
Up There Cazaly! 

A historical look at Tonbridge Angels through 
the eyes of their supporters
Part 2: Season 1949-50 
as written by Brian Cheal

The Tonbridge Football Club is seeking town planning permission to develop a ground of their own, and if it is not granted there may 
be no professional soccer next season.

Mr. Herbert Portch, chairman of the directors, announced on Wednesday that the Club would rather suspend operations than be 
forced into a £750 annual rent for the Angel Ground with restricted use.

The “Free Press” hinted in September that the club was seeking another ground, but at that time Mr. Portch declined to confirm the 
report.

On Saturday, in the club’s official programme, he announced to supporters: “It can be no longer denied that, owing to difficulties with 
regard to our present ground, the Board have had under consideration the purchase of a ground which would give all those facilities 
necessary for the successful running of a Southern League club.

“The position at the moment is that Tonbridge UDC cannot grant us the facilities we need, and at a recent meeting of the Council 
it was announced that agreement had been reached with another organisation which in itself jeopardises our prospects of 
improvement.”

At the joint meeting in June, explained Mr. Portch on Wednesday, the Club offered to pay the Council a £550 rent on a five years’ 
agreement to cover an extended period which would enable the Club to carry out early training and practice matches.

“We received no direct reply to that offer although the Council agreed to call another meeting for further negotiations. We have gone 
four months without a reply, but meanwhile they have negotiated with someone else (Tonbridge Athletic Club) which cuts across the 
proposals we made,” said Mr. Portch.

If permission is granted to develop the new ground – which is five minutes walk from the Post Office – the Club “will go right ahead to 
prepare it for next season unless, of course, there is a departure from the present attitude adopted by the Council.”

He added: “If the Council can make any departure from the £750 rent and restrictions on the ground, then the Club would be 
prepared to meet them.

“If planning permission is not granted we shall suspend operations rather than be forced into a £750 rent with restrictions.

“We shall then leave it to the public whether they want football or not.”

Mr. Portch drew a comparison with the agreement reached between Weymouth F.C. and the local council. Their ground, he said, 
was taken over by the Army during the war and the Club was approached by the Council to start up again.

They were given the ground – fully equipped with stand, covered accommodation, dressing rooms  and banking – rent free for three 
years.

Now they have been granted a 21 year lease on the terms that they pay £50 for the first seven years, £100 for the second period 
and £150 for the third.



The slogan among Tonbridge football fans is now “Save our soccer.” Many hundreds 
have taken up the cry. Following Chairman Herbert Portch’s statement last week 
that there may be no senior football next year unless agreement is reached with the 
Urban Council over the Angel Ground rent deadlock, more than 250 supporters have 
protested to the “Free Press”.

In a letter appealing to both the Club and the Council, they write: “We, the 
undersigned individual supporters of Tonbridge Football Club, view with deep concern 
the deadlock which now exists between the Club and the Council over the rent and 
conditions of the Angel Ground.

“We are amazed at the attitude adopted by the Council.

“We deplore the suggestion that the town will be deprived of senior football next year and urge the Council to reconsider the figure of 
£750 which they ask from the club.

“We believe that without the Football Club the Angel Ground would be a ‘White Elephant’ to the Council.

“No other organisation would pay anything like the £500, which the Club is now paying, and in the event of the Club withdrawing 
from the Ground it would be a burden on the ratepayers.

“Agreement must be reached and we appeal to the Club and the Council to save our soccer.”

Signatories give Sevenoaks, Leigh, Hadlow, Pembury, Hildenborough, Tunbridge Wells, Southborough, Paddock Wood and Bough 
Beech addresses.

Mr I. Walton, of 7 Avebury Avenue, puts another point of view. He writes: “A few little less 24-hour moans from Mr. Portch and some 
90-minute players in the team and the Angels may settle down.

“If Mr. Portch has an argument with the Council he should deal with them instead of crying his head off to the Press or wasting room 
in the programme, which should contain news about the game – not red herrings concerning rents.

“Produce a good team, Mr. Portch, the Council will not – and dare not – let their supporters down.”

Mr J. Priest, of 50 Goldsmid Road says: “Many readers must have read with mixed feelings the announcement of Mr. Portch in which 
he said there would be no football next year – unless.

“I feel that he and his co-directors are to be commended upon this action. How could any organisation hope to exist without this 
strength?

“Strength also lies in the Club’s supporters and it is now the time for us to see we get the football we want. This can be done by 
supporting the directors and giving them our assistance in their efforts to retain the Angel Ground.”

