
[image: Cover Image]

PRAISE FOR HIGHBURY

‘A superb writer on Arsenal history and football culture and, for so many, Highbury will always hold so many cherished memories.’

John Cross

‘Highbury had a soul nobody who went there could ever forget. It was in the walls, on the terraces, in the boardroom, the dressing room, the tunnel, and in all its people therein. That soul is beautifully captured in this book.’

Amy Lawrence

‘A wonderfully written history by a true Arsenal fan.’

Patrick Barclay

‘Simply the most well-researched and important book written about Highbury. The number and variety of people Jon speaks to, some of whom provide first-hand accounts of moments from the stadium’s very early days, is truly impressive and charts the sporting and cultural importance of the stadium over its 93 years. As time has passed this book has simply grown in importance as a historical totem. I have read it more than once and certainly haven’t read it for the last time.’

Tim Stillman
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‘Once a book has been in print for twenty years, it’s considered a classic,’ opined a smiling Paddy Barclay in his wonderfully smooth Dundee accent. I’d just told him that Orion were issuing a twentieth anniversary edition of Highbury: The Story of Arsenal In N5, and whilst I think that Paddy was, as usual, trying to boost a fellow writer’s confidence, the fact it’s now enjoyed a two decades long shelf life is, I suppose, noteworthy given the overcrowded arena that is the modern football book marketplace.

When it was published in the spring of 2006, it, perhaps understandably, chimed particularly well with many Arsenal fans for whom Highbury was – to put it simply – home. Their feedback about the book has always filled me with pride. After all, I wrote it with Arsenal fans uppermost in my mind. They were my target audience. But some former players were lovely about it too. Forward George Eastham, whose transfer from Newcastle United to Arsenal in 1961 brought about the end of the ‘football slavery’ contract, wrote me a letter from his home in South Africa telling me how much he enjoyed it, and what his favourite sections were. Former striker Kevin Campbell said that he’d read the book on holiday in Greece during lazy afternoons and ‘loved it.’ When I interviewed him for the first paperback version in late 2006, former skipper Patrick Vieira, who’d recently departed N5 for Juventus, said he was enjoying reading the hardback edition which I sent him, though I always suspected that Patrick was just being polite.

More surprising is that it has also proved popular with fans of other clubs, even those from the white half of North London. When Arsenal moved the 500 yards to the Emirates Stadium back in 2006, they were the second London club (behind Millwall) to up sticks. Yet in the intervening years, White Hart Lane, Griffin Park and Upton Park have all fallen victim to the wrecking ball. Football fans from all around the country – most recently Everton supporters – have undergone the upheaval of leaving a good deal of their history and arguably a portion of their heart and soul behind. Within the next few years, Old Trafford might also disappear, if Manchester United owner Sir Jim Ratcliffe’s ambitious plans come to fruition.

So perhaps Highbury – with its descriptions of terrace culture and the working man’s game in the pre-Sky era in some way reflects the fact that ‘old’ football is, brick by brick, disappearing and that struck a chord with all supporters, not just Arsenal fans. The initial hardback print run was just 2,000 copies (Orion subsequently reprinted it three times in hardback and several times in paperback) and I’ve been asked for first edition copies by readers across several continents. They’re often disappointed when I tell them that, apart from my own pristine hardback copy at home, I don’t have any left. I look back with immense fondness on the years I spent pulling the book together, interviewing former Arsenal players and supporters, many of whom are now long gone. The commercial success of Highbury opened up a myriad of opportunities for me in football writing, both at home and abroad, in an era when print media was still flourishing.

The artist Phil Shaw even incorporated Highbury in his work entitled London, New York, Paris, Moscow. My eagle-eyed friend Tim spotted it at the Royal Academy’s summer exhibition in 2019. Neither paintings nor photographs, Shaw’s works are a contemporary re-fashioning, and combining, of the two media. His pictures are digitally-constructed images, drawn by hand, and then printed using the densest water-based inks on fine-grain Hahnemühle paper. London, New York, Paris, Moscow depicts a bookcase, with the top shelf dedicated to books whose titles contain London underground names. The second shelf is dedicated to the New York metro, and so on. There, on the top shelf, sits Highbury, nestled comfortably in between weighty tomes with Finsbury Park and Islington in their titles. Only its spine is visible, and it’s in blue because the book titles comprise tube stations on both the Victoria and Piccadilly lines. Still, it’s the quirkiest of honours.

As Arsenal prepared to leave Highbury, (then) managing director Keith Edelman said: ‘The whole purpose of our move to the Emirates Stadium is to develop increased revenues so that they can be invested in the development of the team… it is clearly an important part of what we are trying to achieve and that is to make Arsenal one of the leading clubs in Europe.’ When the club drew up plans for the new ground in the early noughties, Arsenal and Manchester United appeared to have a stranglehold over domestic football. It was a duopoly. A bipolar world. And a reassuring one in many ways, if you happened to support those two clubs. Both were significantly ahead of the chasing pack. The titanic head-to-head struggles between Arsenal and United, which crackled and exploded with personal grudges, brute force and swashbuckling football were truly sights to behold. Except that United, with their considerably larger ground capacity (76,000 seats at Old Trafford by 2006 as opposed to Highbury’s compact and bijou 38,000) had a clear advantage when it came to match day revenue. Moving to a 60,000 capacity ground, with swathes of corporate seats available at West End prices, would more than level things up between the two clubs, reasoned Arsenal’s directors.

Yet even as Arsenal saw out the final seasons at Highbury, the nature of the game had changed, a fact which I referred to in the chapter entitled Power Shift. On 31 March 2004, the freshly minted Chelsea – who hadn’t beaten Arsenal in 14 years – visited Highbury in the second leg of the Champions League Quarter Final, won 2–1 and knocked out the hosts. It was the most significant of victories, although Chelsea lost in the Semi Final to Monaco. Bought by Russian billionaire Roman Abramovich in the 2003 close season, Chelsea’s turbo charged spending, at a time when Arsenal were becoming more frugal in their outlay with the stadium move looming, irrevocably tilted the balance of English football. Gooner editor Kevin Whitcher had argued: ‘Chelsea’s power is like an impending tidal wave. You know that it’s going to hit you hard at some point soon.’ Very soon, in fact. By the following season (2004-05) Chelsea, now managed by José Mourinho, were not only the best team in London, but they were also crowned league champions for the first time in almost half a century, and then retained their title the following season. As Arsenal prepared to leave Highbury, full back Ashley Cole, who’d been at the club since he was a youngster, headed to Stamford Bridge. Over the next few years, Chelsea continued to spend, as did Manchester City, purchased in August 2008 by Sheikh Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan through the Abu Dhabi United Group. Arsenal, English football’s most stable and conservative club, were smacked clean off their once stable axis.

