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To Jane, courted at an FA Trophy final all those years ago










INTRODUCTION


Bobby Moore played there forty-seven times and described it as ‘the Mecca of stadiums’. Pelé never set foot on its turf but still recognised it to be ‘the cathedral of football’. Many millions have made the pilgrimage there – by car, bus or Metropolitan line – over the past 100 years. Watching the beautiful game within its grandstands always was, and still is, a religious experience.


Wembley.


For fans of certain teams, that pilgrimage may only be a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Others who follow more successful clubs, or the national side, have occupied the pews on a more frequent basis. But whatever the denomination, the congregation has been united in prayer, singing its hymns, keeping the faith.


As cathedrals go, the original stadium – the beautiful shape of those twin towers aside – was never a looker. It wasn’t St Paul’s or Notre-Dame or Lincoln, painstakingly carved from stone by the massed chisels of master craftsmen. It was created more prosaically from 25,000 tons of concrete – and done so in ten short months, a speedy birth that belies its legacy. Originally intended as the showpiece building of the British Empire Exhibition of 1924-25 before being scheduled for demolition within a couple of years, who knew that the stadium would still be hosting cup finals more than three-quarters of a century later? Indeed, one of its two architects – Maxwell Ayrton – admitted that he’d only ever visited one football stadium before designing Wembley, hence the playing area’s similarity to Stamford Bridge. A lengthy lifetime wasn’t on the agenda.


Nonetheless, over the decades that followed, the stadium became the crucible for the evolution of the national game, its unofficial headquarters, its capital. Other sports got a look-in too – rugby league, greyhound racing, speedway and American football, most notably – along with live concerts and religious rallies and daredevil motorbike shows.


But football is what made Wembley’s name, what ensured its survival. Hundreds of trophies have been lifted in its Royal Box and thousands of goals have been scored on its famously big pitch. These goals are seared into the collective recall of the nation, often accompanied by similarly familiar radio or television commentary.


Every year, sporting history has been made here. Tears of joy have been shed. Tears of sadness too. It’s been the field of dreams, but it’s also the field of nightmares. Dejection and disappointment are the inevitable yin to the yang of celebration and ecstasy. Wembley welcomes both winners and losers alike.


Even though the cathedral eventually fell victim to the wrecking ball before it crumbled itself to dust, and even though a new place of worship has been built (at a notably slower pace) on this hallowed ground, the fervour remains. With its arch reaching towards the heavens, Wembley 2.0 has seen plenty of high drama in its relatively young life. It’s as magical to today’s footballers as the original stadium was to Pelé and Moore. And not just players. In either of its incarnations, the stadium – or at least the concept of Wembley – has fuelled the imagination of poets and songwriters alike (although it should be noted that John Betjeman was more than thirty years ahead of Chas & Dave when it came to rhyming ‘Wembley’ with ‘trembly’).


Over the course of the next 362 pages, I’ve selected 100 matches played at Wembley in the 100 years since that first game, the chaotically oversubscribed ‘White Horse’ FA Cup final of 1923. Although certain matches – for instance, those postmarked 1966 or 1953 or 1996 – were the first names on the team sheet, I’ve also chosen to turn the spotlight on less well-known encounters, whether obscure exhibition matches or schoolboy internationals or non-league cup finals or the first women’s games. These matches are as much a part of the stadium’s history as the super-familiar ones – because, at all levels of English football, Wembley means so much to players and fans. Whether seasoned international or wide-eyed semi-pro, the thrill remains the same, the acknowledgement that, for the next ninety minutes plus stoppages, they’re playing on the most famous football pitch in the world.


In telling these 100 tales, I’ve also heard the first-hand testimony of certain protagonists: players, fans, commentators and, in one instance, a cup-final ballboy now in his eighties. In all cases, regardless of the time that has elapsed, their recall remains perfect, spotless, 20/20. These are the days of their lives, and they don’t forget a single detail.


So come take your place on the pews and join the congregation. Our opening lesson begins in 1923…










The 1920s










Some people are on the pitch… Saturday 28 April 1923 Bolton Wanderers vs West Ham United FA Cup final



Young Ernie Thunder wakes early this morning, despite it being a school-free Saturday. He opens his curtains and gazes out across the English Channel. The gunboat-grey sky, matched by the gunboat-grey sea, can’t dampen his excitement. A proper red-letter day lies ahead.


In a couple of hours’ time, he’ll head out of the flat above the Paragon Hotel – the pub his parents run here in Ramsgate – and head towards London, towards the new Empire Stadium. Although he knows this will be the first FA Cup final to be played at Wembley (after years of the showcase match being shunted between the likes of Stamford Bridge, Old Trafford, Crystal Palace, Bramall Lane and Goodison Park), 13-year-old Ernie couldn’t possibly imagine how chaotic this afternoon’s events will turn out to be. Questions will be asked about it in the House of Commons next week, with the local MP, one Oswald Mosley, being admonished by the Speaker for talk of ‘the hooliganism imported there’. Whether hooliganism or good-natured enthusiasm, people will know of this oversubscribed match in a hundred years’ time.


Football isn’t Ernie’s first love. He’ll go on to play at a decent amateur level as a young man, but cricket is his calling, a passion far from hindered by his cousin being the England wicketkeeper/batsman Les Ames. But the new cricket season doesn’t start for another four days, so today his attentions are elsewhere. A Spurs fan, he has no skin in today’s game. It’s the new stadium that’s his main focus.


His parents are staying behind in Ramsgate to run the pub on what will be a busy Saturday lunchtime in late spring in the seaside town, so Ernie is travelling to Wembley in the company of a chaperone, his 26-year-old aunt, Hilda. The pair are close; she too works behind the bar and lives in the flat above.


Ernie’s father knows a man who knows a man. He’s called in a few favours and, safely in her handbag, Hilda has tickets for seats in the North Stand at the new stadium. Aunt and nephew head off to the station, skipping as they go.


