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Foreword

In 1999, research by the Independent revealed that, based on league 
finishing positions, Arsenal were England’s leading team of the 
20th century with an average final position of 8.5. They narrowly 

pipped Liverpool to top spot, with Everton and Manchester United 
some way behind in third and fourth place. Factor in that since 2000, 
the Gunners’ average league position has been 2.87, Arsenal remain 
by some distance England’s most successful club. Apparently.

But in reality, what do these figures prove? That when it comes to 
the big picture, Arsenal have, broadly speaking, always been resolutely 
consistent and frequently in the running for glory. They also hint at 
the club’s underlying conservative view, as espoused by Ted Drake, 
‘We have what we hold.’ no prolonged periods in the lower-division 
wilderness for the Gunners, unlike many of their key rivals, including 
the Manchester clubs and Liverpool.

But the statistics mask Arsenal’s colossal peaks and the deep 
troughs; the gluttonous bursts of success and the long periods of 
retrenchment and missed opportunities. In short, they do a disservice 
to the club’s often turbulent history. Red Letter Days is an investigation 
of events which define an era, often marking the end of one historical 
cycle and the dawning of a new one. It is not an extended narrative 
of Arsenal’s greatest games, or simply a paean to its epoch-defining 
individuals. 

Arsenal’s history – as with any club – can be broken down into 
thousands of game-changing, season-altering junctures. A crucial 
goal here. A dramatic save there. A timely piece of invective from 
the club captain, perhaps, signing the wrong man at the wrong time, 
a key team meeting or a tannoy announcement at the home of a 
deadly rival which acted as a spur to the visitors…a myriad of these 
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moments are contained within the pages of this book. But equally 
well, there are a number of ‘non-negotiable’ events in Arsenal’s rich 
and varied history. These form the overarching focus of each of the 
14 chapters.

Rather than hone in on the fulminating climax to the 1970/71 
Double season against Tottenham Hotspur and Liverpool, it’s the 
story which sits behind the crucial FA Cup semi-final at Hillsborough 
against Stoke City which is the focus of attention because that was the 
timeline-altering clash.

Conversely, the 1930 ‘Zeppelin’ final figures heavily because it 
symbolised the rise to power of Chapman’s Arsenal. As a club, Arsenal 
are strongly aware of the role of individuals in mapping out their 
history, revealed by the deployment of the 32 cores on the outside of 
the Emirates Stadium and the statues of Chapman, Wenger, Bergkamp, 
Henry and Adams outside the ground. But such deification of Arsenal’s 
historical figures is, to some extent, open to debate, and Red Letter 
Days – as well as looking closely at Arsenal’s bronze icons – assesses 
the defining moments of others like norris, Mercer, Mee, McLintock 
and Graham and assesses how what they did altered the course of the 
club’s fortunes. It also suggests that the contributions of Rooke, Sexton 
and Rioch should be more recognised.

A note on the text. This book doesn’t focus on Woolwich Arsenal’s 
formative years, as the fledgling club began to take its early tottering 
steps. The reason for this is that, given the sporadic nature of 
newspaper reports, and the absence of any surviving eyewitnesses or 
visual evidence, there is a huge amount of conjecture about much of 
what really happened.

As one of the main drivers of the Arsenal History Project, Tony 
Attwood, commented on his blog, ‘In the early days of writing histories 
of the club, people relied on their memories, or occasional comments 
from others. This built up a range of documentation all based on the 
flimsiest of evidence…later writers reprinted the story, and so it went 
on and on.’

A prescient example of this is the story which has been handed 
down over the generations recounting how, on 11 December 1886, a 
group of footballers from the Dial Square workshop in the Woolwich 
Arsenal crossed the Thames on the ‘famous’ Woolwich ferry, and 
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walked to a piece of land which one of them had discovered on the 
Isle of Dogs. The boys from Dial Square, we were told, played on a 
rough and ready surface (club secretary Elijah Watkins commented, 
‘Talk about a football pitch! I could not venture to say what shape it 
was…I was going to say a ditch, but I think an open sewer would be 
more appropriate’), won 6-0 against the Eastern Wanderers, and then 
went back to Woolwich afterwards.

The historical waters are murky. Official histories have mentioned 
that there were other Woolwich Arsenal armament factory clubs which 
pre-dated Dial Square, but as no written evidence exists of their playing 
records, it seems to have been taken as read that Dial Square were the 
distant forefathers of Arsenal FC.

The fact that Dial Square also travelled to the Isle of Dogs (an 
arduous journey and a venue with precious little available municipal 
land) also seems curious given that there must have been some football 
pitches in nearby Woolwich. Additionally, there was no Woolwich ferry 
in operation until 1898, and there is no record anywhere of the Eastern 
Wanderers in 1886. Crucially, the evidence that exists of that first 
match hinges on the testimony of just one onlooker – Elijah Watkins, 
whose tale was published in Association Football And The Men Who 
Made It in 1906 – some 20 years or so after the event. The suggestion 
is that the dates, the venues and even the teams may well have become 
muddled over time. Much of the story may be apocryphal, distorted 
by smoke and mirrors; myth and legend. 

Fascinating though these findings are, there are no documents – 
public or private – which could be described as ‘a smoking gun’ when 
it comes to the club’s first match, and during the course of my research 
I didn’t stumble across any further documentation which provides 
further information surrounding the club turning professional in 
1891. The much reported ‘boycott’ of Arsenal by fellow southern 
clubs never happened, as the Arsenal History Project has proved, but 
further anecdotes and detail have not been forthcoming.

