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About the Book

In 1914, as today, successful footballers were heroes and role models. They were the sporting superstars of their time; symbols of youth, health and vigour. Naturally enough, when war broke out they felt it was their duty to join up and fight. Between 1914 and 1918, 213 professional players fell in action. Some teams lost half their players, either killed or else so badly injured in mind and body that they were never to play again.

THE FINAL SEASON is the powerfully moving account of these young men who swapped the turf of the pitch and the cheers of the fans for the freezing mud of the battlefield and the terrible scream of shell fire. It follows them as they leave their fans and families behind, undergo training and travel on to the bloody arenas of war: Ypres, Gallipoli, the Somme, Passchendaele.

Nigel McCrery paints these men in vivid detail. From their achievements on the football pitch to their heroic conduct on the battlefield, we will learn of the selfless courage and determination they displayed in the face of adversity. For far too many, we will also learn when, and how, they made the ultimate sacrifice.


About the Author

Nigel McCrery was educated at Trinity College, Cambridge and has a long-standing interest in military history. He has written several books about the First World War, including All the King’s Men, the true story of George V’s own Sandringham Company which disappeared during the conflict. The book became a major BBC film starring David Jason and Maggie Smith and achieved the second biggest BBC drama audience of all time. Nigel has also created and written a number of prime-time BBC dramas including Born and Bred, Touching Evil, Back-up, Impact, Silent Witness and New Tricks.
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Foreword

Over the course of the First World War, Britain lost over half a million men in the prime of life. But although each and every death was a tragedy, the sad fact is that outside the immediate circle of their family and friends most of these men became almost anonymous; another name on the ever-growing casualty lists in the papers.

Some deaths, however, were noticed by the general public. Sportsmen were some of the greatest stars of the day, and none were more important to people than the players on their local football team. These men were heroes of the crowd, exemplifying commitment, dedication and teamwork to the fans who gathered every Saturday to watch them play. And, like the other healthy young men of their generation, when the need of their country was great they exchanged the colours of their team strip for the khaki of a soldier’s uniform. They left behind the adulation of the crowds in the stands and went to face deprivation and danger on the battlefields of France and Belgium.

Well-known as they were, the deeds and sacrifices of these brave men were widely reported at the time. Imagine, if you can, the entire back four of your favourite team being killed in a single day; on the following day, your star striker and that promising new winger. As astonishing as it seems, the casualties that occurred in theatres of war like the Battle of the Somme were comparable. The shared sense of loss that people felt when one of these players fell provided a focus for the grief of a nation whose husbands, fathers, sons and brothers were being snatched away by the brutal conflict.

There is no shortage of incredible stories about these footballer-soldiers. Many went on to win decorations for bravery; a number won the Victoria Cross, and others the Distinguished Service Order, the Military Cross, the Distinguished Conduct Medal and the Military Medal. Some were commissioned as officers from the ranks, a rare privilege considering that most of them came from working-class and lower-middle-class backgrounds.

They fought and died in some of the most horrific battles of the First World War. Many of them even did so alongside each other, through the formation of footballing ‘pals’ battalions such as the 17th Battalion Middlesex Regiment and the 16th Battalion Royal Scots. There is camaraderie in playing for a football team, or in supporting one; it was a sad but necessary feature of the time that this camaraderie had to shift from the playing fields of the nation’s football clubs to the killing fields of Verdun, Passchendaele and Ypres.

So while this book inevitably deals, at least in part, with the waging of war and the events of great battles, it is really a celebration of the men who, in peacetime, entertained enthusiastic crowds every Saturday on pitches up and down the country. Those games were a routine, a highlight of the week for fans and players alike – part of the British way of life. And it was to protect that way of life that these men hung up their boots and set out to the battlefields of Europe, many of them never to return.

I hope that this book helps us all to reflect upon the sacrifices they made.

Gary Lineker, 2014
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The Lamps Go Out Over Europe

The beginning of August 1914 was beautiful. Long hot days under cloudless skies were matched by warm summer evenings. Gorse flowers blazed like solar flares upon the hillsides, roses bloomed in the gardens of Britain, while poppies, brilliant red, littered the cornfields, blissfully free of the significance they would soon come to assume.