“Season Ticket Holder” (name and address supplied) writes: In common with many other ratepayers, I read with astonishment that 
the Urban Council decided by a majority to take action which may have the effect of losing to the town the rent at present paid by the 
Tonbridge Football Club.

“As an old athlete, nobody is keener than myself to see the Tonbridge Athletic Club prosper, but surely it is not good business to 
allow the proposed £60 rent from the Athletic Club to jeopardise the £550 yearly rental from the Football Club.

“I have heard nothing but criticism of the Council’s attitude towards the Football Club and I would urge an early reconsideration of 
this attitude. The people who were sporting enough to put up the capital to start the Football Club are helping to provide the public 
with something which has been long needed.”

“At a special meeting of Tonbridge Urban Council on Tuesday, held to consider 
the Angel Ground, a new rent offer was made to the Tonbridge Football Club 
representatives who were present. After hearing that the Club lost £1,183 last season, 
the Council decided to offer a five year agreement at a rent of £600 per season. 
The Council asked that provision be made in the agreement for an increase to be 
calculated a 5 percent of any subsequent capital expenditure incurred at the request 
of the club.

After the meeting the Council issued an official public statement setting out in full their 
negotiations with the Football Club and the financial implications of the Angel Ground.

The statement was made “in order that the public might have a true and accurate picture of the situation since the purchase of the 
Ground.”

Capital expenditure to date amounts to £11,425 and it is stated that the Council feels justified in expecting a 3 percent return on the 
Angel Ground as a whole.

In order to get this return, taking into consideration other receipts, it would be necessary to ask from the Club a £713 rent.

The decision to reduce the figure to £600 means the Council will receive only 2 percent – a loss to the General Rate Fund of £114, 
which is equivalent to a 2d rate.

The statement which is more than 3,000 words long, starts at the beginning. The Angel, it says, was bought for £5,500 on 
September 26, 1947 under the Physical Training and Recreation Act 1937. The Council received no compensation for War Damage, 
this was paid to the previous owners.

It continues: The Ground was purchased under the provisions of the above Act in order that the Council could close the whole of the 
ground and charge admittance. They would not have had this power if it had been purchased under the Public Health Acts as in the 
case of the Sports Ground.



But even so, it is against the spirit and intention of the Act that the whole of the ground should be let for a long period to a 
professional Club.

Immediately the Ground was purchased the Council proceeded to carry out various works designed to restore and improve it. By 
March 31, 1950 an estimated local capital expenditure of £11,425 (inclusive of purchase price) will have been spent.

In order to maintain the fullest control, Messrs. H. Portch, H. F. West and F. W. Marwick first approached the Council on November 
1, 1947. They met the Parks Committee twice and an offer by the Council of a £200 rent plus 10 percent of the gross gates and 
enclosure receipts less tax was refused.

An agreement between the Club and the Council was completed on June 14, 1948, which gave the Club the use of the Ground for 
two seasons at a charge of £300 per season.

The Council agreed to maintain the Ground and to consider the renewal at the expiration of the agreement when the Club submitted 
audited accounts.

In framing these charges the Council took into consideration that the Club was a new venture and for this reason, also, the period 
was short. It was always understood that any later agreement would probably be at an increased rent and this was intimated to the 
Club in a letter on January 7, 1948.

At a special meeting of the Parks Committee on November 6, it was recommended that the Club be informed that the Committee 
would be prepared to convert the old practice shed into covered accommodation if the Club would pay a rent increased to £500 for 
the following season.

This resolution was adopted by the Council on December 7, 1948, together with a further recommendation the Parks Committee 
to carry out works totalling £970, which included fencing the front of the stand, adaptation of office under stand for receiving cash, 
adaptation of office for use of referee, etc., the embankment, secondary access works and glazing the ends of the stand (though it 
has not yet been possible to carry out this item fully). All this information was given to the Club the following day.

On December 20, 1948, a request was received from the Football Club for a meeting of their representatives and the Council, and 
on January 11, 1949, the Angel Ground Sub-Committee met Messrs. Cripps, Portch and West, who sought agreement to cover a 
period beyond the 1949-50 season. They acknowledged that any rent would have to be related to the Capital Expenditure on the 
Ground and stated they would prefer any new finance to commence the following season.

On February 1, 1949 the Council decided to grant a new licence for five years from September 1, 1949, at a £750 rent substantially 
on the same terms as the existing agreement.

The directors made this approach for a new licence before submitting audited accounts. The Council, in arriving at this rent, 
therefore, could only consider what would be an economical rent assuming the Club were making a fair profit.

A reply was received from the Club on February 7, 1949, saying the directors could not agree to the £750 proposed rent. They 
requested a further meeting with the Council.