The optimism which swept through the packed Emirates Stadium at Dennis Bergkamp’s testimonial, two short months after Arsenal’s appearance in the Champions League Final, quickly dissipated. Dozens of Arsenal themed books, articles and podcasts have since been dedicated to what happened next. Whether it was down to the board, the manager, the repayments on the new ground, the influx of foreign billionaires or a blend of all these factors, Arsenal began to drift at sea. Although Champions League qualification continued to be regarded as de rigeur for well over a decade, the Gunners were no longer serious contenders in Europe or the Premier League. As it turned out, this was to be no brave new world for the Gunners. Quickly, many fans pined for the club’s former ground.

Of course, it would be untrue to suggest that Highbury – often referred to scoffingly as ‘the library’ by visiting fans – was always a cauldron of noise. But, with Gunners supporters almost on top of the tiny pitch and the marble halls and the tiled changing rooms, it nonetheless screamed ‘Arsenal’. Given that it was hemmed in by houses, Highbury always felt tight and snug. You could practically hug it, even after the towering North Bank Stand opened in 1993. Contrast that with the gigantic Emirates arena, slightly impersonal and clinical. The ‘Arsenalisation’ of the Emirates Stadium didn’t solve the issue that the atmosphere at the new ground was often very flat, as the team slipped out of contention for the biggest prizes. There were moments during the second half of the Wenger era when the Emirates rocked as well as any stadium in England; a good number of North London derby victories for instance, or beating Barcelona 2–1 at home in the Champions League in 2007. On the whole, with fans who spent years clustered together at Highbury now split asunder at the Emirates, and the ring of corporate seats making a ‘wall of sound’ impossible, it fell some way short. Towards the end of Wenger’s time in charge, and in the dismal days at the tail end of Unai Emery’s reign, there were swathes of empty seats, with large tranches of supporters who still came flitting between staring gloomily at events on the pitch and activity on their phones.

Under Mikel Arteta, and especially since fans returned to games after the COVID lockdown, the atmosphere is much improved. The noise generated by the Ashburton Army and Louis Dunford’s galvanising ‘North London Forever’ anthem (although not everyone’s cup of tea) – belted out with gusto before matches, have helped matters. The team and the supporters are now more unified as Arsenal threaten once again to reach the summit. When Reiss Nelson blasted home the injury time winner against Bournemouth in 2023, or when Declan Rice fired home his searing free kicks against Real Madrid in the Champions League Quarter Final in April 2025 for instance, the roof threatened to lift off the stadium. The mojo and the sense of purpose appears to be back, but so far at least, the ground hasn’t proved to be a springboard for a sustained spell of silverware gathering.

Five hundred yards away from the Emirates Stadium, the edifices of the listed East and West stands are key components of the Highbury Square residential development. They’re comforting and troubling at the same time. Whereas many other former grounds have been totally razed, these two iconic architectural structures will remain in perpetuity; timeless and classic reminders of the art deco era, and Arsenal’s first golden period in the 1930s. Arsenal fans are lucky that we can gaze at them whenever we wish. Yet given the fact that the old ground is still so recognisable, it’s a poignant reminder of so many of the glories enjoyed there during those 107 years, but which have not been repeated since. With Arsenal’s rich history, global reach and its huge fanbase, there’s no reason to think a repeat of those glory days are out of reach. Whether that happens now or in the distant future, Arsenal supporters like me will still make a point of strolling past the East and West Stands as part of our match day rituals, and nodding and smiling at them like the old friends they are.

Enjoy the book.

Jon Spurling, April 2025
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The early chapters, particularly The Totts, focus greatly on the role of the influential director Sir Henry Norris as Woolwich Arsenal moved to North London. In the twenty years since Highbury was released, Arsenal historians Andy Kelly and Mark Andrews have forensically researched all things Norris, especially his role in Arsenal’s promotion to Division One in time for the 1919-20 season. I’ve also had the opportunity to investigate Norris more closely. He’s arguably the most influential figure in the club’s early history. Without Norris, it’s fair to say that Arsenal wouldn’t be the club they are today.

But there’s no statue of him outside the Emirates Stadium, or marble bust to sit beside those of Herbert Chapman and Arsène Wenger. Nor will there ever be. He never wrote a journal or left a diary. He did write letters which were full of invective and sometimes found their way into local newspapers like the West London and Fulham Times. Norris lived in an age when it was extremely rare for leading football figures to give interviews. Snippets of his bluster remain, and are as resonant now as they were a century ago. He’s an enigma. As one frustrated music critic said of Mick Jagger in the 1960s: ‘It’s easy to get weary from chasing his mysterious soul through the mazes of fun-house mirrors he had built to protect it.’ It’s the same with Norris. Yet to fully comprehend Arsenal’s fraught final days in Woolwich and their edgy early existence at Highbury in the latter days of the Edwardian era, his metaphorical coattails need to be clung on to.

I issued several further pleas for information on him in various London publications. Some merely trotted over old ground. Others revealed just what a contradictory figure he really was. Clive Edwards told the story of how his grandfather was forced to take respite from his job as a roofer after Norris took exception to the way he was tiling several houses in the Fulham area shortly before World War 1. ‘Norris hounded him, threatening to pay him less than the agreed price for the job, if he didn’t complete the job to Norris’s satisfaction.’ Eventually, Edwards’s grandfather cracked under the strain, but returned to work two weeks later. Upon finally completing the tiling, Norris paid up in full, including a small bonus which wasn’t part of the two men’s initial agreement. Clive Edwards also recounts how ‘Norris would see to it that if any plumbers, or tilers were out of work, he’d do his best to ensure that he contacted other builders in the London area to see if they needed spare men.’

Islington resident Chris Carpenter informed me that his grandfather, who’d been recruited into the army by Norris during World War 1, suffered a shrapnel wound. Upon his return from France, Norris personally visited the soldier, and ‘spoke to one of his freemason friends to get him some temporary work in the plumbing trade in order that he could get back on his feet’. Norris gave another of his wounded comrades £5 from his wallet so that ‘he could get himself a decent meal or two.’ Such personal anecdotes, and there must be dozens more which have disappeared into the ether down the years, give some hint of the man who was about to set Woolwich Arsenal on a different path.

