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Going back to Seattle last summer got me thinking about my teammates, those who I was fortunate enough to catch up with during my short visit and those who were no longer with us. It was the first time I had been back in 26 years, during which time I had seen Tony only once when he came over to England with his family. Obviously, there had been many changes, one of which was that Tony had gone into teaching and that he was now the father of two boys, Ian and Alex, who I was meeting for the first time. Although it had been many years and the visit was just for the day, I remember saying to my wife, Jo, when they left to go back up to London that Tony was still the one person in my life I will always feel close to in that I know if I needed him, I think he would do his best to be there.
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I would like to dedicate this book to the memory of Tony and Anne Chursky (my Canadian mum and dad) who, in 1972, saw their three boys grow in number to seven when my roommates Neil Partner, Roger Verdi, Phil Trenter, and I moved into their home in North Delta after the Vancouver Spartans reneged on their agreement.
Parents to Bill, Tony, and Garf, they made us all feel like part of the Chursky family, and it was not long before they became mum and dad. Moving in with them gave me the time to think about what I wanted to do, particularly after getting suspended for six weeks and not exactly being the flavour of the month with the management team. Getting a hug from mum or an arm around the shoulder from dad made things a whole lot better. And the help and support I got from them was just incredible. Not only did they put a roof over our heads; they fed and watered us like we were their own. At the end of the season, they extended their hospitality to allow me to get my Social Security Number before going home to England for the Christmas break; and when I returned in the New Year, they again allowed me to stay with them. They were there for me when I got married and when my son Jason was born. If it wasn’t for them, I know my life would certainly have taken a different path. 

They were both taken from us way too early, and I am only sorry that we didn’t get to see them as much after we moved to Seattle. Doing this book with Tony has given me the opportunity to remember some of the great times we shared and to say a Big Thank You to two very special people who will never be forgotten. 

Love and miss you Mum and Dad! 

Xxx, Adrian.
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Foreword by David Gillett, Original Seattle Sounder
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Sounders Together, Friends Forever is an uplifting book by Adrian Webster and Tony Chursky, two former Seattle Sounders. It traces the highs and lows of soccer, with a friendship lasting from the beginning of the professional game in North America, and follows two players with hopes and visions for their soccer careers, revealing all the hard work and sacrifices chasing their dream of playing against top players and elite teams of the early 1970’s. It shines light into the workings of pro soccer clubs and reveals the effort and the integrity shown by the two authors, who fought and scratched for a career in the game and succeeded. 

It is a must-read for the Sounders fans, providing an inside look into the world of professional soccer. Adrian and Tony were two professionals who loved the game and the Seattle Sounders. They were two teammates that I enjoyed playing with, not only because of their skills but because they were honest players. They did the hard work that made them capable of competing with elite players and clubs that graced the pitches of the NASL. They bought into the concept of John Best’s vision of creating a well-loved team in Seattle, went above and beyond merely playing, and helped to build the franchise from the ground up. 

Their careers intertwined with mine. Adrian and I were two of the original Sounders in 1974 and are good friends to this day. We were roommates on the road and two hard workers at training, staying late every day. A gentleman off the field, but on the field, Adrian would become extremely aggressive. Adrian might have a difficult time surviving in today’s game, as would I. The game has evolved. It has become more of a passing game, and tackling and physical play has become marginalized. Adrian, our captain, was a dogged, hard worker and made himself into a very good player and a thinker about the game. We constantly had discussions about how we could make ourselves better. John and Jimmy’s belief in Adrian instilled the confidence he needed. He loved the Sounders and helped to build the team in the community. When the 1977 team that had reached the final began to break up in 1978, he was extremely disappointed, and after all the success, he eventually had to move on. I am not surprised he is still actively coaching and passing on his knowledge, helping young players fulfill their potential. 

Tony arrived in 1976 and although not tall for a goalkeeper, he had all the other attributes to make him as successful as he became. He gave the defense confidence because of his ability, his bravery coming out to claim crosses, and he had tremendous agility and speed. When a defender knows the goalkeeper will take charge, confidence surges. We already had a pretty efficient back four in those early days, but Tony played a major part in what was a very good defensive back line; and like all good players, he made the difficult things look easy. I felt he did not know how good he was. He was a consummate professional, did extra work, and always strived to get better. I always felt Tony was not completely fulfilled by the game, and later he became a teacher, which I think was more meaningful for him. It was a privilege to play on the same team as Tony. He is as good a person as he was a goalkeeper.

