

[image: cover]




[image: Images]




Copyright © 2001, 2002 Colin Shindler


The right of Colin Shindler to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012


Every effort has been made to fulfil requirements with regard to reproducing copyright material. The author and publisher will be glad to rectify any omissions at the earliest opportunity.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN : 978 1 4722 0112 6


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




About the Book


The Summerbee family is unique in that three successive generations have played professional football – George, the unsuccessful journeyman; Mike, who starred for Manchester City in their golden era; and now Nicky, who has played at the top level for City and Sunderland. Their careers have taken different paths, and the rewards have varied hugely, but in the end they all have to contend with disappointment and frustration. In this updated edition, Shindler skilfully shows how it affects them, and also how their families cope with the dramatic changes in mood and success, where a bad day at the office can result in tens of thousands of fans screaming abuse or a good day brings mass adoration.
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Sunderland


History, Karl Marx tells us, repeats itself, first as tragedy then as farce. It isn’t necessary to be a Marxist to appreciate the truth of this observation. Supporting Manchester City leads to much the same conclusion.


When Mike Summerbee played for Manchester City in the late 1960s there was a song in everyone’s heart (well, there was in mine), every day was like the first day of spring, there was a chicken in every pot, a car in every garage and you could still get change from a £5 note. It cost six shillings to stand on the Kippax and watch Joe Mercer’s aces fill the heart with gladness. Nobody had ever heard of the Spice Girls or Virgin West Coast trains.


If Mercer and Malcolm Allison were the brains of that glorious Manchester City team and Colin Bell was its heart, then Mike Summerbee was its soul. I loved them all in one way or another but I loved him best. He was not only brave, strong and skilful, he was also demonstrably human. He had, in the memorable phrase of that sage of Moss Side, former chairman Peter Swales, repartee with the crowd. In fact, he had not only repartee with the crowd (which Swales didn’t mean) but rapport with them as well (which he presumably did, although since Swales was handicapped by an inability to speak English it is hard to be sure). Summerbee’s flashes of merriment that were wont to set the Kippax on a roar included playing with a policeman’s helmet on his head and kissing the referee who was marching towards him with the intention of booking him or worse. For a player whose fierce competitive instinct caused sleepless nights among opposing defenders, Mike was (and is) a remarkably warm and humorous man.


Twenty-nine years after Mike made his debut at Maine Road, his son, Nicholas, followed the same path from Swindon to Moss Side. By the 1990s the economy was in a mess. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Norman Lamont, could see the green shoots of recovery but nobody believed him because everyone was sniggering at his attempts to evict Miss Whiplash from the basement of his house and he had trouble explaining why his Access account couldn’t seem to support the purchase of a bottle of Beaujolais at Threshers off licence in Paddington.


This was the England of John Major as refracted through the writings of George Orwell – not so much long shadows on county grounds (there was no one there to cast a shadow) and old maids bicycling to Evensong, more rush-hour gridlock and the disintegration of the National Health Service, and the editor of the Sun threatening to dump a bucket of shit over the Prime Minister after Black Wednesday (‘Ha ha, Kelvin, very funny,’ said the Prime Minister weakly or possibly weekly).


Nicholas Summerbee played for a Manchester City side that had become a national joke. In the Guardian there were calls for Ann Widdecombe to take on the job of manager since the previous incumbents had failed so spectacularly. For anyone who had recently seen City beaten in both legs of a League Cup tie by Lincoln City, the prospect of Ann Widdecombe putting the fear of God into Eddie McGoldrick and Gerry Creaney wasn’t such a bad idea.


In this national and local atmosphere of fear and loathing, Nick played out his time at Maine Road. He played in the No. 7 shirt as his father had done, and he looked and ran like his dad. The fans wanted success so badly we could taste it, and because of all that, Nick Summerbee came to symbolise both the chimera of achievement and the reality of the humiliation. The crowd turned on Nick and vented its fury on him because every week he was visible for 90 minutes. When they announced his name it was invariably booed.


At the start of the 1997–98 season, Nick had been dropped from the starting line-up and made only sporadic appearances from the bench. After a particularly disastrous and spineless home defeat by bottom of the table Huddersfield Town, Frank Clark – the manager of the month in November 1997 – decided he had to do something to save his job and the sanity of 30,000 supporters. He transferred Nicky to Sunderland in a straight swap for Craig Russell known briefly and erroneously as ‘The Jarrow Arrow’. Each player was allegedly worth £1 million. It seemed like the end of the long connection between the Summerbees and Maine Road but, of course, nothing in football is that straightforward.


Two months later, Nick returned to Maine Road in a red and white striped shirt, a key player in a side that was threatening to storm to promotion. City were also threatening to leave Division One – through the trapdoor. The stage was set for some kind of crowd reaction because it wasn’t just Nick who was returning for the day but the former City manager Peter Reid and his centre-forward, local hero Niall Quinn. We all knew something was going to happen but none of us knew exactly what.


