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About the Book

Sir Bobby Charlton reckons that if John Charles were playing today, his transfer value would be £70 million; and in a recent poll of Italian football fans, they voted him the greatest foreign player ever to play in their league, ahead of Maradona and Platini.  He was equally adept as a centre forward or centre half, and often Juventus would play him up front until he scored, and then move him back into defence to protect the lead.

Whether playing for Leeds United, Wales or Juventus, he fully earned his nickname of the ‘Gentle Giant’, never once being booked or sent off in a 15-year career, and always being the epitome of sportsmanship. KING JOHN recalls not just a vanished era of football, but also highlights what happens to our heroes once they have left the spotlight. It is a warm and moving account from one of football’s true legends.



About the Author

John Charles was equally at home as a centre forward or centre half, and joined Leeds United at 17. In 1957 he was lured to Juventus for a then record fee, and became a superstar in Turin, helping them to three titles in five years.  He won 38 caps for Wales, scoring 15 goals.

Bob Harris, who collaborated with John Charles on his autobiography, has worked for several national newspapers as a sports writer and sports editor. He has also worked with several footballers, including Kevin Keegan, Stuart Pearce and Sir Bobby Robson, on their bestselling autobiographies, as well as writing books on cricket, the Olympic Games, Commonwealth Games and the World Cup.



Foreword


by Sir Bobby Robson

When a footballer is world class as a centre-half and can play equally well at centre-forward you have found some player. That player was the incomparable John Charles.

The roles are completely different but he was world class in both. I have no doubt that being a defender you learn what thoughts and movements go into the opponents playing against you but to then put it into practice is a totally different thing. Yet he could move seamlessly from one to the other. A staggering talent.

Not only could he play, he was masterful in both positions but probably his best position was centre-half because nobody could get past him. He was a big fellow, wonderful in the air and read the game very well. It was like playing against two centre-halves because wherever you tried to penetrate, John would be there blotting out the horizon, never mind the path to goal.

The most difficult thing in football is to score goals rather than stop them and he had so much talent, everyone wanted John to play at centre-forward whether it was for Leeds United, Juventus or Wales. He could not stop scoring. That is the beautiful part of the game and is what excites the public. So he played centre-forward for much of his life when I am sure he would have preferred to play at the back.

I played against him for England at Wembley and many years later I had a youngster at Ipswich, Kevin Beattie, who reminded me of John Charles. He never had to foul anyone to stop them whereas Allan Hunter, who went before him, knocked people over all the time. Neither Beattie nor Charles needed to foul opponents to win the ball.

When John jumped for the ball he was the cleanest jumper I have ever seen because he would win a ball without even touching the guy jumping against him. His timing was spot on and he could jump higher than anyone else. It was as if he was able to hang in the air.

When he defended you could never see the ball when he had his back to you, as he was so big and muscular. He could turn you; he used his body to lean on you, turn and go forward and when he went what a mover he was, he really could chug along. He was also a great hold up guy, big and strong and because he was so quick, difficult to match on his runs.

But it was in the box where he was really lethal. He could pivot and hit them on the turn with either left or right foot. Imagine trying to mark a guy like that in the box, he just knocked you over.

Yet John had such a delicate touch for such a big man. You get that sometimes with big players like Duncan Edwards and Kevin Beattie – but they are few and far between.

I played against him at Wembley and he was awesome.

Where was he in the world’s pecking order? He was right up there with the very, very best, Pele, Maradona, Cruyff, Law, Di Stefano, Best, Puskas … you had to put John Charles in the same category, very high up indeed. He was in the same class but how many of them were world class in two such different positions. The answer to that is easy. None of them!

It was sad from a British point of view his five best years were abroad with Juventus and with no television we could only watch him at internationals and on his rare trips home.

You don’t go abroad and get called King John for nothing; you have to earn that one. No one is going to call you a name like that unless you deserve it and when you think of all those great players who performed in Italy, it is a measure of the man that he is still recognised and still rated up there with the very best in the history of their game.

He and Sivori were lethal together for Juventus and very hard to mark the pair of them. I played against Sivori and admired him at first hand but he was wild and spat at me in Turin when I played against the Italian League for the Football League. I was right-half and he was inside-left and I saw at close hand how good he was. He was some player but with a nasty temper. He was the perfect foil for John who was always so calm and unruffled.

On top of everything else John was a lovely man. We should all kneel at the feet of King John, the Gentle Giant.



Introduction


John Charles is universally known as the Gentle Giant, but in Italy these days he is quite simply Il Re – The King. It is hard to imagine just how popular he remains in a country where he played for just five seasons, and that a long, long time ago, but the passing years have not diminished his fame in any way. As we walked down the streets of the little town of Biella, nestling at the foot of the Alps, an hour away from Milan and Turin where he played with such distinction for a Juventus side in their absolute pomp, children and adults alike ran up to him to say hello.