Those of us who saw John Best move on and Jimmy Gabriel get fired also knew that the wonderful first beginning of the team was over. A new chapter had begun in the evolution of the club, but what a joy it was to have been there. As such, Adrian and Tony are proud of what they achieved and played no small part in what a model franchise the Seattle Sounders is today. They are two class people who gave back and are proud former Sounders, who loved what they helped to build. As you read their comments, praise, and respect for John Best and Jimmy Gabriel, two individuals whose vision and class set the tone of the club, you will better understand why the club is thriving and successful today. 

In this book, you will also see an unvarnished look at the struggle of pro soccer to succeed in the 1970s and 1980s. From the soccer parks of Vancouver, Canada to the fields of Colchester, England, it is a great story of friendship and accomplishment in the professional game. When you finish reading, you will know these players. You will feel a part of their story, their quest for a career in the game they loved so much, their Sounder time, and their time with John Best and Jimmy Gabriel—two greats in the Sounders story. You will witness them overcoming the lows and chasing the elusive highs, but more importantly, you will see them taking part in the growth of the game, making the heartache all worthwhile. 

I would personally like to thank Tony and Adrian for inviting me to take part in the writing of the foreword for their book and to thank the fans in Seattle who made my time there the most enjoyable part of my career.
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PROLOGUE: LOOKING FORWARD
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(Tony)

“Strange, isn’t it? Each man’s life touches so many other lives.”

Clarence Oddbody, Angel 2nd Class

It’s a Wonderful Life

****
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I have always loved Frank Capra’s classic film. Through his main character, George Bailey, Capra assures us that our lives have great meaning—not only to ourselves but to those around us. But it isn’t until Clarence takes George back into his past that he begins to realize just how much his life has meant to others and just how much others have meant to him. Like George, we, too, don’t always fathom exactly how our lives have played out and how we have touched others. So that is what this book attempts to do: to go back into the past and to make sense of what did happen and to see how that shaped what would happen.

My graduation picture from my senior high school yearbook is proof of what Clarence says above. In it, I am not looking at the camera—being present in the moment as it were—but glancing upward and away, as if contemplating my future. 
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High school graduation picture 1971
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My thoughts aren’t focused on appreciating what I already have and in being grateful for why that is. Like George, who imagines a future as a great traveler and architect, my energies are devoted to what I do not have and why that will come only in the future. That future was always to be a professional soccer player: a rather audacious goal for a kid living in the “sticks” of North Delta, British Columbia—a small, rural municipality of greater Vancouver. At that time (late spring of 1971) there was no professional soccer on the continent, let alone in Canada. To become a professional soccer player, then, would have meant making the trek to Great Britain and rolling the dice on catching on with some team over there. 

Well, my looking forward to such a future would, indeed, come true—but certainly not how I envisioned it nor whom I thought I would ‘touch’ along the way. Two events during that senior year of high school would shape not only my ‘strange’ future but also Adrian Webster’s, the friend and former teammate with whom I am writing this book.

The first event was my decision to become the campaign manager for Patricia Gilhespy, who was running for Prime Minister of our student government. I knew Pat only informally, having taken classes together over the years in high school. But as I got to know her better during the campaign, I came to appreciate the depth of her intellect, the appeal of her sense of humour, and the conviction of her beliefs for what was best for the school. At the time, I thought I was merely being the spokesperson for the girl who should lead Parliament for the 1970-1971 school year at North Delta Secondary School. What I did not know was that I was becoming fast friends with the girl who would be the future wife of Adrian and who would become the mother of his first two children.

