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Introduction
‘I hold no brief for Barson’s mentality. As 
a centre-half I regard him as the greatest 

player who has figured in English football in 
this position since the war.’ Steve Bloomer.

AS THE years have gone by, Frank Barson’s image in 
the eyes of certain football writers seems to have become 
ever more extreme, to such an extent that he has morphed 
into a comic-book character possessing thighs the width 
of beer barrels, a chest as hard and deep as a medieval 
knight’s breast-plate, and a broken nose with nostrils 
snorting steam and f lames . Rampaging across the 
football field snapping legs and breaking heads, he has 
become an early ‘Iron Man’, endowed with superhuman 
strength and durability .

The Welsh international half-back Roy Paul must 
bear some responsibility for starting this metallic trend . 
In the mid-1950s Barson was Paul’s coach at Swansea 
City and the two men saw eye to eye where hard tackling 
and on-field aggression were concerned . 
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Paul described how it felt trying to take the ball from 
Barson: ‘It was like trying to shift a steel girder when 
you tried to move the ball away, with “this tungsten-steel 
character’s” leg pressing firmly against it .’

It’s perhaps understandable that such an image has 
slipped into easy usage . Barson was a blacksmith, born 
in the ‘Steel City’ of Sheffield, and learned his football 
trade in Barnsley, a mining town where ‘Iron Men’ coal-
cutting machines had become commonplace by the time 
he was born in the late 1890s . 

Iron Man was not, however, a term anyone used to 
describe Barson in his playing days . Nor was he described 
as a ‘hard man’, in the sense that one speaks of players 
like Chelsea’s Ron Harris, Arsenal’s Peter Storey or 
Liverpool’s Tommy Smith . 

Sports academic Richard Holt has written that, 
‘There was a self-conscious cult of Northern aggression 
which applauded the violent antics of some players, with 
Barson being the most notorious example .’ Barson, Holt 
claimed, ‘was one of a number of hard men who were 
never heroes in the sense of commanding wide admiration 
as athletes, but there was a side of northern masculinity 
that admired anyone who, “could do the business” . Barson 
was, according to Holt, only ‘a hero of sorts’ .

Both the modern cartoon imagery and the earnest 
sociological analysis completely miss the point, however . 

Barson was certainly tough, but he suffered many 
injuries; he was from the North but never suggested 
his birthplace had anything to do with his success on 
the field; he was certainly admired as an athlete by 
his contemporaries but was never a ‘cult’ figure; yet he 
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was quite definitely a hero to many on the terraces, a 
player who both thrilled and enraged football crowds 
throughout the 1920s . 

Manchester United historian Dr Percy Young, writing 
in the 1960s, went so far as to claim that Barson was a 
‘legend in his own day’, so that spectators who had never 
seen him knew his image before he appeared . 

Harry Godwin, born in 1914 and for many years 
a scout with Manchester City, confirmed this: ‘The 
first time I saw United my Dad said to me, “Which is 
Barson?” We didn’t have programmes, the players weren’t 
numbered in those days and I hadn’t seen any of them 
before . But I knew which was Barson . It wasn’t so much 
that I picked him out as that he made me pick him out . 
He was so obviously what everyone had told me he was, 
the boss of the 18 yard box, a powerful man with his hair 
parted straight down the middle and sleek …’ (Harry 
Godwin, interviewed in The Guardian, 19 March 1980 .)

Barson’s footballing creed was quite simple: if you 
played football for a living then you had to devote 
yourself to it wholeheartedly; winning was as much a 
matter of mind as of body; pain was something you would 
encounter in a game that involved a great deal of physical 
contact; and the team was always more important than 
the individual . He would have slotted seamlessly into one 
of Bill Shankly’s Liverpool 11s (and strangely enough, 
Barson’s boyhood nickname was Shanks), the only 
problem being his exact position on the field of play . 