I was offered a diary by the great grandson of a former Woolwich 
Arsenal employee, and a couple of letters which their owners claimed 
would ‘shed new light on Woolwich Arsenal’. Sadly, neither the diary 
nor the letters revealed anything revelatory. I hit a dead end so I’ve 
left the ‘pea souper’ fog-shrouded 19th century out. By the early 20th 
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century though, the historical mist was clearing. Red Letter Days begins 
in 1910 with Woolwich Arsenal mired in serious financial trouble. The 
unlikeliest of saviours lay in wait.

Enjoy the book.
Jon Spurling, August 2014.
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Capital Gains
‘The little mind of Mr Norris is merely the little mind of a 
private gentleman thirsting for notoriety, and not much 
troubling how he gets it.’ ‘Chelstam’ in the West London 
and Fulham Times, 1905.

‘The Manor Ground was a backwater really. An odd, 
out of the way place. Highbury on the other hand was in 
the centre of things. It had a real buzz and a real draw.’ 
George Robertson, a regular at the Manor Ground and 
Highbury.

By January 1910 the executioner’s axe looked set to fall on 
Woolwich Arsenal, who lay fourth from bottom in the First 
Division. At Woolwich Town Hall, a Voluntary Committee 

was set up to raise £1,000 to wipe some of the club’s debt. Some of 
the novel fundraising schemes included a film show at the Woolwich 
Picture Palace and a whist drive. Such dedication from the core of 
the Woolwich Arsenal support appeared fruitless. The bottom of the 
barrel was about to be scraped. Woolwich Arsenal were knocked out 
of the FA Cup by Everton. The 5-0 shellacking meant that although 
the club received a share of the £842 gate money, there would be no 
more cup money for at least a year.

A friendly match against Fulham two weeks later altered the entire 
course of the club’s history. The Fulham directors knew of Woolwich 
Arsenal’s travails and had offered to send a team to play a friendly 
match in Plumstead to raise some much-needed income for the home 
club. It was an embarrassing day. It wasn’t the result, a 2-2 draw, more 
the fact that a pitiful crowd showed up to generate just £35 of income. 
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In the Woolwich-based Kentish Independent, ‘Inside Left’ castigated the 
citizens of Woolwich as ‘not deserving of a football team’. When just 
4,000 turned up to see the league game against Manchester United 
on 12 March at the Manor Ground, George Leavey placed the club’s 
limited company into voluntary liquidation. It was the only alternative 
to bankruptcy.

An owner of a gentleman’s outfitters in Woolwich High Street, 
Leavey had worked like a Trojan to keep the club going. But he could 
only do so much. The meeting to wind up the limited company was 
held on the evening of Friday 18 March at Woolwich Town Hall. 
Fulham director William Hall tried to attend but was politely informed 
that it was for shareholders only. Before trotting back to west London 
though, Hall spoke to Leavey, leaving the Woolwich Arsenal man in 
no doubt that Fulham were willing to offer the club more financial aid. 
Hall missed out on a tense and bad-tempered meeting. Leavey revealed 
that the club was £900 in debt, and also owed a large sum of money to 
Archibald Leitch, designer of the grandstand at the Manor Ground.

Arsenal manager George Morrell ran the gauntlet of shareholders’ 
frustrations. After spending nigh-on £1,000 on new players, the team’s 
performances had worsened in 1909/10, not improved. In the Kentish 
Independent, Leavey claimed he was optimistic that the club could be 
saved, and over the next few weeks he attempted to form a group of 
local men who were willing to put themselves forward as directors of 
a new limited company which would buy the assets of the old one and 
reach deals with the creditors.

Rumours circulated in the press that the club was poised to move 
to Fulham’s ground, Craven Cottage, and in May 1910 Leavey made 
the clarion call for a group of men to form a new limited company to 
take over the club. Leavey’s plea was answered sometime in late April 
by three Fulham directors; William Allen, William Hall, and Henry 
George norris.

Woolwich Arsenal would never be the same again.

* * * * *

He has been dead for 80 years, but Henry norris continues to provoke 
controversy and divide opinion. He was a wealthy businessman and 
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made his pile in the building trade. He was a football club director and 
a chairman. He was a vestryman in Battersea. He was a local councillor, 
Mayor of Fulham between 1909 and 1919, and Conservative MP for 
Fulham East between 1919 and 1922. He was a colonel in the army, 
although he never saw active service.

norris was a high-ranking Freemason, married twice, had three 
daughters and was knighted in 1917 for services to Fulham and the war 
effort. He dabbled in football journalism and lived through libel writs 
and court cases. That is a lot for anyone to cram in to their 70-year 
life. But what norris is – in equal measure – loved and loathed for, is 
uprooting Arsenal from Plumstead in 1913, bringing them to north 
London, and using his influence with the powers that be to ensure that 
Arsenal were promoted to the First Division in 1919. Described in his 
lifetime and after his death as little more than a cad and a bounder, 
norris may well have been both of these things. Or perhaps neither. 

He is arguably the most influential figure in the club’s history. But 
there’s no statue of him outside the Emirates Stadium, or a 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 was 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 is 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 coat tails need to be clung on to.

