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  Foreword


  TOTTENHAM HOTSPUR’S REPUTATION around the world was forged by the great double-winning team fashioned by Bill Nicholson, and every Spurs manager since then has lived in the shadow of the great man’s achievements over the course of that amazing 1960–61 season.


  The double has been claimed by Arsenal, Liverpool and Manchester United in recent years, but when Tottenham won the league championship and the FA Cup in one season they achieved a feat that was thought to be impossible. Nobody had done it in the twentieth century.


  Nicholson’s success made White Hart Lane ‘the world famous home of the Spurs’ and their success was renowned throughout Europe, even more so when they became the first British team to win a European trophy after lifting the Cup-Winners’ Cup in 1963.


  Sadly, Bill is no longer with us, and the week after his memorial service I was entrusted with carrying on his legacy and trying to build a side that could live up to the great man’s achievements. I’d only been at the club four months, but already I loved it.


  I knew a lot about English football – having been a midfielder at West Bromwich Albion and Coventry City in the 1980s – when I joined Spurs in July 2004 as coach after a successful career in my native Holland.


  I was aware of the esteem in which the fans held Bill Nick and when I attended his memorial service my immediate thought was that it would be marvellous if I could share the same feeling of success he had enjoyed. I knew it was not a minor task, but Spurs are still a massive club.


  It was always my ambition to return to England as a manager and now I’ve been given the chance to put Tottenham back on the map. Football is all about tradition and history, which is why Spurs will always be one of Europe’s most respected clubs.


  Bill Nicholson made sure of that.


  Martin Jol


  Preface


  I WAS WALKING through New York’s Central Park on a glorious summer day in early June wearing a white T-shirt with BLANCHFLOWER emblazoned across the back in navy blue above the famous number 4. ‘Blanchflower – what a player,’ said someone with a Lancashire accent walking behind me. I turned to find a balding middle-aged man from Bolton who proceeded to name the entire Spurs ‘double’ team. ‘Brown, Baker, Henry, Blanchflower, Norman, Mackay, Dyson, Allen, Smith, White, Jones. Did I miss anyone?’ he asked. ‘Medwin played quite a few games that season as well,’ I replied. ‘Oh yes, so he did,’ said the man, glad I’d jogged his memory.


  A few weeks earlier a call to Tottenham director Douglas Alexiou elicited the same response: a full rundown of that immortal Spurs team, the first side in the twentieth century to win the ‘double’. ‘They were a wonderful team to watch with a combination of power and grace. They were irresistible,’ said Alexiou. Indeed, they were.


  When Spurs began their quest in the summer of 1960 most people believed winning the Championship and the FA Cup in the same season was impossible. Many teams had come close including Manchester United’s Busby Babes in ’57 and Wolverhampton Wanderers in ’60. But still nobody had done it since Aston Villa way back in 1897.


  The Spurs team that finally silenced the doubters was full of stars. Of course, there was Danny Blanchflower, captain of Northern Ireland and destined to become Footballer of the Year for the second time at the end of that historic season. But Tottenham also had the rugged Scot Dave Mackay, reckoned by many to be the inspiration behind the ‘double’ success, and his fellow international John White, nicknamed ‘the Ghost’. That midfield trio was one of the greatest the game has ever seen.


  Welsh international Cliff Jones was the first-choice wingman who could play on either flank. He was partnered either by Welsh compatriot Terry Medwin on the right wing or the diminutive Terry Dyson on the left, depending on twhich of them was fit and/or in form.


  Scottish international Bill Brown was in goal, while the swashbuckling Bobby Smith banged in the goals at centre-forward playing alongside Les Allen. Peter Baker and Ron Henry were rock solid in the full-back positions and big Maurice Norman, known as ‘Monty’ or ‘Swede’ to team-mates and supporters alike, was the centre-half at the heart of the defence.


  Over 2.5 million people watched Tottenham’s League and Cup triumphs that season – more than had seen any other club at any time. The 11 successive wins which opened their campaign is still a record for the First Division (Reading now hold the record for all Divisions with an opening run of 13 wins in the 1985–86 season). Spurs also notched up a record 31 wins in 42 League games and a record 16 away wins out of 21 matches; equalled Arsenal’s record of 66 points in a season and 33 from away games; went 16 matches without defeat at the start of the season; and were the first team to reach 50 points from only 29 games. And they did it all with only 17 players – another record (since beaten by Liverpool in 1965–66 and Aston Villa in 1980–81 when they used only 14 players each).


  For the first time this book, based on interviews with the players and manager Bill Nicholson, tells the story of that historic ‘double’ season from the inside.


  It takes you behind the scenes to explain why Bobby Smith ‘disappeared’ on the morning of the FA Cup final; why Cliff Jones was crocked in the first game of the season by one of his mates; why actress Jayne Mansfield was the first woman allowed into the Spurs boardroom; and why Bill Nicholson left the Cup final banquet a disappointed man.


  It tells of the players’ superstitions; how they trained; how they thought; what they ate; how they passed the time on long journeys to away matches; what they were told in the dressing-room before big games; how they celebrated in a revolutionary new way on the pitch; what they got up to after matches; the players they admired and those they feared playing against; and how they felt before, during and after the FA Cup final.


  This book also follows what happened to the players when the glory years were over, chronicling their successes and failures off the pitch.


  Prologue


  FOR DANNY BLANCHFLOWER Saturday, 7 March 1959, was a day of personal triumph. It didn’t look as if it would turn out that way. The morning rain seemed to have set in for the summer and heavy, black clouds were reflected in the pools of water lying on a saturated White Hart Lane pitch.


