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Introduction

‘ARE YOU SEEKING redemption?’ This weighty, rather personal question from a local evangelist is a familiar sound to England supporters emerging from Wembley Park Tube. The main question on this occasion, the final home qualifier for Euro 2016, is: can the gifted Evertonian Ross Barkley impress against Estonia on his first competitive start? An answer in the affirmative would stir some optimism for the finals in France. I stop briefly to admire the view, mingling with fans taking photos of the famous stadium in the distance, before descending the steps to the underpass and hurrying up Wembley Way. Amid the noise of the faithful converging excitedly on the iconic arch can be heard this strident voice. ‘Are you seeking redemption?’ demands the preacher man of the congregation flocking towards the church of St George. He’s usually there, standing on a raised walkway to the left, leaning over the railings, clutching a microphone in his right hand and portable speaker in his left. He asks the same question again and again. ‘Are you seeking redemption?’ We’re just seeking three points, really. A decent performance free of fear. Some magic from Barkley. A good night out, even a hint of hope for the future, please.

Mr Missionary does have a point. Salvation is sought by the river of humanity flowing past him on 9 October 2015, heading towards the statue of Bobby Moore. England’s finest captain and centre-half still guards Wembley after all these years; 538 games have passed since Moore lifted the World Cup. The years of hurt that David Baddiel, Frank Skinner and the Lightning Seeds sang so eloquently about keep lengthening. Thirty years of hurt was reached at Euro 96. Another score of years, and painful scorelines, elapse. The fiftieth anniversary of England’s finest sporting achievement is a landmark to be cherished, and the participants royally feted, but it is also a time for sober reflection, and anger. In twelve World Cups since ’66, England fail to qualify three times and make the semi-finals only once. In the twelve European Championships over the same period, England do not qualify four times, and progress to the semi-finals only twice. For a country obsessed with football, England’s tournament record is a national disgrace. Wembley stands as part-shrine to 1966 and part-monument to catastrophe.

Growing up in London, I’d dash out of Wembley Park, turn left and play matches on the London Transport pitches behind the station. I’d see the old Twin Towers of Wembley from afar. At my senior school, Westminster, pupils were quietly made aware of the history of football, the school’s role in shaping the game, including laws encouraging forward passing, and those six boys who went on to represent England back in the Victorian era. Respect deepens for those like Barkley with the ability and application to pull on the Three Lions shirt. But frustration swells at the country’s failures. This is England, the country that not only invents football but codifies it, helps spread its joys to all four corner-flags of the globe and then conquers the world in 1966. Humiliatingly, this is the country that forgets how to play the greatest game of all. England take their eye off a ball they arrogantly thought they owned, allowing other nations to run off with it. As the country loudly celebrates fifty years of Hurst, Wembley should really be cordoned off as an accident scene requiring urgent forensic examination.

For half a century, England bemoan wretched misfortune, blaming a dodgy beer here, an infamous cheat there, even metatarsals and meteorology and the iniquity of penalties for the inability to repeat that special summer when Bobby Moore, Geoff Hurst and the Charltons ruled the world. It’s all nonsense. It’s not Lady Luck being perfidious towards battered Albion. It’s self-inflicted damage. England’s arteries are blocked by addled thinking. Fault lies all around.

It’s the fear stalking the Wembley dressing-room, and conflicting agendas between Football Association and Premier League with two-thirds of players in the elite division ineligible for England. How can the tide be turned? The tide rolling in from overseas.

It’s the ‘too much too young’ culture pervading some Academies, where teenagers trouser £20,000 a week even before figuring prominently in first-team plans, killing their hunger. It’s the kids getting boot deals at 12. It’s irresponsible parents being in thrall to agents or screaming ‘Get stuck in!’ on the touchlines, inhibiting kids.

It’s the time-bomb of obesity, the fast-food and fizzy-drink addiction afflicting the conditioning of Academy recruits, and yet football happily takes the sponsorship money of these sugar baddies. It’s societal changes extending the years of hurt: many parents won’t let kids stay out late, or go off down the park to play. What’s the solution? Politicians think too short-term when long-term reform is required in the health and sporting opportunities of the younger generation, our future.

So many questions. So much culpability. It’s some England managers also deserving of their place in the public stocks. It’s the distracting sexual foibles of Sven-Göran Eriksson, court cases blemishing Terry Venables’ reign, Glenn Hoddle’s views on reincarnation, the tactical shortcomings of Graham Taylor, Kevin Keegan and Steve McClaren, and not forgetting Fabio Capello’s poor grasp of the English psyche and language. But is it the man or the job itself? Does it send capable people insane? How can they be helped? Wembley’s preacher poses only one question. Wembley registers hundreds.

It’s the serial fiasco of penalties. It’s the media obsession with personality over philosophy, newspapers railing against such nemeses as Diego Maradona in 1986, Cristiano Ronaldo in 2004 and 2006 and Luis Suárez in 2014 while ignoring the need to breed such maestros ourselves. England are a noisy orchestra packed with drums but no conductor. Where are the playmakers, responsibility-takers and game-changers? Dele Alli lifts spirits with his dash and daring in the stunning 3-2 friendly victory over Germany in Berlin on 26 March, but England need more of such verve, and in tournaments.

Rare creative creatures like Stan Bowles, John Barnes, Chris Waddle, Paul Gascoigne and Paul Scholes at times have resembled an endangered species. They are never used properly, given the platform enough. Will Barkley be granted a licence to thrill as he can? Will Dele Alli? It’s the institutionalized suspicion of flair in this country. It’s about England players being inspired, not scared, by pictures near the Wembley dressing-room of Hurst completing his hat-trick in ’66. Capello always called it ‘The Fear’.

It’s FA insistence on reviews when a revolution’s required. But how? It’s the £757m wasted on Wembley when grass-roots need urgent tending. It’s the need to play football in the summer. It’s the malfunction in the FA system and the paucity of rigorous post-tournament quizzing of players, and gleaning lessons from departing managers. An enraged media wants a debagging of the manager when a proper debriefing is more beneficial for England. No US-style President’s Book exists, in which outgoing leaders leave messages for successors, passing on wisdom acquired in office, often painfully. Wembley needs a tome of gathered intelligence in the archives. If it’s good enough for the White House, it’s good enough for the home of the White Horse.

Some help is at hand. Fans remain remarkably loyal. Wembley gates are frequently the highest in Europe even for low-key visitors, even for friendlies. More than 6,000 fans travel to Kiev for the Euro 2012 quarter-final against Italy while 23m watch on TV. The passion for England endures despite the pain.

The FA strives increasingly hard to end the years of hurt. Its gleaming £120m National Football Centre at Burton upon Trent is certainly testament to the governors’ sound intentions. Mounted on the wall of the England coaches’ room at St George’s Park is a clock counting down to the World Cup final of 18 December 2022. It’s needed changing once already because shady old Fifa realized it might be too hot in summer in Qatar and switched the tournament to winter. Too hot? Who knew? What isn’t altered is the FA’s conviction that England can win the World Cup in 2022. One has to admire FA ambition.

