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Foreword

Asked late in his career what his greatest mistake had been, Sir Matt Busby didn’t pause for a second before admitting that it was allowing John Giles to leave Old Trafford. The great man was canny. He didn’t give hostages to fortune. Or easily own up to mistakes or misgivings.

On the subject of Giles, Busby’s regret was profound. For he understood that when he sold Giles to Leeds United, he lost not just a great footballer but a football man of immense character who possessed a rare understanding of the game.

Many great players work off intuition. They are naturals with the gifts of power, pace, guile and vision. They impose themselves on games by sheer brilliance. Think George Best, Maradona or Lionel Messi, Bobby Charlton or Giles’ Leeds team-mate, Billy Bremner.

Others bring different, more cerebral qualities to battle. Franz Beckenbauer, Johan Cruyff, Spain’s two maestros Xavi and Iniesta, Bobby Moore and the majestic Pelé graced football with extraordinary intelligence. Giles belongs in this category.

At its most inspiring, football is about applied intelligence, about knowing what you’ve got, what the opposition has and understanding how to win even if the others are technically better than you. Even on a bad day.

The game as played by Giles could occasionally be about a moment of divine inspiration, the killer pass or the dazzling strike on goal. But more often football as he understood it was a sustained mental battle, probing, posing questions of your opponent, testing his powers of concentration and ultimately breaking the will of lesser men.

We are blessed today to bear witness in the form of Spain and Barcelona to a version of football that really is the beautiful game.

Although there are wonderful bursts of explosive brilliance – think Messi again – what is most extraordinary and impossible for opponents to withstand is the sophistry of glorious passing and intelligent movement, the apparently simple rendered beautiful.

This is the football Giles has always envisaged as long as I have known him. It’s the football he played and evangelised when later coaching. Most of all it’s the football we grew up dreaming about. We were materially poor but rich in our imagination, knowing what was possible with nothing more than a ball and native wit.

More than anyone I’ve ever known, John Giles understands the game of football. He doesn’t just see what’s happening in a game, he sees what didn’t happen but could have if a different pass was played, a different run was made, another angle tested, play switched at a critical moment.

His greatness as a player was informed by his knowledge of all the possibilities of any given moment in any contest. For this gift, he was uniquely respected within the game in the glorious era he graced with so many other great players.

As a television analyst, John is peerless. He sees the game in 3D; the rest of us are watching the ball. What really matters in a football match usually is happening off the ball. To see the full picture you need 20/20 vision and then some. Which is precisely what John possesses.

John is undemonstrative by nature. But his passion for the game is real and deeply felt. He has taken football analysis to a new level and in the process enriched the experience of watching games not just for RTÉ’s audience but for those of us fortunate to work with him.

For all other passions – cinema, theatre, literature, rock ’n’ roll, fine wine and good food – rigorous criticism enhances our experience, makes us reflect upon and question our beliefs. The same rigour should be applied to soccer. Which is what John sets out to do in this fascinating book. There is nobody better equipped to make that most important distinction between the good and the great.

Eamon Dunphy
July 2012


Introduction

It was 1984, Eamon Dunphy was on the RTÉ panel for the European Championship being played in France. Michel Platini, the captain of the host nation, was playing brilliantly and France were on course to win the tournament, which they duly did. Most commentators remember the tournament as a story in which an outstanding team, led by the inspiring Platini, finally claimed what was rightfully theirs, after various misfortunes and injustices had done them down – most notably in the semi-final of the 1982 World Cup when the Frenchman Patrick Battiston, having been put through on goal by Platini, was met by the German goalkeeper Harald Schumacher who raced out of his box and almost killed Battiston in the ensuing collision as the Frenchman attempted to lob the ball into the net. France had gone 3–1 up in extra-time, but the Germans came back, as they tend to do, and when the game ended in a 3–3 draw they won the penalty shootout, again as they tend to do. Outside of Germany itself, the whole world had wanted France to win that thrilling game, and to win the final with this hugely talented team featuring Marius Trésor, Alain Giresse, Dominique Rocheteau, Jean Tigana and Platini himself.

Two years later, it looked as if they were about to claim their destiny, in their own country, finally confirming their greatness and particularly the greatness of their leader, Michel Platini.

This, at least, was the accepted way of looking at it, the version in which the French finally got their reward, leading to a happy ending for all concerned. But on RTÉ, Eamon Dunphy was looking at it differently. And he was starting to get into a bit of trouble as a result.

Platini, he maintained, was not a great player. He was a good player … not a great player.

