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Introduction



‘Winning Isn’t Everything …’


It’s the big question. What do we want from the England football team? More accurately, as Posh Spice (a latter-day Nobby Stiles to David Beckham’s Martin Peters) might have it, what do we really, really want? It’s a question that’s hung in the air since 1966, and still there’s no definitive answer. From time to time, journalists, fans, players and managers flirt with the laudable idea that the purpose of the national side is to play modern, elegant, even beautiful football: players combining slickly, nary a pass going astray, knocking the ball around foreign fields with panache, blending the grace of Cruyff, the wit of Best, the intellect of Blanchflower, the assurance of Beckenbauer, the glamour of Platini, the star quality of Pelé. Stir in a dash of Law, a hint of Puskas, a pinch of Krol, a soupçon of Ardiles and a dollop of di Stéfano and, the theory goes, you have the ideal left-back. Of course, England have long employed Stuart Pearce in that role. That’s the English conundrum. Pearce is a devoted Englishman, committed, strong in the tackle, powerful, inspirational, passionate in everything he does on the field. But even Pearce would concede that he falls a shade short of the graceful footballing ideal. And when it comes to it, England will always look for a Pearce rather than a Junior, not just at national level but at every level, down to your local school, searching for soldiers not artists. We then find ourselves in a vicious circle – we don’t look for a full-back like Brazil’s Junior or Carlos Alberto, so we don’t produce one. And if we don’t produce one we have to be pragmatic and play a good, solid, English pro. But we pretend we don’t like it. And that’s all it is, pretence. Because our view of the game suggests that when it comes to the crunch, Pearce is the kind of man you want in your side, the Tommy you’d want beside you in the trenches, as the awful, inappropriate analogy goes. Indeed, warlike metaphors are the root of most of our footballing evils. Press and fans encourage our players to spill blood for the cause, to approach a game with the Germans as if they’re going over the top at the Somme, urging them not to wilt in the heat of battle. If you put that kind of pressure on footballers and managers, it’s no wonder they are often struck dumb, look for the easy option, lump the ball out of harm’s way. But what do you put in place of fear?


If we’re being honest, we have to admit that as a nation we talk a great game, but we don’t actually care. We just want to win – how else could we hypnotize ourselves into believing that the Euro ’96 team was the primal force that the newspapers told us it was? How could we drool at the performance England gave in Italy to qualify for France ’98 if anything except the result mattered? Hoddle’s men played out a superbly professional, thoroughly well drilled game plan that gave them the 0–0 result they required, but only the most rabid, blinkered patriot could ever say that it was a great advertisement for the beautiful game. And had the tables been turned, had Italy come to Wembley in the final game and blotted England out, they’d have been castigated for being cynical, assaulted for betraying the principles of football. It’s true that Terry Venables was a modernizer, Glenn Hoddle is too, but New England aren’t that far removed from Old England: hard working, hard to beat, efficient, but Shearer and, fitfully, Gascoigne apart, short of brilliance. The truth is this: despite having our best collection of talent since the boys of ’66, England still lack truly world class, technically adept footballers. There have been considerable improvements in recent years with the emergence of David Beckham, Sol Campbell and Paul Scholes, but ask yourself how many Englishmen would get a game in Serie A for Milan or Juventus – and how many of those would really star there?


We are not alone in our apparently schizophrenic approach to the fortunes of the national team. So many people see the Brazilians of 1970 as football’s ideal. England could not compete then on an individual basis and nor can we now. Nor, perhaps, can the Brazilians themselves. Like the Hungarians of the early 1950s, or the great Real Madrid side that once owned the European Cup, sides of joyous sophistication emerge but rarely. Furthermore, our domestic set-up, our temperament, perhaps even our climate, militates against us ever producing a team that can match those heights. Peter Thompson, one of the wingers famously jettisoned from Alf Ramsey’s teams, recalls a tour to Brazil in 1964: ‘We went out on the Copacabana and there were thousands of these little kids, penniless, flicking these makeshift footballs up in the air, doing all these tricks and then they realized we were there. They came over to Bobby Moore and Bobby Charlton, saying, “You do this trick?”, but we were all saying, “No, no!” We couldn’t do them!’ If the great Moore and Charlton, fixtures in football’s hall of fame, couldn’t match these Brazilian youngsters, who can? Again, we are not alone in this. The Germans are very similar to us in many respects, but they have had a great advantage over the last twenty or thirty years. They’ve been ruthlessly honest with themselves. Certainly they’ve offered better coaching and have therefore had many highly accomplished technical players, some much better than that – Beckenbauer, Netzer, Muller, Rummenigge, Matthäus, Klinsmann – but they’ve never indulged themselves, never dreamt that they could take on a great Latin side and play them off the pitch by footballing genius alone. The German mentality has long been that a plan be devised, the players comprehensively briefed in it, given freedom to adapt when necessary, but instilled with the overwhelming belief that the system will provide. How often is a German side apparently in trouble, only to come through with an equalizer or a winner in the dying moments, simply because they retained faith in their system? Whose is the better record in the thirteen World and European Championships since 1970? The Germans have won two World Cups and been Finalists twice, have been European Champions three times and runners-up twice – nine times out of thirteen they’ve reached a Cup Final and have never failed to qualify for a finals series. England have missed out altogether on five occasions and have pieced together two semi-finals, where we have been dismissed, albeit on penalties, by the Germans. Yet in that period, we have had quality players such as Lineker, Shilton, Clemence, Keegan, Robson, Hoddle, Wilkins, Platt, Gascoigne, Ince, Shearer, all of whom have moved between clubs, even across the globe, for phenomenal amounts of money, though in fairness to Ramsey’s successors, it should be said that none have had the benefit of such a spinal column as Banks, Moore and Bobby Charlton. So why the shortfall in performance? Inadequate preparation and inconsistent team selection and policy are at the root.


There has been no greater admirer of the German philosophy than Sir Alf Ramsey. He might never concede that they represented a superior force, but he was always impressed with their methodology, their values, their determination and their ability to concentrate when it mattered most, to focus on the greater goals. Essentially, he valued their ability to play for results and their refusal to be deflected from their aim. Little wonder he was so impressed by them. It was a lesson that he had taught the world with England in 1966. The most single-minded of England’s managers (although Hoddle may yet match him), he knew that whatever happened, when the dust settled on a competition, the only thing that mattered to the great majority was the name engraved on the trophy. He heard the dissident voices that would have had him play wingers, the flair players, Greaves instead of Hunt, but he ignored them, steeled with the knowledge that his was the correct vision. ‘I am employed to win football matches. That’s all,’ was his motto. He was neither hypocritical nor, his critics would say, imaginative enough to broaden his horizons beyond that single task. He saw that as his grail, his simple truth, and everything he did as manager of England was dedicated to achieving success. Since his departure, some of his successors have set off with that in mind, but have been blown off course by unforeseen events and injuries, have been coerced into playing a different game, selecting players they wouldn’t have otherwise chosen at the behest of the press and public. Others have had their own principles compromised by public ridicule and found it impossible to return. England’s managers aren’t always the problem – sometimes it’s us, the supporters, aided and abetted by the media. Sir Alf stuck by his values through thick and thin, sometimes perhaps to his and the team’s detriment, more often to their great advantage, giving him one unanswerable riposte to criticism: the summer’s day in 1966 in balmy north London, when he captured the World Cup. And when have England ever looked like doing that again?


