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ALTHOUGH THE N5 postcode remains the same, much else has changed about the match-day experience following Arsenal’s move to Ashburton Grove. Gone are the cramped views from the East and West lower tiers, the art deco feel, and the sense of tradition. Instead, there are unparalleled views of the pitch, and a grandiose feel to games, which was never the case at Highbury. Although some Arsenal fans have spoken gushingly of Arsenal’s new ground, others have struggled to come to terms with the 400-yard hike across Islington. It doesn’t always help matters that in order to reach the Emirates via Finsbury Park and Arsenal tube stations, you still have to walk past Highbury, parts of which are being dismantled and torn out.


Fans still congregate around the East Stand, possibly reflecting on old memories, or trying to get a peak through the locked gates to see what the workmen are up to. There’s always the possibility of getting a piece of Highbury memorabilia on the cheap too; workmen were selling the distinctive tiles with the AFC logo on them for a fiver prior to the Sheffield United match – a snip compared with prices quoted elsewhere. ‘It doesn’t feel like home yet,’ one Arsenal fan said of the new ground. ‘It’s like going to a new house, but there aren’t the memories or the Arsenal paraphernalia to make it feel like home yet. It’s too new.’ I suspect this supporter isn’t alone in thinking that. A recent When Saturday Comes article suggested the whole Emirates experience was rather soulless, and questioned whether the club’s beating heart would remain at the site where Highbury once was. Aside from references to the ‘space age feel to the place’, similar feelings were expressed when Arsenal moved away from Woolwich in 1913.


Until Arsenal defeated Liverpool in November 2006, I also questioned whether or not watching Arsenal would really be the same again. Ashburton Grove doesn’t have quite the same ‘get-at-ability’ feel that Herbert Chapman realised Highbury had, and it felt rather like visiting Cardiff’s Millenium Stadium every other week. But having got off the train at Finsbury Park tube (my habitual disembarking point), strolled down St Thomas’s Road (my favoured route to Highbury), popped into the Auld Triangle (my pre-match hostelry of choice in the Highbury days) and seeing Arsenal thrash one of their biggest rivals 3–0, I felt as if I’d finally moved on.


I’m still irritated by the long queues leaving the new ground, the fact that executive fans appear more interested in the half-time drinkies than watching the team, and that thousands of supporters will probably never see the end of a game again, such is their desire to avoid the queues, but it does finally feel more like home. It’s impossible to avoid glancing sideways at our old home on the way to Ashburton Grove, and remembering the myriad triumphs and experiences enjoyed by fans and players inside Highbury. Let’s hope that Arsenal fans and the club don’t have cause to look back over the forthcoming years. At least not too much.


Enjoy the book.


Jon Spurling, November 2006
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WITHOUT SIR HENRY NORRIS, Highbury Stadium would never have been constructed, and Arsenal Football Club would not be the world famous name they are today. Gunners fans owe him everything, and yet he remains arguably the most controversial figure in the early days of professional football in England. Although he died nearly seventy years ago, his name continues to provoke controversy. ‘Googling’ his full title on to the Internet throws up some useful information on him. No less than twenty Spurs-related sites cite him as the prime reason to hate Arsenal – sites which continually refer to the club as the gypsies and ‘the Woolwich interlopers’. One writer even claims that Norris was solely responsible for the nagging sense of inferiority which Spurs fans feel towards their rivals from the opposite end of Seven Sisters Road.


More bizarrely, a sixteenth century diplomat of precisely the same name was also a Falstaffian rogue of the highest order. Granted unprecedented access to Henry VIII, he was later executed for ‘intriguing’ with the king’s young wife, Anne Boleyn. Noted for his raffish charm, he revelled in his reputation as the playboy diplomat of his era. It seems apt, therefore, that his great (several times over) grandson was also such a notorious character. As it turned out, both men were destroyed by the Icarus factor: they flew too close to the sun.


The second Sir Henry Norris, after buying Woolwich Arsenal in 1910, controlled his club like a medieval fiefdom. In an era when directors and chairmen tended to sit on boards in order to heighten their exposure in the local community, Norris broke the mould. He sprung a variety of ‘questionable’ fiscal tricks, and used bully-boy tactics which made him powerful enemies within the game. The game’s first ‘Soccer Czar’ has become a creature of myth.


Born in 1865, Fulham-based Sir Henry (or just plain old Henry, as he was in 1910), was a self-made man, who had accumulated his fortune through the property market. His company, Allen & Norris, was responsible for transforming Fulham from a semi-rural area into an urban jungle. In the process of constructing, renovating and selling houses, he’d built up a formidable network of contacts in the building and banking professions, many of whom owed him favours. This proved invaluable in future years, particularly when the time came to build a new football stadium. Norris loved to mingle with the hoi poloi, and his networking skills were legion. Who’s Who from 1910 lists his interests as wine societies, dining clubs, and vintage car rallies. As a member of the Junior Carlton Club, Mayor of Fulham, leading light in the local Conservative Party, and eminent freemason, his name was well known throughout the capital. Being a God-fearing Tory, he believed it his duty to perform philanthropic acts in the local community. For several years, he worked closely with the Battersea vestry and the local orphanage. Yet, political opponents believed him to be a self-serving fraud, who’d used his position simply to befriend, among others, the Archbishop of Canterbury. Norris always refuted these allegations, but the Archbishop certainly proved to be a useful ally for Norris in 1913. Returning favours was the preserve of this particular social circle, also.


Photographs and written accounts prove that Norris was a terrifying man, bearing an uncanny resemblance to Dr Crippen, the notorious wife murderer of the day. Standing at well over six feet tall, invariably with a pipe stuffed into his mouth, he dwarfed his rivals literally, and metaphorically. Immaculately turned out in a trench coat, crisply starched white shirt and bowler hat, he would glare demonically at them through a pince-nez. The lenses of the pince-nez were so strong that his gaze was totally distorted. This proved to be useful in board meetings; he could make his directors uncomfortable by bawling at one while, apparently, looking at someone else. Norris’s accent, a mixture of upper-class wannabe, with a cockney twang, betrayed his working-class roots. His parents had sent him to a minor public school, but on his own admission, ‘school was not for me’. Aged just fourteen, he was articled to a solicitor’s firm, and made rapid strides. A year later, he left, tempted by the cut-throat world of building. He had several chips on his shoulders, admitting that he disliked authority figures and time-wasters. Norris was a man in a hurry, and he wanted to run things his way. One of his chief gripes was that Northern sides had always dominated professional football. He firmly believed that a London team should be in command.


Norris was also a master at charming potential opponents and getting them onside with sheer enthusiasm and gusto. As a successful estate agent, he knew only too well how to smarm when appropriate. When he branched into the building trade, he honed his skills further. If it came to constructing houses in a ‘tricky’ area of London – Wimbledon was notorious for having a fearsome NIMBY regiment even then – he could chat to his buddies in the local community and, in a jiffy, a new housing complex would go up. One of his rivals in the building trade dared to suggest that Norris ran a protection racket in order to preserve the status of his construction company. He retracted the accusation when Norris threatened to let loose his lawyer on him. So even before he became connected with Woolwich Arsenal, Norris was well versed in sharp practice. Where better than the world of football to become a grandmaster of such chicanery?


