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PREFACE TO THE 2002 EDITION

When this book was first published (originally entitled ‘... It Is Now!’ ) on the 30th anniversary of the 1966 World Cup finals in 1996, among the universally kindly reviews was to be found one friendly suggestion that I had perhaps taken too dark a view of the long-term negative influence of Alf Ramsey’s team. After all, it was pointed out, 1966 was followed by 1970, whose World Cup featured Brazil, possibly the most exciting international side of the century, amongst the winners. That is true – and the Brazilians were in their turn followed by the incomparable Dutch. And as the century drew to its close there was nothing much wrong with the French side which won in 1998, nor indeed with the tournament in which they triumphed. By the time of the 2000 European Nations Championship in Holland and Belgium, it seemed that international soccer, especially in Europe, was improving in quality almost by the week.

Nobody welcomed this more than myself. But we would be deluding ourselves if we failed to recognise that there was one unhappy spectre at the feast – England, who unlike Holland, and unlike France prior to 1998, had actually won the World Cup once and had joined the small, elite band of international prefects, but never looked like doing so again. What was arguably the nation’s most talented group of footballers since 1966 did well, under a sympathetic and intelligent manager, to reach the semi-finals of Italia ’90. But typically and predictably, this half-triumph was instantly pursued by the horrors of the Taylor years and failure even to qualify for the 1994 tournament.

While I was writing this book Terry Venables became the manager of  England. This was the same Terry Venables who had made the penultimate 40, but not the final 22, of Ramsey’s 1966 squad, and who had conquered his dismay at hitting the final hurdle by rigorously attending as an eager spectator (with his friend George Graham) as many matches as it was possible to reach. The same Venables who had progressed, at Queen’s Park Rangers, Barcelona and Tottenham, to become one of the most inventive English club managers of his generation. And the same Terry Venables who, in the first major international tournament to be staged in England since 1966, defeated the Dutch 4 – at Wembley before being beaten in a penalty shoot-out by a united Germany in the semi-finals of the 1996 European Championships. (Tellingly, the Dutch were more surprised than humiliated by their mauling at the hands of a side they had previously considered to be incorrigibly stupid. They would be intelligent and effective again in the morning, the orange-clad players consoled themselves. Whether the English could sustain this unprecedented spasm of brilliance for another 24 hours was another matter altogether.)

It is tempting, but ultimately impossible to talk here of so many steps forward being followed by so many steps back. The steps forward have been too tentative and inconclusive and the steps backward too baffling and traumatic to permit any accurate or logical graph of England’s halting progress since 1966. But what has clearly been underway is a battle to haul the English national side – and, in fact, English soccer as a whole – away from the precepts and received wisdoms of the late 1960s and ’70s. The fact that this battle occasionally seemed to be raging within the single personality of individual managers such as Bobby Robson and Graham Taylor only confused the issue. The astonishing success of English club sides consisting largely of English players in Europe in the late 1970s and ’80s complicated matters further. If Clough’s and Paisley’s lads could do it for Forest and Liverpool, then why not for England?

Those were diversions, which the long shadow of the post-Heysel club ban from Europe and the humiliations of 1993 did much to expose. By the 1990s it was widely accepted that the English national team had for 20 years been fighting the First World War with the tactics of the Crimea. When the England of Venables so thoroughly trounced the  Holland of Guus Hiddinck in 1996 it seemed at last to be employing modern ordnance. Where Ramsey had introduced a system and picked the best players to work it, Venables seemed finally to be selecting the best players and doing what, with some inevitable compromise, all successful modern international coaches had agreed upon – he was using his own imagination to craft a winning line-up from their talents.

His line-up did not win, of course. Another penalty shoot-out in another semi-final against Germany saw to that. But the fact that Venables was then replaced by another imaginative former player and club manager, Glenn Hoddle, seemed designed to continue the good work. A fresh course had apparently been set which could not have been predicted as recently as 1994.