Ironically, it was that very victory that set us off on the trail of ‘good football’, football that would stir the soul, pleasing our aesthetic instincts as well as bringing in the results. No England manager has had the nerve to persevere with such a philosophy for long, but it’s a debate that regularly rears its head, fed by its very insolubility. It cropped up within weeks of Bobby Moore lifting the World Cup. It was nice to be World Champions, of course it was, but perhaps Alf was too hung up on industry, preferring workhorses to thoroughbreds. And all this running around that Alan Ball and Nobby Stiles had to do was perfectly laudable, but couldn’t we find a player that would look more polished, who would stroke passes around Wembley to even greater effect? Alf himself always seemed so aloof, so self-contained. Couldn’t he show a bit more emotion, be a bit more approachable, put on a show for the cameras? In the glow of victory, there was very soon a feeling abroad that we could have achieved the same ends by more pleasing means, a typically English reaction of self-flagellation rather than self-satisfaction – had Italy won in 1966 by wholly pragmatic means, we’d have complained that it wasn’t pretty then stood back and, however grudgingly, admired their professionalism. It also ignored the real truth, that England were a highly accomplished side who could pass the ball around as well as any other – disbelievers need only look at the video of the 1966 World Cup Final to have their prejudices disproved. After the intervening thirty years of hurt that have gone down in popular song, we’re a bit less choosy, hence the hysteria accorded to Hoddle’s negativity in Rome. But if Glenn dreams of carrying off the World Cup in Paris, he might be wise to revisit the ancient proverb and reorder his priorities. If Hoddle does win the World Cup, following a brief honeymoon, the rest of his England tenure will be a personal nightmare – what can he do for an encore?


Given a knighthood five months after his great triumph at Wembley, Sir Alf’s England days were almost inevitably doomed to end in anticlimax. Yet none of the later disappointments of Leon, Katowice or Wembley can mask the fact that here was a very formidable footballing man. He assembled a collection of thirty-two England caps, having come to the game late after the war. Winning a Championship medal with the great push-and-run side at Tottenham, he went into management four years later to mastermind one of the greatest coups in the English game. In seven years he took lowly Ipswich Town, then a backwater team struggling in the Third Division (South), to the League Championship at their first attempt in 1961–62 with a team put together for less than £30,000. Even allowing for inflation, that wouldn’t buy a season’s worth of boots for Stan Collymore. From Portman Road, Ramsey then went to Lancaster Gate and on into history.


The 1960s were a seismic decade in England. We’d never had it so good, but then neither had Profumo. When he and the 14th Earl of Home made way for the 14th Mr Wilson, Britain was going to grasp the white heat of technology and reinvent itself as a new power for the computer age. The Beatles ruled the world and Carnaby Street swung, but our currency collapsed, possible involvement in Vietnam terrified us and then, at the end of the decade, John Lennon informed us that the dream was over. In spite of all that went on, for many the 1960s are still most fondly remembered, or most easily called to mind, by reference to Wembley Stadium, 30 July 1966, and unforgettable pictures of Geoff Hurst exploding a left-foot shot past the West German goalkeeper, of Nobby Stiles jigging a jig and baring his fangs, beaming at the world’s cameras, of Bobby Charlton in tears, of Bobby Moore wiping his hands on the way to receiving the Jules Rimet trophy from the Queen. If a week was a long time in politics, 120 minutes was an eternity in football, throwing up scenes of powerful drama and emotion, scenes that have not been repeated here since. In the eye of the storm was a short, stocky, middle-aged figure in a blue England tracksuit, utterly placid, apparently just waiting for the inevitable victory – a victory he had promised an expectant nation three years earlier – to be delivered. When it was, he did not exult, did not indulge in ludicrous nor extravagant celebration, did not place the Jules Rimet trophy on his head, did no lap of honour, didn’t even say, ‘I told you so,’ but seemed quietly satisfied with a job well done, and made his way calmly back to the dressing room, his dignity intact, even as 100,000 people chanted his name.


That was the essence of Alf Ramsey. Nobody loved the game of football nor abhorred its showbiz periphery more than he, for football was too important to become a game show, reduced to mere entertainment. Nobody was more immersed in its tactics, its possibilities, its practices. Like most of his generation he was robbed of a full education by the politicians of the day, but he was an intelligent man, a voracious reader, an enthusiastic self-educator, keen to improve himself and his station in life. Where football was concerned, the man was an academic with an honours degree in his subject. His detractors would point to his dissection of the game as though it were a laboratory animal, arguing that it robbed football of its poetry, that rather than the art form they craved, he had reduced it to a science. It’s an assessment that he would not disagree with, one which he might well take as a compliment. For he saw football as a tactical exercise, a mental as much as a physical sport, a series of confrontations in which you sought to nullify the strengths of the opposition first and foremost and then, that crucial task achieved, impose your own attributes on them – you can’t win a game of noughts and crosses if your opponent keeps making a line of three. It was a strategy that his England carried out with aplomb: destroyers like Stiles and Jack Charlton, busy men like Alan Ball, George Cohen, Roger Hunt and Ray Wilson, combining to pave the way for Bobby Charlton, Bobby Moore, Geoff Hurst and Martin Peters to express their considerable gifts. If it sometimes lessened the spectacle, particularly at home, then that was a necessary evil. Ramsey’s soul was infused by the pragmatic rather than suffused with beauty – on an England trip to Moscow, acting on behalf of the entire party, he passed up the chance of a visit to a command performance of Sleeping Beauty by the Bolshoi Ballet in favour of a screening of an Alf Garnett film at the British Embassy Club. English was always best.


One might have thought that with all England’s talent available to him, Ramsey would possibly have become more flamboyant on the field, giving rein to quality footballers the like of which he could never have signed for Ipswich. But Ramsey was no career manager, looking for personal success. He was a fervent, rampant patriot, one for whom there could be no greater honour than playing for England. When he took on the job as England manager – and he was not the first choice to replace Walter Winterbottom – he spoke of a sense of obligation, a duty to accept the task when his country needed him. His guiding principle was that England should not be humbled nor embarrassed at any cost. He knew the consequences of humiliating defeat – he had been in the side that had lost to the United States in the 1950 World Cup and was still questioned about it. He had played his final international in the side devastated by Hungary at Wembley in 1953 and was still furious at the outcome, claiming that since so many Hungarian goals had come from outside the box, they should never have been scored and that their victory was freakish. The pain of those singular defeats still burned within him, not because of his part in them but because they had reduced England’s standing in the world. That was the greatest crime of all. His appointment as manager signalled the start of a single-minded crusade to restore England to footballing greatness, whatever the cost.


Football management is an enormous paradox. The more successful you are, the greater the demands placed upon you. As the cliché goes, the only certainty in management is that it will end in the sack. If you produce purely functional sides, then results are all: if you fail to produce them, you are left with nothing. At club level, the likes of George Graham, Howard Wilkinson, Gerry Francis and Don Howe have all found this out the hard way – they gain grudging respect but not much affection. If you insist on putting industry before quality, you need a Germanic winning streak to keep you in employment. Sir Alf Ramsey discovered who his friends were in 1974 when England were not party to the World Cup Finals for the first time since we’d deigned to enter the competition back in 1950. Truth was, by then he didn’t have many. Rightly or wrongly, fans had grown bored with his insistence on picking Peter Storey, Norman Hunter, Allan Clarke and Martin Chivers, while Stan Bowles, Rodney Marsh, Peter Osgood and Frank Worthington withered on the sidelines. An increasingly important media had long grown irritated and frustrated by Ramsey’s perceived lack of interest in them, his refusal to co-operate by feeding them stories and quotes, as Brian Clough, Bill Shankly and Malcolm Allison did so brilliantly. And with his brusque attitude to the FA, he had stored up enough enemies there to last several lifetimes. Once Ramsey’s method began to falter, he could not live off a fund of goodwill, was not given time to turn things around.