  Only 30,000 were brave enough to leave the comfort of their homes to come and watch the match against Leicester City, but they were glad they did. This was Blanchflower at his best. Such was his determination that he would probably have performed just as well in an empty stadium or at the local park.


  For this was the day when the Irish international orchestrated Tottenham’s finest display since they went to Old Trafford on the last day of November 1957 and took two points from the Champions in a thrilling 4–3 win – the first time a London club had won there in 19 years. Blanchflower later rated that victory as one of his best matches and one of Spurs’ best performances in all his years with the club.


  Against Leicester, Danny played at wing-half, the job he once lost because Spurs wanted someone who could defend. The adventurous Irish genius rewarded the small crowd for their loyal support by giving them a taste of the glory a team can aspire to when driven by one of the greatest attacking wing-halves in the world.


  He played like a man possessed, controlling the greasy ball as if it were attached to his boots by a piece of string, stepping over the slippery pitch, spraying the ball around with uncanny accuracy. He won every tackle, every challenge, every fight for possession. He was playing this match for one man: Danny Blanchflower. After all, he had something to prove: to his manager Bill Nicholson, to the fans, and to the Press; most of all he had something to prove to himself. Tottenham scored six perfect goals, including a fifth by Danny himself. But it hadn’t always been like this.


  Blanchflower had taken an increasingly important role in the team since his arrival at Spurs in 1954. He didn’t believe his role as captain was merely to toss up and decide which way to kick. He considered that it gave him the authority to change the side if things were going badly. In those days captains weren’t expected to make changes on the field, but Blanchflower was used to doing it. Northern Ireland manager Peter Doherty gave him the authority to change things if he thought alterations were necessary.


  Once he made a decisive switch in a Sixth Round FA Cup match against West Ham when Spurs were losing 3–1 with 20 minutes to go. He ordered centre-half Maurice Norman up into the attack and Tottenham earned a replay, which they won 2–1. The directors didn’t complain that time because the move worked. But when Blanchflower tried it again in an FA Cup semi-final against Manchester City the gamble failed.


  Tottenham were already playing with three centre-forwards that day – Dave Dunmore, Bobby Smith and Len Duquemin. In the 70th minute Blanchflower decided to push Maurice Norman up front. That made four centre-forwards!


  The ploy seemed to work when George Robb finally broke through. With City’s big German keeper Bert Trautmann sprawled on the ground, Robb had only to put the ball into an empty net. But Trautmann grabbed his legs, the linesman didn’t see it and the chance had gone. City won 1–0.


  The Spurs players congratulated their rivals and trooped dejectedly off the pitch. As Blanchflower peeled off his shirt in the silent gloom of the dressing-room Jimmy Anderson, the flustered Spurs manager, rushed through the door and slid onto the bench beside him. ‘You shouldn’t have done that. My directors are up there asking me what you’re doing and who gave you the authority to change the team.’


  ‘Jimmy,’ he pleaded, ‘I’m as disappointed as you and the directors. I tried to win the game by taking a gamble. You think I made a mistake. I think it’s better to make a mistake trying something than to accept things and do nothing about them.’


  ‘Well, I’m the manager here and I’ll make the changes,’ Anderson told him. ‘It makes me look silly in front of my directors.’


  ‘I wasn’t trying to buck your authority,’ replied Blanchflower. ‘I was out there and the Cup was slipping away. I took a chance. You should have some confidence in me as the captain.’ The row ended when Anderson was suddenly called away.


  The Cup defeat had a devastating effect on morale and Spurs soon found themselves struggling against relegation. Some weeks later, with the club languishing near the foot of the First Division and the Cup a distant memory, they found themselves 2–1 down to fellow strugglers Huddersfield.


  Tottenham led 1–0 halfway through the second-half and seemed to have the game comfortably in their control. Then Huddersfield sent over a harmless-looking cross. Norman, playing at right-back, headed it back for goalkeeper Ron Reynolds. But he’d come out to catch the cross and could do little but stand and watch helplessly as the ball flew into the net.


  Not long afterwards a Huddersfield goal-kick bounced awkwardly past Spurs centre-half Harry Clarke and Huddersfield centre-forward Dave Hickson hurried a shot from well outside the area. Nobody was more surprised than Reynolds when it got past him into the net.


  With 15 minutes left, wing-half Tony Marchi pleaded with Blanchflower to let him push forward. ‘It wasn’t going like we wanted so I shouted across to Danny, “Let me have a go up front”,’ recalls Marchi. Blanchflower, being a captain who always encouraged players to try something different, agreed. ‘OK, try to do what you can,’ he told Marchi. He brought Johnny Brooks back to left-half. But it didn’t help. ‘You have to try these things. But we still lost and Dan got a right rollicking,’ says Marchi. It was another bitter disappointment.


  Anderson was quick to scold Blanchflower again in the dressing-room. ‘You shouldn’t have changed the team,’ he snapped. His captain said nothing. ‘Jimmy, it was my fault we lost the game,’ said Reynolds. ‘Don’t tell me whose fault it was,’ barked Anderson, triggering a different argument amid the tension. Blanchflower apologised and told Reynolds not to interfere. ‘We’ll talk about it later,’ Anderson told his captain before leaving.


  When the other results came through, Spurs were left needing one point from their two remaining games – away to Cardiff and home to Sheffield United – to escape the drop. ‘We should get that on Monday night against Cardiff,’ Blanchflower told Reynolds, ‘and then I’ll hand in the captaincy if I’m not to be allowed some authority on the field.’