And as luck would have it, the more that Eamon insisted that Platini was not a great player, the more Platini seemed determined to prove that he was indeed a great player, doing all the things that great players are inclined to do, such as scoring nine goals in five games in the tournament, including the opening goal in the final against Spain, and generally doing all sorts of brilliant things which only made Eamon’s position more difficult to sustain with each passing day.

But sustain it he did, until the bitter end and beyond. It was one of the first major controversies of his career in journalism, and while we didn’t know it at the time, it would give rise to a catchphrase which is still widely used in Ireland to this day – ‘a good player, not a great player’ is the basis of many jokes and many headlines, not just about football but in relation to matters well beyond the sport. These days, it never fails to get a laugh when some version of it is used by a presenter or a politician, but like a lot of these things there was a certain truth at the heart of it.

I had not joined the RTÉ panel at the time – I eventually joined it for the 1986 World Cup – but I broadly agreed with Eamon’s verdict on Platini. I had played against Platini, and I had no doubt that he was a brilliant player. When the Republic of Ireland lost to France in a World Cup qualifier in Paris, he had an outstanding game, but in the return leg, on a blustery day at Lansdowne Road, we beat them. And Platini went missing. The game was a bit physical, the conditions were tricky and I don’t think he responded.

Greatness is a combination of many things. It is about talent and brilliance and the ability to make the crowd gasp in amazement, but it is not about these things alone. It is also about being able to do it on a blustery day on a bumpy pitch, when nobody really feels like doing it. I felt that Platini failed that test at Lansdowne. When judged by the very highest standards, this revealed a weakness that you don’t see in the truly great players. So when Eamon applied the most rigorous standards to Platini, even in the context of a tournament in which he was becoming the star man, I felt he was doing the right thing. And when I joined the RTÉ panel, we both tried to apply these standards in the years that followed and up to the present day.

But why would we bother with these distinctions between the great and the good? What does it matter if a player has a wonderful career which makes a lot of people happy but is perhaps not up there with the very best of all time? Are some of the critics right – are we just being grumpy old men?

I don’t think so.

First of all, I wouldn’t want to take anything away from the brilliance of a player like Michel Platini or, to give a modern example, Ryan Giggs. It is important to state that they have been terrific players over the years, and that the game is better off for their contributions. So I certainly don’t want to detract anything from what they have achieved in their careers. At the same time, I don’t want to detract from the players who are, in my opinion, the truly great ones. That is the most important thing to me, especially in these times when so many commentators are out there heaping praise on all and sundry, hyping things up at all times, telling us that everything – and everybody – is great.

Because if everybody is great, nobody is great.

I’ve always felt that we need to get these things right in football, just like they do when they’re talking about the greatest writers of all time or the greatest film-makers or whatever. For example, people talk in a different way about Shakespeare than they do about anyone else who has ever written the English language. They feel it would be wrong to put him on the same level as other writers who do not have his genius, who are just very good at what they do.

I believe that football should revere its true greats in much the same way, that we should try to really understand what makes them so special, while not forgetting players such as Platini and Ryan Giggs and Steven Gerrard who are exceptionally gifted lads. And by true greats here I mean the managers as well as the players, and the teams that they created.

Even as a kid, I was terrifically interested in the players that everyone used to talk about – Wilf Mannion, Stanley Matthews, Dixie Dean or Raich Carter. In Ireland, we couldn’t actually see most of them, apart from the odd glimpse that we might get in an exhibition game. Obviously there was no TV analysis, so I listened to people talking about them but I was never really satisfied with what I heard.

I couldn’t find out why exactly they were so special – in fact, this frustrates me to this day because I still haven’t found out.

I knew that Len Shackleton, for example, who played for Newcastle United and Sunderland in the 1940s and 1950s, was called the ‘Clown Prince’ for his antics, such as back-heeling a penalty kick into the goal or taunting the opposition by putting his foot on the ball and pretending to comb his hair. Later, he was best known for his autobiography in which he had a chapter entitled ‘What The Average Director Knows About Football’, which consisted of a blank page.

So I knew these things about Len Shackleton, without ever really knowing if he was any good or not. Was he one of these ‘entertainers’ like Duncan McKenzie or Frank Worthington, or was he better than that? It’s still a bit of a mystery, but we know that Shackleton is usually mentioned alongside the likes of Wilf Mannion, as if they were all roughly of the same high standard. I always wanted to know more.