It has been suggested that Ramsey lost his job as much because his later sides were uninspired as because they missed out on going to Munich in 1974, but how true is this? David Pleat tried to add style to the hard graft that had made Sheffield Wednesday difficult to beat in the Premiership. He produced a side that produced some very nice football but without results. A third of the way through 1997–98, he was gone. Ossie Ardiles tried to stay true to Tottenham’s traditions, won acclaim for the famous five forwards he employed, but barely lasted five minutes as results went wrong. Danny Blanchflower failed at Chelsea when trying to get his young side to play with a smile, Newcastle’s board and merchant bankers were patently relieved to see the back of Keegan when it became clear that his principles stood between them and the Premiership tide. (Incidentally, it’s revealing that neither Ardiles, Blanchflower nor Keegan needed football management to earn a crust. The freedom to play attacking football may well be inextricably linked to a manager’s financial independence, a luxury that Ramsey did not enjoy.) Everywhere you look, there are clubs making the tacit admission that Ramsey was right – results are all, and as long as you get them, by any means necessary, you’ll be all right. If Martin Peters was ten years ahead of his time, as Ramsey averred, then he himself was thirty years ahead of his. For the arch-believer in results before all else, he had made a rod for his own back. Once they went against him, by his own creed he had to go.


Much of the accepted wisdom surrounding Sir Alf Ramsey is a myth. His sides were not the dour battlers of legend, he did not sacrifice intelligent football for moronic long-ball, he was not the aloof, cold-hearted general that many longed to execute. Look at the players he used, for heaven’s sake: Bobby Moore, Ray Wilson, Bobby Charlton, Alan Ball, Geoff Hurst, Martin Peters, Jimmy Greaves, Roy McFarland, Terry Cooper, Colin Bell. Don’t they atone for Nobby Stiles, Peter Storey and Norman Hunter? Doesn’t almost every successful side need the balance these players provide, anyway? Didn’t the glamorous Italians of 1982, with Rossi, Antognoni, Conti and Tardelli, have Gentile marauding at the back, hatchet in one hand, maimed forward in the other? And it wasn’t Ramsey who gave Nobby Stiles – supposedly, and unfairly, the symbol of all the terrible damage Ramsey wrought on the game – his chance. That was genial Matt Busby, who used him in his glittering Manchester United team, Stiles’ contribution to which is often overlooked. Many thoughtless preconceptions cloud the true picture. Undoubtedly England did become more defensive, more physical, towards the end of Ramsey’s reign, but that was where the strengths lay. Even then, England could still pass the ball around the midfield with some assurance, following their manager’s mantra that possession was all, it should never be given away, that openings would emerge if the team remained patient. His, admittedly belated, employment of the gifted Tony Currie in midfield gives the lie to accusations that Ramsey was averse to ‘flair players’ per se. If he felt they would fulfil a function, give the side an option he felt it needed and do their job reliably, they got their chance – have we produced many players with more flair than Bobby Charlton, a fixture in his team? Indeed, Ramsey’s sides relied on flair, for it was that quality which gave them an edge. The system won him the majority of play, while individuality often provided the finishing touch. While the artisans worked, the fulcrum of the side was given licence. Peter Osgood avers that, ‘Bobby Charlton was Alf’s jewel, he loved having him in the side.’


The charge that Ramsey was unconcerned about people, rude and aloof is another superficial reading of his character, at best. Like the proverbial swan, Ramsey was serenity personified on the surface, but was paddling away furiously beneath. Mick Channon, another kept on the sidelines for perhaps a little too long, knows that Ramsey was a ferocious spirit: ‘Alf wouldn’t have this rubbish about friendly internationals – there was no such thing. Everybody wanted to beat England and he was passionate about winning, it was all about national pride, you had to win. I knew he was a very proud man, and you could just tell he loved beating the foreigners! He didn’t swear much, but when he did it was usually an aggressive adjective to show that he really wanted to stuff it up ’em! He did it with a bit of class, a bit of dignity, he never let it show with clenched fists and this jumping up and down that some managers do, but after a game you could tell he was so pleased to have won.’


Ramsey was no one-dimensional archetype, but a compelling mixture of attitudes and characteristics, a man shaped by the turbulent times that he lived through. That he was our most successful national manager is beyond dispute. How he achieved that status is a little more complex.





Chapter One. Homes Fit for Heroes



Every story has a source from which it springs. Some come from the sophisticated boulevards of Paris; others rise skyward from the hustle and bustle of the New York streets. More are born in a blazing sunrise or a romantic sunset in the tropical isles. And then there are those that come from the prosaic surroundings of Dagenham. It was this Essex town that bore and bred Alfred Ernest Ramsey, and its environs also played host to the formative years of Bobby Moore, Jimmy Greaves and Martin Peters, all of whom played starring roles in Ramsey’s crowning achievement forty-six years after his birth. Perhaps there’s something in the water.


Now synonymous with Ford Motors, Dagenham has undergone dramatic change this century, notably in the inter-war years, when Alf Ramsey was growing up. Prior to the Great War, Dagenham was described as ‘surrounded by cornfields and market gardens. The soil is exceedingly fertile and being flat is easily worked. The village is quaint and old world, many of its houses being boarded with gable roofs.’ If it had a native trade, it was agricultural, its proximity to London giving local farmers a ready market. Alf’s father Albert took advantage of the local geography, running a smallholding near their bungalow cottage in Halbutt Street. He was obviously a man who knew the value of hard work, for in addition to this he toiled for the District Council, Alf’s school friend Gordon Boreham recalling that he drove the local dustcart every Saturday. Albert and his wife Florence needed to work hard, for they had four boys to look after, Alf, Albert, Len and Cyril.


Although Dagenham was still a rural paradise, signs of change were to be seen even as Alf, born on 22 January 1920, was taking his first steps. After the carnage of the Great War, British soldiers were coming home after the Armistice. In many cases, they returned to poverty and woefully inadequate housing. Mindful of the Bolshevik uprising that had wiped out Russia’s ruling classes in 1917, British politicians were quick to realize that men who had given their all at the Somme, Ypres and Passchendaele would not put up with that for long. They had lost comrades, given their own health in many cases, given their youth and their innocence in every case. Life was harsh, they appreciated its realities. They had not gone through four years of hell to come back to live like animals in squalor, especially while the wealthy, who in most instances had sacrificed comparatively little, still had their mansions. To combat the rising anger, the Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, proclaimed that we would build ‘a country fit for heroes to live in’. With that as the nation’s peacetime goal, he was able to mollify the masses and head off any thoughts of a ‘peasants’ revolt’.


In London, conditions in the East End were abysmal. Recounting their experiences in Age Exchange’s book Just Like The Country, those who lived there offer tales of children sleeping in iron cots until they were fifteen; bug-infested homes; rampant TB, bronchitis, rickets; homes without even an outside lavatory, but a communal wash house; of no running water. The tenement slums weren’t fit for dogs let alone heroes. The difficulty was in finding replacement housing. Ultimately, the slums would be razed to the ground, but first the people had to be rehoused. Built-up and overcrowded, it was simply impractical to build new houses in the East End itself. The solution lay on their back doorstep. Dagenham in Essex had plenty of land to spare. Just ten miles from Charing Cross, it allowed people to stay close to their roots, giving them the chance to visit family and friends who might be left behind. One of several sites, Dagenham was chosen as the home of a new housing development that would provide working people with the conditions they deserved. The Becontree estate would be built on 2770 acres of prime farmland; 25,769 houses and flats were to be constructed, increasing the population from 9000 in 1919 to 120,000 a decade later. Becontree was later described as Britain’s first new town, the largest development in Europe. Future fashion designer Hardy Amies was one of the first outsiders to move into the area – his father worked for the London County Council and assisted in purchasing the land. There was great co-operation from the locals, who felt it was their patriotic obligation to help build this land fit for heroes. Amies recalls, ‘The farmers were very happy with the money they got, and most of them were happy about selling. I remember them saying to my father that they were grateful for what he had done, and that he had done his duty.’ That sense of pride and of national duty was ingrained in Alf, just as it was in all schoolchildren at a time when the map of the world was still largely red, indicating the sprawl of the British Empire.


