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  INTRODUCTION




  My dad called me Robbo. He was Brian with an ‘i’. He took me playing football for the first time when I was five. He also took me to my first proper match. He was

  there, with my mam, when I made my League debut and again when I first played for England. He was a long-distance lorry driver so he couldn’t be there all the time, but whenever he could, he

  was there. Both my parents were. Thanks to them, I got into football and went on to have a fantastic career. Football was the only thing I ever wanted to do and it’s given me an incredible

  life.




  I probably didn’t fully appreciate how fortunate I’d been in football and life until 10 May 2003. That was the day my dad died, aged seventy-two. He had cancer and it was awful to

  see him deteriorate the way he did. His death had a deep effect on me. It wasn’t just the sadness and the grief. It gave me a different perspective on life. I realised what was really

  important. I would have given so much of that career back to have him with us a little longer.




  Football had virtually taken over my life. As a player I made my name with West Bromwich Albion, then moved to Manchester United, the biggest club in the country, for a record transfer fee. I

  became captain of United and England. I won cups and championships with my club and played in three World Cups for my country. So much happened so quickly, but at least a player has time to switch

  off. As a player you just look after yourself. As a manager the job is always with you, in your mind even when you are not on the training ground or at your desk. The club, the players, the

  training, the matches, the results – they are all the manager’s responsibility.




  I had terrific times as manager of Middlesbrough, as well. We were promoted twice and reached three Cup finals. We brought in some great players and revived the place, but the price a manager

  has to pay is family life. I left for work before the kids were up and by the time I got home they were ready for bed. Then when things didn’t go well I wondered what I was doing wrong and

  probably let things get on top of me. Sometimes it isn’t the manager’s fault. Sometimes the players aren’t good enough. You’re in charge, though, so you take the pressure

  and the flak, and eventually you can get the sack, as I did. It hurt because it was almost as if my achievements didn’t count for anything. It hurt still more when I couldn’t get

  another job.




  When I got back into the game I was strengthened by experience and that new perspective. I was more relaxed, more decisive – didn’t dally and let things fester. I was a better

  manager. I returned to my first club, West Brom, and we confounded everybody by pulling off our ‘Great Escape’ in 2005. My dad wouldn’t have wanted me to throw in the towel. He

  would have wanted me to tough it out, just as I’d always done. I think I got that fighting spirit from him.




  My dad had a right temper and so have I if I’m pushed too far. My mam has always been the placid one, so the aggressive, competitive side of my game must be from my dad. All the

  grandchildren called him Mr Grumpy. Perhaps it’s a grandad or growing older trait. The family tell me I get more like him every day. I don’t think I’m that bad – not yet,

  anyway. I just hope I can give as much to my kids as he gave to me.
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  It is just another gentle climb on the rolling County Durham landscape, but to a boy of five it must have seemed an ascent of Himalayan proportions. More than forty years

  ago, a young Bryan Robson, along with his father, Brian, his sister, Susan, and their golden retriever, Shane, left their council house in the village of Witton Gilbert to walk up the hill to the

  football pitch at the top. Mrs Maureen Robson was at home, doubtless enjoying the respite. Up on the hill, Susan reluctantly went in goal, dad Brian teased little Bryan with his nifty footwork and

  Shane scurried around as dogs do. Little did any of them realise what that first Sunday morning kick-about for young Bryan would lead to.




  Today the pitch is bordered on one side by modern houses. Beyond the other side, a new road runs in the direction of Durham city and its majestic cathedral. The pitch itself is probably

  little changed since the early sixties. A rough, undulating surface with tufts of grass would challenge the skills and commitment of a latter day Captain Marvel, let alone a youngster just

  discovering the wonders of this simple game one Sunday morning. Now, on a Thursday afternoon in late winter, rain is pounding the pitch on the hill. Junior goals, perhaps five yards wide and five

  feet high, are rusting and silent. The playground rides, too, are still and quiet, save for the beating sound of the rain. Yet, with a little imagination, it is not difficult to visualise the

  darting, tiny figure, trying to take the ball from his father and then running away with pure delight on his face, a lifelong love in his heart and the world at his feet.




  Maureen Robson




  I was the youngest of nine. My family were from Castle Eden, the other side of Durham. Bryan – we spelt it with a ‘y’ rather than an

  ‘i’ – was my second child. Susan was a couple of years older and Justin and Gary came later. Bryan was born at Brian’s mother’s home at Northlands, Chester-le-Street,

  on 11 January 1957. I had him at his gran’s so that we had somebody to look after us. I had thrombosis after he was born. When I was well enough, we went back to our home a few miles away, in

  Witton Gilbert.




  Bryan started kicking a ball when he was five. His dad used to take him to the local pitch up on the hill. Susan went with them, and Shane. It all began from there. Brian was

  a long-distance lorry driver and could be away for two, three or four weeks at a time. Our neighbours at Witton Gilbert, Jack and June Hardy, were very good with Bryan and Susan. When Brian was

  away, Jack used to take them down to the river. Brian was a good player, but he was in the army and went to Korea. He drove the armoured cars. I liked swimming and athletics.




  Our Bryan is like his dad in a lot of ways. He’s got a bit of his dad’s temper! He’s probably more like me off the pitch and his dad on it. He used to fight

  our Susan and chase her around the house. She would lock herself in the bathroom and he would knock hell out of the bathroom door to get to her. I’ve always told our Bryan to watch his

  temper. Now I tell him he’s too old to be getting into trouble!




  Bryan went to the infant school in Witton Gilbert, but he’d been there only about a year when we moved to our own house at South Pelaw, Chester-le-Street. Not long

  after, we moved again, to a nearby council estate. Bryan went to the junior and infant schools in Chester-le-Street, and then to the big school, Birtley Lord Lawson Comprehensive. He was very good

  at maths and could have done well at school if he’d concentrated on it, but he was always more interested in football. He played for three or four teams. The cubs had a good team and he only

  joined so that he could play for them.