Demanding, bullying, staggeringly well connected, philanthropic, civic minded, sometimes generous with money and cavalier when it came to dipping into his own wallet, yet obsessed with driving the hardest of bargains … Norris is the most complex and contradictory of all Arsenal figures. Years after Highbury came out, I unearthed a wonderful account from Islington Gazette writer ‘Candid Critic’, who encountered Norris at a (still) unfinished Highbury in early September 1913. After arriving at the gates to the new ground, no one was there to greet him. So, he wandered around until he stumbled across Norris, club officials William Hall, George Morrell and the site foreman wolfing down rock cakes and drinking tea. Amidst a backdrop of hammering and crashing, Norris espoused his beliefs to ‘Candid Critic’, admitting: ‘I don’t personally believe in big transfer fees,’ a view which coloured the club’s transfer dealings for the next decade. Norris headed off controversy about the move to Highbury by claiming that manager George Morrell had received ‘quite a big bundle of letters from residents, who state that the coming of the club has been anything but a nuisance …’ and talked up the benefits of his club’s new home, claiming that in due course, the new ground ‘will hold some 90,000.’ Although new to the role, ‘Candid Critic’ did his level best to push hard and get Norris to say more, but after Norris insisted that the journalist ‘was quite capable of judging’ as to whether the team was strong enough (‘I should tell you if I wasn’t,’ huffed Norris) he was whisked away in a fast car with Hall. The journalist’s observation that Norris threw ‘back his shoulders with the determined air of a man who is always doing big things, and not over fond of being asked to talk about them,’ was consistent with the general view of Norris as a grouch who kept his cards close to his chest. He didn’t speak to the press for another nine years.

By then, Norris had been implicated in what is regarded as one of football’s most notorious deals. Whether his actions warrant him being held up as football’s arch villain, despite what numerous histories have suggested, is open to debate. In Highbury I referred to Arsenal’s promotion to the top flight as ‘the dodgiest ever scam in English football.’ I’ve chosen to leave the original text intact. The more conventional view (repeated in several official and unofficial Arsenal and Tottenham histories) is that Norris got to work on his contacts within the game to engineer Arsenal’s return to the top flight after a six year absence, secretly canvassing them in order to convince them that Arsenal, who’d finished fifth in Division Two in the 1914–15 campaign, deserved an unlikely promotion. Norris had long since eulogised about Highbury’s proximity to central London, which gave his club a distinct advantage over the directors of Barnsley and Wolves (who’d finished third and fourth respectively). Norris also maintained that Arsenal deserved their promotion due to their ‘long service to professional football,’ and the fact that they were the south’s first professional football club. On the face of it, this is an obscure argument. Promotions and relegations have never been decided upon longevity of service.

Being the master operator he was, Norris, it is alleged, took advantage of the match fixing scandal involving Manchester United and Liverpool in that last pre-war season. With the decision to expand Division One from twenty to twenty-two clubs, Chelsea had been re-elected to Division One partly because if Liverpool and Manchester United hadn’t been in cahoots, they would have stayed up anyway. Tottenham were relegated because the match fixing scandal didn’t involve them at all, and because they’d finished rock bottom in twentieth place. Norris agreed that Chelsea (in nineteenth place) should be reprieved, and that the top two teams from Division Two should also be promoted; Derby and Preston. He then pointed out that United and Liverpool were not being punished for the ‘squared game’, and he wasn’t prepared to accept this. The jailing of United’s George Anderson proved that match fixing might well have been rife, and Norris threatened to force Government action against a corrupt Football League. With his extensive political contacts, there seems little doubt that he would have carried out his threat. The League did not want to risk seeing two major Northern powers demoted, so the hierarchy pushed through a secret deal. Arsenal would be awarded the final place in Division One and one new London club (West Ham United) would be elected to Division Two.

In The Biography of Tottenham Hotspur, a highly indignant Julie Welch points out that Arsenal had pinched the First Division slot that belonged to Tottenham. In fact, the place should really have gone to Barnsley or Wolves, if meritocracy comes into play. She also describes Norris as indulging in ‘the dark arts of bribery, inducements and cronyism.’ The ‘bribery’ has never been proved. Norris was never found guilty of impropriety. The whole story was given added spice by former Arsenal manager Leslie Knighton’s claim in his autobiography that Norris – who dismissed Knighton in 1925 and replaced him with Herbert Chapman – had corresponded with ‘a few financiers here and there.’ Knighton may well have held a grudge against Norris, and could certainly have heard through the grapevine that money changed hands over Arsenal’s promotion, but provides no supporting evidence for his claim. Perhaps the recipient of a ‘sweetener’ was still alive when Knighton wrote his book, and the former Arsenal manager feared receiving a libel writ. Or perhaps not. It’s impossible to prove that Norris didn’t grease the wheels in some way to ensure that Arsenal reached the promised land of Division One in the post-World War 1 world. After all, permanent residency in the second tier would have had a serious impact on his finances, and those of the club. But there’s no proof of wrongdoing, no matter what anyone has alleged.

Norris, now elected Conservative MP for Fulham East, remained beguiling. He wasn’t ultra-Conservative in his views, defending women’s suffrage, claiming women could do a better job than men in several professions, and urging for equal pay. He also urged that ex-servicemen be taught a trade, and that disabled soldiers should remain in the state’s care. For years afterwards, ex-soldiers were offered free seats at Highbury on Norris’s say so. Perhaps this reflected the fact that he wasn’t from the old landed gentry, unlike so many members of the Tory party. He’d worked his way up from a working class background through bloody minded determination, a hard-nosed approach to business and a willingness to maximise his potential. His club’s move from Plumstead to North London was brashly innovative, and speculatively self-improving. Now firmly encamped in North London, Arsenal were in many ways the embodiment of the upwardly mobile Norris, and vice versa. Norris personally thanked the influential Athletic News editor Jimmy Catton for writing positive articles arguing for Arsenal’s promotion, and shortly afterwards, Norris made his maiden House of Commons speech.

One other previous episode is worth highlighting. Tottenham fans are very keen to remind Arsenal supporters that they gained Division One status by deceitful means, ignoring the fact that when they gained Football League status in 1908, they’d just finished eighth in the Southern League (in Tottenham Hotspur: The Official Illustrated History, author Phil Soar admits ‘From a playing point of view, Spurs had little or no claim …’), but still mysteriously gained promotion. Julie Welch specifically mentions that in 1906–07, Tottenham appointed former referee Fred Kirkham as manager ‘to grease the wheels of a renewed attempt to join the Football League.’ All clubs in that era, to some extent or another, indulged in politicking and the dark arts.

Over a century after Arsenal’s much discussed promotion, perhaps it’s time for a sense of historical revisionism and perspective on all sides.
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WITHOUT SIR HENRY NORRIS, Highbury Stadium would never have been constructed, and Arsenal Football Club would not be the world famous name they are today. Gunners fans owe him everything, and yet he remains arguably the most controversial figure in the early days of professional football in England. Although he died nearly seventy years ago, his name continues to provoke controversy. ‘Googling’ his full title on to the Internet throws up some useful information on him. No less than twenty Spurs-related sites cite him as the prime reason to hate Arsenal – sites which continually refer to the club as the gypsies and ‘the Woolwich interlopers’. One writer even claims that Norris was solely responsible for the nagging sense of inferiority which Spurs fans feel towards their rivals from the opposite end of Seven Sisters Road.

