel had to come down. We got it down, eventually. The rumour was that the ball was full of gold sovereigns. We needed to open it up, but the only way to do that was to get a hammer and crack it open. And it was full, that much was true. But not with sovereigns. Inside was just a load of old papers. A Spurs handbook that had been there since 1934. Of course, the suggestion was that somebody might have been up there before, shinned up the pipes, opened it up and had it away with the sovereigns. But it was still intact, just in a mess. Nobody had opened it before we did. It was still sealed. All that was in it was an old club handbook and some newspapers in a plastic bag.’


And seemingly it was in a genuine state. Fennelly said: ‘It was falling apart. It was all dented and pretty much knackered. The story was that the dents had been caused when it was hit by bomb fragments during the Blitz. But the truth was that the damage was done by Gazza – with an air rifle. I don’t know why he had one with him at the ground, but we were training one day, and he was accurate enough to hit the ball from the other side of the ground, over by the tunnel. It was quite ridiculous, the sort of thing only Paul would do. He was bonkers like that. Of course he tried to deny it, but he’d been spotted, although it was only later we realised he’d actually managed to hit it.


‘So when we got it down we realised it had to be replaced and instead we commissioned a couple of new versions, exactly the same size but made of plastic, fibreglass. They were much more solid and wouldn’t fall apart. That original one, or what’s left of it, is now in storage. It was in the cabinet in the VIP area, by the Arthur Rowe Suite.’


Leitch was to continue his work on the ground over the subsequent quarter of a century. By 1913 there were 5,300 seats and a standing paddock, ‘the Enclosure’, which could house a further 6,000 fans in the West Stand. The East Stand was covered in 1909 and enlarged two years later, taking the capacity to 50,000. Fortunes on the pitch had taken a dip, though, with only the outbreak of the First World War preventing the side being relegated from the First Division after six years in the league. That was despite the efforts of Billy Minter, top scorer for five straight seasons from 1908 to 1909 and who spent 32 years at the club, the first 18 as player and subsequently as both manager, for three seasons, and administrator.


During the conflict, with the Lane required for the national effort, Spurs split their home games between Clapton Orient’s Millfield Road ground in Homerton and Highbury, which had recently welcomed interlopers from south of the river. Spurs had first met ‘Royal Arsenal’ in November 1887, a game abandoned with 15 minutes to go because of darkness when Tottenham were leading 2–1. But it was either side of the Great War that the rivalry and animosity between the sides, much of which remains to the present day, first surfaced. Spurs, along with Orient, Chelsea and much of the London media, had protested at Gunners owner Sir Henry Norris’s proposal in 1913 to up sticks from their Plumstead home to Islington, in a bid to breathe life into a club that appeared to be dying a death. Despite their protests, the FA sanctioned the move and Arsenal became a north London club from September of that year.


The 1914–15 season was a shocker and, having finished bottom of the table, Spurs were due to be relegated before the war intervened. But when football emerged after the global conflict, ahead of the 1919–20 season, the Football League decided to expand the First Division by two clubs, up to 22. Both Spurs and Chelsea, who had finished 19th of the 20 clubs, believed they would be reelected at the March meeting, following precedent. Chelsea were, with other clubs, deciding they had been the ‘victims of a certain match, alleged to have been pre-arranged’. That was a reference to the ‘Good Friday Betting Scandal’, which subsequently saw three players from Manchester United and four from Liverpool banned for life for match-fixing – the two points ‘won’ by the Old Trafford club meant they finished out of the drop zone, although it was determined the fix was a plot by the players who bet on the outcome and was not designed to ensure United’s top-flight survival.


But not Tottenham. Instead, they were manoeuvred into the Second Division by Norris. While Arsenal had only finished fifth in the Second Division, Norris enlisted old pal and league president John McKenna of Liverpool to lobby for his cause. The vote was: Arsenal 18, Tottenham 8, Barnsley 5, Wolverhampton Wanderers 4, Nottingham Forest 3, Birmingham City 2, Hull City 1. McKenna justified the outcome by stating: ‘Arsenal had been a member of the league for longer than Tottenham.’ Arsenal have remained a top-flight side from then on, the only club, other than recent top-flight arrivals Bournemouth, to have attained that status never since to have been relegated.