In the early years of last century, with Norris already a director of Fulham, he decided to expand his business interests in the sport. He wanted to buy a football club, and surveyed the leading teams in Southern England: Chelsea, Spurs, Orient and Woolwich Arsenal. The first three clubs were fairly secure financially at that time. The boys from Woolwich on the other hand, remained in an awful mess. Even in Division One, Manor Ground crowds averaged at around 10,000 – four times less than those at Chelsea or Spurs. In addition, a touch of the farcical always surrounded the club. Woolwich Arsenal reached the 1905 FA Cup semi-final, but lost 1–3 to Sheffield Wednesday. The match, played on a mound-like pitch, was memorable because neither goalkeeper could see each other, and bizarrely, neither could the linesmen. As with all dictators, Norris made his move when matters were at their lowest ebb. Woolwich Arsenal’s misfortunes turned out to be his gain, and in the manner of other twentieth century autocrats, he injected new life into the club, stopping at nothing to enforce his beliefs.


The board welcomed him with open arms, having heard of his political skills, when he had negotiated Fulham’s frankly unbelievable rise through the Southern League up to Division Two. That this meteoric rise took place in just four years led furious directors from other clubs to suggest that substantial amounts of cash had been handed over to the Football League, but no firm evidence of backhanders was ever found. Norris was already the undisputed master of covering his tracks. On buying his majority stake in Woolwich Arsenal, he proposed a merger with Fulham, in order to create a London super-club, and a permanent move to Craven Cottage. He was blocked by the Football League (the only time they stopped him getting his way), but they couldn’t prevent him staying as a director of Fulham, while also serving as Arsenal chairman. From that, you can guess that the Monopolies and Mergers Commission did not yet exist.


Foiled in his plan to merge the two clubs, Norris set about rejuvenating the ailing Woolwich Arsenal. In 1912, he realised that the club had to move elsewhere after an embarrassing catalogue of disasters at the Manor Ground, which, like many of the club’s old haunts, flooded regularly. A match with Spurs, which Arsenal won 3–1, was described as a ‘mud revel’ by The Sportsman. A local newspaper described the ground as: ‘… a perfect quagmire, as water lay in a pool along the touchline’. On that day, the weather was so appalling that factions of the crowd refused to pay the shilling entrance fee, preferring to stand on the sewer pipe and watch the game from there. At least they got wet for free. The press claimed there had been a near riot between the law abiding fans and the refuseniks. That wasn’t quite true, but it was a fact that opposition team charabancs often failed to reach the ground on time, due to heavy traffic and poor accessibility. These embarrassments reflected poorly on Norris, and he wasn’t one to suffer fools gladly. The club was relegated in 1913 with the worst ever record in Division One at that time: P38 W3 D12 L23. For Norris, there was only one option.


In early 1913, Kentish Independent readers were gobsmacked to read the following front page headline: ARSENAL TO MOVE TO THE OTHER SIDE OF LONDON. In an official statement, Norris pointed out the benefits to the club of moving to a district which had a population of around 500,000. The relocated club could tap into the huge reservoir of supporters in Finsbury, Hackney, Islington and Holborn. Through his contacts in the Church, he found that six acres of land at St John’s College of Divinity at Highbury were available. Where better to move than a spot which was only ten minutes away by tube from London’s West End? Norris would require all his arrogance and political skill to negotiate the minefield of red-tape, pressure groups, and NIMBYs blocking his path.


He didn’t figure on the furious reaction from Woolwich Arsenal’s hard core supporters. Norris mentioned the ‘push’ factor from Woolwich; that people from the region simply did not turn up at games in large enough numbers. Many reckoned Norris was using dirty tricks. In the relegation season, they believed he’d deliberately leaked news about the proposed move and underinvested in the team, which he knew would drive down crowds, and make the case for relocation even stronger. Letters to the local press accused him of being a heartless capitalist, and of selling the club’s soul. One letter, sent to the Kentish Gazette, by Mr Paul Donaldson, would ring true for Wimbledon fans today. It said: ‘Mr Norris has decided that financial gain is more important than protecting our local club. He is making a mistake. You cannot “franchise” a football club – Woolwich Arsenal must stay near Woolwich. Would Norris advocate moving Liverpool to Manchester? People like him have no place in Association football.’


Mr Walter Bailey’s letter, published in the Kentish Independent, went further. He wrote: ‘There is, and has been, sufficient support to run the team on a business basis … Many clubs in different parts of the country would be glad of such support. Woolwich has been found guilty of apathy … because it cannot furnish the huge gates that Tottenham and Chelsea get. The most distant part of London to which they intend moving will effectively prevent those who helped to make the club, and can morally claim it as their birthright, from having anything further to do with it. Is this right?’


The local press ran a series of cartoons, one of which, in the Woolwich Gazette, claimed Norris was kidnapping Kent’s ‘only son’. He countered, and further fanned the flames, by claiming that he’d always regarded Woolwich as part of London anyway, not Kent, and that it was about time the club enjoyed the capital’s spoils. It was alleged that he received death threats after proposing the move, yet he pressed on regardless. If the reaction from the Woolwich public was extreme, it was tame compared with the lynch mob that awaited him in London.
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REPRESENTATIVES FROM Orient, Spurs and Chelsea were quick to protest, ‘in the strongest possible terms’, about Norris’s proposal to move Woolwich Arsenal to Highbury. They were terrified that another London club would erode their traditional fan base. The Tottenham Herald published a cartoon which portrayed Norris as being the equivalent of the Hound of the Baskervilles, prowling around farmyards, in an enormous spiked collar, ready to rip apart the Tottenham cockerel, and steal its food. An FA inquiry was set up to investigate the whole affair. Norris successfully packed the committee with his buddies and furnished them with some useful facts. Birmingham, with its population of 400,000, and Sheffield boasting 250,000 housed two top flight teams each. Why couldn’t an ever-expanding London – population two million – house four? Unsurprisingly, the committee ruled that the opposition had ‘no right to interfere’. The Tottenham Herald placed an advertisement begging its fans: ‘… not to go and support Norris’s Woolwich interlopers. They have no right to be here’.


The next hurdles to be overcome were the formidable Highbury residents, quivering with righteous indignation about ‘undesirable elements of professional football’ and ‘a vulgar project’ on their doorstep. The Islington Borough Council minutes recorded Highbury Park resident Mr Coventon’s comments: ‘I ask whether it is open to the Borough Council to protect the district from what, in my opinion, will be its utter ruin.’ Mr A. Bailey of Avenell Road wrote: ‘There will be considerable annoyance and inconvenience suffered by the residents in Avenell Road as a result of the erection of lofty stands by the Woolwich Arsenal Football Club. Can the council please help us on this matter.’ Islington Gazette journalist Henry Waller – writing in February 1913 – went further, suggesting: ‘It will be a sad day for the district if these interlopers set up stall around here. A respectable, decent neighbourhood will be transformed into a rabble-infested den of noise, and, I fear, drinking. I believe it is time that the people of Highbury rose up and gave notice of their intentions to fight this proposed move. I have no objections to Woolwich Arsenal playing in their rightful home, Kent, but simply speaking, they do not belong here.’


Norris knew only too well the power of the NIMBY brigade, being so well versed in local politics. He launched a charm offensive on opposition groups, assuring them that they’d barely notice a football club in their midst, and in any case, that 30,000 plus fans in the district every other Saturday would be excellent for local business. This was enough to convince several members of the opposition, many of whom stood to gain from the construction process. Those who continued to moan, were effectively silenced by Norris’s contacts in the local press. Highbury residents discovered that their vocal anti-Woolwich Arsenal meetings had never taken place, and that local protest groups simply didn’t exist, in the Orwellian sense of the word. With censorship skills worthy of Nazi propaganda chief Goebbels, Norris’s buddies starved protesters of the oxygen of publicity, and their efforts to prevent the move failed.