Although there were few complaints about the building work, it was obvious that life would change for ever. Amies wrote that, ‘When we first moved there I had to bicycle four miles to Chadwell Heath station to get to school. I would pass about four houses.’ The Ramseys thrived in this rural isolation. Alf recalled in his book, Talking Football, that, ‘We were happy in the country, the town and cinemas offering no attractions for us.’ This idyllic existence was further improved by a meadow at the back of their home. The boys spent all their time out there, and Alf admitted that it was here, playing mainly with a tennis ball, that he mastered the rudiments of football. Sent off to school at the age of five, he and his brothers Albert and Len had quite a walk along the country lanes. Going to and from Beacontree Heath School, they clocked up about four miles every day, an ideal way of keeping fit. To entertain them on their way along the deserted country lane that led to the school, the three always took a small ball. Although their classmates were welcome to join in, Alf noted later that it was usually just the Ramsey boys who took part, an early sign of shyness perhaps, a reflection that it could be hard for outsiders to penetrate their tightly knit, fiercely loyal family circle. To be fair, there weren’t too many pupils who could walk to school with them – the school had just 200 pupils, ranging from infants through to those of leaving age, then fourteen. Even so, Gordon Boreham recalls that, like most boys who are good at football, ‘Alf had plenty of friends.’ If you shared an interest, Alf was willing to talk.


Alf was a seriously minded individual even when an infant. Reflecting on those long walks on the way to and from school, he noted that the country lanes had ditches on either side which, after heavy rainfall, could be two- or three-feet deep in water. If the ball found its way into the ditch, the brother who put it there was charged with fishing it out again. It fell to Alf to retrieve a rare stray pass on one such occasion and he found himself out of his depth. He spent a week in bed with a stinking cold, drawing the following moral some twenty years later: ‘It impressed upon me the need for accurate passing, and I am certain that those daily kick-abouts with my brothers played a much more important part than I then appreciated in helping me secure accuracy in the pass and any ball control I now possess.’ It had its virtues even as a child, for at the tender age of 7, Alf was picked for the school junior side, lining up at inside-left, with brother Len to guide him at inside-right. This elevation meant that he needed his first proper pair of football boots, purchased for 4s 11d (25p) – his mother having provided the 4s, the self-reliant Alf having saved up the eleven pence himself. ‘If those boots had been made of gold and studded with diamonds I could not have felt prouder,’ he wrote, emphasizing his devotion to his parents. The boots represented a sizeable purchase, and Alf was suitably grateful.


Within a year, life would change irrevocably as the trickle of incomers from London grew into a torrent. Inevitably, such major changes had an impact on the atmosphere in Dagenham. From a country hamlet, it was now very much a part of London, part of the capital city. Further changes came when Ford started to build their factory in 1929, an industrial plant the size of ten football fields finally opening in 1932. These changes weren’t entirely to Alf’s tastes – he remained a country boy, and was lucky that his was one of the areas of town least touched by the new developments. Gordon Boreham was born in the town in 1924 and recalls that, ‘At our end of town things didn’t change much until just before the war. It stayed farmland. We got on with the people from the “new estate”, as we called it, and quite a few went to our school. The people all mixed very well together, it was a happy community. There was plenty of work, you could walk into a job straightaway. There was Ford’s, and they had lots of little factories working for them.’


Alf was pleased that work was in plentiful supply, for he never felt that football offered a future. His headmaster recognized something in him though, and by 1929 he was the school captain, having moved back to centre-half, a key position in the days of the WM formation – two full-backs on the right and left, three half-backs ranged across the pitch, and five forwards. In junior football, talented players can dictate a game. Playing at centre-half, though nominally marking the opposing centre-forward, Alf could also act as playmaker – with most of the game laid out in front of him he was in an ideal position to feed his forwards. Alf surmised that he had been elevated to the captaincy because he’d been in the junior side for so long, but he was their best player, the long hours spent kicking a ball to school making him an excellent passer. If he had a deficiency, it was a lack of pace, something disguised by his positioning at the back. To mask this failing, Alf became a reader of the game, encouraged by the centre-half role. With so much happening in front of him, his intuitive football intelligence took control to such an extent that he could snuff out trouble before it started, make telling interceptions before the ball could reach an opponent.


His ability was recognized locally when he played his first representative game for Dagenham Schools, against West Ham Schools in the Corinthian Shield, leading in turn to a place in the Essex County Schools side, then on to a trial game for London Schools. It was here that he received his first setback. A slight figure, at five feet tall and 87lbs, he confessed he resembled a jockey more than a centre-half. Giving ten inches and 53lbs to the opposing centre-forward was a deficit that no amount of clever play could claw back. When his opponent scored three, Alf accepted that his hopes of progressing to London Schoolboy honours were gone. He was extremely sensitive to criticism and disappointments. This débâcle hurt him deeply, and he dismissed any hopes of a future in the game. It hardly helped his state of mind when he was sent off for arguing with the referee at the age of 13 – he promptly wrote to the Dagenham Schools FA to apologize for this uncharacteristic petulance. Nevertheless, it underlined his passion for the game and the way his quick temper could get the better of him. That had to be controlled in future. For the time being, it would not impinge on his football. Leaving school in 1934, he had to give it up for a couple of years.


Like most of his contemporaries, he applied for a job at Ford, understandably so given that an unskilled man might earn £3 10s for a forty-hour week when qualified tradesmen working elsewhere would be lucky to bring in £2 for longer hours. The competition was fierce and Alf failed to get in. (One employee, Ted Knightly, noted, ‘My father helped me to get a permanent job there, which I wouldn’t have got without that connection,’ providing an example of the old-boy-network Alf despised – he was in favour of meritocracy.) Hopes dashed, and following a family conference, Alf declared that he wanted to become a grocer, a successful one at that, which was a revealing ambition in many ways. It further confirms his loyalty to his parents, for the grocery trade was one step removed from the smallholding his father worked. It suggested that he did not wish to stray from his roots, that he recognized that with the booming population in the town there would always be a demand for food. Most interesting, perhaps, is the fact that it’s a vivid illustration of his pragmatic mind. How many youngsters dream of becoming a grocer? Aren’t their dreams of adventure, of exploring the world, of playing professional football? But young Alf was a realist, knew the value of money, wanted to grow up with a solid, reliable trade behind him, valued security rather than excitement. Becoming a successful grocer is important too, making it clear that although his chosen vocation might be mundane, he was personally ambitious. Perhaps the proximity to the capital encouraged such ambition. Always portrayed as the centre of national wealth, the city where fortunes could be made, those who lived in rural Dagenham were close to its glittering promise, but far enough away to be living in a different world. While the Ramseys didn’t like the pace of city life, they were drawn to its vision of success. Alf wanted to achieve on his own terms, to have the best of both worlds.


Pursuing his hopes, he was apprenticed to the local Co-op store. Starting at the bottom, Alf became an errand boy, cycling around the district delivering to all and sundry, for twelve shillings (60p) per week, of which ten shillings went to his mother. It’s hard to picture him as a prototype Granville from Open All Hours, bike piled high with boxes, teetering around the new Becontree estate, but it was a job that he enjoyed. There was plenty of work, for although the Five Elms shopping parade had about twenty shops, many of Dagenham’s new residents had to have their groceries delivered because their houses were so far away and public transport was still poor as the new town took shape. It kept Alf out in the open air; the constant cycling kept him in shape, converting him into ‘a hefty lad’. The drawback was that his half-day off was on Thursdays, and he had to work all day on Saturday. With no football on a Thursday afternoon and no ‘official’ fixtures allowed on a Sunday by Football Association decree, there was no opportunity for him to get a game. Other interests claimed a little of his time too, for at fourteen and now a working man, he made his first visit to the local cinema. It’s surprising he hadn’t been before, for Dagenham wasn’t short of picture palaces – there was the Grange (known locally as the ‘Bug House’), while the Saturday morning flicks were shown in the Central Hall (‘the tuppeny rush’), featuring the latest serials for the kids, Flash Gordon, The Invisible Man or the new Tom Mix.