Admittedly, Big John still cut an awesome and easily recognisable figure – tall, white hair swept back, broad shoulders and enchanting smile lighting up a face with the strongest of features – but it still came as a surprise as local inhabitants almost exploded with joy at seeing him again. There were cries of ‘Il Re! Il Re!’ as they jumped up from their seats in the street cafés, where they were enjoying the autumn sun before the snow came.

What was truly amazing was the age range of those who leapt to their feet to pat him on the back or shake his hand. From callow youth to grizzled veteran, they all knew and respected this hero of the past. No reminders were required. They knew that here was someone special.

During this visit to Italy, John’s former Juventus team-mates were eager to see him again, too, and to let him know there is a permanent place waiting for him if ever he decides to see out his remaining years in Italy instead of watching his equally beloved Leeds United at Elland Road.

Former defender Benito Boldi was always on hand to guide John and his wife Glenda around the city, taking them for dinner, to meet old friends and generally looking after them. Why not? Boldi broke his leg as a player with Juventus at a time when that sort of injury more often than not meant the end of a career. It did in his case. John helped Benito set up what is now a successful business in Italy and Boldi never tires of saying thank you in the most practical of ways.

Bruno Garzena, another of the brilliant Juve team that won three Italian titles, insisted on entertaining John and everyone in his party to lunch in Turin. He told me, ‘My memories of John are of a friend. He was very special for us. Our team was built on friendship and we were able to talk openly to one another, and to shout at each other – but we were friends.

‘John was born to play football for all of his life, so it is easy to come up with memories. I remember when we won the first championship in John’s first year with Juventus. It was an extraordinary year. I have seen many other players in the years that followed – Platini, Maradona, Altafini and the rest – but I still think no one has ever equalled what John did in the first season. No one.

‘We were team-mates and we were so happy and everyone loved John because he was helping us to win, but for me it was different. I became closer to John after I finished playing football. I remember for twenty years after I finished playing, we would call him and invite him to come and play in charity matches and he would always come. The relationship stayed strong for all those years and more.

 ‘I was known as a strong player but when we met on the training ground, I quickly discovered how strong John was! He was a very special player, fabulous.

‘Even now, Italians remember him as a legend. They admired his football skill and loved him as a person. The first thing they saw about him was his size but he was soon seen to be a gentle giant. It contributed to their good memories of John. He knew how to make himself loved. Every time I see him, I see part of my youth because the only time I talk about football and my youth is when John comes to Italy.

‘Comparing him to modern footballers makes John even more special because modern football is empty and sad with no strong friendships. Players are now like work colleagues, and that is not the same as being real friends.

‘King John is a good name for him because he not only looked like a king, played like a king and was thought of by his admirers as a king, but just like a king, he never bothered to carry any money in his pocket! Unlike most of us, money was not his top priority. He was different. He was genuine and honest – always, not just when it was convenient.

‘This is why we all remember him with such affection, even Sivori. John belonged to another league; he was extraordinary, in a different dimension. That’s all. That is the only thing I could say.

‘Even when we played away from Turin, John was well received by all the fans – even when it was a long way away like Sicily. In Florence, he ran into the goalpost. The entire goal frame rattled. John collapsed to the ground and lay still, like he was dead. The whole stadium was silent. There was nothing, no noise, everyone held their breath. They thought John was dead.

‘After a few moments the trainer ran on with the water and threw it in his face. John slowly got to his feet and the entire crowd stood up and cheered, everyone, even the Fiorentina supporters who do not love Juventus at all. The end of the story is that they had to repair the goalposts and John was fine. But I will never forget the silence.

‘When we were in Rome recently, everyone knew John. Like Ulysses, he is mythological.

‘Today he is just like the man I knew forty years ago. He hasn’t changed. He will never grow up – I mean that in the nicest way, of course. He will always be the same. When I see him and when we talk, I start talking the way we used to talk, like players, which I find really odd.

‘To be honest, there is not much to hide. I should talk philosophically about him, his life, and his drive to do things without having any particular target. He was like that as a player. He’d just go out and play. Very clean, very honest.

‘I am delighted that he was so lucky as to meet Glenda. John? He expected to meet a lady like that; he took it for granted, as he did most things. It was natural. It had to happen to him. It changed his life.

‘What else is there to say other than the fact that every footballer, every postman, every person in Italy who likes football will love the man forever! First the man. After, the player.’

Up in the lush green hills overlooking Turin, we came to the spectacular home of the great Giampiero Boniperti, a footballing god of one half of Turin (the Juventus half, of course). He opened the security gates himself to welcome John with open arms rather than meet him in the club offices down in the town.