  All the boys were good footballers. I always thought our Justin was the best of the three but he got injured just when he was going into the first team at Newcastle and that

  ruined his career. They’ve all had their injuries. Gary’s career was cut short, but for all Bryan’s injuries he played on for a long time. He always had that determination, even

  as a youngster. Football was all he liked or cared about. He was only small but his PE master, Mr Chapman, was very good to him. He used to keep him back for training after school.




  On Saturday mornings, all his pals used to come over here to meet and have a chat before school matches. I had an Austin Westminster, a big car, at the time and I used to take

  about twelve of them off to the match. I’ve always followed the boys playing football, with their dad being away so much. Nowadays you see lads hanging around on street corners, but ours

  never did. They used to come home from school and go down to the council playing fields where there were goalposts, and they played there. At about seven o’clock I’d go down and shout

  them in, or their grandma, who lived on the green, would shout them in. They used to go to her house for a drink when they were thirsty. Our Bryan used to say, ‘Grandma, when I make it in

  football I’ll buy you a leopardskin coat.’ Unfortunately, he never got the chance. She died when she was sixty-seven.




  A lot of clubs were after Bryan but West Brom were the best for a young boy to go to. They didn’t put them in hostels, as a lot of clubs did. They put them into private

  houses and Bryan got nice lodgings. So did Gary, when he went there. One or two of the lads Bryan went down with from this area got homesick and had to come back. Bryan was a bit homesick at first,

  so at weekends we’d go down and get a family room at a hotel in Birmingham. He’d come over from his digs and stay with us.




  Our other lads have had a lot to put up with because Bryan did so well. It was hard for them. They played for the county teams and people would say they only got there because

  of Bryan, but they were good enough. I knew that. Now they are playing for a local team, Whitehills, in the Northern Alliance League. Justin is the player-manager and turns out when he has to. Gary

  plays all the time. I used to get uptight when I watched any of them play. Now I watch Justin and Gary and tell myself not to get too excited – if they lose they lose – but sometimes I

  can’t help it.




  I worked as a school dinner lady for eighteen years. A lot of people used to say, ‘Oh, you won’t be speaking to us now that Bryan’s captain of

  England,’ that kind of thing. We thought it was marvellous and he made us really proud, but I don’t think we ever changed. We watched our Bryan as often as we could, playing for his

  clubs and for England.




  ALL I CAN EVER REMEMBER wanting to do was play football, which I suppose wasn’t that unusual for a lad from the

  North East. In that part of the country there’s a long tradition of producing players and the passion for the game is as obvious today as ever it was. The Charltons and Milburns are famous

  football folk from the North East, but there have been many, many more over the generations. Norman Hunter and Colin Todd, two of English football’s finest defenders, were raised just a mile

  or two from where I was born, in Chester-le-Street. Football dominated sport in our region. All the schools played football. There was no rugby and very little cricket played in our area. Durham

  got into the County Championship only relatively recently.




  I spent my first six years not far from Chester-le-Street, at a village called Witton Gilbert. Although the North East was known as a mining area, it wasn’t all pits and slag heaps. I can

  remember plenty of green fields and open countryside. On Sunday mornings, when I was five and six, I used to go with my dad and our Sue up to a field at the top of a hill near our home. I think it

  was an old pit heap. There was a pitch up there and we’d kick a ball around. My dad was quite a good player but his time in the army had slowed him down a bit. He’d got on the beer and

  curries! Our dog, Shane, was a lot quicker than any of us.




  I don’t think I had any ideas about becoming a professional footballer at that stage. I just wanted to play for fun, and the older I got the more I played. In the summer we’d go to

  the beach at South Shields, a twenty-minute drive away, and play there. Even if my dad was away, working, my mam would take us across to the coast. Dad would often leave home on a Monday morning

  and we wouldn’t see him again for a fortnight or more.




  We moved to South Pelaw, in Chester-le-Street, to be nearer my gran. With my dad being away so much, he felt Mam might need the help. We had our own house but Mam and Dad decided to sell it and

  applied for a council house. Justin’s arrival meant they had three kids to feed and I think my dad wanted to buy Mam a decent car. South Pelaw was fine by me because there was a field near

  Gran’s where I played football with my mates after school.




  Chester-le-Street is a market town. You can’t miss the market place or the big railway viaduct, which looks down on the town centre. Pelaw Bank is a steep hill, leading up to where we

  lived. I liked going to the park with the family. We used to go for walks around the park and swim in the river. When I was older and came back home for weekends, I’d go with my dad to the

  pub or the working-men’s club. Every other door is a pub in Chester-le-Street. I enjoyed going home.




  My mam was the strict one at home. I suppose that was because my dad was away so much. He would tell her what to say to us. She’d give us a slap. A few of the drivers my dad worked with

  called him Robbo and I was quite young when he started calling me Robbo. Some of my mates called me Roppa, which is what a Robson is commonly known as in the North East. The only time we went

  abroad on a family holiday was to Le Havre and Rouen, in France. My dad was used to that ferry route because he often went from Southampton to Le Havre. We went to Skegness with my aunt and uncle

  from Newark quite a lot, for long weekends in caravans. My mam and dad went abroad more often later.




  I didn’t get in too much bother as a kid because I was always playing football. I did go bird-nesting and had a great egg collection. I sold it to this lad for fifteen quid, which was a

  lot of dough at the time. The maddest thing I did was to play a game of chicken on bikes. Three of us had a bet on who could go the farthest down the hill with his eyes closed. There was a slight

  bend in the road and I hit the kerb, flew over the handlebars and went straight into a brick wall, knocking myself out. I was about eleven or twelve.




  I wasn’t very big but I wouldn’t be pushed around and I did have a few fights. Two ginger nuts from school picked on me. One day they waited for me at the top of Pelaw Bank and

  jumped me. I had a right good scrap with them, but ended up with a shiner. When I got home my dad asked me what had happened. He said I should go down to the field and get them one at a time. I

  said I’d get them at school and I did, separately.