And this vagueness doesn’t just apply to football. I have often found it very frustrating that we don’t really know enough about the great golfers or tennis players or boxers or whatever. I would love to hear, say, Tom Watson talk in detail about Ben Hogan or John McEnroe analyse the play of Rod Laver, so I would know exactly why they were great rather than just hearing that they were legends of the game. I always had a huge curiosity about these things and my interest is as strong now as it ever was. I was very taken with the view of the renowned golf coach Bob Torrance, who made this distinction between a good golfer and a great golfer. ‘A good golfer can play great golf when he’s in the right mood. A great golfer can play great golf when he wants to.’

As for those old-timers, such as Wilf Mannion, of whom we know so little, the way they were treated and the poverty they endured at the end of their days still makes me angry. Mannion, in all likelihood, was a truly great player for Middlesbrough. From all that I have heard about him, his reputation was fully deserved, unlike a few of the players I saw when I first came over to England, who were getting credit that they shouldn’t really have been getting. Certainly Mannion used to attract massive crowds on his name alone, making fortunes for other people in the process while he was still receiving the maximum wage – and probably being told he was lucky to be getting anything at all, playing football when everyone else had to go down the mines. Maybe if Mannion had been properly appreciated, if his greatness had been analysed and acknowledged in the right way, his story might have had a happier ending. But he was ‘only a footballer’, which was regarded as a much more trivial thing than a great singer or even a great politician.

So I can only write with certainty about the ones I’ve seen, trying to unravel the mystery of what made Bobby Charlton the greatest player I have ever played with or against. Or why there must be a special place in the history of the game for Beckenbauer or Kenny Dalglish or Diego Maradona or John Charles or John Robertson, or Xavi, Messi and Iniesta.

By naming just a few of them, I am again struck by something that has always amazed me, and which deepens the mystery – they are all different. And they are different in so many ways. If you were to see Diego Maradona standing beside Franz Beckenbauer, and you didn’t know anything about them, you’d never think that they were in the same line of work at all. And as players they were so different. Just as the managers are different – Alex Ferguson and Matt Busby and Brian Clough and Don Revie all had different strengths, and maybe a few weaknesses too which were unique in their own way.

John Robertson, who played under Clough at Nottingham Forest, may be in a category all of his own because to my mind he was a great player who is almost never acknowledged as such. Indeed when I have mentioned him alongside the likes of Cruyff and Pelé, people have assumed that I must have made a mistake, and have corrected me for it – I have to point out that there is no mistake, that I feel that Robertson really deserves to be there, for reasons which I will be happy to explain later.

They are all so different, and yet they all have this one mysterious thing in common, this quality we call greatness. When I was a small boy, I was inspired by stories of these players, like Jackie Carey and Stanley Matthews, players I knew instinctively were special. And when I achieved my dream of becoming a professional footballer, playing with or against the likes of Denis Law and Johnny Haynes, I thought about it more deeply. I realised that apart from their outstanding talent, there were certain fundamental things that they all had – things like honesty of effort, the moral courage to take responsibility at all times, the intelligence and humility not to be publicly remonstrating with colleagues and to play the simple pass when that is the right thing to do.

Playing the simple pass may sound easy, but for some it is too easy. I remember a young lad in the reserves at Shamrock Rovers who was told on numerous ocasions that when the full-back went on the overlap he should just give the ball to him. And yet for a long time he seemed unable to do this, which was baffling to me and to everyone else.

‘What is going through your head when you don’t give it to him?’ I said.

Eventually he blurted out the reason: ‘It’s too fucking easy.’

‘Pelé is the best player in the world,’ I explained, ‘and it wouldn’t be too easy for him.’

For the great players, nothing is too simple, they are not trying to show off. There is so much that goes into it, and we only realise how hard it is to maintain those standards when we see how quickly it can all go wrong. A couple of years ago, for example, it was automatically assumed that Wayne Rooney and Fernando Torres would continue to do what they had always done in the Premier League, playing brilliantly and scoring goals and generally adding lustre to their reputations. And then suddenly it all seemed to go wrong for both of them, in ways that nobody would have foreseen. Rooney’s performances for Manchester United and England were getting worse at a time when everyone felt they would be getting better, and there were fears that he might never get back to where he was. A player who seemed destined for a place alongside the football immortals was hugely diminished for the best part of a season, by troubles that are ultimately known only to himself and to those closest to him.

As for Torres, he had other problems – injuries, and the ownership controversies that threatened to destroy Liverpool FC, brought him down to such an extent that he seemed desperate to leave Anfield, where he had so recently been regarded as a god. Then he went to Chelsea for £50 million looking for a fresh start and things, if anything, got worse.