More bizarrely, a sixteenth century diplomat of precisely the same name was also a Falstaffian rogue of the highest order. Granted unprecedented access to Henry VIII, he was later executed for ‘intriguing’ with the king’s young wife, Anne Boleyn. Noted for his raffish charm, he revelled in his reputation as the playboy diplomat of his era. It seems apt, therefore, that his great (several times over) grandson was also such a notorious character. As it turned out, both men were destroyed by the Icarus factor: they flew too close to the sun.

The second Sir Henry Norris, after buying Woolwich Arsenal in 1910, controlled his club like a medieval fiefdom. In an era when directors and chairmen tended to sit on boards in order to heighten their exposure in the local community, Norris broke the mould. He sprung a variety of ‘questionable’ fiscal tricks, and used bully-boy tactics which made him powerful enemies within the game. The game’s first ‘Soccer Czar’ has become a creature of myth.

Born in 1865, Fulham-based Sir Henry (or just plain old Henry, as he was in 1910), was a self-made man, who had accumulated his fortune through the property market. His company, Allen & Norris, was responsible for transforming Fulham from a semi-rural area into an urban jungle. In the process of constructing, renovating and selling houses, he’d built up a formidable network of contacts in the building and banking professions, many of whom owed him favours. This proved invaluable in future years, particularly when the time came to build a new football stadium. Norris loved to mingle with the hoi poloi, and his networking skills were legion. Who’s Who from 1910 lists his interests as wine societies, dining clubs, and vintage car rallies. As a member of the Junior Carlton Club, Mayor of Fulham, leading light in the local Conservative Party, and eminent freemason, his name was well known throughout the capital. Being a God-fearing Tory, he believed it his duty to perform philanthropic acts in the local community. For several years, he worked closely with the Battersea vestry and the local orphanage. Yet, political opponents believed him to be a self-serving fraud, who’d used his position simply to befriend, among others, the Archbishop of Canterbury. Norris always refuted these allegations, but the Archbishop certainly proved to be a useful ally for Norris in 1913. Returning favours was the preserve of this particular social circle, also.

Photographs and written accounts prove that Norris was a terrifying man, bearing an uncanny resemblance to Dr Crippen, the notorious wife murderer of the day. Standing at well over six feet tall, invariably with a pipe stuffed into his mouth, he dwarfed his rivals literally, and metaphorically. Immaculately turned out in a trench coat, crisply starched white shirt and bowler hat, he would glare demonically at them through a pince-nez. The lenses of the pince-nez were so strong that his gaze was totally distorted. This proved to be useful in board meetings; he could make his directors uncomfortable by bawling at one while, apparently, looking at someone else. Norris’s accent, a mixture of upper-class wannabe, with a cockney twang, betrayed his working-class roots. His parents had sent him to a minor public school, but on his own admission, ‘school was not for me’. Aged just fourteen, he was articled to a solicitor’s firm, and made rapid strides. A year later, he left, tempted by the cut-throat world of building. He had several chips on his shoulders, admitting that he disliked authority figures and time-wasters. Norris was a man in a hurry, and he wanted to run things his way. One of his chief gripes was that Northern sides had always dominated professional football. He firmly believed that a London team should be in command.

Norris was also a master at charming potential opponents and getting them onside with sheer enthusiasm and gusto. As a successful estate agent, he knew only too well how to smarm when appropriate. When he branched into the building trade, he honed his skills further. If it came to constructing houses in a ‘tricky’ area of London – Wimbledon was notorious for having a fearsome NIMBY regiment even then – he could chat to his buddies in the local community and, in a jiffy, a new housing complex would go up. One of his rivals in the building trade dared to suggest that Norris ran a protection racket in order to preserve the status of his construction company. He retracted the accusation when Norris threatened to let loose his lawyer on him. So even before he became connected with Woolwich Arsenal, Norris was well versed in sharp practice. Where better than the world of football to become a grandmaster of such chicanery?

In the early years of last century, with Norris already a director of Fulham, he decided to expand his business interests in the sport. He wanted to buy a football club, and surveyed the leading teams in Southern England: Chelsea, Spurs, Orient and Woolwich Arsenal. The first three clubs were fairly secure financially at that time. The boys from Woolwich on the other hand, remained in an awful mess. Even in Division One, Manor Ground crowds averaged at around 10,000 – four times less than those at Chelsea or Spurs. In addition, a touch of the farcical always surrounded the club. Woolwich Arsenal reached the 1905 FA Cup semi-final, but lost 1–3 to Sheffield Wednesday. The match, played on a mound-like pitch, was memorable because neither goalkeeper could see each other, and bizarrely, neither could the linesmen. As with all dictators, Norris made his move when matters were at their lowest ebb. Woolwich Arsenal’s misfortunes turned out to be his gain, and in the manner of other twentieth century autocrats, he injected new life into the club, stopping at nothing to enforce his beliefs.

The board welcomed him with open arms, having heard of his political skills, when he had negotiated Fulham’s frankly unbelievable rise through the Southern League up to Division Two. That this meteoric rise took place in just four years led furious directors from other clubs to suggest that substantial amounts of cash had been handed over to the Football League, but no firm evidence of backhanders was ever found. Norris was already the undisputed master of covering his tracks. On buying his majority stake in Woolwich Arsenal, he proposed a merger with Fulham, in order to create a London super-club, and a permanent move to Craven Cottage. He was blocked by the Football League (the only time they stopped him getting his way), but they couldn’t prevent him staying as a director of Fulham, while also serving as Arsenal chairman. From that, you can guess that the Monopolies and Mergers Commission did not yet exist.

Foiled in his plan to merge the two clubs, Norris set about rejuvenating the ailing Woolwich Arsenal. In 1912, he realised that the club had to move elsewhere after an embarrassing catalogue of disasters at the Manor Ground, which, like many of the club’s old haunts, flooded regularly. A match with Spurs, which Arsenal won 3–1, was described as a ‘mud revel’ by The Sportsman. A local newspaper described the ground as: ‘… a perfect quagmire, as water lay in a pool along the touchline’. On that day, the weather was so appalling that factions of the crowd refused to pay the shilling entrance fee, preferring to stand on the sewer pipe and watch the game from there. At least they got wet for free. The press claimed there had been a near riot between the law abiding fans and the refuseniks. That wasn’t quite true, but it was a fact that opposition team charabancs often failed to reach the ground on time, due to heavy traffic and poor accessibility. These embarrassments reflected poorly on Norris, and he wasn’t one to suffer fools gladly. The club was relegated in 1913 with the worst ever record in Division One at that time: P38 W3 D12 L23. For Norris, there was only one option.