Roberts and co. must have been seething, and in The History of the Tottenham Hotspur, when the affair was still very raw, Roberts green-lighted the official line: ‘Surprise throughout the whole country and consternation in Spurs circles was created by the league’s decision. But Spurs would obtain by the verdict of the ball what they had been denied by the vote.’ It was a feat they accomplished at the first time of asking. Peter McWilliam had been a fleet-footed left-half and three-time champion with Newcastle, known as ‘Peter the Great’ in his native Scotland. Appointed to Spurs, his first managerial job, in 1912, he was fired up by the sense of indignation that the league’s decision had caused. His team responded and ‘practically an unbroken series of brilliant successes’ saw them romp to the Second Division title, with McWilliam’s ‘astute generalship’ being hailed in the official club publication. Spurs accrued a record 70 points, which would have amounted to 102 under the modern system of three points for a win. Not until Reading won 106 points to get promoted in 2005– 06 was that revised tally surpassed. And two months after it was printed, it was not just Spurs fans who were sending bouquets McWilliam’s way.


A Topical Budget newsreel of the 1921 FA Cup final against Wolves at Stamford Bridge, running for seven minutes, proclaimed: ‘The greatest event in football history’ and ‘A great Cup final’. It was perhaps the wettest, too, a torrential downpour all day turning the surface into a mud-heap – an unfortunate introduction to England for Australia’s cricket captain Warwick Armstrong and his side, who were to retain the Ashes that summer with a 3–0 win over the home team, captained by Johnny Douglas. The newsreel’s description says it all: ‘A terrific storm marred the first period of play. It was practically impossible for the players to keep their feet.’


Despite the shocking conditions, skipper Arthur Grimsdell, who was nine years into a 17-season stay at the club, and Bert Smith took control of the match. And five minutes into the second half winger Jimmy Dimmock burst into the box – there was no ‘D’ at this time – from Bert Bliss’s pass, slipped in behind the Wolves’ right-back and shot left-footed across the keeper low into the bottom corner. Wolves pressed as Tottenham tired but the defence held. Exactly 20 years after becoming the first London club – and still the only non-league side – to win the FA Cup, they won the trophy a second time to remain the only team from the capital since the formation of the Football League in 1888 to have victory in the competition to their name. They would retain that distinction for another nine seasons. Grimsdell did not raise the Cup into the air when, finding shelter under the one covered stand, he was presented with the trophy by King George. He merely walked down the rickety wooden staircase that had been erected.


The Cup run added to the club’s finances, while the following season Spurs finished second, this time with the cockerel badge on their shirts for the first time. The profits were used to cover the terraces at both the Paxton Road and Park Lane ends of the ground, replacing the small roof which had kept the rain off half of the fans at the northern end. Now the capacity had reached 58,000, more than two thirds of them under cover, and in 1934, the same year the electric clock with a cockerel motif was erected on the High Road, Leitch unveiled his crowning glory.


White Hart Lane’s East Stand, built at a cost of £60,000, was something out of the ordinary, a triple-tiered construction with a ground-level paddock and seats in the upper area. And between them, running the entire length of the ground, was The Shelf, a raised standing area that had a life of its own and was to become part of the very soul of the ground. In total, the East Stand offered room for almost 24,000 supporters, with 5,100 seats and space for 18,700 to stand, taking the total capacity to just shy of 80,000. In a bridge to the present, and the club’s ambitions to ensure their next home provides all the comforts of executive quality, the club programme proudly trumpeted that ‘the catering arrangements here are the finest on any sport ground in Great Britain. When you enter either of the restaurants you will find yourself in such surroundings that you will imagine yourself in a West End establishment.’ One suspects that of more interest to most fans was the notice that the club had obtained an agreement with Charrington’s to serve alcohol at the ground, although only between 1 p.m. and 4 p.m. on first-team match days.