The stadium has been built for next year’s British Empire Exhibition, an ambitious project that aims ‘to stimulate trade, strengthen bonds that bind mother Country to her Sister States and Daughters, to being into close contact the one with each other, to enable all who owe allegiance to the British flag to meet on common ground and learn to know each other’. The Empire Stadium represents that rare beast: a building project that’s completed ahead of schedule. It’s taken just ten months to construct and the Football Association has decided to shift the FA Cup final here, hopeful this will be its permanent home, even though the stadium is due for demolition at the end of the Exhibition. A new railway station is open to passengers for the first time today. It has a snappy name: Exhibition Station (Wembley).


Hilda is an organised sort, and she and Ernie arrive at the new station in good time. But while the train was particularly crowded, neither of them are prepared for the sight that awaits them, for the sheer volume of people at the stadium. The most Ernie has seen in one place before was two summers back when he watched the Ashes Test at Lord’s. He and Hilda do their best to navigate their way down Wembley Way and find the correct entrance for their seats.


Thousands of spectators are pouring off the frequently arriving trains. Like insects, they scuttle along as quickly as the crowds allow. It’s a tight, pulsing mass of trilbies and flat caps, a claustrophobic’s nightmare. It takes a pair of mounted police – the motorcycle outriders of their time – to carve a channel through the crowd for the motorcade of King George V and his entourage to pass. They fare better than the Bolton team. The Lancastrians’ charabanc can get no closer to Wembley than a mile away, such is the swell of the crowd. The players and officials have to walk the final part of their journey, to take their chances in the throng.


This human swarm continues to shuffle forwards, guided by the sight of the new twin towers. Many clamber over whatever obstacle – gate, wall, fence – is between them and the stadium. The turnstiles have now been closed, so climbing prowess is needed for anyone wanting a place on the terraces. A kindly copper, powerless to redirect the swarm, instead offers Hilda and little Ernie safe passage to the entrance of the stand where their seats await.


Once inside, and giving his glasses a wipe, Ernie looks across the vista. He might wake each morning with a widescreen view of the English Channel outside his curtains, but this is an outlook he can truly savour. The stadium is quite magnificent, its scale particularly impressive. Down to Ernie’s left is the Royal Box. He’ll have a good view of the King today.


Approaching kick-off, the royal seats remain largely empty. The same can’t be said for the rest of Wembley. So many people have entered the stadium without either possessing a ticket or paying at a turnstile that the large areas behind each goal are filled with spectators. But still they come, and the pitch is the only place for them to go. By 3 p.m., an estimated 10,000 souls are stood on the turf. A growing cloud of Woodbine smoke hovers above them.


The pitch is completely covered in people. A match looks impossible. But in comes the cavalry – at least, in comes the mounted police. All the horses are dark, save for one light grey horse called Billie, which, on the monochrome Pathé footage to be shown in cinemas in the days to come, appears whiter than he is. Collectively, the mounted police manage to part the human tide and gradually, gently, push the crowd back behind the touchline.


(The Pathé footage is being harvested in an underhand manner. Having not been awarded filming rights, the company decide to smuggle one of their cameramen into the stadium, disguised as a West Ham fan. He looks like any other member of the crowd – flat cap, spectacles and (fake) moustache. He’s also carrying a very large wooden hammer, painted in claret and blue stripes and bearing the letters ‘Play Up Hammers’. But secreted inside the hammerhead is a film camera, primed to surreptitiously record the action.)


‘I saw nothing but a sea of heads,’ Billie’s rider, George Scorey, will later explain in an interview with the BBC. ‘I thought, We can’t do it. It’s impossible. But I happened to see an opening near one of the goals and the horse was very good, easing them back with his nose and tail until we got a goal-line cleared. He seemed to understand what was required of him.’ Scorey isn’t supposed to be at work today; he was called in earlier when the numbers of spectators spilling off the trains became unmanageable. He’ll be seen as a hero over the years, rewarded with a cup final ticket every year as a token of the FA’s gratitude. He never takes them up on the offer, though. George Scorey doesn’t like football.


Ironically, the final has been transferred from Stamford Bridge, where crowd numbers for the most prestigious game in English football had been shrinking over the last three years. Today, though, the match is chronically oversubscribed. The official attendance is announced as 126,047, not far beyond the official capacity. Presumably this is the number of people who either have a ticket or who paid through the turnstiles before they were locked. The most generous estimates put the number of people inside the stadium to be double that of the official capacity, somewhere around the 250,000 mark. Ernie gazes down at the squash and the squeeze below him, pleased that he and Hilda aren’t in that predicament, pleased that his dad knew a man who knew a man.


With the pitch cleared (albeit with the touchlines rammed), the game finally gets under way forty-five minutes behind schedule. It only takes three minutes for Bolton to assert their supremacy, taking the lead with the first goal ever scored at Wembley. It’s almost inevitable that David Jack is the scorer. A lean striker whose shyness and modesty off the pitch belies his ruthlessness on it, it’s his goals that have brought Bolton to Wembley. The crowd play their part in his goal today. When the West Ham half-back Jack Tresadern gets tangled up among spectators after taking a throw, Jack takes advantage of the extra space to fire past future England goalkeeper Ted Hufton. Jack hits his shot with such power that it knocks out clean cold a spectator stood behind the net.


There’s further encroachment from the crowd during the first half, with a lengthy delay caused by Red Cross personnel having to treat injured spectators. There are reports that as many as 1,000 supporters have required treatment for minor injuries this afternoon, with around twenty needing attention at the nearest hospital. After half-time – in which the players, unable to reach the dressing rooms, are forced to take their break on the pitch – the proximity of the crowd comes to bear on the second Bolton goal. West Ham furiously complain that Jack Smith’s shot has hit the post, but the referee adjudges it to have gone into the net before being kicked back out by a spectator standing next to the goalpost. The game then dribbles out anticlimactically and Bolton become the winners of the first Wembley FA Cup final. Employing an age-old excuse, West Ham’s trainer Charlie Paynter blames his side’s defeat on the condition of the turf. ‘It was that white horse thumping its big feet into the pitch that made it hopeless.’


In the House of Commons over the next few days, there’s talk of the Empire Stadium not hosting a football match again, so disorganised and unprepared were its staff. The MP for Glasgow Gorbals, George Buchanan, suggests an alternative. ‘If, in future, it is intended to have a football match like that of Saturday, will the honourable and gallant gentleman consider having it transferred to Glasgow in order that it may be properly conducted?’ Mr Buchanan might have a vested interest. He is vice-chair of the Glasgow Trade Council.