Leslie Anderson’s father – Donald – was one of the locals who opposed Woolwich Arsenal moving to Highbury. I interviewed Leslie Anderson in the early 1990s, and he clearly recalled Norris’s irresistible will-power: ‘My dad knew him [Norris] from the building trade. Dad was a strictly no nonsense man, who’d fought in the Great War and survived the trenches for four years. But I’ll tell you this. He was terrified of Norris. After his meetings with him, he’d come home shaking and down a double whisky. Basically, there were many people around at that time like Norris, who because of their social position could do whatever they damn well liked. Dad was furious at the way he talked down to the protesters. But it did Dad no good, and they were totally ignored. A group of them used to go to Highbury and protest when Arsenal first started to play there. They used to have huge banners saying: GO BACK TO WOOLWICH, but they had to stop doing that because Norris moved the police in on them. He was good friends with the Chief Constable and they were both Freemasons. Arsenal were there to stay.’


The final group that Norris needed to deal with, and one which certainly could not be silenced, was the Catholic Church. Many on the ecclesiastical committee believed football to be ‘ungodly’. Local residents believed that the thought of the Church of England agreeing to a football club buying the land was inconceivable. But Norris’s contacts went right to the top. After waving a £20,000 cheque under their noses, the church committee virtually bit his hand off, and his old buddy, the Archbishop of Canterbury, personally signed the deed. Of course, Norris agreed that no games would be played at Highbury on holy days, and that no ‘intoxicating liquor’ would be sold at the stadium. Yet within a year, in the manner of most dictators, he had quickly reneged on his promise. In the early twentieth century, football began to replace organised religion as the main passion among the working classes. How apt, therefore, that the devilishly cunning chairman of the nation’s least saintly club should begin constructing Highbury Stadium on land where would-be priests once played bowls and tennis.


It would be easy to gain the impression that Woolwich Arsenal’s move to Highbury was opposed by the vast majority of locals, despite Norris’s attempts to gag them. Pat Standen’s family lived in St Thomas’s Road at the time the club was sorting out the move, and he remembered things rather differently. Speaking in the early 1990s, he recalled: ‘The vast majority of us were very excited about the arrival of a football club in our area. I was only a little lad at the time, but all the talk was of Woolwich Arsenal’s stature, and their potential. There were some fairly big arguments between those who favoured the move, and those who didn’t. “Bloody church fanatics,” Dad always used to say about those who didn’t want Arsenal to come. I think that a lot of people feared the amount of drinking and blasphemy that would go on. That was a big issue in those days.


‘At that time, Highbury was a bit of a backwater. Nowadays, people around the world know of it because of the Arsenal. But in those days, there wasn’t really much to do. This was the era before cinema, and Mum and Dad certainly didn’t have the money to go living it up in the West End. Even going drinking in the local boozers meant that Dad had to scrimp a bit. As a carpenter, he wasn’t paid anywhere near enough to go squandering it on booze.


‘But even in those days, the talk was that ordinary working people had more disposable cash to spend than they once had, and crowds at Highbury were always healthy right from the off. Right from the start, Dad made it clear to Mum that he would be “off to follow the new boys” on Saturdays. Mum knew better than to argue! A football team on our doorstep gave us pride and stature. Many of us kids made banners which we planned to hold up at the first game. I remember making one from an old sheet, and writing: WELCOME AND GOOD WISHES TO THE TEAM, using an old tin of red paint. It all sounds a bit naïve now, but the local pubs were full of talk about this new football club. My dad always said that Henry Norris was very clever. In those days, players and fans would mix far more freely than they do today. Some of the Woolwich Arsenal players – George Jobey and Jock Rutherford were two – used to drink in local pubs, and attend local functions and that sort of thing. I think that was the club’s way of gently putting out the feelers. You used to see posters up on walls, and bits and pieces in the local papers, advertising the fact that such and such a player would be here and there on certain days. For blokes like Dad, who’d never mixed with footballers, it offered a bit of escapism, and there was a certain curiosity towards the players. So as the first game at Highbury approached, us locals already thought of the “interlopers” – which those who opposed the move called them – as part of the community. Norris really knew what he was doing.’


By 1913, Norris’s Arsenal (the Woolwich was now dropped – permanently) had indeed completed the move to their home. Emotions continued to run high both in the Highbury district, and back at the former haunt. In a bitter parting shot, a fan from Kent, who decided not to make the regular one hour trip to Highbury, wrote in the Kentish Independent: ‘Henry Norris has gambled away the club’s soul. He is a Mammon worshipper. We’ve not heard the last of this bounder, you may be sure of that’. He had no idea.
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ACCORDING TO THE Daily Gazette, Woolwich Arsenal secured ‘the area south of the London College of Divinity bounded by Avenell Road, Highbury Hill and Gillespie Road’ on 20 February 1913. The Athletic News, on the other hand, reckoned it happened at some point in March. The month’s difference is largely irrelevant. The facts were that Norris had roughly six months to galvanise assorted local tradesmen, and commission an architect, in order that the new stadium would be ready for the opening game of the 1913–14 season. The Daily Gazette of 27 February noted smugly that ‘Norris has already been rejected by several notable London architects’. The tone of the piece is understandable, given that arch Arsenal hater Henry Waller, who’d recently been vocal in opposing the move, penned the piece. Once again, Norris opted to take the scheme to the very top. Who’s Who of 1912 notes that one of his many interests included ‘architectural design’. As an estate agent, and a wealthy politician, he networked tirelessly early in 1913.


In the early part of last century, Archibald Leitch, an engineer and architect, moved his practice from Glasgow to Liverpool. Leitch had been behind the construction of Manchester United’s Old Trafford ground, one of the few stadia constructed inside a symmetrical perimeter wall. In true Norris fashion, he just happened to be close friends with Manchester’s mayor James Whiting. They were Freemasons and Whiting happened to be pally with Leitch, and contact was made. It seems likely that as early as January, Leitch was commissioned to design Woolwich Arsenal’s new stadium. Until now, Arsenal historians have relied solely on A.G. Kearney’s account as evidence of the chaotic six-month construction period of the new stadium.


Kearney was drafted in as Leitch’s second assistant, and in the official programme for the Leicester City match in 1963, he described graphically Norris’s numerous dodges. Kearney alluded to the unrelenting opposition of Henry Waller, who’d continued to harp on in the Daily Gazette about the move being a ‘vulgar project’. Waller made one final, last ditch approach to block the move. Kearney confirms that, ‘Mr Norris pulled a few strings and I was able to get on’. Curiously, Waller’s contributions to the local newspaper dried up shortly afterwards. Norris also suggested to Kearney that he ignore the out-of-date Parish Council office in Holloway Road, when trouble was brewing over the construction of ‘the high brick retaining wall at the College End of the ground’. Kearney confirms that the old boys in the office didn’t know the difference between a ‘retaining wall and a retaining fee’. Further evidence that a degree of cunning in the early part of the twentieth century would enable the likes of Norris to bypass outdated Victorian practices. Norris also gave Kearney permission to purchase two houses and demolish them, in order that an entrance be constructed at the Gillespie Road end, opposite the tube station. Leitch’s assistant confessed that ‘everyone but myself became more pessimistic and depressed, wondering whether the ground could be got ready’.


The club placed an advert in assorted local newspapers, inviting locals to write in, and suggest names for the new stadium. Presumably this is the first recorded instance of the club seeking a ‘constructive dialogue’ with their supporters. Mr W. Dykes of Camden Town thought that Avesbury Park – a combination of Avenell Road and Highbury – would be a suitable choice. Mr H.W. Cooper of Islington believed The Gunners in ‘The Fortress’ would be ideal. Another writer, who chose to remain anonymous, reckoned ‘The Gun Park’ would be apt. In time honoured tradition, the club decided to ignore the advice of their fans and simply named the ground ‘Highbury Stadium’.