But is it possible? Craving information, insight and advice on how the years of hurt can end, I embark on a six-month journey from London to LA, Lithuania to Liverpool (and those are just the Ls) via Wembley Way, maintaining a personal run of reporting on 250 consecutive England games. I talk to members of each tournament team from 1966 to 2014. One of the most enthusing conversations comes with Gary Neville, who eloquently describes England’s lasting importance. This must be remembered. England still mean so much to so many, player, supporter and reporter. Neville tells me about the adrenalin chamber that was the home quarters inside Wembley at Euro 96. ‘I was in the dressing-room, sitting close to David Seaman, number 1, then me number 2, Stuart Pearce number 3, Paul Ince number 4, Tony Adams number 5,’ he says. ‘Everyone might think it was this loud dressing-room at Manchester United, but we had the television on half an hour before kick-off. We were so relaxed. We watched football, the news, whatever was on up until we went out for the warm-up. Come back in, television would go off. You might get the odd “come on, boys”, but you’d never get anyone screaming or shouting. With England, I remember Stuart Pearce standing up next to me and shouting: “THIS IS OUR FUCKING TURF! NO ONE COMES TO OUR TURF!” He had this passionate drive. Then Adams would stand up and shout similar and be smashing the ball against the wall. I’m thinking: “Shit, I played with Robson, Cantona, Hughes, Keane and Ince at club level and never seen any of them do this.” I’m sitting there, putting my shin-pads on, thinking: “Woooah! What’s going on? Shit, these guys are up for it.” They genuinely loved playing for their country. From that moment, I never, ever believed that thing of “players don’t care”.’

They do care. Just listen to Alan Shearer. ‘I sacrificed so much, moved away from home at 15, left school early, then I realized all the hard work has probably come true when I got the England call,’ recalls the tough, prolific Geordie striker who made the first of his 63 appearances against France in 1992. ‘Straight away after my debut I realized that’s where the hard work begins. Some people get 1, 3 or 5 caps. Others go on to achieve 50 or 100 caps, and that tells you what they are made of.’ England caps constitute a powerful currency.

‘I look at the England squad now and I’m jealous, jealous,’ says Jermaine Jenas, whose last contact with the shirt came in 2009 against Brazil in Doha. ‘They’re really lucky. It’s when you stop representing your country that you realize how lucky you were to play for England. I’m proud of my 21 caps and all the squads I’ve been involved in. I miss it a lot. I remember going to the training ground at Newcastle and Woody [Jonathan Woodgate] and Kieron Dyer said: “You’re going to get picked.” “No,” I said. I didn’t think anything of it.’ Then the phone-call comes from Eriksson summoning him for the friendly with Australia at Upton Park in 2003. ‘I was in the squad and there was Becks, Lampard and Rio! I stepped on the pitch realizing the whole nation is watching me. I absolutely loved it. The shirt didn’t weigh me down. When you’re stood in the line and hear the fans singing it’s intense; away games were almost more intense. Seeing one section of the stadium with those England fans singing that National Anthem gave me tingles in my body. I’d walk out every Saturday for a Premier League game and, yes, I was pumped up, ready and excited, but England was something different.

‘It’s complete bollocks that players don’t care. I was in the squad at 19 and didn’t come out until 2009 at 26. I wasn’t as involved as I’d have liked and there were frustrating periods. I was getting dragged to all different parts of the world and then put in the stands for the game.’ Jenas spectates from Vienna to Geneva, Barcelona to Zagreb and for all the 2006 World Cup in Germany. ‘I’d sit there and my mates would be texting me from Dubai with family and friends, relaxing, coming back refreshed, and I’ve been sat there in a hotel and in the stands, nothing to do, and it starts to grind on you a little bit. That’s where the perception of players not being bothered came from. But the reality is, when it’s taken away, and I wasn’t in the squad any more, it hit me hard. I’m a fan. We’ve all been through that phase of not enjoying watching England playing at certain stages but you’d always watch. Oh God, I’ll always watch the match.’

The passion remains. Few withdrawals disrupt Roy Hodgson’s squads. The 75,427 marching on Wembley for the Estonia tie know about Barkley’s obsession with representing England, dating back to when he was 7, sitting at home on the couch, watching David Beckham’s free-kick against Greece, a picture of which adorns a pillar near the Wembley dressing-room. Barkley, Dele Alli and Harry Kane, among others, hold the England shirt in reverence. There is hope.

England matter for so many reasons. Players fall in love with football partly through England. When Paul Ince becomes the first black captain of his country against the US in Foxboro, Massachusetts, in 1993, he receives nearly five hundred letters lauding him as a pioneer and role model. Ince replies to all of them, mentioning the graft he’s put in to achieve the honour. It’s a lesson for some of the new generation.

‘To play for your country is the biggest honour,’ says Mark Wright, the cultured centre-back who won 45 caps between 1984 and 1996. ‘Playing for your club is fantastic but to say you’re the best in the country in that position is an honour in itself. Then to go and play for all the supporters, and to have that passion and drive, that’s what I love. Every now and again I get a little bit sentimental and go “let’s refresh the memory,” and look back at DVDs of me playing. I still haven’t watched the semi-final of the World Cup [in 1990]. I don’t know if I’m being a coward not watching it. I don’t want to keep seeing how close we were.’

Players care for differing reasons. ‘Getting the shirt was special,’ says John Barnes, the winger of touch and pace who participated at Mexico 86 and Italia 90. ‘But for me it was more to do with the fact that I loved the World Cup. When I talked about playing for England, what I was thinking about was playing in a World Cup. For me that is the pinnacle of football – more than the Champions League final in terms of prestige and importance, yes, but not in terms of quality.’

Barnes is one of the most clear-eyed observers of the England scene, a purveyor of some mesmerizing moments during his 79 internationals between 1983 and 1995. He peers into the history books to explain England’s demise. ‘We’re very good at inventing things but we don’t actually carry it on,’ he says. ‘We rest on our laurels. We don’t grow, don’t evolve. While everyone else was looking at the technical aspects of football, we weren’t. It was all “let’s get stuck in”, the good old British mentality. So although we invented the game, I remember [watching footage of] a game against Hungary in 1954 with Nándor Hidegkuti and Ferenc Puskás and they showed us how to play the game, as Brazil did in 1970.

‘I remember when we played Tunisia [1-1 before Italia 90], they had more possession than us, were technically better than us, but we’d live with them because we were good in the air – and aggressive. The laws of the game allowed us to do that. The laws have now changed. The old up-and-at-’em spirit where you kicked shit out of people doesn’t work. Over the past ten years we are espousing this technical style, trying to develop technical players, but other countries have been doing that for the last thirty years. We’ve lost time. We’ve fallen behind.’

Calmly and cerebrally, Barnes even places England’s World Cup peaks into perspective. ‘I look at it very objectively. In 1990, Cameroon should have beaten us [in the quarters] and Belgium should have beaten us [in the round of 16]. We forget that. In 1966, we would not have won had it not been in England.’ He quickly emphasizes: ‘I know that ’66 team was a great team and they won the World Cup, and at Euro 96 they did very well to get where they got to [the semi-final at Wembley].’ His inference is clear: home fires burn strongest.

‘Pressure comes from unrealistic expectations,’ continues the two-time Footballer of the Year. ‘Players aren’t obsessed with history but the expectation coming from the press and the fans is “you should be winning it”. I never felt we were the best team in the world. England qualified for Euro 2016 in style but anything past the group stages is a bonus. In the last World Cup, if we’d gone through the group it would have been a bonus. I’ll tell you about the England team back in 1986 and 1990 – there was a humility about the team, not necessarily from the press or the fans but we players never felt like we were the best. When you don’t feel you are the best, you actually aspire to give 100 per cent, maximize the potential you have, which means if you get to the quarter-finals against Argentina, semi-finals against West Germany, you appreciate that because we were never the best team.’