What happened next becomes less easy to comprehend as the years go by. Having fought his way over the back of Italy to the 1998 World Cup finals and then been eliminated in semi-heroic fashion by Argentina at those finals (on penalties again, after having played most of the match and extra time with ten men), Hoddle confessed in a newspaper to his belief in a form of reincarnation which many found unorthodox and offensive. No disability or failure is accidental, thought Glenn. We pay, or are rewarded for, our behaviour in one life by our experiences of another life. So it was that Glenn Hoddle was reincarnated firstly as Howard Wilkinson and then as Kevin Keegan. And so it was that the national football team of the country which had controversially beaten West Germany in the final of the 1966 World Cup was defeated at Wembley by an insubstantial German side in the early qualifying stages of the 2002 World Cup, with its manager sitting in the dug-out telling himself and anybody else who cared to listen that he didn’t have a clue what was going on out there, beyond the broad white touchline.

If this thirty-year war has been a battle for the direction, or the soul, or the style of English football, then it has been a contest with a foregone conclusion. Innovations in sporting technique and tactic are as impossible to disinvent as the atom bomb: you adapt to them or die. By the year 2000 the English Football Association had been helped gently on the road to adaptation by a European Court ruling that almost instantly flooded its own premier division with continental footballers.  The Bosman Case changed England more than anyone else in Europe, for the simple reason that nowhere else in Europe was so much in need of change, so thirsty for change, so dying for change, as England.

Within a couple of years of the Bosman ruling, the FA Cup was won by a London club with a foreign manager and a team of foreign players. When Kevin Keegan walked out of a hissing Wembley, and out of Sir Alf Ramsey’s former job, the English FA was uniquely able for the first time in its history to look overseas for a replacement.

It was also desperate. On one level the war had been won. The ground was laid for a change as dramatic and far-reaching as Alf Ramsey’s insistence in 1962 that he – and not the old buffers of the International Committee – should pick the England team. By accepting that it had to look abroad for a manager, the country which invented the game of soccer and which had been world champions just 34 years earlier was implicitly accepting that it had allowed itself to drift so far behind the rest of the world that not even its domestic league, the richest and the busiest on earth, could provide a trustworthy national team coach.

Sven-Goran Eriksson was widely expected to fail in his appointed task of getting England to the World Cup finals in Japan and Korea. He certainly was not expected to beat Germany 5–1 in Munich. But he was expected by all intelligent judges to respect the talent which was available to him and to work with that talent, to harness and deploy it rather than squeeze it protesting into some straitjacket of a system which had been overtaken by decades of innovation, improved technique and – not least – changes in the rules.

Eriksson’s England may not equal Alf Ramsey’s England; it may not win the World Cup. But its legacy, we can finally allow ourselves to believe, may be a team which will never again look inwards and backwards for the answers to questions posed by a sport which has long ceased to be centred in the British Isles, but which is now the plaything of the world’s intelligence.

Roger Hutchinson
 Isle of Raasay, 2002


PREFACE

Like most people who will have just turned 47 years old when England host the European Nations Championships in 1996, I had just become 17 when Bobby Moore held up the World Cup on 30 July 1966. And, like most, I remember the occasion well. Obliged against my will to watch the game at a family gathering rather than at the home of a friend, I suffered the most common experience of all teenaged football fans that afternoon: being surrounded by aunts and cousins who were there for the shared national experience rather than the match.

For two hours, football was like a royal wedding. No sooner had Gottfried Dienst blown his whistle at three o’clock than the conversation and tea and cakes began. They faltered slightly in their flow when Bobby Charlton was announced by Kenneth Wolstenholme as being on the ball (my aunts and cousins came from a Tyneside mining family: they not only knew about the Charltons and Milburns of Ashington, they even tried hard to enjoy House Of The Rising Sun because The Animals were local boys), but hardly at all when a goal was scored.

I remember the last 13 minutes of normal time only as dizzy moments of extreme terror: Peters having put England 2–1 in front, nobody else in my vicinity seemed quite aware of the imminence of the unthinkable. I sat like an alien in a trance on the edge of a chair while creatures from another world talked over my head of illnesses and the price of mince, and when Weber equalised I fell to the floor moaning. Concerned, they looked at me, and then at the television set, and as Wolstenholme did what he was paid to do and explained to aunts all over Britain the significance of West Germany’s goal, they tutted in commiseration.

