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To the memory of Bobby Moore.
A hero, entertainer and good friend









Jimmy Greaves is a footballing legend. His record of 357 First Division goals is one that will never be beaten because the ‘old’ division no longer exists. Greavsie scored 44 goals in 57 England games (the all-time best is 49 in 106 matches by Bobby Charlton) and still holds the Tottenham record of 220 league goals. After retiring far too early at 31 he scored his greatest victory, a well-publicised battle against alcoholism. He teamed up with Liverpool legend Ian St John in the hugely popular Saint and Greavsie Show. An outspoken columnist with the Sun, he lives in Essex with his wife, Irene, and they dote on their four grown children and tribe of grandchildren.


Norman Giller, a walking record book on sport, was chief football writer at the Daily Express before becoming a successful author. He was part of the This is Your Life scriptwriting team for fourteen years and has had numerous shows of his devising on television. Norman lives in Dorset.
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Introduction


THE RULES OF A VERY
SELECT GAME


WHEN my editor and good friend of many years, Roddy Bloomfield, asked me to select the fifty greatest footballers of my lifetime I thought, ‘What a nice easy earner.’ Wrong! It has been sheer torture, not so much deciding which players to pick as those that I have to leave out.


This book is going to make me enemies because of the footballers I have failed to shoehorn into my list. At one stage I could not even find a place for David ‘Golden Balls’ Beckham until Roddy relented and allowed me fifty-one players!


What, no Gary Lineker? There will be people pointing the finger and saying that this is jealousy on my part because he overtook me as the second highest goalscorer for England.


Let me kick that one into touch straight away. The selection rules are that I can only have a certain number of players from each era, and crisp finisher that he was, Gary in my opinion rates just behind Michael Owen, Ian Rush, Alan Shearer and the new kid on the block, Wayne Rooney.


What, no Peter Shilton? Without question, a great goalkeeper but I have Gordon Banks and Pat Jennings pipping Shilts by a fingertip, and I was only allowed so many goalkeepers. There was no way I was going to leave the legendary Lev Yashin out, and you will know why when you read my assessment of the great ‘Man in Black’.


What, no Ossie Ardiles, Ruud van Nistelrooy, Jurgen Klinsmann and a cluster of other great foreign imports? Again, I had to ditch many of those I have admired because my selection of foreign players was restricted. I stuck to all-time greats Pelé, Puskas, Di Stefano, Maradona, Cruyff and Co. I could not ignore modern masters like Eric Cantona, Thierry Henry, Gianfranco Zola and Dennis Bergkamp.


I know my selections will start more arguments than they will solve, but opinion makes the football world go round and I hope this book will give you ammunition for good enjoyable debate with your mates.


The fifty-one players are set out in the order that they were born, and I finish with a chapter in which I rate the top ten post-war managers.


The way I worked with my long-time writing partner Norman Giller (whom I have known and tried to avoid for coming up fifty years) was that he provided all the statistical facts and figures, leaving me to supply the opinions, gut reactions and any anecdotes that I think will bring you closer to my heroes. In short, the facts of the books are Norman’s, while the feelings are mine.


Norman could not resist pointing out that we produce books the way I used to play the game. ‘You get somebody to do all the running around for you,’ he said, ‘and then provide the finishing touch and take all the glory.’ Nasty – but true!


I hope when you have finished reading the book you will feel that you know the greatest players of my lifetime better than you did before, and understand just why I consider them to be Heroes and Entertainers.


Enjoy!




Jimmy Greaves

    [image: image]
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Stanley Matthews


Born: Hanley, Stoke-on-Trent, Staffs, 1 February 1915


Died: Newcastle-under-Lyme, Staffs, 23 February 2000, aged 85


Career span: 1932–65


Clubs: Stoke City 1932–47 (295 league games, 51 goals); Blackpool 1947–61 (379 league games, 17 goals); Stoke City 1961–65 (59 league games, 3 goals)


England: 54 caps, plus 29 wartime international appearances; 3 goals plus 8 in wartime


Club honours: 2 Second Division championships (Stoke), 1 FA Cup (Blackpool)


Oldest footballer to play First Division football, aged 50 years and 5 days


Footballer of the Year 1948 and 1963


First European Footballer of the Year 1956


First footballer knighted 1965


EVEN more than sixty years on I can still hear the voice in my head: ‘Shackleton passes to Finney, who goes past one man, two men and slips the ball out to Matthews. He dribbles around the full-back as if he’s not there and centres for Lawton to volley in a brilliant goal for England …’


The voice belonged to me. It was the commentary I was making up as I ran along the pavement with a tennis ball at my feet, impersonating my heroes. I was imagining myself in their boots, not even dreaming that one day I would play with the greatest of them all – Sir Stanley Matthews.


