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  ‘It was in the character and spirit of Duncan Edwards that I saw the true revival of British football’




  Walter Winterbottom – England manager






  





  INTRODUCTION




  From as far back as I can remember, football has always been a major part of my life. In my house I didn’t have much choice. My

  father, the beautiful game’s most ardent advocate, didn’t start bedtime stories with ‘Once upon a time’. Instead, they usually began with: ‘Did you know Denis Law once

  scored six goals in a cup tie against Luton in 1961 and the game was then abandoned because of rain?’ Some seven-year-olds may have found such trivia tedious, but I hung on his every

  word.




  For hours at a time, I would be transfixed as he filled my eager young mind with tales of how a 17-year-old Pelé juggled the ball over an opponent’s bemused head and scored in the

  1958 World Cup final, or how George Best once beat his marker merely by taking his boot off. It’s fair to say that he was, and is, a football fanatic and that fanaticism has rubbed off on

  me.




  Along with my brother, godfather and cousin, we have both traipsed up and down the country watching games at all levels in our quest to capture a memory that will last a lifetime, a moment of

  unparalleled genius that is so great that it would have us looking at each other in wonder, with the unspoken question being: did that really just happen? On our travels we have been fortunate to

  have witnessed some of the game’s greatest players in action, as well as some of the worst; but still, we were there. We had seen players do things that we could only

  dream of.




  Together, we were at a blistering hot White Hart Lane, on 8 September 1990, when Paul Gascoigne, buoyed by his success at the World Cup that summer, sensationally scored his first and only

  hat-trick in English football. Throughout the 1990s we were privileged to see the enigmatic talents of Cantona, Beckham, Giggs, Ginola, Klinsmann, Bergkamp, Rivaldo and Figo conjure up moments that

  will forever be ingrained in our memories. In recent years, we have been treated to the sight of Henry, Ronaldinho, Ronaldo and Messi in full flight, and we were even at the 2006 FA Cup final where

  we witnessed Steven Gerrard deliver a complete performance, as well as two sensational goals, to win the FA Cup for Liverpool in true ‘Roy of the Rovers’ style.




  On the way back from these football pilgrimages, we would sometimes be so moved by the brilliant display that we had just witnessed that our conversation would turn to that age-old question: who

  was the greatest footballer of all time? Though I could never make up my mind, with my suggestions ranging from Pelé to Zidane, my godfather Barry would always give the same answer: Duncan

  Edwards. Usually we would scoff at this, but he was adamant: in his eyes Edwards was, and always will be, the greatest.




  During the 1950s, my godfather had travelled by train, bus and foot to watch all of the top players of that era in action. Come rain or shine, every Saturday he would be at a match, crammed into

  a stand, twirling a rattle, with a rosette on his chest, intent on getting his football fix. The 1950s was a decade that produced some of English football’s most-lauded players, and as such

  he was fortunate to watch the likes of Sir Stanley Matthews, Billy Wright, Sir Tom Finney and John Charles when they were at their peak. But it was Duncan Edwards of Manchester United who really

  caught his attention.




  Big, strong, quick and fit, my godfather claimed that Manchester United’s number six also had supreme ball control and skill, could spray passes to all corners of

  the field with both feet, was a tank in the tackle, was comfortable in any position and had the heart of a lion. Apparently, there was nothing that was beyond him.




  As one of the famous Busby Babes, he was also an integral part of a team that won two league titles, played in an FA Cup final and twice reached the semi-final stages of the European Cup. He

  also held the record for being England’s youngest post-war international and this led my godfather on to the next part of his argument: but for the Munich disaster, he was certain that

  Edwards, and not Bobby Moore, would have captained England to World Cup glory in 1966.




  We all agreed that no doubt Duncan Edwards had been a good player, but he had played only four full seasons of professional football, hardly enough for him to warrant being called the greatest

  player of all time. And, even if his feats were that great, the game was different then, it was slower, less technical, less demanding. No doubt he would struggle in today’s fast-paced game.

  Most damning of all, sometimes we claimed that the memory of those who had seen Edwards play might have become clouded by sentiment due to his tragic demise.




  Ignoring our protests, my godfather always stuck to his guns and in response he would throw back a quote from Sir Bobby Charlton: ‘Who is the greatest footballer ever? The best I played

  with? Or played against? It’s the same answer, Duncan Edwards. And remember, I played with Moore, Best and Law. And I played against Pelé.’ In the face of such an opinion, who

  were we to argue?




  As the years went by, and I heard more legends from the game heap praise on Duncan Edwards, I began to wonder if my godfather might not have a point. Trying to understand this mysterious legend,

  I watched the few flickering black-and-white images of him in action on You Tube and read some magazine articles and books on the Busby Babes. Yet nothing I read or saw truly answered my question:

  was Duncan Edwards really as good as people say he was?




  In an attempt to get to the bottom of Edwards’ ‘greatness’, I decided that there was only one resource available to me that could tell his story

  untainted by sentiment: the newspaper reports that were written when he was still in action. Reading through hundreds of these reports was certainly an eye-opener.




  Sports commentators from Edwards’ time were gushing with praise after almost every game that he played. Reporters used words such as ‘majestic’, ‘phenomenon’,

  ‘awe inspiring’, ‘Trojan’ and ‘titan’ to try to describe the peerless performances of United’s thoroughbred. In the end, no superlative seemed to do him

  justice. His feats were apparently equally heroic in defence and attack, and it is easy to see why he was so revered. While Manchester United fans were treated to the sight of their young star

  dominating Europe, England fans revelled in seeing him destroy Brazil and the world champions, West Germany. Gradually, I began to realise that the hype surrounding him was not unwarranted.

  Desperate to find out more, I set out to write a book on a life that had so much potential but was so cruelly cut short.




  In my quest to get to the bottom of the legend of Duncan Edwards, I have had the honour of interviewing his team-mates from both Manchester United and England, all of whom were happy to discuss

  their friend in intimate detail. I’ve also been invited into the homes of some of Edwards’ best friends away from football, so that I could understand just what sort of man he was off

  the pitch. Their memories and anecdotes have really helped to propel Edwards out of the staid black-and-white pictures I have seen of him and into the kind, gentle and generous man he was said to

  be.