Although the crowds flocked in, it didn’t do any good for the side on the pitch. There was a stunning, record-breaking crowd of 75,038 to see Spurs lose to Sunderland in a 1938 FA Cup tie. But it was far from a golden era. McWilliam quit in February 1927 with his team headed for relegation. The prolific scoring feats of £5,500 record signing Ted Harper, who scored 36 in 1930–31, were insufficient to lead them back into the top flight until Percy Smith’s team secured promotion two years later. But despite coming third in their first season back, the new East Stand witnessed a relegation fight, which had a deep impact on the captain of the team, a man who brooded about the crushing disappointment until he himself had the chance to put it right. A man named Arthur Rowe.
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PUSH AND RUN


You did not have to look hard to find monuments to Bill Nicholson at Tottenham. Even the entrance road to White Hart Lane carried his name. His bust took pride of place inside the main entrance to the stadium. And rightly so. But evidence of the man who influenced Nicholson more than any other, the architect of the first Spurs team to win the title – they are the only two members of the elite club of title-winning Tottenham managers – was much more difficult to discover. And without Arthur Rowe, without his footballing philosophy, insight and intelligence, it is quite easy to believe that Nicholson would perhaps never have been in a position to create the greatest side in the club’s history.


Nicholson, famously, lived around the corner from White Hart Lane. His commitment to the club was total. Yet while Nicholson came to embrace and extend the club’s philosophy, he was drawing on the groundwork laid by a man actually born in N17, who was also to serve the club as player and manager before being fatally undermined by his own boardroom.


For proof, just read this explanation by Rowe of what he brought into his side: ‘My philosophy was that the easier you made the game, the easier it was to play it. So I used to tell the players to push the ball to a team-mate and then run into space to take the instant return pass. It was made of the “one-two”. When not in possession, get into position. Make it simple, make it quick. It was easier said than done, of course, but I got together a squad of players with the football intelligence to make it work.’


If you listen to Nicholson’s players discuss his approach later on, there is no doubt that Spurs’ greatest manager did more than just learn from the man he played for in that 1950–51 title-winning side.


But Rowe had also learned from the men before him, especially Peter McWilliam, who used the club’s arrangement with nursery club Northfleet United to try to instil the ‘Tottenham Way’ – close, quick passing as the means of transferring the ball up the pitch, rather than a big hoof – into the mindset of the coming generations of players. Rowe, raised and educated in Tottenham from his birth in 1906, and who recalled sneaking under the White Hart Lane turnstiles to get in for nothing, never lost the soft Cockney accent of his youth, which was clearly discernible when he recalled his memories of the victory over Wolves in 1921: ‘I was at the FA Cup final at Stamford Bridge with my father. I was rolled over the heads of the other people, horizontal, down to the fence round the ground, as were a lot of other boys. It wasn’t unique, even then. It was what happened when you had large crowds and the boys couldn’t see very well.’


As a McWilliam protégé, Rowe was part of a school of thinking that can be traced all the way through to Rinus Michels’s ‘Total Football’ with Ajax and Holland, and even Pep Guardiola’s Barcelona: killing opposing teams simply by destroying their spirit with your own excellence. Initially an outside right, his professional career was as a centre-half, although it took five years for him to graduate from signing amateur terms and turning out for Cheshunt and then Northfleet to playing for his parent club. And it was another two seasons before he made the first of his 182 first-team appearances in a 1–1 draw with Burnley in October 1931. The crowd: less than 29,000.


Within two seasons he was club captain and, for one afternoon, in a 4–1 win over France at the Lane, an England international. Just like Nicholson some two decades later, Rowe gained a single England cap, although, unlike his future wing-half, he did not score with his first touch as an international player.


Back in the club ranks, Rowe skippered Percy Smith’s side as they returned to the top flight for two years before a sustained stay in the second tier – admittedly interrupted by the Second World War – only ended when he took up the reins, although the indignity burned deep inside him for the following decade and a half.