  A lad at school used to tag on to our gang and offer me an apple. Just about every day he’d come up to me and say, ‘Roppa, do you want my apple?’ and I’d say, ‘No,

  it’s OK.’ But on a couple of days the school bully, Dave Kay, nicked his apple and gave him a slap on the head. So the next day I said, ‘Give us your apple,’ and when Dave

  Kay, who was a big lad, came across to get the apple again, I grabbed hold of him. ‘Do you want the apple?’ I said, showing it to him. ‘You’re not getting it

  today.’




  He started laughing and the next thing I knew we were scuffling and all the other kids were round us in a circle in the playground, egging us on. He battered me, really, but I got in one or two

  good ones. Thankfully, the teachers broke us up before he could do too much damage to me. Then the two of us got the cane for fighting. So that was a really good decision – get a battering

  and the cane, all for an apple!




  That was at Birtley Lord Lawson, a big new comprehensive school I’d moved to from Birtley South Secondary Modern. I was never too keen on school. I would say I was very average when it

  came to school work. Mam was always telling me off for not doing better. She would be on at me to get my homework done when all I wanted to do was play football. My school reports all had comments

  like: ‘If he tried as hard at his school work as he does at football he’d be a far better scholar.’ My two favourite subjects were geography and history. I just couldn’t get

  interested in any of the others. I didn’t have the motivation or desire to concentrate on them. The maths teacher used to hammer me – literally. He threw chalk and anything else he

  could lay his hands on at me.




  I got a bit of stick from my mates because I did cookery at school. We had a choice of metalwork, woodwork or cookery. I didn’t fancy metalwork or woodwork and I thought cookery might be

  useful later in life. I was the only lad in the cookery class. The trouble was that we had to take our cookery stuff to school in a basket, so I used to get a girl from down the road to take mine

  in for me.




  It was pretty obvious to me and everybody else that I was never going to be an academic. I was lucky to be among the last of the fifteen-year-old school-leavers. The next age group had to stay

  on until they were sixteen. That was definitely a result for me!




  Mind you, I did realise that if I wasn’t going to be a professional footballer, I would have to earn my living some other way, and I decided I’d like to be a PE teacher. I knew I

  would have to knuckle down at school and get my qualifications if that was going to be my target, and I had an excellent role model in Bill Chapman, our PE teacher. He was the one teacher I made a

  favourable impression upon and he became a big influence on my football development. Football was always number one for me but I loved most sports. Running has always been one of my strengths. I

  competed at school in cross-country and the 400 metres.




  By then I was a big Newcastle United fan and often went to matches at St James’ Park, but the first professional football match I ever saw was at Sunderland – an FA Cup replay

  against Manchester United in March 1964. Dad took me to see our local rivals because it was such a big match and United were a glamour team. They were the Cup holders and had some of the greatest

  players in the game. That night their side included Bobby Charlton, Denis Law and George Best. I was mesmerised by the whole occasion and atmosphere. The match ended in a 2–2 draw but United

  went on to win the second replay. Not long after that, my dad took me to St James’ for the first time, to see Newcastle v. Northampton Town in the old Second Division, and I was hooked. The

  buzz about the place was incredible and this young lad couldn’t wait for more. From that day on, I went to Newcastle’s home matches whenever I could. I played for the school in the

  morning and cheered on Newcastle in the afternoon – Saturdays were just perfect.




  Newcastle’s League Championship successes were all back in the early part of the last century, but they won the FA Cup three times in the fifties and have always been one of the big clubs

  in the English game. They have found it more difficult to win trophies in recent times, but in 1969 they lifted the Inter-Cities Fairs Cup – now called the UEFA Cup – after an

  unbelievable campaign. My hero in those days was Wyn Davies, a big, no-nonsense centre-forward who battered everybody in his path. The continental teams just couldn’t cope with him. He

  absolutely murdered them in the air and set up his team-mates for fun. It made me appreciate from an early age that aerial power could be so important in football. I also liked Bobby Moncur, who

  was a really cool, commanding left-half. In the first leg of the final we beat Ujpest Dozsa, of Hungary, 3–0 at St James’ in front of a 60,000 crowd. We won the return leg in Budapest

  3–2 to complete a fantastic 6–2 aggregate win.




  There was a great tradition of dominant centre-forwards at Newcastle. ‘Wor’ Jackie Milburn was a legend in the black and white stripes and you’ll hear Geordie fans reminiscing

  about him to this day, even if they never saw him play. My dad did see him and he used to tell me about his amazing goal-scoring feats. The whole family were fans, my mam included, although her

  favourite was Bobby Mitchell, a terrific little winger. In later years, Newcastle found new centre-forwards to worship in Malcolm Macdonald and Alan Shearer. It’s as if the team can never be

  complete without a marauding, Roy of the Rovers style leader of the line.




  I was also a big England fan, especially after we won the World Cup in 1966. I watched that at home with my mam and dad. The player I liked most from that team was Bobby Moore. He played a

  similar role to Moncur’s, the defensive half-back. I’ve always admired good central defenders. I never imagined back then that I would one day wear the England shirt and, just like

  Moore, captain my country.




  Even though I idolised Wyn Davies and Bobby Moncur, I always preferred playing as an attacking midfielder and that was the role I enjoyed through most of my professional career. As a youngster I

  just wanted to be involved in the play as much as possible. I’d run all over the park, chasing the ball and, when I had it, surging forward to try to score. I scored a lot of goals from

  midfield for my school teams. I got eleven in one match but it cost me. That was the day my dad stopped giving me 50p a goal. He had been paying me by the goal instead of giving me pocket money,

  but after that match he said he couldn’t afford it.




  I heard the local cubs had a good football team and some of the lads there kept on at me to join them. So I became a cub just to be able to play for their team. They had a great run in the

  district knock­out cup competition and we won the final 11–0.




  We always had a good school team, although we usually met our match in a school from Washington. They have produced quite a few professional players down the years, including Gary Rowell, Wilf

  Rostron and Joe Bolton. We were probably the two best teams in the area.




