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CHAPTER ONE

ONCE UPON A TIME


All these years on I can still hear them. When the ball hit the back of the net the terraces, quiet a moment before, erupted. As if on cue 50,000 supporters lifted themselves three inches off the ground and arms raised, mouths wide open to the heavens, filled the air with a roar that could be heard for miles across the rooftops of north London.

Sometimes they were so tightly packed together there wasn’t a fag paper’s width between them. On such occasions, in winter, after heavy rain, you could see great clouds of steam rising off their backs and billowing up towards a battleship grey sky. It must have been bloody uncomfortable, but no matter how cold or wet it was their spirits never dampened. They loved to see me scoring goals. Me? I didn’t like it. I loved it.

I don’t know why, but I found it easy. Scoring goals came naturally to me. I never felt tension, nerves, any sort of pressure and I never lacked confidence. I’d been scoring goals regularly since I was a boy and I had it in my head that it was something I had been born to do.

I’m a laid back guy. I’m always relaxed. Perhaps that had something to do with it. Some people have told me I was so cool in the penalty box they thought I had ice in my veins. Truth is, I just don’t get excited about anything. A lot of players worry about missing a goal. I never did. If I scored all well and  good. If I didn’t, I knew I’d be there again later in the game. Once that ball went in I never jumped in the air or ran over to the supporters and gyrated my body before them. What a waste of energy that would have been. My team-mates would run up to congratulate me. I’d just sigh softly to myself, as if all cares had been lifted from me. Outwardly I never showed any emotion, but inside I felt a deep contentment, not just about that particular goal, more from the knowledge that I could still do it. That I still had the gift. Contentment at the fact that nothing had changed, that life was still going on the same, with me scoring goals.

I don’t miss playing too much. What I do miss is scoring goals. My idea of heaven would be to score goals all night, having spent all day scoring goals. The football writer Geoffrey Green once said I scored goals ‘like someone closing the door of a Rolls-Royce’. My laid back attitude enabled me to do it with clinical efficiency and without fuss. But I loved it all right. I used to compare it to a shooting star. Because even on the greyest winter afternoon the ball kissing the back of the net was as if a brilliant light had suddenly illuminated the ground, a moment that passed just as quickly as it had come.

 



In the 1956-7 season, when I was playing for Chelsea Youth team, the first team players rarely saw the manager in the course of a week, let alone the youth team. So I was surprised to see Ted Drake show his face at training one wet and windy Monday morning. More so when I realised he was coming in my direction. I was with the rest of the Chelsea Youth team, training as usual on the dog track behind one of the goals at Stamford Bridge.

‘I hear you scored seven on Saturday, son,’ Ted said, referring to the previous weekend’s game against Crystal Palace.

‘Yes, Mr Drake,’ I replied.

I was a bit surprised. I’d been with Chelsea for something like six months and this was the first time the manager had ever spoken to me. I didn’t think he knew I existed.

‘Do you know that I once scored seven goals in a game, son?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, Mr Drake. Everyone knows about the seven you scored at Villa,’ I replied.

Every young lad did. In December 1935, Ted Drake achieved legendary status in football when he scored all the Arsenal goals in a 7-1 victory over Aston Villa at Villa Park. What’s more, he also had a couple of efforts that hit the woodwork and his feat was all the more remarkable as he had played the entire game with an injury to his knee.

‘Scoring seven goals in a game happens for a very, very select few,’ he told me, ‘and it happens just once in a lifetime. Can you remember your goals?’

I told him I could.

‘Then keep running them through your mind. Like a film,’ he said. ‘That way, when your playing days are over, you’ll always have the memory of your greatest day in football to look back on.’

He placed a hand on my shoulder. ‘Cherish the memory, son,’ he told me. ‘Cherish it forever. That day will never come again.’

In our next game, against Fulham, I scored eight. After Fulham, we played West Ham and I didn’t score at all.

Funny old game.

 



‘It’s a funny old game’ is a phrase everyone associates with me. Like old-time comedians always had a catchphrase, that has become mine over the years. In the eighties, when I was working on a football programme for Central TV, the producer thought it would be a good idea if I was interviewed by my Spitting Image puppet. It sounded like a bit of fun, so I  went along with the idea. On the day of the recording, I found myself sitting opposite a grotesque but witty caricature of myself, the voice of which was provided by a young, chain-smoking impressionist. Before the recording we had sat down together and devised a workable script. In the end we had about ten minutes of material, far more than the three minutes allotted for broadcast. The recording went well. I sat there answering questions from my alter ego but when the scripted interview had run its course there was an awkward silence. The tape was still running and the director hadn’t called ‘Cut’. I didn’t know what to say next and neither did the impressionist. The last word had been mine, so I simply waited for him to close the sketch. After a moment’s silence, he turned the puppet to face the camera.

‘It’s a funny old game!’ he said.

Although that was the first time I had ever heard the phrase, and it wasn’t me who actually said it, it has been associated with me ever since. It was a piece of momentary inspiration on the part of that young impressionist: Harry Enfield has a lot to answer for. But he couldn’t have come up with a more appropriate or poignant phrase to describe football. I’ve been in the game as a player, commentator and columnist for some fifty years and if there is one thing I’ve learned it’s that football is indeed a funny old game.

 



I was born in Manor Park, east London, in February 1940. Manor Park wasn’t home for very long. Six weeks after I was born Hitler’s bombers paid our street a visit. In later life my dad Jim told me the story of how he’d been coming home from his work on the Underground when he met a mate.

‘Fancy a pint in the Black Lion in Victoria Street?’ asked his pal.

‘The Black Lion ain’t in Victoria Street,’ my dad said.

‘It bloody well is now!’ replied his mate.

They found us another house, in Ivy House Road, Dagenham. I lived there with my dad, my mum, Mary, sister Marion and brother Paul until I was ten. My earliest memories are of that house. Of brown sticky paper crisscrossed over the windows in case German bombers paid us another visit. The outstanding feature of this house was the garden - over three hundred feet long, unbelievably generous by London standards. In those days builders could afford to provide such generous gardens; in the forties Ivy House Road was surrounded by open fields.

Everybody knows about ‘The Naughty Nineties’, ‘The Roaring Twenties’, ‘The Swinging Sixties’. From my point of view, and I should imagine most other people’s as well, the forties and fifties were most definitely frugal. During the war most people in Ivy House Road turned their gardens over to the growing of vegetables as food was scarce and rationing the order of the day. The nearby fields were used mainly for growing potatoes. There was an Italian POW camp nearby and the prisoners of war were assigned to pick them. I had my first encounter with Italians in those ‘taity’ fields. We kids used to climb over the fence and ask them for a few potatoes to take home. They never refused. I used to come home with loads. When I did, my dad used to joke we would sit down to an Italian POW mixed grill - chips, boiled potatoes and mash.

I was very small as a boy, but every kid I knew appeared to be undersize for his age. There were two reasons for this. Diet, and the fact that we never put on weight because we were always playing outside and our play, in the main, involved running. We were Blitz boys, brought up on powdered egg and milk and tinned corned beef. Proper meat such as beef, lamb, pork or chicken was alien to me. In my early childhood I ate so much corned beef that if anyone had cracked a whip I would have been away at a gallop. Sweets were equally as scarce as fresh meat. Occasionally, an American GI from one of the  nearby air bases would give us kids some bubblegum but I can’t remember having chocolate or boiled sweets until I was about eight. As for fresh fruit, we had apples most of the year, pears, blackberries and raspberries in season, but I was thirteen before I ever saw a banana.

We kids made, as they say, our own entertainment. Looking back the sheer variety of games we played on the street puts a contemporary evening schedule on BBC 1 to shame. Lord knows who invented them; perhaps they had been handed down from generation to generation. If we tired of one game, someone always had another to play and if we younger kids didn’t know how to play it, there always seemed to be an older kid who did. Tin Can Tommy was played with a flattened tin. Someone would hurl it down the street and we’d run after it and touch it before the lad who was ‘on’ could touch you. If you were tagged you had to stand in a chosen area - usually some paving slabs in front of someone’s house - and watch while all your mates ran around the street like Tasmanian devils trying to avoid the lad who was ‘on’. Knock Down Ginger was another favourite, but had an element of danger to it: the risk of getting your ear clipped by an irate adult. There was no point in going home and complaining to your old man, because if he knew what you’d been up to he’d give you another clip, only twice as hard.

Like other boys I wore a shirt, pullover, short trousers and hobnail boots. The soles of the boots were reinforced by what we called ‘blitheys’, small semicircular pieces of metal that were tacked to the toes and heels to protect the soles of the boots. When you skimmed your feet across a paving stone, they produced a shower of sparks. How I never set myself on fire, I’ll never know. As for hygiene, it wasn’t high on the list of priorities. We were fortunate, because our house in Ivy House Road actually had a bathroom, even if filling the bath was somewhat Heath Robinson as it involved Dad pumping  the water up from a boiler situated downstairs. This was a laborious task and one which goes some way to explaining why we only had one bath a week, on a Friday night, and why we all bathed in the same water.

In those days rich and poor had one thing in common. They were cold. Our house had a coal fire in the living room and that was the main source of heat for the entire house. In winter, the bedrooms were freezing. I often awoke to frost patterns on the inside of the windows and more often than not got dressed under the warmth of the bed sheets and eiderdown. From the number of feathers I saw sticking out of the jumpers of my school pals, I obviously wasn’t the only lad to do this. As for the bathroom, in winter it was so cold that if we had had fresh meat we could have kept it refrigerated there.