Ninety-three years later, fresh insight can finally be provided on this frantic construction period. In 1990, I was introduced to David Yates, after placing an advert in the Islington Gazette requesting anyone with recollections of football grounds under construction to come forward. With the assistance of his son Daniel, David Yates proved that even though his hearing and sight may have been failing, his memories remained as sharp as ever. He recalled: ‘In the months leading up to Arsenal’s first game, an entire range of craftsmen and tradesmen converged on Highbury to try and get the ground ready on time. To Mr Norris’s credit, he could have contracted the work out elsewhere, but he tried to get locals as involved as possible. He thought that if lots of us actually built the place, we’d have more pride in the team. As a young fella who’d just left school, it was my role to be a general labourer. The first problem we had to solve was that the land was covered in bushes and trees and craters, and it needed to be flattened.


‘We couldn’t bring in mechanical diggers in those days, so it all had to be done with picks and shovels and barrows. I seem to recall that one end was higher than the other (the College End was six feet higher than Gillespie Road), and so the difficult part was to build the embankment at the other end to level it all out. There really was a huge sense of camaraderie among all of us. It felt like we were all in it together, and we’d often sing songs to help us carry on working. The hours were long, and you could tell that our foremen were under a lot of pressure to get things finished. But when we arrived every morning, porridge and hot tea was always there waiting for us. For lunch, soup and bread was laid on, on top of what we brought with us. So the working conditions were actually quite good – better than most labouring jobs of that time. At break times, we’d chat about stuff in the world – like the threat of war; and those women who wanted the vote – the suffragettes. Young blokes like me couldn’t get our heads around what their problem was!


‘Some of the players also helped out. I recall that [Jock] Rutherford and one of his mates helped out on the carpentry side of things. Some of the others helped to build up the terraces. How times have changed! The carpenters built the turnstiles and exit gates, and got stuck into making the rails and passages needed to get up on to the Spion Kop. The closer that first game got, the more carts and trucks rolled up with raw materials. When we’d finished flattening out the pitch, there was the Spion Kop to work on. That was where the West Stand is now. In those days, it wasn’t covered in concrete or anything like that. It was mostly just like flattened down clay, mixed in with earth dug from the new Piccadilly tube station. Hundreds of us had to compact it down by stamping on it. When we’d finished work on the ground early in the morning of the first game, there was still no running water inside the stadium for the players, or for drinks; no refreshments or anything of that sort. The dressing rooms were incomplete. All the workers were going around saying “This is a proper Fred Karno.” He was a guy who was in the Charlie Chaplin mould, and we were just laughing about how last minute and farcical everything was. And Norris knew that the game had to kick-off that afternoon. How it did, I’ll never know.’


A few days before, Leitch obviously felt that his company had failed to complete the new ground on time, and he disappeared for a week in order to escape Norris’s wrath. Kearney was left to take the flak, but as a reward for the team’s Herculean efforts in those final days, Norris treated him to a superb Italian lunch, near the stadium, two hours before kick-off. Local printers were also hard at work, attempting to run off 10,000 programmes on time. In the first official programme, the editor described the partially completed stadium as ‘the most get-at-able ground in Greater London’. Lying only fifteen minutes from the West End, and an hour’s journey for those diehard fans from Woolwich who were willing to make the pilgrimage, this was no idle boast. But could the team live up to the sense of occasion in their Division Two clash with Leicester Fosse, on the opening day of the 1913–14 season?
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THE MATCH against Leicester Fosse kicked off at 2.30 p.m. on 6 September 1913. Due to the novelty factor of ‘the interlopers’ finally completing the move from Woolwich to London, a crowd of 20,000 turned up. On the eve of the game, a local resident commented in the Islington Gazette: ‘Several of my pals have only ever seen Tottenham play, and I feel it will be fascinating to see just what these new boys from Woolwich are capable of.’ Correspondence over the next few weeks in the local press confirms that those early crowds consisted of enthusiastic locals, and Woolwich diehards. The vast majority walked to the ground, but, as the programme for the Leicester Fosse game mentioned, the ‘get-at-ability’ of Highbury meant it was easy to get to the ground from Drayton Park, Gillespie Road, and Finsbury Park. Railway companies, realising the benefits of capturing thousands of potential new rail users, laid on dozens of extra trains that day.


The whole event nearly ended in disaster. A.G. Kearney recalled that workmen had left the exit gates open, and it would have been easy for hundreds of people to have stampeded into the ground, aware that they could have got in for free. ‘Hundreds of people were lining up at the entrance four or five deep in Avenell Road … it says much for the sportsmanlike spirit of those days that they didn’t just walk in.’ As a reward for having worked so hard in the construction process, David Yates was given a complimentary ticket for that opening game. His testimony is the only one which has survived: ‘That afternoon, it was like Highbury was the centre of the universe. Everyone seemed to be headed for the stadium. Although most people walked in, lots also appeared to have come by bike. It says a lot for people at that time that even though they may have opposed the move, they were still happy to leave open the gates at the sides of their houses for people to leave them there. A lot also came via open top bus – it was quite a sunny day – but as I said, most walked it. It was clearly a very well advertised event. You had people from all over London come and see the new boys – from the East End, Chelsea, wherever. There were no Fosse fans though. I don’t think long distance travel was really available at that time.


‘In those early games, Arsenal charged a sixpence for fans to get in. It cost more for those who wanted to pay a bit extra to sit. The old East Stand was covered, up to a point. There were huge tarpaulins at the back of the stand to provide some shelter for those in the East Stand, but the rest of the ground was totally open. Not all of the terraces had been finished, and some people just sat on flat wooden boards watching the game. There was a real feeling of expectation from the crowd. This was something totally new, and it’s always exciting to be there at the start of things, because you never know how they’ll turn out. It was a chance to mingle with other people, and it was pretty clear that a lot of the crowd had come all the way from Woolwich to see their team. I think that slowly died away after a while. There was no real chanting or singing, there were no scarves or whatever. It was just really orderly; but there was a lot of clapping and cheering when Arsenal scored. People were a lot more reserved in those days. Some threw their hats off into the air when the team scored, and others would say things like, “Well, steady on old chap!” It’s not quite like that now.


‘There was quite a lot of drinking on the terraces. No one checked you as you walked in, so it was easy for men to smuggle in beer and spirits. It got passed around a lot – it added to the community spirit. My dad, who later joined me for some Arsenal matches, reckoned it was medicinal, and that you needed it for some of those winter games. At half-time, vendors would come around selling peanuts and roast chestnuts – no crisps or sweets in those days. Another thing that struck me at that first game was that the opposition lobby still wouldn’t give up easily. There were still banners against the club, and a few locals stood tut-tutting at their gates. I think that Arsenal won the game 2–1, and George Jobey scored the first ever goal at Highbury. Apart from the fact that the match made history, it was pretty uneventful.’


David Yates was right. The following extracts appeared in the Athletic News match report on the following Monday: ‘… there was something in the winning of this game which cannot afford a full measure of satisfaction to those who have the well-being of Woolwich Arsenal at heart. An infinitely better impression was formed of the Fosse attack than that of Woolwich Arsenal. In the absence of a centre forward of proven ability, the London club had to call upon George Jobey, who made his name with Newcastle United as a half back to lead the line … in the second half he met with an accident which may mean his absence from the field for many weeks … earlier Jobey neatly deflected with his head and Brebner in the Fosse goal had no chance … later Devine drove the ball past Brebner and secured full points for the home club. The Arsenal vanguard was not convincing.’ It was hardly the most auspicious of beginnings, and the full picture of Highbury’s fledgling team lay behind the scenes.