In the course of writing this book, and Highbury: N5, I issued several 
pleas for further 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 
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to the way he was tiling several houses in the Fulham area shortly 
before World War One. ‘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. Edwards also recounts, ‘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 had been recruited into the army by norris during 
World War One, 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 in order 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.

* * * * *

In May 1910, the big question was why the three Fulham directors 
decided to become involved in the affairs of the ailing Woolwich 
Arsenal. Despite much second guessing – there’s even been a historical 
novel written on the topic: Making The Arsenal by Tony Attwood – 
there has never been a satisfactory explanation. Allen, Hall and norris 
certainly never discussed it. norris was not a sentimentalist, so the 
notion that he simply wanted to assist the good folk of Woolwich can 
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be dismissed. There is a possibility that the three Fulham directors 
reckoned that Woolwich Arsenal could play their games at Craven 
Cottage and pay a tidy sum in rent to a club which had financial 
difficulties of its own. Perhaps they thought that if Second Division 
Fulham could gain a financial hold over Woolwich Arsenal, who 
looked like they might go out of existence, then a vacant position in 
the First Division might be going begging.

The Football League blocked Fulham’s original plan to simply 
take over Woolwich Arsenal. There is a possibility that if Fulham had 
paid off the First Division club’s debts, and then taken over its assets 
including the Manor Ground site, then the Manor Ground could have 
been sold for development. After all, Allen and norris were housing 
developers. It appears likely that George Leavey blocked an alternative 
proposal that the two clubs share Craven Cottage.

In the end, the two clubs agreed that a new board of directors be 
formed (the third since the liquidation process began), with the caveat 
that Allen, Hall and norris were to be members of the Woolwich 
Arsenal board in their personal capacity, and not as directors of 
Fulham, although they continued to act as directors for the West 
London club as well.

After the agreement was made, the three new directors agreed 
that football would continue at the Manor Ground for 12 months, 
before they decided upon whether or not to move the club elsewhere. 
It was hardly a satisfactory outcome. Fulham supporters reckoned 
their directors should have been concentrating on affairs at their first 
club. Allen, Hall and norris were left tending to a very sick patient 
whose long-term prognosis was uncertain. Woolwich Arsenal’s on-
pitch fortunes were to worsen further. 

Initially at least, the three men sought to inject stability to the club, 
confirming that George Morrell would remain as manager (there had 
been rumours in the press that Fulham’s Phil Kelso would be sent in). 
Then the real problems began. The Kentish Independent informed its 
readers that ‘promises have been made to strengthen the team’. If they 
were, they were broken. Quickly, norris became spokesman for the 
rescuers, using the Kentish Independent as his mouthpiece. He didn’t 
mince his words, expressing disappointment that only 520 shares in the 
new company were to be owned by Woolwich and Plumstead residents. 
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The rest would be controlled by Hall, norris and Leavey. In order to 
save the local football team, ‘there must be more local support’, he 
insisted, before adding that Woolwich Arsenal must become ‘self-
supporting’. 

There were to be no hand-outs of the kind that Leavey had freely 
indulged in prior to his arrival. The Kentish Independent was littered 
with letters criticising norris for his tone. His answer was crystal clear. 
He invited critics to come forward before 17 June, and take over the 
club themselves. They didn’t. 

At a stormy meeting in a Woolwich hotel, set up to formally 
ratify the new limited company – Woolwich Arsenal Football and 
Athletic Company Limited – norris was accused of wanting to get 
his hands upon the club’s assets via loans to George Leavey. Leavey 
was forced to admit that the share issue had failed due to the apathy 
of locals, and norris stated that the club wouldn’t need to be moved 
if locals attended in sufficient numbers. By now though, norris was 
likely pondering the club’s escape to London, and over the next three 
years, the atmosphere of mistrust between norris and any groups of 
supporters only worsened.

On Boxing Day 1910, the team lost 5-0 at Manchester United in 
front of over 35,000 fans, with the rampant Reds on their way to the 
league title. A meagre 7,000 saw the Woolwich reds face Bury just 
five days later at home. This was the grim reality of life at the Manor 
Ground, and all this at a time when both norris and Hall had already 
put in £475 of their own money. Leavey had put in £234, and in a 
desperate effort to raise cash after Christmas, the club offered all its 
unsold season tickets for sale at half price.

In theory the three men were to be repaid in 15 years, but norris 
and Hall made it perfectly clear that they had no intention of allowing 
their money to be tied up this way and a set of 5,000 shares in the club 
went on sale in the grim winter of 1910.

It was an unmitigated disaster. Only 50 shares were applied for. 
norris resorted to desperate measures to attract new players, and end 
the catastrophic cycle of declining attendances leading to the best 
players being sold.

In early December 1911, word circulated that goalkeeper Leigh 
Roose was angling for a move away from Aston Villa. With the 
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smart money on him moving to Fulham he unexpectedly ended 
up in Kent.

Roose was just the type of small-town personality the club needed. 
Woolwich Arsenal fans had always embraced colourful celebrities like 
the enigmatic forward Bobby Templeton and pugnacious full-back 
Morris Bates – nicknamed ‘the iron headed man’.

Infamous for his scandalous affair with married music hall singer 
Marie Lloyd, Roose was the first goalkeeper to be described as ‘mad’ 
(by Athletic News in 1909) due to his penchant for chatting to the 
crowd during matches, and for originating the ‘wobbly knees’ act, 
later perfected by Liverpool’s Bruce Grobbelaar when the opposition 
took a penalty.