We indulged in what our parents called ‘crazes’. We didn’t have any hobbies as such, but we did collect things. Most adults I knew smoked, so we kids collected the cigarette cards that came free with a packet of fags. Our interests were dictated by the cards being issued with cigarettes at the time. Some weeks we’d all be collecting film stars, then it would be aeroplanes, then ships and boats. My favourites were cards showing famous footballers or cricketers. For some reason no one I knew ever managed to collect a complete set of football cards. While we would have countless Tommy Lawtons to swap, Raich Carter remained elusive. Rumours would abound of kids in a place like Leeds (it was always somewhere miles away) who had Raich Carter cards by the bucketful but none of Tommy Lawton. That was fairly typical in my childhood. As well as that, it seemed that just about every lad I knew had a father or an uncle who had been a very talented footballer and had been offered a trial by West Ham United; on their way to the trial they joined in a kickabout with their mates, only to sustain an injury that put them out of the game for good.

In those days parents talked a lot of sense, but they could  also talk a lot of nonsense which only served to bamboozle me. If I asked my dad for sixpence to go to the pictures, invariably his response would be, ‘Pictures? I’ll give you pictures!’ Which, of course, he never did. My mum and dad always encouraged me in my schooling, for which I am eternally grateful. ‘Stick in at school,’ my dad often told me, ‘make yourself clever and you’ll get a better job in life.’ Though should I attempt to walk along a brick wall and fall off, he’d soon be saying, ‘Trying to be clever, weren’t you? See where it gets you?’ By far the most bewildering parentism was heard when I tried something dangerous, such as walking along a wall. ‘Get down off that wall,’ my mum would say, ‘or there’s going to be a crying match.’

In my child’s mind, the very idea of such a thing as a crying match intrigued me greatly. I had visions of a referee standing in between two kids, who on his signal would suddenly start bawling their eyes out to the encouragement of their respective families. I find it amazing that Dagenham mothers spent so much time encouraging their offspring to talk and, when we could, were either at pains to tell us to shut up or answered our many questions with nonsensical replies. For example, to my question, ‘What time is it, Mum?’, Mum would reply, ‘Time you learned to say please.’ I would then ask, ‘What time is it, Mum, please?’ Only for Mum to say, ‘Time you stopped asking so many questions.’ Even when I showed interest in what Mum was doing, her response would be just as absurd. ‘What colour is your new coat, Mum?’ ‘Skyblue pink with yellow dots on,’ she’d reply. Looking back, the amount of times I was discouraged from asking questions, it’s a wonder I learned anything at all and did so well at school.

 



I was football mad as a boy. In that big back garden I’d kick a tennis ball around for hours. Along with the other boys from Ivy House Road, we’d play football in the street with the tennis  ball until it was bald. Even when the bald tennis ball split, we still played football with it. When the tennis ball finally gave up the ghost that didn’t stop us either. I had countless kickabouts in the street with half a tennis ball.

My dad was treasurer of Fanshaw Old Boys, a local amateur club which derived its name from a nearby school that, in time, would boast Les Allen, Terry Venables and Martin Peters amongst its pupils. Most kids had heroes. Invariably these were footballers such as Stanley Matthews, Tom Finney, Joe Mercer or Tommy Lawton. My heroes were footballers as well, but none you will have heard of. They were the lads who played for Fanshaw Old Boys. I used to accompany my dad to their games and his mates would always make a fuss of me and kick a ball around with me before they played their game, giving me little tips, such as how to head the ball properly or trap it. Dad occasionally turned out for the Old Boys, though he wasn’t much of a footballer even at amateur level.

In the late forties leather footballs were as rare as rocking horse shit, but, as treasurer of the Old Boys, Dad was given an old ball the club didn’t want anymore. Needless to say, this made me the most popular boy in Ivy House Road. No one had a car and the absence of traffic allowed us kids to spend hours playing football in the street with that old leather ‘casey’, often on dark nights, by the light of the gas lamp, until our mothers appeared at the door to ‘shout us in’.

In 1950 my dad was promoted from a guard on the District Line to a tube driver on the newly extended Central Line which offered (and still offers) the longest possible journey on the London Underground without changing, from Epping in the east to West Ruislip, a distance of just over thirty-four miles. The days when Essex folk would make a special trip into London were nigh on over. By the early fifties all they had to do was stay put and wait for London to come out to them. The extension of the Central Line included branch lines and it was  to Hainault, on one such branch line, that we moved so that Dad could be nearer his work.

When I was about ten we moved to a newly built house in Huntsman Road on a brand new estate in Hainault, which to me appeared to be in the middle of nowhere. Having been used to a long garden in which I could play football, I was disappointed to find that the garden at our new house was no more than rubble. Fortunately, most of the houses were occupied by young families and I quickly made friends with other boys and the street football recommenced until our parents laid turf in the back gardens, enabling us lads to play there.

The old leather football eventually gave up the ghost. Towards the end of its life, the leather peeled off and hung from the casing in strips, making it dangerous to play with. Every time you jumped to head it, it gave you fifty lashes, so we eventually laid it to rest and reverted to a tennis ball. It wasn’t ideal but, looking back, those games with the tennis ball really helped develop my ball skills. The size of the tennis ball meant that I really had to concentrate when it was at my feet. When shooting, I had to hit it just right, otherwise I might not make contact at all. As a consequence, my foot to eye coordination improved immeasurably and my general ball technique came on in leaps and bounds. When I came to play for the school with a proper leather football, I found making contact with the ‘sweet spot’ was relatively easy. Likewise when it came to a one touch pass or getting the ball quickly under control. Football today is no better or worse than it was in my day; it is just so very different. However, I often hear old pros and seasoned supporters claim that the general level of skill in contemporary football isn’t as high as it used to be. Perhaps this might have something to do with the fact that in the old days boys spent so much time playing with a tennis ball, whereas you rarely, if ever, see kids of today kicking one about. The Brazilians are  renowned for their ball skills and football technique; as kids they play Futebol de Salao, a game played with a ball much smaller than a conventional football. Players such as Pele, Jairzinho, Rivelino, Romario, Juninho and Ronaldo were all brought up playing this game. Futebol de Salao is a lot more refined and sophisticated than tennis ball football, however, and I’m sure you will see the point I’m making.

There were no schools on our estate, so I travelled to and from school in Dagenham by bus, a distance of just over eight miles. I attended Southampton Lane Junior School and it was here that I played my very first game under supervision for the school team. I can’t remember who it was against but I do remember I scored twice. Little did I realise that scoring on my debut for a team would be something I would continue to do, at all levels, until I stopped playing football.

Two teachers in particular, Mr Bakeman and Mr Jones, both Welsh, took a great interest in my development as a footballer and gave up a lot of their time to coach me and my team-mates. I played at inside right (in a five-man forward line, the inside left and inside right flanked the centre forward) and even at the tender age of ten scored a lot of goals, helping my school team to win the Dagenham Junior League league and cup ‘double’. What I remember most about those days was our shirts. We played in red and yellow quartered shirts which were made of heavy cotton; they had buttoned collars and cuffs and long tails, which we tucked into our underpants. When it rained, the shirts soaked up water like sponges and in really heavy rain felt as if they weighed about two stone. When it was both wet and cold, my fingers were so numb by the end of a game, that I couldn’t undo the shirt buttons. On hot days, with the heat generated by those shirts, long baggy cotton shorts and thick woollen socks, you almost passed out at the end of a game. This type of strip was commonplace at all levels of football and had been for donkey’s years. Only when the great  Hungarian team of Puskas and Hidegkuti arrived on the scene in 1953 and trounced England both home and away did kit manufacturers realise that lightweight strips might perhaps be more practical.

Their sublime football apart, with their lightweight shirts, shorts, socks and boots the Hungarians made England appear a team from another age. The football writer John Moynihan summed it up perfectly at the time when reflecting on the two teams taking to the pitch for the return match at the Nep stadium in Budapest. Wrote Moynihan, ‘We had always thought of them [England] as gods. But when the two teams took to the field, compared to Hungary, they looked so old fashioned and jaded and their kit was laughable. We felt sorry for you.’

Rarely had the state of English football in the mid-fifties been so succinctly summed up as by those damning words by Moynihan. Individually the England team was talented; although Stanley Matthews was unavailable through injury for the second match in Budapest, the eleven England fielded were the best they could select. In terms of world football, England’s kit was as out of date as their style of play. The Hungarians showed us that individual talent, though essential to the game, could be used to much greater effect when tactics turned it into collective talent. The Hungarian team of 1953 with its sublime mix of individual flair and collective organisation were showing England the way ahead in football, though it was to be a good few years before those who ran our game took their heads out of the sand - not that all of them did. If Moynihan felt sorry for the English players before the game, his emotional state must have been akin to that of Paul Gascoigne at Italia ’90 come the final whistle. Hungary won 7-1.

 



When I was eleven I moved up to Kingswood Secondary, a modern purpose-built school that had just opened in  Dagenham. Again I was fortunate because in Charles Dean and Tony Storey, Kingswood had two teachers who took a very keen interest in my footballing development. I played in a very good school team that won every competition it entered. The school took great pride in our achievements, so much so that we were often excused lessons late in the afternoon in order to play for the school team. Now that, to my mind, was really something. Being excused lessons in order to play football? It was the stuff of my dreams.

Like my team-mates, I seemed to have boundless energy. Many was the time after playing for the school that we would spend our bus fare on a bag of chips and a bottle of pop. Failing that, the bus fare went on what really was my favourite, a doorstep of bread and dripping. That eaten, we would then either kick a ball between us on the eight mile journey back to Hainault, or punctuate the journey by running and walking alternatively between chosen landmarks, such as pubs and shops. Once home, I’d gobble down my tea while listening to the wireless before meeting the other lads again for another game of football in the street or the back garden.

Football was everything to me but I did take an interest in my schoolwork and other things. I used to listen to the nature programmes on the wireless in which some kid would go out for a walk with his father or an uncle and find all sorts of interesting wildlife in fields and parks. There were plenty of fields around where we lived, but in all my time spent playing there I never came across a fox, an owl or a badger sett, as they always did on the wireless. I read a lot but I never found the secret gardens and old empty houses the characters came across in the stories and in which their adventures took place. So for all that I had a very happy childhood, both supposed fact and fiction were often a disappointment to me. Neither bore any relation to my life in Hainault and I was convinced that life happened somewhere else for other kids. I lived in my own  world, one which revolved around football, but I loved it because football gave drama, excitement, thrills, friendship and a sense of achievement and purpose to what was a safe, secure, albeit at times mundane childhood.