  Yet, during my research something else also struck me. While I had always felt that players from the 1950s would struggle in the modern game, I soon realised that in fact it would probably be

  the other way around. How would the likes of today’s pampered, richly rewarded superstars react to two years of National Service in the middle of their careers? Would they be happy to play

  for just a few pounds a week? Would they look as quick and skilful after playing more than 90 matches in one season, on poor pitches, with a heavy ball and ankle-high boots? Indeed, it almost seems

  impossible to imagine the likes of Cristiano Ronaldo cycling to Old Trafford on his push-bike rather than driving there in a Ferrari. But, as you will see, Duncan Edwards did

  all this and more.




  It is my hope that at the very least this book will allow those who, like myself, never got to see Duncan Edwards play to be able finally to appreciate his incredible contribution to the game.

  And maybe it will even help to persuade some that Duncan Edwards was, in fact, the greatest player this world has ever seen.




  





  PROLOGUE




  ‘They think it’s all over, it is now,’ yelled an excited Kenneth Wolstenholme, as Swiss referee Gottfried Dienst put his

  lips to his whistle to signal the end of the 1966 World Cup final. England’s exhausted and emotional captain sank to his knees on the lush Wembley turf, and put his head into his hands. He

  was finally a world champion.




  Having defeated England’s rivals West Germany in a fiercely contested game, he had delivered yet another memorable performance. As the match seemed set to go into extra-time, Bobby

  Charlton had galloped down the right wing before lofting a cross towards the penalty spot. Tightly marked by two defenders, the skipper muscled them both out of the way before rising powerfully to

  meet the ball with his forehead, straining every muscle in his neck as he did so. In a flash the ball cannoned off his head, crashed off the underside of the crossbar and into the goal. Wembley

  shook as pandemonium broke out in the stands. England’s captain wheeled away in delight, mobbed by his delirious team-mates.




  With the game at an end, Charlton, unable to contain his joy, raced towards his friend and the two embraced, their red shirts drenched in sweat and their faces lit up by smiles. Over a decade

  earlier the two men, both from working-class backgrounds, had started out as youth team players at Manchester United, when their only ambition had been to play in the first

  team. Now they stood in the middle of their national stadium, with close to 100,000 people chanting their names, and millions of viewers watching worldwide.




  Charlton ruffled his hands affectionately through his captain’s tousled hair and pointed him towards his proud parents, Annie and Gladstone, who were jumping up and down in the stands

  cheering on their son’s courageous efforts. Next to them stood his friend’s beaming wife, Molly, who was bouncing their five-year-old son in her arms. He waved to them and then pumped

  his fists triumphantly in the air. He was now where he belonged, on top of the world.




  It had been a long, hard road to reach this point and he was determined to cherish every moment of his sensational triumph. In previous tournaments World Cup glory had cruelly evaded him,

  especially in Sweden in 1958 where England entered the competition as one of the hot favourites. Unfortunately, the lads in white shirts with the three lions emblazoned on their chests had fallen

  at the hands of a 17-year-old Brazilian genius by the name of Pelé.




  Positioned at left-half in the final against Brazil, he had been left mesmerised; Pelé was the best player he had ever come across. His skill and technique were on a different level to

  anything he had witnessed in the English game, and he vowed to keep a close eye on the Brazilian so as to learn as much as he could from him.




  Chile in 1962 had been a different matter altogether. On this occasion, the Brazilians spent most of the competition without their injured talisman Pelé, but a winger by the name of

  Garrincha took on his mantle and enjoyed an outstanding tournament. Garrincha’s bandy legs lit up proceedings with lightning dribbles, tricks and flicks and impossible goals rattled in from

  all angles. Many felt that he could even be a rival to Pelé as the world’s best footballer.




  However, England’s future captain, who now played in the centre of the England midfield, from where he dictated the play with his incredible range of passing, had also been in

  scintillating form. Europe’s finest was also now a serious contender to be considered the best player on the planet. When England and Brazil consequently clashed, in

  the World Cup quarter-final, excitement reverberated around the globe at the prospect of the two men coming face to face. The invigorated England star swore that he would not let this opportunity

  pass him by.




  Come game time, the man from the streets of Dudley gave his opponent from the beaches of Brazil a torrid time. The sight of the barrel-chested Englishman teaching a Brazilian new tricks was

  something to behold. Garrincha couldn’t get near him. The demoralised Brazilian later confided to his team-mates that he had never before come across a player who was so big yet equally quick

  and skilful.




  Having humbled Garrincha, he had firmly established himself as the game’s brightest star. Johnny Haynes and Bobby Charlton had also excelled and hope was high that, with such an abundance

  of talent in their ranks, England would finally be returning home as world champions. Yet in the semi-finals England came up against hosts Chile, and the South Americans, roared on by a vociferous

  and partisan crowd, created a sensational upset when they dumped the favourites out of the competition. After the game, he dejectedly wondered if he would ever get his hands on the prize he craved

  more than any other, the Jules Rimet trophy.




  International honours may have remained elusive, but he found winning trophies a much easier matter with his famous Manchester United team, who swept all before them at home and in Europe. Matt

  Busby’s confidence in his ‘Babes’ saw him handsomely rewarded as his team won six league titles. The unstoppable Babes also became the first British team to win the European Cup,

  when in 1958 they defeated Alfredo di Stefano’s Real Madrid in a fascinating encounter. British football’s most exciting player had been on the scoresheet that day and his performance

  was enough to warrant him being crowned the European Footballer of the Year at just 21 years of age.




  Since that feat, United had contested another three European Cup finals and had won the trophy on two more occasions. Consequently, the Busby Babes were the toast of

  Europe. Their clashes with arch-rivals Real Madrid were always eagerly anticipated affairs as they guaranteed the awe-inspiring spectacle of the game’s finest players going head to head.

  Perhaps his most cherished European Cup victory came in 1960, when United again met Real Madrid in the final, at Glasgow’s Hampden Park. This high-octane tussle between the two giants of

  European football saw United eventually win the Cup for the second time. Most importantly, however, it saw them win it in Scotland, the birth country of his mentor, Matt Busby.