This was in the immediate post-war years of ration books, petrol coupons, no television just wireless, Old Labour in power nationalising everything in sight, and my football gods earning a maximum twelve quid a week.


Who would have thought that some eighteen years later I would be partnering my idol Stanley Matthews – by then, Sir Stanley – in his farewell testimonial game … and then, seven years on, playing with him again in the last competitive game of his life when he was 57. That was at one and the same time the funniest and saddest match in which I ever played.


I will come to those two games after going through the life and footballing times of possibly the finest footballer who ever breathed; certainly the most famous Englishman ever to lace up a pair of boots. You could go anywhere in the world, from Argentina to Zanzibar, and they would have heard of the ‘Wizard of Dribble’.


Stanley’s dad, Jack Matthews, was a professional featherweight boxer known as ‘the Fighting Barber of Hanley’. He was by all accounts a very clever boxer, feinting with one hand and hitting with the other, and adopting now-you-see-me-now-you-don’t tactics to avoid being hit by counter punches.


Well, that was also the way Stanley played the game, only he feinted with his feet rather than his fists, and he perfected a unique dropping-of-the-shoulder technique that confused and bemused a legion of full-backs. They used to say that when Stanley sold a dummy, half the spectators had to pay to get back into the ground.


I have this theory that the best forwards, those who can drift through defences as if they’re not there, are the best liars. They spend their careers ‘conning’ defenders into thinking they are going to do one thing while all the time having something else in mind.


Nobody was a better liar than Our Stanley. He told some whoppers to deceive defenders. He used to convince full-backs that he was going to go on their inside, and then, with a sudden shuffle and a subtle change of pace, he would dramatically nip past on the outside, leaving his marker to tackle his shadow.


His ball control was mesmerising. It was as if he had the ball on a piece of invisible elastic. He would shuffle towards the full-back, tip tapping it from one foot to the other; then with the deftness of a juggler he would flick the ball past the defender and with jet-pace acceleration, race to collect it and bring it back under his command.


Put Stanley in a 100 yards race and he would finish down the field, but over ten yards with a ball to sniff he was whippet-quick.


Stanley loved proving the critics wrong. Time and again they predicted he would hang up his boots, but he kept playing and featured in a First Division match at the ridiculous age of 50 years and five days old.


I got out of the game at the top aged 31 because I was feeling knackered (yes, it was premature and I later regretted it). Stanley played for another twenty years, and was still reluctant to retire when most people were looking forward to their old-age pension.


The reason he was able to play on and on is because of the lifestyle instilled into him by his dad. Almost as soon as he could walk, Stanley would follow exercises set for him by his father, a fitness fanatic who demanded that his three sons follow in his nimble footsteps.


When most fathers and sons were still thinking about getting out of bed, Stanley and his brothers would be early-morning road running with their dad as he prepared for his next fight (he lost just a handful of more than 300 contests and was the nine-stone champion of the Potteries).


Stanley maintained this fitness regime throughout his life, and I remember him taking lots of vitamins and doing vigorous exercises when we used to keep company on the celebrity football circuit late in his career.


I’ve got a lovely trivia question for you. Who was the only player to score a hat-trick for England at White Hart Lane, my old hunting ground?


It was, of course, Our Stanley. Throughout his career he was more concerned with making than taking goals, but in a match against Czechoslovakia at Tottenham in 1937 he moved inside from the wing because England had been reduced by injury to ten men in those pre-substitute days.


He completed the only international hat-trick of his career in the very last minute. During one of our trips abroad, I asked the lovely old boy what had been his most memorable goal and it was the hat-trick that came immediately to his mind. He told me:


It was an amazing game, and I bet even you didn’t play in one like it during all your years at Tottenham. The score stood at 4–4 with seconds to go. I dashed into the penalty area to meet a cross from the left and steered the ball into the net from close range. I don’t think anybody, including me, could believe that Stanley Matthews had completed a hat-trick. There are few other goals that stand out in my mind, because I could never be classed as a goalscoring winger like Tom Finney or little Johnny Hancocks. Mind you, I recall once running three-quarters of the length of the field to score England’s eighth goal in a wartime international in Manchester. It was my first goal for five years!