As a family, we never went on what these days we would consider a conventional holiday. Our annual summer holiday was hop picking in Kent. For decades, hop picking had been undertaken by most East End families, and though strictly speaking we were no longer an East End family as such, the habit remained with us. We called it ‘hopping’, and though it involved hard, often arduous labour for long hours, I used to look forward to it immensely. Hopping was a hark back to the rustic England of the past, to the short stories of H.E. Bates and in particular the Bates character, Pop Larkin. I encountered many Pop Larkins during my time spent hopping as a boy, lovable rogues, always on the make, with a great love of life and a simple philosophy based on fairness and common sense.

Come the end of August, the whole family, along with a gaggle of relatives, would pile on to a lorry along with personal belongings and head off towards the Blackwall Tunnel and Kent. We took everything bar the kitchen sink. Pots, pans, cups, plates, cutlery, bed sheets - you name it; under Mum’s supervision it was all loaded aboard the lorry. It took us six to seven hours to drive from Hainault to the hop fields of Kent, which, as a small boy, appeared to me to be forever. Given the sheer volume of traffic one encounters in London nowadays, this is much the same feeling I get now when I make that journey today. I don’t know how my parents did it. Like all other East End hoppers, we lived for two weeks in a small tin hut with no electricity or running water and slept on mattresses filled with straw. There was only one toilet on the farm and one stand-by pipe for water. Toilet is too grand a word to describe the receptacle for what Dad euphemistically  referred to as ‘our ablutions’. It was, in reality, a midden, nothing more than a toilet seat above a hole in the ground. Even after only a couple of days of use by the hoppers, you didn’t want to hang about on that toilet seat reading the newspaper, that’s for sure. After a few days of use, the stench rising from that hole in the ground was such that even when you walked by some five yards away your eyes spun round like a fruit machine. I think I’m right in saying it was never emptied. Come the end of the fortnight, with all the hops in and the pickers on their way home, it was simply covered over with soil and a new site selected for the following year.

In the main, the menfolk only came down to the hop fields at weekends, as they continued to work at their normal jobs during the week. I always looked forward to the arrival of Dad, who usually travelled in the sidecar of a motorbike owned by my Uncle Fred. On a Friday night, at the sight of Dad and Uncle Fred swinging into the field, I’d immediately rush over to them, knowing that some sort of adventure would be in the offing that weekend. I remember one Saturday night being awoken by Dad who told me to go and get dressed because he and Uncle Fred were going to take me on ‘an adventure’.

The adventure turned out to be scrumping in a nearby orchard. Farmers took every precaution to protect their apple crop and this particular orchard was ringed by a large fence. Dad and Uncle Fred, however, had ‘discovered’ a small hole in the fence that was just large enough for me to squeeze through. Under their instructions I was to clamber through the hole, climb the trees, throw as many apples to the ground as I could, then throw them over the fence to Dad and Uncle Fred. I don’t know how many apples I managed to scrump, but it was a lot. We loaded them into Uncle Fred’s sidecar and the following day Uncle Fred headed back to the East End, because, I was told, ‘he had some work to do on the Black’. The sight of Uncle Fred on his motorbike with his sidecar jammed full of  apples remains with me to this day. He wore a leather flying type helmet and goggles, a long worsted overcoat and there was so much weight in the sidecar that he drove away with his body and the bike tilting at a precarious angle.

We East End kids never played with the local children; perhaps they thought of us as urchins and ruffians, whatever, it was a case of never the twain shall meet. We kept ourselves to ourselves. We had our own identity of which we were very proud and, of course, our own way of doing things and our own language. In sitting down to write my autobiography, I have found myself remembering some things that I have not thought about for years, others that I never gave any thought to at all. In recalling the days spent hopping, it occurred to me that I no longer hear many of the phrases and expressions my parents and fellow East Enders once used. The East End has changed, the people have changed and so too has their language. When emphasising a point, people would conclude by saying, ‘and well you know it’. A father’s mild admonishment of his son would end with the dad saying, ‘. . . now, go on, hop along’. When someone had been asked his opinion, usually on what should be done on a matter, he would end with, ‘and I can’t say fairer than that’. On hearing news that met approval - ‘And a good job too.’ Whereas indecision about a matter would produce ‘Well, I don’t rightly know.’ Surprising news - ‘Well, I’ll be blowed.’ The female response to an apology given for a minor indiscretion - ‘Doesn’t matter, I’m sure.’ Such phrases were common to the everyday language of East Enders; they helped give us our identity and were, I suppose, part of the reason we were thought of as ‘Chirpy Cockneys’. Many East Enders may have been rough and ready, but in the presence of children adults never swore. The fact that I no longer hear the sort of expressions mentioned above is proof to me that the East End I knew as a child has long since gone. Perhaps the demise of  that culture and its people was in part started by families such as ours, who had, in stages, gradually moved away from the heartland of the East End. Whatever, London’s East End is all so different now from what it used to be. BBC TV’s EastEnders  came along thirty years too late.

For all it was dusty and dirty, hard, often arduous work, I loved our annual summer holiday. I will never forget some of the images of hopping. Hop vines, hanging heavy with their crop, coated in the dew of an early September morning. The staggered line of bushel baskets, each tilting at a jaunty angle, that flanked each row of vines. Women and children, their faces contorted by the sheer effort of carrying a full load, heading towards an even larger basket where the tallyman would make his note of who had picked what. Hands so black they looked as if they had been dipped in printer’s ink. Though the staining of the hops turned hands to ebony, this only served to accentuate the palm lines, so that the palms of the pickers resembled a Victorian map of the railway network of South East England. The red-brick farmhouse, so weathered it gave the impression of having been faded by years of continual sunlight to a pleasant shade of orange rose.

The work was labour intensive and there was little in the way of motorised transport or mechanisation on the farm. At the rear of the farm was a row of stables, all in the same agreeable shade of brick, where horses were kept. Above them was a row of lofts that were full of ancient bedsteads, hip baths, frayed hop baskets, some beer jars, rusting scythes and mottled poles with gnarled hooks that had been stored indefinitely, rather than thrown away, by the hop farmer and his wife over the course of their, quite literally, fruitful years.

 



When not playing football for my school on a Saturday morning, I loved to go to the cinema. In Barkingside alone there were six cinemas, the most popular being the ABC, the  Odeon and the Gaumont. With no television except for a privileged few, the Saturday morning trip to the pictures was the only time we kids ever saw cartoons. At the ABC Saturday morning viewing consisted of, to begin with, cartoons such as Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck and Felix the Cat, followed by an adventure serial that always concluded with a cliffhanger to encourage you to come back the following week. More often than not, there would also be a Laurel and Hardy short, or a Flash Gordon adventure, the latter always with an alliterative and evocative title such as ‘The Planet of Peril’, ‘The Tunnel of Terror’ or ‘Captured by Shark Men’. Even more memorable and just as alliterative was Flash Gordon’s main enemy - Ming the Merciless of Mongo, who was to Flash what Moriarty was to Sherlock Holmes.

The morning’s entertainment was always rounded off with a film usually made by the Children’s Film Foundation, whose output was prodigious. These films lasted about three quarters of an hour and always featured kids in the lead roles. The subject of the stories invariably concerned kids creating their own entertainment, such as a soap box derby or a concert. The line ‘There’s an empty barn, we can put the show on there’ was always the mainstay of the latter. When they weren’t devising their own entertainment, the kids would stumble across the hideaway of a gang of criminals or spies, which led them to i) Solving a mystery that had baffled the police, or ii) Saving the nation. Gripping stuff that always had me, as a ten-year-old, on the edge of my seat. As a member of what were called the ABC Minors, I was given what in those days was considered by us kids to have only marginally less value than a ruby - a luminous ABC Minors badge. The badge was round with a red triangle and set boldly within that were the letters ABC in vivid lime green. In the dark of the cinema, the luminosity of the badge came into its own, so that viewed from the front of the cinema, the audience of kids appeared like fireflies. The Saturday  morning picture session was hosted by the manager of the cinema, who always alluded to himself as your uncle, and was punctuated by community singing to the accompaniment of the cinema organ that rose from the depths of the pit. Every cinema had its own club song and to this day I can still remember every word of a song the ABC Minors used to sing, with great gusto, to the tune of the military march, ‘Blaze Away’:We are the boys and girls well known as 
Minors of the ABC 
And every Sat-ur-day all line up 
To see the films we like and shout aloud with glee. 
We like to laugh and have our sing-song 
Just a happy crowd are we-eee 
We’re all pals to-gether 
We’re Minors of the ABC!




Because the words never changed, the song was easy to sing. It has remained with me to this day and I suspect there’s many a person of forty or over who can rattle it off just as easily as I can.

 



I became captain of the school team and in my senior years was made head boy. My best pal was a lad called Dave Emerick, still a very good friend to this day. I would later be best man at his wedding and, when Dave married for a second time, I was a witness. While I played football and cricket in the summer, Dave proved himself to be a very good athlete, something he continued into adult life. To date, Dave has competed in over eighty marathons.

For all it was a secondary modern school, I received, to my mind, a good education at Kingswood. The curriculum covered maths, English, geography, history, science, PE,  religious studies and, in my final years, woodwork. Woodwork was considered by the school to be a bit of a luxury, a reward for good behaviour. I have to say it was wasted on me. I’m not a practical person. I can change a light bulb and fix a plug, but that’s about the limit of my practical skills. My pièce de résistance  from two years of woodwork lessons was a teapot stand and a very dodgy stool, too small to be of any practical use. Such were my skills in woodwork that when I took them home my dad had trouble working out which was which.