And after that I remember hardly anything. I did not hear Wolstenholme’s famous lines as Hurst scored his third and England’s fourth goal. I had passed through all of that. I was on the disembodied eighth level of consciousness which is known well to football fans (it is just two levels below an ecstatic death); my ears and voice had ceased to function in any normal way. Only my eyes worked, and they told me that both of the extra-time goals had been given, and I was released. You will gather that my critical faculties were suspended. I would not have cared at that moment if England had won the World Cup with eleven androids carrying machine-guns. Alf Ramsey knew all about people like me.

Eight years later I was in the happy condition of being able to watch football matches in the company of my choice. And like most young men who had been 17 in July 1966, my chosen company of friends and myself wanted Alf Ramsey sacked; had wanted Alf Ramsey sacked for a number of years. English football was moribund and the blame was laid squarely at the door of the man who had dropped Jimmy Greaves. When the news came through from Lancaster Gate on 1 May 1974 that Ramsey was out and Joe Mercer – who was by then the avuncular general manager of Coventry City, but who had earlier worked on an exciting Manchester City side with one of Ramsey’s greatest critics, Malcolm Allison – was to replace him temporarily, my heart took a holiday.

It was a short holiday. There followed Don Revie, and the failure to qualify for the 1978 World Cup finals, and the cheerless neglect of a whole new generation of talented English footballers, and it became apparent that however responsible Alf Ramsey may have been for introducing some sort of extreme dry rot to the game, his removal had not been its cure. It was chronic.

What happened? Where did it all go wrong? How did the footballers from one of the strongest leagues in the world, whose club sides dominated European competition, drift so quickly from being World Champions to being tearfully grateful for a place in the semi-finals of the worst World Cup in living memory? What did you do to our game, Alf? Could you go back and start again?

Ramsey himself had been in the meantime more discreet than his former employers had the right to expect. He was treated badly, no  doubt about it. They spat him out and left him with his knighthood and his golf and a season ticket to Portman Road, and he kept his counsel. His unshakable sense of his own dignity never served him better than in forced retirement.

But he had taken hold of the English national side at a time when it was desperate for success, and in achieving that success he drove our game of football up a cul-de-sac. His influence, through his World Cup-winning team of 1966, has been immeasurable. And it has always been difficult to see how, once the damned trophy had been won and then honourably lost four years later, it was a beneficial influence. In all of that, I agree with Denis Law, and Pele, and Di Stefano, and a million others.

The outstanding unanswered questions for my generation and others were: what exactly did he do, and why, and how? The answers could only be groped towards by writing this book. It did not turn out exactly as I had expected. Naturally, I anticipated all of the painful conclusions about the deliberate suffocation of the wild unfettered flair of football in its pomp. But I had not intended to find myself writing about an honest man who made a promise, and to keep that promise was ultimately obliged to build a football team absolutely in his own image: resolute, taciturn, often haughty, occasionally profane, and capable when the occasion demanded of something which we should hesitate to call brilliance, but which certainly walked briefly with greatness. A football team which, when push came to shove, turned out, like Alf Ramsey himself, to be unbeatable. I was made glad at the time by that emotional stroll with grandeur in the last two matches of the 1966 World Cup and – despite everything – I am still grateful today.

Roger Hutchinson,
 Skye, 1995


1 THE PROMISE


‘Although England’s victory in the World Cup final was obviously a great achievement which at the time gave the game a badly needed boost, I think that in the long run it was a bad thing for British football. It was the beginning of the end of football as we knew it.’

– DENIS LAW



He arrived slowly at the famous assurance. Upon the announcement of his appointment in October 1962 he told John Arlott: ‘England can do well in the 1966 World Cup, even win it. Certainly some overseas sides control the ball better: I would say the players in the hotter countries move better, move quicker, perhaps think quicker than ours. But I am not sure they would be so effective in English conditions.’