And it is not just footballers who see their careers unravelling in the most unlikely ways. The case of Tiger Woods is probably the most spectacular example of this. Like Rooney or Torres, Tiger seemed like a totally safe bet to continue what he had started, winning his Majors until he equalled Jack Nicklaus’ record, before carrying on and winning Majors more or less indefinitely until he reached old age, which is all that could stop him. Of course, as we know, it got a bit more complicated than that.

Which tells us another thing about this quality we call greatness – it is taken for granted. The misfortunes of Rooney and Torres and Woods show that there is so much that goes into it, and so much that can bring it down. It is so fragile. Which means we should appreciate all the more the ones who achieve it, and who manage to hang on to it in spite of all the dangers, all the madness out there.

Perhaps we tend to take any sort of excellence for granted, because in any walk of life things can look so easy when they’re done the right way. Franz Beckenbauer looked so relaxed on the pitch, people might have formed the impression that anyone could stroll around like that, making easy passes and generally controlling the game. But having played against Beckenbauer in the European Cup final of 1975, I was struck, not by any laid-back manner of his, but by how devastatingly quick he was. Indeed it was his speed, allied to his great technique and vision, which made the space for him, and which gave him so much time on the ball, creating the illusion that he was just an easy-going fellow playing a simple game.

That was Beckenbauer’s way of being a great player but, as we shall see, there are many other ways. And the great players keep coming, even in these cynical times, and they keep inspiring us.

During the early months of 2011, I spent most of my weekends travelling around Ireland helping to organise the Walk of Dreams – a display of unity on the part of the soccer community of Ireland that would raise funds for the development of the game in poorer areas. And from the smallest boy who participated to the oldest man, we all had this love of football and we all had some perfect vision of how the game should be played. I grew up wanting to emulate men like Jackie Carey, the Dubliner who won the 1948 FA Cup with Manchester United and was Footballer of the Year in 1949. The kids on the Walk of Dreams probably feel like that about Lionel Messi – it’s the same thing really and, who knows, maybe somewhere on the Walk of Dreams there was another Lionel Messi, or someone who will achieve what Messi has achieved, but in his own way.

I believe there is an old Jewish saying: ‘Greatness can come from anywhere.’


1

Matthews or Finney?

My father spent quite a lot of his time in the pubs of Dublin, talking about football with other football men. I know this, because sometimes I would be with him, and I would be listening to their conversations. In fact mostly it boiled down to the same conversation, or the same argument, about who was the best player of the time in the English First Division – Matthews or Finney?

This seems a fairly normal debate for football men to be having, except for one thing – they hardly ever saw Stanley Matthews or Tom Finney, either in real life or on the screen. Not that this prevented them from having very strong opinions on the subject or from expressing those opinions with total conviction.

Relying mainly on newspaper reports and the odd commentary on a crackly wireless, they never questioned their own authority in these matters. They might see a few highlights of the FA Cup final on the Pathé newsreel in the cinema, but otherwise they were able to form their opinions almost entirely without the aid of moving pictures.

Matthews or Finney? Looking back on it now, it seems a bit like picking your favourite colour. But of course these football men were deadly serious about it, so maybe it was more like a matter of religion, with Matthews and Finney each having their followers who worshipped at the shrine without really knowing why.

So my own view of Matthews or Finney is seen mostly through the eyes of a child, based on the evidence of men who had never seen either play. It was a different world.

When you develop as a person, and in my case as a player, your standards change. When I was a kid, I might have seen someone like Rodney Marsh and thought he was a great player, another Matthews or Finney, but you’re always evolving as a person, just as the game is evolving.

Back in the time of Matthews and Finney, each player had a position. A right-winger was a right-winger, and nothing else. Today a midfield player can be one of four; back then, the roles were more strictly defined. But the main difference overall between players then and now is probably the level of pressure that they play under. Back then, the pressure wasn’t quite as intense as it was for the players – especially the great players – who came in the years that followed, and up until the present day.

It couldn’t have been. Admittedly my own career was only beginning when the era of Matthews and Finney was ending, but some of the basic structures of the game meant that it was slightly less pressurised. For a start, there weren’t the same financial pressures to win the league. It was the FA Cup that was the huge competition at the time, almost the way the Champions League is today. Off the top of my head, I could name you the cup winners from the 1940s up until the late 1970s, but I’d have to think a lot harder to recall the league winners in that same period.