With no television at home my daily source of entertainment was the wireless. I say daily because every evening at 6.45 I could be found sitting in front of the wireless ready for another adventure with ‘Dick Barton - Special Agent’. That fifteen minutes before seven o’clock was the only time, prior to bedtime, when no kids were to be found outside on Ivy House Road. Another popular radio series featured the Ovaltineys: a light, story-driven series which, as the title suggests, was a veiled promotion for Ovaltine under the pretence of being a club for young listeners. Ovaltine was promoted as a drink which helped you sleep; let’s face it, which parent wouldn’t buy a drink that not only helped their kids do that but also counteracted what they called ‘night starvation’, a phrase obviously dreamed up by Ovaltine’s marketing johnnies. The notion was that kids asleep for eight hours were obviously not eating and eight hours without grub would make us wake up at some ungodly hour screaming for food. That was ‘night starvation’ and the answer to it was Ovaltine. It was all nonsense, of course, but parents who wanted wholesome drinks for their kids, and didn’t want their own sleep interrupted, went for Ovaltine in a big way. Why they called it Ovaltine was a constant source of mystery to me. After all, the tin was round and so was the mug you drunk it from.

I wasn’t the only member of our family fascinated by the wireless. Dad was always fiddling with it. On the front of the  wireless was a glass plate and on that plate, according to their respective frequency, were the names of certain radio stations. The only British stations on offer were the Light Programme, the Third Programme and the Home Service, all supplied by the BBC and the forerunners of what are now radios Two, Three and Four. Another radio station whose name always appeared on the front plates of wirelesses was Hilversum. I now know that to be in Holland but as a child Hilversum was another source of mystery to me. I didn’t have a clue what it was or where it was and, for all Dad’s attempts to locate it, never did find out. When he wasn’t trying to tune into Hilversum, Dad would take the back off the radio and probe the mind-boggling network of wires, bulbs and circuits. He spent hours fiddling with that wireless, even when there was nothing wrong with it. In pre-barbecue days, fiddling with the wireless was how the man of the house asserted his position in the family. The provider of money and food also felt he had to be the provider of entertainment. On a Sunday morning, I’d walk with Dad to a football pitch behind the Merry Fiddlers pub in Dagenham. This was a weekly pilgrimage. There was no official Sunday football in England because the FA refused to sanction it, but there were quite a number of Sunday sides in our area who initially played friendlies against one another before forming an unofficial league. There were a lot of very good players on show and, for Sunday morning teams, the standard of football was surprisingly high. I used to love standing next to Dad and his mates listening to their banter as they passed judgement on one player or another. Through those Sunday morning trips to the Fiddlers I not only learned about football, but developed a sense of humour.

Though West Ham United was not very far away from our home, I rarely went to Upton Park. In fact as a boy I never went to see any of the big London teams such as Arsenal, Spurs or Chelsea. I preferred to watch one of the many top amateur  teams whose grounds were only a bus ride from where I lived. There were four major amateur leagues in the London area - Isthmian, Athenian, Spartan and Corinthian. I don’t know the origins of these leagues, but their classical names suggest they were formed in the early twentieth century by former public school boys.

The Isthmian League contained teams such as Walthamstow Avenue, Wycombe Wanderers, Wimbledon, Dulwich Hamlet, Ilford, Barking, Leytonstone and Clapton. The latter four were within reasonable travelling distance for me. The Athenian League contained a lot of teams from north London, such as Finchley, Hendon, Enfield and Barnet, but I saw a lot of games in this league because Leyton were also members. As the Spartan and Corinthian Leagues primarily comprised teams from west London and the Home Counties, they were out of my range, though by way of the occasional trip to Ford Sports I did manage to see a few Spartan League matches. Attendances for the top clubs at this level were very healthy. You’d get a crowd of around 3,000 when Ilford played Wimbledon or Walthamstow Avenue. On one occasion, when Ilford Boys played Swansea Boys in the English Schools Trophy Final, there was a crowd of 17,000. The mark of how popular football at this level was with supporters can be taken from attendance of the Amateur Cup Final itself, which in the fifties was always a 100,000 sell out at Wembley.

In 1952, when I was thirteen, Leyton played Walthamstow Avenue in the Amateur Cup Final at Wembley. Avenue took a very strong team to Wembley trained by two fine coaches, Jim Lewis, an old Avenue player, and Freddie Cox, who was a successful player with Arsenal and didn’t see his charges in action at Wembley because he was playing for the Gunners that day against Manchester United at Old Trafford. Jim Lewis was at Wembley and so too was another Jim Lewis, his son, who was the Avenue centre forward. The Avenue were without  their inspirational inside left, Ron Horsley, who had a cartilage injury. Horsley’s place had been taken by a twenty-year-old lad, Dennis Hall, who only had five first team games under his belt. Walthamstow Avenue won 2-1 after extra time and when the victorious Avenue players returned to their dressing room, something happened that for me characterises the sporting nature of amateur football at this time. Dennis Hall had scored the winner for Avenue in front of 100,000 spectators at Wembley. To have an Amateur Cup winner’s medal was the dream of every player at this level, but when he got to the dressing room Dennis handed his to the injured Ron Horsley whose goals had been so instrumental in Avenue reaching Wembley.

‘Here you are, Ron,’ said Dennis. ‘It’s really your medal. I was just glad to be called on to help out.’

Only recently I heard a TV pundit say that with the advent of the Premiership, improved facilities for spectators and television’s coverage of the game, football today is more of a sporting spectacle than it was years ago.

In recent years football has changed irrevocably. I wouldn’t say it’s any better or any worse than the game I knew as a boy and a player. It is just very, very different. If there is one thing I mourn the passing of, it is the simplicity of football gone by. I miss the simple ways and pleasures I knew as a child. Football has always reflected society and it occurs to me that everything about the game, and about life, was much simpler then. Although computers, the Internet, mobile phones and texting are supposed to make life easier for us, to my mind they’ve just made it more complex. For all their apparent sophistication, I still think there is a lot to be said for the simple things I knew as a boy.

Comics were king when I was a child. Most popular amongst us kids were the Beano, Dandy, Topper and Beezer from which, as we grew older, we graduated to Rover, Hotspur and  Wizard. With ten grandchildren I occasionally see kids’ comics nowadays. The most striking difference between contemporary comics and those I knew as a boy is not only the content, which in keeping with the times is more sophisticated now, but the nature of the contents. For all that Rover, Hotspur  and Wizard did contain comic strips, a surprising amount of their content was solid text. I don’t know how many ten-year-olds of today would happily sit down and read a short story of four pages of small print, illustrated by a single line drawing, but at that age I certainly did. The stories in comics such as  Rover or Wizard were high on adventure, often about the war and had titles that made your eyes pop, such as ‘The Tankbusters of “B” Troop’, or, ‘The Day the Earth Was Invaded by Shark Men’ all as enticing as those Flash Gordon titles at the cinema.

As well as adventure stories every comic always had a football story. The most famous, of course, was ‘Roy of the Rovers’ in Tiger. Roy first appeared in 1954 and played regularly for Melchester Rovers until Tiger disappeared from the newsstands in 1994. If Roy made his debut as a sixteen-year-old in 1954, that means he was fifty-six when he finally hung up his boots. Not a bad career. While ‘Roy of the Rovers’ tried to portray the reality of life as a footballer and what went on behind the scenes of a club, albeit in an idealistic way, rival comics made no such concessions. The football stories in Rover  and Wizard were quite literally fantastic. One of my favourites was ‘The Mysterious Hooded Centre Forward of Hodnet Town’. Whenever Hodnet Town were in trouble in a game, out from the crowd would appear a mystery player whose identity was never known because he wore a black hood. As soon as he appeared, the Hodnet manager would whip off the regular centre forward and on would come the mysterious hooded player who would go on to turn the game around by scoring a hatful of goals. Hodnet’s regular centre forward never  complained about being yanked off every week and the opposition never took umbrage either. I never questioned why, when substitutes were not allowed in football, this mystery man could leap from the crowd and take part in a game. I just accepted it. Such was my naivety, but then again most people were very naive in those days, adults included. One of the most popular programmes on the wireless was Educating Archie  which featured the ventriloquist Peter Brough and his dummy, Archie. How naive can you get? A ventriloquist on the wireless! From time to time, the comics we read would contain a free gift, invariably something simple. The ‘banger’ was a popular comic giveaway and was no more than a triangular piece of brown paper which you held at one corner then, with a sharp turn of the wrist, flicked. The triangle of brown paper would suddenly open, in so doing making a mini sonic boom, hence the name. Another toy was a rubber parachutist whose hands were connected with fine cotton to a small plastic parachute. We kids would spend countless hours chucking these parachutists in the air simply to watch them float back down again. Invariably the time would come when they didn’t, and for years after there’d be the sight of numerous rubber parachutists hanging forlornly from the telephone wires that increasingly cut across the streets of east London. Another popular toy was the diver in a bottle. This was a tiny toy frogman, with a small hole in his stomach into which you put bicarbonate of soda. You then popped him into a bottle of water and he would proceed to float up and down. We had endless hours of pleasure with these simple, unsophisticated toys.

 



Whatever the other pleasures, it was always football for me. As soon as one school match ended, I couldn’t wait for the next one to come along. For me, the worst thing that could happen was for there to be bad weather which resulted in the school  game being postponed. For all that I was to enjoy a very successful career as a professional footballer, some of those school games have stuck in my mind, particularly one match for Kingswood against Eastbrook school. I was a member of a very good Kingswood team that won everything and swept most other school teams aside. For some reason, this game at Eastbrook kicked off late. As the game progressed me and my team-mates became increasingly concerned that we were going to miss our bus home and we voiced our concerns to the master who was refereeing. One by one, he dismissed the boys who had to catch the bus. With five minutes of the game remaining we only had five players left on the field, but still ended up winning the match 6-2!