  After the match Anderson dashed off to Swansea to sign Welsh international winger Terry Medwin for £18,000. The Spurs players were told to report on Monday morning for the journey to Cardiff.


  When Blanchflower got to Tottenham on the Monday, little Tommy Harmer was there waiting for him, his face as white as a sheet. ‘You’re not going,’ gasped Harmer, ‘you’re not on the team sheet’. The surprised Blanchflower tried to take the news in his stride.


  When he walked into the dressing-room, Spurs trainer Cecil Poynton was standing there. ‘I’ve left some kit out for you in case you want to do a bit of training,’ he told Blanchflower almost apologetically. ‘No, Cecil. I’ll go for a game of golf,’ said the deposed captain. ‘OK,’ said Poynton, ‘I’ll leave it to you.’


  Before leaving White Hart Lane, Blanchflower phoned Jack Orange, sports editor of the Evening News. Blanchflower had been writing a column for the Saturday evening edition and had agreed not to allow his name to be used on articles in other papers. An Irish paper had asked whether they could write a series about him and Blanchflower wanted to clear it with the News. Orange wasn’t in the office so someone else checked his query with the editor. He returned to tell Blanchflower it was OK.


  ‘How’s your injury?’ the journalist asked innocently as he was about to hang up. ‘What injury?’ replied Blanchflower, thinking he’d been mixed up with another player. ‘Your injury,’ said the reporter with growing interest. ‘You’re not playing tonight at Cardiff are you?’ ‘No, I’m not,’ said Blanchflower. ‘Well, how’s the injury then? Is it bad?’ ‘I’m not injured. How did you get that idea?’ ‘We were told you were not playing at Cardiff tonight because you were injured.’ ‘Well, if I’m injured I know nothing about it. As far as I’m concerned I’ve been dropped from the team for tonight’s game.’ ‘Do you mind if we use that?’ said the stunned reporter. ‘Not at all because it’s the truth to me,’ replied an honest, if slightly bemused, Blanchflower.


  That night, while Spurs battled for their vital point at Ninian Park, Cardiff, the story of how their captain had been dropped was plastered across the front page of the Evening News.


  It was Thursday morning before Blanchflower saw Anderson again. The Spurs manager had spent a few days in Wales finalising Medwin’s transfer. Blanchflower sat in front of Anderson’s desk in his office. ‘That was a dirty trick you did …’ said Anderson. ‘What do you mean?’ asked Blanchflower. ‘Phoning up the Evening News to tell them you weren’t injured.’ ‘Who told you that?’ ‘Never mind who. I get my information,’ snapped Anderson. ‘I hope he told you the story accurately,’ said Blanchflower who then explained why he’d phoned the paper, making the point that he didn’t know Anderson had told the News he was injured.


  Later Anderson asked if he was certain how he felt over the captaincy. ‘I am,’ Blanchflower assured him. ‘I shall not tell the Press anything about our chat,’ said Anderson, ‘and I hope you’ll be sensible about it.’ ‘I shall not get in touch with them,’ Danny said, ‘but if they should ask me I shall give them an honest answer.’


  That afternoon Blanchflower met journalist Bernard Joy at a lunch. ‘You’ve been deprived of the captaincy,’ said Joy. ‘How did you find out?’ asked a startled Blanchflower. ‘I phoned Tottenham for the team news and when they got to your name they said you had been deprived of the captaincy because they didn’t want changes made on the field.’ Blanchflower was amazed.


  That Saturday he played well against Sheffield United in the final game of the season. The papers said it was because he no longer had so much responsibility on his shoulders. He was amused. He’d played well before he was captain and while he’d been captain and nobody had said before that his form was related to whether he was captain or not. Besides, he wanted the responsibility, he wasn’t afraid of it.


  Despite the dispute over the captaincy, Blanchflower didn’t want to leave Spurs. He liked Tottenham. He was proud of their great football traditions. There was something about the place that had been missing at his former club Aston Villa. He could sense the same feeling at Wolves – particularly at their famous floodlit games – and at Old Trafford, and in a more subdued way at Highbury and Goodison Park, but nowhere else.


  The following season, 1956–57, Spurs were in good form until Third Division Bournemouth knocked them out of the Cup in the Fifth Round. The shock defeat affected Tottenham’s League form and they lost valuable ground to Manchester United in the title race. The Busby Babes were at their post-war peak – a year before the Munich crash. They eventually won the Championship by eight points. Spurs were second. United also narrowly missed achieving the ‘double’ when, ironically, they lost to the last ‘double’ winners, Aston Villa, in controversial circumstances after their keeper Ray Wood was injured. There were no substitutes in those days.


  Spurs began the 1957–58 campaign – their 50th in the League and their 75th since they were formed under a lamp post in Tottenham High Road – badly. But they recovered. After losing in the Third Round of the Cup to Sheffield United, they raced up the table and finished third behind Wolves and Preston.


  Jimmy Anderson, the Spurs manager, celebrated 50 years with the club, but everyone sensed he wouldn’t last much longer. The pressures were getting to him and he was taken ill in October. On the 11th he called coach Bill Nicholson into his office and told him that Fred Wale, the vice-chairman, wanted to see him at his works, Brown’s of Tottenham.


  ‘What’s it all about, Jim?’ asked Nicholson, a member of the great Spurs ‘push and run side’ which won the League Championship in 1951. ‘You go down there,’ said Anderson. ‘You’ll soon find out.’