In fact, wherever you finished in the league, there was no extra financial reward either for club or player. And until Matt Busby and Manchester United defied the authorities by entering the European Cup in 1957, there was no qualification for Europe. It might seem completely bizarre now, but back then the FA was absolutely opposed to clubs entering this new European Cup. The year before Busby went against them, Chelsea had obeyed the wishes of the FA and stayed out of the competition. In fact, the FA thought that it owned the game of football, and England had not even played in the first World Cup in 1930.

I remember going to see Manchester United playng at Maine Road in the European Cup, because for the first couple of years that they played in it, they had no floodlights at Old Trafford. Not even the famous 6–3 defeat of England at Wembley by a brilliant Hungary team in 1953 had fully shaken the FA out of its smug complacency. So while men like Busby were trying to move the game forward, a lot of people were quite happy the way they were. When I was a kid, Huddersfield Town were a very good team, usually finishing fourth or fifth in the league, while Burnley with Jimmy McIlroy were also very good, winning the league in 1960. And one of the reasons why teams like Huddersfield and Burnley were doing so well was the maximum wage, which meant that all players were on roughly the same money – so a player at Burnley was better off than a player at Arsenal or Tottenham simply because it was cheaper to live in Burnley than in London.

The pressures were also different at the bottom of the table. Relegation wasn’t the disaster it is today. It didn’t cost the club £50 million. In 2012, Liverpool finished eighth in the Premier League and it was regarded as a terrible season. If they had finished eighth in the league in the 1950s, the reaction would have been, so what? And you didn’t have the same level of attention from the press either, making it a different life all round. So even if you went down, often you could bounce back with the same players, because the best ones wouldn’t necessarily be sold. In fact Everton, with excellent players such as Peter Farrell and Tommy Eglington, were relegated in 1954, but the club didn’t go into oblivion the way that Coventry City or Sheffield Wednesday have done in recent times – they came straight back the following season.

Blackpool with Matthews and the captain Harry Johnston had a terrific team at that time, winning that famous cup final against Bolton in 1953. But as long as they had a good run in the cup, even if they didn’t win the league, they felt they were doing well. It was the glory on the day at Wembley that really mattered.

The supporters had a much different attitude back then too, which again lessened the pressure on the top players just a bit. When they went to a match, they were highly aware of what the visiting team might have to offer. For example, West Bromwich Albion with Ray Barlow and Ronnie Allen won the cup in 1954. But if Spurs were playing at West Brom, the home fans would be looking forward to seeing the likes of Danny Blanchflower, Bill Nicholson, Eddie Baily, Ronnie Burgess and Alf Ramsey, nearly as much as they’d be looking forward to seeing Barlow and Allen.

In fact Jack Pettitt, a friend of mine and a West Brom supporter who grew up in that era, told me that he recently went to see a match in the play-offs at Wembley and was appalled by the lack of appreciation of the opposition, the way that the supporters from the start were pointing to the other team’s fans and chanting abuse at them. They didn’t really care about the match at all, it was only about winning. He could recall the days when a member of the opposition would actually be applauded if they did something good.

I can remember those days myself, and even with the much greater pressures which arrived in the 1960s and 1970s, in certain quarters at least there were a slightly more relaxed attitude. Not that it was ever easy-osy. You had the hatchet-men at every club, but players such as Tony Currie, Frank Worthington and Duncan McKenzie were always able to display their skills to an extent, without being expected to win things as well. Tony Currie was a very gifted lad, but his Sheffield United were never going to win anything – then again, they weren’t going to be relegated either.

So Currie could express himself in a way that you couldn’t do when you were going for the title, when the last nine or ten games brought this unbelievable pressure down on you. At which point, you’d discover the players who could perform under that pressure and the ones who could not. And those players who could perform would have been around too in the 1940s and 1950s, it’s just that the differences in the game back then makes it hard to identify them.

But I have no doubt that Jimmy Scoular was one of them. He was a Scottish international, and a great player for Portsmouth, winning the league twice with them.

The first time I heard about Scoular, I was a small boy listening to my father talking about him with his friend Con Martin, who was a centre-half for Aston Villa at that time. And the two men were describing an incident in which Scoular was verbally abusing Peter Doherty, the outstanding inside-left from Magherafelt in County Derry who played for Manchester City. Scoular had apparently called Doherty ‘a Catholic bastard’.

I was shocked by this, though my father and Con Martin seemed to be pretty relaxed about it, and of course little did I know that I would exchange such colourful greetings and maybe a lot worse with various opponents during my own career. Doherty, by the way, was said by some to be the best player of his time – but again, they didn’t really say why.