In early 1913, Kentish Independent readers were gobsmacked to read the following front page headline: ARSENAL TO MOVE TO THE OTHER SIDE OF LONDON. In an official statement, Norris pointed out the benefits to the club of moving to a district which had a population of around 500,000. The relocated club could tap into the huge reservoir of supporters in Finsbury, Hackney, Islington and Holborn. Through his contacts in the Church, he found that six acres of land at St John’s College of Divinity at Highbury were available. Where better to move than a spot which was only ten minutes away by tube from London’s West End? Norris would require all his arrogance and political skill to negotiate the minefield of red-tape, pressure groups, and NIMBYs blocking his path.

He didn’t figure on the furious reaction from Woolwich Arsenal’s hard core supporters. Norris mentioned the ‘push’ factor from Woolwich; that people from the region simply did not turn up at games in large enough numbers. Many reckoned Norris was using dirty tricks. In the relegation season, they believed he’d deliberately leaked news about the proposed move and underinvested in the team, which he knew would drive down crowds, and make the case for relocation even stronger. Letters to the local press accused him of being a heartless capitalist, and of selling the club’s soul. One letter, sent to the Kentish Gazette, by Mr Paul Donaldson, would ring true for Wimbledon fans today. It said: ‘Mr Norris has decided that financial gain is more important than protecting our local club. He is making a mistake. You cannot “franchise” a football club – Woolwich Arsenal must stay near Woolwich. Would Norris advocate moving Liverpool to Manchester? People like him have no place in Association football.’

Mr Walter Bailey’s letter, published in the Kentish Independent, went further. He wrote: ‘There is, and has been, sufficient support to run the team on a business basis … Many clubs in different parts of the country would be glad of such support. Woolwich has been found guilty of apathy … because it cannot furnish the huge gates that Tottenham and Chelsea get. The most distant part of London to which they intend moving will effectively prevent those who helped to make the club, and can morally claim it as their birthright, from having anything further to do with it. Is this right?’

The local press ran a series of cartoons, one of which, in the Woolwich Gazette, claimed Norris was kidnapping Kent’s ‘only son’. He countered, and further fanned the flames, by claiming that he’d always regarded Woolwich as part of London anyway, not Kent, and that it was about time the club enjoyed the capital’s spoils. It was alleged that he received death threats after proposing the move, yet he pressed on regardless. If the reaction from the Woolwich public was extreme, it was tame compared with the lynch mob that awaited him in London.
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REPRESENTATIVES FROM Orient, Spurs and Chelsea were quick to protest, ‘in the strongest possible terms’, about Norris’s proposal to move Woolwich Arsenal to Highbury. They were terrified that another London club would erode their traditional fan base. The Tottenham Herald published a cartoon which portrayed Norris as being the equivalent of the Hound of the Baskervilles, prowling around farmyards, in an enormous spiked collar, ready to rip apart the Tottenham cockerel, and steal its food. An FA inquiry was set up to investigate the whole affair. Norris successfully packed the committee with his buddies and furnished them with some useful facts. Birmingham, with its population of 400,000, and Sheffield boasting 250,000 housed two top flight teams each. Why couldn’t an ever-expanding London – population two million – house four? Unsurprisingly, the committee ruled that the opposition had ‘no right to interfere’. The Tottenham Herald placed an advertisement begging its fans: ‘… not to go and support Norris’s Woolwich interlopers. They have no right to be here’.

The next hurdles to be overcome were the formidable Highbury residents, quivering with righteous indignation about ‘undesirable elements of professional football’ and ‘a vulgar project’ on their doorstep. The Islington Borough Council minutes recorded Highbury Park resident Mr Coventon’s comments: ‘I ask whether it is open to the Borough Council to protect the district from what, in my opinion, will be its utter ruin.’ Mr A. Bailey of Avenell Road wrote: ‘There will be considerable annoyance and inconvenience suffered by the residents in Avenell Road as a result of the erection of lofty stands by the Woolwich Arsenal Football Club. Can the council please help us on this matter.’ Islington Gazette journalist Henry Waller – writing in February 1913 – went further, suggesting: ‘It will be a sad day for the district if these interlopers set up stall around here. A respectable, decent neighbourhood will be transformed into a rabble-infested den of noise, and, I fear, drinking. I believe it is time that the people of Highbury rose up and gave notice of their intentions to fight this proposed move. I have no objections to Woolwich Arsenal playing in their rightful home, Kent, but simply speaking, they do not belong here.’

Norris knew only too well the power of the NIMBY brigade, being so well versed in local politics. He launched a charm offensive on opposition groups, assuring them that they’d barely notice a football club in their midst, and in any case, that 30,000 plus fans in the district every other Saturday would be excellent for local business. This was enough to convince several members of the opposition, many of whom stood to gain from the construction process. Those who continued to moan, were effectively silenced by Norris’s contacts in the local press. Highbury residents discovered that their vocal anti-Woolwich Arsenal meetings had never taken place, and that local protest groups simply didn’t exist, in the Orwellian sense of the word. With censorship skills worthy of Nazi propaganda chief Goebbels, Norris’s buddies starved protesters of the oxygen of publicity, and their efforts to prevent the move failed.

Leslie Anderson’s father – Donald – was one of the locals who opposed Woolwich Arsenal moving to Highbury. I interviewed Leslie Anderson in the early 1990s, and he clearly recalled Norris’s irresistible will-power: ‘My dad knew him [Norris] from the building trade. Dad was a strictly no nonsense man, who’d fought in the Great War and survived the trenches for four years. But I’ll tell you this. He was terrified of Norris. After his meetings with him, he’d come home shaking and down a double whisky. Basically, there were many people around at that time like Norris, who because of their social position could do whatever they damn well liked. Dad was furious at the way he talked down to the protesters. But it did Dad no good, and they were totally ignored. A group of them used to go to Highbury and protest when Arsenal first started to play there. They used to have huge banners saying: GO BACK TO WOOLWICH, but they had to stop doing that because Norris moved the police in on them. He was good friends with the Chief Constable and they were both Freemasons. Arsenal were there to stay.’

The final group that Norris needed to deal with, and one which certainly could not be silenced, was the Catholic Church. Many on the ecclesiastical committee believed football to be ‘ungodly’. Local residents believed that the thought of the Church of England agreeing to a football club buying the land was inconceivable. But Norris’s contacts went right to the top. After waving a £20,000 cheque under their noses, the church committee virtually bit his hand off, and his old buddy, the Archbishop of Canterbury, personally signed the deed. Of course, Norris agreed that no games would be played at Highbury on holy days, and that no ‘intoxicating liquor’ would be sold at the stadium. Yet within a year, in the manner of most dictators, he had quickly reneged on his promise. In the early twentieth century, football began to replace organised religion as the main passion among the working classes. How apt, therefore, that the devilishly cunning chairman of the nation’s least saintly club should begin constructing Highbury Stadium on land where would-be priests once played bowls and tennis.