  Nicholson drove to the vice-chairman’s firm and was welcomed into the office. ‘Jimmy Anderson isn’t going to carry on as manager,’ said Wale. ‘Would you like the job?’ There was no suggestion at the time that Anderson was ill but when Nicholson’s appointment was made public three days later the club said their manager had retired through ill-health.


  Wale didn’t offer Nicholson a pay rise or even a contract. Indeed, he never had a contract as manager of Tottenham Hotspur. ‘I reasoned that if I was good enough to do the job they’d keep me. If I wasn’t good enough to do it they’d sack me. A contract would make no difference,’ said Nicholson years later. He told Wale that after four years as coach he’d like to be manager and felt he could do it. ‘Fine,’ said Wale.


  Anderson’s reign was over. He’d done almost every job it was possible to do at Tottenham in his 50 years with the club. He’d twice taken over when Rowe was ill and fashioned a team which was good enough to challenge for the title. But his legacy was the shrewd signings he’d made, players like Maurice Norman, Bobby Smith, Cliff Jones and the two Terrys, Dyson and Medwin. They would all go on to play a major role in making Spurs probably the best team the Football League had ever seen.


  The club announced Nicholson’s appointment on the Saturday morning before a home game with Everton. Spurs were 16th, having taken nine points from their first eleven matches. Everton were in the bottom three. The sun was shining that day – literally. Nicholson’s reign began with an amazing 10–4 victory as Spurs celebrated his promotion in style. Bobby Smith got four goals.


  Despite the bright start there were already warning signs. Everton had played as if they were desperate to get into the Second Division as quickly as possible – yet they still managed to breach Tottenham’s defence four times with Jimmy Harris scoring a hat-trick.


  As usual it was Blanchflower, newly restored to the first team, who made the most telling comment in the dressing-room after the match. ‘It can only get worse,’ he said. And he was right.


  Tottenham won their next match away to Leicester 4–3. They then lost their next two games. More worrying was the fact that the defence kept giving away silly goals: in their first four games under Nicholson Spurs conceded 15. After the win over Leicester they won only one of their next 11 games. The new manager had a big problem on his hands right from the start.


  He brought in a coach from Italy called Jesse Carver. He arrived at White Hart Lane with quite a reputation, having been coach to the Dutch national team and the Amsterdam club Ajax. He’d also held highly paid jobs with six top Italian sides including Juventus, Inter Milan and Roma, as well as working in the English League with Millwall, West Brom and Coventry.


  Nicholson and Carver both tried everything they knew to stop the decline in the club’s fortunes. But Spurs remained dangerously close to the relegation zone. Carver’s new approach was not paying dividends. ‘Carver had a bit of a reputation out in Italy, but when he came here we were disappointed,’ recalls Nicholson. ‘He was recommended to us but we soon got shot of him. I realised I’d made a boob as soon as he arrived.’


  Carver was replaced as assistant manager by Harry Evans. Evans had played for a number of clubs including Southampton and Aldershot. When he finished playing at the age of 32 he became Aldershot’s trainer before taking a job as club physio, secretary and finally manager. He got the sack and then joined Spurs.


  Evans was the perfect foil for Nicholson. He handled most of the administration leaving Nicholson to do what he loved best: coaching. ‘Harry was more of a practical office-type man,’ says Nicholson. ‘Carver was supposed to be but he wasn’t. Harry did a lot of the office work and I could work with the players.’


  The obvious weakness in the Tottenham side was at wing-half where Jim Iley and Blanchflower, both attacking wing halves, left enormous gaps in front of the full-backs which no defence could cover. Spurs spent most of the season in the First Division’s bottom third.


  Nicholson didn’t mince his words. He told Blanchflower he was one of the culprits. ‘You’re taking too many liberties. When the ball is played into our box you’re often on your way out looking for a throw from the keeper. You should be in that box marking someone and doing your defensive job.’ Nicholson said it was all very well Blanchflower being one of the outstanding attacking midfield players in the country but when a move broke down he had to defend along with the other players.


  Nicholson wanted him to concentrate on defence so young Jim Iley could do the foraging and prompting. But Blanchflower was either unable, or unwilling, to respond.


  At first, Nicholson was reluctant to apply the obvious remedy and Spurs continued to slide down the table, losing six of the last seven matches of the year. They lost at home to lowly Birmingham; they lost away to West Brom; they lost at home to Preston; and after going down 3–1 at Burnley in early December found themselves sharing bottom place with Leicester and Aston Villa. A double defeat at the hands of West Ham over Christmas left them with only one win in their last eleven games.


  Finally, on 3 January 1959 Blanchflower was dropped for the home game against Blackburn and replaced by a young, aggressive lad called Bill Dodge. Nicholson had reasoned that Dodge was a defensive type of player who could balance the team on one flank, while Iley was the better bet as the attacking wing-half on the other side.


  Nicholson explained that he was leaving Blanchflower out for three or four matches. Blanchflower accepted it. He knew it wasn’t easy for a new young manager to drop such a famous and experienced player. ‘I want to tighten up the defence with a more defensive wing-half,’ Nicholson told him. ‘I might use you as a deep inside-forward later and I would like you to try it in the reserve team.’


  Spurs beat Blackburn 3–1, their first home victory in nearly three months, and went on to win their next three matches. The directors breathed a sigh of relief. A humble Blanchflower took the demotion as well as he could and approached this new experience of ‘playing with the “stiffs”’ – as he called it – with the intention of doing his best and enjoying it.