The facilities at the new stadium were so incomplete that after George Jobey was stretchered off the pitch, Arsenal trainer George Hardy was forced to commandeer a milk float from ‘Lewis the milk’, to take Jobey back to his own lodgings, and treat the player there. Letters to the Daily Gazette also complained of ‘the singular lack of refreshment facilities in the new stadium’. Things would gradually improve. Yet the club faced bigger problems than complaints about a lack of catering stalls at the new ground. The Assessment Committee of the Islington Borough Council charged a huge rental fee for the ground. Although the precise figure was never disclosed, it was believed to be twice the amount which Tottenham paid for White Hart Lane, and nearly three times as much as Chelsea paid for Stamford Bridge. Little wonder that Arsenal faced huge financial problems from the moment they kicked a ball at the new ground. Letters to the local newspapers reported seeing hundreds of boys sneaking in, without paying, via the Gillespie Road entry. The gates were left open by tradesmen, who continued bringing cartfuls of raw materials to Highbury.


Norris ensured that the club worked a charm offensive, thanking fans through the medium of the official programme for braving the ‘unknown discomforts of an incomplete ground’. Also, he personally wrote letters of apology to locals complaining of disruption on matchday. But Second Division Arsenal’s future remained uncertain. By April 1915, the team still showed little sign of awakening from its slumber, and despite the more glamorous location, it was nigh on impossible to attract more glamorous players. Percy Sands and Jock Rutherford – though popular enough among the hard-core support – were hardly world beaters. The board’s advertisements in the local press smacked of sheer desperation. Would-be season-ticket holders were informed that, ‘A season ticket is at your disposal in exchange for 21 shillings, entitling you to admission to the ground. The Secretary’s name is GEORGE MORRELL. His address is 32, Pemberton Road, Harringay. He wants to sell you a ticket. Do not let him be disappointed.’


The notoriously tight-fisted George Morrell had hastened Charlie Buchan’s departure from the club back in 1910, when he refused to reimburse the youngster’s tram expenses, which amounted to the then equivalent of 55p. It later cost the club over 5,000 times that amount to buy Buchan back. It was unheard of for a club to publish the home address of the Manager Secretary – as they were called in those days. The story went that Norris had been unable to pay for a permanent secretary who would handle season ticket requests. The financial situation became desperate as the team laboured at their new ground. For Norris and Arsenal, things would get worse before they got better.
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TWO YEARS after the first game at Highbury, Arsenal appeared no closer to regaining their Division-One status. In March 1915, promotion seemed to be within reach, but a dreadful series of results in April and May saw the team finish back in fifth place. The Gunners’ tepid performances saw crowds fall away, and a hard-core 15,000 attended those desperate end of season clashes. Just 10,000 turned up to see Arsenal crush Nottingham Forest 7–0 on 24 April in the final match of the 1914–15 season. In the First Division, Arsenal’s London neighbours, Spurs and Chelsea, occupied the bottom two places, and seemed set to join them in the Second Division. Although the diehards could never have predicted it, they had just witnessed a piece of history. This was to be Arsenal’s last ever match outside English football’s top flight.


As the First World War dragged on, Norris’s hopes appeared to have destroyed Arsenal’s chances of becoming a major force. Between 1915 and 1918, he had to fork out a further £50,000 to keep the ground up to scratch, without any significant gate receipts coming in to offset the expenditure. David Yates regularly went to Combination games during the war years, after the normal league programme was suspended at the end of the 1914–15 season. He recalls: ‘It’s hard to say if you were watching a football match, or a propaganda exercise designed to get blokes to join up. Posters around the perimeter of the ground were very bold about it, asking “Why don’t you and your football pals go to Highbury or Haringey recruitment centre and join up?” Lots of people my family knew did just that. You could visit either centre on any day and sign on the dotted line. Rumour had it that Kitchener himself visited Highbury once to shake up the supporters to get them to enlist. You can see why: where else in our area would you get such a huge number of blokes together in one place?


‘Then again, if you didn’t feel like joining up, you could always go to the Scala Theatre in Tottenham Court Road, and watch the Brits and Germans fighting in one of those Kinema colour shows. It’s amazing, but there were posters all around the ground at that time advertising it, and the Arsenal programme sometimes mentioned it too. It was one of those films which suggested that all Germans were mad sadists, and the English Tommies were sweetness and light. Really – watching the football at that time was secondary. What was also interesting was that, as the fighting in France grew, there was quite a lot of criticism of clubs and the Football League for continuing to stage matches at a time of national crisis. But by the later stages of the conflict, it was pretty evident that attending games did have a big impact on raising morale among blokes in the country.’


When League football resumed four years later, Arsenal found themselves back in the top flight, after Norris was implicated in the ‘dodgiest ever scam’ in English football. It was widely believed that the two extra places in the First Division would be occupied by Spurs and Chelsea, who would most likely receive a reprieve from relegation. After ‘corresponding with a few financiers here and there’ (in manager Leslie Knighton’s words), he successfully convinced League President John McKenna to promote Arsenal to the newly expanded Division One ahead of Wolves and Barnsley, who’d finished fourth and third respectively. At the same time, a bewildered Tottenham were relegated to Division Two. Norris had successfully got to work on his contacts within the committee, and convinced fellow directors that weekend jaunts to Highbury, with its proximity to the West End, were a far more appealing prospect than excursions to Wolverhampton and Barnsley. Norris had also ensured he got friendly with Chelsea’s chairman, and assured him that Chelsea would receive a reprieve, as long as Arsenal benefited. When the vote was taken, Chelsea received their reprieve, and Arsenal – unbelievably – were promoted, by eighteen votes to Spurs’ eight. Tottenham’s parrot, presented to the club on its 1908 South American tour, promptly dropped dead at the news, giving rise to the cliché, ‘Sick as a parrot’.


Pulling such a stunt meant that relations with North London neighbours Tottenham plunged to an all-time low. Unhappy with Woolwich Arsenal’s arrival, Spurs had spent a good deal of time and effort trying to persuade locals against making the trip to Highbury. As late as 1915, the Tottenham Herald still ran adverts pleading with locals ‘not to go and support the interlopers’. To the surprise of even their most fanatical supporters, Spurs bounced back immediately from their relegation, and during the early 1920s, vented their fury on Arsenal. In a filthy match at White Hart Lane in September 1922, the game turned into a brawl. Reg Boreham’s brace of goals pinched the points for Arsenal, but the reporter from the Sunday Evening Telegraph noted ‘the most disgusting scenes I have witnessed …’. The League Commission found Spurs’ Bert Smith guilty of ‘filthy language’ and Arsenal’s Alec Graham guilty of retaliation. The bad feeling between both clubs was reflected in events off the pitch. Even the normally ultra reserved Bob Wall – later Arsenal’s general manager – commented: ‘The roads and pubs outside Highbury and White Hart Lane could be dangerous places back then. Often the knives were out – quite literally – between fans before and after the match.’