The trains are understandably busy after the game, but aunt and nephew arrive back in Ramsgate in time for Hilda to help out behind the bar at last orders. Ernie heads upstairs to his room, drawing the curtains on one of the more memorable days of his young life. He knows he’s witnessed history today. He’ll visit Wembley many times in future decades – to watch Spurs, to watch England – but never again will he experience the untrammelled chaos, and the sheer volume of people, that he has this afternoon.


And when, more than fifty years later, Ernie tells his grandkids the story of this extraordinary day, there’s one detail he insists on repeating: that he and Hilda weren’t interlopers, that he and Hilda climbed over no walls or fences or turnstiles.


He and Hilda had tickets. He was supposed to see all that he saw.


Bolton Wanderers 2–0 West Ham United









‘May the ball run kindly for you’ Saturday 12 April 1924 England vs Scotland Home international



It’s an unremarkable Thursday afternoon. At least that’s what Charlie Buchan thinks.


As usual, he locks up his sports shop on Blandford Street in Sunderland town centre before beginning his walk home. His head – as it is every Thursday – is starting to get lost in thoughts about the coming weekend’s game. Tomorrow, the Sunderland centre-forward will be travelling down to London with his team-mates, ahead of their clash with Arsenal at Highbury the following afternoon. He’s relishing it. As the season enters its closing stages, Sunderland are top of the First Division, while Arsenal, third from bottom of the table, have yet to escape the spectre of relegation. The match represents another opportunity for Buchan to add to his goal tally; this is his eighth season at Roker Park, a tenure split in half by the war, and he’s been Sunderland’s top scorer in all but one of those campaigns.


But as he heads home, a well-wisher catches his ear.


‘Congratulations, Charlie, and may the ball run kindly for you.’


Lost in thought, Buchan is confused as to why congratulations are being offered. This confusion is clearly painted on his face.


‘Don’t you know?’ asks the well-wisher. ‘You’re England’s centre-forward at Wembley. I’ve just heard it over the air.’


The news turns out to be true. First-choice centre-forward Harry Chambers has withdrawn through injury and Buchan, at the positively creaky age of thirty-two, is taking the Liverpool striker’s place in the starting XI. It will be only Buchan’s sixth international cap, his first coming a full eleven years earlier. He understands that, with Saturday’s game against Scotland being the final match of this year’s home international series, there’s a strong possibility it will be his last in England white.


And there’s another reason for Buchan to treasure his call-up. Saturday’s match will be the first time that the national team has played at the still-new national stadium. History awaits.


Buchan could have been lining up in Scotland blue. He was approached by the Scottish FA back in 1912, the committee’s eye drawn to the then 21-year-old’s surname. Buchan confirmed that, yes, his parents were both from Aberdeen, but he was born in Plumstead in south-east London. His father, who had served in the Highland Regiment, had relocated to the capital, where he became a blacksmith, and where Buchan Jr appeared on the scene. At this point, to represent a country in an international tournament requires a player to have been born there, irrespective of his parents’ nationality. Birthplace is the one qualifying criterion. Buchan could only be an England player.


One of his associates in the England forward line for the Scotland match is a certain David Bone Nightingale Jack, the man who scored the winner for Bolton in the first Wembley cup final fewer than twelve months earlier. He too is of Scottish parentage, but had been born in Lancashire, so also didn’t qualify to play for his blood nation. Jack only made his international debut in England’s last game, a home defeat at Ewood Park against eventual tournament champions Wales.


Unlike last year, Jack doesn’t get on the scoresheet this afternoon. Neither does Buchan. The latter does have a part to play in England’s goal, his header being only partially cleared by Scotland right-back John Smith, allowing Aston Villa’s Billy Walker to calmly score. But England have already been playing catch-up after trailing at half-time to an own goal from their goalkeeper Eddie Taylor.


Honours are even at the end of this first international to be played at Wembley, a draw which anchors England to the bottom of the table, having not won a single match in the tournament. At least there was no full house to witness the shame. After the previous season’s overcrowded cup final, it’s perhaps surprising that the crowd is so modest; just 37,250 watch a game that Buchan later describes as giving him ‘the greatest pleasure’. Presumably the gate is low because there’s a competing full league programme in the First Division. Nine miles away, due east across north London, Sunderland have clearly missed their goal-scoring talisman, falling to a 2–0 defeat that will seriously scupper their title chances.


Buchan is correct in his summation of the significance of the Scotland match to his future. He is never selected to play for his country again.


‘In those days,’ he later writes in his memoirs, A Lifetime in Football, ‘professional players had the choice of a match fee or a gold medal. I chose the medal. I am glad I did, for it was the last time I ever played for England. After all, I was thirty-two years old and could not expect more caps.’


But this isn’t the end of Buchan’s footballing career. At the end of the following season, Herbert Chapman re-signs him for Arsenal, his first club. Three more successful seasons there as captain provide a formidable swansong. And when he finally retires, it takes a world-record signing to fill the boots he leaves. That player’s name? David Jack.


England 1–1 Scotland









The Bluebirds’ song Saturday 23 April 1927 Arsenal vs Cardiff City FA Cup final



After the chaos – and potential danger – of the Bolton/West Ham match in 1923, every subsequent FA Cup final has become an all-ticket affair. Four years later, more than 300,000 fans of both Arsenal and Cardiff City have applied for tickets; less than a third have been successful. Those left empty-handed are instead tuning in to the BBC’s radio commentary, the first time that the corporation has broadcast live from Wembley.


This isn’t the only cup final tradition instituted this year. In a concert before the match, Henry Francis Lyte’s hymn ‘Abide with Me’ is being heartily sung around the stadium – by those fruity Welsh voices in particular. Nearly a century later, and still sung in shortened form ahead of every final, it will have lost none of its emotive power. One line in particular seems to offer solace to the dejected fan after their team has been beaten: ‘Shine through the gloom and point me to the skies.’