The second event was a soccer game, played on the home ground of the North Delta United Soccer Club, which played in the Inter-City Junior Soccer League. I was that team’s goalkeeper and captain, and our home pitch was a massive 75X120 yard field with a surface—not of lush grass or of high tech turf—but of sand. Yes, sand! A goalkeeper’s dream, eh? No, a goaltending nightmare. Nevertheless, our coach had somehow persuaded an extremely prestigious team to come to our soccer backwater to play a friendly. The team was Croatia, an ethnic men’s side that played in the Pacific Coast Soccer League—the highest level of soccer in all of British Columbia and one of the best leagues in all of Canada. My memory of the match is murky at best: I don’t even remember the final score, but I do know that I played very well against a relentless onslaught of fully grown men who sported beards and who possessed intimidating physiques. The reason I know I played well is because not long after, the coach of Croatia—Cas Franco—invited me to play for his team when his regular goalkeeper, Greg Weber, went down with an injury. He had remembered my performance and had been willing to gamble on playing me, not in an exhibition game or in a regular league game, but in the championship playoff round of the Pacific Coast Soccer League! It would be a two-game, total goals series against the team who had finished with the best record in regular league play: the Italians of Columbus. Needless to say, the pressure was on for this soccer nobody from North Delta, who was still 17 years old and only weeks away from graduating from high school.

The newspaper articles from those two contests give a better account than my recollection ever could. The first game played on May 31, 1971, at old Empire Stadium, ended in a 1-1 draw. The soccer writer, Roy Jukich, for The Vancouver Sun, said this of me: “The Croatians appear to have uncovered a real gem in Junior goalie, Tony Chursky. The youngster from Delta gave a courageous display throughout, and it was only in the final four minutes that Toto Ficic scored the equalizer for the Italians. Chursky had saved brilliantly on a drive from Gino Vazoler, with the rebound going to Ficic.” (Interestingly enough, Bobby Lenarduzzi, the current president of the Vancouver Whitecaps and my future teammate on the Canadian National team, played for Columbus that day after just having returned from a try-out with Reading in the English League’s third division. Bobby was only 16 at the time.)

The second game played a week later and in front of 2,300 fans—the biggest attendance of the season—ended up in a 2-1 victory for Croatia (and thus a 3-2 aggregate score) against the defending champions. Tony Gallagher, the soccer writer for The Vancouver Province, described my team and me this way: “a superb defense, led by 17-year-old Tony Chursky, frustrated Columbus.” He also quoted our coach, Cas Franco, who said this about me: “‘He’s done a great job for us. He’s shown us a lot of experience and a lot of cool for a kid his age.’” I’ll be forever thankful for Coach Franco for giving me that opportunity and for taking a chance on a relative unknown. 

That this raw rookie from the sandlot soccer league of North Delta ended up hoisting the PCSL Top Star trophy was something that the kid looking forward in that graduation picture never could have imagined. But the real prize won that day was something even bigger, something I could never have expected, and it would lead to a fateful future with four lads from across The Pond.

PROLOGUE: OUTWARD BOUND

(Adrian)

****
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May 5, 1972, was the start of a new beginning for me. Along with my teammate and good friend, Neil ‘Twiggy‘ Partner, and former Ipswich Town youth team player, Phil Trenter, I flew out from Stansted Airport to Seattle, Washington, where we were picked up by the Vancouver Spartans manager, Pat Mc Gee, who drove us up to Vancouver, Canada. Along with Roger Verdi—a teammate of Phil’s at Ipswich—we had been recruited by the ex-West Bromwich Albion and Colchester United skipper, Bobby Cram, who had been appointed Player Coach of the Vancouver Spartans.

Twiggy and I had been playing for Tiptree United at the time, a senior club close to our hometown of Colchester. I had started the 71 – 72 season with Bury (another senior club), but I had not really been enjoying my football, after having been dealt a couple of knockbacks at the pro level. Twigs had said, “Why don’t you come over to Tiptree?” His club was being managed by a former teammate of mine at Colchester United, Roy Massey, so I went over and started to really enjoy my football again. Training was two nights a week, and games were on Saturday afternoons. Tiptree had a clubhouse, and after the game, we would stay and have a couple of beers before heading back to Colchester to catch up with our mates for a night out on the town. Having a beer after the game was how the club made a bit of money, and most of the boys who got paid would put most of it back into the bar after the game. Roy was very much into his coaching, and I really enjoyed his sessions— which also enabled me to maintain a good fitness base. I had moved back home after spending part of the previous season playing for Hillingdon in the Southern League. I had come back with a few bob in my pocket, so I went out and bought a car. On the advice of my mum, I got myself a full time job working for the Colchester Council. 