An interview I conducted with eighty-year-old Philip Jones, back in 1990, casts new light on the (mythical) view that football fans visiting Highbury in those days were impeccably behaved. Jones recalled: ‘Back in them days, there was often real bad feeling between Arsenal and the Spurs. I think that things had changed a bit after the war. Blokes came back and the innocence had gone. I mean, they’d seen things that no blokes should have to see. And there was lots of unemployment as men who’d been demobbed from the army couldn’t find work, or couldn’t fit back in with normal living. Some of them was really bitter. They seemed bored and restless. And even though I was only a nipper, I suppose I caught on with the mood. Young blokes always like to rebel and put on the angry front, don’t they?


‘You noticed it a lot at the football. The Arsenal had increased the size of Highbury and now they pulled in big, big crowds. Forty or fifty thousand when it came to playing Spurs or Chelsea. But there was always more trouble against the Spurs, ’cos we was so close geographically. And there was no segregation between fans back then either. Sometimes, the Manchester lot brought a few fans down, but for us, it was always the Spurs who we looked out for. Over the years, you got to realise that if you wanted a dust up, you stood on the Laundry End. Some games, you saw the steam rise from where the Laundry used to be at the back of the North Bank. It was never organised trouble at first, but our little gang was big on “digging people”. Like gawping at them and saying “What are you looking at John?” type of thing. And the Spurs lot did the same back – it was a code of honour that you never looked away. We also used to swear a lot, like blaspheming. People in the crowd – which was mainly made up of working-class blokes – used the “F” word all the time, but it was still a big thing to say things like “Damn” and “God”.


‘Often, you’d play a game where you’d see who could snatch a cap and throw it away – or stamp on it. Some of us even wore red scarves back then and their mob would wear white. It was at the time when Lenin’s lot was beating the whites in Russia, and we quite liked that comparison. Fans wearing colours was really rare in them days, and it was another way of saying you was different. And sometimes you’d give the Spurs lot a clout and blokes around you in the crowd would call you a daft bugger and tell you to stop, or they’d egg you on and it became a bit of a free-for-all. The cops weren’t really in the crowds then. But if they caught you, they’d clip you round the ear, or give you a whack in the guts. The crowds were so dense, it was hard to get through for them anyway. Sometimes, you’d get behind the Spurs without them noticing, unzip your trousers and take a leak so you flooded their feet. All stupid pranks really.


‘But we was just pups. There was a gang which ran along Seven Sisters Road which clashed with the Spurs lot all the time. And everyone knew they used knives and fists. They were blokes in their twenties, but the police really didn’t have a bloody clue what was going on. There was a few stabbings, but it never came out that it was about football. There was more to it than that. As I said, a lot was bad behaviour come out from surviving the war. The war had made a lot of people a lot more violent, and sent a few people nuts I reckon. Going to football brought the aggression out quite a lot.’


The battle wasn’t simply confined to groups of fans. After Arsenal’s unexpected promotion, the ‘lucky’ and ‘boring’ tags began to be affixed to Arsenal at regular intervals, labels which had their origins in the Tottenham Herald. As ever, Norris rarely lost an opportunity to spit poison at Spurs. Bizarrely, a piece in the Tottenham Herald had mocked Arsenal for never having staged a match in front of a 60,000 plus crowd. ‘Can we deduce from this that there simply isn’t the interest in Arsenal to pull in a crowd of this size?’ the Herald asked. On 22 January 1920, Arsenal played Spurs in front of a heaving 60,500 crowd, their largest Highbury attendance to date. The Daily Gazette’s match report – usually rather downbeat – had an air of triumphalism about it, and mentioned no less than three times the size of the crowd. It was almost as if Norris himself had placed his guiding hand on the piece – something he was rumoured to do on occasions, whenever something about his team was written. Yet cracks were beginning to appear in his armour plated exterior.


As Philip Jones admits, ‘The Spurs were a far better side than the Arsenal in the early 1920s.’ With the club now £80,000 in debt – a crushing amount in those days – Norris’s investment appeared to have been a complete waste of time. Crowds once more crashed to around the 10,000 mark. A letter to the Gazette from Fred Wright of Blackstock Road said: ‘I am totally fed up with watching these fellows’ displays. I will not be renewing my season ticket for the start of the 1925–26 season, as after a full twelve years at Highbury, the “star” talents which Mr Norris promised have failed to materialise.’ A year later, Mr Wright wrote another letter to the Gazette admitting he ‘deeply regretted my decision’.


Highbury’s slumbering giant was about to stir.
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SATURDAY, 29 August 1925. Bank Holiday weekend in Britain, but the residents of Islington were hardly in a relaxed mood, judging from the letters page of the Daily Gazette. One local resident complained that ‘newfangled washing machines’ would never be as effective as good old-fashioned hand washes. A concerned mother voiced her disgust that her fifteen-year-old son’s school was to pilot a project to deliver sex education to its pupils. It was, she reckoned, a ‘sure-fire way to send him to eternal damnation’. Mr Richards, of Blackstock Road, who’d recently ‘endured’ Charlie Chaplin’s silent movie Gold Rush at the Finsbury Park Picture Palace, predicted that the cinema would ‘never usurp the popularity of the music hall’. And an anonymous writer, proudly proclaiming himself to be a ‘British Fascist’, insisted that his party was ‘a tolerant organisation which in no way interfered with freedom of speech’. On the surface, this remained yesterday’s world.


Yet other events in the capital proved that times were changing. Roaring London was stirring. At the Locarno Club and the Palais Dance Hall, the ‘bright young things’ with their Eton Crops gleefully accepted the invitation to ‘dance ’til you drop’. The Times claimed that women’s ‘scandalous fashions were utterly incompatible with a female’s dignity’. London’s tube network grew at an alarming pace, and the government had recently been forced to rescind its ban on traffic in the Piccadilly area. A crisis was brewing over house prices in the capital. The MP for Islington commented that £500 for an average semi in the area was ‘far beyond the reach of an average worker’. After all, three quarters of the capital’s labour force survived on an average of £2 a week or less in the mid-1920s. The ‘light industries such as plastics, rubber, chemicals and electrics were beginning to flourish in the South East, and the North–South divide became more pronounced.


They couldn’t have known it at the time, but those 50,000 Arsenal fans who streamed into Highbury on the opening day of the 1925–26 season to watch the North London derby were about to witness the early stages of a football revolution. Leslie Anderson sat in the old East Stand for the match. He recalls: ‘The old stand stood until the early 1930s when Herbert Chapman decided it needed to be demolished. It was a really rickety wooden thing, and when the crowd got excited, they’d rap their feet, and make a rare old noise. It was hardly the safest construction in the world. Most of the crowd seemed to smoke back then, and they’d throw their smouldering dog-ends on the floor, and push them with their toes between the cracks in the floorboards. There was so much paper rubbish underneath, that it’s a miracle we didn’t have a major fire disaster on our hands. Highbury was a sprawling bowl, really. By the time Herbert Chapman arrived, it held 50,000 but it was always half empty, because the team was a bit of a letdown, really. We’d ask each other, “When will these fellows ever win anything?” It says a lot for the club at that time that the most famous thing about them was the chairman!