Scoular went from Portsmouth to Newcastle, and captained them to one of their three-in-a-row cup wins in the early 1950s. He was the sort of player who’d drive a team, a right-half, and in fact I played against him for Manchester United at the start of my career and towards the end of his. He had this reputation as a digger, as big a reputation in that department as, say, Peter Storey of Arsenal would have later on. But very early in that game I can clearly remember Scoular picking up the ball in the right-half position and, to my amazement, pinging it forty yards straight to the left-winger’s feet. And there was I, because of the stories I had heard, thinking that he couldn’t play.

Jimmy Scoular could play all right. And it was one of the biggest thrills of that season of 1959 when I made it into the United first team, that I played against some of these guys that I’d only read or heard about. Perhaps because, growing up in Dublin, I saw so few of them as a kid – I never saw Jackie Milburn, Bobby Mitchell or Joe Harvey – I was always hugely interested in them.

I asked Tommy Eglington about Alf Ramsey, who had been a top-class player. ‘Eggo’ was a left-winger, very quick, up against the right-back Ramsey. And because the positions were so clearly defined, if you were a winger, you’d be judged on how you played against the full-back on the day. And Tommy Eglington told me that he loved playing against Ramsey, because Ramsey was a good footballer but he wasn’t quick. So with his speed, Tommy felt that he could always win that particular contest.

As a kid, I had actually seen Harry Johnston, the captain of Blackpool when they won the Matthews final in 1953, playing in an exhibition match at Dalymount Park. And I thought he was terrific, especially because he was a left-footed player who played right-half. I also saw Roy Bentley playing in a couple of exhibition matches at Dalymount. Bentley played with Chelsea when they won the league in 1955. He was aggressive, a great header of the ball, a centre-forward, a target man. But he couldn’t half play. Also through the eyes of a child, I saw that famous West Bromwich Albion pair Ray Barlow and Ronnie Allen playing for the English league against the Irish league, and I loved watching them play, even if I wasn’t properly aware of what I was seeing. I just thought they were brilliant. I would see them much later playing against Manchester United in the sixth round of the FA Cup just after the Munich disaster, when the first match ended in a 2–2 draw and United won the replay 1–0. They are West Brom legends to this day.

The Barlow I remember was a tall man, a left-half with brilliant control and top-notch technique. He was really stylish around the ball, with excellent distribution. And so was Ronnie Allen. He was one of the deep-lying centre-forwards of the time, with a great shot in his left foot and good control. He got a few more caps than Barlow, who only played once for his country, but again we must remember that we’re dealing with different times here, in which neither of these players were automatic choices for England. A so-called Selection Committee picked the team, and under this system Billy Wright and Jimmy Dickinson were the regular wing-halves. There were also fewer international matches at the time, and the English game had very few foreign players in it, which meant there was a different dynamic at international level.

Billy Wright was a wing-half with Wolves who, along with Tottenham, were the outstanding team of my childhood. But I never actually saw Wright play at wing-half. Apparently he had been an all-action player, though I didn’t really know the sort of player he was until the first time I saw him play in 1957. United had got to the cup final, and the staff were taken down to London, where, on the Friday, we saw a match at Highbury between Young England and Old England – Wright was the captain of Old England. I went to the match with some of the young United players and saw Wright playing at centre-half. It may have been a friendly, but I thought he was absolutely brilliant. He was only five foot eight inches but he won everything in the air. In fact, he won everything in the game. I met him after he had retired and he was a gentleman.

That night I also saw Eddie Baily of Spurs playing for the first time, another of my heroes that I had heard about over the years. A traditional inside-left, I thought he was brilliant too.

When I first came over to Manchester, I saw the Manchester City team which reached the cup final in 1955 and won it in 1956. They were a terrific side, with an inside-forward called Bobby Johnstone who came from Hibernian in Scotland and eventually went back to Hibs. There was Ken Barnes, an outstanding wing-half whose son Peter was a winger who also played for City. And then there was a certain Don Revie, Footballer of the Year in 1955, who was thought to be bringing something new to the game in the deep-lying centre-forward role, which was known to some as the ‘Revie Plan’. Much later, Don told me about another City player that I didn’t see, the Welsh international right-half Roy Paul. Don raved about him.

City had a legendary goalkeeper too in Bert Trautmann. I played against him, and I can confirm that there was more to Trautmann than the one thing he is most famous for – his heroism in playing a large part of the 1956 FA Cup final with a broken neck. In fact, that story was so remarkable that Trautmann was in danger of becoming something of a Len Shackleton figure, widely known as a bit of a character but at the end of it all still begging the question: was he any good?