There’s no gloom for Cardiff’s fans this afternoon, either those lucky enough to be in the stands and terraces, or those who’ve congregated in the city’s Cathays Park, listening to the BBC broadcast over loudspeakers. The greatest cheers of the afternoon come with fifteen minutes left of the hitherto goalless game. Cardiff’s young outside-right Ernie Curtis embarks on one of his trademark runs before passing to Hughie Ferguson, the team’s prolific centre-forward. His shot lacks its usual power and the Arsenal goalkeeper Dan Lewis scoops up the ball in his arms. However, under pressure from advancing Cardiff players, it escapes Lewis’s clutches and dribbles over the line. Dressed in his immaculate bow tie and blazer, the referee William Bunnell blows his whistle and gives the goal. A hundred and fifty miles due west, Cathays Park explodes.


While Cardiff’s captain Fred Keenor will attribute the apparent mishap to Ferguson having ‘put such a spin on it [that] the ball twisted in his hands’, Lewis blames his new ‘greasy’ jersey. As a result, a tradition would be adopted at Arsenal that has been in place ever since: that all box-fresh goalkeeping jerseys must be washed before being worn. More cynical types have come up with a third reason: that Lewis, a native of the Rhondda Valley, deliberately fumbled the ball to let his compatriots win.


On St George’s Day, the FA Cup is leaving England for the first and only time, thanks to a goal from a Scotsman. Hughie Ferguson is a goal machine, a man who’s scored in excess of 300 times for Cardiff and, before then, Motherwell. Ferguson will head back to Scotland two years later, signing for Dundee, for whom he scores only twice more. His chronic loss of form, coupled with the accompanying criticism from the Dens Park terraces, sinks Ferguson into a deep depression. In January 1930, at the age of thirty-four, he stays behind at the stadium after training and gases himself to death. His body is found the next morning. ‘Shine through the gloom and point me to the skies.’


In the spring of 1927, prior to the final, the future of Wembley Stadium had been uncertain. Despite more than 17 million visitors, the British Empire Exhibition had been a financial disappointment and the site was now in the ownership of a boxing promoter and gambler, the charismatic James White. White had already set about selling off Wembley’s various buildings, including the stadium, ahead of the site’s redevelopment. To do this, he had commissioned a former officer from the Royal Training Corps, Arthur Elvin, whose acquaintance he had made while the latter was working at a tobacco kiosk on the site during the exhibition.


Elvin put his past experience in the scrap metal trade to good use, selling off various buildings and making himself a tidy sum in the process. So successful was he that he made White an offer of £127,000 to buy the stadium. At the time of Cardiff’s victory, the deal was progressing well, but two months later, faced with crippling personal debts, White took his own life at his home in Wiltshire.


Having previously agreed to pay White over a ten-year period, Elvin was forced to hurriedly raise the money to buy the stadium outright before its scheduled demolition. This he did, forming the Wembley Stadium and Greyhound Racecourse Company, of which he made himself chairman. He then introduced dog racing, speedway and rugby league to the stadium, as well as giving English football a permanent home. Elvin was Wembley’s saviour, while also enjoying an exceedingly comfortable life on its proceeds.


James White’s close family weren’t so lucky. His death had left them high and dry, penniless and without a home. Indeed, White appeared to have given more consideration to the coroner than to his loved ones. He left a note for him.


‘Go easy on me, old man. I am dead from prussic acid. No need to cut any deeper – Jimmy.’


Arsenal 0–1 Cardiff City









Punching above their weight Saturday 29 September 1928 Ealing Association vs Hastings & St Leonards Southern Amateur Football League match



Despite being founder members of the Southern Amateur Football League in 1907 and, seven years later, becoming only the second English team to tour Portugal (where they played Benfica twice), Ealing Association Football Club remain a distinctly nomadic set-up throughout the 1920s. They have had a number of home grounds around their corner of west London, including Snell’s Farm on Hanger Lane and Gunnersbury Park. Their most notable – and highly surprising – temporary home during this time is where they currently squat, further to the north. They host their opponents at Wembley. Not on some municipal fields in Wembley. At the actual national stadium.


Just how could a team of amateurs receive that honour?


Up until the end of the last season, Richard ‘Dick’ Sloley – formerly of Brentford and Aston Villa – had been playing inside-right for Ealing Association as they swept to the Southern Amateur League and Cup double, no doubt enhanced by the presence of this former captain of England’s amateur XI. At the end of that doubly triumphant season, at the age of thirty-seven, he hung up his boots.


An Olympian who had graced the Great Britain side at the 1920 Games in Antwerp, Sloley is a major advocate for the amateur game, having also previously turned out for the renowned Corinthian-Casuals before the war. And he has a dream. Sloley wants to recruit and develop a team comprising the finest amateur players in the land that can compete with the professional outfits in the Football League. Having named this team Argonauts, Sloley has struck a deal with the owner of Wembley – Arthur Elvin – to hire out the stadium for his new club’s initial matches. The choice of location for a still-to-be-formed amateur side is clearly a ridiculously mismatched option, but Sloley believes that renting out the national stadium could be interpreted as a symbol of his unfettered ambition in the eyes of the powers behind the Football League.


He’s wrong. The Argonauts’ application to join the league has been voted down and dismissed. Not only has the mythical team’s dream been extinguished (at least for now; Sloley would go on to launch two more attempts a little further down the line), but he now has a four-month rental deal with Wembley Stadium to honour. With serendipitous timing, his former club Ealing Association are looking for a new home ground while their pitch on Corfton Road in Ealing, which they share with the local cricket club, is undergoing drainage work following flooding issues last winter. They temporarily transplant themselves to Wembley, a shift that the distinctly un-amateur Tottenham Hotspur will repeat almost ninety years later while White Hart Lane is redeveloped.


The move gives the double-winning Ealing Association side a distinct boost as they seek to retain their league title. Calling Wembley your home ground can have that effect. In their first match in the cavernous stadium, they run out winners against Hastings & St Leonards by a single goal. But that bounce soon goes flat as they lose the next game to Ipswich Town 4–0. Things don’t really improve after then. By the time their short-term tenancy agreement has elapsed and their return to Corfton Road is confirmed, Ealing Association have lost six of their eight home games. Their only other win is a 4–2 victory over Barclays Bank.


It hasn’t been a successful sojourn in Wembley and fortunes won’t change once they’re back at the cricket ground. By the end of the season, the league champions have been relegated.