And shortly before his first game in complete control, against France at the Parc des Princes in February 1963, he had contented himself with telling the world that ‘I am sure we shall do very well in 1966. We shall be playing in our own conditions, before our own people.’

Three months later, following a dour draw at Wembley against a Brazilian side missing Pele, Zito and Garrincha, he committed himself to one further step. ‘With four, five or six of today’s players,’ he said, ‘I hope it will be possible to find a team good enough to win the World Cup.’ He had not yet won a single match.

But in the July of that year, after an extremely successful tour of Europe which had brought him not only his first win, but also three good wins in succession, back at home in Ipswich he relaxed sufficiently  in the company of a local journalist to come right out with it, boldly and brooking no misinterpretation. England, said Alf Ramsey, will win the World Cup in 1966.

There was no going back. Alf Ramsey could never retract. It may have been, as he said, ‘the sentence which created more pressure for me than any other in my career’, but he would not withdraw it. How could he? At the next available opportunity – an official press conference at a London hotel on 21 August 1963 – the national media clamoured for confirmation. This compact, urbane, impenetrable man whose slow, clipped tones had betrayed for years the starching effect of elocution lessons on his native Essex twang, looked levelly at the hungry journalists and repeated the haunting words.

‘I say it again,’ he pronounced, ‘I think England will win the World Cup in 1966. We have the ability, strength, character and, perhaps above all, players with the right temperament. Such thoughts must be put to the public, and particularly to the players, so that confidence can be built up.’

The press was scornful and the public puzzled. Jimmy Leadbetter, the Scot who had been the unlikely lynchpin in his all-conquering Ipswich Town side, heard the news with amazement. ‘He made only one slip-up,’ Leadbetter would muse later of his boss’s England career. ‘He said that England would win the World Cup. It wasn’t in character – he’s so cagey, watching out all the time.’ Leadbetter laughed and shook his head at the thought. ‘He must have been daft that night. He must have been drunk!’

It was a rod for his back, of course, and it was a mistake. ‘I don’t think I really meant it when I said it,’ Ramsey admitted later. ‘The pressures at that time were enormous. It was probably a question of saying the first thing that came into my mind, something I don’t normally do.’ It was an error, but it was no flushed and tipsy footballer’s boast at midnight in a foreign town. ‘It was an expression of fierce desire and a subsequent conviction that it could be done,’ said Arthur Rowe, his former manager at Spurs, when the promised deed had been accomplished. ‘It was no cheap, throwaway phrase: it was studied.’

Only in its persistent repetition was the celebrated promise studied. Having over-committed himself, he simply made the best of  it. Alfred Ernest Ramsey cared nothing for the press and little for the public. He was addressing a rare breed: he was talking to men such as a young but established international half-back called Bobby Moore, who would declare that: ‘We began to believe in him when he showed that he believed in us. That seed was sown when he first said “England will win the World Cup”. He came to regret it because it put himself and his players under great pressures. In fact, it built up within us the very confidence we needed.’

He was speaking from afar, from the conference room of a distant London hotel, to such characters as a certain uncapped defender who was about to be promoted from the Second Division with Leeds United. Professional footballers thrive on success and detest the faintest whiff of failure. Along with Bobby Moore and a crucial couple of dozen of their kind, Jack Charlton read the words of Ramsey, stopped to think, and nodded to himself. It did not occur to him to mock, or to disbelieve. ‘He could be right,’ thought Charlton with growing respect. ‘He could be right.’

* * *

And then when all the happy accidents were history, and he had no need to say ‘I told you so’ because everybody else was saying it for him, football’s Age of Innocence was over. ‘After 1966,’ George Best, the most brilliant footballer ever to be produced by the United Kingdom, would say, ‘the game stopped being a pleasure, the fun went out of it.’

World Cup matches, said Hilton Gosling, the Brazilian team doctor since 1958, had become ‘gladiatorial contests fit only for a Roman circus ... There is a new style of play coming into favour in Europe. It is a tougher style. We must learn to play it.’