The game for which Stanley is most remembered, of course, is the 1953 FA Cup final at Wembley, which became known as ‘the Matthews Final’. I watched it in black and white on a Pye television with a nine-inch screen, but could not have been more excited had it been in blazing colour on a panoramic cinema screen.


Blackpool, trailing 3–1 to Bolton with just twenty minutes to go, looked dead and buried. Enter stage right, the Maestro, who was 37 years old and trying to win at Wembley after twice being a runner-up with the Seasiders in 1948 and 1951.


He turned the game – and Bolton’s defence – inside out with a dazzling display of right-wing wizardry, inspiring a miraculous comeback and laying on a last-minute winner for South African outside-left Bill Perry.


This was the match in which the magnificent Stan Mortensen became the one and only player to score an FA Cup final hattrick at Wembley. In fairness, it should not be remembered as the ‘Matthews Final’, more the ‘Stanleys Final’.


Stanley Matthews’ value in today’s transfer market? Let the bidding begin at £50 million. When it looked as if Stoke were prepared to sell him for £10,000 in 1938, thousands of fans took to the streets in protest. He was finally allowed to move to Blackpool for £11,500 in 1947 because, at 32, Stoke felt he had little petrol left in the tank. He was still motoring down the wing eighteen years later!


England foolishly left him out of the 1950 World Cup finals match against the United States, and were beaten 1–0 in what remains one of the biggest shock results in the history of the game. He was left watching helplessly from the bench. It was like leaving Montgomery on the touchline at El Alamein.


Stanley played in the 1954 finals at the age of 39, by which time the Wizard was losing some of his magic, but he rediscovered his Midas touch in a 1956 international against the soon-to-be-crowned world champions Brazil at Wembley. He was marked by Nilton Santos, one of the greatest ever left-backs. Stanley gave Santos such a run-around on the way to England’s 4–2 victory that, when the Brazilian shook his hand at the end, he said, ‘Mr Matthews, you are the King.’


Move the calendar forward nine years, and I found myself privileged and honoured to be partnering Stanley in the forward line for his farewell testimonial match against an all-star World XI at Stoke City. We were up against players of the calibre of Di Stefano, Puskas and Masopust. Lev Yashin was in goal. I think I managed to pop in a couple of goals in a 6–4 victory, but this is about Stanley Matthews not me, and we carried him off shoulder-high at the end towards his glorious sunset.


Little did I realise that seven years later I would play with him again in what was to prove his final competitive match.


It was the summer of 1972, the year after I had bowed out of league football, and Stanley and I were playing together in Kuwait for a ‘golden oldies’ team as ambassadors for British Petroleum. As well as the two of us, our side included Johnny Haynes, John Charles, George Cohen, Ron Springett and the bearded wonder, Jimmy Hill. The temperature was a roasting 110 degrees Fahrenheit and most of us were shattered by the walk from the dressing room to the pitch. Stanley, being Stanley, refused to consider taking a breather, and exhausted himself with a series of his twinkle-toed dribbles.


Our captain Johnny Haynes had no mercy, and kept hitting those trademark 40-yard through balls for Stanley to chase. No chance! The great man made it clear he wanted the ball to his feet, and I fell about laughing as I watched Haynsie, hands on hips, glaring at the Grand Old Wizard of football because he would not try to get on the end of his passes.


It would never have entered proud Stanley’s head to allow himself to be substituted, and when he saw our manager Dave Underwood waving for him to come off – with us losing 4–1 against the full Kuwaiti international team – he immediately walked out of earshot and moved across to the left wing.


Dave was one of the great characters of football. He had been a good-class goalkeeper with Liverpool and Fulham, and had bravely dived at the feet of so many forwards that his nose was spread across his face. Fulham manager Vic Buckingham used to introduce him to everybody as ‘my chauffeur Appleyard’.


He later became chairman of Barnet and kindly gave me a lifeline by letting me play during my days battling with the bottle. Now here he was in far-off Kuwait wondering how he could get the world’s most famous footballer off the pitch without embarrassing him.


Dave thought quickly and walked right the way around the perimeter of the field. Then, with the game in full flow, he walked on to the pitch holding up his arms as if parting the Red Sea. He cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted at the top of his voice, ‘Gentlemen, it is my privilege to accompany the great Sir Stanley Matthews off the pitch. Please accord him the ovation he deserves.’