The first day of August that year was a Saturday, and what’s more it was the beginning of a bank holiday weekend. As with bank holidays today when the sun is shining and the air is warm, people flocked to the seaside. Mixed bathing had only just been introduced and this revolutionary development doubtless added further excitement to the festive atmosphere at resorts up and down the country. Even the presence of self-appointed vigilantes – on the lookout for anyone whom they could report to the watch committee for showing too much flesh or being over-familiar with members of the opposite sex – failed to put a dampener on proceedings.

Out in the bays, paddle steamers threshed their way through the waters, their decks full of sightseers in brightly striped jackets and pale summer dresses. Further out, the white sails of yachts struggled to catch a breeze in the balmy weather.

People were happy.

For the majority of British people, the murder of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914 didn’t seem particularly significant. Perhaps it might have merited a passing comment at the breakfast table before moving on to domestic matters; nothing more than that. The ‘German Menace’, which had been talked about for almost twenty years, seemed no more immediate on that day than on any other; while issues such as German naval expansion and pan-Slav agitation might bother the chattering classes, they were considered of little importance by the average person.

Members of the elite, however, had been aware which way the wind was blowing for some time. During Speech Day at Wellington College in 1909, former Prime Minister Lord Rosebery stated that ‘the stress that patriotism will have to bear in days not far distant, and perhaps imminent, will be greater than has yet been known in the history of this country.’ In 1910, following a holiday in France, the headmaster of New Beacon School in Sevenoaks told his pupils to prepare for war. And writing in 1911, Winston Churchill was preoccupied with ‘the perils of war’.

Tension had been simmering for years between the great powers – Britain, Germany, France, Russia, Italy and Austria-Hungary – due to European colonial issues. This was then superseded by the problem of territorial rights in the Balkans. Alliances began to form between the nations: France, Britain and Russia formed the Triple Entente, while Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy formed the Triple Alliance.

The assassination of the archduke burst a dam of international pressure. It precipitated Austria-Hungary’s declaration of war on Serbia; on 28 July the first shots were fired. The conflict rapidly escalated as the countries of the Alliance and the Entente, bound by a series of interconnected treaties, involved themselves and declared war upon one another. Russia began to mobilise. Using their long-developed Schlieffen Plan, Germany moved to support the Austro-Hungarians and invaded neutral Belgium and Luxembourg before moving towards France. As a result of this, on 4 August 1914, just after that blissfully hot bank holiday, Britain declared war on Germany – honouring its promise to defend Belgian neutrality.

The conflict that would eventually come to be known as the First World War had begun. In the words of the British foreign secretary of the time, Sir Edward Grey: ‘The lamps are going out all over Europe, we shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.’

Millions would die.

But on that August bank holiday weekend, the thoughts of most of Britain were focused not on impending hardships, but on leisure and relaxation. Both playing and following sport were of course favourite pastimes for many people, and football was rapidly becoming the sport. In 1914 both players and supporters must have been looking back in amazement at the changes that had occurred in the national game.

The organisation of the sport was perhaps the most unified it had ever been, with the Football Association having assumed near total control of the way it was run. This was by no means something that had happened overnight; the FA had been founded half a century previously on 26 October 1863, at the instigation of a London solicitor named Ebenezer Morley, who had also formed Barnes Football Club in 1862. In the mid nineteenth century, football was an entirely amateur affair and, like most sports, was played largely by well-off men and boys, many educated at public schools. This was something that would change radically in the decades which followed.

Representatives of a dozen clubs, mainly from London, were present at the meeting that agreed the formation of the FA. With no central governing body of any sort in existence prior to this point, many different versions of the game were being played. The primary object of the FA therefore became the establishment of a definite code of rules to regulate play and impose some kind of uniform standard upon the sport.

It is strange for us to imagine now, but at the subsequent meetings in which these rules were thrashed out, the general consensus was that football was a game that involved both the dribbling and the handling of the ball by players – it was perfectly permissible to make ‘a fair catch’. Some more savage practices were also debated, such as ‘hacking’ – deliberately kicking another player in the leg. Astonishingly, some clubs at the time, including Blackheath, fought to retain this as a legal move, though it was eventually ruled out.