Although it remained a secret for nigh-on 17 years, in his 1927 
court case norris admitted that he and William Hall had put up half 
each to pay a player £200 to sign for the club. The player was unnamed 
but the description suggested strongly that it was Roose. The player 
accepted the inducement, signed on the dotted line, and therefore 
all three men broke the Football Association rule that the maximum 
signing-on fee was a paltry £10.

Pitiful crowd figures appeared to have been the driving force behind 
norris’s decision to break the rules. Roose, although an amateur, was 
an international, and the crowd at the Manor Ground did increase for 
his debut, but it didn’t last. norris then sprung a trick he had used at 
Fulham. He doubled ticket prices from 6d to 1s for the Boxing Day 
clash with Tottenham. Arsenal won 3-1 but remained mired in mid-
table. It wasn’t the last time that norris would spring a fiscal trick or 
two during his long association with the club, but not even this master 
of financial chicanery could conjure a solution to Woolwich Arsenal’s 
travails.

The point of no return – the event which proved to everyone that the 
club had no future in Woolwich – came when centre-forward Andy Ducat 
was sold to Aston Villa for £1,000. He was unquestionably Woolwich 
Arsenal’s jewel in the crown, aged 26 and in his absolute prime.

The evidence suggests that Ducat – also a fine cricketer who played 
for England – didn’t actually want to go. He informed Jimmy Catton 
in Athletic News years later, ‘I’d stayed loyal to the club throughout 
many hard times. I was very much at home down in the south, but it 
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was indicated to me that a move to Aston Villa would be in everyone’s 
best interests.’

In the short term, Ducat’s sale certainly kept the wolf from the 
door. It meant that the club actually made a profit that season. But 
Ducat wasn’t replaced. George Leavey had resigned from the board a 
few weeks before, suggesting that perhaps he knew Ducat would be 
sold, and at a stormy AGM in July, norris’s first as Arsenal chairman, 
he informed shareholders that ‘crowd figures are enough to make any 
man go into mourning’ and that was the key reason why Ducat was 
sold.

He also reminded his audience that he and Hall owned 50 per 
cent of the club’s shares, and that they were unwilling to maintain the 
club at their own expense for the benefit of others for much longer. 
Although there was no explicit mention of relocation, norris must 
have been delighted when Arsenal founding father Jack Humble stood 
up and announced that although he was a local, he would support a 
move away from Kent if it breathed new life into the club. 

Ducat’s departure triggered a cataclysmic decline in the club’s 
fortunes. The 1912/13 season remains the club’s worst campaign, 
ending in relegation to the Second Division with just three wins all 
season. The ever-shrinking support rounded on captain Percy Sands 
and there was incredulity at the club’s failure to replace Ducat.

Following a terrible 4-0 hammering at Manchester City, future 
Gunners boss George Allison, writing as ‘The Mate’ in Athletic 
News, pointed out that the club had ‘no one in the team who could 
be looked to get a goal’. Between August and March the team failed 
to register a single win. After a reverse against Blackburn, the match 
report in Athletic News stated there was no one in the team who could 
be described ‘as even a passably good marksman’. A home tie with 
Liverpool in the FA Cup appeared to offer some respite, but the 
expected 20,000 crowd turned out to be less than half that.

Off the pitch, norris was initiating some game-changing 
manoeuvres. By 1913, William Hall had become a member of the 
Football League Committee after Woolwich Arsenal nominated him 
as a candidate. Hall remained there until 1927, and as an insider on 
the Football League’s governing elite he proved a key player for his 
club as norris began to wield his influence.
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He couldn’t silence rumours circulating in the press though. In 
October 1912, Athletic News claimed that norris had purchased a plot 
of land near Haringey Station. Another rumour suggested that a site 
in Battersea had been selected. But when the press confirmed in late 
February that norris had identified a site owned by St John’s College, 
an institution which trained young men for the church, at Gillespie 
Road, near Finsbury Park, his cover was blown. The revelation hit 
Tottenham and Clapton Orient firmly in the solar plexus.

Days after norris suggested ‘people should simply do what I always 
do with stories and ignore them’, representatives from Tottenham 
and Clapton Orient went uninvited to the scheduled meeting of the 
Football League Management Committee to try and prevent any move 
by Woolwich Arsenal from going ahead.

The League agreed that such a move was highly unusual, but 
because of the high and dense population, considered north London 
well capable of supporting three football clubs. In other words, it 
proposed to do nothing to block any proposed move.

An Athletic News article (the publication was always very close to 
the League hierarchy and many of its members wrote in its pages) 
was remarkably pro-Woolwich Arsenal. Some have since suggested 
that the hand of William Hall, perhaps heavily guided by norris, 
was responsible for a crucial piece which pointed out that crowds had 
been falling for years at the Manor Ground due to ‘economic decline’. 
Later that week at the Connaught Rooms in Covent Garden, norris 
held court with a gaggle of journalists to confirm that rumours of the 
proposed move were true.

The season had one final sting in its tail. Woolwich Arsenal showed 
late signs of a recovery in March and with Chelsea also slipping 
into decline, there were faint hopes that the team might just avoid 
relegation. Those hopes were extinguished when Chelsea went to 
Liverpool and won 2-1, confirming the Kent side’s demotion. norris 
watched the match and took Liverpool to task for their spineless 
display in the West London and Fulham Times, virtually accusing them 
of throwing the game. 