First of all the Kuwaiti players started to applaud, and then the capacity crowd took it up and cheered Stanley – escorted by Dave Underwood almost in a butlering role – as the Maestro made a reluctant exit.


That was the only time in his life he was substituted and it was hilarious to watch, yet also desperately sad. The curtain was coming down on the King on a corner of a foreign field, when his farewell deserved a Wembley setting.


The relatively young Cliff Jones, my former Tottenham teammate, replaced the old master and, with his fresh legs, we pulled back to force a 4–4 draw.


So I was there at the end of one of the greatest football careers ever. It had lasted forty years from his first kicks as a professional back in 1932.


As long as the ball is round, there will never be another quite like him. Sir Stanley Matthews, Wizard of Dribble.
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Tom Finney


Born: Preston, Lancashire, 5 April 1922
 

Career span: 1946–59


Club: Preston (433 league games, 187 goals). Played one European Cup-tie with Lisburn Distillery in 1963–64 (a 3–3 draw with Benfica)


England: 76 caps, 30 goals


Club honours: 1 Second Division championship, FA Cup runner-up


Footballer of the Year 1954 and 1957
 

Knighted 1998


IT seems almost sacrilegious to say, but according to a huge body of opinion within the game, Tom Finney was a better player than Stanley Matthews. While Stanley was the people’s favourite, Finney is the one who often comes out top with the professionals.


Whenever I meet an old pro who was a contemporary of the wing masters, they invariably make the point that while Matthews took the eye with his devastating dribbling, Finney gave something extra to the team effort and was the more productive all-round player.


Our careers crossed briefly. Mine was just kicking off with Chelsea in 1957 when Tom was coming to the close of his extraordinary devotion to Preston. I got lucky and managed to bang in five goals against the North Enders, and Tom was kind enough to tell the newspapers, ‘This kid is the most natural goalscorer since Dixie Dean.’


Let me return the compliment all these years later by saying that Tom Finney is the man I hold up as an example of the perfect professional. He gave all he had to the game without asking for anything in return. He was modesty personified, and a master of all the footballing skills.


And now I am going to contradict myself by pointing out that, astonishingly, Tom was never ever a full-time professional. Throughout his career he worked as an electrician and plumber, building up a nice little business in the trade he always insisted on having as a safety net in case he got kicked out of football. Imagine answering a knock at the front door today and finding Wayne Rooney standing there in blue boiler suit with a bag of plumbing tools in his hand, saying, ‘You want your pipes fixing, missus?’ That was how it was with Tom. Every weekday after training he would go on his rounds as a plumber.


What you have to remember is that the most Tom ever earned in his career from football was £20 a week. He had hung up his boots by the time the maximum wage was kicked out in 1961.


He made a one-match comeback with Lisburn Distillery, doing a favour for their manager George Eastham Senior, and played in the 3–3 draw against Benfica in a European Cup-tie in 1963–64. He did not play in the second, away leg because he could not afford the time off from his plumbing business. Distillery were hammered 5–0.


Tom’s loyalty to Preston is legendary. He is still heavily involved with the club as president more than sixty-seven years since joining them, and a beautiful statue of him at Deepdale is there to remind future generations of the Finney legacy of class mixed with outstanding sportsmanship.


Amazingly, Preston turned him down when he first applied to join the club on leaving school in 1936. He was told he was too small and scrawny. Tom went away and began an apprenticeship as an electrician with his father’s electrical firm, while in his spare time working out in the gymnasium.


He showed his determination to become a two-footed player by wearing a slipper on his strongest left foot to encourage himself to use the right. Preston suddenly realised they had a diamond in their midst, but Tom’s dad refused to let him sign professional forms until he qualified as a plumber/electrician.


Then the little matter of the war intervened. He played for Preston in the 1940–41 Wartime League Cup final when Arsenal were beaten 2–1 in a replay at Ewood Park, but it was 1946 before his career really got under way.


He was such a versatile player that he won his 76 England caps in three different positions – outside-right (40), outside-left (33) and centre-forward (three) – and he also played much of one game as an emergency inside-forward. His 30 goals was then a record for an England player.


Injury cost Finney another dozen caps, and he would have won even more but for the selectors dithering over whether to play both him and Stanley Matthews in the same attack. When they finally played together in Portugal in 1947, England won 10–0! They scored a goal each, and between them laid on four each for Tommy Lawton and Stan Mortensen.