It is with Boniperti and Sivori, the Argentinian-Italian, that the Charles name will be forever linked, for these are the ‘Three Kings’ who served the ‘Old Lady of Juventus’ with such stunning distinction. It was Boniperti who dropped back from his striker’s role to allow the Gentle Giant to take his place as centre-forward, and it was Boniperti who made sure no opponent was daft enough to take advantage of his team-mate’s reluctance to meet physical violence with physical violence.

Throughout his entire career, whether playing at centre-half or centre-forward, John Charles was not only never sent off but he was never even cautioned, and the Italian League was not exactly known in those days for its gentle approach to the art of football – just ask Joe Baker, Denis Law, Gerry Hitchens or Jimmy Greaves what they thought about the darker side of Serie A. Boniperti took it upon himself to protect John and protect him he did. You don’t forget a relationship like that.

Boniperti said, ‘Here, without doubt, is a very great man, a footballer up with the other gods – Pele, Di Stefano, Puskas, Maradona, Eusebio, Best – but one who, because of limited international exposure with Wales, does not dominate the spotlight at home in Great Britain. But in Italy – ah! That’s a different matter.’

After a pause, he added, ‘If there is another John Charles anywhere in the world today, I would carry him on my shoulders all the way back to Juventus.’

But much as the Italians would love to claim him as their own, they cannot. Wales want him, with Swansea, the place of his birth, and Cardiff, where he lived and played, battling for the honour with Hereford and Merthyr Tydfil, where he graced the grounds and doubled the gates.

Leeds, too, want their share because they nurtured him, brought him on and even tried to bring him back to rekindle the old glory days. Jack Charlton was at Leeds and saw the man up close. He is unequivocal in his opinion, saying, ‘Whenever people talk of the most effective British player of all time they think of George Best or Our Kid. They forget John Charles. While everybody else just played the game, he went out and won matches on his own. He was the best.’

Ace goalscorer Jimmy Greaves said, ‘If I were picking my all-time great British team, or even a world eleven, John Charles would be in it.’

Praise like this is met with a shrug by the legend himself, and prising the words out of him for this book was no mean feat, not because of his Alzheimer’s but because of his incredible humility. He simply says, ‘Only grandfathers remember me now.’ Modesty becomes him and he would never acknowledge that those grandfathers have passed on the legend to their children and their children’s children.

This, however, is the true story of the legend, the Gentle Giant, warts and all. All rise for the King!

Bob Harris, May 2003


CHAPTER ONE

Swansea born and bred

My life began in Swansea. It was there that I was born, brought up, schooled and, at fourteen, joined Swansea football club where I hoped, rather than expected, to play my football. Strange then to realise that I never played a single senior game for the club.

When I daydreamed about football and footballers, I focused on the local Vetch Field and Swansea, or sometimes Wales at Ninian Park, or, more exotically, the World Cup. It was natural in those days. You supported, and hoped to play for, your local team. There was no television and little radio to seduce a football-mad youngster away to one of the great English teams or, even more perverse, a team abroad. Juventus? Real Madrid? Hungary? Brazil? No. My world was Swansea and Wales.

It was all inevitable. I arrived on 27 December 1931, the first son and second child of Ned and Lily Charles. I was christened William John Charles and joined my sister Maureen in our little house in Alice Street, in the hills of Cwmbwrla, overlooking the seaport of Swansea in South Wales.

I was christened William but for as long as I can remember, I was called John. Brother Melvyn, who also went on to play for Wales, followed me on 14 May 1935, then sister Avril, and, finally, little brother Malcolm was born considerably later, in 1945.

Malcolm had great potential as a footballer, but didn’t make it. I don’t know why; it was just one of those things. Mel and I had the breaks but he didn’t. I wasn’t around a lot to find out why because I was in Leeds when he was coming through as a young footballer, but enough people told me how talented he was and that he would be the third Charles to become a professional footballer.

As children, Mel and I were close. He would follow me everywhere and would do what I did, whether it was a paper round or joining the army cadets at Manselton Senior School. But, like all brothers, we also used to fight, particularly as we got older. I would boss Mel around and sometimes I probably carried it too far, especially when I tried to steal his rabbit after mine had died.

We would always play football together, especially during school holidays. It didn’t matter if it was on the street with an old tennis ball or in the park in Pentregethin Road. When we started there’d just be a couple of us, but we’d often finish with dozens playing. That was all we did from dawn to dusk: play football. But at least Mam and Dad knew where we were and that we were safe.

I wasn’t really surprised that Mel followed me into football, but I saw little of him once I had moved up to Leeds – although there was a time when I thought he might join me there. Needless to say, when I went to Italy I hardly saw him at all, other than when we played together for Wales. While I was out in Italy, he got his big break at Arsenal, and he was a star in the 1958 World Cup. It was only when I joined Cardiff City from Roma that we played in the same side together on a regular basis. Throughout it all, he was a good brother and we got on well.