The Football League investigation found Liverpool to have been 
‘spineless’ but not corrupt. norris was furious, remaining convinced 
that his team had been cheated. 
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The club’s era at the Manor Ground ended in dismal circumstances. 
With relegation already confirmed, the team laboured to a draw with 
Middlesbrough. Even the farewell social evening was distinctly off key. 
Most of the squad attended, as did trainer George Hardy. William Hall 
and George Morell sent their apologies. neither Henry norris nor 
Jack Humble were even invited. Humble, one of Woolwich Arsenal’s 
founding fathers, was snubbed because he had supported the move 
despite living in the area since the 1880s. A united camp it most 
certainly wasn’t.

The Kentish Independent quaintly put it in 1906, ‘The Woolwich 
boy believes in enjoying himself when he lets himself out for an airing.’

But the fact was that too few locals attended Manor Ground 
matches, particularly in the later years. By 1908, there were four 
other clubs in the top two divisions: Chelsea, Tottenham, Fulham 
and Clapton Orient.

Arsenal had originally been the first southern club to compete in 
the Football League, and then they could count on pulling in crowds 
who would be willing to travel to Plumstead. But much less so once 
there were other competing attractions in the metropolis. Plumstead, 
although close to London, was too much off the beaten track. The 
various train journeys down from London were notoriously slow and 
it took an extra 30 minutes to get to Plumstead by tram than it did to 
Millwall, the nearest other club.

The Woolwich Gazette probably made the correct call in 1906 when 
it claimed, ‘The neighbourhood is solid for a six thousand gate at once.’

Although support was considerably higher than that initially, when 
the going got tough for the club, support regularly shrank back to that 
base level, sometimes worse. Had the club stayed in Plumstead they 
would most likely have morphed into an outfit of a size somewhere 
between Gillingham and Charlton, and averaged out as a struggling 
second-tier or high-achieving third-tier team. For norris that was 
never going to be enough, and he couldn’t wait to leave the Manor 
Ground behind. The almost unlimited potential offered by north 
London awaited. But so did an intimidating mob of local residents, 
not to mention the irate tenants at White Hart Lane.

* * * * *
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Between March and September, those Islington residents who opposed 
the coming of Woolwich Arsenal waxed lyrical about the borough’s 
respectability and urbaneness. yet the pages of the Islington Daily 
Gazette and North London Tribune from that era reveal a melting pot of 
political intrigue with Progressives, Suffragists, Socialists and Liberals 
regularly going toe to toe in various halls and churches.

Fire and brimstone preachers forecast the end of the world, and 
numerous academic speakers warn of the powder keg situation in the 
Balkans. There are the usual stories of drunkenness, street brawls, 
traffic accidents, and lead thefts from church roofs. And, throughout 
spring and early summer, there are a growing number of stories about 
‘THE COMInG FOOTBALL InVASIOn’.

There was already a thriving amateur football scene in the borough 
(several letters expressed concerns about the possible impact upon 
Tufnell Park – described in the Gazette as ‘the Mecca of amateur 
football’), and there were lengthy reports on matches between other 
sides including Canonbury, Cross Street, the Casuals and St Peters. 
But Woolwich Arsenal’s imminent arrival represented something else 
entirely.

The Highbury Defence League was formed by locals in mid-March. 
Councillor P.E. Inglis of Highbury was urged by others who attended 
that opening meeting on 17 March to ‘try and do something to try and 
avert the calamity that would come upon the neighbourhood if the 
football club came into its midst’. Inglis, who was elected chairman of 
the group, claimed that property in the borough would depreciate by 
between 25 and 50 per cent and that the ‘best class of resident will leave’.

The Defence Committee forced through a debate at an Islington 
Council meeting and the council confirmed that it would do its utmost 
to stop the ‘interlopers’ from coming to the borough. Henry norris 
attended the council meeting, but records suggest that he didn’t say 
a word. not a single utterance from a man who prided himself on 
plain speaking and absolute directness. Perhaps his uncharacteristic 
taciturnity was because he knew that for all the opposition’s bluster, 
their efforts would prove futile without support from the Football 
League. It demonstrated that the club had a consummate political 
animal fighting for it. The worst thing norris could have done was 
to stir up a hornets’ nest with his brusqueness when he didn’t need to.
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A general theme coursing through the pages of the Gazette in 
1913 was the battle to preserve traditional values within the borough. 
There are arguments about ‘decadent dancing in local halls’, the ‘lack 
of religious instruction within schools’, the ‘ever increasing hubbub of 
traffic on roads through the borough’, the lack of affordable housing 
in the area, ‘loud gramophones disturbing the peace’ and, most 
intriguingly, ongoing debates as to whether residents should remove 
cockerels from their gardens because ‘people should now awake to the 
sound of the alarm clock, not the chicken’.

Football was already heavily linked with a more secular, almost 
ungodly lifestyle in the borough. In two separate incidents, two groups 
of boys were fined for ‘playing football and swearing in the street on a 
Sunday’. Benjamin Bradley of London Fields was fined £50 for running 
an illegal football betting house, and a brawl occurred after supporters 
of Tufnell Park got drunk on a pub crawl following their team’s victory 
in an amateur league game.