Gentleman Tom was never booked, and was respected throughout the game for his sportsmanship. When the lira-laden Italians came hunting him in the late 1950s he was very tempted because it would have set him up financially for life, but the Preston chairman told them where to stick their offer. ‘Tom Finney plays for no club but Preston,’ he said. Tom wasn’t even given the chance to talk to them. These were the ‘soccer slave’ days when players did what they were told by their clubs.


Tom experienced some downs as well as ups during his England career. He was in the England team humbled by the United States at the 1950 World Cup finals – ‘It was a complete freak result,’ he said. ‘We played them off the park for much of the game but it was one of those days when the ball just wouldn’t go into the net.’


He sat in the Wembley press box nursing an injury when England were beaten 6–3 by Hungary in 1953. ‘I remember the Hungarians coming out on to the pitch ten minutes earlier than usual, and doing all sorts of juggling tricks as they warmed up,’ he recalled. ‘My companion in the press box said, “It’s easy to do that with nobody marking you.” But we recognised they were as good as they looked when they rattled into a 4–1 lead inside the first twenty minutes. That was as good an international team as I ever saw.’


Tom played in the second game against the Hungarians in Budapest the following year. England were thumped 7–1, the biggest defeat in their history.


‘We all realised then that there was a different way to play the game,’ he said. ‘It was the start of a complete re-think. Suddenly it dawned on us that we were not as good as we thought we were.’


Tom’s next boast will be his first, and so I turned to his former Preston team-mate Tommy Docherty for an assessment of Finney the player: ‘Quite simply, the best English player of all time. He could have worn a heavy overcoat and still gone past defenders. He had pace, ball control, was two footed, as brave as they come. It was a privilege to play on the same planet let alone the same pitch as him.’


And what about the supposed bitter rivalry between Tom and Stanley Matthews? I asked Stanley about it during our many conversations, and he told me, ‘It was something built up by the press. Tom and I never ever had a cross word. He was a great, great footballer and one of the most versatile players ever to grace a football field. It was a joy to play with him.’


I shall leave the last word to Bill Shankly, who handed his No. 4 Preston shirt to Tommy Doc. Shanks once overheard a football reporter saying that Tony Currie – after a particularly good game – was in the class of Finney. ‘Aye, you’re right,’ said Shanks, mischievously. ‘But you have to remember that Tom is now in his sixties.’
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Len Shackleton


Born: Bradford, Yorkshire, 3 May 1922


Died: Grange-over-Sands, Cumbria, 28 November 2000, aged 78


Career span: 1938–57


Clubs: Arsenal 1938 (as an amateur); Bradford Park Avenue 1940–46 (wartime football); Newcastle United 1946–48 (57 league games, 26 goals); Sunderland 1948–57 (320 league games, 98 goals)


England: 5 caps, 1 goal


NEVER in the field of football politics has one man made such a big impact by saying so little. Len Shackleton, my favourite footballer when I was a kid in short trousers, made the ‘Old Boy’ network spit blood when he published an autobiography in which he devoted a chapter to ‘The Average Club Director’s Knowledge of Football’. It was completely blank.


I just wish I’d thought of it first! It was a well-aimed and fully justified kick in the egos of the little men who ran (I almost said ruined) football in those immediate post-war years when Shackleton was the Clown Prince. He was the most gifted player of his generation, able to make the ball almost sit up and talk. His extraordinary talent was rewarded with just five England caps. The establishment was terrified of his individualism and showmanship.


One short-sighted England selector said, ‘We do not select Mr Shackleton because the England team plays at Wembley not the London Palladium.’


Shack was a legend in the football planet that he created for himself. He used to play one-twos with the corner flag, and he would sit on the ball in the middle of a game and challenge opponents to try to get it away from him. It was nothing for him to kick a ball with such bottom spin that it would travel 15 yards and then come back to him as if he had it under some sort of hypnotic control.


He was like a more disciplined Gazza, intelligent enough to take up a distinguished new career as a football journalist after collecting an ankle injury in a First Division match at Arsenal in August 1957. On that same day I was making my debut for Chelsea. The player who had captured my imagination more than any other was hanging up his boots just as I was starting out on my adventure. In fact, I was so taken by him that I copied his pipe-smoking habit, and acknowledged him many years later when I became ‘Pipe Smoker of the Year’.


Long after he had stopped playing, I had the pleasure of bumping into Shack on the after-dinner circuit, where he was as entertaining as he had been on the pitch. He told me hair-raising tales of what it was like to be a top-flight footballer in the 1940s and 1950s.