The best are the Germans, current world champions who reacted to perceived under-achievement in the early 2000s by rebooting their player-development system. They have the highest standards: their strong mentality and tournament nous still got them to the final of the 2002 World Cup. England need to learn more from abroad, and to benefit from a properly coordinated FA and Premier League approach. Germany educates twenty thousand school teachers to coach pupils, builds training centres for the 11–17 age-group, works with government to get 3- to 6-year-olds fitter. Solutions include rivalling Dutch dedication: an 8-year-old Robin van Persie reacted to taunts of ‘your shot with your left foot is rubbish’ by practising and practising from nine a.m. until late at night in the cage near his Rotterdam home.

It’s about remembering that kids develop at different speeds, like Jamie Vardy. Rejected as a teenager by Sheffield Wednesday, he joins non-League Stocksbridge Park Steels, toils in a factory and works his way up to a Premier League consecutive goalscoring record and England recognition. It’s about paying youth-team coaches properly, tightening work-permit regulations, and introducing a January winter break. There are so many steps on the road to redemption. It’s about the FA taking a more broad-minded view of coaching qualifications: some ex-pros won’t do the courses as they are daunted by the theory sections because they suffer from dyslexia or poor writing skills.

It’s about not exhausting players. ‘England have to stop running the players so hard post-season before a tournament,’ says one Olympian who knows some of the players. ‘They don’t need it.’ It’s about the right tempo to training, though, certain senior players feeling that Hodgson’s drill sessions in Rio in 2014 lacked urgency. It’s about taking inspiration from all quarters, even from a referee. ‘It can change your life,’ remarks Howard Webb, the referee from Rotherham who earned plenty of sympathy for attempting to curb Dutch aggression against the stylish Spanish in the 2010 World Cup final in Johannesburg. Webb should have sent off Nigel de Jong for stencilling his studs on to Xabi Alonso’s chest but otherwise lived up to the ‘Can’t Play But Can Ref’ motto on the St George’s flag held by his father at Soccer City. ‘Looking back, I’m surprised I was able to be as composed as I was. It’s such a momentous occasion. The eyes of the world are on it for 90 minutes. It’s the sport I love, I’ve worked in for so long and watched for so long. I was aware of the history. That was put in the front of my mind when I met Jack Taylor the night before.’ Webb and Taylor, the 1974 final referee who sadly passed away in 2012, talked of the honour, and the prize at stake for the two teams. ‘I was stood in the tunnel, looking down towards the pitch, waiting for the teams to join me that night in Johannesburg,’ continues Webb. ‘I could see the World Cup trophy on the podium which Fabio Cannavaro put there a few moments earlier. I remember thinking to myself: “This is it. This is what we’re playing for tonight.”

‘A few England players mentioned the final to me subsequently. I got loads of messages, particularly from managers and coaches, from Alex McLeish and Roberto Martínez, saying “well done”. They recognized the significance of the game, they recognized the achievement to get there. Don’t get me wrong, you need a bloody big slice of luck to get there. Some high-profile guys who would have been in with a real shout of the final were involved in some controversy that ruled them out.’ Roberto Rosetti’s failure to expunge Carlos Tevez’s goal for offside against Mexico at Soccer City counted against the Italian. ‘That kind of thing meant I was able to do the final,’ adds Webb. But this was no serendipity; Webb’s consistency of performance and decision-making was simply superior. It’s a lesson for the players on the road to redemption.

Can Barkley be the beacon, lighting the way? Leaving the preacher behind, I hurry into Wembley, keen to watch the youngster, a maverick talent getting a rare starting chance. He’s tall, quick, muscular and skilful, an athlete with an artist’s temperament. England expects. We always do. Estonia seem inviting opposition for Barkley, given a largely free role in midfield anchored by James Milner. Wembley looks on and hopes.

Here we go. As late-comers scurry in, Barkley tries an ambitious pass and gives the ball away cheaply to Sergei Zenjov. Here we go again. Here’s the negative side to Barkley’s game that vexed Hodgson in the warm-up games at the home of Miami Dolphins before the 2014 World Cup. Up in the BBC Radio 5 Live booth, Chris Waddle and Danny Mills debate Barkley’s need ‘to look after the ball more’. Better sides will punish his lax pass. Will he be inhibited? Play it safe? That’s not Barkley’s style. He gets on the ball again, and goes for it again. He sprints through and has his heels clipped by Ken Kallaste. Barkley’s technique shines through in the confident way he sweeps the ball with his right instep first time at keeper Mihkel Aksalu.

Barkley is fearless, sliding in to contest a loose ball and receiving a clattering from Karol Mets, his tracker for the night. His final ball continues to perturb Hodgson so Barkley keeps it simple for a while, laying the ball off to Raheem Sterling, Theo Walcott and Adam Lallana. He slips a pass through to Harry Kane. This is the disciplined Barkley but England also need the risk-taker. One England fan tweets mid-match about Hodgson destroying Barkley’s confidence, making him a shadow of the vibrant force he is with Everton.

Seconds from the break, the 21-year-old makes Wembley fall in love: closed down by Mets and Aleksandr Dmitrijev, Barkley calmly threads the ball through to Walcott, releasing the ball at the perfect time to ensure the attacker is onside. Walcott scores. Joy erupts. In the second half, Barkley embarks on a 50-yard run, driving through the middle until falling under a challenge from Dmitrijev. ‘Gazza-esque,’ remarks the man from the Express. Barkley’s truly emboldened, taking on four Estonians in one shimmying run. Maybe there is a glimmer of hope for England. Maybe Wembley can dream again.

And so it should. We have to believe. England excel in other sports, like cricket. Why not football? But ending the years of hurt remains a monumental challenge. The willpower of that 1966 side was immense, and embodied in players like Jack Charlton. It’s time to hit the A1, an unlikely road to redemption, to meet one of England’s all-time greats.


1
The Greatest Day

JACK CHARLTON HOLDS the famous photograph in his right hand and runs the fingers of his left gently over the surface, tracing familiar faces immortalized in sepia print and sporting legend. He gazes at the picture, remembering the supreme team, filling again with quiet pride in the greatest day he shaped and shared. On the left as he looks, there’s Jack himself, the gap-toothed Nobby Stiles and then Gordon Banks, almost hidden among those celebrating on the Wembley pitch after defeating West Germany to win the World Cup on 30 July 1966. There’s Alan Ball, Martin Peters, and a glimpse of Roger Hunt. As he studies the scene intently, Jack sees ‘Our Kid’, his distinguished brother Bobby, so totally drained by two hours of duelling with Franz Beckenbauer that he almost needs propping up by George Cohen. Dominating the tableau is the celebrated centre-piece of Geoff Hurst and Ray Wilson chairing the golden-haired captain, Bobby Moore, who raises the Jules Rimet trophy to the heavens almost as an offering. ‘Happy days,’ Jack smiles.

Along with his team-mates, England’s gangly, indomitable centre-half does not appreciate fully what he’s just done. ‘It was the World Cup, OK, fine, but at the time it was just another game of football to us,’ Jack recalls, his eyes not moving from the picture. ‘Look at Geoff. He’s happy. Martin’s fine. Nobby’s happy. Bally’s happy. Ray Wilson’s happy. George is happy. Banksy was at the back. Our Kid is in tears. Afterwards, yes, I knew it was the greatest day of my life. Whenever I went anywhere, and I used to do a lot of speaking at dinners, people introduced me by saying: “There’s plenty to talk about – he’s won the World Cup!” It was just another game to us at the time but, aye, I’m proud of it. I’d like to see England produce another team that can win the World Cup. I’d really like to see that. It was such a long time ago.’