It would be easy to gain the impression that Woolwich Arsenal’s move to Highbury was opposed by the vast majority of locals, despite Norris’s attempts to gag them. Pat Standen’s family lived in St Thomas’s Road at the time the club was sorting out the move, and he remembered things rather differently. Speaking in the early 1990s, he recalled: ‘The vast majority of us were very excited about the arrival of a football club in our area. I was only a little lad at the time, but all the talk was of Woolwich Arsenal’s stature, and their potential. There were some fairly big arguments between those who favoured the move, and those who didn’t. “Bloody church fanatics,” Dad always used to say about those who didn’t want Arsenal to come. I think that a lot of people feared the amount of drinking and blasphemy that would go on. That was a big issue in those days.

‘At that time, Highbury was a bit of a backwater. Nowadays, people around the world know of it because of the Arsenal. But in those days, there wasn’t really much to do. This was the era before cinema, and Mum and Dad certainly didn’t have the money to go living it up in the West End. Even going drinking in the local boozers meant that Dad had to scrimp a bit. As a carpenter, he wasn’t paid anywhere near enough to go squandering it on booze.

‘But even in those days, the talk was that ordinary working people had more disposable cash to spend than they once had, and crowds at Highbury were always healthy right from the off. Right from the start, Dad made it clear to Mum that he would be “off to follow the new boys” on Saturdays. Mum knew better than to argue! A football team on our doorstep gave us pride and stature. Many of us kids made banners which we planned to hold up at the first game. I remember making one from an old sheet, and writing: WELCOME AND GOOD WISHES TO THE TEAM, using an old tin of red paint. It all sounds a bit naïve now, but the local pubs were full of talk about this new football club. My dad always said that Henry Norris was very clever. In those days, players and fans would mix far more freely than they do today. Some of the Woolwich Arsenal players – George Jobey and Jock Rutherford were two – used to drink in local pubs, and attend local functions and that sort of thing. I think that was the club’s way of gently putting out the feelers. You used to see posters up on walls, and bits and pieces in the local papers, advertising the fact that such and such a player would be here and there on certain days. For blokes like Dad, who’d never mixed with footballers, it offered a bit of escapism, and there was a certain curiosity towards the players. So as the first game at Highbury approached, us locals already thought of the “interlopers” – which those who opposed the move called them – as part of the community. Norris really knew what he was doing.’

By 1913, Norris’s Arsenal (the Woolwich was now dropped – permanently) had indeed completed the move to their home. Emotions continued to run high both in the Highbury district, and back at the former haunt. In a bitter parting shot, a fan from Kent, who decided not to make the regular one hour trip to Highbury, wrote in the Kentish Independent: ‘Henry Norris has gambled away the club’s soul. He is a Mammon worshipper. We’ve not heard the last of this bounder, you may be sure of that’. He had no idea.
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ACCORDING TO THE Daily Gazette, Woolwich Arsenal secured ‘the area south of the London College of Divinity bounded by Avenell Road, Highbury Hill and Gillespie Road’ on 20 February 1913. The Athletic News, on the other hand, reckoned it happened at some point in March. The month’s difference is largely irrelevant. The facts were that Norris had roughly six months to galvanise assorted local tradesmen, and commission an architect, in order that the new stadium would be ready for the opening game of the 1913–14 season. The Daily Gazette of 27 February noted smugly that ‘Norris has already been rejected by several notable London architects’. The tone of the piece is understandable, given that arch Arsenal hater Henry Waller, who’d recently been vocal in opposing the move, penned the piece. Once again, Norris opted to take the scheme to the very top. Who’s Who of 1912 notes that one of his many interests included ‘architectural design’. As an estate agent, and a wealthy politician, he networked tirelessly early in 1913.

In the early part of last century, Archibald Leitch, an engineer and architect, moved his practice from Glasgow to Liverpool. Leitch had been behind the construction of Manchester United’s Old Trafford ground, one of the few stadia constructed inside a symmetrical perimeter wall. In true Norris fashion, he just happened to be close friends with Manchester’s mayor James Whiting. They were Freemasons and Whiting happened to be pally with Leitch, and contact was made. It seems likely that as early as January, Leitch was commissioned to design Woolwich Arsenal’s new stadium. Until now, Arsenal historians have relied solely on A.G. Kearney’s account as evidence of the chaotic six-month construction period of the new stadium.

Kearney was drafted in as Leitch’s second assistant, and in the official programme for the Leicester City match in 1963, he described graphically Norris’s numerous dodges. Kearney alluded to the unrelenting opposition of Henry Waller, who’d continued to harp on in the Daily Gazette about the move being a ‘vulgar project’. Waller made one final, last ditch approach to block the move. Kearney confirms that, ‘Mr Norris pulled a few strings and I was able to get on’. Curiously, Waller’s contributions to the local newspaper dried up shortly afterwards. Norris also suggested to Kearney that he ignore the out-of-date Parish Council office in Holloway Road, when trouble was brewing over the construction of ‘the high brick retaining wall at the College End of the ground’. Kearney confirms that the old boys in the office didn’t know the difference between a ‘retaining wall and a retaining fee’. Further evidence that a degree of cunning in the early part of the twentieth century would enable the likes of Norris to bypass outdated Victorian practices. Norris also gave Kearney permission to purchase two houses and demolish them, in order that an entrance be constructed at the Gillespie Road end, opposite the tube station. Leitch’s assistant confessed that ‘everyone but myself became more pessimistic and depressed, wondering whether the ground could be got ready’.

The club placed an advert in assorted local newspapers, inviting locals to write in, and suggest names for the new stadium. Presumably this is the first recorded instance of the club seeking a ‘constructive dialogue’ with their supporters. Mr W. Dykes of Camden Town thought that Avesbury Park – a combination of Avenell Road and Highbury – would be a suitable choice. Mr H.W. Cooper of Islington believed The Gunners in ‘The Fortress’ would be ideal. Another writer, who chose to remain anonymous, reckoned ‘The Gun Park’ would be apt. In time honoured tradition, the club decided to ignore the advice of their fans and simply named the ground ‘Highbury Stadium’.

Ninety-three years later, fresh insight can finally be provided on this frantic construction period. In 1990, I was introduced to David Yates, after placing an advert in the Islington Gazette requesting anyone with recollections of football grounds under construction to come forward. With the assistance of his son Daniel, David Yates proved that even though his hearing and sight may have been failing, his memories remained as sharp as ever. He recalled: ‘In the months leading up to Arsenal’s first game, an entire range of craftsmen and tradesmen converged on Highbury to try and get the ground ready on time. To Mr Norris’s credit, he could have contracted the work out elsewhere, but he tried to get locals as involved as possible. He thought that if lots of us actually built the place, we’d have more pride in the team. As a young fella who’d just left school, it was my role to be a general labourer. The first problem we had to solve was that the land was covered in bushes and trees and craters, and it needed to be flattened.