‘Then it all changed in 1925. I can remember the great Charlie Buchan making his debut for Arsenal like it was yesterday. He had genuine star quality. And he was signed by our new manager, the great Mr Chapman. You can’t overestimate the impact that their arrivals had on the club. We were a nothing team, really, and then suddenly, we have Huddersfield’s treble championship winning boss as our manager. Incredible. But it’s players’ arrivals which excite. And Buchan was a massive signing. There was the whole thing about his transfer, too. Sunderland got an extra £100 each time Charlie scored for us. “There goes another £100” we’d laugh, each time he bagged one. That was a lot of money back then. He was the first Arsenal player to make people think that it was worthwhile getting out of their chair to go and watch them play at Highbury. When he led the team on to the pitch in his first game, there was a genuine buzz, whereas before you would just politely applaud the team as they ran on. Right through the twenties and thirties, Chapman’s purchases of star players boosted Highbury crowds to massive levels, and Buchan was the start. Here was a guy who’d scored goals by the dozen for Sunderland, and played for England. You could tell just from his aura that he was a true great. And he was a twenties style hero, who’d travel to games on the tube with the fans. And he was really modest about things, too. There was a story that early in his Highbury career, when he was struggling for form, he was sat next to two chaps on the tube, who were criticising his form, and he never said a word in response. But that Spurs game when he made his debut, there was a real feeling that with Chapman as the manager, and with Buchan on board, this was the start of things. And it was, but as I recall, the team made a slow start to the season.’


The Gunners – as they were now universally known – lost 1–0 under the scorching sun to a goal by Tottenham’s Jimmy Dimmock, after Arsenal defenders Andy Kennedy and Billy Milne indulged in a spot of ‘after you please’, according to the Daily Gazette. Arsenal regulars slipped away disappointed, but were aware of Herbert Chapman’s advice to ‘not expect too much in too little time’. Even The Times was mightily impressed by the club’s new star striker, commenting: ‘Some of his touches reveal the master mind of a great thinker.’ The vibe surrounding Buchan was sensational. Seen as something of a maverick within the game, he was very much a product of his generation. After taking exception to Arsenal manager George Morrell’s comment about his travel expenses back in 1910: ‘How can an amateur footballer run up such an extortionate bill?’ he admitted to ‘never ducking an argument with an official again’. Aside from his scoring feats with Sunderland, his ten-year spell in the North East was littered with run-ins with authority. There was another bust up with officials over the issue of expenses incurred while playing for England. Buchan decided that, rather than walk five miles back to his house after getting to Sunderland train station, he’d catch a cab home. Buchan never saw his reimbursement. His subsequent arguments saw him dropped from the England team for seven years.


Acutely aware of his worth as a professional footballer, he opted to parade his skills wherever he chose. During a summer holiday to Canada, he earned the equivalent of two weeks’ wages after turning out for a friendly match in Montreal. A zealous English football fan snapped Buchan in action, and decided to mail the photos back to FA headquarters. The FA insisted that he hand his earnings to them. Despising the view that footballers should be treated like ignorant serfs, his business interest – a prosperous sports outfitters in Sunderland – made him arguably the wealthiest player of his generation. Envious of his earnings, Buchan once received a letter from the FA checking that ‘… your business life does not interfere with your chosen profession – playing football’. Ignoring the thinly veiled threat, Buchan continued to show that, with endeavour, it was easy to bypass the maximum wage which was in place for footballers at that time.


Buchan’s rebellious streak made him ‘an instant hero to Arsenal fans’, comments Leslie Anderson. Like many of the fans who watched him each week, Buchan had witnessed the horrors of the Western Front ten years earlier. Drafted to serve with the Grenadier Guards, he’d fought in the battles of the Somme and Paaschendale. After the war, he was unsure whether to pursue his football career, or become a teacher. As a physical education instructor, he later recalled ‘thrashing insolent boys with the cane’, and suffering badly due to his rotten teeth. Throughout his playing career, he also smoked like a chimney. Once a thirty a day man, he began pipe smoking because he had been informed ‘it’s good for your lungs’. Although much of this detail was unknown to the Arsenal fans of the 1920s, the snippets of information they’d heard via football’s grapevine were enough to convince Leslie Anderson that: ‘Here at last was a man with whom we could identify. Buchan quickly assumed almost supernatural powers. Nowadays, he’d be labelled a talisman. He quickly became one of us.’


As Buchan’s good friend George Male admitted, Charlie the hero also possessed a flashy temper, and a stubborn streak. After Arsenal slipped and slithered in the early months of the season, and the new boy failed to score in the opening four games, Buchan endured some criticism from the Highbury crowd. On the tube, he overheard fans verbally savaging him, and after a horrendous 0–7 reverse against Newcastle in October, he vowed to quit Arsenal. Yet Chapman realised that in Buchan, he had an experienced player who could help mould team tactics. In a heated team meeting after the defeat at St James’s Park, Buchan and Chapman pushed through the tactics that would alter the entire course of Arsenal’s history. From now on, Arsenal would employ a ‘stopper’ at centre half, and a midfield link man. Such tactics, coupled with an influx of big-name signings, would turn Arsenal into the team of the thirties.


As Arsenal’s fortunes gradually improved, controversy continued to dog the team – and Buchan in particular. With just four games remaining in the 1927–28 season, the bottom ten clubs – including Liverpool and Manchester United – were locked in a blanket finish to avoid relegation. Pompey travelled to Arsenal, languishing just above halfway, and needed an away win to stand any chance of staying up. London bookies noticed a flurry of bets on an unlikely away win, and the crowd figure – 15,416 – was by far the lowest of the season at Highbury. Something was wrong, and suspicion grew when Arsenal players barely seemed to be trying. Philip Jones recalls: ‘It was evident that Arsenal weren’t interested in trying to pull back the goals they needed, and the crowd got on to the players. Even Buchan didn’t seem especially bothered.’ After Portsmouth raced into a 2–0 lead, both sides appeared content to play keep ball for the rest of the match.


Tottenham, who were relegated later that week, were furious, especially as an Arsenal draw would have ensured their survival, on goal average. Philip Jones recalls: ‘Once again, there were rumours that we’d done for Tottenham. Twice in a decade? And all on Norris’s doing. It’s lucky that Spurs didn’t return for a few years to Division One, otherwise we’d have had a bloodbath.’ A year later, an FA panel suspended Norris from football indefinitely, and quizzed him about the Portsmouth game. ‘Did you instruct your players to give less than full commitment?’ he was asked. ‘Sir Henry is deeply distressed by such insinuations,’ argued his QC. It remains part of 1920s’ football folklore that each member of the Arsenal team was delighted to receive – in Charles Buchan’s words – ‘one of these newfangled refrigerator things’ as a gift from Norris two weeks after the Pompey match. ‘We’d tease Charlie a lot about all the gadgets he had in his house,’ laughed former Arsenal defender George Male. ‘A lot of people in the game reckoned he’d bought all of these things on the back of the alleged bung he got from Norris to come south. That was rubbish – he worked hard on his writing and his business. He just knew how to earn money.’
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IN ORDER to appreciate the extent of Herbert Chapman’s Highbury vision, it’s important to consider the profile which football had in the early 1930s. The media saturation of the sport, so prevalent in the modern era, simply wasn’t present back then. Neither did football have a stranglehold over working men. In those far off days, speedway was a major contender, and big meetings could regularly pull in crowds of 30,000 or above. Chapman didn’t care for speedway, describing it as a ‘noisy and uncomfortable experience’ in his Express column. Yet with only an estimated ten per cent of the nation in ownership of a car or motorbike at that time, speed and engines had a genuine fascination for large segments of the population. So did greyhound racing, and at the White City, crowds of over 50,000 gathered. Chapman continued to argue that in the long term, football would outstrip its sporting rivals, but in the meantime, he realised that the product needed to be sufficiently attractive to pull in the punters. After the FA decided to ban Norris from football for good, Chapman was free to build his ‘dream team’ without Sir Henry’s tiresome influence.