  I was captain of the school team and then made skipper of the Washington and district team. One of my proudest moments was leading them out in the final of the Hartlepool Hospital Cup. We met

  Darlington at Sacriston, a village between Chester-le-Street and Witton Gilbert. It was a massive occasion for us – we even had proper nets and corner flags – and we ran out to a crowd

  of about 200. We thought it was the FA Cup final. We didn’t let ourselves down, either, winning 2–0. The hardest part for me was making a little speech at the end. I muttered a few

  words of thanks and then, when the ordeal was over, enjoyed our victory with the rest of the lads and our families.




  Everything wasn’t always so rosy, though. My first sending off came in a school match, against Chester-le-Street Grammar. We were losing and my temper started to fray. I kicked one or two

  of their players – one or two too many for the liking of the teacher who was refereeing the match. He gave me my marching orders and I trudged off, still fuming.




  I got into trouble another time for messing around during a practice match at school. Some other lads had been ordered to run around the pitch as punishment for breaking windows. I passed the

  ball to one of them as he ran by and he kicked it back but it went past me and ran out of play. The teacher wasn’t amused and said, ‘If you want to join them, you can.’ So I got

  lumped in with them, had to lap the pitch and then got two whacks of the cane across the backside.




  The first suggestion that I might make it as a player came from my cousin Maurice, who used to travel up from Birmingham to visit us. I called him Uncle Maurice because he seemed so much older

  than me – actually by about ten years. He loved football and enjoyed a kick-about, although I drove him daft by nagging him to keep on playing when he was ready to go down to the pub for a

  pint. He always said that he was convinced I had it in me to be a player. I wasn’t so sure, just hopeful that I might get a chance. By the age of thirteen, I’d done well at school and

  district level. I was small, but that didn’t bother me at all. I was never afraid to mix it with bigger lads.




  If I had a vague dream about becoming a professional footballer, it became a real ambition one Saturday afternoon. I’d come home after playing for the school team and was settling down to

  watch ‘Grandstand’ on television. Dad was down at the social club. A knock came on the door and a man introduced himself to my mam as a scout from Burnley Football Club. He gave her his

  card and asked if he could have a chat with me. Mam showed him into the lounge. He said he’d seen me playing for the school that morning and in a few other games. He told me Burnley would

  like me to go down for a week’s trial. He said he didn’t need an answer straightaway, but if I wanted to go down in the next school holiday to let him know. He said I should speak to my

  dad and have a think about it. As soon as he left I said to my mam, ‘I don’t need to speak to Dad, I’m going.’




  My mam said I wasn’t to go around bragging to everybody about the scout coming to our house, but I couldn’t wait to tell my school mates on the Monday. I was so excited I

  couldn’t keep it in. I had to tell a couple of my pals who were really keen on football that I’d been offered a trial by Burnley. I never sensed any jealousy or ill-feeling from the

  other lads at school or in the neighbourhood. They seemed genuinely pleased for me. Soon more scouts came knocking on our door. I had a week’s trial at Burnley, where I stayed in a hostel,

  and another at Coventry, where I also stayed in a hostel. Sheffield Wednesday showed an interest, as did West Bromwich Albion – and Newcastle.




  You might think that once Newcastle came in there could be no doubt where I wanted to go. This was my local team, the team I supported. I couldn’t possibly be interested in any other club,

  but my hopes at St James’ soon faded. I went up to Newcastle on a few evenings to train and they gave my dad a couple of tickets for a match, but somehow it didn’t feel right. I just

  didn’t enjoy it there.




  Going to West Brom was totally different. I went down initially for a week and they put me in a hotel rather than a hostel. They took their young triallists to games and the theatre, and

  generally gave us more time and attention than the other clubs did. I felt they were genuinely kind and thoughtful. The whole atmosphere was friendlier and more encouraging for a young lad away

  from home. West Brom did everything they could to look after us and get the best out of us. Right from the start I enjoyed the coaching there, and the chief scout, Reg ‘Paddy’ Ryan, was

  great. It didn’t take me long to decide this was the club I wanted to join.




  They were just as quick in reaching the conclusion that they would have to build me up physically if I was to have any realistic prospect of succeeding in the game. That was where Bill Chapman

  became such an important influence on my career. I told him West Brom said I needed to be bigger and stronger, but he was happy that I had plenty of time to develop. He went out of his way to

  devise a training programme for me, which I did two evenings a week. He set up a weights circuit, tailored specifically for my needs. He knew exactly what he was doing. He understood what was

  beneficial and what wasn’t for the bone structure of a young lad. So I never did heavy weights. Instead, he had me lifting lighter weights repetitively. Over the weeks and months, those

  circuits did me the world of good. I grew fitter and stronger, which was a big help when I went back down to West Brom for training during the school holidays. I’ll always be grateful to Bill

  Chapman for the help and support he gave me. We’ve kept in touch and I think he was pleased and proud to follow my progress in the game.




  When you have scouts from League clubs knocking at the door you’re bound to get ideas about a career in football, but then you go training with them and realise how competitive it is. They

  are casting the net for the best lads they can find and yet most of those will never make the grade. I knew I was still a long way from becoming a professional footballer. The moment I thought I

  had a chance at The Hawthorns came at the end of Easter holiday training with an invitation to join them for six weeks during the summer. I was fourteen and a year away from a decision on whether

  or not I would be taken on as an apprentice. By asking me down for a lengthy stint like that they were virtually treating me as an apprentice – and paying me accordingly. They gave me

  £5 a week and put me up in digs. It struck me as a significant move by Albion and all the vibes I got that summer indicated they wanted me to stay with the club. I really felt I could be on

  my way.




  There’s no doubt that the weight circuits I’d done with Bill Chapman made it easier for me to adapt to the training sessions of a professional football club. Don Howe, who took over

  from Alan Ashman as manager of West Brom in 1971, was a hard taskmaster. He has rightly earned a great reputation for his coaching ability, but he also put his players through rigorous fitness

  routines. He ran his players and he made sure they worked on demanding weight routines. The sessions I’d put in back at my school gym went a long way towards preparing me for an

  apprenticeship at The Hawthorns.