That was the Charles family, a cosy happy little group. Like all the families around us, we scarcely set foot outside our local environment. There were virtually no cars, just the occasional bus, the odd bicycle and horse and cart. If my parents travelled ten miles that was considered a long journey on the bus. They didn’t have bicycles and the local area was our world. It was always a privilege to go into Swansea from where we lived. We were always hoping that our mother would take one of us with her when she went shopping. If she did it was wonderful – a walk around town. We lived about ten minutes on the bus from the city, which doesn’t sound a lot now, but then it was one helluva long way.

All I wanted to do from the moment I could walk and talk was to be a footballer. I felt that I was born to play football, but then I suppose most youngsters did at that time. I played football right from when I can remember, whenever and wherever I could. It was not surprising because the game was big in Swansea in those days, every bit as big, if not bigger, than rugby. Swansea produced Welsh international footballers off a conveyor belt.

With no television, computer games or anything remotely similar, sport dominated every boy’s life, and when we weren’t kicking a ball on the local playing field, Cwmbwrla Park, or at school, we were kicking a rolled-up ball of rags in the street, wrecking our shoes in the process. Cinema was an expensive alternative because if Mam and Dad allowed one of us to go, they would have to let everyone go, and the money did not run that far.

It was nice to have a birthday around Christmas when we were on school holidays but not so good in terms of presents with the football boots or the football being for both celebrations rather than just for one. On the other hand, if someone was given a football, he was suddenly the most popular boy in the district. He would decide where and when we played, who was in his side and what time he called an end to the game and went home for his supper. You were never without a friend in Swansea in those days if you had a football.

Any item of sports equipment was treasured. Cricket bats were a luxury and, just like the boy with a football, the owner would have more friends than most. Even a tennis ball was sought after because it could be turned into a football for two- or three-a-side matches, or used for cricket.

I suppose life was tough but we didn’t realise it. What did we have to compare it with? It was far tougher for the parents who had to provide us with the basic necessities of life. Dad was a miner and did not earn a great deal, but also the war was a great intrusion. Even if you’d had the money, there would not have been a lot to spend it on. Having sons like us can’t have helped. Once when Mel and I went off to the park for our usual game of shooting-in, we used a pair of new shoes as goalposts, forgetting to pick them up as we ran off home in the gathering gloom. Dad had to go back in the dark to search for them and, not surprisingly, they were nowhere to be seen. A new pair of shoes in those days was a rich prize indeed, whether or not they fitted the lucky recipient.

I had a Sunday morning paper round. In Alice Street, we had a paper shop opposite us and I was paid a couple of pennies a week. It used to be a two-mile stretch with a big heavy bag, and a much easier walk back with the empty bag. Having a bike, like a football, put you in a different stratum from the rest. There was no chance of me having a bike. I was allowed to keep the money I earned from the paper round in lieu of pocket money. Put simply, my parents could not afford to give us pocket money and anything we had was earned – digging gardens for a shilling, things like that.

Junior school at Cwmdu came and went in the usual humdrum way. I was never clever at school, spending far too much time reading sports books hidden inside textbooks, or simply staring out of the window dreaming of the next kickabout. It was not until I moved to Manselton Senior School, aged eleven, that at last I began playing organised football. That was one of those daydreams fulfilled.

School livened up immediately the bell sounded for the breaks and for lunch when we all piled out and argued about who would play in which sides in our daily games in the school playground. It was all great fun, even if the lessons did interrupt the games. I enjoyed the gardening lessons, but quickly lost interest once I left school. One thing I was disappointed about later was that while at school, I did not learn my native language. We had one lesson a week and that was simply not enough. Perhaps I am being unfair; the interruption of the war has to be taken into account, but it explains why, for many years, Welsh was scarcely spoken by so many youngsters.

Everything we did as schoolchildren seemed to revolve around football. In the playground, the local field, or even walking down the street, we would be kicking a ball, a stone or whatever else presented itself. It was so obvious that a local schoolteacher, Mr Beynon, who used to play football with my dad, invited us to go round to his school after hours for special practice. This was exciting as Mr Beynon was in charge of the Swansea Boys’ team.

We would rush through our homework in the lunch hour and, as soon as the school bell rang in the afternoon, we would race off to St Helens for our special training. Afterwards, we’d go over to Cwmbwrla Park to try out our new tricks until the light gave out completely.

Dad must have wished I had stayed in the park instead of playing in Alice Street when the window shattered as he was reading his evening paper. He rushed out and found me standing open-mouthed in front of the damage – wearing just my left shoe. It wasn’t the football that had gone through the sitting-room window but my right shoe because I didn’t have the laces to keep them on. It wouldn’t have been so bad but a few days earlier I had been playing with a spinning top when I whipped it so hard that the top took off and crashed through a neighbour’s fanlight.