Though subject to discipline both at home and at school, when I now look back at my childhood my overriding impression is one of great freedom of movement. I went out to play here, there and everywhere, and as far as I am aware my mum and dad never worried unduly about my safety the way many parents do today. Of course, there must have been horrible people about in those days and perhaps, because we did not have the media network we have nowadays, their evil deeds didn’t receive nationwide attention. Though I spent much of my childhood playing outdoors, often a good distance from my own front door, I never came across anyone wanting to harm me and I never heard any of my pals who did either.

 



In my final year at Kingswood in 1955 I had trials for both Essex and London Schoolboys. This fuelled my desire to play football for a living, though my dad was keen for me to take up a trade. Jobs were plentiful then and with the prospect of good exam results my dad believed I would have no problem being taken on as an apprentice plumber or joiner. He was probably right, but as I have said I am not the most practical of people and the thought of learning a trade didn’t appeal to me.  Besides, I knew I wouldn’t make a very good joiner or plumber. I assume Dad realised this as well, because one day he came home, told me he had had a word with a friend of his and that there was a job at The Times as a compositor that was mine for the taking. I paid lip service to Dad’s aim for me, but when a Chelsea scout showed an interest in me after a game for Essex Schoolboys, there was only one career for me.

That scout was Jimmy Thompson, a diminutive man who always wore a bowler hat, an anachronism even in the mid-fifties. Jimmy was a larger than life character who, because he had run foul of the football authorities on a number of occasions for poaching young players, used a variety of aliases. When he approached me, he told me his name was Mr Pope, though I soon found out his real name. Jimmy earned his living scouting for young players and by placing bets for racehorse trainers and jockeys as they, of course, weren’t allowed a flutter. West Ham United and Tottenham Hotspur had also shown an interest in me, but for all my dad had great reservations about me taking up football as a career Jimmy just wouldn’t take no for an answer and kept turning up on our doorstep.

In 1955 I played for London Schoolboys at White Hart Lane. It was a game in which a young lad by the name of David Cliss stood out head and shoulders above everyone else. By comparison I had a quiet game, which served to make me think perhaps Dad was right after all. A few weeks after this game I was due to leave school. Dad told me he had arranged an interview for me at The Times. Jimmy Thompson, however, had other ideas. One afternoon he turned up outside our house in a blood-red Sunbeam Talbot. Although it was his car, Jimmy couldn’t actually drive and his daughter was at the wheel. He asked if I would ‘go up town’ with him and his daughter for a chat, which I readily agreed to do. They took me up West, to the Strand Palace Hotel where we had afternoon tea. I’d never been in such a grand place before and was mightily impressed  and not a little overawed by the surroundings and clientele. Jimmy told me that Chelsea were very keen to sign me and that should I be keen too, he would have a word with my dad to straighten things out. I told him I was keen and when we got home Jimmy had a long chat with Dad. The end result of which was that Dad agreed to let me give it a go at Chelsea. As he left, Jimmy reached into his car and presented me with a brand new pair of football boots.

‘Tools of your new trade,’ he said.

I was embarking on a trade after all.

A couple of days later, Jimmy called again to tell me everything had been sorted out with Chelsea and that I was to report in two weeks’ time, at nine o’clock on Monday morning, underneath the big clock in Liverpool Street station. We would go to Stamford Bridge from there.

Come the day, I caught the train to Liverpool Street feeling very excited and not a little self-important. That self-importance quickly evaporated however when I got off the train and walked along the platform to the big clock. There were seven other young lads standing there, a number of whom I recognised from schoolboy representative games such as Ken Shellito, Mickey Block, Mel Scott, Brian Legge and Billy Wall. The sheer quality of these players made me realise I was about to embark on a very competitive career. I was just coming to terms with the fact I would no longer be a big fish in a little pond when another lad walked up and joined us: David Cliss, who had dominated my last London Schoolboys game at White Hart Lane. I thought I was going to be the only lad meeting Jimmy Thompson that morning but a word with the others established they too thought the same thing. Eventually Jimmy himself appeared and, after counting heads, led us down to the Underground and on our way to our first day at Chelsea.

When we arrived at Stamford Bridge, we followed Jimmy into the club office.

‘Here they are,’ Jimmy announced proudly, ‘here’s your future. Drake’s ducklings.’

Drake’s ducklings was a reference to the Chelsea manager, the former Arsenal and England centre forward, Ted Drake. We had all heard about Matt Busby’s successful youth policy at Manchester United. The press had dubbed Busby’s young charges ‘The Busby Babes’ and not to be outdone Jimmy gave his latest batch of young hopefuls the collective name ‘Drake’s Ducklings’. Given the name of the manager, this struck me as being more witty and appropriate a term than United’s Busby Babes.

Once the paperwork had been processed by the Chelsea secretary John Battersby, Jimmy wished us all ‘the best of luck’ and went off to be paid. 1955-6: another season, another batch of young hopefuls discovered and brought to the club by the enigmatic Jimmy Thompson, the best scout since Baden-Powell.




CHAPTER TWO

SINGING THE BLUES


Perhaps because I had done well in my studies and exams at school, rather than being assigned to the Chelsea groundstaff I was set to work in the club office where I was to combine my duties as an office boy with training and learning my trade as footballer. I was paid £3 a week plus £2 accommodation money. As I was living at home, I was given a chitty which my mum had to sign before she received the accommodation expenses she was entitled to for my board and lodging. My £3 wage was taxed but after a few months working in the office I soon found ways to make an extra few bob.

At the time the Chelsea first team players used to have lunch in a restaurant called Annabel’s which was situated on one side of the Bridge and considered quite a posh establishment. The rest of us headed for Charlie’s, a steamy-windowed café where the one spoon for stirring tea was attached to a string on the counter. Charlie’s served a smashing plate of bacon, eggs, sausages, beans and fried bread, the sort of daily meal to make Arsène Wenger pale and hardly the diet of a young footballer today. Every lunchtime I’d queue up behind a line of Chelsea reserves and youth team players patiently waiting for my turn with the spoon, until the last ration of sugar ran out and nobody had any need for the spoon any longer. The players were given luncheon vouchers with a face value of 2/6d (12½p)  with which to pay for their lunch, and it wasn’t long before I discovered the luncheon vouchers were valuable ‘black market’ currency.

It was part of my job as an office boy to help John Battersby and his assistant Harry Green to issue the luncheon vouchers. They never kept an accurate tally of how many they had and how many were being issued, so when one of the Chelsea first team players, John ‘Snozzel’ Sillett, approached me with a scheme to make a few bob for myself, I fell in with him.

‘I’m not suggesting for one moment that you steal them,’ John told me. ‘Them luncheon vouchers are imprisoned in that office. I want you to help me liberate them.’

Liberate them I did. John and his brother, the first team full back Peter Sillett, took me under their wing at the club. For want of a better phrase they showed me the ropes, telling me what to do and what not to do in order to get on at Chelsea and in football in general. The luncheon voucher ‘liberation’ was merely an extension of that. I’d slip John and Peter a few luncheon vouchers every now and again in return for a few bob. John and Peter would then trade the vouchers down at Charlie’s at less than their face value for fags. All in keeping with the notion of footballers as consummate athletes! On arriving at the office every morning, my first job would be to run to Charlie’s and buy forty Senior Service for John Battersby. Many was the time Snozzel would waylay me, giving me forty Seniors in return for the cash John Battersby had given me for his fags. Chelsea Football Club? It was more like Harry Lime’s post-war Vienna.

Another part of my job in the office was to make tea for the office staff and other club officials. The day centre forward Bobby Smith was transferred to Spurs, I ferried tea and biscuits to the board room as Ted Drake, the Spurs manager Jimmy Anderson and respective club officials thrashed out the deal. I made a point of dawdling in the board room when serving tea  in order to eavesdrop. Back in the office was a gang of first team players who wanted to know how much Spurs were paying for Bobby. This was the era of the maximum wage, which at the time was set at £16. Some of the Chelsea first team were on less because the club was always pleading poverty. What these first team players wanted to know was Bobby’s real fee, not the one the club might put out to the press. That way, those not on the maximum wage whose contracts were due for renewal would know how much of a rise they could push for.

Chelsea was very much a family club where everyone mucked in. For example, quite a number of players, myself included, helped out with the installation of the club’s first floodlights. You just can’t imagine that happening at a Premiership club today! Not being a practical person, my assistance was more of a hindrance. One day, when helping lay electric cable, I backed the cable through the office window causing all kinds of damage, an action that prompted dear old John Battersby to suggest I concentrate on my office duties and football. ‘You’re just not cut out for manual work, are you, Jimmy?’ he said. Too right I wasn’t.

The erection of floodlights was a major step forward for Chelsea. Not only did floodlights allow the club to stage midweek matches at night, as opposed to a Wednesday afternoon when attendances were affected because people were at work, it also allowed the club to play more money spinning friendlies against continental opposition. Chelsea were among the first English clubs to have floodlighting, but even in 1955 floodlights were nothing new. They were commonplace on the Continent and the first ever match to be played under (temporary) floodlights in England had taken place at Highbury in 1878, but for one reason or another the idea of floodlit football was never taken up. That famous Arsenal manager of the 1930s, Herbert Chapman, was all for  floodlit football but he was unable to persuade the Football League and the Football Association to take up the idea. Seeing as Arsenal had been long-time advocates of floodlit football, it was somehow fitting that the first official match to be staged under floodlights in England took place at Highbury in the 1951-2 season when the Gunners played a friendly match against the Israeli team Hapoel Tel Aviv. A crowd of over 44,000 turned up to see that game and a month later 62,000, with 10,000 locked out, descended on Highbury for Arsenal’s floodlit friendly against Glasgow Rangers. What made Arsenal’s matches against Hapoel Tel Aviv and Rangers important was that floodlighting was on official trial. Officials of the Football League, FA and Scottish FA came along to watch this ‘new’ phenomenon with a view to then forming working committees that would look at the feasibility of every club installing floodlights. Seventy-three years after an experimental football match had taken place in this country under floodlights, and eighteen years after Herbert Chapman had campaigned for their use, the FA and Football League finally came round to the idea! Better late than never I suppose.