As for his rumbustious reputation, Percy Young 
reflected: ‘To the thoughtless who do not discriminate 
between toughness and roughness, he was a rough 
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player . Nor did a dominant personality and an instinct 
for natural justice endear him to referees . If Barson was 
maliciously treated by an opponent he issued due warning 
of the wrath that was to come . He also frequently advised 
the referee …’

Barson’s heyday was in the years before the alteration 
in the offside law in 1925 . He was a centre-half, but not 
as we once knew it . He was certainly not just a defender: 
he was a ‘pivot’ around which the team ‘revolved’ . His 
post-Second World War equivalent might have been 
John Charles or Duncan Edwards . Today, perhaps, a 
combination of Roy Keane and Virgil van Dijk . 

Suffice to say, he was one of the dominant football 
personalities of the 1920s . This small book will endeavour 
to explain why .
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Chapter One

A Burnt Offering
‘This has been a week in which one or two 

surprises have come upon the football world. 
Such, for instance, as the transfer of D.B.N. 
Jack from Bolton Wanderers to the Arsenal 

(who have spent a little fortune on their 
team in recent years) and the suspension 

of that great exponent of football – Frank 
Barson.’ AEM Between Ourselves Villa 

News and Record, 20 October 1928.

IN JULY 1928 Frank Barson, 37-year-old ex-England, 
Barnsley, Aston Villa and Manchester United centre-
back, signed for Watford of the Football League Third 
Division South on a free transfer . On 29 September (a 
day after penicillin was discovered), eight games into 
the season, Watford entertained Fulham . Late in the 
first half trouble ensued, witnessed by the Sporting Life 
football correspondent:
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Exactly how the situation arose it would be difficult 
to say – things happen so quickly in football . But 
with the centre of play some fifteen yards away I 
saw Barson and Temple, the Fulham outside-right, 
spinning round apparently locked together . Temple 
was clinging to Barson round the thighs and the 
Watford man was striving to free himself . Barson 
obviously annoyed by Temple’s refusal to release 
himself, lifted his arm into what the police would 
call a ‘striking attitude’ . Before any blow could or 
would have been struck, however, other players 
came between the pair . 

Now the referee, Mr W .E . Russell of Swindon, 
was following the play and could not have been a 
witness to the incident . He at once went across 
to the linesman on that side of the ground and, 
presumably acting on what was told him, ordered 
Barson off . Barson argued his case in vain and 
though Barrett the Fulham captain added his 
entreaties, the referee stood his ground . Opinion 
was unanimous on the ground at the time that the 
other party was the aggressor .1 

Watford supporter Mr C .T . Edgar of Railway Cottages, 
Hatch End, claimed he saw the incident and that 
Barson was not wholly to blame: ‘I say he has been 
most unfairly dealt with .’ On the other hand, a Fulham 
supporter, ‘Veritas’ of Maida Vale, who said the incident 
took place directly in front of him, declared that, ‘it was 
significant that the home supporters, who outnumbered 
the Fulham supporters by about 50 to 1, were silent 
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and there was not the slightest demonstration against 
the referee .’2 

Within a few days, a petition was drawn up, arranged 
by the Mayor of Watford, Alderman T . Rushton, who 
felt that Barson had been unfairly treated: ‘My view is 
that Temple caught hold of Barson’s leg and as far as I 
could see Barson was endeavouring to get his leg released 
when the referee ordered him off the field . I did not see 
Barson kick Temple unless he kicked him in trying to 
release his leg .’3

The petition was signed by some 5,000 Watford fans 
and letters from fans started to appear in newspapers, 
all generally supportive . A Daily Herald reader wrote, ‘I 
was booked off duty and went along with a Willesden 
friend to see a match in which Watford took part . This 
was the only time I had seen Barson play . Both my 
friend and I were neutral but it appeared to us that 
Barson touched an opponent and a free kick was given 
against him . I should think this happened at least half a 
dozen times . When an opponent was to blame no action 
was taken . On one occasion a whistle was blown for a 
foul and both teams and spectators expected it was in 
favour of Watford but to the surprise of everybody it 
was given against Barson . What surprised me most was 
the fact that Barson always came up smiling instead of 
losing his temper as he easily might have done in the 
circumstances .’4 

Football Association Secretary Frederick Wall was 
immediately contacted and agreed to meet Rushton some 
days later . Wall commented, ‘I know nothing about a 
petition . There have been petitions from time to time 
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but I don’t recall whether they had reference to cases of 
men being sent off the field .’5 

On 16 October, however, it was announced that 
Barson would be suspended for the rest of the season, a 
‘savage’ sentence that Barson protested would impoverish 
him: ‘I have a wife and three children and am faced with 
the prospect of seven months without a livelihood .’ 