The letters to the Gazette in connection with Woolwich Arsenal’s 
impending arrival reflect the residents’ fears about a huge increase in 
such sinful activities. Highbury Hill dweller T.E. naylor, a member of 
the Defence Committee, was the first to protest about the gambling 
problem, writing, ‘I object to this right being exercised on my doorstep, 
and on such a scale and in such a way to be a nuisance, if not an actual 
menace to my family.’

Mr naylor urged the college trustees not to sign the contract to 
avoid ‘holding a candle to the devil’. Arthur Read spoke of ‘hawkers, 
litter, drunkenness and bad language and of fans arguing about the 
game at public houses’. Mr Read also discussed how football ‘drives 
customers away from good businesses’. For this local resident, fearful 
that the increase in buses ‘will shake down the ceilings of our houses’, 
he really must have felt like the sky was falling in on his world.

yet the response which the group received from the Dean of 
Canterbury, who was president of the council which controlled the 
affairs of St John’s College, made it clear that he would not personally 
intervene.

Another recurrent theme running through the correspondence to 
the Gazette was a fear that the ‘right sort of resident’ would be driven 
out of the borough when Woolwich Arsenal set up shop. Concerns 
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were raised about ‘whelk stalls, fried fish stalls, jellied eel stalls’ and 
‘intemperate types making a nuisance of themselves’. In other words, 
the move to Highbury would likely trigger a surge in the number of 
‘wrong-uns’ flocking to the district.

In fact, attracting a more upwardly mobile type of customer was 
high on norris’s agenda. In order to attract large crowds to a stadium, 
cheap and reliable public transport was a must, and in a residential area 
where supporters could walk to and from the ground, so was a tube 
station. Finsbury Park was a focus of both the rail and tram systems 
in north London which, like the suburbs, were expanding. The area 
was slightly better connected than White Hart Lane and much better 
than Millfields, which was Clapton Orient’s home ground. norris later 
commented, ‘If we had had the planning of the lines of communication 
ourselves, we couldn’t have devised a better service.’

The type of football punter who travelled to Highbury was key to 
the club’s future success. The West London and Fulham Times in March 
1913 suggested that ‘Central London workers released from toil on the 
Saturday afternoon’ would likely fill the new ground. In other words, 
as Sally Davis points out, office clerks, of whom norris had been one 
in the late Victorian age.

By 1912 and 1913 the type of that which largely dominated 
employment in London was office work, which had mushroomed as 
a result of the growth of empire, world trade and central bureaucracy. 
Offices were proliferating throughout the growing suburbs in 
Holloway, Finchley, Hendon, Barnet and Hertfordshire, which 
had excellent links to north London, and which have become huge 
reservoirs of support for the club.

Clerks were far less likely to be laid off due to economic downturns, 
unlike, say, the armament workers in Woolwich after the end of the 
Boer War. This class of supporter was more upwardly mobile than the 
archetypal Manor Ground fan. Just norris’s kind of man.

The club adopted a far more aspirational air and was as armour 
plated as any club could be against a major economic decline. When 
norris made a bid for the land at Highbury, he timed his move perfectly 
as the small, privately funded college had been short of cash for years. 
It is hard to imagine a more astute political and financial networker 
in London during that era.
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Ultimately, norris and his other directors of Woolwich Arsenal 
had been unable to obtain the freehold to the site which they had 
craved, but due to their keenness to take the college’s site they agreed 
to take a lease instead and abide by the covenants, which included an 
agreement not to play matches on Sundays.

The college drove a hard bargain over the financial guarantees 
it required from the lessees, leaving Allen and norris personally 
responsible for around £50,000, the equivalent of an enormous £10m 
sum in modern figures. norris felt the burden of being liable for so 
much debt and when World War One began in 1914, and football was 
suspended a year later, he must have felt the weight of the world on 
his shoulders.

To suggest that there was a general sense of doom at Woolwich 
Arsenal’s arrival would be an exaggeration. A raft of shopkeepers and 
publicans appeared to strongly favour the move. Letters in the Gazette 
certainly reflect a sense of optimism from some local residents.

Donald Sutton wrote, ‘Many people would visit Highbury for the 
first time, and would be so delighted with the pleasant neighbourhood 
that they would come and live here and fill up many of the unoccupied 
premises.’

Members of the Highbury Defence Committee are described 
in various letters as ‘scaremongerers’, ‘busybodies’ and ‘do-gooders’. 
Lesley Anderson claimed in 1990 that Henry norris had visited key 
shopkeepers and publicans to try to furnish them with key facts and 
turn the tide of public opinion in the local media. Given norris’s 
network of contacts, Anderson’s claim is hardly an outlandish one.

One of the letters concludes, ‘I think it would bring money into the 
neighbourhood if [sic] Woolwich team came to Highbury.’ Another 
letter (sent by the ‘Inquirer’) asks, ‘Is it not a fact that certain members 
of the Islington council who are so much against Woolwich Arsenal 
coming to Highbury hold shares, and are ardent supporters of the 
Spurs? Are they afraid that the dividends will decrease?’

A final anonymous letter, focusing on the economic benefits of the 
move, points out that the club would hire around 300 men during the 
building period. Well informed correspondents indeed. 