The reply was considered by the Council on March 1, 1949, when it was decided to inform the Club that the Council could not 
consider reducing the rent of £750, which was necessitated by the capital expenditure upon the Ground. The Council did not 
consider a further meeting between the Board and the Sub-Committee could serve any useful purpose.

A resolution was received from the Supporters’ Club on March 15, 1949, viewing with alarm the prospect of losing Southern League 
football in Tonbridge and requesting the Council to re-open negotiations with the Football Club. On April 5, 1949, the Council agreed 
to inform the Club that when duly audited accounts for the first complete financial year of the Club were submitted, the Council would 
be prepared to re-open negotiations.

On June 28, 1949, the Finance Committee met the Football Club directors who submitted accounts of the Club, showing a loss of 
£1,019.16s.8d. They promised to send a certified copy in due course.

They asked the Council to let them the Ground on a yearly instead of seasonal basis and offered £550 per annum for five years and 
were informed this would be considered when audited accounts were received.

Further the directors stated they would be prepared to accept the Council’s previous offer of an £500 rent for the coming season 
if extra covered accommodation were provided. It was pointed out that a whole time letting was not possible under the Physical 
Training and Recreation Act, 1937 and the directors suggested an agreement on a yearly basis for Saturdays only with extra 
payments for additional days.

The Committee then granted the Club use of the Ground for training purposes and one or two practice matches from the third week 
in July, subject to any other lettings. The Surveyor was instructed to proceed with the work on the covered accommodation was 
received.

The Club’s acceptance of the offer was made on June 29. It should be pointed out that despite this prompt acceptance the Surveyor 
was, of course, unable to proceed immediately with the work pending the granting of a building licence and the obtaining of extra 
materials necessary.

On July 5, 1949, a formal agreement was concluded between the Council and the Club varying the old agreement in respect of the 
increased rent of £500.

The certified audited accounts were received on July 16, 1949 and submitted to the Parks Committee on July 19. It showed a loss 
of £1,183 17s.5d. for the year ending May 1949 and the Committee agreed to hold a Special Meeting on November 8, 1949, to 
consider the terms of a  new licence to the Club. Receipt of the balance sheet was acknowledged on July 20.

On September 1, 1949, a letter was received from the Club enclosing a cheque for £300 “in accordance with the original agreement.” 
The Parks Committee on September 20 returned the cheque and requested payment of £500 in accordance with the new 
agreement. It should be noted that this agreement did not specify any time by which the covered accommodation should be erected 
though the Council were endeavouring to do this as fast as possible considering the numerous difficulties confronting them and for 
which reason no date for the erection was given.



Harold Hobbis had a busy summer making 
signings to strengthen his pool of players. Full 
backs Ernie Marriott and Sid Bell arrived from 
Brighton and Chelmsford respectively. Thirty-
six year old Marriott made over 350 Football 
League appearances for Brighton whilst Bell 
had previously been with Southend. From 
Aldershot came centre-half Dennis Lievesley 
and forward George Gray.

Two very experienced forwards were Bill 
Longdon, ex-Brighton and Bournemouth, 
signed from Rochdale, and the former 
Sheffield Wednesday and Southend winger 
Alf Smirk who was signed from Gateshead, 
as was outside left George Weddell. Centre 
forward Harry Mills from Rotherham had 
played for Sheffield United. Local amateur 
full back Harold Fletcher was signed from 
Tunbridge Wells and the 20-year-old inside 
forward John Scully from Irish club Bray 
Wanderers.

Season tickets would cost £2.15s.0d (£2.75) 
for Southern League matches, including a 
seat, for all matches £5.5s.0d (£5.25) or, for 
ground only £2.12s.0d (£2.60).

Unfortunately much of the first half of the 
season featured the continuing dispute 
between the club and the council over the 

ground rent. Following Herbert Portch’s 
statement that there would be no football 
club next year unless agreement was 
reached, over 250 supporters signed a letter 
to the Tonbridge Free Press expressing their 
concern over the deadlock. Expressing the 
amazement at the Council’s attitude the 
letter continued: “We deplore the suggestion 
that the town will be deprived of senior 
football next year and urge the Council to 
reconsider the figure of £750 which they 
ask from the club. No other organisation 
would pay anything like £500 which the 
club is now paying and in the event of the 
club withdrawing from the ground it would 
become another burden on the ratepayers. 
Agreement must be reached and we appeal 
to the club and the council to save our 
soccer.”