Barson gave his own account of the incident to a 
reporter the next day: 

‘What exactly happened was this: Temple got hold of 
my left leg and persisted in holding it for between 15 and 
20 seconds for which the referee gave the Watford team 
a foul . It was some five seconds after the whistle blew 
before I managed to free my leg . I hopped round on one 
leg trying to get the other free. The referee seemed in doubt 
and consulted the linesman, following which he came 
over and ordered me off the field apparently thinking I had 
been trying to kick Temple . The Fulham captain, Barrett, 
came up and told the referee that I could not be sent 
off the field, as I had done nothing, but he was ordered 
away . I understood that Temple informed the Football 
Association that he was not kicked by me . I asked to be 
given a hearing but this was refused .’6 

As the confusions and outrage mounted, the 
question arose: what had happened to the petition 
signed by Watford fans and presented by the Mayor? 
Alderman Rushton thought it inadvisable not to say 
anything regarding the matter: ‘The player has been 
suspended for the rest of the season,’ he said, ‘and the 
penalty is certainly sufficient for any offence he may 
have committed .’7 
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All would be revealed, however, a week later when 
Frederick Wall was interviewed . When Mayor Rushton 
arrived at the FA offices on 12 October, Wall had rather 
disingenuously asked him why he had come . 

‘He said he had come to present a petition on behalf 
of Barson and he asked if he might read it . I said, “Before 
doing so, I think it right to ask you whether you have seen 
the referee’s report with reference to Barson .”

Referee’s report



TAKING NO PRISONERS

20

‘He said he had not . I showed him the original report 
[see illustration] . 

‘It read:

A Fulham forward had the ball when in my 
opinion Barson viciously tackled him . I at once 
blew for a foul and was walking across to caution 
him when he deliberately kicked at this forward 
(Temple) who, to prevent Barson from doing him 
an injury caught hold of his foot . On the Fulham 
forward releasing his hold of the foot Barson made 
a further attempt to kick him . * 

When told to get off the field he did not do so 
at once but remained for three or four minutes and 
persisted in saying, ‘Wait until the game is finished 
I’ll then smash your bloody face in .’ (signed by 
the referee) 

*This was confirmed by the Linesman nearest the 
incident, Mr A .R . Small .

‘“Do you know,” Wall asked the Mayor, “anything of 
Barson’s history as a football player?” 

‘The Mayor said he did not . I [then] read him 
information showing we – the FA – had had to consider 
numerous reports on Barson’s misconduct on the field; 
that he had been suspended on three previous occasions, 
once for a month, and twice for three months and 
reported three times for misconduct while playing for 
the Watford club . 

‘I then asked the Mayor what he proposed to do . 
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‘He said, “Well, Mr Wall, I will not ask you to receive 
the petition .” 

‘I said, “You have taken the right course . I feel that 
you have been placed in an invidious position .” 

‘The Mayor said, “I don’t want to carry the petition 
away with me . Will you destroy it?” 

‘I destroyed the petition with his knowledge 
and approval .

‘Was it burned?’ asked the interviewer . 
‘It was burned in his presence,’ Wall said .8 
Suitably chastened, the Mayor headed back home . 

Meanwhile, Frederick Wall proceeded to reduce to ashes 
what was left of Barson’s football career . 

Charles Buchan, the newly retired Arsenal forward, 
wrote: ‘I am extremely sorry to learn of Frank Barson’s 
suspension . At this time of his career, for Barson has 
been playing for a good number of seasons, it may have 
serious consequences for it will be difficult to resume 
after such an enforced rest . In fact, it may mean the end 
of his playing days …’9

Endnotes
1 .  Sporting Life, 29 September 1928
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6 .  Derby Daily Telegraph, 16 October 1928
7 .  Dundee Courier, Wednesday, 17 October 1928
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9 .  Watford Observer, 20 October 1928