‘We couldn’t bring in mechanical diggers in those days, so it all had to be done with picks and shovels and barrows. I seem to recall that one end was higher than the other (the College End was six feet higher than Gillespie Road), and so the difficult part was to build the embankment at the other end to level it all out. There really was a huge sense of camaraderie among all of us. It felt like we were all in it together, and we’d often sing songs to help us carry on working. The hours were long, and you could tell that our foremen were under a lot of pressure to get things finished. But when we arrived every morning, porridge and hot tea was always there waiting for us. For lunch, soup and bread was laid on, on top of what we brought with us. So the working conditions were actually quite good – better than most labouring jobs of that time. At break times, we’d chat about stuff in the world – like the threat of war; and those women who wanted the vote – the suffragettes. Young blokes like me couldn’t get our heads around what their problem was!

‘Some of the players also helped out. I recall that [Jock] Rutherford and one of his mates helped out on the carpentry side of things. Some of the others helped to build up the terraces. How times have changed! The carpenters built the turnstiles and exit gates, and got stuck into making the rails and passages needed to get up on to the Spion Kop. The closer that first game got, the more carts and trucks rolled up with raw materials. When we’d finished flattening out the pitch, there was the Spion Kop to work on. That was where the West Stand is now. In those days, it wasn’t covered in concrete or anything like that. It was mostly just like flattened down clay, mixed in with earth dug from the new Piccadilly tube station. Hundreds of us had to compact it down by stamping on it. When we’d finished work on the ground early in the morning of the first game, there was still no running water inside the stadium for the players, or for drinks; no refreshments or anything of that sort. The dressing rooms were incomplete. All the workers were going around saying “This is a proper Fred Karno.” He was a guy who was in the Charlie Chaplin mould, and we were just laughing about how last minute and farcical everything was. And Norris knew that the game had to kick-off that afternoon. How it did, I’ll never know.’

A few days before, Leitch obviously felt that his company had failed to complete the new ground on time, and he disappeared for a week in order to escape Norris’s wrath. Kearney was left to take the flak, but as a reward for the team’s Herculean efforts in those final days, Norris treated him to a superb Italian lunch, near the stadium, two hours before kick-off. Local printers were also hard at work, attempting to run off 10,000 programmes on time. In the first official programme, the editor described the partially completed stadium as ‘the most get-at-able ground in Greater London’. Lying only fifteen minutes from the West End, and an hour’s journey for those diehard fans from Woolwich who were willing to make the pilgrimage, this was no idle boast. But could the team live up to the sense of occasion in their Division Two clash with Leicester Fosse, on the opening day of the 1913–14 season?
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THE MATCH against Leicester Fosse kicked off at 2.30 p.m. on 6 September 1913. Due to the novelty factor of ‘the interlopers’ finally completing the move from Woolwich to London, a crowd of 20,000 turned up. On the eve of the game, a local resident commented in the Islington Gazette: ‘Several of my pals have only ever seen Tottenham play, and I feel it will be fascinating to see just what these new boys from Woolwich are capable of.’ Correspondence over the next few weeks in the local press confirms that those early crowds consisted of enthusiastic locals, and Woolwich diehards. The vast majority walked to the ground, but, as the programme for the Leicester Fosse game mentioned, the ‘get-at-ability’ of Highbury meant it was easy to get to the ground from Drayton Park, Gillespie Road, and Finsbury Park. Railway companies, realising the benefits of capturing thousands of potential new rail users, laid on dozens of extra trains that day.

The whole event nearly ended in disaster. A.G. Kearney recalled that workmen had left the exit gates open, and it would have been easy for hundreds of people to have stampeded into the ground, aware that they could have got in for free. ‘Hundreds of people were lining up at the entrance four or five deep in Avenell Road … it says much for the sportsmanlike spirit of those days that they didn’t just walk in.’ As a reward for having worked so hard in the construction process, David Yates was given a complimentary ticket for that opening game. His testimony is the only one which has survived: ‘That afternoon, it was like Highbury was the centre of the universe. Everyone seemed to be headed for the stadium. Although most people walked in, lots also appeared to have come by bike. It says a lot for people at that time that even though they may have opposed the move, they were still happy to leave open the gates at the sides of their houses for people to leave them there. A lot also came via open top bus – it was quite a sunny day – but as I said, most walked it. It was clearly a very well advertised event. You had people from all over London come and see the new boys – from the East End, Chelsea, wherever. There were no Fosse fans though. I don’t think long distance travel was really available at that time.

‘In those early games, Arsenal charged a sixpence for fans to get in. It cost more for those who wanted to pay a bit extra to sit. The old East Stand was covered, up to a point. There were huge tarpaulins at the back of the stand to provide some shelter for those in the East Stand, but the rest of the ground was totally open. Not all of the terraces had been finished, and some people just sat on flat wooden boards watching the game. There was a real feeling of expectation from the crowd. This was something totally new, and it’s always exciting to be there at the start of things, because you never know how they’ll turn out. It was a chance to mingle with other people, and it was pretty clear that a lot of the crowd had come all the way from Woolwich to see their team. I think that slowly died away after a while. There was no real chanting or singing, there were no scarves or whatever. It was just really orderly; but there was a lot of clapping and cheering when Arsenal scored. People were a lot more reserved in those days. Some threw their hats off into the air when the team scored, and others would say things like, “Well, steady on old chap!” It’s not quite like that now.

‘There was quite a lot of drinking on the terraces. No one checked you as you walked in, so it was easy for men to smuggle in beer and spirits. It got passed around a lot – it added to the community spirit. My dad, who later joined me for some Arsenal matches, reckoned it was medicinal, and that you needed it for some of those winter games. At half-time, vendors would come around selling peanuts and roast chestnuts – no crisps or sweets in those days. Another thing that struck me at that first game was that the opposition lobby still wouldn’t give up easily. There were still banners against the club, and a few locals stood tut-tutting at their gates. I think that Arsenal won the game 2–1, and George Jobey scored the first ever goal at Highbury. Apart from the fact that the match made history, it was pretty uneventful.’

David Yates was right. The following extracts appeared in the Athletic News match report on the following Monday: ‘… there was something in the winning of this game which cannot afford a full measure of satisfaction to those who have the well-being of Woolwich Arsenal at heart. An infinitely better impression was formed of the Fosse attack than that of Woolwich Arsenal. In the absence of a centre forward of proven ability, the London club had to call upon George Jobey, who made his name with Newcastle United as a half back to lead the line … in the second half he met with an accident which may mean his absence from the field for many weeks … earlier Jobey neatly deflected with his head and Brebner in the Fosse goal had no chance … later Devine drove the ball past Brebner and secured full points for the home club. The Arsenal vanguard was not convincing.’ It was hardly the most auspicious of beginnings, and the full picture of Highbury’s fledgling team lay behind the scenes.