Forced to quit by injury at the age of 33, Rowe became one of the army of English football’s global travellers, men whose internationalism makes the myopia and inward-looking approach of so many of their successors of the past half-century appear truly shocking. While others went to South America, Germany or Scandinavia, Rowe opted for Hungary. A lecture tour – he had been recommended by future Fifa president Stanley Rous – made such an impression that he was appointed in 1939 as the government’s official coaching instructor. It was planned that he would be the ‘football professor of the first Hungarian course for football trainers’ and he was also charged with preparing the national side for the looming 1940 Olympic Games, scheduled for Helsinki. Events elsewhere in Europe, overseen by an Austrian-born former painter and soldier who took his first political steps in Munich, were to put a stop to all that, yet among those who were profoundly affected by Rowe’s brief spell in the country were Ferenc Puskas and the man who was to oversee the Mighty Magyars’ double humiliation of England in 1953 (3–6 at Wembley) and the following year (7–1 in Budapest), Gusztáv Sebes.


Rowe spent the Second World War back home, eventually coaching the Army side, before being appointed manager of Chelmsford City in 1945 and leading them to the Southern League title, making his name as an innovative, effective and winning coach. By then Spurs had been idling for three years post-war under Joe Hulme, so it was no real surprise when Rowe was approached to return to White Hart Lane in May 1949, with the side still seemingly stuck in the Second Division. Not for long.


In many ways Rowe was the prototype for the modern British style of management. He did not just content himself with looking after the players under his command but he also oversaw recruitment and the organisation of the entire club, effectively rendering the influence of the board redundant. It was a stance that was eventually to have fatal consequences for his reign. As a Tottenham boy he recognised the value of the local connection and Spurs’ first-team squad included the likes of Eddie Baily, Charlie Withers, Les Bennett, Les Medley, Tony Marchi, George Robb and Sonny Walters, all also brought up kicking tatty balls on the narrow streets of north London, within a few miles of the stadium. They were players who were ripe to take on board Rowe’s philosophy.


But the critical change was the application of genuine tactical nuance, something utterly out of keeping with the concepts of the ‘English game’. That meant hours discussing set-piece organisation and the tactical tricks they could pull off, not just free-kicks and corners but also from throw-in positions and the kick-off. One tactic which had great success was from free-kicks on halfway, with the far-side winger sprinting off his flank from deep and wide as the ball was played forward, capitalising on the wide acres between the defensive line and the keeper. Obvious today but trailblazing in the late 1940s.


Interviewed on camera in 1982, 11 years before his death at the age of 87, Rowe remembered how he was able to transform the mindset of a club seemingly beset by paralysis and indecision. He said: ‘They had a group of very good players but they were all willing to be advised by the manager. When I first mentioned push and run, a few people didn’t understand what I was talking about. But it was easy for me.


‘We trained in a car park when it was dry, and I used to give them a ball and tell them to kick it off the wall, run forward, pick it up and turn and do it again. Then I said: “That was easy, wasn’t it? So what we’ll do is stick a player there and when he passes the ball you’ll find out it’s just as easy. And it’s just as easy on the field if you believe in it and if you do what you’re doing now.”’


According to the Evening Standard’s football correspondent Bernard Joy, in his 1963 book Soccer Tactics: A New Appraisal, Rowe was even more direct. Joy wrote: ‘The first time Arthur Rowe met his players after becoming manager of Tottenham Hotspur, he took them on the pitch for a demonstration. He asked Welsh international half-back Ron Burgess to take a throw-in and he stationed himself ten yards from the touchline. When the ball came, Rowe hit it first time to Les Medley, who was a few yards up the wing. “How long did it take?” Rowe asked the trainer, who was timing the movement. “Two seconds,” came the reply. Burgess repeated the throw and this time Rowe trapped the ball before pushing it as quickly as possible to Medley. “Four seconds,” called the trainer. For the third throw, Rowe performed the normal reaction of a player, even in a fast-moving match. He trapped the ball with his “good” foot, the right, tapped it forward with the left and used the right again to send it speeding to Medley. The operation took eight seconds. Back in the dressing room, with the players sitting around on the benches, Rowe asked one of them to walk briskly while being timed. In two seconds he reached five yards, in four he doubled the distance and the dressing room was not big enough to measure the space he covered in eight seconds. “Now put that in terms of running in a match,” Rowe told the team. “If you hold the ball instead of moving it straightaway you give defenders all the time they need to mark your colleagues who have moved into the open spaces. Worse still, a team-mate will have time to run into position and then out again before the pass is made.”’