  ‘At 33, time is running out for me in the football sense,’ he was quoted as saying at the time. ‘As I see it I have only a few more years in top football and I want to enjoy those … I was told I was dropped from the team because I am an attacking wing-half and Mr Nicholson wanted a defensive wing-half. Since I went out of the team Spurs have won their four games so Mr Nicholson’s point may be considered to be proved.’


  Blanchflower thought the Spurs boss had decided he didn’t need him and maybe even thought he was past it. He asked for a transfer, mainly to clear the air. Blanchflower wanted to know what Nicholson thought of him. They didn’t know one another that well or have the respect and confidence in each other that would come later.


  Nicholson wasn’t very pleased to receive Blanchflower’s transfer request, but he took it well. ‘I’m sorry that you should ask and I’ll put it before the board,’ he said. ‘But I’ll tell you right now that I will strongly insist they do not let you go. The club cannot afford to, the position we are in. But later on, if you still want to go, we will reconsider it.’ Blanchflower respected Nicholson’s candour.


  The following week the directors turned down his transfer request, but there was no ill-feeling. Nicholson knew Blanchflower was one player he could have a rational discussion with and still remain friends. In fact, once Blanchflower’s position with the club was made clear he forgot the idea of a transfer altogether. He decided he could get along with the manager after all.


  Nicholson’s mistake in dropping Blanchflower became obvious when, on successive Saturdays, Arsenal and Manchester United both won at White Hart Lane and then Norwich came in the FA Cup and were unlucky to go home with just a draw.


  Blanchflower was drafted back into the team for the Fifth Round Cup replay against Norwich, though he was disappointed to be playing inside-forward. Nevertheless, he might have won the match with a number of brilliant touches including a scissors-kick that sent winger Cliff Jones away early in the game. Another inspired run through the midfield ended with a chip over the Norwich defence but Bobby Smith headed wide.


  Smith was filling in as captain but didn’t like the job. ‘I was captain only because Bill and Danny had a row,’ says Smith. ‘No one wanted it so I said I’ll take it until you get somebody.’ Nicholson was also unhappy about having his striker as captain. He knew Smith was out of touch with what was going on around him. He needed a midfield player to do the job.


  Meanwhile, Blanchflower was clearly unhappy in his new position and Iley and Dodge were struggling to direct the play behind him. But he was at inside-forward again in a 4–4 draw against bottom-of-the-table Portsmouth. It was a relegation struggle in the White Hart Lane mud. Spurs scraped a draw with a last-minute goal.


  Blanchflower was on the team sheet at inside-forward again the following week at Everton but played at wing-half after some last-minute changes.


  The following Monday, 2 March, Spurs played Wolves at Molineux. Wolves were heading for their second successive Championship, while Tottenham were moving in the opposite direction. Nicholson didn’t travel up with the team and the players had to wait for his arrival to hear who was playing. Smith had a slight injury and was doubtful.


  At about six o’clock Nicholson addressed the team in their private room at a Wolverhampton hotel. Blanchflower was back at right-half and Nicholson told him he had also decided to appoint him as club captain. The players would respect his position. ‘We’ll talk about it later,’ he told Blanchflower as the meeting broke up. Spurs played well and snatched a point from the Champions in a 1–1 draw.


  When Tottenham entertained Leicester at White Hart Lane on 7 March, Blanchflower had thus been restored to his rightful place not only as right-half but as captain. As journalist Julian Holland put it: ‘The mainspring had been put back; now, at last, the clock might tick again.’


  The 6–0 thrashing of Leicester removed the threat of relegation from the minds of the players, though Spurs weren’t yet safe. But they won four, lost three and drew three of their remaining games to secure their position in the top flight. Their total of 36 points put them six ahead of Aston Villa and 15 in front of Portsmouth, the two relegated teams.


  The Leicester match heralded the start of a great new partnership in football combining two of the game’s best talents. From that day, Nicholson and Blanchflower worked ceaselessly, one off the field, the other on, to take Tottenham to the pinnacle of British soccer. Manager and captain, would take Spurs from the bottom of the First Division to within a whisker of the top in one season. The glory years were about to begin.


  CHAPTER 1


  Blanchflower’s Promise


  ‘WE’LL WIN THE “double” for you this year – the League and the Cup,’ Tottenham captain Danny Blanchflower told the club’s elderly but respected chairman Fred Bearman before the start of the 1960–61 season. The distinguished Mr Bearman always visited the training ground at the beginning of the campaign and had made it his custom to ask how the team would do. But this was the first time Blanchflower promised him what most people thought was impossible: the League Championship and the FA Cup.


  Blanchflower had answered instinctively without thinking too much about what he was saying. He had replied quietly and confidently. He wasn’t timid, but he wasn’t boasting either. ‘All right, my boy,’ said the Spurs chairman, ‘I believe you will …’


  Many years later Bill Nicholson was still not convinced the story was true. After all, he knew Blanchflower was something of a romancer who could tell a good tale. But it wasn’t the first time the genial Irish genius had raised the prospect of Spurs doing the elusive ‘double’.


  In the summer of 1958 Blanchflower had captained Northern Ireland to their finest moments at the World Cup in Sweden. The Irish qualified for the finals by beating Italy 2–1 and advanced to the later stages of the competition from a group which included Czechoslovakia, Germany and Argentina after an extra-time play-off win over the Czechs. It was a very tired Irish side that eventually went down 4–0 to France.


  But Blanchflower had learned much that would help the development of his club side. That World Cup gave him the experience that was to be invaluable in the years to come. The man he respected more than any other in football, Northern Ireland manager Peter Doherty, gave his captain what he craved more than anything else: total authority on the field. Danny was only too pleased to run the show. Looking back he remarked: ‘It was not the greatest team in the world but this worked for us.’