I found it hugely frustrating that I hadn’t been able to get a proper rundown on the true abilities of players such as Trautmann, a sense of what they were really like. In fact, Trautmann was a great goalkeeper. He was brave, of course, but he was also very athletic, and he distributed the ball brilliantly. He would throw it from the shoulder, picking out the inside-forward something in the style of a quarter-back in American football. To be so creative in his throwing was unusual for a goalkeeper at that time.

I should also mention Ivor Broadis, an England international who came to City from Sunderland for £25,000. I never saw Broadis play, but people whose opinion I trust spoke very highly of him.

I did, however, see Peter Broadbent from the excellent Wolves side of the late 1950s and early 1960s. I played against him in only my second game for the Manchester United first team, and at the time I thought he was a terrific player – this was just the way I saw it back then, when I was still a very young man, just eighteen or nineteen. Thinking of how I looked at the game as I got older, and the demands I would make of myself, my assessment would probably have been more rigorous if I had encountered Broadbent later on. Maybe my view of him was superficial – a bit like those people who tell me Glenn Hoddle was a great player – but I do have some support for my very high opinion of Peter Broadbent as he is also rated very highly by Big Ron Atkinson.

I was only a teenager when I saw Nat Lofthouse, the Lion of Vienna, playing for Bolton Wanderers against Manchester United in the 1958 cup final. Lofthouse scored two goals in the final, which Bolton won 2–0. He was a traditional centre-forward who was really good in the air, a strong powerful lad.

But when we get to other renowned figures of that time, such as Charlie Tully of Celtic, the picture gets a bit blurred.

Tully was a Northern Ireland lad, a left-winger who was idolised at Celtic. I was always curious about him, but I could never get a clear picture of him, even from Bobby Collins, who played with him at Celtic. When I was playing with Bobby at Leeds, I asked him about Tully and he spoke about him being able to hold the ball, and how he used to taunt the Rangers players and frustrate them with his tricks, which would obviously make him a big hit with the Celtic fans. I listened to all this stuff about the tricks and the taunts of Charlie Tully, but I still don’t know how good he was.

I can, however, vouch for the credentials of Puskas, Di Stefano and Gento, stars of the Real Madrid team that won the European Cup five times in succession from its inaugural year in 1955. They played United in the semi-final in 1957, the year before Munich, and a friendship developed between the two clubs that led to a series of friendly matches, home and away. I played in two of them, in 1962 and 1963, once in Old Trafford, once in the Bernabéu, so I was able to see up close the greatness about which I had heard so much. I had been following Ferenc Puskas by reputation since as far back as 1953, when I was twelve years old and Hungary destroyed England 6–3 at Wembley. Now, at the age of twenty-one, I was playing against him, and Alfredo Di Stefano and Francisco Gento.

Technically, they were brilliant. Puskas was a chubby-looking fellow but a beautiful striker of the ball. A master player. You wouldn’t see him running around much, but then you wouldn’t see Kenny Dalglish running around that much either. Indeed in these days of Prozone and the like, if you compared Dalglish’s stats for the amount of ground covered with those of, say, Dirk Kuyt, it’s quite possible that Kenny wouldn’t be in the team at all. He wouldn’t even be mapped. Kenny would be doing only half the running, but somehow he’d have six times more of the ball.

It was the same with Puskas. He didn’t need to cover all that ground because his positional sense was so good. As soon as the ball touched his left foot, it was immediately under control. It was, as they say, like a magic wand. He didn’t score against United, but his shots were whipping past the post in a way that explained his unbelievable goal-scoring record, roughly a goal a game. He scored four in the 1960 European Cup final against Eintracht Frankfurt, when Madrid won 7–3 at Hampden Park.

Di Stefano and Puskas apparently didn’t get on too well on a personal level but, as master players do, they related perfectly to each other on the pitch. Like Xavi and Iniesta, they were always of the same mind in terms of positional sense and finishing. Gento on the left wing was quick, and he had a great left foot. In fact, left-footed players always look a bit stylish on the ball, and when they happen to be Gento and Puskas, it is taken to another dimension. You can always tell when you are up against a master player. The better the technique, the closer the control, the less chance there is of them losing the ball. And above all, there is this – after their first touch, they have more time and space than they had before they touched it.