At the beginning of November the supporters 
club raised a petition to the council 
along similar lines to the above letter. On 
November 15th the Tonbridge Urban Council 
held a special meeting at which a new rent 
offer was made to the Football Club. After 
hearing that the Club lost £1,183 in its 
first season the Council decided to offer a 
five year agreement at a rent of £600 per 
annum with provision for an increase to be 
calculated at 5% of any subsequent capital 

expenditure incurred at the request of the 
club. A compromise had been reached for 
the moment.

On the field the team of: Blowers, Marriott, 
Bell, Lunn, Duffield, Anderson, Smirk, 
Fitzgerald, Mills, Longdon, Weddell tasted 
defeat by the odd goal in five at Barry despite 
two goals from Harry Mills. At the Angel 
the reserves began their London League 
campaign with a visit from the previous 
season’s champions Guildford City reserves. 
Goals from Scully and Battell and an excellent 
all round performance secured a convincing 
win for the following team: Rickett, Swinfen, 
Fletcher, Fleming, Chandler, Richley, Battell, 
Scully, Gray, Wakefield and Freddie Mills.

Early form was disappointing. Rickett 
missed the train to Yeovil so Harold Hobbis 
had to don the jersey. He conceded five 
goals but was not considered to blame 
for the defeat. Jim Purdie, an experienced 
goalkeeper formerly with Airdrie, Millwall, 
Kilmarnock and Southport signed at the end 
of September and made his debut in the 2-2 
draw with Bedford. In the reserves match 
on the same day, Duffield gashed his chin 
but carried on playing, of course. After the 
game he had two stitches inserted and was 
inoculated against lock jaw!

As no reply was received the Parks Committee on October 18 sent a further reminder to the Club. A reply was received on October 
27 agreeing that the sum of £500 was due but stating they had anticipated the covered accommodation would have been useable 
during October.

Lack of it was stated to have affected the attendance at matches and would possibly do so in the future. In the circumstances the 
Council were asked to consider a rebate of part of the increased rent. The Council decided unanimously that they were unable to 
accede to this request.

On Tuesday a special meeting the Council was held to receive the report of the special Parks Committee meeting held on November 
8. It was decided to offer to the Football Club a new licence for the use of the main ground, referee’s hut, pavilion and stand, less 
those portions beneath the stand required by the Council, for five seasons at £600 per season payable in advance, with provision for 
an increase in rent to be calculated at 5 percent of any subsequent capital expenditure incurred by the Council at the request of the 
Club.

The Council will maintain and mark out the ground and will pay all rates and property taxes.

The commencement of the first season may depend upon satisfactory arrangements having to be made with the Tonbridge Athletic 
Club during August,1950.

The total capital cost of the Angel Ground and buildings, including purchase, levelling, removing track, treatment of playing 
area, renovation and improvement of pavilion and stands, drainage, approach roads, enclosure terrace, fencing, embankment, 
conveniences, tennis courts and covered accommodation amounts to £11,425.

The Council feel they are justified in expecting a 3% return on the capital expenditure on the Angel Ground as a whole.

Approximate revenue expenditure for the year ending March 31, 1950, is £650. This includes wages (£350); tools, general repairs 
and upkeep (£125); seeds and fertilisers (£50); rent, rates, insurance, etc. (£125).

Approximate revenue income for the same period, excluding football, is as follows: bowls (£40); tennis (£100); athletics (£50); 
cottages (£90) – Total: £280.

The amount required to yield a 3% return is £343. With the addition of the £650 expenditure and deduction of the £280 income, the 
amount required is £713.

This figure would be a reasonable rent to charge the Football Club for the Angel Ground in order to yield 3%.

As the Council, after consideration of the audited accounts of the Football Club have decided to reduce the rent to £600, this means 
the Council will only receive 2% on the capital expenditure. This also means that the General Rates Fund will lose 1%, or £114 which 
is equivalent to a rate of .2d.

The statement concludes by giving the relative cost of the Ground to the supporters by giving an approximate sum received by the 
Council for the rent from each entrance fee of 1s. 3d.

The calculations are based on last year’s gate receipts of approximately £3,000.

If the rent were £300 the proportion of the entrance fee going towards the cost would be .5d. £500 (.9d.) £600 (1.12d), £750 (1.41d).



The engagement of Harold Hobbis, player-manager of Tonbridge F.C., was terminated during the weekend and took effect 
from Monday. It was officially announced on Wednesday. A statement issued by the Board revealed this move followed an 
investigation into matters raised by players.

The statement, read by Chairman Herbert Portch on behalf of the Board, said: “It has been the policy of the directors ever 
since the formation of the Club to do everything possible to promote and maintain friendly relations between players and 
management.