  The tricks that the great sides unveiled on the world stage in Sweden would one day be used by Spurs and it was Blanchflower who showed the way. ‘In the build-up to those finals we had beaten both Portugal and Italy,’ recalled Danny. ‘We used to do things that nobody else had thought of. We had to because they were better sides.’


  ‘In Italy in 1957 we put up the first wall at a free kick. The Italians couldn’t believe their eyes. We just stood 10 yards from the kick. It had taken them long enough to get out of their own half. It did have its teething problems though. The referee had never seen it before either, so when the Italian picked up the ball and moved it five yards away from the wall and shot into the net he gave a goal!’


  At the finals in Sweden, Northern Ireland’s quarter-final opponents France had done their homework to beat the wall. ‘They curled the ball round the wall so we had to make sure that it was lined up properly. Jimmy Mcllroy did the job. As the inside-forward he would stand behind the kick and line the wall up, but he got booked for holding the game up.’


  ‘We then used the full-back and that led to everyone being played onside. Finally we ended up with the last man on the wall lining it up. It sounds a simple thing but it showed the planning and the work that went into everything. That was the sort of thinking that we took back to our clubs. It became commonplace. At the time though it was revolutionary.’


  Each innovation broadened the possibilities on the pitch, and Blanchflower thought constantly about how to overcome the problems these new tactics raised. ‘We used to call our ploys moving plays – not set pieces. It showed though what sort of damage and dangers could be created. The Tottenham team were just starting to get together and I realised what we could achieve. I knew that Tottenham had better players than Northern Ireland. They were really a bit like a Great Britain side and with the right direction would be outstanding.’


  It was late summer when a British European Airways plane carrying the heroes of Northern Ireland’s World Cup squad rose into the sky above Sweden. The England team was also on board for the journey back to London. Joe Mercer sat next to Stan Cullis, the Wolves star whose team had just missed out on the ‘double’ the previous season despite winning the League by five clear points.


  The impossible ‘double’ was a much more common football topic than it had been 30 years before or would be 20 years later. That was mainly because Manchester United in 1957 and Wolves the following year had both come close to achieving the dream.


  On board the aircraft Blanchflower turned to Mercer and said simply: ‘Tottenham are going to win the “double” within the next few years.’ He could talk of little else and the discussion went on in the taxi from Heathrow. ‘He told us over and over again’ recalled Mercer. “And we’ll be the ones to do it,” he had promised.’


  Blanchflower was sure that neither Mercer nor Cullis believed him, but his own faith in the ‘double’ dream was unshakeable. He repeated his conviction many times over, perhaps to convince himself as much as anyone else that the impossible could be achieved.


  Bill Nicholson made no such confident predictions at the start of the season. He was far too modest and wary for that. He knew Spurs had a good squad of players and felt they’d have a successful season. But he also knew luck played a big part. ‘We could be drawn away in the Third Round of the FA Cup on a wet and windy day in early January and find ourselves out of the competition at the first hurdle,’ he said.


  The ‘double’ had only been done twice before. In 1889 Preston’s ‘Invincibles’ won the first-ever Championship without losing a match and the FA Cup without conceding a goal. But they only played 27 games, including five rounds of the Cup in which they didn’t meet a League side until the semi-final.


  Aston Villa repeated the feat in 1897, playing 37 matches (the League only comprised a total of 22 clubs after the First World War), including six rounds of the Cup culminating in a tough FA Cup final against Everton at Crystal Palace.


  But the twentieth century had brought a new era of tougher competition. Clubs like Kettering, Newton Heath, Heanor Town, Stockton, Burton Swifts, Glossop North End and Small Heath, who all took part in the FA Cup in 1897, had disappeared or were outside the Football League. Every year since Villa’s ‘double’ season it had become more difficult to win both the First Division Championship and the FA Cup.


  Many thought the ‘double’ was impossible. Blanchflower’s boast had to contend with the greater strain, the longer and more arduous season, the existence of more top-class clubs and all the tension, drama and agony that faced every team which thought the ‘double’ was even slightly within their grasp.


  On Easter Saturday, 1957, Manchester United were crowned Champions and ended the season with an eight-point lead. They also reached the FA Cup final where their opponents were, ironically, an indifferent Aston Villa – the last ‘double’ winners. Everyone thought it was a certainty the great ‘Busby Babes’, soon to be tragically decimated by the Munich air crash, would win the Cup and the glorious ‘double’.


  But Nicholson’s view that luck plays such a big part in the Cup was to be borne out in the Final. The Wembley jinx struck United when, for the third time in five years, a serious injury to a player effectively reduced one of the teams to 10 men and turned English football’s most prestigious occasion into a farce. This time it was United keeper Ray Wood who was controversially fouled by Villa forward Peter McParland. Just six minutes had gone when McParland crashed into Wood as he stood four yards from goal after collecting the Irish international’s header. He went off with a fractured cheek-bone before returning in the 33rd minute to limp along the right wing. Jackie Blanchflower, Danny’s brother, went in goal with Duncan Edwards moving to centre-half. Ironically, the FA had discussed the use of substitutes just 24 hours before the final and rejected the idea.


  The rearranged United team held out for almost an hour before McParland, of all people, scored twice in the 61st and 75th minutes. Tommy Taylor headed home a corner from Edwards with seven minutes left and, as United gambled everything to try to pull level. Wood returned in goal. But they couldn’t score the vital equaliser. The dream had died for another season and Villa preserved their status as the last ‘double’ winners. They also broke another record by winning the FA Cup for the seventh time.