  Despite such unrivalled success, Busby refused to rest on his laurels and he continued to strengthen his team with the signing of Scottish striking sensation Denis Law from the Italian side

  Torino. Law immediately fitted in alongside his team-mates and made Manchester United appear invincible. Busby, however, wasn’t yet finished. In 1963 he delivered his coup de

  grâce when he gave a young Northern Irishman by the name of George Best his debut in the first team. Best’s genius added yet another dimension to United and they now looked set to

  rule at home, and in Europe, for at least another ten years.




  With newcomers Law and Best, plus Nobby Stiles, in tandem alongside those who had already cemented their legendary reputations as stars during the 1950s, United were a sensation. When the

  trailblazing Red Devils bandwagon rolled into town, crowds flocked to marvel at the superstars in action. Many proclaimed them to be the best team in the history of English football.




  It was certainly a golden age for the English game, and despite United’s dominance both Liverpool and West Ham were also producing young players of startling quality. One such player was

  Bobby Moore, who slotted in alongside his national team captain at the heart of England’s defence for the opening stages of the 1966 World Cup.




  However, their partnership proved to be shortlived. When England’s star striker, Jimmy Greaves, was injured in the early rounds against France, many clamoured for Moore’s team-mate,

  Geoff Hurst, to replace the Spurs player in attack. Alf Ramsey had other plans. Instead, he decided to place Jack Charlton alongside Moore in defence, and he then moved his

  captain up in attack along with Liverpool’s Roger Hunt. This move electrified the England team, with Moore and Charlton looking composed and assured at the back, and the new strike

  partnership terrorising defences at the other end of the field.




  No finer example of this could be seen than when England faced Eusebio’s much-fancied Portugal in the semi-finals. Eusebio had been heralded as the heir to the England captain’s

  throne, but he hardly got a kick as Moore came of age with a monumental display. England’s forward line also frightened the Portuguese defence with their power and movement, and this created

  space for Bobby Charlton to capitalise, as he scored a screamer to ease England into the World Cup final.




  After near misses in Sweden and Chile, it was definitely a case of third time lucky for the England team as their victory over West Germany finally saw them capture their holy grail, the World

  Cup. The proud captain had dreamed of this moment for years and he couldn’t wait finally to get his hands on the glistening Jules Rimet trophy. After his sturdy frame had clambered up the

  famous 39 Wembley steps, and he had received the greatest prize in football from Her Majesty the Queen, he paused for a moment to take in the tremendous scenes surrounding him. There was not a

  cloud in the sky. Everywhere he looked people were smiling joyously, waving Union Jack flags high and chanting his name. This was it. The moment he had worked so hard for. Savouring the feeling, he

  brought the small golden trophy to his lips, kissed it, and then lifted it above his head. The ground roared their approval. England were world champions. Duncan Edwards’ destiny had been

  fulfilled and now, without a shadow of a doubt, he was the greatest.




  If only it were all true . . .




  





  1




  A HUMBLE START




  Right from the start, Duncan Edwards was renowned for his prodigious size. When, on 1 October 1936, his mother Sarah Ann (universally known

  as Annie) gave birth to him, he weighed a hefty 9lb 8oz. Even by today’s standards that is big, but in the 1930s it was considered monstrous. His hearty weight was in fact a godsend, as this

  was an age when small and weak babies frequently died from illnesses such as pneumonia, tuberculosis and typhoid fever.




  Edwards was brought into a world facing uncertain times. In Germany, Nazi leader Adolf Hitler had risen to power, and his regime was taking an aggressive stance towards neighbouring countries,

  while all the time rebuilding their armed forces. That year’s Olympic Games, held in Berlin, had been used as a massive propaganda exercise, and many were worried that this was just a small

  taste of things to come.




  Things weren’t much better in the UK. In an act that sparked a constitutional crisis, King Edward VIII abdicated the throne on 11 December 1936 in order to marry American socialite and

  divorcée Wallis Simpson. While King George VI eventually succeeded his brother, ordinary Britons had more pressing concerns on their mind than the fate of the monarchy.




  Throughout the 1930s, the UK had been recovering from the shocks of the 1929–32 Great Depression, which had been triggered by the Wall Street Crash in New York. The

  UK government, like those in many other European countries, was still struggling with the massive debts they had incurred during the First World War and therefore events in New York served to

  intensify the financial crisis. With the world’s economy grinding to a halt, demand for the UK’s major industrial exports (such as coal, steel and textiles) fell rapidly. Unemployment

  rates subsequently shot up, and even as the economy gradually improved, the numbers without work remained very high. Inevitably, because benefits were so low, this led to widespread poverty and

  misery, particularly in those areas that relied on traditional industries. Sometimes whole communities could face unemployment when their local mine or factory was forced to close.




  Dudley, the industrial West Midlands town where Edwards was born, had once been renowned for its thriving coal and iron industry, but it had also been hit hard by the deep depression. Although

  conditions had improved since 1841, when Charles Dickens wrote in his novel The Old Curiosity Shop that the local factory chimneys ‘poured out their plague of smoke, obscured the

  light, and made foul the melancholy air’, it was still grim. Even those inhabitants of Dudley who were lucky enough to have a job were usually in very low-paid work at one of the factories or

  mines which dominated the landscape. Rarely had the area’s nickname, ‘the Black Country’, seemed so appropriate.




  Living conditions in the area were particularly desperate as many of the houses in the region were basic, with little thought given to space, comfort or design. Whole families were crammed into

  small, rotting buildings, not all of which would have running water, electricity or inside toilets. Unsurprisingly, these conditions meant that people’s health, as well as morale, would often

  suffer.




  Morale was also not helped by the fact that there were also precious few places for the workers to escape to after a hard day’s toil in front of a furnace or down a mine, as the town was

  not renowned for its varied entertainment options. Although Dudley Zoo would open in 1937, as would the long-awaited Hippodrome cinema, there was little else to distract the

  workers from their lot, so many turned to the town’s pubs for solace. Consequently, the drinking establishments of Dudley were among the few businesses that continued to be highly profitable

  during the depression.