‘Highbury Arsenal’, as one local resident described the new club, 
kicked off with a 2-1 victory over Leicester Fosse at its new ground 
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on 6 September 1913. A few days later, the Gazette’s intrepid reporter 
‘Candid Critic’ found norris at his most truculent when he encountered 
him at the new ground, which wasn’t completely finished. Perturbed 
though he may have been at the thought of meeting norris, it at least 
gave the local hack a break from penning the poetry of which he was 
so fond. One verse in the Gazette after the Leicester Fosse game went: 

‘We’re only second leaguers,
 can Chelsea really jeer? 
At one time – late last April –
The Bottom they were near.
But with our faults admitted
We still remain the Reds.
Although we’ve quitted Woolwich,
We’re not among the ‘deads.’!

After arriving at the gates, no one was there to greet him. So he 
wandered around until he stumbled across norris, William Hall, 
George Morrell and the site foreman wolfing down rock cakes and 
drinking tea. Amid 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 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.
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* * * * *

By then, norris had been implicated in what has often been regarded 
as football’s biggest scam. Whether his actions warrant him being 
held up as football’s arch villain, despite what numerous histories have 
suggested, is open to debate.

The first act of the saga occurred 200 miles away in the north-west, 
at a First Division Manchester United v Liverpool game on Good 
Friday 1915. Those present at Old Trafford could tell that something 
was amiss. Flailing just above the relegation zone, United netted early 
on through George Anderson. Comfortably ensconced in mid-table, 
Liverpool were, blatantly, not trying. And when United went 2-0 up 
both teams simply strolled around for the rest of the match.

It was a blatant fix, or a ‘squared match’ as Edwardians called it. 
Around the country, bookmakers point-blank refused to pay out when 
eyewitness reports filtered in, and numerous bookies claimed there 
had been a flood of bets on a 2-0 United win. The FA found United’s 
Enoch ‘Knocker’ West and four Liverpool players guilty of match-
fixing and banned them all for life. United’s George Anderson received 
an eight-month jail sentence when it was subsequently revealed that 
he had been part of a much larger-scale betting scam.

norris, who had been so heavily censured two years earlier when 
he had lambasted Liverpool’s players after their clash with Chelsea 
(‘But if players play as some of the Liverpool players played in this 
match, they must expect to be criticised,’ he had argued), fumed about 
the United–Liverpool fix for the next three years as the war brought 
an end to league football. norris now knew that any chance he had 
of being repaid the money he had lent Arsenal would be put off until 
peace was declared. And he was still liable for damages to the ground.

He did his level best to secure a trickle of income for his club. 
In July 1915 at a meeting in the Holborn Restaurant on Kingsway 
between representatives of the Football League and the Southern 
League, norris was elected chairman of the London Combination, 
a wartime league for clubs within an 18-mile radius of London. That 
way, Highbury could at least welcome a trickle of punters.

He was also busy raising an artillery brigade in Fulham. norris 
responded to a letter from the War Office urging all mayors of 
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London boroughs to organise a troop of volunteers for their respective 
boroughs and rose to the challenge – even paying for all the expenses 
of the recruitment drive from his own pocket. But norris’s debts were 
going nowhere fast.

When the Football League met in Manchester in March 1919 to 
map out the post-war future of English football, it was proposed that 
the top two divisions (which previously consisted of 20 clubs each) 
both be increased to 22 clubs. The feeling among members was that 
Chelsea, who had finished second from bottom in the First Division 
ahead of Tottenham, be reinstated in the top flight without a vote.

The remaining First Division place did go to a vote. Tottenham 
stood against Arsenal, who had finished fifth in the Second Division 
in 1915. So did Barnsley and Wolverhampton Wanderers, who had 
ended up third and fourth respectively in the second tier. As did 
nottingham Forest, Birmingham and Hull, who had all finished lower 
in the Second Division. Arsenal easily won, seeing off Tottenham by 
18 votes to eight. 

There are two theories as to how Arsenal returned so controversially 
to the top flight after a six-year absence. The first is that, being the 
master operator he was, norris took advantage of the match-fixing 
scandal involving Manchester United and Liverpool in that last pre-
war season. With the decision to expand the First Division from 20 to 
22 clubs, Chelsea had been re-elected to the top tier partly because if 
Liverpool and United hadn’t been in cahoots, they would have stayed 
up anyway. Tottenham were relegated because the scandal didn’t 
involve them at all.

norris agreed that Chelsea should be reprieved, and that the top 
two teams from the Second Division should also be promoted; Derby 
County and Preston north End. 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. 
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Arsenal would be awarded the final place in the First Division and 
one new London club (West Ham United) would be elected to the 
Second Division.

Job done. It was hardly ethical, but pragmatist that norris was, he 
figured that Liverpool’s and United’s collusion over results in 1915 
was even worse, and they had gone unpunished.

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 committee, secretly canvassing them in 
order to convince them that Arsenal 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. 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.

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. The place should really have gone to Barnsley, 
if meritocracy comes into play. She also describes norris as indulging 
in ‘the dark arts of bribery, inducements and cronyism’. It is almost 
certain that norris did indeed collude with Liverpool and Football 
League chairman John McKenna – an old friend of his – and norris’s 
transfer track record proves that he was indeed willing to hand out 
inducements to get his way.

As for ‘bribery’ – it’s never been proved. norris was never found 
guilty of impropriety. The whole story was given added spice by Leslie 
Knighton’s claim in his book that norris had corresponded with ‘a few 
financiers here and there’. Knighton may well 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 the ‘sweetener’ was still alive when Knighton wrote his book, and 
the former Arsenal manager feared receiving a libel writ. Perhaps his 
publishers told him to “sex up” his book.