‘You have to remember,’ he said, ‘that we came into post-war football on a conveyor belt of being robots. To win the war we had to be regimented, disciplined and do what we were told. That was fair enough, but then this was carried over into peacetime, and there were people running football who expected players to kow-tow to them and do their bidding without questioning anything. Those players who tried thinking for themselves were quickly jumped on.’


Shack was convinced that anybody playing north of Watford had less chance of gaining international recognition than Londonbased players. ‘Selectors used to get nose bleeds if they came up to the North East,’ he said, with typical bluntness mixed with biting humour. ‘I told Walter Winterbottom that he could get to the North East without a passport. There were loads of talented players up there who never got a look-in for an England cap.’


Winterbottom was the man who had the responsibility of managing the England football team for the first sixteen years after the war, but none of the power. He was the puppet of amateur selectors, those football club directors who Shack cut off at the knees. In my opinion Walter was never given the recognition he deserved for his service to English football. He set up a nationwide coaching network, and was always dignified and gentlemanly in the face of fierce criticism from the Fleet Street hatchet men. Mind you, he could go on a bit with his tactical talks.


Shack once sat patiently listening to a typically long-winded lecture from ex-schoolteacher Walter on how he wanted Shack, Stanley Matthews and Stan Mortensen to work their way through the opposition defence with a series of wall passes. Once Walter had talked them into the penalty area, Shack raised his hand and asked, ‘Into which corner of the net would you like us to put the ball?’


No wonder the establishment was frightened stiff of Shackleton’s waspish wit. He put action where his mouth was, joking on the pitch as much as off it. Once, playing for Sunderland at Highbury and with the Wearsiders 2–1 in the lead, he dribbled the ball into the Gunners’ penalty area. He then deliberately placed his foot on the ball like a little Napoleon, and pretended to comb his hair while miming looking into a mirror.


He might easily have been performing his clowning tricks for Arsenal. He started his career with them as an amateur immediately after leaving school in 1938. But the Highbury hierarchy considered him too small to make the grade, and they let him go home to Yorkshire, where he played for Bradford Park Avenue while serving as a ‘Bevin Boy’ down the mines.


In five years of wartime league football with Bradford he scored 160 goals, and was hooked by Newcastle in 1946 for what was then a huge transfer fee of £13,000.


It is an understatement to say that his debut for the Magpies was sensational. He scored six goals in the 13–0 demolition of Newport County, including a first-half hat-trick in two and a half minutes.


Within two years he had fallen out with the directors at Newcastle, and moved on to Sunderland for a British recor-dequalling £20,000. He told me, ‘People said that from then on I was biased towards Newcastle. That’s nonsense. I didn’t care which team beat them.’


Shack was a man of many moods and odd interests. He owned a barber’s shop on Wearside. ‘There would have been too many temptations if I’d run a pub like most other players,’ he said. ‘I could not become addicted to having my hair cut!’


He also found time to become a qualified boxing referee. ‘I know a few football refs I’d liked to have counted out,’ he joked.


It was an open secret throughout football that he and his Sunderland centre-forward partner Trevor Ford detested each other. ‘I wouldn’t say I disliked him, Jim,’ he told me. ‘He liked himself enough for both of us.’


During one game Shack worked his way deep into the opposition penalty area, dummied his way around the goalkeeper and then – ignoring an open goal – pushed the ball back into Ford’s path. ‘There,’ he shouted, ‘don’t say that I never pass the ball to you.’


A whole crowd of exceptional inside-forwards – schemers in modern jargon – took the eye in the forties and fifties, including pass masters of the calibre of Raich Carter, Wilf Mannion, Ivan (Ivor) Broadis, Eddie Baily, Jackie Sewell and Jimmy Hagan. But it was the rebel-without-a-pause Shackleton who gave goosebumps to a young schoolkid in the streets of Dagenham, dreaming of one day emulating his heroes.


Not many players could claim to have got the rules of the game changed. Shack did. He was trying to waste time in the last moments of a match but realised, when taking a corner, that if the ball was pumped back upfield, it could perhaps fetch an equalising goal for the opposition. So from the corner he kicked it deliberately straight into touch, and by the time the ball had been retrieved and the throw-in taken the ninety minutes were up. The powers-that-be quickly got together and outlawed that little bit of gamesmanship.


Let’s finish this portrait of the inimitable Shack with a memory of one of the great England goals. Playing against world champions West Germany at Wembley in December 1954, he waited for the goalkeeper to come racing off his line and then impudently chipped the ball over his head and into the net.