The Wembley experiment, although largely born out of necessity for a temporarily homeless club, has derailed a previously high-achieving side. Plus, it wasn’t as if it were a savvy business decision either. At none of Ealing Association’s eight home games was there a need for a crowd-controlling police horse. In a stadium capable of holding 100,000, the club’s average gate has been just fifty.


If Ealing’s time at the national stadium failed to turn a coin, Arthur Elvin had plenty of other endeavours up his sleeve. The previous December, following its successful introduction four miles away at White City Stadium, Wembley’s owner had opened his doors to greyhound racing. It was the hot leisure activity of the time, a glamorous and increasingly middle-class pursuit. The following year, Hollywood starlet Tallulah Bankhead would open the track at Wimbledon Stadium, while Tatler magazine, that arbiter of social standing, announced that few things were more glamorous than going to the dogs.


Elvin rode the wave of the sport’s success, with new races such as the St Leger, the Coronation Cup and the Wembley Gold Cup becoming fixtures on the racing calendar. He knew that Wembley couldn’t survive on the revenue from a single annual football match (the cup final) and a biannual international fixture against Scotland. He found his cash cow. Wembley hosted races three days of the week, securing the stadium’s future. The dogs would run on its track for a further seventy years. Indeed, so important was the sport that even the 1966 World Cup had to step aside, with its match between Uruguay and France forced to relocate to White City when the greyhound promoters refused to surrender, for even just one week, their precious Friday night slot.


Before the 1920s were over, Elvin added more sports to his roster. The Wembley Lions speedway team took to the cinders in 1929; it would be their home track until the late Fifties. The pitch had to be cut away in the corners to accommodate motorbikes, which require a wider track than those lean-as-lean greyhounds, but it was worth it. Crowds were large for these nights of high-octane action: in 1946, 85,000 turned up for a race-meet between the Lions and their rivals Wimbledon Dons, leaving a further 20,000 shut out on Wembley Way.


The Rugby League Challenge Cup final would also make its Wembley bow in 1929. This was less of a sure thing than the introduction of greyhound racing and speedway. The sport historian Simon Inglis notes that it was ‘a huge gamble’ to shift the climax of rugby league’s premier cup competition so far away from its heartland. But without a large-enough stadium in the north to satiate demand, the Leeds-based Rugby Football League felt it had no alternative. Even so, says Inglis, ‘requiring the fans of Wigan and Dewsbury to travel south, at a time of immense economic hardship, took some bravado’.


Elvin rolled the dice and it came up six again. Forty-one thousand came down from Lancashire and West Riding for that first final, putting Wembley on an even more secure financial footing. Nearly a century later, Wembley remains the Challenge Cup’s spiritual home.


Ealing Association 1–0 Hastings & St Leonards










The 1930s










Eye in the sky Saturday 26 April 1930 Arsenal vs Huddersfield Town FA Cup final



As the clock ticks around to four in the afternoon, the skies above Wembley darken prematurely, the sunlight temporarily shaded. Ninety two and a half thousand pairs of eyes look skyward to where the world’s largest airship, the German Graf Zeppelin, is approaching the Empire Stadium. It looms low and slow, before dipping its nose to replicate a bow before today’s guest of honour, King George V. Straightening up, it carries on its way towards the Royal Airship Works at RAF Cardington in Bedfordshire, almost grazing the top tier of the stands as it heads north.


Some fans wave their caps and hats at the flypast; others are more circumspect. There are also a few boos, not just because of the airship disturbing the match but also for what such an aircraft represents, especially to the citizens of London. Fifteen years ago, Zeppelins led bombing raids on the capital, and on towns in Norfolk, with hundreds of British civilians losing their lives. This was only half a generation ago; the memories are still sharp, still sour.


An uncomfortable situation would have worsened had the packed stadium known the identity of today’s pilot. It’s Captain Ernst Lehmann, who knows the London skies well. He was one of the leaders of the bombing raids back in 1915.


It’s a full house here, despite the plummeting economic prospects in the wake of last autumn’s Wall Street Crash. Whether finding a couple of shillings for a spot in the standing enclosures way behind either goal, or being able to fork out twenty-one shillings for a seated, halfway-line view from the upper tier of the South Stand, financial hardship is put on hold for now. This is the cup final, after all. Who knows when your team might be there again? By the end of the year, though, the depression will truly kick in. The UK’s exports will have halved, with unemployment increasing by 150 per cent over a single calendar year. Dark skies indeed.


As the airship passes low over the stadium, Lehmann and his crew may be able to see the scoreboard. At this point, early in the second half, Arsenal are leading by a single goal, scored by their quixotic playmaker Alex James in the sixteenth minute. The Scot is distinctive and easily recognisable, even to those in the highest rows of the stands; he wears voluminous shorts over the top of long johns, the latter worn to aid his rheumatoid arthritis. Donny Davies, the Manchester Guardian’s chief football correspondent, calls him ‘the baggy-trousered Napoleon’.


The Graf Zeppelin has already docked in Bedfordshire by the time Arsenal double their lead just a couple of minutes before the final whistle. The scorer is the prolific Yorkshireman Jack Lambert, a robust centre-forward who has notched up four goals in the previous rounds. Even so, Lambert might consider himself fortunate to be in this afternoon’s starting XI. Arsenal manager Herbert Chapman only made room for him by dropping Dave Halliday, despite the Scot scoring four times in an extraordinary six-all draw against Leicester City last Monday.


After winning an FA Cup and two league championships while in charge at Huddersfield, this afternoon Chapman has proved that his forward-thinking ways are perfectly transferable between football clubs. He is undeniably a visionary. And it’s not just his creation of the revolutionary ‘WM’ team formation that marks him as such.


This is a man who conceived of the notion of shirts bearing numbers; who advocated the playing of matches under floodlights; who believed that transfers should be restricted to a particular point on the calendar; who called for European club competition; who happily signed overseas players; and who considered the introduction of artificial pitches as a way of deftly sidestepping the mud-clagged fields of England in winter.


Not all measures will be adopted in Chapman’s lifetime, but for decades to come, the game will wear his indelible mark and will be shaped by his progressive thinking.