  These bleak conditions were hardly ideal for a man to bring up a family, but Gladstone Edwards had little choice. He had received a basic education and had no discernible special talents. With

  his options limited, he had to get by on the little money that he earned as a metal polisher in Joseph Sankey and Sons, an ironworks factory based in Bilston.




  Gladstone, a quiet but kind man, enjoyed the simple things in life. His favourite meal was said to be home-made faggots and peas, and he would always have by his side an old pasteurised milk

  bottle filled with tea, so he could have swigs of his favourite brew while he sweated at the factory furnace.




  Thankfully, living conditions for the Edwards family did improve once Duncan was born. Their application to be relocated from their dismal house at 23 Malvern Crescent, Holly Hall, was accepted,

  and they were re-housed on the other side of town in a new estate called the ‘Priory’ (this was a period when the government was encouraging a massive housebuilding programme). Enormous

  excitement surrounded the new estate, which looked set to provide its inhabitants with a much-improved environment, due to its spacious houses, clean roads and working sewers. Even the names of the

  new streets, such as Bluebell, Cedar, Hazel and Laurel, were designed to appear fresh and to create optimism.




  When the time came for the Edwards family to move into 31 Elm Road, they were delighted to find that their new home was drastically different to the horrors of their last council house. It not

  only boasted a neat front and back garden, where Duncan could spend hours kicking a ball, but it also had large windows, making the small house appear less claustrophobic.

  Perhaps best of all, it had a bath and an inside toilet. There would now be no need for midnight dashes in the rain to the outhouse, or laborious efforts to fill a steel bathtub with hot water

  boiled from a saucepan on the stove. Despite these modern additions, the house still didn’t have modern luxuries such as central heating or double glazing. On freezing winter’s nights

  ice would gather on the inside of the windows, and the rooms would be so cold that when a person exhaled they could see their breath.




  While the Priory estate was intended to help lift its residents from the squalid housing they had been accustomed to, it was still a hard place to live. Families bred bull terriers and game

  cocks for illegal fighting contests, the new streets soon became littered with waste and scrap, and the pubs still attracted their share of drunkards and other undesirables. Contrary to popular

  perceptions of the time, there was plenty of crime, muggings and assaults.




  Gladstone and the bubbly Annie didn’t let these problems affect their personalities. Typical of the Black Country’s unique brand of people, they met adversity with humour,

  determination and hard work. For example, a diminutive Annie once emphatically displayed her resolute personality when she found a burglar in her home. Instead of fleeing, she was so incensed that

  she physically confronted the intruder and chased him out of the house.




  But as the baby Edwards grew into a toddler, the threat of a conflict with Germany loomed increasingly large. Eventually, on 3 September 1939, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain declared war. As

  the mobilisation of millions of men got under way, Gladstone found that his job at the factory was a reserved occupation. Rather than put his life on the line, he was able to spend the entirety of

  the conflict in the relative safety of Dudley, where he churned out items for the war effort.




  Life as everyone knew it changed dramatically during these tough times. As the West Midlands was an industrial area, which produced weapons and machinery for the military, the Germans targeted

  it in 1940 with a series of air raids. While Dudley did not suffer as badly as some places, it was bombed on several occasions and the raids undoubtedly terrified the young

  Edwards.




  Because of the threat from air raids, the residents of the town, like those across the country, were ordered to carry a gas mask with them at all times and people were obliged to cover their

  windows with black sheets at night, so as to hide the lights from the German bombers. In further attempts to confuse the bombers, buildings of importance were painted to look like fields, barrage

  balloons sailed high in the sky and smokescreen equipment was set up so that the whole area could be enveloped in a more than usually dense cloud.




  Adequate protection from the bombs was a necessity, so like many others Gladstone was provided with an Anderson shelter made out of galvanised steel panels in the back garden. As soon as one of

  the factory sirens wailed the warning of the enemy approaching, Gladstone, Annie and Duncan stopped whatever they were doing and retreated there to safety. In the dark they would lie on mattresses

  on the cold floor, listening to the sound of the German planes overhead, and pray that their house would not be bombed. Duncan would be so scared that he would cling to his mother, who, while

  petrified herself, would make up stories to occupy her young son’s mind.




  Rationing of basic food items, such as bacon, butter, sugar, meat, cheese, eggs and milk, also had an enormous effect on every Briton’s life. Families were now forced to make the most of

  whatever produce they could get their hands on. Like countless others, Gladstone began growing vegetables in the back garden, and he also kept a few chickens in a wire pen where they could produce

  eggs. Duncan loved animals and this was therefore one aspect of the war he did enjoy. ‘He had pigeons and rabbits and would have turned our place into a farmyard if we’d let him,’

  remembered Annie Edwards. ‘He had a black and white collie dog, too. If there was a circus anywhere near, he’d want to go to see the animals.’




  Due to rationing, Annie had to learn how to make new dishes with the sparse ingredients available to her. One of Duncan’s favourites was her ‘meat pie’,

  which she made with potatoes, onions and marmite. One food that wasn’t rationed was Spam, and though Duncan hated the taste he had to eat it, as there was often no alternative. Despite this,

  he was continuing to grow rapidly, and was therefore frequently hungry, which meant that at times Gladstone and Annie would go without so that they could give their young son a proper meal.




  All of this was just a way of life for Duncan; he was so young he didn’t know of a world without rations, bombs, air raids and war. Instead of being concerned with such matters, his young

  mind became occupied with something far more exciting: football. ‘He was kicking a ball before he could walk,’ said Annie Edwards of her football-mad son. ‘His father would hold

  him up by baby reins so he could stand upright and kick a ball.’




  His talent with a ball, for such a young boy, appeared to be a god-given gift. ‘I never had to teach my boy to play football the way Bobby Charlton’s mother did,’ Annie

  recalled. ‘He was just born with the ability. It was natural. He kicked a ball without anyone ever showing him how.’




  Football seemed to run deep throughout the Edwards family’s blood. Gladstone Edwards played as a full-back with his brother, George, for a local side in the Cradley Heath league, while

  Duncan’s grandfather had also played at an amateur level, until his tragic premature death, in his early 30s. However, Duncan’s uncle, Ray Westwood, was the real success story in the

  family, as he had played professionally for Bolton Wanderers and England during the 1930s.