Led by the champions, who scored 11 and conceded just three goals in their six tournament games (four and two of them respectively in the 120 corrosive minutes of the final), the 1966 World Cup finals bottomed out at an all-time low of 2.7 goals per game. One thousand, five hundred and thirty-six goals were scored in the 462 English First Division games in season 1962–63; 1,571 in ’63–64; 1,543 in ’64–65. In 1966–67 the total instantly slumped to a post-war  low of 1,387. By 1970–71 it was 1,089. Fear had arrived in association football, and it was there to stay: fear of losing; fear of conceding; fear of relegation; fear of elimination; and fear of dropping the away draw bonus.

‘Money was the cause of the trouble,’ said the great Dutch referee Leo Horn after a violent Inter-Cities Fairs Cup clash between Leeds United and Valencia in 1966. ‘You could almost smell it on the pitch.’ Money or not, fear or not, the Age of Innocence had gone and the Modern Era flexed its ruthless muscles. In the June of 1969 the Brazilian team manager, Joao Saldanha, shared a flight between Montevideo and Rio de Janeiro with the touring England team. Saldanha had been doing his international homework in preparation for the 1970 World Cup finals.

What he had seen, he told the England squad, had horrified him like nothing that he had seen before in association football. He had been to Belgrade and seen the Yugoslavs – who were already eliminated – set out to avenge themselves against Belgium – who had already qualified – for an earlier defeat in Brussels. ‘The tackling began at navel-height and got higher, until the Yugoslavs were 2–0 up.’ He had seen six players booked in Hamburg when West Germany met Scotland, he said, and only Tommy Gemmell sent off when any strict interpretation of the rules would have seen all six dismissed. ‘If someone does something brutal,’ the Brazilian manager told his wrapt English audience, ‘nothing to do with football, then we are not playing football.’

Casting his mind back, no doubt, to Goodison Park, Liverpool, on 19 July 1966, and the spectre of Pele limping helplessly for the last hour of Brazil’s last match in the World Cup which England won, this extraordinary man warned: ‘It is a battle and so we fight. Not just one of my players or two, but all eleven. No, maybe 12, because I will be there with them.

‘I do not ask men to take treatment like that without hitting back. We do not care if the match ends after only five minutes. Why try to play to a conclusion when it is no longer a football match anyway, when the laws have been thrown into the rubbish bin, and instead we have the law of the jungle?’

The Modern Era, Saldanha was signalling in those, the saddest of  words, had begun. It would produce great players, of course, and great matches, and great teams. Just as there were large islands of sinfulness in the game before 1966, so it is impossible to draw a neat line between soccer’s early and later history. Saldanha’s own Brazil would, in 1970, reclaim their game for a fleeting hour or two; Holland in 1974 would seem to point the sport back towards the light. But these, we can see now, were twitchings of the corpse; after 1966 something quite definable was lost to soccer. No more would World Cup games between well-matched opponents routinely finish with scorelines of 7–3, 4–4, 5–2 and 6–3. No 17-year-old, however gifted, would ever again be allowed to score hat-tricks in the semi-finals of the World Cup and then get a further two in the final itself – in fact, the next great 17-year-old to follow Pele, Diego Maradona, would be kept out of his first World Cup altogether for the sake of his health. Never again would the regulations be so relaxed as to allow the best footballers in the world to jump like happy-go-lucky Corinthians from one international side to another as the passing mood took them, as Alfredo Di Stefano jumped between Spain, Argentina and Colombia, as the Hungarian Ferenc Puskas felt free to become Spanish, and as several Argentinians of Italian descent transferred from one country to the other in between World Cups. The days were numbered when English First Division goalkeepers would spend their summers bowling in county cricket. Few players would be selected solely because of their flair, if they were simultaneously incapable of fitting into a game-plan, and a whole generation of the best English players would be lost to international football because of their individuality. Centre-forwards would no longer shake hands with opposing goalkeepers. Wingers would no longer plough their lonely furrow up and down each touchline; inside-forwards had to learn to tackle back; full-backs to get forward; centre-halves to sweep behind men who used to be half-backs; centre-forwards to lay off and go, or simply to stay up there alone and chase, and chase, and chase while their ten team-mates addressed the urgent task of retaining a one-goal lead.