Fifty years.

It’s late morning and Jack, a native of Northumberland, is sitting in the tranquil Copthorne Hotel in Newcastle, watching the Tyne flow past, reflecting on time’s passage too. He is an English footballing icon for what he did at Wembley, for his 6 goals in 35 internationals as well as formidable work at Leeds United, scoring 95 times in 762 appearances and winning the League, FA Cup, League Cup and Fairs Cup twice. He subsequently immersed himself successfully in management, most famously with the Republic of Ireland. Yet modesty defines the man as he speaks, not trumpeting his many feats, just calmly recounting historic events, his memory helped by the photographs. As he reminisces, Jack confirms the strong bond between players in Alf Ramsey’s squad, making the collective so much more than the sum of the parts. That camaraderie kept them going through adversity, notably at Wembley when the Germans fought back. His words underscore the importance of leadership, especially in the inspiring figures of Moore and Ramsey. ‘Bob was a smashing lad,’ Jack says of Moore. ‘I’ve seen his statue at Wembley. I liked Bob. He used to pick me up and take me to a pub in London when I was with Leeds, playing in London somewhere.

‘Before the World Cup, we were in the hotel [Hendon Hall] and Bobby and a few of the other lads went out for a walk to a pub. What Bobby did, we did. Alf had a room overlooking where we went out. We all waved at him. Alf looked at us, waved, and then went back to his bedroom! We went across the road, up the hill to a pub. We just sat in the pub. I had a pint and then went back to the hotel. We were OK. We weren’t doing anything silly.’ They never felt they were challenging Ramsey’s authority. They had too much respect for the manager, mixed with a touch of fear. ‘He threatened you: “do this”, “do that”, “don’t do this”, “don’t do that”. Alf was a good manager.’

Ramsey exudes the aura of a manager, and a team, on a mission. Everything is devoted to the realization of one aim: lifting the World Cup. He demands and receives dedication to the cause. If Jack and the players are watching television late in the evening, Ramsey will simply say, ‘Goodnight, gentlemen.’ They’ll know it is time to turn off and turn in. Ramsey drills them hard in June at the FA’s Shropshire hideaway at Lilleshall, employing the tough trainer Les Cocker to build stamina for the extensive summer examination they eventually pass so gloriously. Ramsey proves adept at providing diversions, filling in the down-time monotony and easing the tension that so trouble the modern generation. Fifty years on, photographs still trade on the internet of Ramsey’s players at their southern base, Roehampton, indulging in some impromptu cricket after training. Ball keeps wicket; Stiles lurks at first slip as Bobby Charlton fends off a ball rearing up off a length. On 12 July, Ramsey takes his squad to Pinewood Studios. It’s the day after the disappointing stalemate with Uruguay, the opening match provoking inevitable criticism from the press, which notes England’s failure to score at Wembley for the first time since 1938. In the Daily Telegraph, the esteemed correspondent Donald Saunders delivers a typically balanced report, pointing out that Uruguay came to stifle, but he still concludes: ‘When one remembers that there are better defences than this lying in wait for Mr Ramsey’s men in the later stages of the competition, one’s hopes tend to sag.’ The sidebar-quotes piece by Roger Malone trumpets ‘Ramsey Still Thinks His Side Can Win’. Scepticism rolls along Fleet Street. But as Jack points out, ‘We had some very difficult games before the World Cup final but there was only one that we drew, against Uruguay.’ They believe.

The trip to Pinewood offers a welcome distraction. Photographers are allowed in to record the moment when Ramsey’s players meet a succession of movie stars. One picture captures Sean Connery, who is filming the latest Bond film You Only Live Twice, looking respectfully at Bobby Moore – 007 and No. 6 in the same frame. All the players are smartly attired, Jimmy Greaves with a white handkerchief peeping from his breast pocket, clutching a half of bitter, chatting to Connery. Another snap shows Yul Brynner, sporting a ski cagoule while making The Double Man, talking to Ramsey’s squad. When the gathering is joined by the British actress Viviane Ventura, pausing from her work with Cliff Richard on Finders Keepers, she is immediately placed next to a beaming Banks. Ventura stands on the steps of the Pinewood pavilion. Jack Charlton still towers over her. The players relax, the sniping headlines after Uruguay forgotten.

This is the clever Ramsey way, working the players hard, but knowing they need to unwind. He keeps the pressure off them, and they respond by beating Mexico 2-0 on 16 July with one of those trademark Bobby Charlton rockets and Roger Hunt pouncing. Momentum builds. Then come France on the 20th. ‘I remember heading a ball and it hit the inside of the post, went across and Roger knocked it in,’ says Jack of his part in England’s first goal. In an encounter lacking in entente cordiale, Hunt strikes again with France remonstrating that the string-pulling Jacques Simon is hors de combat following a filthy challenge from Stiles. ‘And that is Simon, Simon of France, number 20, the man rolling in agony,’ observes the BBC commentator, Kenneth Wolstenholme, in his inimitable tones. After the move climaxes with Hunt heading in, Wolstenholme adds: ‘And the French don’t like that because they say, “We had a man injured.” The referee is quite right.’ The Peruvian referee, Arturo Yamasaki Maldonado, has given the goal, ignoring Stiles’ offence, although England’s combative No. 4 is given a retrospective yellow card by Fifa for ‘rough play’.

Under pressure from Fifa to take further action over Stiles, the FA effectively demands that Ramsey omit his main ball-winner from the ensuing quarter-final against Argentina. Their subsequent oft-quoted exchange in training provides a reminder of Ramsey’s loyalty and pragmatism; he needs Stiles against Argentina. ‘Did you mean it?’ Ramsey asks Stiles of the Simon tackle. ‘Of course not,’ Stiles replies. ‘That’s good enough for me,’ concludes Ramsey, before standing up to ‘those people’ at the FA, amateurs he holds almost in contempt. Ramsey indicates he will resign if they interfere. The FA backs down. Stiles starts. Before kick-off, as Stiles is putting in his contact lenses, the trainer Harold Shepherdson points out in no uncertain terms how unequivocally Ramsey backed him. ‘Don’t let Alf down,’ Shepherdson tells him – another comment that has gone down in English folklore. He doesn’t. Ramsey’s loyalty is rewarded.

‘Nobby was a good tackler,’ smiles Charlton. ‘He was only little but he got in there.’ Barring the odd over-zealous intervention early on, Stiles responds with a disciplined performance in the snarling face of some sickening Argentinian behaviour at Wembley on 23 July. Watching the tape fifty years on evokes sadness as well as shock. Argentina field some elegant players, not least Antonio Rattín, their captain, who ludicrously loses all composure and is ordered off. The men he lets down succumb to a goal forged on the West Ham training ground. ‘Martin Peters was on the left-hand side,’ recalls Jack, ‘and he crossed the ball to Geoff.’ Heading in, Hurst takes his chance well in every sense. It is embedded in the English memory bank that Hurst is now playing in place of Greaves, the prolific Spurs forward incapacitated by a bad gash to the leg sustained in a challenge with France’s Joseph Bonnel. Ramsey is fortunate to have talent to call upon, and his tactical switch, removing Ian Callaghan and stiffening midfield with Ball, also works. Never one to fret over public opinion, Ramsey upsets many with his tasteless ‘animals’ jibe about Argentina. For a man sensitive about enunciation, he seems to worry less about his words.