The funny thing was that I was small for my age. It wasn’t until I was fifteen or so that I really started to grow. It was an oddity because, a while later, Mel did exactly the same thing, growing a staggering five inches in a single year. It was no huge surprise at home because both of my grandmothers were over 6ft tall, one of them standing 6ft 5in in her slippers.

When Dad first took me to Manselton, he told them I could be a naughty lad at times, and to let him know if I strayed. I didn’t play up, not because I was frightened of Dad, but because I would not do anything that might interfere with my chances of playing football, or cricket, but that does not mean I had no adventures.

The very first time I missed a football match through injury was after I had been given some money to buy myself a bag of sweets after doing some chore or another for my dad. To reach the shop I had to pass a house where there was an old dog. He was a terrier and almost blind. He and I were pals and I always used to stop to pat him and speak but on this occasion he must have thought I was going to tread on him and he turned on me, bit me and left me with a nine-inch gash on my shin.

I ran back home where my worried mam bandaged me up and called for a neighbour to drive me to the local hospital in his car, and there I stayed, missing two school matches. But for those games, I was more worried about my old friend than I was about the cut on my leg.

Another time, Mel and I were playing on a building site on a new housing estate. We decided to move a large paving stone because it was in our way. It was a struggle as we hefted it up off the ground until Mel lost his grip and the heavy stone fell on my foot from a height of about twelve inches. I was wearing those old-fashioned canvas gym shoes at the time, and it was agony. It was a day or two before I could put my shoe back on, never mind kick a football.

I must have been a bit of a jinx because there was another incident in Cwmbwrla Park just before my first representative appearance for Swansea Schoolboys. The lace in the old ball had come undone and worked itself loose, so that it was flapping about dangerously. It was decided that we should cut it off and I held the ball while a friend sawed at the leather lace, only for the knife to slip, slitting open my arm in the process.

Again, I ran off home with blood dripping from the wound. I imagined I was bleeding to death and my dad rushed me round to Dr Anderson who, by coincidence, was a former Scottish amateur international footballer. He seemed more interested in the upcoming game on the Saturday than my arm, and chatted away about it while he bound up the wound, assuring me that a little cut like that was not going to stop me playing.

Life was full of little disasters as I discovered again when, on the bus home, I put my bundle containing my boots in the luggage rack downstairs while I went upstairs with the other lads, fooling around until it was my stop. I rushed downstairs, grabbed my boots and ran home to Alice Street. There, to my horror, I discovered I had picked up the wrong parcel and had a bundle of old clothes. Desperately upset, I rushed around to the police station, and there were my boots. Boy, was I relieved, but not half as relieved as the lady from the second-hand clothes shop whose bundle of merchandise I had taken home.

These days I suppose I would be branded a young hooligan and, indeed, it all makes me sound like a right villain, but I was not. The only time I really let myself slip was when I had a bust-up with Mel over the arrangements for splitting the proceeds from our penny-for-the-guy efforts. It was no holds barred until we sorted that little problem out.

More often than not it was me who came back battered and bruised, with the occasional black eye, because I would rather walk away than fight with the other lads. I didn’t want to fight – I wanted to play football; I wanted to master all the tricks I could with the ball, any ball I could get my hands on. My attitude to football was formed during my time at secondary school. I was very much a team player and was usually the peacemaker rather than the aggressor.

It did not matter what the weather was like. Rain, snow or shine, I would be out there in the park with the ball, juggling, shooting and heading until it got too dark to see and then I would return home, caked in mud, looking as though I had just got back from a hard day at the pit face.

I even managed to suffer an accident after one of my solo training sessions when I discovered a short cut from the park home that entailed climbing over a farmer’s sheds. Unfortunately, the roof collapsed and I fell on, and killed, a dozen chicks. Another time, I climbed through some barbed wire and sliced open my leg, needing six stitches. Even then I hadn’t learned my lesson and was cut up again when I laced the ball incorrectly and gashed my head heading it, requiring another half dozen stitches in a gaping wound the day before I was due to play for Swansea Schoolboys. I was fretting whether or not I would be able to play and my dad told me I could, but to be careful. I was lucky. I played a blinder and, at the same time, learned how to lace a football properly.

Dad was a good man to go to for advice because, in his day, he was reckoned to be one of the best amateurs in Wales, playing for Llandrindod Wells and Swansea Alexandria. He had amateur international trials for his country and also made the odd appearance for Swansea. The life of a professional footballer was not so rewarding in those days as it is now, and Dad chose instead to stick at his arduous work in the local steelworks to feed and clothe his growing family, and a broken leg sealed it. He admitted to me later that it was a mistake because soon after I was born, he was thrown out of work, a fate he suffered more than once in his hard life in Swansea.

Dad, like me, played almost everywhere on a football pitch, and he encouraged both Mel and me to be as versatile as him because, he said, it increased your chances of getting a game. There were no substitutes in those days, and adaptable players could be selected anywhere.