  As well as being avid participants in the game, the Edwards family were also fanatical supporters of their local team, Wolverhampton Wanderers. Gladstone was eager to encourage his young son

  also to support the mighty Wolves, and as he grew older he bombarded him with stories regarding the brilliance of their star player, Stan Cullis. However, even Gladstone had to admit that although

  Wolves had been one of the top sides in the country before the war, they had often flattered to deceive, having narrowly finished runners-up in the league in 1938 and 1939,

  before losing the last pre-war FA Cup final 4-1 to Portsmouth. When the war was drawing to a close, Gladstone hoped that Wolves could regroup and finally achieve their potential. For him, it would

  be all the more special as his son would now be old enough to accompany him to the games.




  Gladstone was far from the only one in the Edwards household to indulge his young son’s passion for the game, his wife was equally as enthusiastic. Having seen how happy Duncan was when he

  had a ball at his feet, Annie was determined to encourage him as much as possible. As such she made him a football kit and bought him some boots. ‘I got him some little football boots,’

  she remembered, ‘which were continually having to be replaced because of wear and tear or because his feet were getting bigger.’ Duncan went everywhere in his baggy shorts, cotton shirt

  and hobnailed boots. Frequently Annie would have to undress him while he slept, so that she could have the rare opportunity to wash his favourite outfit.




  From an early age, Duncan played football wherever he could find a game. The obsessed youngster could usually be found playing either in the courtyard of nearby Dudley Castle or at Priory Park,

  for hours on end in all conditions. Impromptu street games were also played in Stourbridge Street, which Duncan once recalled was ‘transformed into palatial Wembley’. With jumpers for

  goalposts, and no one keeping score, the street was always full of the riotous sound of football-mad kids pretending they were the likes of national football hero Stanley Matthews. When it began to

  go dark, the street would then become dominated by the cries of mothers urging their sons to get inside.




  At this time, most British households could not afford a television and therefore children had nothing better to do than to play outside together. As few could afford to own a car, with most

  relying on buses, trains and bicycles for their transport needs, street games were rarely interrupted by passing vehicles. In fact, almost the only time a game would come to

  a stop would be when the rag-and-bone man in his horse-drawn cart would clip-clop down the street shouting: ‘Rag and bone! Any old rags? Any old rags?’




  Ken Finch, the former mayor of Dudley, grew up on the same streets as Duncan and recalls that he was always out playing. ‘Duncan would play with anyone at any time. Wherever there was a

  ball, Duncan Edwards was there.’ Not only would he be there, but he would be organising the teams, and cajoling other watching children to take part. ‘You play up-front. You in defence.

  You go in goals,’ he would order and to a man they did just as they were told.




  As leather balls were so expensive, Duncan and the boys would usually have to make do with anything that they could muster, be it a tennis ball, rags bound tightly together or even a stone.

  Duncan’s fascination with the game was so great that he rarely went anywhere without dribbling something that had been transformed into a ball. ‘He was a devil for the football. You

  couldn’t take the football away from him,’ Annie Edwards remembered. ‘As a lad he went out with a ball, and came back with a ball, and would spend hours heading and kicking a ball

  against a wall. Even if he was dressed up on Sunday, he couldn’t help kicking stones, and when we went on holiday we always had to buy him a ball.’




  Most mothers today would be delighted if their young son was frequently taking part in a physical activity, but Annie Edwards wasn’t always so pleased. ‘For most of the games I would

  play in my ordinary walking shoes, a fact that caused friction at home,’ Duncan once recalled. ‘On one occasion my mother bought me a new pair of shoes and within a couple of hours of

  putting them on I arrived home with them invisible beneath great cakes of mud. My popularity was at a low ebb that night.’




  Annie was very house-proud and always tried her best to ensure that Duncan looked immaculate. Trying to keep up with washing and darning his clothes was, however, a thankless task, especially

  when he would cover them in mud and sweat after playing football every day – and remember, these were the days before the introduction of washing machines into British

  households. For hours on end, she would have to wash all of the family’s clothes by hand, using a scrubbing brush, washboard and a hand-operated mangle. What made matters worse was the fact

  that not only were clothes rationed, but she could hardly afford to buy him new ones in any event. To avoid her young son embarrassing her by going out in threadbare, dirty rags, she would have to

  spend many nights sewing and washing the few clothes that Duncan had so he always looked presentable. Despite repeatedly pleading with him to be more careful, she knew she was fighting a losing

  battle.




  As Duncan was so big and talented for his age, he was never short of offers to play, even from the older boys on the estate. On one occasion, Annie remembered passing one of the local parks

  where she saw a group of teenagers immersed in a game. When she got closer she heard one of them cry, ‘Go on Duncan,’ as a smaller boy received the ball. To her amazement, it was her

  young son, playing with boys twice his age. Worried for the youngster’s safety, she went over to check that Duncan was all right, but the older boys reassured her that it was them she should

  be worried about because Duncan tackled harder than anyone they knew.




  Over the years, Annie would enjoy watching her son play with the boys and can remember just how popular he was. ‘They loved Duncan. I can hear them now saying, “Come on, Dunc,

  we’re picking sides.” They would pick sides and then argue which one would get Duncan.’




  Throughout his childhood, Duncan could be found most evenings and Sunday mornings playing with the older boys, ‘getting used to the hurly-burly of the game, and giving, I hoped, as good as

  I took’. These contests no doubt ingrained in him a belief that he could always hold his own against bigger and stronger opposition, and as a result he never appeared intimidated during his

  career.




  Although Duncan was naturally gifted, he was always determined to improve himself. This desire to progress was partly inspired by an embarrassing incident that he would

  never forget. While playing with the older boys, a penalty was awarded and the responsibility fell on Duncan to take the kick. Eager to impress, he sprinted up to the ball with the intention of

  kicking it harder than anyone had ever done before. Unfortunately, the ground was wet, and as he placed his standing foot down he slipped and fell backwards, just as he made contact with the ball.

  Skying the ball over the crossbar, a muddy and soaking Duncan was met by howls of laughter. As he subsequently confessed, it was ‘at that moment I solemnly decided that I would learn from my

  mistakes’.