Norris had found himself the subject of an FA inquiry after the Daily Mail ran a series of articles alleging that he was guilty of making illegal payments to Charlie Buchan in order to entice him south. Both Buchan and Norris strenuously denied the claims. What was undeniable was that the proceeds from the sale of the team bus (£125) had found their way into Norris’s wife’s bank account, and that he’d decided to pay for the cost of his chauffeur through an Arsenal Football Club expense account. Norris challenged the Mail’s allegations about the illegal payments in court two years later, but after narrowly failing to implicate Chapman in the scandal, he was forced to relinquish control of the club. Chapman proceeded to break all traditional managerial moulds. Fortunate that Samuel Hill-Wood was now the main mover and shaker on the board, Chapman agreed with Hill-Wood’s motto: ‘Why interfere when you’ve got experts to do the job?’ No manager in the game wielded as much power as Chapman, and he oversaw player sales, administration, and controlled training procedures. A benevolent new dictator was in place.


Chapman realised that disposable cash among many supporters was short, and apart from capturing the signature of a host of stars, good facilities at Highbury were needed to keep attendances high. ‘We can’t take our fans for granted you know,’ George Male recalled Chapman saying in the late 1920s. ‘Herbert knew that he needed to give them something extra. Arsenal had a hard core of about 20,000 fans, who would generally turn up whatever. The rest needed something more. Chapman realised that the club needed to excel not just on the pitch – but also in crowd comforts.’ The biggest problem with Highbury in the early 1930s was that three sides remained uncovered. Arsenal fan Brian Kilbride recalled: ‘Rain was the biggest thing to affect crowds in the thirties. People generally don’t mind freezing to death, but getting soaked was another matter. Crowds could veer between 70,000 to 20,000, and you’ll find that they often fell if it was raining.’


Via Chapman’s guiding hand, Highbury quickly became the most talked about – and modern – stadium in Europe. At a cost of £45,000, the West Stand (complete with 4,100 seats) was opened in December 1932. Brian Kilbride comments: ‘That stand being built made all the difference, because it replaced the huge, open terrace on the west side, which left you open to the elements. It also ensured that more of the crowd noise stayed inside Highbury. Beforehand, a lot of it would disappear upwards.’ The phenomenon provoked controversy in the Highbury district – and beyond. Islington resident Nigel Franks wrote to the Gazette and questioned ‘… whether such an outrageous fee can be totally justified. It seems virtually immoral at a time of national crisis that such a sum could be lavished on a football stadium.’ George Male commented: ‘Chapman’s response to the doubters was to point out that Arsenal’s crowds bankrolled the expenditure. Critics seemed to think that taxpayers’ money went into the building of the stands. It came from turnstile receipts and generous directors.’


Chapman didn’t simply advocate the construction of larger stands. Aware that the West Stand had taken away standing space, the club decided that the Laundry End should be ‘banked up’, by asking local tradesmen to dump rubbish into holes at the back to extend it further. Brian Kilbride recalled ‘… all sorts of carts darting to and from the back of the stand. It was reminiscent of 1913 again, when Highbury was first being built.’ The legend of the Highbury horse has now passed into folklore. The story went that a horse backed so close to the North Bank that both the animal and the cart toppled in. Dan Brennan – in his Official Arsenal Miscellany – points out that no such archaeological evidence was found when the old North Bank was demolished in 1992. Brian Kilbride cast further evidence on this urban myth: ‘The story went around the area for some days about the fact that some chap had lost his cart and his horse. It later emerged that a grocer from Finchley had put this story around. He was known to be a teller of tall stories. But that’s all it was. Pure pub talk. It would be nice to think it was a true story, but it wasn’t!’


It was the completion of the luxurious East Stand (‘a building of wonder and unparalleled in football’ in the words of the official Arsenal programme), which made Highbury the most famous ground in the world. Its art-deco frontage simply set the ground apart from others. Travelling supporters and visiting players were in awe of setting foot near Highbury.


Middlesbrough striker Wilf Mannion played regularly at Highbury in the 1930s: ‘You’d see the front of the stadium, and straightaway you’d feel a bit inferior. It was such a difference with Ayresome Park, which always seemed to be falling down from the minute it was built! Highbury was swish and awesome. You’d walk into the East Stand and the commissionaire would doff his cap at you – not something which usually happened to players of my era. The dressing rooms in the East Stand were beautiful – the marble baths, the undertile heating. It was pure luxury. You have to remember that this was in an era when a lot of clubs would deliberately leave the heating off in winter or turn it up high in the summer to unsettle you. It said so much for the Arsenal that they provided for your every need. I’ll always remember the white towels laid out for us after games, and even the beer and sandwiches afterwards were of the highest quality. Arsenal had the class to treat all opponents as equals.’


Huddersfield fan Tommy Williams also made the pilgrimage to Highbury whenever his team played Arsenal: ‘To a lad who worked in a factory in a smoggy old town like Huddersfield, visiting Highbury in the thirties was the equivalent of going to see the Pyramids, or the Taj Mahal. My pal Eddie and me used to stand in front of the East Stand and gaze in wonder. It was gleaming white. Brand spanking new. Beautiful. Then, we’d wait for the Arsenal team to arrive. They’d stroll through the crowds, and even though all footballers supposedly earned the same at the time, you could tell they were a different breed from our lot. I recall that Eddie Hapgood always seemed to have a permanent suntan and he radiated health. Then he’d disappear into this heaven where the commissionaire almost bowed at the players. It was almost unreal. You could have written a soap opera about it. It was like Dallas or Dynasty – a different world. My team Huddersfield had dominated the previous decade, so I suppose I should have been annoyed that Arsenal now took their place. But the Highbury of the 1930s was a fantasy world. It was the setting for a team like that.’


Matters also improved for those standing on the Laundry End in 1935. Chapman saw to it that a roof was erected to shelter them from the elements. Brian Kilbride recalled the banter between the Laundry End’s ‘innies’ and ‘outies’ in the thirties. ‘We used to call those fans who stood under the roof softies. We were the hard lads who stood in the wet weather whatever the opposition. Looking back, I suppose that we were the stupid ones. But putting the roof on the Laundry End often meant there was a rush to get to games early. You’d have people under the roof from midday some days if rain was in the air – laughing at those who didn’t get some shelter in time.’


Not content with introducing the latest architectural designs, Chapman attempted to add a few mod cons. In 1932, he advocated the use of a giant 45-minute clock, so the crowd could see precisely how much time was left in each half. ‘Chapman knew that football was an event, and he wanted fans to be part of the game. He believed that a clock would add to the tension of the game, with countdowns adding to the atmosphere,’ explained George Male. The FA didn’t buy into Chapman’s way of thinking, and banned the mechanism, claiming it would place referees under pressure. They did finally allow the famous clock on the South Bank. ‘So the fans could count down anyway,’ Male added sarcastically.


Some locals remained adamant that turning Highbury into a football mecca was unjustified. George Male recalled: ‘Some of us received letters from angry locals. I’m sure that Chapman did too, but he never told us. The gist was that times were hard in London, and it was distasteful that Arsenal were spending so much on a fancy stadium, when the working man was going through the Depression. They had a point, but the projects were hardly vulgar, and were paid for by success on the field. Speculating to accumulate. That’s good business in anybody’s language.’ Chapman’s big money purchases always seemed to coincide with another piece of bad news for Britain. In the week that David Jack arrived from Bolton Wanderers for a record £10,000, the press announced an alarming downturn in the fortunes of the building trade. As he swooped for Cliff Bastin, Britain’s unemployment level reached an all-time high. The newly nicknamed ‘Bank Of England’ club needed to pull in 40,000 punters to every home game in order to break even. It was a tall order as the Depression started to bite London. Yet his gamble would pay off.
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