  Almost 40 years later Jackie Blanchflower was still bitter about that Cup Final defeat. ‘We were robbed only because of the injury to Ray Wood. The referee didn’t send players off in those days and the keeper didn’t get any favours. There had to be a really bad challenge for someone to get sent off. Really, we should have been the first team of the century to win the “double”.’ Fate had ruled otherwise.


  His brother Danny watched the Final and, after seeing United beat Spurs to the title, had fancied them to overcome Aston Villa. Although they lost, United had convinced the Spurs captain that the ‘double’ was possible; very difficult, maybe, but possible. He felt it couldn’t be done with a weak heart and that the team which might do it would have to really believe they could.


  ‘We can do the “double”,’ he said to one or two players. ‘Yes,’ they said, as if they didn’t disbelieve him. Blanchflower mentioned it to Nicholson. The Spurs manager looked at him cautiously; he might have been thinking the same. According to Blanchflower, Nicholson replied: ‘I think it can be done too.’


  Nicholson insists he never made predictions. ‘… it wasn’t my job to. And it’s not a thing I’d lend myself to, the game is so fickle. If Danny liked to say it … well, that was Danny. He should have known by then that teams often win games they don’t deserve to win.’


  But Nicholson also thought all the players would have to believe in the ‘double’ to do it and that they must create the right atmosphere. Tottenham were about to try to achieve the ‘impossible’.


  CHAPTER 2


  The Russian Tour


  MOSCOW WAS THE unlikely setting to which Spurs really began to lay the foundations of a great side. It was May 1959 and the club had arranged a ‘prestige-tour’ of the USSR. Bill Nicholson felt he was building a side that could win a trophy and he wanted to create the right spirit among the players. He was an expert on Russian football at the time and he used the tour as part of the build-up for the coming season.


  As the team prepared to leave, Danny Blanchflower also began to realise they had the makings of a very good team.


  Welsh international winger Cliff Jones had joined the club in February 1958 for a record £35,000. He was fast and could score goals. Jones had taken some time to settle down at Spurs and had only returned to the first team the previous December after breaking his leg in training. Although the side was struggling he scored 20 goals in 38 games which Nicholson thought was a commendable record for a winger. Hopefully, his teething troubles behind him, Jones would now show his true potential.


  He would be helped by having Dave Mackay playing just behind him at left-half. The rugged Scottish international had been signed from Hearts just before Easter 1959 for £30,000 to partner Blanchflower in midfield. He was to become Nicholson’s best-ever signing.


  Both had strengthened the squad and helped to foster the mood of optimism developing among the players as they prepared for their trip.


  It was with mixed feelings of excitement and curiosity that the Spurs party boarded a giant Russian T.U. 104A jet on Monday 25 May for the club’s first trip to Russia. They would fly 6,000 miles and visit cities which had been just names on a map until now. The flight to Moscow was the first stage of a 12-day tour behind the Iron Curtain.


  The plane took off just after 10 o’clock and was soon flying over Northern Europe at 30,000 feet. Although they were travelling at more than 500 miles per hour, the players had no sensation of how fast they were moving. The noise was a different matter. It took some getting used to despite the pressurised cabins.


  They landed at Moscow Airport in the early evening to be welcomed by a customary floral greeting organised by representatives of the USSR Football Section and the Torpedo Club, Spurs’ first opponents. A 30-minute coach journey took them to the Metropole Hotel right in the heart of Moscow near the famous Red Square.


  The Spurs and Russian officials discussed the details of the tour and toasted each decision with vodka. By midnight everything was settled. Meanwhile, the players had spent a quiet evening getting used to their new surroundings.


  Nicholson was determined to create a good atmosphere among the players he thought were capable of winning a trophy in the coming season. Dave Mackay had only been with the club for a few months and he found the tour invaluable in getting to know his new colleagues both on and off the pitch.


  ‘For reasons I can never understand – except that we get on – I shared a room with Cliff Jones,’ says Mackay. ‘Cliff is so Welsh, and I’m so Scottish, I guess we couldn’t understand each other, which may account for the fact we never argued.’


  The players trained every day and Nicholson organised the morning sessions as though they were still at home. By 10.30 the day after they arrived the players were being put through a strenuous routine on one of the many pitches surrounding the massive Lenin Stadium. They were determined to play well and trained hard.


  After training, the team was given a conducted tour of the Torpedo Motor Works – the largest in the Soviet Union employing some 40,000 men and women. It was a colossal place, almost a town in itself. The factory had a representative side in the National League, but also fielded 60 other teams every week. The tour was followed by a reception where the players had their first, and last, taste of vodka before visiting the Oriental Circus in the evening.


  ‘There wasn’t much to do except go to the circus,’ recalls Mackay. ‘The circus’ … after a while those words almost drove him mad because a visit to see the horses, the acrobats and the trapeze artistes seemed to be the only entertainment, apart from the ballet. ‘Even the biggest circus enthusiast can have too much of a good thing.’


  He was also struck by the fact that, after reading so much about Russian circus performers, all the circuses they visited claimed to be everything but Russian.


  On the Wednesday morning a one-hour workout was followed by a rest before the first match against Torpedo. The weather had been dull and rainy and the players were worried about the pitch. They shouldn’t have been. The playing surface at the Lenin Stadium had been covered by two huge plastic squares to protect it from the rain. By the time Spurs arrived the covers had been removed and the ground was perfectly dry.