However, when the FA published its Laws of the Game it didn’t mean for an immediate transformation in the way that the clubs across Britain played. Quite the contrary – clubs that did not wish to abide by these new rules could simply ignore them. It was another move, some years later, that really helped to widen the FA’s sphere of influence.

In July 1871, a man called Charles Alcock, who had been serving as FA secretary for a year, came up with the idea of running a national knockout tournament. This became known as the Football Association Challenge Cup. Although the inaugural competition in 1871–72 was entered by only fifteen teams, the cup quickly became a focal point for the enthusiasm of fans. Smaller regional footballing associations began to spring up, and these in turn set up their own district and county cups. People’s enjoyment of football was beginning to take place within an official structure.

It was also arguably the establishment of such competitions that led to the professionalisation of the game. Clubs with their eye on winning a coveted title began to feel that there was nothing wrong in paying for dedicated skilled players. This was especially true in the north, where football was becoming more the sport of working men – as opposed to the south, where many players were still public school ‘old boys’.

Over the next few years the unsanctioned practice of paying players continued to spread, in spite of the complaints of the southern clubs. Eventually, in July 1885 the FA was forced to legalise professionalism in the game. This was a controversial move and many of the die-hard believers in football as an amateur pastime resented it for years to come, even as the sport continued to grow in popularity.

It is easy to see why club owners with a little business acumen might see advantages to professionalism. Salaried players with time to hone their skills would ensure a thrilling match for the fans to watch, hopefully topping it off with a win. Success kept the punters coming back, and if the punters kept coming back, so did their money – it may have been a little cynical, but it was also good sense. And the sums of money in question were rapidly increasing; in 1874 Aston Villa collected five shillings and two pence from gate receipts. Thirty years later, in 1904, they took £14,329 for a single match. Thousands of working-class men became deeply committed to their teams, going so far as to hold money back from the housekeeping to buy their tickets on Saturday afternoon. Montague Sherman wrote of this phenomenon in 1888:

No words of ours can adequately describe the present popularity of football with the public – a popularity which, though great in the metropolis, is infinitely greater in the large provincial towns.

The passion of the fans for their favourite players was intense and it is to this era that we can trace the emergence of the first true footballing superstars. Football cards bearing their images were sold in the thousands and they were approached on the streets by fans seeking their autographs. In some cases they received admiring letters from women suggesting marriage, or perhaps – scandalously for the time – a secret liaison. Of course the clubs were keen to encourage such adulation, as there would then be an even greater draw for the crowds.

The number of professional players in the game continued to grow rapidly. In 1891 the league had 448 registered players, most of whom were either full- or part-time professionals. By the outbreak of war in 1914 the Players’ Union had a total of 4,470 professional players on their books. At the top end they could be earning as much as £4 a week, with star players earning considerably more through additional under-the-table payments.

However, throughout this period the tensions over professionalism continued to simmer, coming to a head in 1907 with the formation of the AFA, the Amateur Football Association, which was set up in opposition to the perceived ‘corruption’ of the game. Those that chose to become a part of the AFA (mainly clubs from London and the south-east) were forbidden to play against clubs who belonged to the FA – meaning, of course, that they could not compete for the FA Cup. However, although this bipartite system endured for some years, it became evident to all concerned that really such a division was in nobody’s interests. In January 1914 the rift was healed and the AFA fell into line, becoming an FA-affiliated organisation.

By August 1914 the FA had imposed uniformity and coherence on the game, ending, to a large extent, the problem of rules and regulations that differed from region to region. An agreed code of conduct now bound all players, both amateur and professional. But if the world of football was at last feeling stable and united, this was in stark contrast to the condition of the wider world. Europe was at war.

At the time of the declaration of hostilities, the British army numbered about 250,000 troops stationed throughout the Empire. Added to this number were the reservists – a mixture of part-time soldiers who had undergone serious training and former soldiers who had already experienced war. These reservists were soon called up, swelling the total number of men available to the British high command to just over 700,000.