In the Main Stand, near his friend the chairman Francis Lee, sat Mike Summerbee, who worked in the club’s commercial department on match days, and Tina, his wife of 30 years. Mike was winding himself up to a fine fury, defending his son against the abuse of the crowd. If he could, he would have taken them all on. Tina sat quietly by his side hoping that the crowd would behave, that Nick wouldn’t provoke anyone, that Mike wouldn’t wade into the idiots sitting 20 yards away, that both sides could win. In a box at the top of the Kippax sat Mike’s 77-year-old mother, Dulcie, who would happily have sprinted across the pitch to help Mike take on the crowd if they started on her grandson. In the Platt Lane stand I sat, stood, sat, stood, sat, stood in concert with the rest of the crowd as they prepared to show Nick Summerbee how they really felt about him – as if he didn’t know.


In the City dugout, Frank Clark wasn’t too sure what they might do, although he anticipated, as we all did, that the immutable law of the former player would operate against City yet again. ‘You can never tell how crowds will react to players coming back. I was certainly worried about him turning it on, scoring two goals, but I was quite surprised at what happened.’


When the teams emerged at five to three, the true nature of the hostility was immediately revealed. The names of the players were read out over the public address system. Craig Russell’s name was greeted with cheers from City fans hoping he might be ‘the one’ (football fans believe in the imminent arrival of the Messiah more fervently than the most devout Hassidic Jew) and loud applause from the Sunderland contingent who had retained their warm memories of a willing local player. Niall Quinn was greeted with rapturous applause, being a folk hero in both cities, but the name of Summerbee brought forth a tidal wave of discordant sound from City fans that drowned the token cheers of Sunderland supporters. I was wondering how Nick was feeling at that moment. Two and a half years later I found out:


At the start of the match, I was standing in the middle of the pitch and they announced the two teams. When Craig Russell’s name was mentioned he got a standing ovation from the Sunderland fans because they liked him up there. When Niall Quinn’s name was announced he got a standing ovation from the City fans and I got booed. I thought I’d get a bit of boo, I kind of like it, but nothing like what I heard. I looked across at Quinny but he didn’t say anything. I never felt so lonely in my life.


Early in the second half, Quinn nodded the ball down to Lee Clark who put Summerbee away down the right-hand side. From Nick’s cross, Kevin Phillips beat Wiekens in the air and the ball skewed off the back of Wiekens’s neck past Wright in the City goal. It all seemed so inevitable. It was the seventh match in succession in which Phillips had scored, a Sunderland record. As they had against Huddersfield Town, City understood their role in this dumb show. It was to play the victim, which they did with great conviction, not surprisingly since they had been rehearsing for a very long time.


As City looked a despondent, defeated bunch, so Sunderland moved around Maine Road with the air of men who had come to do a professional job and were surprised to find how cooperative their opponents were. Nick had been under instructions from his father to wind up the crowd at every opportunity. There is one winger’s trick that gains instant response from any crowd. Merely placing the ball inches outside the designated area from which a corner kick is supposed to be taken is usually enough to provoke a response from the most even-tempered spectators. It is regarded as scandalous cheating. Kicking an opponent in an attempt to cripple him rarely arouses the same degree of antagonism. Malicious wounding, aggravated bodily harm, assault with a deadly weapon, none of these arouses the ire of a crowd like placing a football nine inches beyond a white line. The mild-mannered Nicky doesn’t usually bother with this sort of provocative behaviour but this day was different.


‘Dad told me to put the ball outside the D but I didn’t do it too much – it’s not me and besides I’ve got to live in Manchester. When I did, everyone was shouting, calling me a wanker. These are grown men going berserk. The ref came over and I apologised and put the ball back inside the D but as he went back to the middle I put it out again.’


It happened just yards from where I was sitting so I can attest to the crowd’s collective lunacy. The storming of the Bastille and the attack on the Winter Palace must have started with just such a moment. If someone had told them they could get hold of Nicky Summerbee because he had been spotted in Warsaw, they would have invaded Poland.


As City’s performance on the field declined still further, Nick Summerbee became the principal target for the crowd’s impotent fury. Frank Clark, who was sacked a month later, was spared the vitriol that day, and Francis Lee, who was forced out a few weeks after that, was ignored in favour of the Sunderland winger. The City team amounted to a collection of spineless, untalented individuals who were heading inexorably for the relegation that overwhelmed them on the last day of the season.


Nick Summerbee had escaped that fate. By some unfair stroke of fortune, Nick had leapt overboard and found refuge on a lifeboat that was travelling in the opposite direction. It seemed to us that Reid and Quinn and Summerbee were still umbilically linked to City. What right had they to go swanning up the A1 to Wearside while we were left watching Ged Brannan and Tony Vaughan? Reid was sitting in the dugout; Quinn had the inestimable advantage of having been a onetime City hero; the crowd redoubled the fury and spite it hurled at Summerbee.


The result was never in doubt. City played like condemned men who had anticipated defeat since the moment they trotted out of the tunnel. In the Main Stand, Mike sat smouldering, his own emotions clearly in turmoil. He couldn’t help remembering the day he had returned to Maine Road a few months after his transfer to Burnley – he had received a standing ovation. Mike’s instinctive loyalty has been to City since the day he signed in August 1965 but he is a father as well as an old City hero and his son had been suffering from the crowd’s abuse for years. On the other hand, his close friend and former playing colleague Francis Lee was the embattled chairman of a failing club. Francis Lee knew well enough the consequences of this sort of home defeat and that Mike’s son should be the one providing the nail for Phillips to hammer into the coffin was not much consolation. Francis had always told Mike to cool it when on the receiving end of criticism of his son. Mike took as much notice of such advice as he had when confronted with the unwelcome attentions of defenders during his playing days.