When football was not on the agenda, I ran, swam and played cricket. I was quite a quick bowler and could handle the bat as well. There were two wickets in the local park, one a lump of concrete where we laid a blanket of matting, and next to it a grass strip for the big boys. The school played on the concrete, never on the grass.

Cricket was popular in Swansea and thousands came to watch the big games. There was no charge and on a nice afternoon, families would pack the grassy banks and eat their picnics while the kids played and Dad watched the match. It made the cricket more enjoyable to play with people watching. When I was a little bit older, I enjoyed watching Wilf Wooller play for Glamorgan.

I carried on playing the game until I moved to Italy. I played club cricket in Swansea and then league cricket to a high standard while I was playing football for Leeds. The seasons were clearly defined, with a proper summer gap for those who wanted to double up – and plenty did. At the time, several top footballers also played top-class cricket, including the Compton brothers, Denis and Les.

Inevitably with my size and strength, I was a fast bowler, and quite quick with it. I frightened the batsmen a bit although I was gentle with them, but I was quite capable of putting in a few lively bouncers if the batsman was sticking. I was also a big hitter, going in at five or six to have a whack and hope for a quick 30 or 40. I loved fielding, especially in the slips because I had a good eye and big hands.

I enjoyed tennis but we had to pay to play on the local courts, and to rent the old wooden rackets, so we missed out because we could not afford it. That is why we do not produce too many tennis champions in Britain – it is too expensive for the children of working-class families to play. Those who do play, and it hardly seems to have changed in all these years, are generally from middle-class, comfortably off families whose children, with few exceptions, do not have the hunger to get to the top. To them, it’s a social sport. We dismissed it as a ladies’ game but only because we couldn’t afford to play.

We also did a bit of swimming. After school dinner at Manselton, a group of us would run off to Gors Avenue and go swimming in the local pond, called ‘Coffin Pond’ because it often had a dead dog or two floating in it. Goodness knows why. If it was occupied in such a way, we would simply nip off to the next one, called ‘Carrot Pond’. Don’t ask me because I don’t know!

We never paid much attention to the war until Swansea was blitzed by the Germans for three nights in succession. I suppose it was the docks they were after and they pounded away at our city for those three unforgettable nights in a row. It was very scary. We had a shelter at our house in Alice Street – but in fact, that was a fancy name for the coalshed. All our neighbours piled in as well when the sirens sounded while Dad went off to deal with the incendiary bombs. Sometimes we dived for cover under the table in the kitchen. It was a hearty, stout, oak table, which came to the rescue of Mel and me one day when the roof caved in around us as the bombs shook the very foundations of our row of houses.

We had begun to wonder if the bombing was ever going to end, and what was going to happen to us, when it stopped as suddenly as it had started, but it had made its impact. It was terrible, very frightening, and there were no objections from me when, aged nine, I was shipped off with my mates to ‘somewhere safer’. In other words, we were evacuated, taken away from our homes and schools and dropped off somewhere strange – in the country.

I was a growing lad, although still the smallest and youngest in the school team, and travelling outside Swansea was a great adventure. I was sent to a little place called Nantdereidy, along with my friend Glyn Davies. It was quiet and peaceful, a really lovely little farm – but not a goalpost in sight.

It was great having Glyn there, and I thought we would be kicking about all the time. He was as keen on football as I was, and went on to play for Derby County. The only problem was that we did not have a football and were, once again, forced to use anything that was round, usually some newspapers tied up in a ball. Down that way, in north Pembroke, we were in rugby territory but there was not even a rugby ball to play with – not that I was attracted to rugby at all. I was a football man through and through.

I couldn’t wait to get back home, even though Nantdereidy was a delightful place. When I look back, it brings back excellent memories, especially of the summer. It was a proper farm with cows and sheep, and I helped about the place, carrying the milk in pails and things like that. It was an unbelievable experience for a city boy like me.

I was there for about a year before I returned to Manselton School. I liked Manselton. In fact, I enjoyed myself there so much that when I won my very first Welsh cap, I took my red shirt back to the school and presented it to them to keep. As far as I know it is still there, locked away in a cupboard somewhere and brought out for show every now and again. The idea was to say thank-you for what they had done for me, and I hoped the sight of a Welsh shirt would encourage others to go on and give football a go. Mind you, it backfired on me because they persuaded me to make a speech to the boys. I did it reluctantly. I would rather have had a big centre-forward battering me than stand up in front of all those kids.

Despite being predominantly right-footed, I was playing for the school at left-half, something else that was to stand me in good stead in the years to come when being two-footed was not so much an asset as a necessity.

Herbert Morris, one of my teachers, was a great encouragement, not only to me but to Trevor Ford, Ray Daniel and Ivor Allchurch, all Welsh internationals, plus Jack Roberts (Bolton Wanderers), Ernie Jones (Spurs) and my pal Glyn Davies, all of whom passed through his more than capable hands. In fact, he always reckoned I would have been a better cricketer than footballer.