“All players have been made aware that should any difficulty arise their first approach should be to the manager. Failing a 
satisfactory solution the player, or players, can then request direct contact with the Board itself.

“Recent requests from players to meet the directors necessitated the setting up of a special committee which, after meeting all 
concerned, and investigating other matters, made its findings known to the Board. The unanimous acceptance of this report by 
the Board has resulted in the change of management.

“It is to be regretted but the directors felt no other course was open to them. It should be stated that the relationship between 
the players and the Board remains as always the highest character and will in no way be adversely affected by recent events.”

The Board have now under consideration the appointment of a new manager.

Hobbis is the third manager to leave since the Club was formed in 1948. In October 1948, a week after they asked for, and 
accepted, the resignation of their first manager, Jock Denoon, the Board appointed Marshall Raybould as player-manager.

Hobbis joined the club soon after Raybould’s sudden departure the following month.

A former schoolboy international, Hobbis played for Kent Schoolboys when he was only eight years old. He became famous 
with Charlton as they rose from Division III to the first division in two seasons. He was twice capped for England.

The “Free Press” understands that the Special Committee investigated allegations about transfer moves concerning three 
players.

Mr Porch said on Wednesday that it was not proposed to transfer any of the present players



Purdie excelled in the 1-1 draw at Bath, as did 
Swinfen, Bell and Lievesley, whilst a Fitzgerald 
goal was enough to bring back the points 
from Bedford, but the Angels somehow 
managed to lose at Chingford despite being 
three goals up at one stage. There was a 
shock FA Cup exit at Erith by 3-0 where 
Dennis Lievesley fractured a collar bone just 
before half-time with the match still goalless.

In the Southern League Cup, Tonbridge 
staged an excellent fight back to beat 
Worcester at the Angel Ground. A crowd of 
4,250 saw the visitors dominate and take 
a 15th minute lead. Just before half-time 
Fergie Lunn’s solo run set up Fitzgerald for 
the equaliser. The Angels really turned up the 
pressure in the second half but Worcester, 
defending desperately, seemed to have 
survived. Then, in the last minute, Richley 
found Weddell who beat his man and crossed 
for George Gray to head the winner.

This brought a visit from Merthyr Tydfil, one 
of the powers of the Southern League at this 
time, in the next round. Both sides had their 
moments in a goalless first half but Reynolds 
gave the Welshmen the lead after the break. 
With six minutes remaining Smirk headed in 
Bell’s long high ball and the tie moved into 
extra time when goals from Fitzgerald and 
Gray earned a fine victory for the following 

team: Purdie; Marriot, Bell; Fleming, 
Lievesley, Anderson; Gray, Fitzgerald, Mills, 
Smirk, Weddell.

Throughout the first season there were pleas 
for more vocal support from the crowd. 
This did improve in the second season but 
there was some barracking which angered 
the chairman. One suspected offender 
was identiified by Mr. Portch who wrote: 
“Although we do not claim that the players 
are beyond criticism it is our determination 
to stop offensive and abusive remarks hurled 
at them by a mere handful of people. If 
you cannot in future restrain yourself, your 
presence is not required. Will you therefore 
act in a more sporting spirit than hitherto 
and avoid unpleasant occurrences.”

The supporter accused of this appeared to 
be somewhat bewildered. Claiming to be 
an ardent fan who was neither abusive nor 
offensive he believed that the phrase “Come 
along! Don’t be a passenger” was taken 
exception too.”

In November 1949, just after a year in 
charge, Harold Hobbis departed after 
disagreement with the board on a number 
of matters. Hobbis had been accused of 
trying to transfer players without the board’s 
permission, something which he said would 

have been impossible. It was also said that 
his relationship with the players was not right 
but six of the players sought out the board to 
speak on their manager’s behalf. Supporters 
sympathies seemed to lay largely with Hobbis 
and he received several letters of support. 
It emerged that his contract had never been 
signed. What also emerged was that the 
relationship between manager and directors 
had obviously broken down.

Harold Hobbis had taken over at a difficult 
time. Having inherited something of 
a shambles he brought a much more 
professional outlook. Results, although not 
brilliant, certainly improved under his charge 
and he left the club in a better state than that 
in which he found it. It was a pity that his 
departure should be such a bitter one.

Ironically results began to improve. Alf 
Smirk scored the only goal of the game at 
Chelmsford and then bagged a brace at the 
Angel to defeat Gravesend 2-1. Longdon 
scored at Cheltenham where a fine defensive 
performance earned a point. Swinfen and 
Bell had become an outstanding pair of 
full backs whilst Dennis Lievesley was also 
showing excellent form at centre half. A 
tall, dark haired man he relied on skill and 
intelligence rather than physical power and 
always seemed to have time to spare.