He was never picked for England again. What a way to treat a genius.
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Billy Wright


Born: Ironbridge, Shropshire, 6 February 1924


Died: Whetstone, North London, 3 September 1994, aged 70


Career span: 1938–59


Club: Wolves 1938–59 (490 league games, 13 goals; 541 games, 19 goals, in total)


England: 105 caps, 3 goals. First footballer in the world to win 100 caps. Captain 90 times, a record later equalled by Bobby Moore


Club honours: 3 league championships, 1 FA Cup (captain)


Footballer of the Year 1952


Awarded a CBE 1959


WILLIAM Ambrose Wright is a name that fills me with nostalgia, not only for my lost youth when I idolised him as a player, but for the memorable moments when our careers crossed both on the pitch and in the world of the media.


Billy was the heart-of-oak captain of Wolves and England when I was first starting my long love affair with football, acting out my schoolboy fantasies on the playing fields – and in the streets – of Dagenham.


I once ran on to the Tottenham pitch as a short-trousered schoolboy after being dared by my mates Johnny Sugarman and Dave Emerick to get the great man’s autograph. Bill was walking off at the end of the game when I shoved the penny one-sheet programme under his nose and said, ‘Give us yer autograph please, Mr Wright.’ Billy, being Billy, obliged. Can you imagine that happening with today’s prima donnas?


The next time Billy and I came face to face on the pitch was at Stamford Bridge in August 1958 at the start of my second season as a professional with Chelsea. We gave defending league champions Wolves such a run-around that Billy decided there and then that he would hang up his boots at the end of the season. I just happened to be on fire that day and notched five of our six goals. The newspapers unkindly said that I had embarrassed Billy and made him look like a dinosaur, while in actual fact he was not marking me.


At the back end of that season I played in the last three matches of Billy’s magnificent 105-cap international career, and found him to be a lovely bloke who went out of his way to make me feel comfortable as a newcomer to the England squad. We remained good pals for the rest of our lives.


When I was growing up in the 1950s, Wolves were equal with Manchester United as the outstanding club side. They pioneered European football with a series of thrilling floodlit friendlies at Molineux, beating top continental teams including the Di Stefanodominated Real Madrid and Puskas-propelled Honved. Billy was the heart and soul of the team in what was literally the golden age for Wolves. They even played in luminous old gold and black shirts that glowed in those early days of floodlit football.


He was a driving right-half for much of his career, but then switched with phenomenal success to centre-half after the cool and cultivated Neil Franklin had walked out of English football to play in the outlawed Colombian league.


There was no way Billy should have been a success in the middle of the defence. At 5ft 10in he was not tall enough to take on players such as Lofthouse, Lawton and Tommy Taylor. He had never shown himself to be particularly strong in the air when playing in the No. 4 shirt. Yet by sheer determination and willpower he turned himself into a formidable centre-half who could match the best of them in the air. In the dressing room we used to joke that it was the most amazing transformation since April Ashley became a woman (a headline-hitting sex change of the time).


After giving blood, sweat and tears to club and country, Billy switched to management with Arsenal, following a brief fling in charge of the England Under-23s. The understanding was that he would eventually succeed Walter Winterbottom, so if he had not taken the Highbury bait, Alf Ramsey would never have got a sniff of the England manager’s job for the 1966 World Cup!


By then Billy had married his lovely Joy of the Beverley Sisters singing trio. They were like Posh and Becks in black and white.


His move into management was a disaster. It was like watching a non-swimmer trying to cross the Channel as he struggled to keep his head above water at Arsenal. Despite bringing in top-flight players including George Eastham, Frank McLintock and Joe Baker, he just could not find a winning formula. He was simply too nice to succeed in the managing business, and it did him a favour when he was sacked on the eve of the World Cup in the summer of 1966.


He moved into television as Head of Sport at what was then ATV in the Midlands, later Central. That was where our paths crossed again after I had first of all hung up my boots and then got a personal drink problem under control.


Billy was my boss and we got on famously, even though I was in on some of the terrible pranks that we used to play on him. He never ever lost his temper on the football pitch, but I remember him once racing around the ATV offices, soaking wet, trying to catch Chris Tarrant, who had caught Billy with a bucket-of-water-gag that we had earlier used on the Tiswas show.