In all likelihood, there are probably elements of truth in both 
theories. Arsenal historian Andy Kelly has offered £100 to anyone 
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who can prove that norris committed any wrongdoing in 1919. Andy 
will never have to fork out, because it’s impossible to prove. But it’s 
equally impossible to prove that norris didn’t offer bribes. Stalemate. 
It is hardly beyond the realms of possibility that a realist like norris 
handed out ‘sweeteners’ here and there. Permanent residency in 
the Second Division would likely financially cripple him, and given 
norris’s willingness to dip into his pocket to secure the services of 
players, or fund his recruitment drive in World War One, we shouldn’t 
get too indignant about claims that norris may well have cut some 
financial corners. 

That year, Conservative minister Stanley Baldwin described the 
House of Commons as ‘a lot of hard faced men who have done well 
out of the war’. norris, now elected MP for Fulham East, probably 
wouldn’t have taken offence to Baldwin’s claim. norris knew the power 
of money, he knew what he wanted, and he knew when to take his 
opportunity. yet politically, he remained utterly 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 
had 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 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. The 
whole promotion saga doesn’t reflect especially well on Arsenal, the 
Football League, norris, Liverpool or Manchester United.

One other previous episode is worth highlighting. Tottenham fans 
are very keen to remind Arsenal supporters that they gained First 
Division status by deceitful means, ignoring the fact that when they 
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gained Football League status in 1908, they had just finished eighth 
in the Southern League (in the Official Illustrated History of Tottenham 
Hotspur, 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. The story behind Arsenal’s rivals’ elevation to the Football 
League has never been properly explained, and is conveniently 
forgotten when the insults start flying around. Perhaps it’s time for a 
sense of historical perspective all round.

* * * * *

Tottenham’s parrot, given to them on their 1909 tour of Argentina 
and Uruguay, promptly dropped dead on the very day Arsenal were 
awarded the First Division place, giving rise to the ‘sick as a parrot’ 
phrase.

There had always been a tension between the two clubs. Even in 
the Plumstead days there had been some feisty encounters between 
Woolwich Arsenal and Tottenham. In 1900, an end-of-season minor 
match between the two teams was abandoned after 65 minutes when 
the referee took exception to the barrage of ‘coarse chaff and vulgar 
rebukes’ that the Spurs players were subjected to. Two years later, 
Spurs goalkeeper Charlie Williams was suspended for two weeks after 
punching a Woolwich Arsenal barracker in the face.

Matters worsened as time passed. In 1913, with his club poised to 
move to Highbury, norris fanned the flames of enmity by memorably 
quashing Tottenham’s directors’ claim that there wasn’t sufficient 
demand for another London club. In the West London and Fulham Times 
he claimed, ‘It appears to me to be a foolish attitude, the population 
of the surrounding boroughs totalling up something like two million, 
but it is the old, old story. Some clubs want not only the earth, but a 
little bit of heaven and the other place as well.’

norris, looking at the world through the lenses of his pince-nez, 
was often incredulous at the complaints of others towards Arsenal. 
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Although busy attending his myriad wine society, dining club and 
vintage car meetings throughout the capital, he’d made it his business 
to write to the Gazette back in 1913 and, through the medium of print, 
bark his astonishment that: ‘a borough council should attempt to 
interfere with an owner letting his ground for purposes of sport – a 
sport witnessed by thousands every Saturday afternoon to their profit 
and pleasure.’

Tottenham were promoted from the Second Division anyway in 
1920, and the next season finished they above Arsenal in the First 
Division and won the FA Cup in 1921. yet even in the midst of 
triumph, Tottenham couldn’t forgive their rivals for the 1919 affair. 
Spurs director Tim Peacock stood up at the FA Cup celebration dinner 
and announced, ‘The Football League has allowed another club to 
come to north London and cut the main arteries to the Spurs ground.’ 
And Henry norris was the scalpel wielder-in-chief. In September 
1922, Arsenal gained their first victory at White Hart Lane in highly 
controversial circumstances. Reg Boreham scored both goals in a 
2-1 Arsenal victory but players from both sides clashed on several 
occasions, and the referee struggled to contain them. The Sunday 
Evening Telegram reported, ‘Players pulled the referee, blows with 
fists were exchanged, and all the dignity that appertains in the referee 
was rudely trampled on.’

Even the Gazette, normally pro-Arsenal, noted, ‘It was scarcely a 
nice game to watch. The “stop your man at any price” methods adopted 
by the Arsenal defenders caused bad feeling among the players and on 
several occasions greatly roused the feelings of the spectators.’ Spurs’ 
Bert Smith was found guilty by an FA Commission of using ‘filthy 
language’ at White Hart Lane. Arsenal’s Alex Graham and Stephen 
Dunn were censured for their conduct.

The ‘Woolwich Interlopers’ had well and truly got under their 
rivals’ skin. Arsenal were comfortably ensconced in their new home, 
and began to pull in the large crowds – especially against their London 
rivals – which norris both craved and needed. One letter to the Gazette 
in 1921 stated, ‘Success on the field of play is the only thing now needed 
to push the Arsenal into the front rank of the leading outfits.’ It didn’t 
happen immediately though.