  My full-time job at the club was confirmed in the summer of 1972. I’d just left school and, although everybody had been saying I would be OK, I walked nervously into Don’s little

  office to hear his verdict. To my relief, he told me I had the job. I was an apprentice professional. My pay was £5 a week for the first year, £8 for the second. The club paid my board

  and lodging but no other expenses, so I was hardly going to be rolling in money. That didn’t bother me. All I wanted was to be on the books. I can remember Paddy Ryan was there to offer his

  congratulations and encouragement. Some lads were told they wouldn’t be staying, and they left distraught. Some were in tears. I didn’t need anyone to tell me how lucky I was.




  Don made it clear, though, that this was only the start of the steep climb. I would have to work hard and play well over the next two years to justify a full professional contract. I would also

  have to start growing – and quickly.
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  WEST BROMWICH ALBION were determined to do all they could to make me grow. I was little more than five foot tall and six

  and a half stone wet through at the age of fifteen. They insisted I went on a special diet, designed to put on the inches and the pounds. In the morning I had what looked to me like a lethal

  concoction of raw eggs, sherry, sugar and a pint of milk. For my evening meal the plate would be piled high with loads of boiled potatoes. I’m sure there was other stuff in there, but in my

  mind’s eye all I can see is that mountain of potatoes.




  As if that wasn’t enough to tackle, I had to drink a bottle of Guinness. They told me it would be good for me, but it tasted horrible and I hated having to force it down. I had to keep

  telling myself it would be worth it and I did grow pretty quickly through my middle and late teens.




  My digs were at Hamstead, a few minutes’ bus ride from The Hawthorns. The landlady, Mrs Curtis, happened to be the gran of a good mate. Everything was fine to start with. She made sure I

  kept to my diet and watched over me as I gulped down the raw eggs and the Guinness. I would often go to the snooker hall with some of the other apprentices for a couple of hours after training, and

  then back to the digs early in the evening. Mrs Curtis was happy with that. She was quite strict rather than motherly and liked me in early so that she could lock up for the night.




  After a while I started going out on the odd night with my cousin Maurice, who lived just up the road. He’d take me somewhere for a bite to eat or I’d just go round to his place.

  I’d get back at around eleven o’clock and I could tell she wasn’t too pleased. One night I went out with the other players and didn’t get back until midnight. I tried the

  door and realised she’d locked me out. I ended up having to sleep at the house across the road. Fortunately, I’d got to know the guy who lived there because I played snooker with him

  every now and then. He let me have a bed at his place.




  After that, I decided it was probably time to get new digs. I wasn’t one for going out on the town every night, and even if I wanted to I couldn’t afford it, but I was a normal lad

  who liked to have a bit of fun from time to time and I didn’t fancy having to keep begging a bed from the neighbours. So after about eighteen months I moved in with Ron and Irene Hinton at

  nearby Great Barr. They had a son, Pete, and made me feel really welcome. Ron was an Albion fan and loved to talk football. It was like being back at home.




  Although I was able to settle at West Brom from the first day I went to the club on trial, I did find it difficult to cope with that first full year away from home. I was still a young lad and I

  could understand why so many talented players of my age couldn’t stick it out. I had bouts of homesickness and, again, Albion were very good about it. They allowed me to go home for weekends

  and that helped me get through those nervous early stages of my career. The familiar surroundings gave me that bit of comfort when I needed it. It was good to be back in my own room, surrounded by

  all the foreign football club pennants my dad brought from his trips. He went to Italy fairly often so I had pennants from Juventus and many of the other major Serie A clubs. I brought one

  back from a trial I had at Coventry!




  In the summer, before joining West Brom for my first pre-season as an apprentice, I had eight to ten weeks at home and sometimes went with my dad on his trips abroad. He transported all sorts of

  stuff, even huge caterpillar trucks. He’d maybe deliver a load to France and then go on to Italy, pick up something there and bring it back. I went to Naples a couple of times with him,

  helping him load and unload the wagon. We’d be away for a fortnight. We slept on bunks in the back of the cab. Sometimes the long days on the road got a bit boring, but then you’d meet

  up with the other drivers in the evening, have something to eat and Dad would have a drink. The camaraderie on the road was great. It was a terrific experience for a young lad and introduced me to

  Italian food. I have loved pasta ever since. It was good to be out with my dad, in a man’s world. I also got some holiday work at the depot of Cavewood, the company he worked for. I’d

  do odd jobs, such as filling in holes in the yard, or driving the forklift truck. It earned me a few extra quid, which was always useful.




  I’ve always liked to go back up to Chester-le-Street whenever possible, to see the family and go for a pint with some of my old mates. I found it funny going back later in my career, when

  I was playing for Manchester United and England, and later still when I became a manager. I’d be sitting in a pub with a few of my pals from schooldays, and they’d be telling me,

  ‘Ah, but you know, Jimmy was a better player than you were . . .’ or ‘Johnny had more skill than you . . .’ I’d just laugh because I’ve heard it so often over

  the years. To be honest, I still think I was the best player at school, but talent alone isn’t enough. It’s what you do with that talent and how you develop it that matters.




  A few of the lads back then were good players and might have had a chance, but you have to apply yourself and work at it. The players who get the best out of themselves are those who dedicate

  themselves to the job. People go on about the fact that I liked to have a pint and enjoy life, which I did. I make no apologies for that. But I had that pint at the right time and I made sure it

  never interfered with my preparations for a match. I was 100 per cent ready to be the best I could be whenever I was picked.




  I was probably just fortunate I had that determination even as a youngster at school. Cross-country runs would sometimes be agony. I’d be tired and have a massive stitch in my side, but I

  would never stop. I would run through it. When I became a footballer, I could run hard for ninety minutes and I know the effort I put in as a lad at school gave me that strength and stamina. I tell

  the young players I have now to give it their best shot and make the most of the gift they have. Too many young players with great natural talent are just play­acting. That’s why they

  become average rather than outstanding players. If you work hard and dedicate yourself and still don’t make it, at least you know you’ve given it everything. To have that talent and not

  get the best out of it is unforgivable.