Alleging that Chairman, Herbert Portch tried to “develop a mystery” in the Tonbridge F.C. 
statement issued last week, ex player-manager Harold Hobbis believes it conveys the 
impression that he has “done something dreadful”.

Explaining the events which led up to his sacking, Mr. Hobbis told reporters on 
Wednesday: “That is not the case.”

He said he had been accused of trying to transfer players without the consent of the 
Board. “It would have been impossible for me to transfer players without their knowledge,” 
he said. It must go before the Board in the end and, anyway, the player has the last word.”

Mr Hobbis said of the four players who appeared before the investigating committee only 
one made a written application to him. The others went over his head.

Replying to the statement that “the committee met all concerned,” he said that he had no knowledge of its existence until after its first 
meeting when statements were taken from players.

“It is a principle of British justice that a man is there to hear his accusers,” he said.

Referring to “other matters” investigated by the committee, Mr. Hobbis said he assumed this concerned private club business.

“But the Chairman would set out these “other matters” to the Football Association I would be only too happy to attend an enquiry.”

Replying to the statement in the club programme that the success of three teams fielded on November 5 demonstrated that the 
relationship between the players and the Board had not been “adversely affected by recent events,” he said that the teams were 
picked by him “without the approval of the Chairman for the first time since I had been with the club.”

Mr. Hobbis also denied allegations that he had been “foul mouthed” in dressing room talks to players.

He said he had also been accused of undermining discipline by permitting players to call him by his first name. “This allegation is 
ridiculous. It is the usual thing in all clubs.”

Unrest among players had been caused, he claimed, because Tonbridge is the only club in the country to have a player-secretary.”

A statement that he was unpopular among the players “hurt me deeply,” he said. When he eventually appeared before the 
investigating committee, six came to speak in his favour. “But I was only allowed to bring evidence after a fight,” he added.

When he came to Tonbridge he understood he would be under contract for three years and that £450 accrued benefit, which he 
lost before taking the job, would be made up to him over the period. “These decisions are in the Club minutes”, he claimed, “but no 
contract was ever signed, nor have I received the £450.”

Mr Hobbis, who said he has received 43 letters from sympathetic supporters, has approached Sir Stanley Rous, of the Football 
Association, who has promised to contact Mr. Portch on the matter.

Mr Hobbis addressed a Tonbridge Supporters’ Club committee meeting on Monday evening.



In December half back Cecil Roser signed, 
on demob, having been with Bournemouth. 
Mills and Smirk scored twice each as 
Cheltenham were beaten 5-1 at the Angel 
and Tonbridge moved up to ninth place. On 
Saturday, 24th December, Mills and Fitzgerald 
put the Blues two up against Chelmsford but 
the visitors fought back to gain a point. On 
Boxing Day Monday there was a crowd of 
10,381 at the Priestfield Stadium where the 
Gills won by 3-0 and only Jim Purdie saved 
Tonbridge from a bigger defeat.

The following day over six thousand people 
were at the Angel for the return. The visitors 
dominated from the kick off but a quick 
break after five minutes saw Richley scramble 
the ball in after Day had been unable to hold 
Gray’s shot. The Gills continued to have the 
better of things and Briggs equalised on the 
half hour. Tonbridge gained the upper hand 
after the break and deservedly took the lead 
after 62 minutes. Day turned Gray’s shot 
away for a corner which Gray took himself 
and Mills forced in the winner. Swinfen and 
Bell were brilliant as the Gills piled on the 
pressure in the closing stages. The Tonbridge 
team was: Purdie; Swinfen, Bell; Fleming, 
Lievesley, Anderson; Gray, Smirk, Mills, 
Richley, Dickie.

It was good to see Murdoch Dickie back 
in the side having played little first team 

football in the first half of the season. Harry 
Mills was proving a popular centre forward. 
A powerful, fair-haired man, he was at his 
best on the softer grounds but had good 
control for a big man. With Alf Smirk making 
a success of the inside right position the 
whole-hearted George Gray was given the 
opportunity at outside right and was making 
a good job of it.

In mid-January 1950 Harry Curtis was 
appointed secretary manager and 
commenced work on February 1st. This 
really was a coup. Curtis had held a similar 
position at Brentford for 23 years until 
resigning a year previously. His spell at the 
Bees had seen them rise to the First Division 
for the only time in their history. It had 
been rumoured that he was offered £900 a 
year to take the Tonbridge job. This was not 
confirmed but Harry Curtis was certainly a 
very shrewd man with immense experience. 
It proved to be a splendid appointment.