Alf also spent a little time at Dagenham Stadium, fostering his abiding interest in greyhound racing. But compared with today, there were few recreations on offer, an article in The Times in May 1934 noting that, ‘At Becontree, where there are 65,000 children and young persons, there is only one boys’ club and girls’ club with accommodation for 100, and a few units attached to religious bodies.’ There wasn’t much transport either. Although the District Line had been extended to Dagenham in 1929, Alf’s disinterest in London meant that was of little use. Gordon Boreham recalls, ‘My parents would take the family into London and it was a day out – nowadays you can get in in thirty minutes! There weren’t many buses then. If you wanted to go to Romford, a couple of miles away, you had to walk, because buses were few and far between.’ Along with his brother Albert, Alf managed one pilgrimage to Upton Park to watch West Ham take on Arsenal, but that was his only exposure to League football. As Gordon Boreham points out: ‘Dagenham had its own team, but West Ham were our idols around here.’


The teenage Ramsey was a fairly typical Essex lad, a little quiet perhaps, but a hard worker. With the Depression taking work away from great swathes of the country, he knew how fortunate he was to be in regular employment. He was grateful for the opportunity and wouldn’t squander it. It was an attitude he carried through life – grab your opportunities when they come, make the most of them, behave in a conscientious and professional manner. With such an outlook, there’s little doubt that he would have been successful, whatever trade he’d turned to. If he had no great social pretensions, no aims beyond doing a good job and providing for himself, he did hope to ‘better himself’ in some way. This was indicative of a wave of social change. Previously a boy was often brought up to do the same job his father had done for thirty or forty years. But by the mid-thirties, the changing attitudes to work were in part the result of some quite sophisticated social engineering that attended the Becontree development. The people coming into the area looked on Dagenham as ‘the real countryside life’ and were keen to make the most of it. With rents that were comparatively high, they knew they needed to work hard to keep a roof over their heads. By taking people out of the slums and putting them into houses, Dr Robert Home, a distinguished architect, notes that ‘the London County Council, through a paternalistic management style, sought to inculcate in its tenants new social values, training them into the lifestyle of an aspiring lower middle class.’ If the development could be faulted, it was in breaking up the spirit of community simply because the place was so big, another report suggested: ‘The sprawl of the estate as a whole, and the failure to provide a lively civic centre or local corner shops and pubs, have discouraged the development of social mixing.’ The Ramseys were no great socializers but looked instead at the benefits of the new estate. Now part of a town that had changed beyond all recognition, Alf entered into the spirit of change, looking to build a better future. In time he would graduate to the position of counter hand at the Oxlow Lane Co-op, and could look forward to a future in store management. Had he continued with his chosen profession, in time he would surely have married, settled down and looked to take out a mortgage, all within the confines of Dagenham, in doing so becoming father to the mythical ‘Basildon Man’, who shaped successive elections in the 1980s and 1990s.


In spite of the advances he was making at work, Alf was beginning to miss his football, complaining later that he pined for ‘the thrill of kicking a ball’. Eventually, salvation came from an unlikely source. The manager of a sweet shop near the Co-op, Edward Grimme, decided that there were too many young lads in the same position as Alf, all working in the retail trade, with only Thursday afternoons, early closing day, as their half-day. And there were so few leisure facilities available to them, they spent their spare afternoons kicking their heels. In an effort to give them something better to do, Grimme formed Five Elms United, named after the district where his shop lay. Even then, the reticent Ramsey did not come forward, and it was only when the team were a man short that someone remembered that he’d played with distinction at school. He was invited to join, and played his part in what became a social as much as a football club. The lure of the game was such that he did not protest when asked to pay sixpence a week in subscription fees (since he religiously saved a shilling a week, that only left him with sixpence to spend elsewhere). Keen to reacquaint himself with the game after such an absence, money was no object. Five Elms United was a young side, made up of errand boys and apprentices, and most fixtures were played against older and bigger men, but Alf considered that these matches provided him with ‘among the most valuable lessons of my football life’. Playing in the back garden of the Merry Fiddlers pub, he settled into his customary centre-half role and immediately felt the benefit of the height and weight he had put on since school. All those miles on his bike had given him powerful legs, and though he still wasn’t quick he had reserves of stamina, was stronger in the tackle, and could not be brushed off the ball without a struggle.


Enjoying his football to the full, the more so since he had been deprived of it for so long, the exposure to a better class of play sharpened his skills. By 1937–38, after a year or so with Five Elms, Alf came to the notice of scouts from Portsmouth. Although he was now a very competent footballer, it would be wrong to say that he was an obvious professional in the making, something borne out by his own shock at Portsmouth’s advances. Informed of their interest by the Five Elms secretary, he went home to give the news to the family. His reaction was typical: ‘“Young Alf” a footballer! The idea was too fantastic to be taken seriously – and take it from me, I was among the greatest doubters of the “Portsmouth want Ramsey” rumours.’ The stringent strain of realism that coursed through his veins meant he could not countenance the possibility of a career in football, certainly not with a top side. That sort of thing didn’t happen to ordinary people, despite the fact that the country supported 88 clubs and well over 1000 professionals. It was a typical working-class attitude, born out of years of struggle to make ends meet. The ideal for a young working-class boy was to get a solid trade, not waste his time day-dreaming; a state of mind typical of ‘know-my-place’, class-ridden England. It was a small-minded attitude that he turned against later, as he made determined strides to improve his education and prospects, but for all the gradually changing attitudes and widening horizons in Becontree, it was still the prevailing mood. To their credit, Alf’s family rose above such feelings and made no attempt to dissuade him from looking into Portsmouth’s interest, nor from making his own decisions. But in the back of his mind was the nagging fear that he wasn’t up to the task, that he was no footballer, that he’d be found out and returned to the scrapheap, perhaps with no job to go back to – this wasn’t long after the Depression, after all. He remained insecure, a legacy of his encounter with West Ham Schools a few years earlier.


Portsmouth’s interest indicated he’d improved, for they were willing to offer him amateur terms, a stepping stone on the way towards professionalism. Scout Ned Liddell approached him and two colleagues, painting a glorious picture of life as a pro, calming many fears. Even so, he refused to sign forms on the spot, but insisted on taking them home for his parents to look through. Liddell’s persuasive tongue, allied to the fact that the terms offered meant he could continue working at the Co-op, convinced Alf to sign on the dotted line, feeling he was risking nothing. But after all that soul searching, Portsmouth failed to write back. All those dreams that he had allowed himself of an exciting career in the game he loved were shattered. This was by no means uncommon, for these were the days when footballers were mere serfs, owned lock, stock and barrel by the clubs. To act courteously, never mind with human decency, was a thought that did not occur to the vast majority of directors, the men who ruled the roost. If the footballers didn’t like it, they could bugger off back down the mines or wherever they came from. There was always somebody else willing to take their place.