Tina Summerbee was shaken by what she encountered that day. She had married a City hero, her life was punctuated by a mixture of deep respect from City followers and gentle sarcasm from those of different persuasions, particularly United supporters. Life had been difficult during Nicholas’s time at Maine Road but she had hoped that with his transfer the crowd might have learned to forgive and forget. The only way the crowd would have forgiven Nick that day was if he had scored three own goals in a 6–0 defeat and been sent off for picking his nose – and ‘forgive’ still isn’t the right word.


Nick’s sister Rachel didn’t go to the game. She simply couldn’t face it. She knew, perhaps better than any of the others, the depth of the antagonism. She worked in retail in Manchester and had been confronted with the reality of what the crowd thought about her brother too often to kid herself that today was going to be any different. She knew how passionately they hated Nick and she wasn’t going to be there to witness its apotheosis.


Her grandmother was, though. Dulcie Summerbee had married a professional footballer, given birth to another and now was about to watch the third generation of her family in action. She knew how difficult a footballer’s life could be. She had watched helplessly as her husband was forced out of the game he loved and delighted in her younger son’s triumphs, but now, instead of enjoying her role as the grandmother of a Premiership player whose financial future was assured, she found life even harder.


It was as if all the anxieties that had gripped her since she met George Summerbee on a Preston bus in 1937 had been redoubled. Her twilight years were blighted as she sat in front of the television every Saturday afternoon, waiting for news of Nicholas. Was he dropped? On the bench? Did the manager like him? Did the crowd like him? Would he get injured? Lose form? Lose his money? Lose his livelihood? Dulcie knew the lot from personal experience.


At the end of the match, Dulcie stayed in the box at the top of the Kippax, seething with anger at the way the fans had treated her grandson. If someone had given her a shotgun she would have emptied both barrels into the hostile crowd below her. Mike and Tina walked across from the Main Stand and into the lift that took them to the top of the Kippax where Dulcie sat waiting for them.


They talked quietly until Nicholas, freshly showered and smiling, came to join them all. They had planned to go home together but nobody was much in the mood for celebration. The only comfort they could take was that Nick had played well, crossed the ball for the winning goal and he was on course for a triumphant return to the Premiership. The sustained hostility of the crowd, however, had left its mark. The Summerbees drifted away into the cold unwelcoming January night as Frank Clark and his lieutenants shook their heads and wondered how they could stop this great tanker of a football club from breaking up on the rocks. Answer: they couldn’t.


Mike drove his mother back to her little cottage in the Peak District. She has lived alone for some years, both her husbands having died. Despite her proximity to the game, Dulcie has never cared too much for football. The fate of the men close to her who were so adversely affected by it made sure of that. It might arouse crowds to peaks of ecstasy but all she knows is that it can destroy the lives of those who play it for a living. For 65 years she has been involved with it, ever since that day when she caught the same bus as two young men who had climbed aboard at the stop closest to Deepdale.




CHAPTER TWO
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Winchester


On 1 August 1914, Germany declared war on Russia in response to Russia’s mobilisation of its armies. Within days Britain and France had declared war on Germany and the First World War had begun. The Hampshire Chronicle reported the grave facts with appropriate solemnity, not on its front page which was, in the style of the day, devoted to classified ads, but on page three which had an entirely different connotation in 1914 than it does today. As Asquith’s government made valiant efforts to preserve the integrity of gallant little Belgium, the first contribution of a Summerbee to the war effort was noted on the back page. Playing for Winchester College Servants against New College Oxford Servants at the College Meads, Bert Summerbee made the third top score of 12 as his team crushed the opposition by 17 runs. Somehow it seems appropriate that as the war clouds gathered over Europe, a Summerbee was playing sport. A few weeks later Bert Summerbee’s nephew, George Morley Summerbee, was born in Winchester.


George was the son of Harriet Mary Ann Bell and Charles Edward Summerbee, the first product of the Summerbee/Bell connection. Besides Charles and Bert, there were five other Summerbee siblings, their Christian names a testimony to the moral certainties of Victorian England – Fred, William, Ethel, Rose and Edith. There is evidence of Summerbees in that part of Hampshire for many generations. Mike’s belief is that the Summerbee nose is a consequence of a romantic liaison between Oliver Cromwell and a Winchester floosie during the six-day siege of the castle by Cromwell’s army in 1645. Sadly, no historical records exist to prove his thesis and it is difficult to imagine the dour and humourless Lord Protector of England blowing his nose, whatever its size, on the corner flag at Old Trafford as his putative descendant was to do. ‘They used to hate me when I did that.’ Mike smiles at the recollection. Oliver Cromwell would have called it God’s will.