Today has been a final of firsts. It’s the first time that the two teams have taken to the cup final pitch side by side, shoulder to shoulder, an advance suggested by Huddersfield to show the fraternity between the clubs, linked as they are by their respective manager’s offices having been graced by Chapman.


That’s not all. While this afternoon isn’t the first time that the BBC has carried a live radio commentary of the game, it is the first time that the corporation has paid for the honour. The age of broadcasting rights is upon us.


Today also marks Arsenal’s maiden FA Cup win. Having lost three years ago to Cardiff, their trail of triumphs in this competition – fourteen over the next ninety years – starts here. Also starting here is Arsenal’s domination of English football throughout the 1930s, a period when the Highbury trophy cabinet will bow under the weight of five league titles, two FA Cups and five Charity Shields.


Not that Chapman, the great architect, will live to see the extent of what he’s constructed. In 1934, he’ll die suddenly at fifty-five. And he won’t be the only protagonist of that afternoon in April 1930 to die prematurely. Three years after Chapman’s death, Captain Ernst Lehmann will perish in the Hindenburg airship disaster in New Jersey at the age of just fifty.


Arsenal 2–0 Huddersfield Town









The cup final without a cup Wednesday 21 March 1934 Greenwich Trafalgar vs Walthamstow Fellowship London Occupational Football League final



The Prince of Wales – the future abdicator King Edward VIII – isn’t used to Wembley being so empty. A regular face at the FA Cup final, he’s more familiar with the terraces being noisy and full. Today, though, aside from a hardy cadre of rattle-spinning fans in the North Stand, the seats and terraces are vacant and silent.


But the prince is familiar with his duties today. Before him on the pitch, two football teams – all short back and sides, and Brylcreemed on top – are lined up and waiting to shake his hand and perhaps swap a pleasantry or two. He’s shaken the hands of many of the era’s top players in the past. But waiting before him today are no internationals, no household names. Instead, greetings are shared with the anonymous players of Greenwich Trafalgar and Walthamstow Fellowship, who are about to duel it out in the final of the little-known London Occupational League.


Such a level of football wouldn’t normally come by royal appointment, but the prince is here to show solidarity. For these twenty-two men of Greenwich and Walthamstow have one thing in common: they are all currently unemployed. The London Occupational League is populated by teams that are exclusively composed of jobless men. Indeed, today’s line-ups are only revealed at the eleventh hour; had a player accepted a job offer this morning, he would have been ineligible to take part this afternoon.


Neither team would have trouble replacing any late drop-outs; unemployment among London’s male population currently stands at 14 per cent. That’s notably better than many other regions across Britain, especially in north-east England. In Jarrow, a town previously buoyant thanks to its shipbuilding might, three in every four men are without work. Five years on, the country continues to feel the deadening economic effects of the Wall Street Crash and the resultant Great Depression.


In being here, the prince is showing sympathy for the players’ plight. He might be wearing a Bond Street scarf and carrying a reassuringly expensive trilby, but his facial expression appears gracious and empathetic.


Sat in a half-empty Royal Box, he chews on his pipe throughout the match. He’s seen better teams here, and seen better games. But although the match isn’t the tidiest, and is decided in Walthamstow’s favour by a single scrappy goal, what’s more important this afternoon is the pride, dignity and self-respect that’s on show. Furthermore, for these men of south-east and north-east London, this is an exercise in escapism. For ninety minutes, they can pretend they’re Raich Carter or Cliff Bastin or Arthur Rowe. They can be superstars. Real life can be shut out for a couple of hours. Ignored, forgotten.


The prince warmly shakes each player’s hand again as they collect their medals afterwards. But one cup final staple is missing: a trophy. ‘It is a cup final without a cup,’ explains the Pathé newsreader, ‘because a cup’s a permanent thing.’ Unlike, hopefully, the current employment status of these twenty-two men.


Greenwich Trafalgar 0–1 Walthamstow Fellowship









Disappearing act Saturday 29 April 1939 Portsmouth vs Wolverhampton Wanderers FA Cup final



It might now boast a half-timbered, mock Tudor frontage – one that’s incongruously paired with an art deco sign out front – but The Bird In Hand, in the Hampshire village of Lovedean, goes back a couple of centuries. In the 1800s, it was home to both the local baker and greengrocer. These days, it’s a country pub known for its cuisine, where discerning diners can salivate over the Thai-spiced salmon and prawn fishcakes or the pan-fried rillettes of pork belly, while their vegetarian companions can tuck into the harissa-roasted celeriac steak.


Between the nineteenth and twenty-first centuries, The Bird In Hand was notable for more than supplying the locals with their daily bread, or satisfying the appetites of visiting gastronomes. It made a sizeable – if secretive – contribution to English football history.


It’s the late April of 1939 and the respective first XIs of Portsmouth and Wolverhampton Wanderers are making their way to Wembley to contest the FA Cup final. Wolves have won the cup twice before, but both triumphs came in pre-Wembley times, winning at Fallowfield Stadium in Manchester and Crystal Palace. Even though this is Portsmouth’s third Wembley visit in ten years, Wolves are the favourites, having notched up no fewer than nineteen goals in their five matches in the competition thus far, including a 5–0 hiding dished out to Grimsby Town in the semi-final.


But it’s Portsmouth who take the firmest of grips on the game, making Wolves goalkeeper Alex Scott, in the words of the ridiculously plummy Pathé announcer, ‘as busy as a flea at a party’. After a goalless first half-hour, Portsmouth edge ahead, thanks to a cross-shot from their inside-left Bert Barlow. It’s a particularly sweet strike for Barlow, who joined Pompey only two months ago from today’s opponents; he played just three times in the gold of Wolves. Centre-forward John Anderson hooks in another a minute before half-time and, a few seconds after the break, outside-left Cliff Parker makes it 3–0. Wolves belatedly become energised and pull a goal back, but this is soon neutralised by Parker’s second. The FA Cup is heading to the south coast, although the Portsmouth manager Jack Tinn puts the triumph down not to his coaching and selections, but to the ‘lucky spats’ he’s worn in every round.


The outbreak of the Second World War in little more than four months’ time will mean the suspension of the competition. Perhaps for a year, possibly for two. It turns out to be seven years until the next FA Cup final, seven years that the trophy stays in Portsmouth’s possession. It will become the only fact about the 1939 cup final that every pub quiz contestant knows. No other club has ever been in possession of the trophy for anywhere close to that long.