After 1966, that was how you reached World Cup finals. For good or for bad, innocence had no part of it. Planning, preparation and sound defence was all. The emphasis shifted openly from starting  play to stopping it. Managers – once mere selectors of talent – became Napoleonic generals. ‘Football is a noble game,’ Alfredo Di Stefano would say. ‘It is spoilt because players have to bow to the knee of coaches instead of expressing themselves.’

And out of all of this came the professional foul, and the cultivated draw, and the penalty shoot-out, and what had for a century been largely a contest of impromptu skills, telepathic understanding and individual brilliance, became once and for all a clash of tactical nuances. And the sport shuddered into decline, with its ruling bodies wildly shuffling the laws in an attempt to remedy the irremediable; as if the old offside or pass-back legislation had been responsible for the loss of innocence and the rise of cynicism; as if three-point wins could revive the sport, or away goals counting double, or time-outs, or larger goals.

England’s finest sporting hour – a triumph of discipline, fitness, pride, power and planning – was achieved at the cusp of soccer’s long arc; at the very watershed of the game that she had given the world. After it had passed, nothing in soccer would ever be the same again. ‘The world always copies the winners,’ says Geoff Hurst. ‘Half the defeated nations flew away at the end of July with films of England’s six matches in their baggage. You can be sure that in training camps anywhere from the Sierras to Siberia players were being looked at in a new light: “Can Jose So-and-So do the job Stiles did ...?”’

Less sympathetically, Michael Parkinson added: ‘Ramsey’s robots won the World Cup and British soccer managers, not renowned for their individuality, slavishly followed his pattern of creating teams in which stamina counted for more than skill and mediocrity, given a willing heart and strong legs, was rewarded while more artistic but less muscular attributes were rejected.’

How did Alf manage it, this drastic re-routing of the world’s most popular sport? ‘I’m not a dreamer,’ he said back in February 1963. Nor was he. He was only a boy from Dagenham, trying to keep a promise.


2 DAGENHAM, SOUTHAMPTON, TOTTENHAM AND IPSWICH


‘Without wishing to belittle the achievements of any club I believe certain methods of attaining success have influenced British football too much and in the wrong direction. I am thinking of the power game. Results are achieved by placing too much emphasis on speed, power and physical fitness. Such teams now have many imitators. We are breeding a number of teams whose outlook seems to be that pace, punch and fitness are all that is required to win all the honours in the game. They forget that without pure skills these virtues count for precisely nothing.’

– MATT BUSBY, 1960



Alfred Ernest Ramsey was born on 22 January 1920 in a small wooden cottage at Five Elms Farm, Dagenham, Essex.

For 20 years of adulthood he lied about his age. In the book Talking Football which he published in 1952 he re-asserted what he had always told his footballing employers: that he had been born in 1922. He repeated the deceit later in Who’s Who, and it appeared and reappeared like a bad penny in numerous newspaper articles. Only after his knighthood did he set the record straight. Sir Alfred Ramsey could not bring himself to fib to Debrett’s. People who fib to Debrett’s, he may have told himself, did not deserve to be there in the  first place. Who knew what happened to chaps who were less than honest with Debrett’s? If discovered they may actually – disgrace upon disgrace – find themselves being removed. Barons might lie to Debrett’s, earls and the sons of earls might cheerfully deceive their own, but working-class men never could. The chronicle of the peerage was given his correct date of birth.

It was a white lie and it was perfectly understandable. It was not vanity. The Second World War robbed Alf Ramsey, like so many of his generation, of six prime footballing years. When he emerged from the conflict and gained at last a professional career he was 26 years old. By the time he won a regular first-team wage, he was 27. A minor perfidy in 1946 made him 24, and gave him the possibility of two more salaried years. Alf Ramsey was not to know, in the late 1940s, that 20 years later he would become the most severely scrutinised football manager in the world.