Rowe later explained his ideas to journalist Norman Giller: ‘We used to operate in triangles, with Eddie Baily, Ronnie Burgess and Les Medley particularly brilliant at the concept out on the left. It was amazing to watch as they took defenders out of the game with simple, straightforward passes and then getting into position to receive the return. Over on the right Alf Ramsey, Billy Nicholson and Sonny Walters were equally adept at keeping possession while making progress with simple passes. Of course, you cannot play this type of game with confidence unless you have the foundation of a good defence, and from Ted Ditchburn through the entire rearguard we were rock solid.’


So they were, and entertaining too, with an average crowd of more than 54,000 for the Second Division championship season in 1949–50. However, not everyone believed the style of football that had propelled Rowe’s side to that success would prosper against the big boys, with Arsenal and Newcastle the best exponents of the ‘WM’ formation, which was a response to the 1925 change to the offside law, meaning only two defensive players needed to be between the forward player and the goal for him now to be deemed onside, rather than three as previously. That view was crystallised when the newly promoted side’s first game in the top flight brought a 4–1 home defeat at the hands of Blackpool, inspired, as so often, by the wing mastery of Stanley Matthews.


It would have been easy to buckle, to revert to the norm, especially when a long ball up the middle would have pandered to the initial instincts of the supporters and his two arch-critics in the boardroom, Eddie Dewhurst Hornsby and William Heryet. But Rowe was not for turning. He had told the board, before the start of the season, that he would stick with his principles. He believed that the key to success was ball possession, not casually frittering it away. No matter what the situation, the short pass was preferable, the determination to play out from the back. More than six decades later, as Mauricio Pochettino’s side searched in vain for a late winner against West Brom at the end of the 2015–16 season, the Argentinian pinpointed Hugo Lloris’s decision to start kicking long from the back, rather than feeding short to split centre-backs Toby Alderweireld or Jan Vertonghen, as the moment when his side lost the discipline that had enabled them to challenge Leicester until the last fortnight of the season. Whether knowingly or not, Pochettino was proving himself the natural inheritor of that golden thread, the one Rowe had put in place so long before.


Within the sanctuary of the dressing room, however, there was faith. Just as Nicholson was to make Danny Blanchflower the onfield manifestation of his vision, so Rowe leant on the wisdom of Burgess. Speaking two decades later, in his soft, lilting Welsh accent, the former skipper said: ‘There was no individual more important than the rest. We had that vital all-for-one-and-one-for-all spirit, which I suppose was a spill-over from the war. We’d all been in the forces during the war and knew the importance of teamwork. If you have to single out one man, then it has to be Arthur Rowe. It was his philosophy that we followed. Keep it simple, keep it quick, keep the ball on the ground.’


Keeper Ted Ditchburn agreed that Burgess was the heartbeat of the side: ‘Ron was poetry in motion. He was fantastic. And if you bear in mind he’d been invalided out of the RAF with a bad stomach, it made it even more impressive. I never saw him have a bad game.’


Ditchburn’s memories were matched by playmaker Tommy Harmer: ‘Ron had everything. He was fit, strong, good in the air. He was a good teacher and an honest, calm player. A very good player.’


It helped, too, that Rowe had a receptive audience. Baily, who was to go on to play ‘bad cop’ to Nicholson’s ‘good cop’ but who himself earned nine England caps as a testament to his talent, said: ‘There was a group of players here who already had the basic principles but Arthur told us he wanted to pass the ball. What we’d get from him was a lot of little sensible quips. He told us “Pass and Move”, “Pass and Move”. And it’s the same today, if you do it properly. Ted would say he never had a strong kick and that he could throw it further than he could kick it. But he used the ball intelligently. Arthur would drum into us: “He who holds the ball is lost” and “Make it simple, make it quick”. The basic, simple principles of football. I played for the love of the game. That was the most important thing. We kept ourselves to ourselves, as a team. We were a team that did everything together. That was it.’