England march on, leaving behind the controversy. After their 2-1 semi-final win over Portugal on 26 July, growing praise for England can be found in the Fifa vaults, in the verdict of its technical staff, including Ramsey’s predecessor Walter Winterbottom. ‘Passes went to the advanced forwards as quickly as possible and unselfish overlap running by players including defenders put increasing pressure on the Portuguese defence,’ reads the report. ‘In this game, R. Charlton’s support play was outstanding, and Stiles effectively shielded the attacks of Eusébio. The physical condition demanded of this fast tactical interchange between attack and defence was typified by the play of Alan Ball, who one moment was defending and the next initiating attack or unselfishly running to provide opening for other attackers.’ Jack Charlton concedes a penalty late on, allowing Eusébio the chance to score from the spot, but his brother’s earlier brace proves sufficient. England are in the World Cup final.

A myth has taken hold in certain quarters that England bore their way to glory in ’66, that Stiles is a simple destroyer and width is non-existent, whereas Moore is elegance personified and voted player of the World Cup by the foreign press, the roaming Charlton is vibrant and soon becomes European Footballer of the Year, and Cohen raids down the right. Ball never stops driving upfield and Stiles can also contribute creatively, as one of his surging runs into the box to help create England’s first against France shows. England are no work of intoxicating beauty, agreed, but they create some special moments and are united by a ferocious will to win. Ramsey proves a master at evolving the team tactically, fostering this sense of mission while keeping the players relaxed. The night before the final, the squad troop off into Hendon to watch Those Magnificent Men in their Flying Machines.

Ramsey’s tactical fine-tuning, clipping the wings, relying on the full-backs for width, works, as does his decision to employ Hurst. But Greaves is now fit, his wound healed, and everyone awaits Ramsey’s decision. ‘None of us knew the team we’d play in the final,’ says Jack. His heavy cold briefly casts doubt over his involvement; Ramsey even puts Ron Flowers, of Wolves, on standby to replace him. Jack, of course, declares himself fit. It was only when Alf said: “When we have lunch I will tell you the team,” that we knew. We all went down to lunch before we went to Wembley. Alf had his sheet in front of him and said: “This is the team that will start.” Banksy in goal. Ray Wilson left full-back, George Cohen right full-back.’ Fifty years on, Charlton reels off the names as if reading from Ramsey’s sheet.

He grasps another photograph, this one portraying Cohen. ‘George was quick, very quick. If he had to race somebody to the ball, he’d always get there first. I could pick up a position where he could see where I was and, when he got there first, he’d knock the ball back to me and I’d give it back to the goalkeeper. George would get forward on occasion. George used to be very good at overlapping, very quick, down the line. His worst part was where he had to cross the ball into the box. Ray Wilson was more of a defender. He’d make his runs and come back. Ray was always there at left-back. Ray virtually never crossed the ball with his left foot. The back-four was always the same. I was right centre-half, Bobby Moore was left centre-half. We knew we’d play.’

Charlton returns to the original picture, the one with all the players, and admires the scene again. ‘The two smallest players on the field were Nobby Stiles and Alan Ball. Nobby never stopped running. Our Kid played in midfield with Nobby. Bobby was the one who was making runs, running with the ball, but Nobby was always the one who went and got the ball and gave it to Bobby. He would then cover across behind. Alan never stopped running. He could find somewhere he wasn’t marked, you could knock the ball to him, he’d turn on the ball, and run and pass. He’d knock balls to the full-backs for them to cross. In midfield, Martin Peters was a left-sided player but right-footed; he was a good player, he would get running, getting the ball to Geoff and Roger.’ And what of Greaves? ‘I was surprised Jim wasn’t involved. When we went into the World Cup, Jim was the outstanding player. It was quite a decision not to play him. If somebody was going to score goals, it’s going to be him, but he never got in. Geoff had the hat-trick.’

Before those celebrated goals flow, the squad head to Wembley and the footage shows the coach pulling up outside the stadium, Stiles with his teeth in, grinning at the reception committee of a London policeman. After clearing the dressing-room of interlopers, Moore addresses the players before leading them into that famous old tunnel, sloping upwards, towards the light. ‘I was the last one,’ says Jack. ‘I was always the last player at Leeds, so I was always going to be the last player with England.’ The noise of the 96,924 fans intensifies as the players stride towards their destiny, driven by myriad reasons in pursuit of victory. This medley of motivations is something current Academies, the FA and England managers must learn to understand fully. The best players and teams are stirred by a cause, whether a desire to settle a score, a passion for representing their country, simple love of the game, camaraderie or a realization of life’s likely mundanity without this special profession. All this fosters a carpe diem spirit in Ramsey’s players. Ball’s hungry running is partly rooted in his struggles to find a club when younger, when he’s considered too small. His heart isn’t. His lungs aren’t. Hurst needs to show he’s worth Ramsey’s vote ahead of Greaves.

Alternative employment hardly offers similar attractions. The Charltons’ father, Bob, grafts on a shift underground during the World Cup semi-final until the Daily Mirror contacts Ashington Colliery to get him up to the surface in time for kick-off. Jack himself briefly spends time in the mines, crawling along small tunnels to reach the coalface, shuddering as the explosions go off, revealing more of the seam. The Charltons’ brother Gordon is away in the Far East with the Merchant Navy and spends the two hours of the final toiling in the engine room. Jack and Bobby know that playing football for a living is a privilege. They seize their chance.

In seeking to understand what forces shape a dressing-room mindset it can be dangerous or naive to attribute historical factors, but there can be little doubt that the identity of the opposition, the Germans, gives the 1966 final an added edge. The war remains in the forefront of many minds. Peters’ wife was named Kathleen Doris Winifred after the three sisters her father lost when a Luftwaffe bomb hit the East End of London. Jack, though, prefers to emphasize the sheer sporting nature of the challenge. ‘To get the Germans in the final was terrific. Good team, good players. I looked at them and thought “Franz Beckenbauer”, but really the only one that we talked about before the game was the goalkeeper, Hans Tilkowski. We didn’t think he was a great goalkeeper.’

Yet footage of the final immediately shows Tilkowski making a smart save from Peters, and it is Banks of England yielding first. Helmut Haller accepts a gift from Wilson, misjudging a clearance, and shoots low. Caught out, Jack Charlton and Banks allow the ball to continue without a hint of apology into the net. 1-0 West Germany. The pair stare at Wilson. Jack signals his displeasure, although it needs restating that communication is poor between centre-back and keeper – a rare occurrence. ‘I always knew where he was,’ Jack explains. ‘If I was chasing a ball backwards, I knew whether Banksy was coming or staying. More often than not, he would get to the ball first. Banksy was a very good goalkeeper, very good at making saves. He used to catch balls all the time, run out, jump up, catch it, fall on the ground with it, get up and throw it out to somebody.’