By the time I was thirteen, Glyn and I were playing in the Swansea Boys’ team with our school pals Haydn Williams and Brian Sykes. In the next season, I was made captain and we won the Swansea Shield – my first real trophy. Winning that was such a proud moment. I found it hard to understand when, some years ago, certain schools up and down the country banned competitive sports on the basis that we should all be equal. Life dictates that some are more equal than others.

I was also in the team that reached the quarter-final of the English Schools’ Trophy. What an adventure that was! We played our football at St Helens and it was there we beat Bristol Schools in March 1946 and were drawn to meet Leicester. The first game was at St Helens in front of a good crowd and I recall playing into a blinding sun in the first half. They were a big side but we matched them and took the lead through a boy named Spillane. Leicester hit back and before half-time they equalised through Slynn.

We pummelled them in the second half but could not get the ball past their goalkeeper Heathcote, and we eventually drew 1–1. Even afterwards it was a great occasion, with a meal laid on for both teams at the local Mackworth Hotel, and then all of us went off to the pictures.

The replay at Filbert Street was played in front of a massive crowd of 18,000 early in April. It was my first trip to England and I could not believe so many people had turned up to watch a football match. In fact, we were a little overawed and it put us on the back foot. We went on to lose 3–0. So that trophy evaded me, but not the Charles family. Mel went on to win it with Swansea a couple of years later.

I remember that Leicester were a better team than us on the day, and they all seemed to be grown-up lads, young men, while we were still boys, even though we were around the same age. We didn’t have a bad side, though, with a bright young lad named Terry Medwin, who went on to play for Spurs and Wales, Bobby Hennings, Enoch Williams and, of course, my mate Glyn Davies.

The competition gave us the taste for glory and we set our sights on the Welsh Shield. We reached the semi-final in a fairly emphatic manner, beating Briton Ferry Schools 10–0 in front of 3,000. Terry Medwin scored a couple and I weighed in with one. We were drawn against Cardiff, a team we had already beaten comprehensively in an earlier group stage at the Vetch Field. This time, however, we were drawn away, and battened down the hatches for a goalless draw at Ninian Park before thrashing them 5–0 at St Helens with Hennings scoring four.

This gave us a place in the final against Aberdare. It was over two legs and we were the firm favourites with 9,000 turning up at St Helens to watch us win the first leg 3–0. It was now a formality and we went to Aberaman Park two days later and won 6–0. The Welsh Shield was fine and I loved winning it, but the English one was far more important.

There was no question of staying on at school for further education and, at fourteen, I was on my way. It was a terrific childhood filled with good memories. It certainly helped to have a father who loved the game as much as I did, and he was as pleased as punch when I started playing organised football at left-half, which was his favoured position.

I was like any other youngster in Swansea, I suppose, getting into a gang – but they were all the lads I played football with, and I knocked around with the same boys when I left school. Because of sport, school was a happy time for me, even though I wasn’t much of a student.

I was fortunate because it was realised from early on that I had some potential as a footballer, so I was looked after and seemed to play football most of the time. In those days, they didn’t control the amount we played. The feeling was the more you played, the better player you became, and I wasn’t about to argue with the theory. In the light of what we know now about youngsters overplaying and doing themselves permanent physical damage, I suppose it was bad news really. But when you’re young, you don’t worry; you just go out and play and play and play until you’re kicking around under the street lamps.

One evening in August 1946, just a few days after I had left school, my friend Bryan’s dad Joe Sykes came round to our house in Alice Street, wanting to speak to Mam and Dad. I was terrified that I had done something wrong until Dad called me in and told me that Mr Sykes had asked if I could join Swansea. Dad said that I could if I wanted, and it didn’t need any thought from me. Playing football certainly beat going down the mines or to the steelworks. The weekly wage was £1 and it went straight to my mam to help with the housekeeping. I didn’t mind because I had the chance to do what I most wanted to do – play football with Swansea Town.


CHAPTER TWO

The Swans

The Vetch Field was hardly strange. I knew the place because I used to go there when I could. Swansea had kept an eye on my progress through school and they sometimes let me in in return for putting up the half-time scores. It was quite entrepreneurial. I used to take Dad’s ladder and hook the numbers against the letters in the programme. Apart from that, one way or another we would watch the Swans. We had all sorts of ways of getting in. We couldn’t afford the entrance fee but there was always some sympathetic adult willing to lift you over the turnstile if no one was looking; or we would go through two at a time, that sort of thing.