At first, the famous cup lives exactly where it would expect to live: in the trophy cabinet at the holders’ home ground. But once the war starts in earnest and Portsmouth’s naval base, barely a couple of miles to the west of Fratton Park, begins to attract the attentions of the Luftwaffe, the silverware is shrewdly removed and secreted at various points across the city, including being held at a police station, and under lock and key at a bank. But, whenever the air-raid siren rings out across the Portsmouth skyline, a shifting cast of protectors ensure the trophy accompanies them down into the shelters below ground.


The cup then spends a couple of years at The Bird In Hand, in the comparative sanctity of the countryside to the north of the city, outside the expected drop zone of German bombs. There it takes pride of place behind the bar, perched on top of the pub’s radio – during opening hours, at least. After the doors are locked, off upstairs goes the cup. ‘Father took his role very seriously,’ the landlord’s daughter, Joan Wilkinson, will confide to the BBC many years later. ‘At night, it could not be downstairs, so it would go under the bed.’


After six years of a peripatetic existence, at the end of the war the famous trophy will re-emerge from hiding. It’s quite possibly in better nick than when George VI had presented it to the winning team back in 1939. In the days following the Wembley triumph, goalscorer Barlow had elected to take the cup on a night out to South Parade Pier in Southsea, whereupon the decidedly refreshed Yorkshireman dropped it down some steps.


It would prove to be an expensive fumble. The silversmith’s repair bill came to £70. Barlow only earned £7 a week.


Portsmouth 4–1 Wolverhampton Wanderers










The 1940s










Friendly fire Saturday 13 April 1940 England vs Wales Wartime international



For the 40,000 permitted into Wembley for the stadium’s first wartime international, the match-day programme offers unusual reading. In the centre pages – and flanked by some feeble puns advertising a certain beef-flavoured beverage (‘BOVRIL “feeds” the Inside Right’, ‘BOVRIL quickly intercepts a chill’) – are the teams’ line-ups. Not only is the referee announced as Pilot Officer A. J. Jewell (RAF), but seven of the starting XI for England are listed with their current serving rank in the armed forces, whether corporal (goalkeeper Sam Bartram), private (full-back Joe Bacuzzi and centre-forward Dennis Westcott) or sergeant instructor (Stan Cullis and a couple of others). Rather neatly, Arsenal winger Denis Compton is a gunner.


The outbreak of the Second World War hasn’t stopped football in England. While the 1939–40 Football League season was soon abandoned after war was declared, a series of ten regional mini-leagues was established, albeit with teams weakened by the loss of players to the war effort. Wartime internationals involving the England team have been taking place – including away matches in Cardiff and Wrexham, and a home game in Newcastle – but the record books don’t deem them full internationals. Today’s is the first match at Wembley since Portsmouth won the FA Cup two weeks shy of a complete calendar year ago.


It’s also the first appearance – unofficial international match or not – of the Wales national team at Wembley. It’s the third time that the teams have met since the previous November, and thus the third time they’ve played each other since war broke out seven months ago. ‘Even the war hasn’t affected the billiard table smoothness of the famous Wembley grass,’ the Pathé announcer will later declare – although it’s uncertain why the condition of the turf would be affected. The Battle of Britain, bringing the conflict to these shores, was still three months away.


Playing in ‘red shirts and white knickers’, Wales are pretty irresistible today, with Cullis and England captain Eddie Hapgood working tirelessly to repel the five-strong Wales attack. The only goal comes shortly before half-time when the debutant Bartram fumbles a twenty-yard shot from Bryn Jones, Arsenal’s record signing a couple of years ago when he joined from Wolves for the princely sum of £14,000. England should equalise from the penalty spot with five minutes left, but the Spurs inside-right Willie Hall puts his kick wide.


Wales’s defence is the equal of its strike force and receives gushing praise from George Casey, the boisterous Londoner who holds the position of sports editor at the Sunday Pictorial. ‘The tackling and covering of the Welsh defence was superb,’ his report will read in the morning, commendably stripped of any bias, intentional or otherwise. ‘Not once did it show signs of crumbling against the bull-like rushes of Westcott and the spasmodic artistry of Matthews.’


Although the programme doesn’t list his military rank, Matthews – that chap Stanley – is another conscript, an RAF man currently stationed in Blackpool, to where he has moved his family from their native Stoke. Matthews is presumably quite pleased that a certain Welshman isn’t playing today – the tough-tackling QPR wing-half Ivor Powell. Had he been, and had Matthews and England notched up a better result, there might have been hell to pay on the parade ground come Monday. Sgt Powell is Matthews’ commanding officer.


England 0–1 Wales









The magnificent seven Saturday 1 May 1943 Arsenal vs Charlton Athletic Football League (South) War Cup final



‘In the event of an Air Raid Alert, in the course of which information is given by the Spotters that Enemy Aircraft are in the immediate vicinity of the Stadium, an announcement will be made over the loudspeakers. Spectators will then be requested to leave the enclosures and make their way quietly to the Circulating Corridors under the Stands, as directed by the Stewards and Officials. Those wishing to leave the Stadium may do so by any of the usual Exits.’


After several years of after-dark visits from the Luftwaffe, London barely bats a collective eyelid to public warnings such as this one from the front page of the programme for the 1943 Football League (South) War Cup final. Certainly the 75,000 who’ve streamed here from across the capital appear not to be put off by the airborne threat.


The back page of the programme offers additional confirmation that this is a match being played during wartime. It contains a cartoon-cum-advert encouraging today’s spectators not to spend their money on frivolities, not to succumb to the temptations offered by a fictional creature called ‘the Squander Bug’. ‘Wherever you carry your money, there you will find him,’ it cautions. ‘Give him half a chance and he’s on your shoulder, whispering his insidious propaganda into your ear.’ The use of the phrase ‘insidious propaganda’ is an undiluted attempt to suggest that selfish spending is an unpatriotic act. Indeed, the advert is promoting the weekly purchase of Savings Certificates, asking people to put their money behind the war effort. If people don’t, the advert claims, ‘before you know where you are, you have bought some footling thing with money that should be doing battle for Britain’.