  Don Howe had left me in no doubt about what I had to do, although I didn’t have a lot of direct contact with him in those first couple of years. His main concern was obviously the first

  team. The person I worked under was Albert McPherson, the youth-team coach. He was good with the kids and Paddy Ryan was never far away, so the atmosphere was always friendly. Paddy nearly always

  joined us after training for a bite to eat and a chat. He had a great knack of putting the younger players at their ease.




  I didn’t really mix with the senior players in my early days at the club and I soon learned that it paid to keep a respectful distance from them. As an apprentice I had to take my turn

  making cups of tea for them, collecting their kit, cleaning their boots, sweeping the dressing-room floor and doing all the other chores that were part of the job in those days. Clubs aren’t

  allowed to make the YTS lads do jobs like that now and I sometimes think we pamper them. A few menial tasks do a youngster no harm and perhaps somewhere between past and present practices would be

  ideal.




  One day when I had to go to collect the first-team players’ kit I walked into the dressing room without knocking – big mistake. They were sitting on the benches, taking off their kit

  and chatting. John Kaye, one of the senior players, turned towards me and barked, ‘You, out. Knock next time you want to come in.’ So I went back out, knocked on the door and waited

  till they told me to come in. When I did, they said I had to serve a punishment. They told me to dance with a mop in the middle of the dressing room. Did I do as I was told? You bet I did. I was

  absolutely crapping myself!




  I learned my lesson and didn’t intend to upset the old boys again. I saw some of the other lads having to do outrageous things as punishment for getting on the wrong side of the first-team

  players. They were ordered to run around the training pitch stark naked because of some little thing they might have done wrong. Another ‘sentence’ was to have boot polish or dubbing

  smeared all over you. It was just part of normal life at a football club. It happened everywhere. We accepted that was the way it was and just tried our best to keep out of the first team’s

  way.




  For the most part I succeeded in keeping my nose clean, but I got picked on again – or to be more precise picked up – one day at the training ground. I was playing pool in the dining

  room when the first-team players strolled in. Jim Cumbes, a goalkeeper who must have been six feet four inches tall, came up to me, picked me up by my legs, held me upside down and started shaking

  me. ‘You can’t be an apprentice, you’re a midget,’ he said. The other players were having a good laugh, but I was more bothered about my money, which fell out of my pockets

  and rolled all over the floor. Jim, who also played cricket and is now chief executive of Lancashire Cricket Club, eventually put me down and left me to scamper around, trying to find all my

  coins.




  There weren’t so many laughs among the first-team players at the end of the 1972–73 season because they were relegated from the First Division, which was then the top tier in English

  football, to the Second. That didn’t really affect the apprentices because we were still a long way from making the first team. I was trying to establish myself in the youth team. I had been

  in and out of the side all through that first season. The good thing was that relegation didn’t seem to make any difference to the way the club operated. There were no cost-cutting measures,

  we had the same training ground, the same travel arrangements and our kit was still laundered for us.




  That summer the youth team had a pre-season tournament in Augsburg, Germany. It was a great experience for young players, playing foreign opposition and being abroad as a team for the first

  time. My game definitely took a leap forward on that tour. I had always been full of confidence in school matches, but that hadn’t been the case in my first season as an apprentice. In

  Germany, I suddenly started getting involved much more and making an impact. I felt the whole pre-season preparations went well for me. It’s a major step for a schoolboy coming into his first

  pre-season training sessions. Full-time training, mornings and afternoons, every day, is gruelling. It’s draining for a young lad. You want all the rest you can get. I never had any problems

  or doubts about my fitness during that first year, because I could tell I was getting bigger and stronger, but I knew my game could improve. Coming back for that second year, after a summer’s

  rest, I did feel the difference. I was so much more confident.




  We had a good youth team and competition for places was stiff, but I kept up my form through that season and won a regular place. I even played alongside a couple of West Brom legends, both now

  dead, sadly – goalkeeper John Osborne and Jeff Astle, who scored the winning goal in the 1968 FA Cup final against Everton. You couldn’t help but learn from those two overage players.

  Ossie, by then a part-time player, brought invaluable experience to the team and it rubbed off on all of us. Another of the legends from that era was Graham Williams, who goes down in history as

  the first player to try to stop George Best. He marked Bestie on his debut for Manchester United in 1963 – or at least he tried to. The joke at the club was that Graham couldn’t get

  close enough to George to kick him.




  I thought I had a decent season in the youth side but, more importantly, I appeared to be impressing the club because towards the end of the term I was called up for my reserve-team debut. It

  proved a bruising experience. The match was against Everton reserves at Goodison Park, and I was picked at left-back. I played in a number of positions in my early years at The Hawthorns and

  didn’t really mind so long as I was playing. I also played central defence and wide on the left. I was naturally left footed, although I worked on my right foot and over the years it became

  reasonably effective. I even managed to score quite regularly with my right foot, mainly because I wasn’t afraid to have a go with it. Too many players are unwilling to use their

  ‘swinger’. My favourite position was undoubtedly central midfield and I believe I was always at my best in that role, covering the ground from box to box. I was quite useful in the air

  and the more I grew the more important my heading became – in both goal areas.




  Anyway, I was excited at the prospect of playing at such a famous ground as Goodison Park, which had been one of the 1966 World Cup grounds. Nerves didn’t usually get the better of me, but

  I must admit my stomach was churning as kick-off approached – not that there was anything like a World Cup atmosphere once we ran out on to the pitch. It was, after all, a Central League

  fixture and the crowd amounted to a scattering of spectators. As soon as the match got under way, I felt fine. The pace was quicker than I’d been used to, but I thought that what little I had

  to do in the first half I did OK.