The offer to go to Vancouver came right out of the blue. We had just finished playing a mid-week game against Pegasus at the Southend Greyhound Stadium when Roy pulled Twigs and me to one side and told us that Bobby Cram had gotten a coaching job in Vancouver and that he wanted to take us over with him. Other than being quite excited about the opportunity, the only thing that kept going through my mind was Eskimos and Grizzly Bears; that was about as much as I knew about Canada! Before meeting up with Bobby, I put in a call to Reg Tyrell, who had been the Ipswich Town Youth Team Manager during my time at Colchester United and who was now the number two to John Bond at Bournemouth. The reason for the call was that Reg had organised a trial for me during the pre-season, so if I went to Vancouver, I would not be back in time. Reg said that he thought I should go over for the experience and get myself match fit. He assured me that he would organize the trial when I got back.

Twigs and I met up with Bobby, and he outlined what we could expect in going over and what his plans were for the team. It sounded great, and we felt more comfortable knowing that Bobby had actually played in Vancouver for the Vancouver Royals, who had been managed at the time by the great Hungarian, Ferenc Puskas. Twigs and I had become really good friends during our days of playing together in the youth team and for the reserves at Colchester United. But when it came to making the next step up and to playing in the first team, we were both overlooked by its manager, Dick Graham. Just before the trip to Canada, Twigs, his dad, and I had a win on the Football Pools, which we did together. However, the cheque would not arrive until after we had left, so Twigs’s dad estimated what he thought we would get, and he gave us the money up front. Unluckily for him, it wasn’t quite what he thought it would be, and we had a nice little celebration in Vancouver.
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CHAPTER 1: WEARING THE MAPLE LEAF, JOINING THE CLANSMEN, AND PLAYING FOR THE SPARTANS
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(Tony)
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On that momentous day of June 6, 1971, I had reached the apex of my soccer career when my Croatia teammates and I won the Pacific Coast Soccer League Championship. But unbeknownst to me, more accolades would soon follow because one of those teammates, Neil Ellett—one of our central defenders—had put the word out to the Canadian National Team coach, Frank Pike, that I was someone to keep an eye on. As it turned out, yet another injury to yet another goalkeeper—this time to the starting goalkeeper for Canada, Peter Greco, would provide me my first call-up to the Canadian team.

Later that summer, I got on an airplane for the first time in my life and joined the team, which was already in Edmonton. Canada was scheduled to play a friendly against the top men’s team in Alberta’s capital city—the Ital Canadians. So for a second time, I would do battle against an Italian team; and as I put on the maple leaf jersey for the very first time, I could not believe how I had ever gotten to this moment. With nerves as raw as my rookie status, I took the field of play at Clarke Stadium. Jim Matheson of The Edmonton Journal wrote that I “performed ably in place of Peter Greco.” When the clock ran down, the 2,000 mostly Italian immigrant fans went home disappointed after their team had lost 2-1 to Canada. It was my first game and my first win with the Canadian National team, and it would usher in what would ultimately result in an 11-year stint as one of Canada’s pre-eminent goalkeepers and an eventual place in the Canadian Soccer Hall of Fame.

Meanwhile, upon my return to Vancouver, I was ready to begin preseason training with the Simon Fraser University Clansmen. The SFU coach, John Buchanan, had seen my playing efforts for Croatia earlier that summer and had vigorously recruited me afterward. He had painted a bright picture for his program and had told me that I would be an integral part of it. That stroke to my ego (along with a full scholarship!) sold me on making the trek to the top of Burnaby Mountain, where the campus was located. 

My relationship with John Buchanan would be one of the very best in my soccer career. He was an ardent dreamer, who imagined what could be rather than looked at what was. What was, was a program not even competing collegiately (that would not come until the 1975-1976 season) but playing in the local leagues on a ‘club’ basis. He had managed to wrangle some scholarships for his club program and had convinced some notable B.C. players (Brian Gant, a future Portland Timber; Buzz Parsons, a future Vancouver Whitecap) to throw their lots in with him and to build a legacy that would become next to none at SFU. 

But more than anything else, John was a marvelous mentor, who would provide me with
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