  Following this embarrassment, Duncan started to practise religiously on improving his passing and shooting technique. He was also determined to become two-footed after he realised that ‘my

  own weakness was my left foot’. For hours at a time he would play by himself, relentlessly banging a ball with his left foot against a rough brick wall.




  The evening games against the older lads were also used by Duncan as a ‘testing ground for my left foot’. At first he would use his left foot only in situations where he was under

  little pressure, but as he improved and his confidence grew he started to play whole matches where he would limit himself to his weaker foot. Occasionally, some of his efforts were met with

  derision, but he learned to ignore the sneers and as time went by no one could tell which foot was stronger.




  In an effort to help young players to improve, Edwards later advised them to ‘watch every first-class game you can’. Sadly for Duncan, the war years had resulted in the cancellation

  of the Football League and while friendly games and wartime league matches were played locally by the likes of Wolves, West Bromwich Albion, Birmingham City and Aston Villa, the standard was not on

  a par with a competitive league contest.




  In any case, it is ironic that Duncan was to issue such advice as he couldn’t stand watching games when he was a child. As his interest in football had grown,

  Gladstone felt that it was time for a rite of passage: a trip to Molineux with his young son to watch his beloved Wolves play. Gladstone was perhaps more excited than Duncan, as he believed it

  would turn out to be one of the most memorable days in his lad’s life. He could hardly wait to see his face when he heard the crowd roar for the first time and saw the genius of his Wolves

  team in full flight. But Duncan didn’t appear to be enthralled with the game at all. Fidgeting throughout, he kept pulling on Gladstone’s sleeve and asking when they could go home. With

  20 minutes remaining, an exasperated Gladstone gave up and left so that his restless son could get back to the streets and play football with his mates.




  While the kickabouts in the parks and the streets had allowed Duncan to pick up the basics of the game, it was at Priory Road Junior School, just a few hundred yards from his home, where he

  really began his football education. It was there where Duncan first began to play organised games, and his large frame and dominant personality saw him not only represent the school team at a

  young age but also captain it.




  Before Duncan’s arrival, the school team had enjoyed little success, but he dramatically transformed their fortunes as he made them one of the best sides in the Midlands. His football

  talent, coupled with his loud and exuberant demeanour on the pitch, also saw Duncan become one of the most popular boys in school, which even had the older children wanting to be his friend.

  ‘There were lads at school you could call bullies,’ said fellow pupil Ken Smith, ‘but no one ever bothered Duncan. He was always left alone. I can’t remember anyone picking

  a fight with him.’




  Classmate Dorothy Hayden has recalled her schoolmate’s obsession with the game and how it made him popular. ‘The only thing he was ever interested in was football and if you were

  ever wanting him, he was usually to be found on the waste ground at the back of the school, playing football with anyone and everyone. In those days I wasn’t particularly interested in

  football, but I used to hear the lads in my class who played in the school team alongside Duncan talk about him with something like hero-worship. Perhaps this was brought

  about mainly because he was instrumental in the Priory Road School achieving success in local competitions.’




  Duncan’s feats on the football pitch didn’t, however, always endear him to other pupils at his school, or help him to avoid trouble. Joan Davies, a former classmate, remembers a time

  when her ‘friend’ was too boisterous for his own good. ‘We were sitting next to each other in class one afternoon, when for some reason that Duncan knew best, he gave me an

  almighty thump on the nose with a large text book. This had a rather instant effect on my nose and it began to bleed rather badly. Sadly for Duncan, the teacher spotted his action and he was

  immediately sent to the headmaster’s study where he received his punishment in the form of a few strokes of the cane. Some years later, I met him at a bus stop in Dudley while he was home on

  holiday, and during the casual conversation Duncan brought the incident up and we had a good laugh about it.’




  It was no doubt difficult for one so young and talented to keep his feet on the ground, and sometimes his confident and almost cocky manner rubbed up his peers the wrong way. On one occasion he

  was said to have signed several pieces of paper in an exercise book and handed them out to all of his friends proclaiming, ‘You ought to keep that. One day that name will be

  famous.’




  However, it was not entirely unexpected that Duncan should occasionally act in this way, as everyone who saw him play football would shower him with praise. Even Dudley’s mayor, George

  Marlow, said when presenting Duncan with a pen, ‘This is for all of those autographs you’re going to be signing.’




  Yet if Duncan ever needed bringing back down to earth, the poor grades he achieved in school would do the trick. It wasn’t because he lacked intelligence that he failed to excel

  academically, but merely because he didn’t put the same effort into his schoolwork as he did to perfect his football skills. Consequently, Duncan was quite happy to coast along and wait impatiently until break time, or after school, so that he could get back to playing football. ‘He didn’t mind going to school,’ Annie Edwards

  remembered. ‘He always enjoyed drawing and history, but he always preferred to be out of doors playing football.’




  Annie and Gladstone soon realised that it was a thankless task trying to get Duncan to concentrate on his schoolwork. Whether they gave him a smack, confiscated his football kit, or even locked

  him in his room, his thoughts would still be dominated by the game that he worshipped. If truth be told, Gladstone was secretly happy that his son loved the game as much as he did. He revelled in

  the fact that Duncan was scorching a blaze through Dudley junior football, and although he tried to put on a stern face, he loved watching his son singlehandedly destroy teams. Annie was not much

  better. Trying in vain to instil some discipline, she loved Duncan so devoutly that she could not bear to see him upset.




  His academic grades may have left a lot to be desired, but such was the brilliance of the youngster’s stellar performances on the football field that he made an impression on everyone who

  saw him play. During a game against local rivals St John’s, the opposition manager Gordon Meddings was mesmerised by the sight of the broad man-child who dominated proceedings. ‘It was

  obvious that he was something special, even though he was only ten years old,’ Meddings fondly remembered. ‘He covered every inch of the field, taking goal kicks, throw-ins, corners and

  free kicks and also managing to halt every attack made by my very useful side. Three times during the game he made solo runs, similar to the one he made against West Germany nine years later [in an

  England B international]. His play inspired the Priory Road boys to a 3-0 victory.’