The straw and hay dealer, Herbert Henry Ramsey, and his wife Florence, gave birth to a daughter and four sons: Albert, Len, Cyril and Alfred. At the ages of seven and nine respectively Alf and Len played inside-left and inside-right for the Becontree Heath School team which won the Dagenham Schools junior championship. In 1933 – when Alfred was, of course, 13 – he was sent off for querying a referee’s decision while playing for the same school. The Dagenham Schools FA ordered him to apologise in writing to themselves and to the referee. He did so, promptly, and was selected to play for Dagenham Schools against West Ham Schools.

School offered little to Alf Ramsey, other than soccer (‘I seem to have spent more time pumping up footballs and carrying goalposts on to the common’), and at 14 he left and tried for a job at the Ford Motor Plant. He was rejected and went to work at the Co-op as an errand boy. The job was a six-day week, which claimed his Saturday afternoons, which, in turn, meant no more legal football, because Sunday football was, at that time, outlawed by the Football Association.

So Alf broke the Sabbath. He joined a Sunday outfit called Five Elms United which played in the back garden of The Merry Fiddlers public house. Officially, Alfred Ramsey should have been obliged to seek reinstatement with the FA following this transgression. The  reinstatement application would have been accompanied by a payment of 7s 6d. Alf never applied, never paid, was never reinstated. The 1966 World Cup was won by an ineligible manager.

He played centre-half for Five Elms and was spotted by a Portsmouth scout named Ned Liddell. Liddell persuaded him to sign amateur forms for the First Division club, which he did, then he waited for the call which never came. Portsmouth did not so much as invite him to train.

And then came the war, and Alf Ramsey left Dagenham – and his family, and their embarrassing accents, and their humble home, and the creeping suburban sprawl, and its empty future – forever. ‘Are your parents still alive, Mr Ramsey?’ a radio interviewer would ask the new England manager in the early 1960s.

‘Oh, yes.’

‘Where do they live?’

And Alf Ramsey, whose contorted attempts to betray or to dismiss certain grey areas of his past, whose efforts to reconstruct himself in a strangely perceived image of gentility seem now eerily to foreshadow those of another upwardly mobile tradesman’s child, Margaret Thatcher, replied as if he’d hardly heard of the place: ‘In Dagenham, I believe.’

In Dagenham, I believe!

He joined the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry in June 1940, was posted to an anti-aircraft unit, and as Company Quarter-Master Sergeant he enjoyed an uneventful war, with the exception of one seminal event. Stationed in Hampshire, his battalion side was invited to play against Southampton Football Club. The battalion lost 10–0, but Southampton, impressed with Ramsey and desperate for wartime players, took him – still on amateur forms – from Portsmouth. He played inside-left and took away 30 shillings ‘expenses’ per match.

Alf Ramsey was demobbed in 1946, and Southampton offered the player whom they believed to be 24 years old £4.00 a week in the summer, £6.00 during the season, and £7.00 if he made the Second Division team. Alf refused, and threatened to go back to the Co-op. The Southampton manager, Bill Dodgin, increased his offer to £6.00, £7.00 and £8.00, and Alf signed.

He played his first league matches in the post-war season of  1946–47 in the position which he was to hold for the remainder of his playing career: right-back. He was slow, unfit and naive. Newcastle United’s left-winger Tommy Pearson (‘ball control I have never seen since’) spun the 26-year-old professional novice like a top. (Ramsey would be plagued by Newcastle left-wingers. Pearson’s replacement, Bobby Mitchell, caused him so much pain that in a later season the full-back was seen before a match inspecting the duelling area – his right flank and Mitchell’s left – on a rain-sodden pitch, searching for the deepest puddles. After kick-off he spent much of the game trying to jockey Mitchell into this quagmire – ‘Even the world’s greatest player cannot play in mud.’) And Sam Barkas of Manchester City made him look and feel like a fool (‘seeing him play changed my whole life’). But thoughts of retirement never entered his mind. There would be no going back to the grocery round, to the Co-op, to Dagenham, no leaving ‘a comfortable living for those who want to get paid for doing something they enjoy above all else’.