George Summerbee was born on 22 October 1914 into a solidly working-class family, the third of four children. His older sister, Vi, was born in 1906 and his brother Gordon in 1913. Another sister, Joan, was born in 1916. For generations, the Summerbees had been builders, bricklayers and publicans and had a particular association with a public house called The Bricklayers’ Arms. However, Charles began his working life as a gas fitter and ended it as a motor mechanic. The fact that Bert played for the Winchester College Servants is a clue to the place of the Summerbees in a strictly ordered hierarchical society. The Servants were allowed to play on College Meads only after the young gentlemen had concluded the summer term.


Jane Austen, who died in the town in 1817, could have picked up the Hampshire Chronicle of 1 August 1914 and found little to surprise her, apart from the annual wage paid to a cook which had reached £28. A farmhand earned 14 shillings a week and a three-bedroomed house could be rented for ten shillings a week. There were weekly auctions of cattle, lamb and pigs and much attention was given to the Hospital Fête and the Romsey Horse Show. The local amateur light opera society was replacing its traditional production of The Mikado by Gilbert and Sullivan with a daring new production of The Gondoliers by Gilbert and Sullivan. Just to make everyone feel that nothing in the world would ever change, the letters column was filled with local correspondents complaining bitterly that the weather was too hot.


George and his siblings grew up in a landscape that had altered little over the centuries. Much is written today of the prosperous south-eastern corner of England. However, from the middle of the 18th century to the middle of the 20th things were different. If you drew a horizontal line across the country through the Potteries, north of what is now the Keele services on the M6 was the land of the industrial revolution and radical change. Below it lay an England that, with the exception of London and to a lesser extent Birmingham, was principally pastoral, farmland studded with ancient market towns one of which was Winchester.


The hills around Winchester are low and sedate, their fields presenting a spectacle that has remained untouched since the common land was enclosed. In George’s day, the streams by the water meadows were so clear that the children could reach out and touch the trout, which were there in abundance. To the east, west and south of the city lay open country with sloping downs. Beyond Black Bridge and College Walk, the rural landscape spread out in front of them so that the youngsters were in the country yet still within a mile of the flat where they all lived in City Road near the railway station.


Although the power of the local rivers had been harnessed to the needs of production since mediaeval times, it was to drive flour or corn mills. In the industrial north, the rivers were the repository of the effluence of factories. Hobnailed boots couldn’t survive in them, never mind the fish. The first major road in the area, the Winchester bypass, was built in the 1930s and that was probably the first time the air of the region was polluted by the coming of the industrial age. As late as 1933, J.B. Priestley wrote in his innovative travel book, English Journey, that the countryside surrounding Winchester was ‘so empty and lovely, so apparently incapable of earning its exquisite living, that people ought to pay just to have a glimpse of it, as one of the last few luxuries in the world for the ranging eye.’ Priestley was from Yorkshire and he couldn’t help but note the difference between the gentle, welcoming beauty of the rolling Hampshire downs and the stark, unwelcoming grandeur of the Pennines, which he would have regarded as ‘the country’ when he was growing up in Bradford.


For most people, however, this was no pastoral idyll – four children and two parents in a two-bedroomed flat made sure of that for the Summerbees – but rural society in the south was slow to change when compared to the industrial north. The people were not necessarily more contented than their radical working-class counterparts in the north but they were less likely to turn to political action as a means of redressing their grievances. When I asked John Summerbee, Mike’s brother, about his father his very first words were, ‘My dad was a Communist.’ I think what he meant by this somewhat startling statement was that George was a union man, not a Marxist revolutionary. He was a pioneer of the Professional Footballers Association at a time when the clubs wished that organisation had been strangled at birth. Even joining the PFA may not have occurred to George had he remained among his ain folk in Winchester.


Wealth in the north of England was based on industry. The workers fraternised with the bosses (without lessening their resentment of them). In the south, wealth was traditionally derived from the possession of land, which placed a different kind of barrier between rich and poor. Winchester belonged to a conservative England, to say nothing of a Conservative England. The nonconformist chapels made few inroads in this part of Hampshire where the Established Church still held sway.


A mile away from where George Summerbee’s family lived lay Winchester College, the public school founded in 1382 by William of Wykeham to act as a feeder school for New College, which he had already endowed at Oxford University. The fact that the young boys of privilege who boarded there lived lives of wretched deprivation and physical abuse would not have impacted much on the Summerbee boys. Their paths never crossed. Even their football was different. Winchester Football is the college’s equivalent of the Eton Wall Game. It is doubtful if George or Gordon ever played it.


Instead, they played the game the rest of us know and clearly they played it well. The Summerbee boys moved swiftly through the ranks of the Hampshire League, George at Totten and Gordon at Basingstoke, until they were both signed by Aldershot Town in the Third Division (South) when George was still only 19 years old.


George and Gordon were close but as competitive as you might imagine two sports-obsessed brothers to be. Their niece Heather recalls that the rest of the family was inordinately proud of them, making sure that, if food was scarce, the brothers had the meat. The relationship between the two men is significant.