This was, of course, a vast number of troops. However, it paled in comparison to the might of the German war machine that – regular troops and reservists combined – numbered almost four million and was widely considered to be the best fighting force in the world. The German leader Kaiser Wilhelm notoriously dismissed the British Expeditionary Force (the name given to the army departing for the continent) as ‘that contemptible little army’. Of course, Britain would not be facing Germany alone and its major ally, France, had an army of comparable size to that of Germany. In 1914 Britain was, in fact, the only major power involved in the conflict not to use some form of conscription in order to maintain its armed forces – compulsory military service was felt to be in opposition to British liberal traditions. In France, by comparison, as many as 80 per cent of men of military age were conscripted.

Lord Kitchener, Britain’s newly appointed secretary of state for war, knew that yet more troops would be needed. While the majority of Britons were happy to believe the cheerfully patriotic idea that the war would be ‘over by Christmas’, Kitchener knew that in reality it was likely to be a protracted conflict. He therefore immediately began a massive voluntary recruitment drive, which would give birth to one of the most iconic images associated with the war.

With recruitment one of the major topics of the day, London Opinion, a popular weekly magazine, commissioned an artist called Alfred Leete to create an image for its cover. He duly did so and on 5 September 1914 the magazine was published bearing a now-famous image of Kitchener, formidable in military uniform and moustache, pointing directly out of the picture towards the viewer. Beside him were the words ‘Your Country Needs You’.

The War Office immediately saw the potential of such an arresting image. Within a few hours of the magazine being published, they had purchased the rights to the picture and soon produced a poster of it, which became a ubiquitous sight all over the country. So much so that months later, on 3 January 1915, The Times wrote: ‘Posters appealing to recruits are to be seen on every hoarding, in most windows, in omnibuses, tramcars and commercial vans. The great base of Nelson’s Column is covered with them … Everywhere Lord Kitchener sternly points a monstrously big finger.’

The posters certainly influenced recruitment. In the first weeks of the war 33,000 men a week were joining up, but by the middle of September 1914 over half a million men had volunteered. It was an extraordinary number and a huge success for Kitchener. This was the birth of the ‘New Army’ or, as many called it, ‘Kitchener’s Army’.

Long queues could be seen outside recruiting offices from early in the morning until they closed at night. Some men even camped outside, determined to be the first to enlist the following morning. Recruiting staff worked sixteen hours a day, sleeping on the floor or under their desks. It was not unusual for a man’s family to queue with him in order to be part of this patriotic endeavour; or else as the hours ticked by, wives and mothers would bring food and drink as their men patiently waited their turn.

There was a great sense of camaraderie; while men enlisted for a variety of reasons, including patriotism and a sense of justice, for a lot of them one of the deciding factors in joining up seems to have been ‘I went with my mate’.

Take Private J. Harwood, who joined the 6th Battalion Royal Berkshire Regiment:

I worked for the County Council and, one morning, I left home to go to work; we were repairing the roads in Windsor Park at the time, but on the way I met a friend who was going to enlist. Instead of going on to work, I went back home, changed into my best clothes and went with him to the Recruiting Office at Reading.

Even boys so young as to be ineligible for service found ways of joining up, such as Charles Barff:

I had run away from home when I was fifteen and joined up in Birmingham. I was very worried about my surname; I thought it sounded German. Anyway I didn’t want my family to find me as I was only fifteen. I told the sergeant I was nearly twenty and gave a false name. My first name was Charles and I had a pal whose surname was Dickens. I thought Charles Dickens sounded quite decent and I served under that name for two years.

This keenness to serve on the part of the country’s young men was something that the upper echelons were naturally anxious to foster. It was General Sir Henry Rawlinson who suggested that men would be more likely to join the colours if being able to serve alongside one’s friends became a formal arrangement. He then asked London stockbrokers to raise a battalion composed of City of London workers in order to set an example, which they duly did in late August 1914. This battalion, the 10th (Service) Battalion Royal Fusiliers quickly gained the nickname ‘The Stockbrokers’ Battalion’. Shortly after this, Lord Derby decided to try the same thing in Liverpool. Speaking to the volunteers he successfully recruited he said, ‘This should be a battalion of pals, a battalion in which friends from the same office will fight shoulder to shoulder for the honour of Britain and the credit of Liverpool.’