The more touches, the more time and space. With bad players, it works the opposite way. The more touches, the less time and space they have, and they seem to be inviting players around them.

So I can say that Puskas, Di Stefano and Gento were truly great players, and I can talk about them with a certainty that I could never fully find in the cases of Matthews and Finney.

When he was manager at Leeds, I talked to Jimmy Armfield about Stanley Matthews and Tom Finney. He was on the side of Matthews in the great debate, but he was diplomatic. He said if he was looking for an out-and-out winger, it’d be Stan. But Finney also played centre-forward and left-wing, as well as right-wing. Indeed, I remember that when I first came to England in the mid-1950s, Preston North End were having a bad time so Finney moved to centre-forward. He was brilliant there too.

Jimmy Armfield had played with Matthews at Blackpool, and this is how it generally worked out – people who played with Stan would be in favour of Stan, and people who played with Finney would be in favour of Finney. Indeed Bill Shankly, who played with Finney at Preston, spoke of him as a god.

‘Tom Finney would have been great in any team, in any match, in any age … even if he had been wearing an overcoat,’ Shankly declared.

I spoke to Tommy Docherty, another former Preston man who had played at right-half behind Finney. He had no doubt. ‘Finney!’ he cried.

Not that Tom Finney was revered by all. When the Italian club Palermo offered him a two-year contract – which included a signing-on fee of £10,000, a monthly wage of £130, a Mediterranean villa and a continental car – he was not even allowed to consider it by his home-town club. Finney discussed the matter with the Preston chairman who allegedly told him that since he couldn’t speak the language, he could hardly go off and play there, and, anyway, ‘What does thee want going to Italy for, Tom?’

To the men who ran football back then, such a move suggested that a player was getting ideas above his station, and even players of the stature of Tom Finney tended to accept their fate.

The ‘Bogota affair’ in 1950 had taught players a harsh lesson. This was a rebellion against the maximum wage, which was £12 a week, and against conditions in general, especially the immoral system whereby there was no freedom of contract, a system which entitled the club to retain or to transfer a player entirely at their discretion. The rebellion was started by a few players – including Charlie Mitten of Manchester United, Neil Franklin and George Mountford of Stoke City, and Billy Higgins of Everton – who received extremely attractive offers to play in Bogota in Colombia.

Mitten in particular had a keen sense of the injustice of it all, of how badly the players were being exploited in England. He wanted top professional footballers to be rewarded in the way that top professional performers of stage and screen were rewarded – in this he was ahead of his time. As part of the famous United forward line of Delaney, Pearson, Rowley, Morris and Mitten, he had been on tours to places like South America where vast crowds came to see the stars of the English game, none of whom were being paid like stars, or anything like it.

Mitten made a stand, along with the other ‘Bogota’ lads, but it all ended in disappointment and failure when they had to return to England after a year. The authorities made an example of them. They were fined and suspended for a year, and immediately put on the transfer list by their clubs. Mitten was transferred from United to Fulham, and he never played for England again. Neither did Franklin, though he was apparently a brilliant player, a regular international who had been regarded as the best centre-half in the country.

In the atmosphere of those times, even Tom Finney must have felt insecure – he was almost certainly the last great player who could supplement his income by plying his other trade as a plumber.

Which also tells you about the modest spirit of the man. Tommy Docherty is one of his most fervent admirers, comparing him favourably to Lionel Messi, or even the other way round: ‘Lionel Messi is an immature Tom Finney. He reminds me of him with his attitude … you never see him concerned in any tasteless things, we never hear him criticising anyone, and that was Finney. To me, Messi is Finney reborn.’

In any debate about these men, it must also be remembered that Matthews was about seven years older than Finney, and by the time the Second World War was over, which is when many of these comparisons were being made, he was thirty. Which puts him at something of a disadvantage.

I did actually see Stan playing once at Dalymount Park, in a friendly match, or what was known at the time as an ‘exhibition’, a game in which the two teams might be put together entirely for the one match – or it might be Bohemians playing at home at Dalymount against an English selection, all of whom were delighted to take part because they were on about £15 a week at their clubs, whereas they might get as much as £50 for an exhibition.

It must have been in the early 1950s when I saw Matthews playing in that game. There was still post-war rationing in England, and one of the great attractions of Dublin was that they could buy things in Dublin that they couldn’t get in England – even for fifty quid. So the players would get the boat over, do a bit of shopping with the money they were getting for the match, and return on the boat with all sorts of fine things, such as perfume and nylons, tins of John West red salmon, and perhaps the most highly prized luxury of all, meat.
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