There is almost seven years between my brother and myself, so I grew up grateful to have the mysteries of leg spin or the offside laws imparted to me by a 13-year-old who clearly knew everything there was to know about the art of spinning a cricket ball and the rules of Association Football. My brother took some pleasure in his willing if not particularly gifted pupil. But as the age gap narrows between brothers, and particularly if they move into the same profession, the tension must inevitably rise. What must have galled both Gordon and George was the habit that everyone had of lumping them together.


The 99 boys who entered their first year at Bury Grammar School with me after the 11 Plus exams were initially divided into three classrooms according to alphabetical order. This came as a great relief to Rogers (G) and Rogers (A), a pair of twins so identical I wondered how their parents could ever tell them apart, or indeed how they knew, without touching the other one, that they weren’t constantly looking into a mirror. There was no chance that I or any of their classmates or teachers could tell one from the other, so they always played on the same football side and were referred to jointly as Rogers, whether (G) or (A). Nobody dared separate them in case they either melted down instantly into a molten liquid or else spontaneously combusted like Monty Python’s Mrs Niggerbaiter. They are probably living together today like the Bedser twins. (Cue two outraged letters from the North and South Poles.)


I mention the Rogers brothers because I am sure that if ever they felt they no longer needed the protection of each other’s presence they must surely have started to find the encumbrance of a shared identity a major obstacle in life. So must it have been for the Summerbees, known to the newspapers as Summerbee (G.C.) and Summerbee (G.). The former was Gordon Charles but we shall now call him Bunt since that was how he was always addressed by the rest of the family – a corruption of the phrase ‘Baby Bunting’, which was presumably coined for him at an age younger than when he made his Football League debut.


Neither Bunt nor George could force his way into the Aldershot first team at the start of the 1934–35 season. The Aldershot News carried a photograph of the brothers taken at the pre-season trial game. George looks hauntingly young, an irony because he was shortly to age considerably and look older than his years for the rest of his life. Instead, both brothers played for Aldershot Town Reserves against Folkestone and were instrumental in a 3–2 victory.


Two weeks later, on 15 September 1934, they were both picked for the first team, George at right-half, Bunt at left-half. Their opponents were Swindon Town and Robins supporters reading this will be glad to note that the Summerbees’ first encounter with their team ended in a 3–2 victory for the home team at the County Ground.


For the match against Northampton Town the following week, which ended in a 2–0 victory, the Aldershot News began its tradition of referring to George and Bunt jointly:


The brothers Summerbee tackled quickly and ‘feeding’ well were very effective in the first half but failed to shine in the second period. Whether or not the ground was too heavy for them I cannot say but they were slow and uncertain and too often out of position.


I find it difficult to imagine how they could both be out of position all the time, and only in the second half, as if this had been a deliberate plan with the brothers communicating with each other as they had done at the age of eight via cocoa tins linked with a piece of string. They were now yoked together in the mind of the local football reporter like a pair of oxen.


And thus, as late summer turned to autumn and autumn to winter, Bunt and George settled down to become regular members of the Aldershot Town first team. The club had been admitted to the Football League in time for the start of the 1932–33 season and since then had struggled to avoid having to apply for re-election. With no tradition of success or anything in the way of financial reserves, unearthing promising youngsters at little cost was their main hope of survival. The Summerbees fitted the bill and even the occasional nightmare result and performance produced the sort of respect now accorded the Neville brothers. After a 3–0 drubbing at Brighton we learn that ‘The brothers Summerbee were not as successful as their opposite numbers but came through a trying ordeal with credit’ – which reads exactly like the Manchester Evening News reporting on England’s eviction from Euro 2000 courtesy of Phil Neville.


In December 1934 and January 1935, George Summerbee played the best football he would manage in the next 13 years. Despite the absence of Bunt, he played a blinder in a 2–0 defeat at Bristol City: ‘Summerbee at right-half played perfect football during much of the game and was very nearly the best man on the field.’ The next week he starred again as Aldershot crushed Bournemouth 4–0 in the first round of the FA Cup. When Bunt rejoined the first team for the trip to Barrow in the second round, they performed mightily in a 2–0 triumph at Holker Street on a ground where George was to experience his happiest days as a professional footballer. Sitting in the stand that day was James Taylor, the key figure on the board of directors of Preston North End, whose malign influence was to cast such a heavy shadow over George’s future life. He admired George’s play and took steps to ensure that it benefited Preston North End.


For a club such as Aldershot Town a good Cup run produced much-needed revenue so it was with some dismay that the newspaper saw how it was frittered away. An attendance of 6,472 produced receipts in excess of £300 but since it cost £2 6s 6d per player to take the team to the north-west coast of Lancashire and since, profligacy piled upon profligacy, they stayed in a hotel on Friday night and Saturday night, the profits from the enterprise, the local paper muttered, were considerably less than had been anticipated. The idea that treating the players well and investing money in the train fare instead of making them walk the 250 miles from Aldershot with their boots round their necks might have had something to do with their victory seems not to have occurred to the writer.