Once when I was on air in the Birmingham studio, doing a late-night analysis of a Midlands match, I got a message to take an urgent call. I went to the phone during the commercial break and found Billy on the line. He had left three hours earlier to drive to his North London home.


‘Jim, I’m in desperate trouble and need you to help me out,’ he said.


I wondered what the hell was wrong. ‘Anything for you, Bill,’ I said.


‘I’ve left my joint in the fridge,’ he said.


‘Do what?’ I replied, wondering if my ears were deceiving me. I knew Billy had started drinking but to my knowledge he never ever touched drugs.


‘My joint,’ he said. ‘It’s a leg of beef and we’ve got people coming to dinner tomorrow night. It’s in the studio fridge. Bring it with you and drop it in on the way home.’


So it was that at two o’clock in the morning I made a detour to North London and as I turned into Billy’s road there he was in his dressing-gown and striped pyjamas, waving his arms like a traffic cop. I pulled up and handed him his joint of beef.


‘Sorry about this,’ he said. ‘I didn’t want you waking Joy. She’d have gone mad if she knew I’d forgotten the meat. She keeps telling me I’m getting forgetful.’


Famously a teetotaller throughout his playing career, Billy made up for it when he moved into the world of television, where alcohol flows like black gold from a Texas oilfield. But, with the loving support of Joy and their girls, he had the character to beat what became something of a monster. Some of the happiest years of his life followed, after he retired from television and became a director of his beloved Wolves. I wonder how different his life might have been had he stayed there at the end of his playing days to be groomed as successor to Stan Cullis?


Billy and I had hours of discussion about the highs and lows of his career. Two matches stand out, starting with the first defeat by a foreign team at Wembley when England were taken apart 6–3 in November 1953 by Ferenc Puskas and the Magical Magyars:


It was as if the Hungarians had stepped off another planet. I was never allowed to forget how Puskas controlled the ball with the sole of his left boot on the right side of the penalty area. As I made a challenge, he pulled the ball back like a marksman reloading a rifle and fired it into the net all in one sweet movement. I was left tackling thin air. It was their third of four goals scored in the first-half. Geoffrey Green, the doyen of football writers, described it beautifully in The Times. He wrote that I went flying into the tackle like a fire engine going in the wrong direction for the blaze.


It was typical of the always self-effacing Billy that he would tell this story against himself. In contrast, another memory that he shared was of England’s 10–0 annihilation of Portugal in Lisbon in 1947. England paralysed the Portuguese with two goals inside the first two minutes through Stan Mortensen – making his England debut – and Tommy Lawton. It was the first time the selectors dared play Matthews and Finney in the same forward line, and they ran riot. They scored a goal each and both Lawton and Mortensen helped themselves to four goals. Billy recalled:


‘I can honestly say that this was the closest thing I ever saw to perfection on the football field. Everything we tried came off, and Portugal just didn’t know what had hit them. There was a dispute before the game over which ball should be used. Walter Winterbottom demanded the usual full-size ball that was common to most international matches, but the Portuguese coach wanted a size four ball, the type used in our youth and schools football. The referee ordered that we should play with the full-size ball, and we had it in the back of their net within twenty seconds of the kick-off. It seemed to take the goalkeeper an age to retrieve the ball, and he was fiddling around on his knees appearing to be trying to disentangle it from the corner of the netting. We were in possession within moments of the restart and quickly realised that the goalkeeper had switched the ball for the smaller one. A minute later he was also fishing that one out of the back of the net! I doubt if there has ever been a more sensational debut than Stan Mortensen’s. A goal inside the first minute and four in all! Incredible. Stan was a real miracle man. Only two years earlier he had been dragged unconscious from the wreckage of a crashed bomber that he had been piloting. He had head injuries that threatened to end his life, let alone his football career. He and his Blackpool team-mate Stanley Matthews – the Two Stans – were brilliant together. This was the match in which Tommy Lawton jokingly complained to Matthews that the lace was facing the wrong way when he centred it.’


It was my privilege to have known Billy Wright as an opponent, team-mate, boss and – best of all – friend for more than thirty years. It was fitting that he was born in Ironbridge, the small Shropshire town that was the starting point for the industrial revolution. He was always industrious and a man of iron will. They threw away the mould when they made him.
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Nat Lofthouse


Born: Bolton, Lancashire, 27 August 1925


Career span: 1942–60


Club: Bolton 1942–60 (452 league games, 255 goals)


England: 33 caps, 30 goals


Club honours: 1 FA Cup (captain)


Footballer of the Year 1953
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