  Football may have dominated most of Duncan’s time, but if his friends were participating in other sports, such as cricket, tennis or swimming, he would reluctantly join in. Though he said,

  ‘I have taken part in these sports more to keep fit for football than anything else,’ he was a natural at them all. If there was no competitive sport to be

  played, then rather than mope around the house, he explored the ruins of the local bombsites or set off to do some hop picking in the Worcestershire countryside, with his faithful black and white

  collie dog, Jimmy, for company.




  One hobby that did surprisingly come close to rivalling Duncan’s affections for football was Morris and Sword dancing. In fact, he was such a keen dancer that when his time at Priory Road

  Junior School was at an end, he chose to attend Wolverhampton Street Secondary School, rather than Park Secondary School, where many of his friends went, on the basis that Wolverhampton had a very

  successful Morris and Sword dancing team.




  Shortly before Duncan was due to attend Wolverhampton Street, Annie gave birth to her first daughter, Carol Anne. Duncan was thrilled. Every day after school he raced back home and marvelled at

  his younger sister sleeping peacefully in her crib. But then one day he found she was gone. Annie had to break the devastating news that little Carol Anne had contracted meningitis and had died.

  For once, Duncan did not race back out to play football with his friends. Instead, he sat on the doorstep and sobbed, while his mother and father did the same inside.




  Though it would take time for the wounds to heal, Duncan’s good health was in direct contrast to his tragic younger sister, as he was one of the fittest, tallest and strongest boys for his

  age. The move to Wolverhampton Street would not only help him get over his loss, but in time would also see his football dreams flourish.




  





  2




  SCHOOLBOY PRODIGY




  In September 1948, with the country now under the control of Clement Attlee’s Labour government and the war an increasingly distant

  memory, Edwards moved to Wolverhampton Street Secondary School where he made an immediate impression on both a sporting and social level. Upon arriving, he tried out for the senior Morris and Sword

  dancing team and quickly became an integral member. Arts and folk teacher Mrs Cook remembered that, despite his enormous size, Edwards was still ‘so light on those feet with bells at the

  ankles; so beautifully balanced, so dainty’.




  This ability was also one of the key reasons why Edwards made such an impact on the football field. School headmaster Mr Groves would never forget seeing him play for the first time: ‘He

  dominated the whole match. He told all the other twenty-one players what to do, and the referee and both the linesmen.’ His excitement at seeing a young boy so talented saw Mr Groves make a

  prediction, which at the time must have seemed ridiculous to some: ‘When I got home that evening I wrote to a friend and said I’d just seen a boy of eleven who would play for England

  one day.’




  Mr Groves kept a close eye on Edwards whenever he had the opportunity to see him play, and while his juggernaut performances caught the eye, so did his confidence,

  leadership and size. ‘The young Edwards was never afraid to go in and tackle,’ he remembered. ‘He had legs and thighs already like oak trees, and yet was so amazingly light on his

  feet. He could almost have played blindfolded. Admittedly, he had a big mouth, coming from a rough tough background, but I do not think anyone ever took exception as his advice, like his play, was

  so impressive. He had quietened down considerably by the time he reached fourteen.’




  Although Edwards was loud-mouthed on the pitch, off it he grew into a very shy and modest young man. ‘He was quiet in class and got on with his job with no star tantrums,’ said Mrs

  Cook. ‘He never bragged about football. If we wanted to know where he was playing next, one had to ask him and got the bare bones for an answer as if it was almost a casual

  happening.’




  Loud-mouth or not, Mr Groves could not fail to be struck by the maturity of Edwards on the football field and how he seemed to dominate every game in which he played. ‘He was playing in

  the style of a man, with wonderful balance and colossal power in his shot. Already he was showing the intelligence in his game, which became central to all he did. He already understood all about

  distribution of the ball. And he was such a dominating player that the ball seemed to come to him wherever he was.’




  Edwards’ form wasn’t just being heralded by those at his school; it had also been noted by Eric Booth, the secretary of the Dudley Schools Football Association. ‘He was eleven

  at the time, captain and centre-half of his school junior side, and we knew right away that we had something special,’ he said of the first time he spotted the precocious youngster. ‘In

  his first year at Wolverhampton Street School, he was chosen to play for the Dudley Schoolboys side, where he came up against boys of fifteen. For once in his life he looked a comparative midget

  alongside them, but he was still a wonderful player for his age.’




  In order to protect his young star from the physicality of the older boys, Booth felt that it would be in Edwards’ best interests to change positions. For his

  school, Edwards had lined up at centre-half, but for Dudley Schoolboys it was decided that his development would be best served if he played at outside-left, a sign that his work on his weaker left

  foot had paid off handsomely. Booth had hoped that this change of position would stop him getting clobbered by the older boys in the middle of the park, but he soon learned that Edwards revelled in

  getting involved in the rough stuff, in fact sometimes he even went looking for it.




  Eric Booth would play a vital part in Edwards’ embryonic football career. Rather than bore his star player with tactics, as many other coaches did, Booth spent hours working with him on

  his technique. He was fanatical about teaching Edwards the basic fundamental skills, such as how to strike a ball and how to control it. Above all, he urged him to pass the ball at every

  opportunity, as possession was the key to winning games. These were all lessons that Edwards took to instantly.




  On the training field, Booth found that Edwards was a joy to coach. Not only was he very quick at picking up new skills but he was also a great help. ‘Coaching sessions were such that he

  could pick up in an instant a new skill – trapping with the outside of the foot, or with the chest – etc,’ Booth said of his gifted pupil. ‘I would then send him across to

  half of the team and let him coach them, while I took the other half.’




  A key factor that helped the youngest member of the Dudley Schoolboys team settle was that his older cousin, Dennis Stevens, was captain. Stevens and his team-mates knew what a rare talent

  Edwards was before many of them had seen him play, as he was the talk of the town. This didn’t, however, prevent some from holding the opinion that he would be too young to make an

  impression, but as the old adage goes: if you’re good enough then you’re old enough, and Edwards was certainly good enough. ‘When we met up in that schoolboy team, I was some

  three years older than Duncan,’ Stevens remembered. ‘His age did not come into it, though; all that mattered was that he could play. He had beautiful balance,

  could turn on a sixpence, and was very strong in the tackle. I played for Holly Hall School on the other side of Dudley from Duncan, but we still heard about how promising a player he was. You

  could see even then he was going to make it to the top.’