So Alf Ramsey took the only other option, the option which he was to pursue throughout his footballing career, and the option which required qualities which he would at all times in the future most appreciate in others: he worked. He was not and could never be one of the naturals, one of the blessed, one of the indolent greats; so he worked, and thought hard, and worked some more, and talked to the experienced Southampton left-back and captain Bill Rochford (who told him to put in all the extra training he could handle), and dredged the well of knowledge of the club’s trainer, a former full-back named Sid Cann, and discussed tactics with Bill Dodgin; and he tried to force some strength and accuracy into his weak left foot, and because they were the one way that he might contribute to his side’s Goals For column without the benefit of Heaven-sent genius, he practised penalty kicks until his goalkeeping colleagues grew weary, and then he practised penalty kicks by himself, and he slogged away at his sprint bursts and turns and recovery ... and when the 1947–48 season came around the superhuman efforts had paid off. Alfred Ramsey looked like a professional full-back. He took his revenge slowly and deliberately; containing Pearson (whose Newcastle United were about to be promoted) in a 3–1 Southampton win at St  James’s Park. And when the 42nd game of the season was finished, Southampton FC had lifted themselves from mid-table anonymity to third place in the Second Division, missing promotion by four points.

And Alf was asked to join the England squad.

It was an extraordinary compliment to a 28-year-old Second Division full-back of 18 months’ experience, even if the selectors did think he was only 26. This was England in its pomp, an England which had never been beaten on home soil by a team from without the United Kingdom, an England which had since the end of the war played 16 internationals and won 12 of them, the England of Lawton, Mortenson, Finney, Matthews, Mannion, Swift and Wright. Alf Ramsey was not called upon to play with these gods on his first European tour. He sat and watched in Turin as they put four past Italy without reply. And he considered, simply and significantly, that the victory had been so easy because England ‘outlasted’ the Italians. They were fitter.

In September 1948 Alf Ramsey won his first representative honour. He was picked for the English League against the Irish League, and he shared a room with another debutant, the Newcastle United centre-forward Jackie Milburn. Milburn – two of whose young relatives, Jack and Bobby Charlton, were already showing promise in the park games of the family’s home town of Ashington, Northumberland – got a hat-trick in the Football League’s 5–1 win. But later, when he came to talk of that weekend, it was his puzzling, intense room-mate who came immediately to mind. Alf Ramsey insisted on staying up half the night talking tactics. ‘Alf was never a great one for small talk when he was with England parties,’ said Milburn. ‘Football was his one subject of conversation. He was always a pepper-and-salt man, working out moves and analysing formations with the cruet on the table.’

In the game itself, Ramsey found himself to be pleasantly surprised by the English League’s right-winger, the forward directly in front of him. That right-winger’s name was Stanley Matthews, and he had more than a decade of international experience. He none-the-less played the game, Ramsey was keen to tell others without a hint of self-consciousness, in a properly disciplined fashion. When Ramsey told him to hold the ball, Matthews held it. ‘To my surprise,  he played football as I believed it should be played between winger and full-back.’ There was no self-doubt, no levity, no time or room for indecorous disorder in the thick-set, beetle-browed frowning full-sback who played behind Stanley Matthews and told him what to do. His new England colleagues were amused by his seriousness, but impressed despite themselves. ‘I found it a little disconcerting at first,’ the captain and right-half Billy Wright would say later, ‘to have a full-back behind me who was always as cool as an ice-soda ... I soon learned that nothing could disturb this footballer with the perfect balance and poise: no situation, however desperate, which could force him into abandoning his immaculate style.’

The Arsenal and England right-back Laurie Scott was injured in the winter of 1948, and that December Alf Ramsey put on Scott’s England shirt for a home game against Switzerland. England won 6–0, and Ramsey would retain that number two shirt for another 31 internationals – a couple of them being quite unforgettable games for all concerned with English football. And Alf Ramsey was very concerned with English football.

On 15 January 1949, after 90 successive club games, Alf injured his knee in a friendly match at Plymouth. The right-back whom he had replaced at Southampton two seasons earlier, Bill Ellerington, stepped back in. Southampton were six points clear at the top of the Second Division, Ellerington was playing well and Bill Dodgin assured Ramsey that he would have to fight to regain his place
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