 



As John Battersby had told me, I wasn’t cut out for manual work. What I did feel I was cut out for, however, was football. More to the point, scoring goals, which I found came easy to me. The Chelsea Youth team played in the South East Counties League against the youth teams of other League clubs such as Spurs, Arsenal, West Ham, Fulham and Charlton. The Chelsea fourth team, or juniors as they were known, played in the Hornchurch and District League against the teams of boys clubs such as Upminster YC, Glendale, Central Park and Chadwell Rovers. For some reason I more or less skipped the fourth team, playing fewer than a handful of games at that level, and played the majority of my emerging  football in the South East Counties League. As a raw-boned fifteen-year-old I did rather well in the goalscoring stakes. In my first season with Chelsea in 1955-6, I scored fifty-one goals. The following season I created a South East Counties goalscoring record when I netted 122.

We walked that league and little wonder: we had a cracking side. Not far behind me in the goalscoring stakes was Barry Bridges, who would go on to enjoy a fine career with Chelsea and Birmingham City and win four caps for England. Also in that team was the mercurial David Cliss, who had given clear evidence of his outstanding ability in my final game for London Schoolboys at White Hart Lane. At right back we had Ken Shellito, a very classy player who became a mainstay of the Chelsea team that enjoyed so much success in the sixties and early seventies. Our centre half was Mel Scott, a tall, imposing pivot and a very good passer of the ball who would also enjoy a fine career at Stamford Bridge before moving on to Brentford. Mickey Block, Mike Harrison and Brian Legge, for all that their impact in the Chelsea first team would be limited, also enjoyed fruitful careers at other clubs, most notably Mickey, who was to become a firm favourite with Brentford fans.

We enjoyed some outstanding results in my first season as a youth team player and the following season was no different. We played our home matches on the Welsh Harp ground, which was situated near Staples Corner in Hendon. The youth team manger was Dickie Foss, a former Chelsea player himself who was a good old boy. More often than not when arriving for a match I’d find Dickie sitting on the bench outside the Welsh Harp pub enjoying a pint. ‘My front office’ he used to call it. ‘I only drink twice a day,’ Dickie once told me. ‘When I’m thirsty and when I’m not.’

Dickie Foss may have liked his beer, but he loved his football and had a profound knowledge of the game. I learned a lot from him, as did every other Chelsea Youth team player.  If you watch a match involving a Premiership youth side today, you can see four, sometimes five people on the sidelines, each with a role in running the team. At Chelsea there was just Dickie Foss. He trained us, managed us, coached us, attended to our injuries during a match, put out the strips and gathered them up again at the end of a game, and we won just about every competition we entered. More importantly, many of that youth side made it into the first team, which is after all the main aim of any youth policy.

Under Dickie, between 1954-5 and 1964-5 the Chelsea Youth team won the South East Counties League every season but one. There was also success in the South East Counties Cup and the Southern Junior Floodlit Cup. The one trophy that eluded Dickie in my time with the youth team was the FA Youth Cup, though we did go close to winning it. The FA Youth Cup first saw the light of day in 1952-3 and was the brainchild of the then Football League President Joe Richards. Though the competition was new, the trophy wasn’t. It was donated to the FA by the Football League who had bought it during World War Two but never used it. For the first six years of its life, the FA Youth Cup had been won every season by Manchester United, but in 1957-8 United’s run of success was finally broken when we contested the final with Wolverhampton Wanderers. The final was played over two legs on a home and away basis, as it still is today. I think we created FA Youth Cup history because, having won the first leg at a canter 5-1 at Stamford Bridge, we contrived to lose the second leg 6-1. Our goals in the first leg came from Mike Harrison (2), Mickey Block, Barry Bridges and yours truly. We thought the FA Youth Cup was all but won, but we were to be given a salutary football lesson in the return leg at Molineux. Our goalkeeper Barry Smart had been a virtual spectator at Stamford Bridge, but in the return leg he was a very busy lad indeed against a rampant Wolves side. We couldn’t get hold of  the ball. The Wolves attacks came in waves and their centre forward Ted Farmer (excuse the pun) had a field day. Farmer scored four, his team six in all and we lost 7-6 on aggregate. The fact that I had scored our consolation goal was no consolation to me at all. To a man, we were gutted. Not only because we had let what appeared to be an unassailable lead slip, but also because we felt we had let the club and its supporters down, and in particular Dickie Foss.

Dickie was never one to throw tea cups around the dressing room, or bawl out certain players. Though obviously as disappointed as we were, after the second leg he was his usual calm, philosophical self. Perhaps more so than usual. Though he did tell us some home truths.

‘Lesson one,’ he said, ‘it ain’t over ’til the ref blows. We come here, it was really only half-time, but you buggers thought you had it won. All them big wins before. The big crowd [there was nigh on 50,000]. You’re all getting too big for your boots. Lesson two, never go out on to a football pitch with your big heads on! That’s all I gotta say on it.’

Our defeat at the hands of Wolves created the first sense of insecurity in my career. Since I had first started playing for my school, I had known nothing but success, both as an individual and as part of a team. What’s more, most of that success had been achieved more or less at a canter. Like the school and representative teams I had played for, the Chelsea Youth side invariably swept the opposition aside. I had the winning habit all right, but as with my Chelsea team-mates the ease with which we beat most teams had turned healthy confidence into a lax attitude. No matter how good a player you are, that will always spell disaster on the football field. No matter how much we dominated games, the opposition would always have a little ten-minute spell where they took the game to us. If in that spell they scored a goal, or even two, it never bothered us because we were confident we’d score four or five in reply.  That had been the pattern for just about every game I had played up to that second meeting with Wolves. Again, like my Chelsea team-mates I had it in my head that that was how football was. In the naivety of youth, we believed we would simply carry on trouncing teams. The return match with Wolves proved a real eye-opener. It was a watershed in my fledgling career. In terms of football I realised I had been living a cosseted existence. In losing to them 6-1 I not only realised that we were far from being the best youth team in the land, but also that because Wolves had turned around a four-goal deficit, their players had a mental strength, character and determination that, thanks to overconfidence, our team lacked. And I include myself in that.

Losing the FA Youth Cup Final in such circumstances had a significant bearing on me as a footballer. It was the first time the reality of football has been brought home to me. I realised there and then that, no matter how good a player you think you are, irrespective of the quality of the team you play in you have to work at the game and be on your mettle for each and every match. That skill and physical fitness is only a part of it. That both those attributes can be rendered nigh on useless unless you also possess mental fitness. For me, our defeat against Wolves was a lesson in the learning. After that FA Youth Cup Final I always took to the pitch with the right attitude, fully mentally tuned to the task ahead.

The club was very disappointed we had failed to win the FA Youth Cup, in particular our manager, Ted Drake, whose disappointment, I learned, had much to do with the fact that he didn’t get on with the Wolves manager Stan Cullis. Consolation for Ted, the club and Dickie Foss in particular came two years later when Chelsea eventually won the FA Youth Cup by beating Preston North End with a side that included Peter Bonetti, Terry Venables, Bobby Tambling and Bert Murray, all of whom went on to enjoy fine careers with  Chelsea. By way of a bonus for Dickie, Chelsea then retained the Youth Cup in 1960-61 with a fine win over a very talented Everton Youth team.

The words spoken by Dickie Foss after our heavy defeat at Wolves hit the nail on the head. We had been used to sweeping teams aside by big scorelines and, four goals to the good after the first leg, we thought we only had to turn up at Molineux to collect the trophy. When I say we won games by big scorelines, I mean big. In the preceding season, 1956-7, my second year at Chelsea, our goalscoring feats as a team were phenomenal. We started the season in the South East Counties League modestly enough with a 2-0 win over West Ham. What followed, however, was nothing short of remarkable. We then beat Spurs 11-1, Watford 8-0, Millwall 5-0, QPR 9-0, Bexleyheath 12-0, Portsmouth 10-0, Fulham 6-1, QPR 6-0, Charlton 8-0, Crystal Palace 7-3, Arsenal 6-2, Brentford 12-1 and 8-2, Fulham 9-0 and Millwall 10-0, a set of results that were interspersed with victories of more modest nature, such as 1-0 against West Ham and 3-0 against Portsmouth. In the South East Counties League Cup it was no different.

In the two-legged first round we beat non-League Bexleyheath 9-0 and 7-0, and in round two Arsenal 6-0 and 6-1. Though we were to be beaten by Arsenal in round four of the FA Youth Cup, the earlier rounds saw us enjoy 10-1 victories over both Fulham and Peterborough United and an 8-0 success at the expense of Southend United. In the Southern Junior Floodlit Competition, similar handsome victories were posted, most notably against QPR (6-1), Luton Town (5-0) and Charlton (9-0). I found myself amongst the goals in no uncertain manner, thanks to excellent service from my team-mates. I was in my element, banging in goal after goal. I found it came easy to me and remember Dickie Foss once telling me, ‘The genie’s outta the bottle. Who’s to know what you can go on and achieve?’

I wasn’t the only member of that Chelsea Youth team pulling up trees. We enjoyed the services of some of the most talented youngsters in English football at the time. Of all the players in that team, the one I thought would go on to make a big name for himself in the game was David Cliss. Oddly, though he did go on to play a number of games for the first team, David never did.

 



Towards the end of the 1956-7 season Ted Drake called me into his office. I’d spent two years in the club office while playing for the youth team and I was about to find out if the club were going to offer me a full-time contract. I’d created a South East Counties League record by scoring 122 goals that season. I didn’t think too much about that, the only thing occupying my mind was the hope that Ted Drake would offer me professional terms.