  Following his eye-catching exploits for Wolverhampton Street School and the Dudley Schoolboys side, Edwards was soon being asked to represent other teams. In his second school year, he was

  called up to play for Worcester County, where former St John’s and now Wolverhampton Street School coach Gordon Meddings was heavily involved. Edwards worshipped Meddings, and in turn his

  amiable coach was in awe of his pupil’s astounding talent.




  Meddings has never forgotten one county game that not only summed up the fact that at times Edwards could be a one-man team, but also emphasised just how hard he could hit a ball, even when it

  was bogged down with water and mud. The match in question was against Evesham, in the Worcester County Trophy, and conditions were so horrendous that at half time Meddings told his star player that

  the only way they would score was if he went for goal by himself as they were playing into the teeth of a gale.




  During the second half, Edwards received the ball in his own penalty area and, with his coach’s instructions still ringing in his ears, he set off on a run which saw him beat virtually the

  entire Evesham side. After an 80-yard slalom dribble, he suddenly found himself with just the goalkeeper to beat, but at the vital moment he opted for power rather than placement, and smashed the

  ball at the goalkeeper’s outstretched legs. The power of the shot was so fierce, and the wind so strong, that the ball cannoned off the keeper, flew the length of the pitch, and went out for

  a goal kick at the opposite end of the field.




  Fred Brooks, a County team-mate, recalls that these solo runs were regular occurrences. ‘I remember we were playing Redditch in Dudley and the only time we could get out of our half was

  when we gave the ball to Duncan. I can see him now, rampaging down the left wing with one of their players looking like a young boy trying in vain to keep up with him. He

  was colossal.’




  One of the schoolboy goalkeepers who was unlucky enough to get in the way of one of Edwards’ fierce shots has never forgotten the feeling. ‘Playing against him was an experience in

  itself,’ recalls Terry Jones. ‘I was a goalkeeper and in my mind I can still feel the sting of his shot to this day. If Duncan had the ball and you caught it, your hands were warmed,

  especially as in those days the balls were heavy leather.’




  The strength and power in Edwards’ legs, which created such ferocious force in his shooting, was also a factor in the bone-crunching tackles he was renowned for throughout his career.

  Though he played the game fairly, and did not seek to injure an opponent, at times his sheer size, commitment and momentum when flying into a tackle saw him take no prisoners.




  A trial match for the Birmingham and District representative team highlighted this aspect of his game, as Edwards’ enthusiasm to win the ball, and the ferocity of his tackling, ended in a

  nasty incident. Eager to make an impression, he had launched himself into a tackle, which ended with his opposite number shrieking in pain. It was entirely accidental – Edwards had won the

  ball – but his follow-through had left the boy writhing in agony. As the boy was stretchered off the field, the effect on Edwards was noticeable; he was close to tears and for the rest of the

  game his mind was obviously elsewhere. The following week, as Edwards played for Dudley Schoolboys, he saw that the boy he had injured was on the sideline with his leg in plaster. Despite the boy

  placing no blame on Edwards, he was still upset and with this playing on his conscience he initially jumped out of a few tackles, afraid that he would again hurt someone. While he would soon be

  back in the thick of the action, it would take a few weeks before he would steam into tackles without this incident in the back of his mind.




  However, his combative style certainly didn’t deter the selectors, if anything it attracted them, as Edwards was subsequently picked for the Birmingham and District

  side. Gordon Clayton, the goalkeeper for the team, hailed from nearby Cannock and he immediately developed a close rapport with Edwards. Clayton matched Edwards for size, but was a louder, more

  extroverted character, who helped to bring his friend out of his shell. Over time the two friends would not only play for the district together, but would also become team-mates at a much higher

  level.




  Both Eric Booth and Gordon Meddings were so enthused by Edwards’ ability they decided that they wanted him to play more centrally for their teams so that he could dictate games. Yet it

  didn’t matter what position Edwards was selected to play, as in most games he would still get on the ball more than any other player. He had the ability to make things happen out of nowhere.

  His dynamic runs and wonderful range of passing, which would see him unerringly launch the ball to all corners of the pitch, would cause havoc in the opposition ranks. No one was left in any doubt:

  if you needed to win the game, give the ball to Edwards.




  Booth was so impressed with Edwards’ progress that he had no hesitation in putting forward the 13-year-old for the best team in the country at that age group. ‘I recommended Duncan

  for an England Under-14 international at Oldham,’ Booth recalls, ‘and we were actually surprised when he was selected to take part, because you have to remember that he was still only

  twelve [sic] years old. We were even more surprised when he was selected to play in the match at centre-forward! However, he had such a good game that he was chosen to play against Northern

  Ireland.’




  Before the big game, Booth tried to prepare Edwards with a blackboard tactics session where he went through the key elements of playing as an attacker. He soon gave up when he realised that his

  star pupil ‘was one move ahead of me all the time’. It was clear that the prodigy couldn’t just play the game; he could read it as well.




  Most lads of Edwards’ age would have jumped at the chance to play for England, but the game against Northern Ireland clashed with an event that he had been eagerly

  anticipating for months: the Morris and Sword dancing championships at the National Festival in Derby. Reluctantly, Edwards opted to play for England, but he was bitterly disappointed to miss out

  on the event.




  When the local newspaper printed a story on his selection for the England team, he was just as pleased that they mentioned his dancing prowess as well his football ability. The article read,

  ‘At school Duncan is also a star member of the Morris, sword and folk dancing teams and last year competed at the Leamington and Birmingham festivals.’




  Annie Edwards was the proudest mother on the Priory estate the day the story was published in the paper. She carried a copy of it in her bag and would show it to all and sundry, telling them,

  ‘That’s my Duncan!’ Gladstone was equally as pleased, as were his mates at the ironworks, who all followed Edwards’ progress. The shy boy was fast becoming a local

  celebrity.




  On 6 May 1950, Duncan Edwards made his international debut at Oldham’s Boundary Park, where he played in attack. Also playing for England that day were two young players who Edwards would

  spend plenty of time with over the next few years, Ray Parry and David Pegg.
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