It was a matter of some pride that the brothers Summerbee had established themselves as professional footballers. It gave them status in a society that still respected such professionals as schoolteachers and policemen and in which the rule of law held sway in an atmosphere unimaginable today. We can only shudder at the fate that befell Charles Cooper who was hauled before the hanging JPs of Winchester. Facing a charge of drunkenness he pleaded in mitigation that he ‘only had eight pints, your worships’. Since Mr Cooper was thought not to be in training to become the Leader of the Conservative Party in the near future, the plea fell on deaf ears. Mr Cooper left the dock ten shillings poorer but grateful that transportation to Australia was no longer an option.


The larger clubs were already aware of the Summerbee wing-halves and, according to Bunt’s son Raymond, they were being watched by a scout from Arsenal, by far the biggest club in the land at that time. In 1934, Arsenal provided seven of the England team that beat Italy 3–2 in the notorious Battle of Highbury. To sign for the Arsenal was the dream of every football-obsessed young man in the country.


The scout was in the stand, checking on Bunt, when George got involved with one of the opposing forwards. The skirmishing looked like it might develop into something more serious so Bunt sprinted across the field with the intention of saving his temperamental younger brother from any possible grief at the hands of the opposition or the referee. By the time he arrived, the skirmish had developed into a mêlée of angry players. Bunt, in attempting to drag George away from trouble, was instantly caught up in it and when the referee restored order Bunt, the would-be peacemaker, was the only player to be sent off. The scout from Arsenal watching from the stand must have concluded that any player who steamed 50 yards to join in a fight and get himself sent off was not the sort of player to be walking through the hallowed Highbury portals on a daily basis. Bunt never heard anything more from the marble halls and indeed he never moved out of the Third Division (South).


For George, though, the beckoning finger of fame loomed larger. First Division clubs Huddersfield Town and Blackpool were both allegedly interested in the Aldershot right-half. When the much anticipated third-round tie against Reading finally got under way, George gave yet another impressive display, scoring, if contemporary reports are to be believed, direct from a free kick ‘forty to fifty yards out’. It was Aldershot’s only goal in a 3–1 defeat in front of 17,666 people who paid the grand sum of £1,163. Being thus knocked out of the Cup left the club free to concentrate on the fight against having to apply for re-election to the Football League. In April 1935 they managed it by the slenderest possible margin, finishing second from bottom after losing their final game of the season 8–1 at Exeter.


George played no further part in the campaign. By the time the game at Reading had finished, George Summerbee was no longer an Aldershot player. After the Barrow game, Angus Seed, the Aldershot manager, had followed Jim Taylor back to Preston where he signed a contract giving Preston North End an option on George’s services from the moment Aldershot’s Cup run ended. According to the Preston North End minute books, ‘On 3 January 1935, Mr Jas Taylor reported on player Summerbee of Aldershot F.C. and stated he had an interest in George Summerbee the right half-back for whom Aldershot required £650 when dismissed from the Cup. Mr Taylor was granted power to secure this player if still satisfied.’ Five days later Mr Taylor reported to the committee that he had confirmed the transfer fee at £650, providing the player was physically sound. Two weeks later, Mr Taylor reported that action would be taken regarding the signing of George Summerbee in the next few days.


On his way south to watch Preston play a fourth-round Cup-tie at Swindon in the last week of January 1935, Jim Taylor met George Summerbee and Angus Seed at a hotel in Cheltenham. George signed for Preston. It is quite extraordinary how certain towns crop up time and again in the life story of the Summerbees – Barrow, Swindon, Cheltenham, in particular – as if some divine hand were so ordering it. Just to add to the pile of coincidences, the Aldershot team included, besides Summerbee G. and Summerbee G.C., two players by the name of Lee and Oakes (names familiar to Manchester City fans of a certain age), giving it a somewhat eerie appearance.


Aldershot were sad to see George go, particularly the Aldershot News reporter, who would be forced from now on to write about Bunt as an individual player rather than as the back half of a pantomime horse:


[George Summerbee] has developed well as a right-half and has shown a liking for the pivotal position. If, with the experience and training he will receive at Preston, he does not develop into a first-class centre-half, I shall be surprised. It is a pity the directors are forced to sell such a brilliant player but unfortunately the position was forced on them by their financial liabilities.


A mere few weeks earlier, this brilliant player was being recommended for reserve-team duties by this self-same commentator in his reports. It was an early lesson for George that the local football reporter shares the prerogative of the newspaper baron and the harlot down the ages – power without responsibility. On this occasion, he benefited from this edgy and uncertain relationship, but he soon discovered the other side.


George was undoubtedly excited to be leaving Winchester, for all its superficial charms. According to J.B. Priestley, the place ‘looked more old than new. I never pass through these smaller cathedral cities, on a fine day,’ he wrote, ‘without imagining I could spend a few happy years there, and never find myself compelled to spend a morning and afternoon in one without wishing the day was over and I was moving on.’


As the smartly dressed George Summerbee climbed aboard the train that would take him from the pastoral south to the industrial north, from the security and familiarity of the family flat in City Road, Winchester, to the cold strangeness of digs near Deepdale in Preston, perhaps he felt something of Priestley’s impatience. Writing his story 65 years later, I feel like one of the audience watching a Hitchcock thriller – you know the identity of the killer and look on as the heroine unwittingly places her life in his evil hands. ‘Don’t do it, George!’ I want to cry out. ‘Stay in Winchester! Go back to Aldershot!’ Too late. The train lumbers forward with a jolt. He is leaning out of the window, waving goodbye to Mum and Dad through a dense cloud of steam, to his sisters Vi and Joan, and above all to Bunt who is presumably feeling a weird mixture of great fraternal pride and intense professional jealousy. George is 20 years old and he believes his future could not be brighter. Preston and a lifetime of soul-destroying obscurity beckons.