Covered accommodation, the long stand, 
on the High Street side of the ground was 
opened in January – entrance 6d. When 
Dartford won 2-1 at the Angel on February 
11th it was our first home defeat since 
October 29th. There was an extraordinary 
6-4 defeat at Torquay and in the Kent Senior 
Cup we lost 3-1 at home to Folkestone after 
three draws.

In the Southern League Cup a 4-1 win over 
Guildford, with goals from Fitzgerald, Mills, 
Weddell and Gray, took us into the semi-
finals where we were drawn to travel to 
Colchester. After four minutes Curry put 
the home side ahead but on 35 minutes a 
tremendous 30 yard shot from Fitzgerald 
levelled and it stayed that way until the 
break. Vic Keeble headed Colchester back 
into the lead after 51 minutes and on the 
hour Purdie was injured in a collision with 
the Colchester centre forward and had to 
leave the field. Smirk took over in goal and 
was beaten after two minutes by Keeble but 
another two minutes and Fitzgerald made 
it 3-2. Smirk was doing well in goal assisted 
by an heroic defence. With just two minutes 
remaining Mills, by now limping himself, 
dispossessed the home goalkeeper and 
netted but the goal was disallowed. Bizarrely, 
the game recommenced with a bounce up in 
the goalmouth. The ball was scrambled away 
and Tonbridge had to admit defeat.

Only one Easter point was gained from 
two games with Hastings but in between 
Weymouth were beaten and soon after 
Tonbridge did the double over Headington 
United. Three points were taken from 
Gloucester with a 2-0 home win and an 
excellent 3-3 away draw which was achieved 
despite the fact that Purdie was in the wars 
again, and Fleming and Lievesley were also 

Tuesday, 27th December, 1949 - Southern League

Tonbridge 2 (Richley, H Mills) Gillingham 1 (Briggs) Attendance: 6,750

Tonbridge took their revenge on Tuesday for their previous day’s defeat at Gillingham. Slowed down by the heavy ground, both sides 
found it hard going and the Angels came off best.

Two scrambled goals gave them a narrow lead, which they held despite all the efforts of Gillingham’s weary forwards to equalise in 
the closing minutes.

Luck was with Tonbridge in the first half when Gillingham were able to swing the ball about as they pleased. But in the second half 
the Angels had most of the play and were unfortunate not to add more than one to their score.

Tonbridge took the lead in the fifth minute after a breakaway. Mills passed out to right winger Gray, whose shot brought ‘keeper Day 
to his knees.

The muddy ball slipped through his hands and from the scramble that followed Richley put it into the net.

Gillingham’s superior combination and understanding resulted in the equaliser after half-an-hour. From right winger Burtenshaw’s 
forward pass, centre forward Russell sent the ball across the goalmouth.

Left winger Briggs was there to nod it past an unsighted Purdie.

Within a minute the Gillingham inside forwards broke away on their own, with only Lievesley to 
beat but Russell missed his chance and shot wide.

At this juncture Russell constantly beat Lievesley and it was only wild defending which prevented 
Gillingham scoring.

In the 17th minute of the second half Gray broke away on his own and his long shot was turned 
out for a corner. His flag-kick was not properly cleared and from the ding-dong melee Mills 
(pictured) managed to put the ball over the line.

Although both sides were leg-weary there were moments when it seemed Gillingham must 
equalise again. Yet time and again the ball was cleared by backs Swinfen and Bell, who were 
well supported by the halves.

Tonbridge thoroughly deserved the victory.

Tonbridge: Purdie; Swinfen, Bell; Fleming, Lievesley, Anderson; Gray, Smirk, Mills (H), Richley, 
Dickie.

Gillingham: Day; Dorking, Marks; Boswell, Kingsnorth, Collins; Burtenshaw, Forrester, Russell, 
Carr, Briggs.



injured during the game.

The reserves also played Hastings over Easter, 
both games ending all square and ended 
on a high note by beating league leaders 
Tilbury 2-0, both goals scored by Lockey. The 
team was: Rickett; Fletcher, Marriott; Lunn, 
Duffield, Hopper; Lockey, Scully, Chandler, 
Blackman, Wakefield.

The first team finished with a 4-1 home win 
against Exeter City Reserves. Mills scored 
twice the others coming from Smirk and Gray 
whilst John Scully engaged in a rare Southern 
League outing. Thirteenth place had been 

gained with 44 points from 46 games – 16 
wins, 12 draws and 18 defeats – 65 goals 
were scored, 76 conceded. The average 
home attendance was 3,185. Harry Mills 
was the leading scorer with 16 goals. The 
other Southern League goals were scored by 
Fitzgerald 12, Smirk 11, Gary 9, Weddell 6, 
Swinfen 6, Longdon 2, Anderson and Dickie 
one each. Syd Bell had played in all 46 games 
and not a bad one from this very sound 
defender.