This was a pivotal experience in Alf Ramsey’s life. Certainly it reinforced his belief in having a trade to fall back on. But there were positive effects. It gave him confidence in his ability as a centre-half. If one football club had expressed an interest in him, others might too. He was still 18, not too old to get into the game. Even so, Portsmouth’s cavalier treatment of him, their abuse of a young man’s ambitions, was a terrible blow to a sensitive youth. To crush someone’s dreams without the courtesy of an explanatory letter was appalling. His family had taught him the value of loyalty; this episode taught him the value of justice, the need to treat people with the proper respect. When the time came, when Alf found himself judge and jury of a player’s future, he thought back to Portsmouth and treated players as he would have wanted to have been treated himself.


Having Portsmouth attempt to wreck his career was one thing. Next, Hitler got in on the act.





Chapter Two. Your Country Needs You



Any thoughts Alf might have had of furthering his career in football were brutally ended when Hitler invaded Poland (Poland always put a spanner in the works for Alf). On the outbreak of war in September 1939, meaningful football was brought to a close for the foreseeable future. Continuing to work in the Oxlow Lane Co-op, he recognized it was just a matter of time before he’d be off to serve King and country. That call came in June 1940. He was dispatched to an Infantry Training Unit in Truro, the other side of the world for one whose greatest adventure thus far had been taking the train to Brighton. Alf conceded that his had been a sheltered upbringing and that his enforced stint in the Army ‘was one of the greatest things which ever happened to me … I was pitchforked into the company of many older and more experienced men. I learnt, in a few weeks, more about life in general than I had picked up in years at home.’ Prior to his basic training, Alf had been a homebody, spending next to no time outside the family home. His school was small, and although his work had brought him into contact with many people, these were the briefest of encounters, pleasantries exchanged over the shop counter. In short, he had little experience in relating to people and knew little about how to make friends and influence people. Now he had to learn pretty quickly.


The new experiences came thick and fast, making a lasting impression. He had his first stay in an hotel, twelve to a room, but wrote to the folks back home about this unaccustomed ‘luxury’. Awe-struck by a ‘swagger hotel’, it gave him a first taste of what life would be like for those higher up the social ladder. Never motivated by money for its own sake, certainly not a greedy man, Alf’s exposure to the comforts of a good hotel was an eye-opener in another way too, for it confirmed in him the belief that men with a job to do should be treated to the very best facilities. If they were to give their all, they should be treated as important people, not dismissed as second-class citizens. He might have reflected that the Portsmouth directors who had ignored him would be used to staying in such majestic surroundings when their team played away from home, while their players travelled third-class and stayed in far cheaper accommodation.


Within a few months, he was moved to St Austell and helped form a battalion side. To his surprise, Alf was appointed captain, and played centre-half. His participation was restricted by regular postings around the south before he finally arrived at Barton Stacey in Hampshire, where he was able to resume playing and take on the mantle of captaincy once more. Filling out still further following basic training, Alf was a strapping figure, which did a great deal for his game. He enjoyed another priceless advantage too. He would see out the war on home soil, rising to the rank of Company Quarter-Master sergeant in an anti-aircraft unit, further evidence of innate qualities of leadership. Commanding officer, Colonel Fletcher, was a football nut, having represented the Army himself. His men were encouraged to spend as much time as possible on the field once their duties were discharged. For several years, Alf was able to play as much football as ever he’d managed as a child. It was the next best thing to being a professional.


There was a gulf between the standard of football in the Army and that played by real football clubs. Alf found that out in August 1943, when the battalion were summoned to the Dell to play Southampton in a pre-season friendly. Sergeant Ramsey captained a team that included Arsenal’s Cyril Hodges, and the Southern Daily Echo recorded that although ‘the soldiers are a very useful battalion team, they had not the experience to withstand the more forceful play of the Saints.’ They escaped with a 10–3 thrashing, Southampton scoring five in each half. Ramsey admitted that he had much to learn, marvelling at the speed of movement – not the last time that his lack of pace would be exposed – and, crucially, of thought displayed by Southampton who, while a decent side, were not yet in the First Division and were missing several players of their own. Nevertheless, the Army had proved good opposition and were invited back to the Dell the following week to play Southampton’s reserve side. Pride was restored with a 4–1 win, evidence that some of the lessons of the previous week had been assimilated. As captain, Alf had played an important role in shoring up morale and in bolting together a more effective defence for this second game, and there were many at Southampton who were impressed with his performance.


During wartime, it was always difficult for any club to put out a regular side. Many decent amateur footballers were given the odd game, making up the numbers almost as they would in a park game on a Sunday. It should not have come as any great shock when Southampton asked Alf to play for their first team, but again events are revealing. Ordered to report to Colonel Fletcher’s office, his C.O. asked him if he’d harboured any dreams of playing football for a living. ‘I’ve never considered I was anywhere near that class,’ came the reply. Modesty can be a virtue, but it can be taken too far. Alf must have known he’d given a good account of himself in difficult circumstances, that the defeat couldn’t be laid solely at his door. His self-critical outlook, his determination to meet the highest standards whatever the task, had clouded his judgement, the smallest error making him fret, leaving him unable to see the wider picture. His sensitivity to criticism, to sporting humiliation, also meant his apparently fragile self-confidence was open to lasting damage.


He was fortunate that Colonel Fletcher had more faith in him. Arrangements were made for Alf to meet the Southampton players, prior to travelling to Luton Town. Leaving the office, Alf admitted to doing ‘a little tap-dance with delight’. This unexpected call-up also fired his imagination. For the first time since signing amateur papers for Portsmouth, he began to wonder if he might be able to make his way in the game in the post-war world. Those thoughts must have been at the root of one of the more celebrated deceptions in football. Precisely when Alf began to put it about that he was born in 1922 rather than 1920 is uncertain, but the reason is obvious. To be a couple of years younger would help get a contract once hostilities had ceased. By October 1943, the course of the war was turning. Victory for the allies was by no means certain, but the prospects were far brighter than they had been in the dark days of 1940 and 1941. Whatever the outcome – and a patriot like Ramsey would never have considered the possibility of defeat – it was obvious that the war could drag on for another two or three years. Life would not return to normal until 1945, ’46, even ’47, by which stage Alf would be 26 or 27, a considerable age for a debutant footballer, especially one who had not attracted the interest of a club prior to the war. As Tom Finney, later an England colleague, puts it, ‘Having not played before the war, that two-year difference might have swayed the issue as to whether he got signed on or not.’ It was a pretty harmless white lie for, after all, if he failed to make the grade as a footballer, it wouldn’t matter. And if he was good enough, why should age stand between him and a life in the game he loved? In effect, he was simply asking to be judged on merit, not on preconceptions.


Having taken a swig from the fountain of youth, Alf needed to maintain the subterfuge right through his playing career and on into management. Consequently, in his own book Talking Football, published in 1952, he played fast and loose with dates, suggesting that he had only just turned 22 on his debut. In fact, when he turned up at Kenilworth Road for his first senior game, he was nudging 24, and a bag of nerves. Masking them with the inscrutable countenance that was to become his trademark, he took the field, desperate to make the most of his big chance. Southampton performed confidently and were 2–1 ahead with ten minutes to go. With victory in the bag, Alf brought down Luton’s Ted Duggan (eight years later he showed a trace of dissent, saying that the referee ‘considered’ it was a foul, making it clear that he did not) and conceded a penalty. Duggan converted the kick, but Alf was rescued by Southampton’s Don Roper, who scored a last-minute winner. In spite of playing a part in a useful away win, Alf was concerned that he had been the weak link, though the Southern Daily Echo recorded that ‘the defence as a whole functioned satisfactorily, without having to meet much opposition’. Three weeks later, Alf played in a side that was hammered 7–0 by QPR, the local press reporting that, ‘Ramsey at centre-half rarely countered the combined skill of the opposing inside-forwards.’ His play was inevitably naïve, understandable in one so inexperienced in the game. He’d only been to one League game, and so had had little chance to see how professionals combined together. He took the defeat badly, personally, and wrote of his relief when he was posted to Newcastle shortly after the game, glad to escape the scene of his embarrassment. Lacking in self-belief, Alf made no approach to any of the north-eastern clubs while stationed there, surprising since, under the relaxed registration rules of the time, he could very easily have turned out for any team he chose.