Harmer said: ‘Arthur wanted them to play the ball up to Len Duquemin, who was a big lad. He played it back and then it was Bump! Bump! Bump! Within fifteen seconds they were having a shot at goal. They didn’t run as much but they were quicker than anybody else because the ball was doing the work.’


And Ditchburn reiterated the mantra: ‘I liked to take control of the box. I’d shout a lot and my favourite saying was “Up!” As soon as we had the ball we would clear it. Normally I’d throw it out, because my kicking wasn’t very good. Len would come back deep and I’d throw up the middle to him. Len would stop the ball, play it back to Eddie or Les Bennett and then it was off, push and run, all the time.’


Channel Islander Duquemin had hid in plain sight among the monks, working the fields of a monastery on his native Guernsey throughout the German occupation. There was no hiding place for ‘The Duke’ on the pitch, however, when he scored 134 goals in 308 appearances as a one-club player. ‘The movement would make the openings,’ Duquemin said, before going on to make one of the long-standing critiques of those at the helm of the club. ‘There was always somebody to take over in possession. If I moved out to make an opening somebody would come through to take it over. I signed for £8 in the winter, £6 in the summer. I had to play twenty-one games before it went up to £12. We’d get a £2 bonus if we won, £1 if we drew. But it was a lot of money compared to what other people, the fans, were earning.’


On the pitch, with huge crowds flooding to the Lane, including attendances of more than 60,000 in two of their first three games and a club-record average of 55,509 across the whole campaign, Rowe’s team were adjusting quickly. They lost narrowly at Liverpool and to Wolves but picked up a few points here and there before embarking on an eight-match winning run from the end of September, culminating in a 7–0 thrashing of a Newcastle side who had travelled south in second place but were destroyed in front of slightly over 70,000 fans. Burgess, out through injury that day, subsequently said: ‘That was the finest exhibition of football I have ever seen. It was only by becoming a spectator that I realised just how special this side was. We paralysed Newcastle with our push and run tactics that a lot of so-called experts had said would not work in the First Division.’ Joy’s report in the Standard noted: ‘This was superb football. I thought Spurs had reached their peak against Portsmouth (a 5–1 win in their previous home match) but this exhibition was even better.’


Spurs suffered just four more defeats all season – two of those to the Huddersfield side that also knocked them out of the FA Cup. Indeed, that home loss to the Terriers on 14 April opened the door, slightly, to the chasing pack, led by Manchester United. It was only the second home defeat of the season, the first since the opening day, while Rowe’s team had won 15 of the other 17 matches, a formidable run as the increasingly raucous Lane became synonymous with a new brand of football. On 28 April 1951 they faced Sheffield Wednesday at home, knowing a win would land the title for the first time in the club’s history. Not that you would necessarily have known that from the close-typed front page of the Official Programme and Record of the Club, which began by welcoming Wednesday ‘to our enclosure today’ before adding, with understated simplicity: ‘After our drawn game at Middlesbrough last weekend, two points more would assure us of the championship, if considerations of goal average are not taken into account’ before ending with a death notice which resonated with me when I read it at the end of the club’s final season at the Lane. It marked, with regret, the passing of ‘ground superintendent’ Will Over, who had first joined the club in 1930 to work under his father John, Spurs’ original groundsman when the club moved to the Lane in 1899. Further evidence that, even then, the lifeblood of the club was passed down through the generations.


The crowd was ‘only’ – by contrast with some of the previous huge attendances – a little more than 46,000, all of whom watched Duquemin, supplied by Baily, find the net shortly before the interval to score the winning goal. Strangely, by another quirk of the fixture list, ten years later when Nicholson’s team clinched their title, the Owls were the opponents at the Lane in the decisive game. Maybe it was a bit of a shame for Mauricio Pochettino and his players that the South Yorkshire side were eliminated in the championship play-offs in 2017.