I knew all the players by sight. Trevor Ford was my hero. Some may find that a little difficult to believe because as a couple of centre-forwards we could not have been more different. I went through my career without a booking or a sending-off while Trevor used to collect them like autographs. He was all elbows, knees and bustle – but he could shoot. When I went to watch Swansea, I really went to watch Trevor Ford. He knew where the goal was and boy, could he shoot – from anywhere and everywhere, even though his left foot was a bit of a swinger. And was he single-minded! He would run over anyone in his way. I loved it. That was the excitement of going to the Vetch Field – watching Trevor knock people about and score goals. He was wonderful and he was one of the main reasons I wanted to join the club.

I was due to start at nine o’clock on the Monday morning following Mr Sykes’ visit, and I was early. The new boys – and there was a group of us – were introduced to groundsman Jimmy Fairweather who showed us round and then gave each of us a little fork and a bucket for our first job – weeding the pitch on our hands and knees.

In the days that followed, we cleaned the boots, swept the terraces, cleaned the stands, tidied the dressing rooms, weeded, painted; in fact, we did everything except play football. I wondered whether they were training me to become an odd-job man. The only job I really enjoyed was cleaning out the dressing rooms. I suppose it was the smell of the liniment and the closeness to the pitch. I could almost imagine myself getting ready to go out and play. That and listening to the professionals talk football made it special. These players were all my heroes, worshipped from the terraces, and now here they were sitting and chatting to each other in front of me as if I was part of the furniture.

There were some decent players in the first team, not just Trevor Ford. One of the jewels in the crown, Roy Paul, went on to captain Manchester City when they beat Birmingham in the 1956 FA Cup final. He and Trevor, who went on to play for Aston Villa, were my heroes long before I took my broom into that dressing room, and what’s more, they were nice guys and had time for us young lads.

I may have made a hero out of Trevor Ford but it did not mean I had to play like him. When I was young it was my nature to play football and not to run around kicking people. It was the way I was brought up. My father used to say to me, ‘Don’t kick ’em, just play football.’ My attitude was that if I had to knock opponents down in order to play well, I didn’t want to play the game. The public do not pay good money to see pettiness and childishness. Usually, when you have a hero as a youngster, you model yourself on him, but that was not the way I had been brought up to play football, either by my dad or my schoolteachers. It didn’t stop me admiring him. In the dressing room I was in awe, and when I got to play with him for Wales, that was unbelievable. When he was trampling on people, though, I never thought maybe that’s what I should do. Eventually, I grew to be a big guy and I could, I suppose, have imposed myself on other players, but I preferred to do it with my football.

Of course, once I was on the groundstaff, I could go to all the games. The only thing that bothered me was that I couldn’t get a game myself. They did not run enough teams, and those they did run I couldn’t get in. I don’t know why it was. They must have thought I wasn’t good enough. One of the problems was that I was still not very tall, about 5ft 6in. Not only that, I was fairly skinny too. But despite not playing, they fed me well. I had the odd steak and even the occasional glass of Guinness – medicinal, of course.

They kept us so busy, we used to have to train in our own time, usually in the evenings. They brought in lads from outside to have a look at them on Tuesdays and Wednesdays and we had to muck in with them. It would have made more sense to play practice matches, which would have helped everyone, the groundstaff boys, the triallists and the management. In fact, it baffled me that we never joined in any practice games. It meant the club never had a chance to judge our ability. Being charitable, I can only assume that the manager Haydn Green – small, slim, built like a greyhound – did not want to overplay us.

It was no way to run a club and you could see the confidence draining out of the youngsters who had thought they were being given the chance to play football. Even being around the first-team players began to wear thin when you couldn’t play in a competitive match.

Mam and Dad weren’t sure what was going on. They had their misgivings about me going to the Vetch in the first place. Dad wondered out loud whether football would turn out to be a disappointing blind alley for me with nothing at the end. You could understand why he felt that way. I was eating for two at the time and the £1 I was earning was scarcely enough to keep me fed and watered. Dad wanted me to have a trade and said he could get me into electrical work, but I pleaded with him until he and Mam didn’t have the heart to refuse to give me my chance.

To make ends meet, Mam started going out to work. That may be common enough now but it wasn’t then. The woman of the house was expected to stay at home to cook, mend and clean, especially with a family as big as ours. When my wages increased to 25 shillings it was a sign that I was, at least, heading in the right direction although it didn’t exactly ease the financial worries for my parents.

I would go into the club with a huge bag of sandwiches to feed my ever-growing appetite in between my tasks. On a normal training day, we had to be at the ground at least an hour before the senior players arrived so that we could set out their training gear and make sure the dressing room was clear before going outside for our other duties. We would linger around the dressing rooms until the players began arriving but, for the most part, they either ignored us or simply did not notice we were there.

Not surprisingly, it was the stars who were the exceptions. Trevor Ford, Roy Paul, Jack Parry and Frank Squires took the time and trouble to chat to us young lads, with Roy Paul going even further by passing on hints about the game. As a result, I idolised him.
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