  Then in the second half I had a timely reminder that I was mixing it with the big boys. Everton knocked the ball forward and I decided I would let it run out of play for a throw-in. I got the

  call of ‘man on’ but felt sure I would be able to shield the ball over the line. The man I had been warned about wasn’t prepared to let me have my way. He barged into me and sent

  me sprawling on the cinder track. I was badly grazed down one side and had to be bandaged up. We won the game 2–1, but the real plus for me was the insight into this higher level of the game.

  Reserve-team football is another huge jump for a young lad, literally the difference between men and boys. The name of that player who sent me away from Goodison with a sore souvenir? Joe Royle.

  The big centre-forward was making his comeback from injury and had no intention of making life easy for some kid called Robson.




  During the summer of 1974 I faced another D-day. Don had to decide whether or not I’d done enough to graduate from the ranks of the apprentices to join the fully fledged professional

  staff. I was hopeful because I thought I’d made good progress over the previous season. I’d even made the breakthrough into the reserves. I couldn’t be sure, though, just as none

  of the other lads could be sure, and in those days there was no question of anyone marking your cards for you. It was felt that wouldn’t be fair. These days clubs give their players a lot

  more notice, drop little hints and generally handle the situation far more delicately. It’s something we took great care over when I returned to West Brom as manager. Back then it was black

  or white, in or out. So we all had to sit in the dressing room at The Hawthorns and wait to be called, one at a time, to the manager’s office. Some of the other lads came out with tears in

  their eyes, devastated. I didn’t have to ask how they’d got on.




  Then it was my turn. I was so nervous because I knew that I could be on the next train back to the North East with my dreams in ruins. Moments later I was relieved, elated and feeling quite

  rich. The manager put in front of me a pro contract worth £28 a week, plus a signing-on fee of £250. I signed the contract as quickly as I could and then went to find a phone box to

  tell my mam the news. My next stop was the building society to open a savings account. I was seventeen and on top of the world. This was real money for a lad from Chester-le-Street, but the main

  feeling was that I’d got my foot in the door of professional football.




  All the signs that following season continued to look promising. I played regularly for the reserves and, when the first team began to stutter, I wondered whether I might even come into the

  reckoning for a senior call-up. The talk around the club, though, was not about the prospects of a youngster in the reserves, but the future of the manager. The local press were speculating that

  Don Howe’s job could be on the line. The board eventually announced that they would not be renewing Don’s contract at the end of the season, and since only a few fixtures remained, he

  decided he didn’t want to hang around any longer. He said his goodbyes and that was it.




  Although I hadn’t had a lot of dealings with Don – I’d worked with Albert McPherson, Brian Whitehouse and Bill Asprey – he had always been very supportive and I was

  grateful to him for giving me my job. I was pleased our paths crossed some years later, when he was the England coach. In fact, our paths have crossed throughout my career. He and I also worked

  together as coaches alongside Terry Venables with the national team, and when I went on a Pro-licence course at Warwick University, Don was the lecturer.




  The more contact I had with him, the more I appreciated what an outstanding coach he was, certainly one of the best I’ve ever worked with. It’s probably true to say he was more cut

  out to be a coach than a manager. There is a difference and Don just wanted to be out on the training pitch, working with the players, rather than having to contend with all the other parts of

  managing. If anything, he liked coaching too much. He was so intense and enthusiastic that I sometimes wondered whether he didn’t over-train his players. But as lads at West Brom we loved to

  be out there on the pitch, and the good habits you pick up at that age should be ingrained for the rest of your career.




  Don’s sudden departure from The Hawthorns meant the club had to put someone in temporary charge for the remaining three matches, and the caretaker role was handed to our reserve-team

  trainer, Brian Whitehouse. The club made it clear they were looking outside for Don’s full-time replacement, but Brian obviously wanted to make his mark. He definitely caught my attention

  when he pinned up the team-sheet for his first match as boss, away to York City. He had made changes – and I was one of the players he brought in. I made my first-team debut on Saturday, 12

  April 1975. I was eighteen and to be playing League football at that age was way beyond anything I could have dreamed of when I joined Albion.




  My mam and dad came down to watch me play at Bootham Crescent. Brian told me I had earned my chance and the senior players did their best to make me feel at ease. Brian played me in midfield but

  said he wanted to make my job simpler by giving me a man-marking job on their captain. I remember doing a lot of chasing and coming off the pitch at the end tired but pretty happy. We won

  3–1. Brian’s shake-up of the side had brought West Brom their first success away from home since Christmas.




  Brian must have been reasonably satisfied with my contribution because he kept me in the team for the following match, against Cardiff City, at The Hawthorns. The crowd were brilliant with me on

  my home debut, especially when I scored. Brian told me to play my natural game this time, so I was able to get forward and be much more involved. We had been playing for about ten minutes when I

  ran into the box and put us in front from close range. It was just the most fantastic feeling, yet weird also, to hear my name being chanted by the fans. We went on to win 2–0, but the most

  nerve-racking part of the day was still to come. I had to face the press.




  Until then I’d never spoken to national newspaper reporters, although I’d been interviewed occasionally by the local lads. When I came out of the dressing room, all the national boys

  were waiting to interview me. This was far more intimidating than playing because it was totally new to me. At that time clubs weren’t geared up to advise their young players on how to deal

  with the press. They didn’t put them through media training courses, as they do now. The reports were very complimentary, though, and my mam and dad started collecting the cuttings for their

  scrapbooks.




  I was flying and couldn’t wait for the next match, away to Nottingham Forest. I managed to score again and, although we lost 2–1, I felt pretty good. I had scored two goals in my

  first three League matches and was sick that the season had come to an end. I wanted to keep playing. Fortunately, I had the chance to do so – for my country. I was picked for the England

  youth team’s trip to Switzerland for the mini World Cup. Other players in the squad included Glenn Hoddle, Ray Wilkins, Peter Barnes, Alan Curbishley and Steve Wicks. With so much midfield

  talent to choose from, the manager, Ken Burton, played me at centre-half. By then I was over five feet ten inches tall and felt comfortable in that role. We went through the tournament undefeated

  and beat Finland 1–0 in the final with a ‘golden goal’ scored by Ray. Winning the Cup rounded off an unbelievable season for me.