If a young player scored 122 goals in a single season today, his respective club would be falling over themselves to get him to sign on the dotted line. Agents would be beating a path to his door promising a Porsche and a weekly salary far in excess of what the average person earns in a year. In recognition of my efforts that season the club presented me with an illuminated address, which was unframed. As for awarding me a full-time contract, Ted Drake informed me he was undecided. I don’t know if this was a ploy on Ted’s part to ensure my feet stayed on the ground, but he said he wasn’t 100 per cent sure about me and, if he did decide to offer me terms as such, there would be no signing on fee.

I was concerned. Some twelve months earlier Ted Drake had released a young player called Joe Baker. To my mind, Joe was a very good centre forward who had shown he had all the necessary to make it in the game. Ted obviously thought otherwise and this worried me. As it was to turn out, Ted was to be proved very wrong regarding Joe Baker. On being  released by Ted, Joe Baker signed for Hibernian, from where he moved to Torino before coming back to England in a big money transfer that saw him join Arsenal. Joe also went on to play for Nottingham Forest and Sunderland and won eight caps for England. Football, as the guy standing next to you in the pub would no doubt disagree, is a game of opinions.

That Ted Drake didn’t consider Joe Baker good enough to make the grade made me think that, for all my goals, he might think the same of me. Our meeting ended with Ted casting doubts on my ability to make it as a full-time professional and reiterating that if he did ‘take a chance’ on me there would be no signing on fee coming my way.

I was courting Irene at the time and had arranged to meet her outside the ground before going to the pictures. When I came out of Ted’s office Irene was there waiting for me. We were walking across the club car park towards the bus stop when Jimmy Thompson pulled up in his Sunbeam - driven by his daughter as he still hadn’t learned to drive. Pleasantries over, Jimmy sensed I was down and asked me what was the matter.

‘It’s Ted Drake. He don’t wanna sign me,’ I said.

Jimmy pulled the face of someone whose foot has just been run over by a steamroller while sucking on a lemon.

‘Leave this to me,’ he said, and leapt out of the car.

Jimmy had just returned from a horse racing trip to Ireland, but sensing my career could well be at the crossroads he told Irene and me to get into his car and made a beeline for Ted Drake’s office. He meant business all right. Through one of the windows of the main office you could see the door of Ted’s office. Jimmy marched straight in without even knocking. Ten minutes later, he came back out.

When he got back in the car, Jimmy told me ‘there was no doubt about it’. I was definitely going to be awarded a full-time contract. Needless to say, I was delighted and not a little  relieved. I suggested to Irene we skip the pictures and go home and tell my parents the news. Jimmy came with us and when I told Mum and Dad my news they were delighted. Especially when Jimmy told them I was to be paid £8 a week and £7 as a summer retainer.

‘What about a signing on fee?’ my dad asked. ‘The boy’s done enough to deserve one. Other clubs would pay it willingly.’

For a moment Jimmy was thrown, but it was obvious from the expression on his face that he knew Dad was right. Jimmy excused himself, went out to his car and when he returned gave my Dad a brown envelope.

‘Signing on fee’s in there,’ said Jimmy.

When Jimmy left our house my dad opened the brown envelope. Inside was £50 - in Irish fivers.

Dad changed the money down at the bank, but the fact remains that Jimmy Thompson, the man who discovered me, paid my signing on fee out of his own pocket. I think.

 



At the end of that season, along with David Cliss, Barry Bridges, Mickey Wall and Mel Scott, I was added to a squad comprising a mixture of first team players and reserves for a tour of the Netherlands. It was my first trip abroad and, football apart, I was very excited at the prospect of seeing another country, and with it being Holland, of at last being able to tune in to Hilversum.

At the time the standard of Dutch football was nowhere near as high as it is today. Our squad contained a good quota of reserves and youth team players and we proved too strong for our opponents. Many of them, for all that they were top sides in Dutch football, were part-time professionals. I scored in our first game against PSV Eindhoven and netted twice in our second against Vitesse Arnhem. I didn’t think too much of it and never for one moment believed I was actually on the  verge of breaking into the first team. I had, after all, only become a full-time professional a few weeks earlier.

On returning from our tour of Holland, like many other footballers of the time I took a summer job. Today there is effectively no close season for football, especially for our top players. The burgeoning World Cup and European Championships which take place every four years but respectively have a two year interval between them, the play-offs, the InterToto Cup and tours to the Far East to help generate commercial sales mean that many of today’s players have no real break from competitive football except for a fortnight’s summer holiday. But in 1957 the close season was very much as the name suggests. Players received a retainer during the summer break which was less than their normal weekly wage, so many took summer jobs to supplement their income. I spent eight weeks working on the shop floor of a local steel company in Hainault, which in itself exemplifies another era. A steel industry in Hainault!

After finishing work, most evenings I’d meet up with Irene. Irene and I had been courting for some months. As they do now, teenagers went around in groups and, though Irene was not one of our lot, I had seen her out and about with another group of young people we were on nodding terms with. One of my mates was conscripted into the army and we all went along to wave him off. As chance would have it, this lad also knew a few of the people Irene went about with, in particular, Maureen, Irene’s younger sister by one year. Irene turned up at this lad’s farewell and after it was over I asked if I could walk her home. That was the beginning of it. We were both seventeen, although like any other couple we’ve had our fair share of problems, forty-six years on we’re still together, enjoying our life immensely and more in love than ever.

I can remember that first summer with Irene, 1957, particularly well. Myxomatosis reached epidemic proportions  in the UK. I remember seeing rabbits lying all over country roads, either dead or in the throes of death. Rabbit had been very popular in the forties and fifties largely because of meat rationing. That summer, myxomatosis nigh on wiped them out. Rabbits’ breeding habits being what they are, they of course came back in numbers, though to this day they have never come back as a popular source of meat. Myxomatosis put paid to that, which I suppose was a back-handed bonus for rabbits.

Irene and I spent a lot of time that summer going to the pictures or dancing at the many dance halls that existed then in the Dagenham area as there was still bugger all in the way of entertainment in Hainault. Few people owned a television, so the cinema was the place to go for entertainment. The big films that summer were Twelve Angry Men, and Gunfight at the OK Corral. It was also the summer when Oliver Hardy died. In those days a trip to the cinema was an experience in total entertainment. As well as the main film, there was also a B movie and a documentary-style magazine programme called  Look at Life that featured such things as the making of shoes in Northampton or cider in Devon. There was also Pathé News which offered a digest of the news from the previous week. Pathé News was the only source of filmed news we had.

The bonus for me of watching Pathé News was that it often showed clips from football matches. Even if we had had a television, rarely did TV show a football match as the Football League and the FA believed even televised highlights would be detrimental to attendances. The only way to see football on any sort of screen was in the cinema courtesy of Pathé News. That summer, England beat Denmark 4-1 in Copenhagen and I readily recall seeing the goals and clips from that match at the cinema. This game marked the last appearance for England by Stanley Matthews, who at forty-two still gave the Danish defence the runaround. When I was a kid every boy interested  in football aspired to be Stanley Matthews and I was no exception. He was the great footballer, the great footballing ambassador. Watching him weave his own particular brand of magic up there on the cinema screen, the furthest thought from my mind was that I would soon be playing against him. Furthermore, come his retirement, amazingly still some eight years away, the great man would invite me to play in his farewell game, his testimonial at Stoke City.

The summer of 1957 was idyllic, unless you were a rabbit that is. Madly in love with Irene, I was also looking forward to my first season as a professional at Chelsea. That summer, Bill Haley’s ‘Rock around the Clock’, a number one hit the previous year, became the anthem of the Teddy Boys and further widened the gulf between young people and adults that became known as the generation gap. I was never a Ted, though I did adopt certain aspects of their dress that found their way into mainstream fashion. From my wages at the steel company I bought myself a pair of silver-buckled crepe shoes, though they were nowhere as garish as those worn by devout Teddy Boys. These shoes seemed more crepe paper than crepe rubber and were just about acceptable to Dad who frowned on the new fashions and anything related to Teddy Boys. My generation was the first to dress differently from their parents. The first to listen to a different form of music. We shunned parental favourites such as Dickie Valentine and Guy Mitchell for the new music, rock’n’roll. Many parents saw that as a sign of disrespect. Because we didn’t want to wear the same clothes as our parents or listen to the same music, many of them felt that young people were shunning their lifestyle and all the principles and standards they held dear. They didn’t realise we were simply exercising our rights to be individuals, albeit ones who dressed alike! Such a misunderstanding caused all manner of arguments within families. For the first time in society the young went their own way and it was a different one from their  parents’. The prevailing attitude amongst many young people was that within reason we could do whatever we wanted in life. An attitude I was to take with me on to the football field.

 



When I returned to Chelsea I was subjected to a medical, and I was passed fit to begin pre-season training as a pro. Compared to the rigorous medicals that today’s players undergo, which involve exploration of muscles, tendons and joints as well as measuring such things as cholesterol and heartbeat, the medical I underwent was cursory but par for the course at the time. My only other experience of medicals had been at school and they had consisted of either the nit nurse looking at my hair and fingernails or the ‘cough and drop nurse’, who simply held my testicles while asking me to cough. You don’t get nit nurses visiting schools anymore, though as a grandparent I know you still get nits. As for the ‘cough and drop nurse’, I could never work out the reason for her visit. I suppose she came to make sure our testicles were hanging properly, but to this day I ain’t sure why they had to know this. I mean, even if they weren’t, what were they going to do about it?

The school nit nurse was not only on the lookout for nits, but for all sorts of other minor ailments which, happily, we don’t see much of these days. When was the last time you saw anyone with a boil? In the fifties, boils were commonplace. They could be such a problem they even sidelined footballers. The most celebrated case - though no doubt he didn’t celebrate it - involved Manchester City’s Bill Spurdle. He was smitten with boils of such a debilitating nature that he was forced to pull out of City’s FA Cup Final win over Birmingham City in 1956. Boils were such a common complaint, but not much was made of it at the time. Though I shudder to think what the headlines in the tabloids would be today if David Beckham missed out on a Cup Final because of boils.