CHAPTER THREE
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Preston


George Summerbee signed for Preston North End on standard terms – £5 a week during the season and £4 a week during the summer which ran from the first week in May until the last week in August. If he played in the first team he would receive a further £1. Until the outbreak of war when his wages, like those of all other players whose contracts were suspended, were reduced to 30 shillings per match, George Summerbee’s income remained more or less unchanged. From 1922 to 1946 the maximum wage permissible for a professional footballer was £8 a week.


To put this ostensibly derisory amount into perspective, the average working man’s wage in the mid 1930s was £3 for a 46-hour week. The secretarial support staff at Preston earned £1 10s a week. The average price of admission to the ground was one shilling. Depending on your perspective, you could argue that footballers were well paid. A miner, if he was working for 12 months, which was unusual, earned just over £100 in a year. At Preston, George Summerbee was on about £250, while a provincial bank manager earned around £350.


Twelve months after George Summerbee arrived in Preston, the left-wing publisher Victor Gollancz commissioned George Orwell to write another in the genre of books begun by William Cobbett and Thomas Carlyle in the 19th century, which described the social and economic health of England. Orwell was shocked by the conditions he found in Wigan, Barnsley and Sheffield, and his unforgettable depiction of working-class life in the north of England in 1936 was published under the title The Road to Wigan Pier.


Twenty miles from Deepdale, George Orwell discovered families living in one-up, one-down slums. The lavatory was sited 50 yards away. The rent for this ‘home’ was 7s 3d a week. In such houses there were usually two beds for the whole family. The father slept with his sons, the mother with her daughters, although clearly the custom was occasionally breached otherwise there wouldn’t have been quite so many sons and daughters. The total income for a family of six of this nature, assuming the man to be on the dole, was 32s 6d a week. A single man was awarded 15 shillings; a husband and wife who were both unemployed had to make do on £1 4s.


One man who was seen carrying firewood lost his dole entitlement. Carrying firewood was regarded as a job. In vain did the man plead that the ‘firewood’ was his furniture and he had been seen doing a midnight flit because he couldn’t afford to pay the rent. His dole money was stopped regardless.


The humiliations heaped upon the poor by these conditions spread out like ripples on a pond. An ageing parent could not afford to live with his children and their families. He would be regarded as a lodger and his children’s dole would be reduced accordingly. Many such parents were forced to move into lodgings and hand over the pension to a lodging housekeeper. They were reduced to a scarcely imaginable existence on the verge of starvation.


George Summerbee spent 30 shillings of his weekly £5 on lodgings, breakfast and probably dinner included. Down the A6, Orwell found families living on 30 shillings in total. The man, his wife and two small children spent nine of those 30 shillings on rent, leaving 21 shillings to spend on food, clothes, heat and light. What must their diet have been like – a loaf of white bread, some margarine, corned beef, sugared tea and potatoes? There would have been no money for fruit or any other vegetables.


While George, Bill Shankly and the O’Donnell brothers were playing one-touch five-a-sides, a few miles away dumpy, shawled women with their sacking aprons and their heavy black clogs were kneeling in the cindery mud and the bitter wind searching for tiny chips of coal on the slagheaps. Every so often the coal company hauled them off and prosecuted them for stealing. The mines were privately owned and the slag belonged to the company.


Ironically, Preston suffered less acutely during the Depression than most of the other cotton towns in Lancashire because the local economy had weaned itself off total reliance on the cotton trade. Cotton had been king in Lancashire for over 100 years. Manchester was known as Cottonopolis and the towns around the city, from Burnley in the north to Preston in the west and Oldham on the eastern edge of the county, grew to service the industry and its workers. The cotton mills dominated the skyline then as the tall skyscrapers built to house the all-pervasive financial services sector do today. The low houses that lined the streets of Rochdale and Bolton and Bury were built for the workers who toiled in the mills.


If you walk along the pedestrianised precincts and through the shopping malls that disfigure their centres today, each marked by its ubiquitous Marks & Spencer, British Home Stores and W.H. Smith, it is hard to grasp the historical importance of such towns. Until the outbreak of the First World War, these places were commonly regarded as ‘the workshop of the world’, the centre of its trade and the heart of its manufacturing base. The air was permanently polluted by the constantly smoking chimneys. As late as 1956, just before the first effects of the Clean Air Act became evident, my mother had to take me to Blackpool to recover from an attack of sinusitis brought on by inhaling the soot and grime that hung in the air we breathed. The front of Manchester town hall in Albert Square is now a completely different colour from the grim black façade I remember when I was growing up.