The facilities at the new stadium were so incomplete that after George Jobey was stretchered off the pitch, Arsenal trainer George Hardy was forced to commandeer a milk float from ‘Lewis the milk’, to take Jobey back to his own lodgings, and treat the player there. Letters to the Daily Gazette also complained of ‘the singular lack of refreshment facilities in the new stadium’. Things would gradually improve. Yet the club faced bigger problems than complaints about a lack of catering stalls at the new ground. The Assessment Committee of the Islington Borough Council charged a huge rental fee for the ground. Although the precise figure was never disclosed, it was believed to be twice the amount which Tottenham paid for White Hart Lane, and nearly three times as much as Chelsea paid for Stamford Bridge. Little wonder that Arsenal faced huge financial problems from the moment they kicked a ball at the new ground. Letters to the local newspapers reported seeing hundreds of boys sneaking in, without paying, via the Gillespie Road entry. The gates were left open by tradesmen, who continued bringing cartfuls of raw materials to Highbury.

Norris ensured that the club worked a charm offensive, thanking fans through the medium of the official programme for braving the ‘unknown discomforts of an incomplete ground’. Also, he personally wrote letters of apology to locals complaining of disruption on matchday. But Second Division Arsenal’s future remained uncertain. By April 1915, the team still showed little sign of awakening from its slumber, and despite the more glamorous location, it was nigh on impossible to attract more glamorous players. Percy Sands and Jock Rutherford – though popular enough among the hard-core support – were hardly world beaters. The board’s advertisements in the local press smacked of sheer desperation. Would-be season-ticket holders were informed that, ‘A season ticket is at your disposal in exchange for 21 shillings, entitling you to admission to the ground. The Secretary’s name is GEORGE MORRELL. His address is 32, Pemberton Road, Harringay. He wants to sell you a ticket. Do not let him be disappointed.’

The notoriously tight-fisted George Morrell had hastened Charlie Buchan’s departure from the club back in 1910, when he refused to reimburse the youngster’s tram expenses, which amounted to the then equivalent of 55p. It later cost the club over 5,000 times that amount to buy Buchan back. It was unheard of for a club to publish the home address of the Manager Secretary – as they were called in those days. The story went that Norris had been unable to pay for a permanent secretary who would handle season ticket requests. The financial situation became desperate as the team laboured at their new ground. For Norris and Arsenal, things would get worse before they got better.

[image: image] THE TOTTS [image: image]

TWO YEARS after the first game at Highbury, Arsenal appeared no closer to regaining their Division-One status. In March 1915, promotion seemed to be within reach, but a dreadful series of results in April and May saw the team finish back in fifth place. The Gunners’ tepid performances saw crowds fall away, and a hard-core 15,000 attended those desperate end of season clashes. Just 10,000 turned up to see Arsenal crush Nottingham Forest 7–0 on 24 April in the final match of the 1914–15 season. In the First Division, Arsenal’s London neighbours, Spurs and Chelsea, occupied the bottom two places, and seemed set to join them in the Second Division. Although the diehards could never have predicted it, they had just witnessed a piece of history. This was to be Arsenal’s last ever match outside English football’s top flight.

As the First World War dragged on, Norris’s hopes appeared to have destroyed Arsenal’s chances of becoming a major force. Between 1915 and 1918, he had to fork out a further £50,000 to keep the ground up to scratch, without any significant gate receipts coming in to offset the expenditure. David Yates regularly went to Combination games during the war years, after the normal league programme was suspended at the end of the 1914–15 season. He recalls: ‘It’s hard to say if you were watching a football match, or a propaganda exercise designed to get blokes to join up. Posters around the perimeter of the ground were very bold about it, asking “Why don’t you and your football pals go to Highbury or Haringey recruitment centre and join up?” Lots of people my family knew did just that. You could visit either centre on any day and sign on the dotted line. Rumour had it that Kitchener himself visited Highbury once to shake up the supporters to get them to enlist. You can see why: where else in our area would you get such a huge number of blokes together in one place?

‘Then again, if you didn’t feel like joining up, you could always go to the Scala Theatre in Tottenham Court Road, and watch the Brits and Germans fighting in one of those Kinema colour shows. It’s amazing, but there were posters all around the ground at that time advertising it, and the Arsenal programme sometimes mentioned it too. It was one of those films which suggested that all Germans were mad sadists, and the English Tommies were sweetness and light. Really – watching the football at that time was secondary. What was also interesting was that, as the fighting in France grew, there was quite a lot of criticism of clubs and the Football League for continuing to stage matches at a time of national crisis. But by the later stages of the conflict, it was pretty evident that attending games did have a big impact on raising morale among blokes in the country.’

When League football resumed four years later, Arsenal found themselves back in the top flight, after Norris was implicated in the ‘dodgiest ever scam’ in English football. It was widely believed that the two extra places in the First Division would be occupied by Spurs and Chelsea, who would most likely receive a reprieve from relegation. After ‘corresponding with a few financiers here and there’ (in manager Leslie Knighton’s words), he successfully convinced League President John McKenna to promote Arsenal to the newly expanded Division One ahead of Wolves and Barnsley, who’d finished fourth and third respectively. At the same time, a bewildered Tottenham were relegated to Division Two. Norris had successfully got to work on his contacts within the committee, and convinced fellow directors that weekend jaunts to Highbury, with its proximity to the West End, were a far more appealing prospect than excursions to Wolverhampton and Barnsley. Norris had also ensured he got friendly with Chelsea’s chairman, and assured him that Chelsea would receive a reprieve, as long as Arsenal benefited. When the vote was taken, Chelsea received their reprieve, and Arsenal – unbelievably – were promoted, by eighteen votes to Spurs’ eight. Tottenham’s parrot, presented to the club on its 1908 South American tour, promptly dropped dead at the news, giving rise to the cliché, ‘Sick as a parrot’.

Pulling such a stunt meant that relations with North London neighbours Tottenham plunged to an all-time low. Unhappy with Woolwich Arsenal’s arrival, Spurs had spent a good deal of time and effort trying to persuade locals against making the trip to Highbury. As late as 1915, the Tottenham Herald still ran adverts pleading with locals ‘not to go and support the interlopers’. To the surprise of even their most fanatical supporters, Spurs bounced back immediately from their relegation, and during the early 1920s, vented their fury on Arsenal. In a filthy match at White Hart Lane in September 1922, the game turned into a brawl. Reg Boreham’s brace of goals pinched the points for Arsenal, but the reporter from the Sunday Evening Telegraph noted ‘the most disgusting scenes I have witnessed …’. The League Commission found Spurs’ Bert Smith guilty of ‘filthy language’ and Arsenal’s Alec Graham guilty of retaliation. The bad feeling between both clubs was reflected in events off the pitch. Even the normally ultra reserved Bob Wall – later Arsenal’s general manager – commented: ‘The roads and pubs outside Highbury and White Hart Lane could be dangerous places back then. Often the knives were out – quite literally – between fans before and after the match.’
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