  Another surprise awaited the team when they entered the dressing-room. It was large and carpeted and furnished with easy chairs. Vases of flowers decorated the whole room. It was very different from the changing-rooms at White Hart Lane. The players were also intrigued to see their names in Russian in the match programme. They had to look at their positions to tell who was who.


  Nicholson made one major change to the team on the Russian tour which was to transform the defence: he switched Maurice Norman from right-back to centre-half and brought Peter Baker into the side in the full-back position. It was an inspired tactical change. Norman would no longer be embarrassed by speedy wingers who could catch him on the turn. He was to become the rock at the heart of the Tottenham defence.


  Fifty thousand people were packed into the Lenin Stadium and the Spurs players were a little nervous as they took to the field. But after the usual pre-match ceremonies the tension eased as the game got under way. Although it was still raining, Tottenham got off to a bright start. They scored after only five minutes when Welsh international winger Terry Medwin latched onto a Blanchflower free-kick.


  Spurs were on top for most of the first-half and unlucky not to increase their lead. The second period was a different story as their defence took a hammering and keeper Johnnie Hollowbread had to make three difficult saves. As is customary in Russia, a massive gong was sounded five minutes before the end of the match. When the final whistle went there was relief all around the team. They’d started with a win. It was a happy group of players who relaxed in the luxurious dressing room that night.


  The next day the squad took in some sightseeing and shopping. They were told to be careful about where they went and what they did in Communist Russia. They visited the city’s landmarks in two large groups accompanied by a couple of Russian officials. ‘You could wander on your own, but it was commonsense to stay together,’ said Medwin. ‘They were a bit nervous because of the way the country was being run.’


  The Spurs players were amazed at the size of Russia and were also struck by the seemingly endless rows of 40-storey flats. The bombardment of Moscow during the Second World War meant there was plenty of room to build a lot more. Hollowbread was surprised at how hard the women worked. ‘We saw a lot of women doing heavy work such as working pneumatic drills, labouring on building-sites, sweeping streets, and driving buses and taxis.’ He also noticed that, while the people were quite friendly, their clothes were drab and poor-looking. Compared to most of the population the Russian footballers didn’t do too badly.


  The players visited the People’s Museum, where they had to wear slippers to protect the polished floors, and the Kremlin. They also queued in Red Square to see Lenin and Stalin lying in state at the Mausoleum. The long procession passing the bodies of the two famous leaders was impressive, but it was also very morbid. Terry Medwin remembers the visit vividly. ‘They’d been injected to preserve them. They were sitting and you could see the bodies from the waist up. It was the first time I’d seen anybody dead.’


  They were also invited to see the famous Russian dancer Nureyev perform at the Bolshoi ballet. Most didn’t fancy it, but Nicholson forced them to accept the invitation saying: ‘If you don’t go you’ll regret it’.


  In the end about half the party attended and were thoroughly impressed. Some of the players were in a box facing the stage while the others sat at the side.


  Jones and Medwin were among those who appreciated the cultural experience. ‘It was about the fall of St Petersburg, and Nureyev was brilliant, magnificent,’ says Medwin. ‘I had respect for his fitness.’ However, some of the others struggled to come to terms with this new brand of sophisticated entertainment. ‘I remember Jim Iley coming down to us from the back,’ recalls Jones, “What’s up, Jim?” I asked him. “I can’t hear what they’re saying,” he told me. “What are you talking about?” I said. “It’s a ballet. They don’t say anything”.’


  At the interval the players went into the foyer. They were amazed to find the Russians walking round and round in pairs. ‘What’s going on?’ asked Peter Baker. ‘Don’t worry, it’s the custom. We stand, they walk,’ said the interpreter.


  The players returned to the hotel talking enthusiastically about what they’d seen. Nicholson thought they appreciated the affinity between ballet and football. Hollowbread put it more simply: ‘All the lads agreed it was very good and the best show we’d seen on the tour.’ They were a little concerned though that Nicholson might want them to become as fit as Nureyev!


  The facilities in Russia were basic and the food was ‘awful’ according to Nicholson. The players took some time to get used to it. The hotel tried to give them ‘English food’ but wasn’t very successful. Mealtimes did raise a few laughs though, especially when it came to ordering. Nicholson spent most of his time working out menus with the hotel catering manager. He described it as like ‘negotiating a wage deal with a trade union’. Every item had to be bargained for and even then they’d come back and say: ‘We have none of that. Can you order something else?’ Food of all kinds was in short supply.


  Once Nicholson ordered tea and toast. The tea arrived without milk or sugar (Russians usually drink it with lemon) and there was no jam or butter for the toast. ‘Where is it?’ demanded the Spurs manager. ‘You didn’t order it,’ he was told. ‘You only ordered tea and toast!’ The tea was so weak that Nicholson ended up making it himself. The next day he asked for rice pudding before a match; it came in cold slabs and the players couldn’t eat it.


  Eventually a system was devised to find out whether the local food could be eaten by players who rarely strayed from a limited menu at home. Tottenham’s Assistant Secretary Alan Leather, a late addition to the tour because director Douglas Deacock had to pull out after his wife broke her arm, was appointed as the official food taster. He ordered from the Russian menu and if he thought a dish was all right he’d tell Nicholson. Unfortunately, none of the Spurs party took his advice.


  The food aside, the players were impressed with Moscow. ‘It was a lovely place,’ says full-back Ron Henry. ‘I can remember going to the underground in Russia with Tony Marchi. We went up to
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