For Rowe and his side, a last-day win over Liverpool completed a stunning upset of a campaign. Tottenham’s tally of 60 points was the highest since Arsenal had racked up 66 some 20 years before and saw them finish four clear of United. Few begrudged Spurs their triumph. Perhaps, though, it was the two inside the club, Hornsby and Heryet, who were most upset. They had written programme columns demanding more long-ball football even as Rowe’s side were en route to the crown and continued to complain even after the success. In the Tottenham Weekly Herald, correspondent ‘Concord’ wrote: ‘Spurs have proved beyond all doubt the vast superiority of their new-style soccer. Successful application of this style will, I predict, create a revolution in British soccer. Just as clubs found it necessary to discover an answer to the third-back game [WM system], so they will have to remould their ideas to counter the Spurs system.’


Unfortunately for Rowe and his team, they did. When teams played Spurs the next season, they no longer marked tight, leaving themselves vulnerable to the instant lay-off and ball into space. Instead, they dropped deeper in midfield and defence, frustrating and foiling in equal degree, while the opposition wingers stuck tight to the full-backs, negating Ditchburn’s instinctive out-ball as a weapon that could be used to get the passing game going. When Rowe’s champions suffered a revenge humiliation at St James’s Park for the previous campaign’s humbling, defeated 7–2, the beaten manager told his players: ‘You lads ought to be flattered to have seen a better demonstration of your own game than you’ve given all season.’


Not that Spurs disintegrated. Far from it. A 6–1 thrashing of Stoke was proof of the team’s qualities when everything clicked. But it clicked too infrequently. They were no longer quite so captivating or imperious, losing four at the Lane and 11 in total as they finished runners-up to United, this time four points behind rather than as many in front, to pass over the crown. Nicholson, looking back some three decades later, said: ‘We found, when the team started going over the top, that there was more to this push and run than it appeared on the surface. You had to have good vision, good movement off the ball, excellent anticipation and to be able to pass the ball first time, with accuracy. Even though we had good players afterwards, we could never maintain that push and run of the 1950–51 side.’


Maybe, had Rowe been allowed to rebuild and prosper, the title season would not have proved a flickering moment of success. After all, Spurs were FA Cup semi-finalists in 1953 and again in 1956, this time under Jimmy Anderson, narrowly losing both times at Villa Park, to Blackpool and Manchester City respectively. Had they won those games, we would not remember the ‘Matthews final’ or Bert Trautmann’s bravery.


But the internal sniping took its toll, and a heavy one, with Hornsby and Heryet relentless and implacable opponents of Rowe’s footballing philosophy. Time, too, won its battle with the legs of Rowe’s side and a 16th-place finish in 1953–54 ramped up the criticism, resulting in the manager suffering a nervous breakdown during the following campaign and temporarily – in fact, effectively for good – handing over the reins to Anderson before resigning. Rowe was to resurface as a coach at West Bromwich Albion, Orient (as they were named at that point) and Millwall, and had a two-year spell – and a second subsequent stint as caretaker manager – in charge at Crystal Palace, including their promotion campaign in 1960–61. As it was the season when their team lifted the Double, most Spurs fans will recall that campaign for different reasons.


Rowe’s health never fully recovered. His legacy, though, did live on. Not only through Nicholson and the philosophy about bravery on the ball, but also thanks to his last Spurs signing, a Northern Ireland international from Barnsley named Danny Blanchflower. As for his recollections and achievements, modesty remained his watchword. ‘All you need to remember,’ he said, ‘is that fifty per cent of the people in the game are bluffers. So a decent manager’s halfway there when he starts out.’ Not just a decent manager, a decent bloke too. In that final TV interview, Rowe was asked what Spurs meant to him. The tears began to well up in his eyes: ‘I like them. They’re a great club. To be associated with the club just feels nice.’ The move away from the old stadium marked the perfect time for the Tottenham board to make a clearer, and more public, signal of Rowe’s place in the club’s history.
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