These were the first of what became known as the ‘pals battalions’ and, seeing their success, Lord Kitchener encouraged similar recruiting endeavours across the country. Most of these were formed as local battalions drawing on specific cities, towns or regions but others, like the Stockbrokers’ Battalion, were associated with a particular trade or occupation. Soon there were even battalions of sportsmen, but not footballers – not at first.

The cry for able young men had gone out, and the initial response of the nation had been strong. And yet, for all that they represented some of the nation’s fittest young men, there were few professional footballers amongst those initial recruits. The reason for this was pretty straightforward: in August the FA secretary, Frederick Wall, had taken the decision that the forthcoming football season would continue as planned. He did so in spite of questions from certain quarters as to whether this was really appropriate when the nation was at war. The decision was made more controversial when other sports, such as cricket and rugby, quickly suspended their competitions.

Wall argued that the sport should continue in order to provide a pastime for those who were not undergoing military training, and so the matches continued. For professional players this presented a genuine obstacle to volunteering for service; most of them were under one-year renewable contracts, meaning that they could only enlist if their club agreed to release them.

However, given the heroic status that many players enjoyed and the influence they had with the fans, it soon started to be felt by some that the lack of involvement of professional footballers in the war effort was far from a good thing. On 6 September 1914, no less a man than the creator of Sherlock Holmes, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, appealed to footballers to hang up their boots for the duration of the conflict and join up:

There was a time for all things in the world. There was a time for games, there was a time for business, there was a time for domestic life. There was a time for everything, but there is only time for one thing now, and that thing is war … If a footballer had strength of limb let them serve and march in the field of battle.

And the novelist Edward Phillips Oppenheim, author of The Great Impersonation, penned a few words for the Daily Express:

For you who play football while others seek fame
The knickers of sport are the garments of shame

But even in the face of such criticism the FA chose to press on with plans for the FA Cup. In fairness, they did so having consulted the War Office on the matter. On 8 September, Wall asked for an official sanction to continue with the season and made it clear that if the War Office felt this would be detrimental to the execution of the conflict then the FA would be fully prepared to request a general cessation of play. The reply came that: ‘The question of whether the playing of matches should be stopped entirely is more a matter for the discretion of the Association, but the Council quite realise the difficulties involved in taking such an extreme step and they would deprecate anything being done which does not appear to be called for by the present situation.’ As far as the army was concerned, for the present time football could continue.

In spite of the FA having sought official consultation, aggression towards football continued to grow. Such a swell of negative feeling was perhaps understandable; even only a few weeks into the war, it was already becoming clear that an easy victory was not on the cards. Indeed, things were not going well for the BEF (British Expeditionary Force) out in Europe.

During the first weeks of the war, German forces had advanced rapidly across France and come perilously close to Paris, only driven off thanks to an Allied victory at the First Battle of the Marne during the first half of September. Following this, both armies tried to outflank each other by moving northwards in a series of manoeuvres that became known as ‘The Race to the Sea’. Neither side succeeded in gaining the advantage they sought.

The BEF then redeployed around the Belgian town of Ypres and began to advance eastwards, once again hoping to flank enemy forces. However, they soon ran into a mass of German forces who were themselves advancing with the objective of securing the ports on the Belgian coast. From 19 October to 22 November the two armies contended against each other in the series of bloody confrontations we know today as the First Battle of Ypres. On more than one occasion it seemed that the Germans would succeed in breaching the British lines; in the end they failed to do so, but the cost in British lives was extreme – casualties numbered more than 55,000.

With the stakes in Europe raised ever higher, it is not difficult to understand the perspective of those who railed against professional football. However, negative feelings directed towards the footballers themselves were not strictly fair – they continued to play to busy stadiums and, as far as they were aware, did so with the approval of the War Office. More than this, their contracts meant that without the agreement of their clubs and managers they were not able to stop playing even if they wanted to.

It would be wrong to think that the FA was actively attempting to obstruct recruitment in general – far from it. On 4 September all FA-affiliated clubs had been sent posters to display around their grounds. These proclaimed: ‘Recruits for the Army are at the moment most urgently needed. Players and spectators who are physically fit and otherwise able are urged to join the Army at once.’ This call was perhaps not met with a stampede of professional players eager to terminate their contracts, but individual clubs were also taking other steps to show willing – several, including Brighton & Hove Albion and Clapton Orient
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