It was all very encouraging. The only sad note 
being the health of our chairman Herbert 
Portch which was said to be very poor.

Purdie, Swinfen, Bell, Fleming, Lievesley, 
Lunn, Anderson, Richley and Mills were 
senior players retained along with Fletcher, 
Rosier, Scully and Lockey. Paddy Fitzgerald 
and George Weddell joined Kent League side 
Betteshanger Colliery whilst Ernie Marriott 
retired. It was also goodbye to Jack Duffield 
who had spent most of the season in the 
reserves but it did not make any difference 
where Jack played he was incapable of giving 
less than his all. Tonbridge have never had a 
more courageous or whole-hearted player.

Playing and refereeing career

Curtis had a brief spell as a footballer in his teenage years, playing 
for Romford and Walthamstow Grange. After his retirement from 
playing, Curtis became a referee and was quickly added to the 
Southern League list of referees. In 1918, he was promoted to the 
Football League list and retired from refereeing in 1923.

Managerial career

Gnome Athletic

Curtis began his managerial career as secretary of amateur club 
Gnome Athletic.

Gillingham

Curtis entered league management when he became secretary-
manager of Third Division South club Gillingham in 1923. He had 
travelled to Priestfield to watch a match after missing his train to 
Swansea, where he was to have refereed a match at the Vetch 
Field that day. He enquired about the then-vacant manager’s 
position and was offered the role. After leading Gillingham to three 
mid-table finishes, Curtis departed the club in May 1926.

Brentford

Early years and rise to the First Division (1926–1935)

After a chance meeting with Brentford director and former referee Frank Barton, Curtis 
took over the managerial job at the Third Division South club in May 1926 and signed 
a 12-month contract. He brought Gillingham trainer Bob Kane with him to Griffin 
Park. Curtis’ debut season saw a run to the fifth round of the FA Cup, which yielded 
enough money to build a grandstand on the Braemar Road side of Griffin Park. In the 
1929–30 season, Curtis’ Bees side won all 21 home league games, a record which 
has never been bettered. Curtis also named the same team for 21 consecutive games 
between November 1929 and March 1930.

The most successful era in the club’s history began in the summer of 1932, when 
Curtis signed Jack Holliday, Billy Scott and Bert Watson from First Division club 
Middlesbrough for £1,500. Brentford won the Third Division South title in the 1932–33 
season, which was the first silverware of Curtis’ managerial career. Curtis’ Brentford 

finished fourth in the club’s first season in the Second Division, before winning a second promotion in three seasons with the 1934–
35 Second Division title to secure top-flight football for the first time in the club’s history. The club won a second piece of silverware 
during the 1934–35 season, bringing home the London Challenge Cup.

First Division heyday and decline (1935–1949)

Curtis and recently appointed assistant manager Jimmy Bain guided Brentford to fifth and two successive sixth-place finishes in the 
club’s first three seasons in the First Division. Crowds at Griffin Park averaged 25,000 and in the 1937–38 season, Brentford led 
the First Division table for three months and reached the sixth round of the FA Cup for the first time. Brentford’s sustained period 
of success was consolidated by Curtis’ man-management abilities and his astuteness in the transfer market, bringing in Scottish 
internationals Dave McCulloch, Bobby Reid and Duncan McKenzie, Welsh internationals Idris Hopkins and Les Boulter, with Billy 
Scott and Les Smith going on to represent England.

The outbreak of the Second World War and the suspension of professional football in 1939 brought Brentford’s golden era to a halt, 
but Curtis still won further silverware during the war, winning the 1941–42 London War Cup, the Bees’ only Wembley success to 
date. Football League competition resumed in 1946 and Curtis’ Brentford were relegated to the Second Division at the end of the 
1946–47 season and Curtis stood down from the manager’s role in February 1949. For his long service, Curtis was rewarded with a 
testimonial in May 1949, played between Brentford and a team of former players. To date, Curtis is Brentford’s longest-serving and 
most successful manager and a lounge at Griffin Park has been named in his honour. In 2013, Curtis was voted Brentford’s greatest-
ever manager in a Football League 125th anniversary poll and he was posthumously inducted into the Brentford Hall of Fame in May 
2015.

Tonbridge

Curtis finished his management career with a spell at Southern League club Tonbridge, whom he joined in 1950.