No Arsenal fan who’s paid six shillings for a seat in the South Grandstand this afternoon – or ten shillings and sixpence for a posher perch – would believe they’ve acted unpatriotically this afternoon. This is no frivolity. This is their team in a cup final. Indeed, it turns out to be money very well invested, with the Gunners notching up seven goals this afternoon.


Whether or not the Arsenal players have any inkling that this afternoon will be such a smooth, dominant and easy victory, they certainly seem confident in the dressing room beforehand. In his shirt, tie and RAF greatcoat, Ted Drake looks every part the dapper, at-ease airman, while Denis Compton, wearing the uniform of the Territorial Army, beams heartily before changing into his cherry-red kit, pulling his number 11 jersey over his head. The Arsenal manager, the bowler-hatted George Allison, is his usual unflappable, semi-detached self.


The confidence is justified. Charlton, playing in their first Wembley final, look more tentative in their dressing room and are quickly put to the sword. The north Londoners are 4–1 up at half-time. Three more goals arrive in the second half.


The Arsenal centre half-back Bernard Joy will later write a history of the club, in which he declares that Reg Lewis and Drake ‘wrought devastation’ on the Charlton defence. It’s a fair summation, with the pair sharing six goals between them. Drake jointly parades the trophy afterwards with the Arsenal captain, George Male. They couldn’t look more different. Whatever hair the balding Male is still in possession of is straggly and a little out of control. He has a touch of the science boffin about him. Next to him, Drake doesn’t have a single Brylcreemed hair out of place, looking every inch the matinee idol.


The biggest post-match smile, however, belongs to Reg Lewis. His four goals this afternoon ensure it’s one of the landmark matches of his career. He will be a particular victim of the war’s effect on English football. Whereas the sun had already set on the careers of some of his team-mates – including Drake and Cliff Bastin – by the time the war was over, Lewis was still only twenty-six. He carried on scoring. His Arsenal record in official matches, right up to his retirement in 1953, reveals an impressive 118 goals in 176 appearances. That puts him, even today, within the top dozen Arsenal strikers of all time. But factor in Lewis’s wartime games and that career-wide tally becomes three times more impressive – as many as 392 goals in 451 matches. Furthermore, a chunk of these war years was spent on the front line in Germany with the British Army of the Rhine. He’s a man whose exploits should be more widely celebrated.


The zenith of Lewis’s career will undoubtedly be reached one Saturday afternoon in the April of 1950 when he scores both goals in the FA Cup final as Arsenal beat Liverpool 2–0. He’s nearing the end of his playing days by then, and the world is a different place. For starters, match-day programmes no longer need to carry warnings of possible aerial bombardment.


Arsenal 7–1 Charlton Athletic









War is over Saturday 26 May 1945 England vs France Victory international



Perhaps it was right that honours were even, that this afternoon would produce a draw.


On the fourth Saturday in May, fewer than three weeks after the Allied countries had exploded in rapture with news of Germany’s surrender, and widespread celebrations had broken out on what became known as VE Day, the national football teams of England and France march out at Wembley.


Despite regular wartime internationals involving the home countries, this is England’s first match against non-UK opposition since a 2–0 defeat against Romania in Bucharest in May 1939. It’s also the first of three matches dubbed ‘Victory internationals’, the other two being home games against Switzerland (at Highbury) and Belgium, back here at Wembley next January.


The sense of mutual respect and relief is palpable in the eyes of both captains as they shake hands. The tall and imposing England skipper, Tommy Lawton, leans forward slightly, lowering himself to the height of his French counterpart, Oscar Heisserer. We’re all equal here, Lawton’s body language seems to declare. We’ve all been through it. There’s a twinkle in each man’s eyes, a smile on their faces. The handshake is gentle and genuine; no bone-crushing signal of intent here.


This is a football match of solidarity, comradeship and brotherhood, a celebration that the dark days of the last six years effectively ended with Hitler’s self-inflicted gunshot less than a month ago. Football can now properly resume, even if today’s game – along with those two other forthcoming Victory internationals – doesn’t qualify as a full international.


Lawton’s strike partner, Horatio ‘Raich’ Carter of Sunderland, scores first, with just ten minutes of peace-time football gone. Any expectation that England – with the likes of Lawton, Carter, Stanley Matthews, Joe Mercer and Bert Williams in their line-up – are going to walk away with a comfortable victory soon evaporates when, first, Brentford’s Leslie Smith has a penalty saved and, second, when Ernest Vaast equalises for the visitors. England regain the lead with ten minutes left through Lawton and it looks to be enough. But a penalty is conceded in the ninetieth minute and Heisserer is only too happy to make sure the spoils are shared.


‘Congratulations, guys,’ says the French newsreel announcer. ‘You surprised the English, the masters of the football world.’ Indeed, Heisserer’s goal prompts a collective sigh within the England camp, a sense of disappointment justified by one look at that impressive, four-strong attack that should have put France to the sword: Lawton, Matthews, Carter and ‘Sailor’ Brown.


An inside-forward for Charlton, Brown was given his nickname for apparently sharing his physique with that of Popeye; a ‘rolling gait and muscularly stocky build’, according to one obituary nearly sixty years later. Brown will be in the starting line-up for the next Victory international at Wembley, scoring in a 2–0 win over Belgium. It’s his sixth and final appearance for England in either wartime or Victory internationals. He will never earn a full cap.


His story is not dissimilar to that of the other goalscorer against the Belgians. Jesse Pye, a former South Yorkshire coalminer who served in North Africa and Italy during the war, does at least win a single full England cap, against Ireland in 1949. But despite, like Brown, going on to become a record signing for his club – Wolves in Pye’s case, Aston Villa in Brown’s – he never becomes an established international. One match, one cap.


Contrast this with another player making his England bow in that Belgium match, a future team-mate of Pye’s at Molineux. With that trademark Billy Whizz quiff, Billy Wright will become both the first England player to reach 100 caps and one of the national team’s most popular captains in history. He will play at three World Cups, manage Arsenal, become head of sport at ATV and Central Television, marry one of the singing Beverley Sisters and twice be the recipient of the big red book on This Is Your Life.


Jesse Pye opened a sweet shop.


England 2–2 France
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