There was a clearly defined pecking order regarding the players at Chelsea, and nowhere was this more obvious than where the players changed for training. Most training took place at Stamford Bridge, with the first team changing in the home team dressing room while the reserves and youth teams changed in the visitors’ dressing room. You knew when you were making progress if you were told to change in the home team dressing room. Conversely, if you had been playing in the first team, you knew you were out of favour as soon as you were told to report to the visitors’ dressing room. Such a situation created a ‘them and us’ attitude amongst the players and was, I am sure, detrimental to collective spirit.

After my medical, such as it was, I headed straight for the visitors’ dressing room only to be told by our trainer, Albert Tennant, to ‘move up to the home team dressing room’. This came as a big surprise to me. I’d done reasonably well on the club tour of Holland but never expected to be promoted to the first team squad.

I have to admit that at first I was a bit overawed to be in the company of such players as goalkeeper Reg Matthews, Peter Brabrook, John Mortimore, Ron Tindall, Derek Saunders, Les Stubbs, John McNichol, Frank Blunstone and Jim Lewis. The Sillett brothers I already knew! Chelsea had won the League Championship in 1954 and Saunders, McNichol, Stubbs, Lewis, Blunstone and Peter Sillett had all been members of that great team. They were heroes to me. I’d read about them, seen their photographs in Charles Buchan’s Football Monthly and that mainstay of a boy’s Christmas pillowcase, The Big Book of Football Champions. However, because of the ‘them and us’ situation that existed at the club, the Sillett brothers apart, I’d never had any contact with them. They were part of some fantastical, fictitious world.

We spent the first fortnight of pre-season training running around Battersea Park. We went on long runs and short runs.  We sprinted between trees. We ran up and down the steps of the monument and when Albert Tennant discovered a hill in the park, we ran up and down that as well. To break the monotony, we’d go down to the Chelsea Embankment, where we did more running.

The initial ‘welcome back’ over, we then played five-a-side games on the dog track behind the goals at Stamford Bridge and set about building strength and stamina by lifting weights. Then, in case any of us were suffering from withdrawal symptoms, we did more running.

Chelsea had forty-six full time pros at the time: eighteen in the first team squad and twenty-eight in the visitors’ dressing room. The only sense of democracy was provided by the training. We all did the same.

The club was always pleading poverty, but compared to many it was somewhat of a go-ahead club, one that readily embraced new innovations and developments in the game. Chelsea’s Championship success of 1954 coincided with the inauguration of the European Cup. As English First Division Champions, Chelsea readily accepted UEFA’s invitation to take part in the first European Cup that was to be launched the following season. The club, and to his credit, Ted Drake, were all for European competition, not only because they saw it as a money-spinner, but primarily because they believed it was the way forward for football. In the first round Chelsea were drawn against the Swedish Champions, Djurgaarden, but the draw was as far as they got. The Football League and in particular the FA intervened and put pressure on the club to withdraw, which they eventually did. It was the considered opinion of the FA that the newly formed European Cup was an inconsequential distraction from the important business of our domestic league. One FA official of the time even went on record as saying that the European Cup was, ‘a gimmick that will never catch on’, an attitude typical of many who governed  the game at the time, who believed England still to be the masters of world football, and that anything other than English football was of secondary importance. It’s worth noting, especially in light of the current state of Scottish football, that the Scottish FA were all for this new European competition and gave full backing to the entry of the Scottish Champions, Hibernian. Hibernian did themselves and Scottish football proud in the inaugural competition, reaching the semi-finals where they were beaten by Stade de Reims of France, having beaten Chelsea’s proposed first round opponents, Djurgaarden, along the way. There are very few questions in life that one can answer with a degree of certainty. Except, of course, the one on the front of a packet of Walker’s crisps that asks, ‘Is there a £20 note inside this packet?’ No one can say for sure if Chelsea would have done well in the first European Cup, but given the quality of the team and the progress achieved by Hibernian, I’m inclined to think they would have done England proud.

Perhaps the club should have taken a firmer stance on this issue, stood their ground and argued their case and that of European football with the FA. Then things might have been so very different. In 1955-6 the Football League Championship was won by Manchester United and their manager Matt Busby locked horns with the FA on the subject of the European Cup. Busby was a man of vision. He realised that the post-war burgeoning of the commercial air industry meant Europe was shrinking, that travel between European countries was no longer the arduous task it had been pre-war, and that increased commercial flights would enhance the prospects for European competition. He also saw the European Cup as the way forward for football, whereby English clubs could learn new methods and technique. In short, that the European Cup would not only be a highly competitive competition, but a melting pot for the many new ideas that were coming into the  game at the time on the Continent. Busby argued his case articulately and forcefully. Where Chelsea had given way to the FA on Europe, United stood firm. As a consequence, in 1956-7 Manchester United became England’s first representatives in the European Cup and, like Hibernian the previous season, reached the semi-finals where they were narrowly beaten by the holders, Real Madrid.

Chelsea did, however, have some representation in the newly formed European competitions, though it was to be a tenuous one. In 1956-7, while I was learning my trade with the youth team, the first team skipper, Ken Armstrong and left back Peter Sillett were pioneers in Europe. The Inter-Cities Fairs Cup was the forerunner of the UEFA Cup. The ‘Fairs Cup’ as it was commonly known, was of secondary importance to the European Cup and was originally open to cities that had staged European Trade Fairs, hence the name. The ‘Fairs Cup’ was a bit of a dog’s dinner to begin with because it comprised teams such as Barcelona, Birmingham City and FC Basle, along with representative teams from other cities such as London, Frankfurt and Copenhagen. The London team was a mixture of players from Arsenal, Spurs, West Ham, Fulham and Chelsea.

Ken Armstrong, who skippered the London team, and Peter Sillett flew the flag for Chelsea in Europe and though the players didn’t know each other too well, the London XI did all right. Having seen off Basle and Frankfurt, they then beat Lausanne in the semi-finals. That pitched them against Barcelona. London drew the first leg 2-2 but were soundly beaten 6-0 in the return in Catalonia. Oddly, though not international games, the FA decided to award caps to any player who completed five appearances for the London XI. Ken Armstrong achieved this feat when he captained the side against Frankfurt, one month before hanging up his boots for good. The fact that Ken received a cap for playing for a  London XI and not England was considered by some at the time to devalue international caps. Knowing what collectors pay for items of football memorabilia these days, I should imagine the value today of Ken’s unique cap would be anything but cheap.

I mention Ken and Peter’s involvement with London and the Inter-Cities Fairs Cup because it was indicative of how Chelsea readily embraced the new innovations that were coming into the game at the time. In the same season, and for all my efforts to the contrary, Chelsea erected their floodlights and in March 1957 I went along to see them turned on for the first time, for a friendly game against Sparta Prague. It was quite a night. The club waited until most of the crowd were in place before switching on the lights and, when they did, a slack-jawed ‘OH—!’ resounded around Stamford Bridge from the 30,000 plus who had turned up to witness this auspicious occasion in the history of the club. What was arguably just as innovative was the decision by the club that season to fly the first team to certain away matches in the Football League. For reasons best known to themselves, the Football League chose to ban clubs from taking advantage of the domestic commercial flights that were now, quite literally, taking off around England. However, following requests from a number of clubs that they review the ban (in particular Chelsea and Manchester City) in March 1957, the Football League rescinded its ban on clubs flying to away games. Chelsea were the first to take advantage when they flew up to the North East for their Good Friday match against Newcastle United. The alternative to flying was an all-night trip back to London by train and, with it being Easter, Chelsea had a home match against Everton the next afternoon.

Chelsea’s desire to take part in European competition, the willingness to release players for the Fairs Cup, the installation of floodlights and the pioneering trip to  Newcastle by air, all in the same season, contrived to make me believe I was part of a very go ahead and modern club with a fine future ahead of it. That was very much the case in 1957, but, in little over three years, such great ambition was to be turned on its head.

In keeping with most clubs in 1957-8, Chelsea started their pre-season with a public trial match and a series of internal matches, all of which were played on a single Saturday afternoon. These games were known as Blues v Whites, simply because one team would wear our first choice strip of blue, whereas the opponents would wear white shirts and shorts, the kit we wore away when there was a colour clash. The Blues v Whites pre-season run-out comprised three games, for which the Chelsea fans were charged an admission slightly less than that of a normal first team home match. The first game was a thirty minute match between teams comprising first year youth team players, new amateur signings and lads who had been offered a trial. The second match involved a mixture of reserve team players and established youth team players. The final game took place between two sides made up of first team and fringe players.

The gates would open at one o’clock and the crowd grew in number as the afternoon progressed. By the time the first team appeared a healthy crowd of some 15,000 had usually gathered. Some clubs called these internal though public pre-season games Possibles v Probables. They were useful run-outs for players eager to get a match of any sort under their belt after weeks of running, and supporters liked them because it gave them a chance to run their eye over and form an opinion of the talent, or lack of it, at their club. Besides, there was always the appeal to the supporters of being able to spot a diamond in the making. My eyes must have deceived me when I played in my first Blues v Whites game at Chelsea. I thought there were about 15,000 supporters in the ground, but judging from the  number of people who, over the years, have told me they were present when I played in my first Blues v Whites match and were first to spot my emerging talent, the crowd must have been nigh on a quarter of a million.

I was selected to play in the game involving the first team players and fringe players. The game was only minutes old when I latched on to the ball just inside the opposition’s half. I took it forward and heard Ted Drake shout ‘Get rid!’ I’d been used to dancing my way through defences in the South East Counties League and for all I was up against first team players I didn’t think of doing anything different than trying to go it alone. I managed to sidestep a couple of tackles and was aware Ted Drake had left his seat on the bench and was standing on the touchline.
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