On the final goes, ebbing and flowing, absorbing all within Wembley, including thousands of Germans adding to the intensity, noise and spectacle. England rebuild, hunting the equalizer, Jack assiduously covering for Moore when the Rolls-Royce of defenders glides forward. ‘Bob would suddenly go into midfield, make a good tackle, win the ball, get up and have a look, and then he’d run,’ says Jack, staring into the distance, as if watching Moore motor off again. ‘I very rarely ran with the ball. If Bob used to run I’d come across, so if anything happened when he went away running with the ball, I’d be central. He’d see me come across. We were OK, comfortable.’ And soon level. When Wolfgang Overath fouls Moore, England’s quick-thinking captain lifts the free-kick in for Hurst to materialize seemingly from nowhere and head past a stunned Tilkowski. 1-1. Game on. The ‘West Ham won the World Cup’ legend begins to grow. Similarly enhanced is Moore’s reputation for relishing the grand occasion. Calm, precise, in control.

England are full of purpose, and Bobby Charlton eludes Beckenbauer, but the pair are close together, almost dancing partners rather than duelling rivals. ‘He probably had less space in that World Cup final than in the other games,’ recalls Jack. ‘In the other games Our Kid was a great runner, a great striker of the ball, and scored some great goals, but in the final, well, he had to mark Beckenbauer. He did, which is probably why he hadn’t got involved in the game so much. They didn’t let him play as he was capable of. Beckenbauer didn’t either. He was marking Bobby. The pair of them cancelled each other out.’ Bobby’s style is still seen in some driving runs, signalling England’s ambition.

Otherwise, well-matched opponents block each other out for a time, the final all attrition and athleticism. England need all their team-work, their one-for-all mentality. ‘Roger and Geoff came back into midfield quite a lot of times,’ says Jack. ‘There would always be one upfront and one would come back into midfield. If the Germans pushed, Nobby would drop back.’ Communication is key, tracking incoming danger. ‘I talked a lot. I’d say to Bobby [Moore] “come in here”, “get this side” of somebody or “get the other side” if the ball was coming into the 18-yard box. I can always remember Bob listening to me. Bobby Moore didn’t shout at anybody. He may point something out, tell somebody to “pick him up”, but he didn’t yell at people. I did. I yelled at a few: “Get back in here!” I used to shout at Our Kid to “get back here … get in near Ray” and “close him down”. I just yelled and shouted. The rest of them liked that.’ Jack’s constant cajoling galvanizes, keeping everyone fighting. ‘They understood what their job was but I kept reminding them. I’d say to Nobby “get across”, “pick him up”, “fill in”, leaving me to go in there behind him. Nobby was a great ball-winner, good tackler; him and Bally, there was no size to the two of them.’ Five feet six inches of defiance, each of them. ‘Bally never stopped running,’ Jack almost whistles in admiration.

Even now, fifty years later, the tale of the videotape is of Ball’s remorseless dynamism. He powers everywhere like a human tornado, winning a corner after 78 minutes, lifting it into the German box. England scent a goal. Hurst turns the ball back across and it seems the moment is lost, that the full-back Horst-Dieter Höttges must clear. As fans lean forward in expectation, drawn towards this penalty-area drama, Höttges succeeds only in slicing his clearance into the air. It looks to be falling across for Jack. ‘I used to go up for the odd header, corner-kick or free-kick, and the ball was coming back to me,’ says Jack, his body tensing as if ready to meet the ball again, half a century on, ‘and then Martin came running in and knocked it in the back of the net.’ 2-1 England. 77 minutes. Peters has surely won the World Cup for England.

‘But the Germans kept coming at us,’ says Jack, resuming the epic story, remembering the response of Helmut Schoen’s gutsy competitors. ‘When the Germans are knocking the ball into the 18-yard box I had to get them.’ Unfortunately, in his determination to clear after 89 minutes, Charlton falls foul of the Swiss referee, Gottfried Dienst, who believes, harshly to English eyes, that the defender is fouling Uwe Seeler. Frustrated, England man the barricades, hoping to repel what is surely West Germany’s last assault. In it comes, Lothar Emmerich’s free-kick, causing chaos, a blur of bodies stretching for the ball. Wolfgang Weber slides in. 2-2. Nightmare. The rosettes adorning many an England fan shed some of their satiny sheen. The crowd responds, seeking to inspire the team with exhortations, but Jack’s oblivious, consumed in this furious fight. ‘The fans never entered my head. I was focusing on what I had to do.’

Dienst blows for the end of normal time. Ramsey gathers his players around. ‘We all stood there and listened to him,’ says Jack of his manager, his leader now going to work on tired minds and bodies, banishing exhaustion, replenishing belief. Ramsey chooses his words shrewdly, effectively, rousingly, but simply. ‘He didn’t mention me, Bobby Moore or anybody,’ says Jack. ‘Alf just said: “You’ve won the Cup once – now go and win it again.”’ Oft-repeated down the decades, such renowned rhetoric never loses its lustre. Unleashing the sort of powerful sentiments to lift any flagging heart, Ramsey seizes the moment, espousing his utter faith in his players. In return, they look at him, hear his words and know they’re not alone; their manager fights with them. These are the seismic seconds when reputations are defined, when the image of a monarch conferring a knighthood takes shape, and when a lesson is bequeathed to all those craving long-term residency in the England dug-out. Ramsey delivers. Those seduced by the modern-era hype who believe mind games begin with José Mourinho need educating in Ramsey’s response. In that long corridor of classrooms at the National Football Centre nestling in St George’s Park, FA educators draw attention to Ramsey’s actions, as well as words. By insisting England’s players stay on their feet with extra time awaiting, Ramsey flaunts their fitness at the Germans, some of whom lie slumped on the floor, requiring the urgent attention of trainers. ‘They’re finished,’ Ramsey stresses to his players, looking over at the opposition 20 yards away. ‘Stand up. Don’t let those Germans think you’re tired.’ England are a unit, together, on their feet. All that pain on the training fields at Lilleshall, that sweat shed on Shropshire soil, is now worth it. England reach for the gleaming Jules Rimet trophy.

They go for gold. Ball embodies their winning edge, their spirit of indefatigability, a battle-hardened fighter in a 21-year-old’s body. Fifa’s technical boffins record their admiration of his contribution to extra time ‘when again the stamina and individual attacking ability of Ball was a notable feature’. Notable? Principal. Ball races on to Stiles’ pass down the right and crosses to Hurst. What happens next will always be debated when followers of England and Germany cross paths and swords. Three points of impact are endlessly analysed. First impact: the swivelling Hurst makes powerful contact with the ball which rises up past Tilkowski. Second impact: the ball strikes the wooden crossbar now hanging close to the corporate corners of Wembley, outside the Bobby Moore Room. After attending the last competitive match at Wembley before Euro 2016, the 2-0 win over Estonia, I stand underneath the crossbar as the suited hordes stride past, most of them oblivious to such an important relic of English sporting history. It hangs in the air, much like the legitimacy of Hurst’s goal. Third impact: the ball bounces down and lands on or over the line depending on your nationality. The English perspective is simple: they think it’s all over the line. A Sky Sports investigation in 2016 confirms this. Other viewings contradict this. Academics in the Ruhr and Bavaria, clearly with too much time on their hands, prove it isn’t a goal by analysing angles using the latest Teutonic technology. Computer says no. Lino says yes. A slightly bohemian character from Azerbaijan, then part of the USSR, enters English legend. Tofik Bakhramov signals a goal. As Wembley holds its breath, Dienst consults Bakhramov and concurs. Goal given. 3-2. England jubilant. No wonder the FA is so keen to lay a floral tribute to Bakhramov at the stadium bearing his name when England visit Baku in October 2004, a fixture so wind-afflicted some of us file our reports on a Michael Owen-inspired victory from underneath our desks.