The contraction of the textile industry decimated Lancashire during the interwar years. Preston’s economic difficulties were well advanced before the Depression made film stars out of Gracie Fields and George Formby, but although unemployment affected about 10,000 workers, other employment opportunities arose as the cotton industry collapsed. In 1929, 50 per cent of the adult insured population of the Preston employment area was employed in textiles. By 1939, this figure had fallen to 25 per cent and after the war it dropped as low as 13 per cent.


What happened in Preston in the 1930s is what happened throughout British industry in the postwar years – namely, the replacement of the heavy industries that had fuelled the great export boom of the 19th century by the consumer and service industries required to feed the increasing home demand. In December 1937 when Oldham registered 11,000 unemployed, Burnley 8,000 and Blackburn a catastrophic 14,000, Preston had just over 6,000. As the train carrying George Summerbee to his new life in the north pulled into Preston station, he saw the building work just started on the Courtauld’s rayon plant, a huge symbol of the future for the traditional textile industry.


In 1933, J.B. Priestley saw Preston in the way that everyone who grew up in Manchester always saw Preston before the building of the motorways – as a staging post on the way to Blackpool:


Beyond Preston, in a flat and characterless countryside, all the roads suddenly become very straight and wide and display large cheerfully vulgar advertisements. This is because they, like you, are going to Blackpool. Even if you did not intend to go to Blackpool, once you had got beyond Preston you would have to go there. These roads would suck you into Blackpool. That is what they are there for. There is no escape.


More succinct is the comment of Zuckerman, the bespectacled Jewish kid of primary school age in Jack Rosenthal’s delectable television film, The Evacuees. He attempts to lead his party of three in a mass breakout from the tyranny of evacuation to an unwelcoming house in Blackpool by roller-skating back to Manchester (four skates to be divided by six feet). Asked by the youngest, ‘Are we nearly there yet?’ when in fact they are still skating slowly along the promenade on the south shore, Zuckerman replies to the point – ‘We’re not even in Preston yet.’


What saves Preston from anonymity is what saves dozens of other towns across the country from a similar fate – the local football team. It seems unlikely that Hartlepool or Scunthorpe or Gillingham would impose themselves on the conscious mind of the nation if it were not for the fact that their names are heard and seen in the weekly football results. Even today, 40 years after their demise as a Football League club, Accrington evokes a smile of recognition as the home of Accrington Stanley while neighbouring Bacup and Haslingden can make no such claim to spurious fame.


Preston North End, however, are a considerable cut above those teams and always were. They were founder members of the Football League in 1888 and won it for the first two years of its existence, finishing as runners-up in the next three seasons. In 1888 they also reached the FA Cup final after an infamous 26–0 win against Hyde United. Defeat in the final by West Bromwich Albion stunned the town but it was quickly attributed to players having ‘got cold’ while sightseeing in London, nobody being quick enough off the mark to complain about the colour of their shirts.


On 31 March 1889, North End beat Wolverhampton Wanderers at The Oval to win the FA Cup without having conceded a goal in the competition. Having also won the first league championship earlier in the year without losing a game, they set a record that is unlikely ever to be equalled. No video, CD or replica strip crowned these remarkable triumphs, merely the nickname the Invincibles. Preston North End were the best team in the country.


The 20th century, however, proved less successful and in 1925 they were relegated to the Second Division. The arrival of two people heralded the start of better things for the club. In 1932 the manager, Lincoln Hayes, departed after one season in charge and the board of directors decided they could do better themselves. The club was run by a committee from 1932 to 1949, with the exception of the 1936–37 season when Tommy Muirhead was nominally in charge. In effect, though, the committee was a device by which the aforementioned redoubtable Jim Taylor imposed his personality on the club. Then at the start of the 1933–34 season, Preston signed the Scottish right-half Bill Shankly from Carlisle United. As the first team floundered as usual in the middle of the Second Division, Shankly was playing in the reserves. After a 2–1 defeat at Gigg Lane at the beginning of December, it was decided to give Shankly his debut. The result was a convincing 5–0 home win over Hull City. Shankly played every remaining match that year in a settled half-back line with Bill Tremelling, the North End captain, and Jimmy Milne at left-half. Holding off the challenge of Brentford and Bolton Wanderers by a point, Preston clinched the second promotion spot, seven points behind championship winners Grimsby Town.


George Summerbee arrived in Preston in the middle of their consolidating season in the First Division. Despite a bright start in which they won five of their first seven games, the autumn had been a grim time for North End. The settled defence that had been the backbone of the promotion drive the previous season started to ship goals at an alarming rate. Bob Batey was signed from Carlisle and he replaced Jimmy Milne from the beginning of January, the month in which George Summerbee was bought from Aldershot.


Ironically, from the moment George arrived at Deepdale, results picked up – no thanks to George, of course. The defence kept 12 clean sheets and the single goal defeat at the Hawthorns in a disappointing sixth-round tie against West Bromwich Albion was the only match Preston lost in a 15-match run. They finished the season in a respectable mid-table position with 15 wins and 15 defeats, taking 42 points from 42 games.


George began his new life in the reserves. This wasn’t entirely surprising. Shankly, who was a year older than George, had followed the same pattern the previous year. If he kept his nose clean and played his heart out, his turn would come. Injuries or loss of form in the first team would see to that.
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