Perhaps this absence from the game gave him time to reflect on what he had achieved. His progress had been faltering, but perhaps he was too hard on himself and his perceived inadequacies. Meticulous in all he did, Alf was struggling to come to terms with the fact that passes were going astray, that he was hurried into errors. But these were wrinkles that would be ironed out by persistence, by playing more games, by working at his craft. That he had some talent was confirmed when, on being posted back to Southampton in the summer of 1944, he was invited to the Dell for another trial. Clearly the club had faith in him, so perhaps he should show more in himself.


Such resolution was hard to learn. Immediately following that trial, Southampton’s manager, J.R. Sarjantson, offered him the chance to sign professional forms. Initially, Alf refused, arguing that he knew nothing about the game at that level, adding that he might not enjoy playing for Southampton, suggesting that for all his modesty, he thought that he might make the grade but that Southampton might not be the club for him. With the war entering its final phase, maybe he did not want to be tied to a club that would play its football in the Second Division on the resumption. It was only after Sarjantson agreed that he would be free to leave at the end of the 1944–45 season if he chose, that Alf put pen to paper, earning £2 a match but forgoing the £10 signing-on fee. Then, he wrote, he was plagued with self-doubt once more, asking, ‘Am I really good enough?’ An injury picked up in pre-season for his battalion against Southampton gave him six weeks to brood. The odd game that he’d played here and there for Southampton was now irrelevant. He was coming to the crunch. He had a season to prove that he could play football to good professional standard. He was on the verge of the big time, and although footballers were not fantastically well paid they earned a decent living. The rewards were there but so were the risks. If he took up the challenge and failed, what then? If he turned his back on the job that was waiting for him at the Co-op in Dagenham, passing up the trade he’d worked towards before the war, might he live to regret it? The next few months would be crucial.


Following his injury, he didn’t return to the side until Christmas, when Bill Dodgin was injured. Alf played in the visit to White Hart Lane, where Southampton met Arsenal, Highbury being out of commission. His immediate opponent was Ted Drake, who had five England caps and six international goals to his credit and who had famously scored all seven in Arsenal’s 7–1 win over Aston Villa in 1935. Previously, Alf might have been cowed into submission by his reputation but this time he stuck to his task well in a 4–2 win, the Southern Daily Echo reporting, ‘Ramsey, stocky and perhaps an inch or two shorter than Drake, did much that pleased, although the Arsenal leader scored two goals.’ Where Alf had worried about errors in the past, this time he chose to dwell on the positive. Growing in confidence, he was willing to move to inside-left when the need arose. His first appearance there was at Luton, scoring four in a 12–3 win, but a poor performance the following week against Watford persuaded him, and Sarjantson, that his future lay at the back. When the season closed, Alf had eleven appearances in League and Cup and, though considerably happier with his own displays, was forced to admit that little had been proved. Nevertheless, Southampton wished to retain his services and Alf agreed to play on in 1945–46.


It was another frustrating year. Looking to make the centre-half position his own, to prepare himself for the inevitable resumption of League football the following year, Alf found himself little more than a makeweight. So expendable was he at the back that when Southampton had an injury crisis Alf found himself at centre-forward. He made a good fist of it, scoring seven in the first eight games, including a hat-trick at Newport, but it was obvious that he was simply filling in, and he began to lose heart, sure he wouldn’t become a Southampton regular. A posting to Palestine in December 1945 did little to soothe his fears, though it boosted his morale to captain the Services XI and skipper players such as Arthur Rowley. Again the contrast between Ramsey’s own assessment of himself and that of others is striking. Wherever he went, Southampton apart, he was captain of the side. Clearly he showed qualities of leadership, was an accomplished footballer and carried out his duties with assurance. Back at Southampton, he was nervous, uncertain and unable to break into a team consistently weakened by military absences.


He was demobbed in June 1946 and found a letter from Southampton waiting for him at home in Dagenham. Bill Dodgin had taken over as team manager, with Sarjantson becoming secretary. Having coached the side in 1945–46, Dodgin wanted to retain Alf, reasoning that while some of Southampton’s pre-war players could still play, a transfusion of new blood was required. With Alf still just 24 according to the records, he looked a good prospect. Since Dodgin would not be playing himself, he needed cover for his centre-half, Eric Webber, and invited Alf to contact the club to discuss terms. There was no tap-dance of delight this time around, and the Ramseys had another conference at which Alf expressed typical caution: ‘What folk forget to mention, when they’re talking about the successes, are the failures … football isn’t so easy as some would have you think. Anyway, I’m yet to be convinced that I am good enough to earn my living at the game.’ With his job at the Co-op waiting for him, he had all but decided to return to the Oxlow Lane store. Out of loyalty to Southampton, he felt he should talk things through with Dodgin and hear what Southampton had to offer – £4 in the summer, £6 in the season, £7 in the first team. It was not enough to prise him away from Dagenham, and Alf told Dodgin the offer would not do, resolving to play his football for Five Elms. If it was a bluff it was a brave move, for had he walked out on Southampton there’s little chance he would have found another club. It’s more likely that Alf was simply being his pragmatic self. At 26 he knew he had perhaps five or six good seasons left in him – even if he did well, by the age of 31 he might be dropping down the divisions, earning less and less money. He knew too that the first season would be a tremendously difficult one as teams came back to full strength, providing a level of competition far fiercer than any he’d known. If he’d been unable to establish himself in the war years, what chance did he have now? Even if things went well, he’d still be a year closer to retirement with little to show for it, and of course if things went badly and he wasn’t retained, what career prospects would he have?


A couple of days later, he received another letter from Southampton, inviting him to the Dell for further discussions. The Saints had upped their offer to £6 in the winter, £7 in the season, £8 in the first team. These were substantial increases, enough to tip the balance and persuade him to take the gamble that was to change his life.





Chapter Three. Saint Alfred



If Alf had known that within a matter of weeks of returning to the Dell he’d be playing centre-forward for Southampton’s reserves, even the increased terms probably wouldn’t have prised him away from Dagenham. He might not have known much about professional football, but he knew he was no centre-forward. This switch, brought about by injuries, was an unwelcome move for someone who had just started to settle into the pattern of playing for his living. Pre-season training had returned to something like its pre-war state, players able to dedicate themselves to their game rather than snatching practice as and when they could. If his time in the Army had brought him to a high level of physical fitness, these workouts made him fit to play football. A perfectionist, it was always going to take the move to professionalism to turn him into a player. Slow, particularly on the turn, with little inside knowledge of the game, he needed to be toughened up, made fitter and faster and given time to work more methodically on his skills. Only then would his talent come through. Bill Dodgin had taken a gamble on him, viewing him as a rough diamond that needed to be polished. To have Dodgin’s support was a great fillip.


In his wartime games for Southampton, the meticulous Ramsey was always looking to play the killer pass, make the perfect tackle, measure the long through ball to the inch. These were laudable aims, but in striving for such high standards a player needs only to be a fraction off the mark for his efforts to end in failure. Since he was still little more than a glorified amateur at the time, Alf hadn’t the time to master those skills, ambition getting the better of him. He needed the chance to work on every facet of his game before he could become the accomplished footballer he wanted to be. With every training session he nudged closer to his ideal and his confidence began to grow. The finishing touch came when Dodgin recognized that Alf had been playing out of position. In late September, he suggested that he play in the right full-back position.