Back at Wembley in ’66, the Germans pour forward, with Siggi Held magnificent as the clock challenges them with every ticking second. England can pick them off. ‘The Germans were trying to go over the top of us, through us, and we broke out, particularly Geoff,’ continues Jack. Up in the TV gantry, Wolstenholme memorably informs his rapt audience that some people are on the pitch. But Hurst hasn’t finished. He soon has. ‘Bobby Moore knocked him a helluva long ball,’ smiles Jack. ‘The Germans had already pushed up and Geoff took the ball, had room and time to stop, look up and just whack it in the back of the net. We knew then we’d won it. 4-2!’ An august campaigner pauses, loving all these joyous recollections. ‘Geoff scored three goals! Martin scored!’

When Dienst blows to confirm the most historic moment in English sport, Jack tries to catch up with Hurst and Peters celebrating near the centre-circle. He rushes upfield, closing on them, nearer and nearer, getting to within 20 yards before emotion and exhaustion overwhelm him. Jack falls to his knees near the centre-spot and holds his face. It means so much. He’s given so much. ‘I was sat on the ground, with my head in my hands. Our Kid was sat on the ground too. I don’t know whether I went to him or he went to me but we did have a hug. I can remember our Bob saying to me: “What else is there left to play for?”’ Two boys from Ashington scale the heights. Bobby does, of course, go on to become a champion of Europe with Manchester United in 1968, a formidable achievement lent even greater poignancy by the Munich disaster a decade earlier. Jack’s excellence with Leeds sees him voted Footballer of the Year in 1967. But nothing can match the events of 30 July 1966 at Wembley.

Noise reverberates from all quarters. Delirious home fans sing ‘England’s won the Cup, England’s won the Cup, ee-aye-addio, England’s won the Cup!’ Chants of ‘Ramsey, Ramsey!’ ensue, saluting the coaching catalyst who greets Dienst’s final whistle by just sitting there on the bench, in control of his emotions, even now. Ramsey’s stillness contrasts with the activity all around. Jimmy Armfield, a revered former captain and current squad member resplendent in his red jersey as if representing a particularly stylish Blackpool golf club, leans forward to congratulate Ramsey. The England manager’s vanquished counterpart, the noble Schoen, holds his left hand to his forehead in dismay. Greaves, his lean, fit-again frame slipped into a suit, peers around the back of trainer Harold Shepherdson before stepping on to the pitch to salute Ramsey’s chosen ones. Heaven knows the conflicting state of his emotions: so near to nirvana and yet so impossibly far. One ill-timed injury changes his life with all the force of a wrecking ball.

Moore climbs the thirty-nine steps to collect the Jules Rimet trophy from Her Majesty the Queen, descends from the heights, and the jubilation spreads across that fabled patch of grass. Jack waves down a camera lens, the players congregate around Moore, and a legendary assembly is captured for eternity by the photographers. ‘We’re all smiling except our Robert,’ marvels Jack, reaching for the picture again. ‘Our Bob was stood there, tears running down his face. I was just waving at a few people who told me where they would be.’ His and Bobby’s parents were there. ‘My wife was pregnant so she couldn’t come to the match,’ he adds. Charlton’s gaze meanders across the photograph, stopping at a distinctive face. ‘Nobby without his teeth!’ he laughs. Stiles is soon doing his jig with the cup. The party’s really starting. Jack, though, gets delayed as he’s dragged off for a urine test. How inconvenient – that is really taking the piss. But he’s soon on the bus, heading back into town, towards Kensington and the Royal Garden Hotel for the victors’ post-match banquet. On its own fiftieth anniversary in 2015, the Royal Garden calculates it has opened 175,000 bottles of champagne in its history, six times the height of Everest, many of them consumed on just one night in 1966. Some bottles are already on ice as England hove into view.

Slowly, inching its way through the human throng, the team bus reaches the Royal Garden, fans rushing behind, waving, shouting, some taking pictures with unwieldy cameras. The country’s traditional stiff upper lip is loosened by bliss and a beer or two. Police try to keep them back, but people break through, standing underneath the balcony, calling for their idols like Romeos with rosettes. It almost resembles VE Day. Jack and the players emerge and throw flowers down to the merry mass. Even his parents, arriving hot-foot from Wembley, join in. ‘We had a meal there,’ Jack recalls. ‘All the wives came and joined us. Mine wasn’t there, but the rest were.’ They then disperse. Peters retires to his room with his wife and one of those bottles of champagne. Bobby Charlton is so shattered he has an early night with his wife Norma. Others have late nights, early mornings, very late mornings in Jack’s case. ‘We went out,’ he explains. ‘The lads went different places.’ Jack bumps into Jim Mossop, a distinguished football reporter noted for his genial company as well as the quality of his copy, and embarks on what proves a lengthy, very enjoyable excursion through London. ‘We went to a club where there was a long table,’ Jack says, the details still sketchy. ‘We then went out to somebody’s house and went in for a drink. We stayed there for a while.’ Quite a long while. Jack ends up asleep on a sofa at this flat in Leytonstone, east London. ‘We then went back to the hotel.’ He’s mildly reprimanded by his mother on his return to the Royal Garden, but he’s just won the World Cup. Any chiding is cursory.

The carousing continues. A fortnight after the final, Jack and Bobby parade through the streets of Ashington in an open-top Rolls-Royce. People spill off the pavements, reaching into the car to shake hands with local heroes. It doesn’t get much better than this homecoming.

Jack goes on to feature briefly in the 1970 World Cup finals, against Czechoslovakia in Guadalajara, but the 35-year-old has lost his place to Everton’s Brian Labone. ‘We won the World Cup at home. If we’d done it away from home …’ Jack’s voice tails off, leaving it unsaid what a herculean achievement that would have been in Mexico.

He stops reminiscing for a few moments, admiring the Tyne again. On the table at the Copthorne lies a copy of the Evening Chronicle detailing a 6-1 defeat for his beloved team Newcastle United, and noting a line-up boasting no Geordies. ‘I used to come to this hotel when Bob was manager, to see him,’ he recalls of Sir Bobby Robson. ‘I was good friends with Bob. I used to enjoy playing against Fulham [for whom Robson played]. Bob was always smiling.’ Jack’s smiling too, remembering his old friend. He’s always diligent in his duties helping out the Sir Bobby Robson Foundation. Now 80, he’s been driven to our meeting at the Copthorne by Helen and Will Logan, the kindly owners of Northumberland Tea, who make donations to Robson’s charity for every box sold. Helen’s parents both passed away from lung cancer. ‘The Freeman Hospital looked after my dad and I know the care and support that the Sir Bobby Robson Cancer Trials Research Centre unit gives,’ Helen says. A theme rapidly evident during six months’ travelling around interviewing people for this book is the huge support for the Sir Bobby Robson Foundation. Jack’s always raising funds. A photograph of him, resplendent in flat cap, adorns the tea boxes that generate tens of thousands of pounds for the charity. ‘The best cup since ’66’ runs the slogan next to a beaming, cuppa-holding Charlton.