  I suppose that trip and our eventual win made me start thinking about the possibility of becoming a full England international. I also wondered what my position would be. The mini World Cup had

  gone well for me, but when I reflected on those goals for Albion I realised I could never be totally content playing anywhere except central midfield. As for the senior England team, that was

  another world. I still had to hold down a regular first-team place with West Brom and to do that I needed to convince a new manager that I was worth it.




  The new boss was Johnny Giles, the former Manchester United, Leeds United and Republic of Ireland midfield player. He arrived as player-manager and left us in no doubt that he was still

  tremendously skilful and effective as a player. His passing, with either foot, was exceptional. We had a chat and I told him I preferred to play in central midfield, but of course I realised there

  would be plenty of competition in that department, not least from the gaffer. He brought in a few new faces, including England’s World Cup hat-trick hero Geoff Hurst, and I played in a

  variety of positions that season. One match I would be centre-half, another left-back, another midfield, another on the bench. That didn’t concern me too much. I knew I still had a lot to

  learn and was happy just to be involved with the first-team squad.




  I found John Giles great to work with. As far as I was aware, so did the other players. We played five-a-side every day in training, but with the intensity of a real game. We had a lot of sit-up

  routines and finished with sprints. All the hard work had been done pre-season. We enjoyed our training and the spirit in the camp was good. John liked to take us on trips every now and then. He

  allowed us to down a few pints and encouraged us to have a sing-song. He brought in fellow Irishmen Mick Martin and Paddy Mulligan and they always made sure we were in good voice. They were real

  characters, always cracking jokes and getting up to pranks.




  The laughs were on Mick one day, though, when he turned up for training wearing a pair of white shoes. He got merciless ribbing and there was more to come. After training he tried to slip into

  his shoes but they wouldn’t move. Willie Johnston, the Scottish winger, had nailed them to the floor. That incident must have stuck in my mind because I did the same thing to Ray Wilkins when

  we were teammates at Manchester United. He left me stranded in Leeds after we’d gone together in his car and I had to get a taxi all the way back home. So I took my revenge by nailing his

  shoes to the floor at the United training ground.




  John Trewick, one of the other younger players, and I became good pals and roomed together on trips. Some of the other players at Albion when I was breaking into the first team were Len

  Cantello, Asa Hartford, Alistair Robertson, Tony Brown and Ally Brown. They were all good to this quiet lad from the North East. Len was especially helpful. He more or less took me under his wing.

  He’d invite me to join him for a pint, and ask me round to his house for a meal with him and his wife. He ‘kidnapped’ me one weekend and took me back to his home in Manchester. I

  remember going to his dad’s club, but not much else. It was Len who first told me I’d play for my country. During a match for West Brom he said to me, ‘Keep playing like this and

  one day you’ll play for England.’ I thought he was just getting carried away with the friendly bit.




  My attitude was always positive despite not having a regular first-team place that season. I got the impression that John Giles was still trying to judge me and assess where I could best serve

  the team, and I realised that playing in different positions would benefit my education in the game. The time for specialising would come.




  Optimism was growing at the club as we went through that season. After a shaky start under the new boss, we picked up, got on a roll to join the promotion chase and arrived at Oldham for our

  last match, knowing that a win would take us back to the First Division. We had a fantastic following at Boundary Park that day and, although I wasn’t in the starting line-up, I felt very

  much part of the Albion effort.




  One goal was enough to give us the result we needed and it came, appropriately, from Tony Brown. ‘Bomber’ was a goal machine. From distance or close range, he was a natural. He was a

  marvellous striker of the ball and hit some breathtaking volleys in his time. He could bend the ball, chip it, do almost anything with it. The timing of his runs into the area was uncanny and he

  was ice cool under pressure. That day he was again the right man in the right place for us. All the tension of the occasion was blown away at the final whistle. Thousands of our fans swarmed on to

  the pitch. John Giles and his team had delivered and I was confident we had the quality to hold our own in the First Division.




  My personal battle for regular first-team football continued at the start of the following season, 1976–77. I came in for the injured player-manager in a League Cup match against Liverpool

  at The Hawthorns only to be told I would have to make way for him in the League meeting away to neighbours Birmingham. For the first time I plucked up the courage to voice my disappointment and the

  following day Giles said he had changed his mind – he would be substitute. Just when I thought I was making a significant breakthrough I was struck down by a break of a very different

  kind.




  I was playing at left-back in the match against Tottenham in October when I went in to challenge Chris Jones as he lined up a shot. I nicked the ball away from him, but his boot caught me and I

  went down with a strange ache in my left leg. I tried to carry on but couldn’t and had to be carried off. We thought it was just bruised and I didn’t worry too much about it. Besides,

  we beat Spurs 4–2 to go third in the League. Over the weekend, though, the pain got worse and on the Monday I was taken to hospital for an X-ray that revealed my left leg was broken. The good

  news, they said, was that I should be playing again within weeks.




  Five weeks and many hours of muscle-building exercises later I was ready for my comeback, a reserve game against Stoke City at The Hawthorns. I was in midfield and had no worries about going in

  for a fifty-fifty tackle with Denis Smith, Stoke’s long-serving centre-half. The sudden pain left me in no doubt this time. I knew it was broken again and I also knew I had come back too

  soon.




  I decided to relieve the boredom and frustration of another lay-off by joining my dad on one of his trips, this time to Grenoble. My friend Pete Hill – Mrs Curtis’ grandson –

  came for the ride as well. I was on crutches but didn’t think that would be a problem, and the change of scenery definitely bucked me up. I was in even better spirits after we dropped off the

  load and popped into a bar in Grenoble. Later, the three of us made our way back to the cab somewhat worse for wear, and next morning we remembered little of our night out – in particular,

  where my crutches were. I’d lost them. Every time we stopped on the way back, poor old Pete had to give me a piggyback. Dad dropped us off at West Bromwich but before he left he said

  he’d have a last look around for my crutches – and found them in the back of the trailer. Pete wasn’t best pleased.
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