It was an intelligent move, one which played to his burgeoning strengths. It allowed him to see the play coming towards him, placed him in a position where his lack of pace was less of a hindrance, and gave him the opportunity to read the game. By now he was a more assured passer, and from the rear he had the chance to spot forwards and feed them. Inside-forward Ted Bates recalls: ‘He was very solid, very right-sided, football-minded, with an excellent right foot.’ Full-back was a slot for a dependable type who could be relied upon to do the right thing at the right time, one who would look for safety first. This was Alf’s game in some respects, but Dodgin realized that as a student of the game, he might expand the horizons of the position. Rather than having the stereotypical clogger at the back, here was a cultured footballer who would look to be a mainspring of attack whenever he could. In short, he might give the team a new option.


Settling down to work with assistant trainer Sydney Cann, himself a former full-back with Manchester City and Charlton, Alf looked to master the basics. Using the replica football pitch painted on the floor of the dressing room, he and Cann explored all the possibilities that he would have to master on the field of play. He was especially grateful to Cann and recorded, ‘The way to get any footballer’s respect is to treat him as a “student” anxious to learn thoroughly his chosen profession.’ Cann offered wise counsel, not only on the way to play but on having the patience to master his new craft before looking for a first-team berth. This was good advice, for the first-team right-back, Bill Ellerington, was making that position his own. Fortunately for Alf, with a month’s experience at full-back under his belt, Ellerington picked up a minor injury and Alf was called into the first team to play at home to Plymouth on 26 October 1946. Three months short of his 27th birthday, Alf was about to get his big chance. ‘My heart went pit-a-pat, my legs felt a trifle unsteady – and I felt like cheering,’ he recalled.


Plymouth were not the strongest side and with the match taking place at home, things looked set fair. Needless to say, nerves set in again and Alf was lucky to be lining up alongside club captain Bill Rochford at left-back. Rochford was an excellent captain, looking to help out the less experienced members of the side. Inside-forward Joe Mallett recalls Rochford as, ‘A very intelligent full-back, he had a great football brain. He used to save Alf from a lot of trouble with his knowledge.’ Prior to the game against Plymouth, Rochford took Alf to one side and told him that it was the captain’s job to do any worrying that needed doing, and that Alf should concentrate on his own game. He continued, ‘It’s another of my jobs to put you right, so always look to me for guidance if you don’t feel too happy.’ Rochford schooled him through his debut, a 5–1 win. A less favourable performance at Filbert Street the following Saturday saw Southampton lose 2–0, whereupon Bill Ellerington resumed his position in the side. Alf took his demotion well and professed that, ‘Frankly, I was rather relieved! … it quickly dawned on me how little about football I knew. Everybody on the field moved – and above all else, thought – considerably quicker than I did.’


To be relieved that he’d been dropped was a worrying admission. There would be far better teams than Plymouth and Leicester to combat if he wanted to succeed. This persistent lack of confidence was potentially damaging, and not entirely rooted in reality. In his first two games he hadn’t disgraced himself. That quiet, retiring attitude, understandable in a country lad who’d grown up in a tiny town, had to change. Alf was now faced with crowds of 20,000 watching his every move. Physically fit, he needed to add mental strength to his repertoire. The next few months saw a substantial change as, by an effort of will, he began to alter his outlook, learned to control his doubts so that they would not impinge on his career. Relieved to be dropped in November 1946, soon things were very different. Joe Mallett joined in February 1947 and says, ‘I’d be surprised if Alf ever lacked confidence!’ Clearly, within three months, he’d become a very different man to the one who had darted back to the reserves.


There are many who suggest that although Alf had a gift for the game and a natural football intelligence, he became a fine player largely by an effort of will and application. He was a slave to practice, returning to work on certain skills in the afternoon, working on facets of his game back home in Dagenham in the close season. He set himself a task, to become a thoroughly competent and utterly reliable player. With the basics mastered, his tactical grasp of the game, his vision, would then take charge, propelling him into a higher league. Such an approach requires enormous reserves of character, of concentration, of determination, a compelling desire to maximize your gifts. The playing career of Kevin Keegan is not dissimilar – twice European Footballer of the Year, that puts him in a select band of repeat winners that includes Beckenbauer, Cruyff, Platini and Van Basten. Keegan did not share their incredible natural talent, but made himself an indispensable part of any team by his intelligent application of his lesser gifts. For Alf, this was not the only battle. If his protestations of nerves and of self-doubt are taken at face value, then he needed to resolve them before he could really make his mark. If he exerted an effort of will on improving his physical game, it required equal mental strength to emerge victorious from his own mind games. His motivation was simple – he just had to succeed. How could he face going home in failure? He was growing in confidence as it became clear that the full-back position was his niche. With each game, it became increasingly apparent that he could actually play the game to a high standard, thereby mitigating his earlier worries. As it was gradually revealed that football was his métier, that he instinctively understood its pace, its rhythms, that too increased his self-belief. But equally, he had to make a stand, had to resolve to overcome the fears that beset him. Simply, he had to convince himself that he was a first-class footballer, that he had every right to stand on the same pitch as the likes of Matthews, Wright or Finney. The results were remarkable. On Boxing Day 1946, Alf got another chance in the first team following a further injury to Ellerington. By all accounts Alf had a good game, but the crowning glory came late on. With Southampton trailing by a goal in front of a good holiday crowd of 21,556, they were awarded a penalty in the last minute. Bill Rochford gave Alf the ball and he cracked home the equalizer, a feat of quiet assurance almost unthinkable two months earlier. Playing again two days later in a 5–1 win over Newport County, Alf confessed, ‘I felt myself getting more into the game.’ The Southern Daily Echo noted, ‘Ramsey had another good game at right-back and if there was a less accomplished back than Ellerington established in the position, Ramsey’s claims to the place would be strong.’ Now at home in the first team, Alf’s confidence began to rocket. Any problems in the future would be of over-confidence or an occasional refusal to accept his own mistakes.


Although his game was coming on, he was still second choice. Ellerington was a year younger than Alf (even after the amended birth date) and is described in the Complete Record Of Southampton F.C. as ‘arguably the most cultured and elegant right-back ever to be on the Saints’ books’. Ted Bates confirms that, ‘Alf had a continual competition with Bill. There wasn’t anything to choose between them.’ When Ellerington regained fitness, he was straight back into the side, interrupting Alf’s run of three matches. Had he retained his health, Alf would never have broken into the team, so it was Ellerington’s further misfortune early in the new year that gave him his break. Alf travelled with the team to Whitley Bay, where the side were to have some ‘special training’ prior to a fourth-round Cup-tie at Newcastle. While they were there, in the midst of that harshest of winters, Ellerington was hospitalized with pneumonia. Alf would deputize and could expect a decent run in the side. The local press had no qualms about the change, describing Alf as ‘a level-headed player [who] is not likely to be upset when he walks on to the field with sixty, or more, thousand northern fans cheering for the Newcastle side’. They were correct in that assessment, for nerves were now a thing of the past, masked by that passive face. Of course there was the odd flutter before the game, but he was in control, recording, ‘Something inside me seemed to say: “Don’t worry, Alf, you can only do your best. The fellows you’re playing against are, after all, only human.”’ This was a huge shift in attitude, the more so since his opponents included the likes of Len Shackleton, Roy Bentley and Charlie Wayman. Neither they nor the St James’ Park crowd intimidated him, and he played a full part in taking Southampton to a one-goal lead at the break. In the second half the tide turned and a Wayman hat-trick decided the game. Alf was turned inside out by Tommy Pearson on the wing, but Alf felt that it hadn’t been his inadequacies that had caused the trouble, but the fact that Pearson put on ‘a display of ball control I’ve never seen equalled, [making] me dizzy’.
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‘WINNING ISN’T EVERYTHING...
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