One of the many privileges of being a football reporter is the occasional opportunity to meet the Boys of ’66, including Moore and Ball before they were so cruelly snatched away. I’ve done speaking events with Banks and Hurst, the hat-trick man who briefly managed the England press team, an assignment that really does constitute ‘the Impossible Job’. Not only is it humbling being in the presence of modest souls who gave the country its proudest sporting moment, it is uplifting to see their continuing effect on people. England matter. The pursuit of international glory matters, even in a club-fixated era. As Jack sits in the Copthorne, residents spot him, nod and smile. He’s a reminder of 1966, a time when the Three Lions evoke respect and fear, and every passing year and tournament deepens admiration for their achievement. Health permitting, the remaining members of the squad meet annually. Charlton holds another photograph, a more recent one, outside a club-house. Hurst clutches his golf shoes. Jack stands at the back. Banks is at the front, shoulder to shoulder with Hunt. Joining them are reserves like Ron Flowers, Jimmy Armfield, Ian Callaghan, George Eastham, Peter Bonetti and Norman Hunter. ‘George Eastham and other lads who hadn’t got into the England team always turned up for the reunions,’ says Jack. ‘We always played golf once a year, in the south, north or Midlands. Some of them didn’t play golf but they still came. Some of them who played golf couldn’t play golf! I can hit the ball but I need to be in a wagon to get round now!’

He wishes his involvement with England had continued. In 1977, Jack wrote to the FA to apply for the job after Don Revie resigned. ‘I qualified for all the badges at Lilleshall,’ he recalls. He knows players, understands them, can get the best out of them. He was voted English Manager of the Year in 1974 because of his acclaimed work getting Middlesbrough promoted. The FA, an organization riddled with snobbery in those days, never even had the courtesy to acknowledge the letter of an England great. The suspicion is that he was always too associated with Revie. ‘Don was great at Leeds,’ Jack says now, ‘but I don’t know what happened with him and England.

‘I had plenty to do with Sheffield Wednesday, Middlesbrough [where he returned briefly as caretaker] and Newcastle. All the clubs I went to, all been successful.’ Frustratingly for him, especially given his childhood allegiances, Jack endured a torrid end to his time at St James’ Park when some of the fans turned on him after a transfer target, Eric Gates, chose Sunderland instead. His eyes fill with pain as he recalls those events in 1985. ‘A section of the crowd in the corner were yelling, “Charlton out, Charlton out, Charlton out.” I looked at the crowd in the corner, and thought: “Listen to them!” I was very upset with the crowd. I’m not having that. I told the directors: “I’m finished. If the fans want somebody else, let them have somebody else.” Then I went to Ireland.’

His anger at the FA never responding intensified on learning of an apparent exchange between a Lancaster Gate official and a counterpart at the Football Association of Ireland. The FA man was reported to have told the FAI it had ‘made a mistake’ in appointing Charlton manager of the Republic in 1986. Mistake? He qualifies them for two World Cups, defeats England in Stuttgart at Euro 88, draws with them in Cagliari at Italia 90, and is still revered there. ‘I was always very popular when I was in Ireland, and they weren’t very happy when I said I was leaving. But I’d done things for them. I was there for ten years.’ They will always share the memory of Ireland defeating Italy at Giants Stadium during USA 94.

Jack returned to Dublin on 7 June 2015 as guest of honour before the Republic’s friendly with England at the Aviva Stadium. ‘They just told me to go down on the pitch before the game, and I had to walk on to the pitch, and there was an unbelievable reaction from the fans. I just waved at them, and the crowd all cheered. I was crying. It’s true. I’ve got my eyes running, my nose running and there’s nothing I can do about it!’ He turns and waves to all four sides of the ground, and then settles back to inspect the latest heirs to his noble tradition, getting a close-up of England. ‘I always watch them on the television. I’d like them to win the World Cup again. We were the last team. It’s so many years ago.’

1966 is unique, so special, yet the mood at the time among many England followers was that this was the start of a golden age, especially with the infusion of new talent like Alan Mullery.
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Mullery and Mexico 70

WALK INTO WHITE Hart Lane, climb one flight of stairs, and step into a room that takes away the breath of those entering for the first time. Inside lies a treasure trove of memories, a wealth of footballing experience. It is where Tottenham Hotspur legends gather and relax before heading out to assorted lounges and suites to entertain the club’s many corporate guests. Privileged visitors advance under the lilywhite lintel and immediately stop, looking around in admiration. Even those with no affiliation to this north London institution are overwhelmed. It is like shaking a football sticker album vigorously, watching all the stars fall out and then marvelling as they come to life. Seated at one table before the game with Crystal Palace on 20 September 2015 is Martin Chivers, deep in conversation with Pat Jennings and Darren Anderton. Ray Clemence strolls past, beaming, swapping a bon mot or two. And now here is Alan Mullery MBE, England’s pre-eminent player at the 1970 World Cup, walking over, extending a hand in greeting before finding a quiet place to reminisce about Bobby Moore, Gordon Banks and Sir Alf Ramsey.

Articulate, chirpy company with just a trace of mournfulness, the Londoner expresses deep pride at representing his country while also voicing fears for the current standard-bearers. An understanding of the qualities that propel Mullery through his England career from 1964 to 1971, traits such as patience and perseverance as well as talent, would serve any aspiring international well. Mullery’s story should be required reading for members of the modern generation hoping to end the years of hurt.

Having re-located to the adjacent West Stand Box Holders’ Lounge awash with Ledley King and Jermain Defoe memorabilia, Mullery politely asks bar-staff to turn down the music. He talks cogently, mixing anecdote with analysis, demonstrating why he is so in demand on the after-dinner circuit. Setting up the meeting was enlightening in itself: one call to Spurs and they arrange everything with ‘Mullers’. Tottenham cherish their England connections, a tradition their intelligent manager Mauricio Pochettino maintains by backing native talent. Later on, Mullery joins the 35,723 spectators to delight in the performance of the 19-year-old Dele Alli, a sinewy, silky embodiment of hope for England’s future. Alli shows his stamina from box to box against Palace, making a couple of interceptions late on to preserve their lead, and earning a laudatory tweet from a Spurs and England legend, Gary Lineker: ‘Tell you what, England has some real talent finally coming through. Very excited by Dele Alli.’ Everyone is: Alli looks the part.

The rangy midfielder is beginning to break through, building on his 88 appearances for MK Dons. Mullery empathizes with his progress, having found England recognition at the Lane after nearly 200 games for Fulham.

Mullery will never forget the moment in 1964 when he was informed he’d been called up by Ramsey. He is out with his wife June, shopping in Worcester Park, a suburb in south-west London. ‘This bloke came up and said: “Congratulations, you’re in the England squad.” I thought he was taking the mickey. I said: “OK. I’ll believe it when I get home.” When I got home, the letter from the FA was there.’ Lancaster Gate provides details of where the midfielder is to report for the friendly with Holland in Amsterdam on 9 December. ‘I still thought somebody’s taking the mickey. So I phone a reporter, Vic Railton, who wrote for the Evening News, and said: “I don’t know if somebody is taking the piss out of me, mate, but they sent me a letter to say I’m in the squad.” “Oh yeah,” he said, “I’ve just heard it on the radio.” I felt extremely proud that a snotty-nosed kid from Notting Hill had achieved what every kid I played football with in the streets and the parks dreamed of: to become an England footballer. It was really special. I don’t think my family really believed it. My father didn’t pat me on the back. In those days, mums and dads didn’t. It was post-war. You couldn’t hug your son in those days. Every time I see my son I hug and kiss him. The first England cap didn’t really mean anything to my dad. He didn’t come and watch me [in Amsterdam]. He came to Wembley on the odd occasion, but he was more interested in a glass of beer than he was watching me play football.’

At 23, Mullery’s not
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