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About the Book

Brian Clough, arguably Britain’s greatest ever football manager, died in September 2004 at the age of 69. His passing was marked by a minute’s silence at both the Derby County and Nottingham Forest grounds and provoked a wave of tributes from across the sporting spectrum. A memorial service due to be held at Derby Cathedral had to be moved to Pride Park to accommodate the fans’ demand for tickets. This overwhelming affection and respect was fully deserved for the man who was often described as being controversial, outspoken and opinionated. His achievements in football speak for themselves: he took two lowly Midlands sides to the very top, winning two consecutive European Cups, with unfashionable Nottingham Forest, in a feat that will surely never be matched by a club of similar stature.

This special edition contains two new chapters, written shortly before he died, which offer his candid and entertaining views on club directors and chairmen and on Newcastle’s treatment of Sir Bobby Robson, as well as his scathing analysis of England’s recent performances. Cloughie also talks honestly about his battles with alcohol and the liver transplant that gave him 21 months of health and happiness.


About the Author

Brian Clough was born in 1935 and scored 251 league goals in 274 appearances for Middlesbrough and Sunderland. He began his management career at Hartlepools United in 1965, before moving on to Derby, Brighton, Leeds and Nottingham Forest. He died in Derby City Hospital on 20 September 2004.


To absent friends – those we’ve lost and miss so much
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MARTIN O’NEILL

FOREWORD

I was a 22-year-old professional footballer with Nottingham Forest as the New Year of 1975 dawned. The club, relegated from the First Division some years earlier, looked firmly entrenched in the mire and I, like a number of young players, seemed also to be slowly sinking.

Then something happened, or to be more precise, someone happened. Brian Clough walked into my life. Out of work for a few months after his 44-day tenure at Leeds, the man who had weaved his magical spell at Derby a few years earlier stepped through the gates of the City Ground, discarded his jacket and tie and donned the robes of football management once again. For the next six years of my life Clough was to wear those robes with the most imperious swagger and unique genius.

Like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, I traversed every step of that yellow brick road with this arrogant, self-assured sophist leading the way, attempting, perhaps not always successfully, to fortify my Tin Man tendencies. More importantly, he took Nottingham Forest on the most wondrous journey imaginable. Promotion followed soon. Then the First Division championship immediately and, within four and a half years of his arrival, on a balmy evening in Munich, we were crowned Champions of Europe. For good measure we repeated the feat the following year in Madrid.

Almost thirty years have passed since that youthful, self-confident demi-god roared into my full consciousness. I had what I now consider to be the peerless privilege of working with the most charismatic football manager of the twentieth century. He changed my outlook on football, possibly on life, and did the same for every other young Forest player of similar smouldering but uncertain ambition.

In those days, however, I did not always share his viewpoint especially when it concerned my footballing ability. I spent many a fruitless argument with him on this very subject. One such occurrence comes to mind. In the days when only numbers, not names, adorned the backs of football shirts and when only one substitute was allowed, I advocated a change of position in the team. I was playing much as a right-winger but felt I would be better suited to playing in a central midfield role. And I ventured into his office with this lofty opinion in mind.

‘Son, do you really think I’m going to leave Archie Gemmill out of the team just to accommodate you in the middle of the field? Let me tell you, son, our Elizabeth may be a better player than you – and I’m not even sure she’s that interested in football!’

Before I could defend myself he quickly asked: ‘Now, what number have you been wearing recently?’

‘Number seven, Boss,’ said I in reply.

‘That’s good, son, that’s very good. Now for Saturday’s game I’ll give you a choice of shirt to wear. Number seven or number twelve?’ I didn’t bother him again.

Brian Clough died recently and his passing has been a sad blow to his family, his friends and to football. I never got to tell him that he was absolutely brilliant and utterly mesmeric. But he knew that for himself.




CHAPTER 1

ANOTHER CHANCE

I couldn’t resist it. When that lovely nurse arrived at my bedside I just had to tell her: ‘Hey, it’s quarter to seven in the morning. I’m out to the world enjoying a wonderful sleep and suddenly I’m woken up by the sound of a helicopter outside the window. What’s going on?’

I was joking, pulling her leg because I hadn’t heard a thing. I was spark out, sleeping like a baby, unaware of anything, let alone the helicopter that had arrived at Newcastle’s Freeman Hospital, bringing me the rest of my life. That’s no exaggeration because it was delivering the liver for my transplant operation – my chance to live a little (hopefully a lot) longer, thanks to the kindness and compassion of somebody I will never know. It wasn’t bravado that led me to pull the nurse’s leg. It wasn’t fear and it certainly wasn’t rudeness. It was, well … just me, I suppose, and my way of dealing with a serious situation.

My wife Barbara and daughter Elizabeth had heard the helicopter, and they had wondered if it was ‘the one’. Confirmation wasn’t long in coming and Barbara was the first to be told the liver had arrived. They’d known about it for half an hour before they woke me and I was told my transplant operation was to go ahead. What did I think? I was still coming round and didn’t have time to think about anything much when they told me I was ‘going down’.

‘Right,’ I remember saying to the nurses. ‘Going down – and just you make sure I come up again!’

I’d stopped drinking several months earlier. For 2002 was the year I had to come to terms with my alcohol habit. I was really given no option. I was told that if I continued drinking then I would die. You can’t get a clearer, blunter, simpler message than that. As far as I was concerned that message was received and perfectly understood. I’d been having various treatments for some time in the expert care of Dr Jan Freeman at Derby’s Nuffield Hospital. There was damage to my liver, hardly surprising I suppose, and eventually it was decided that I should undergo tests for a possible transplant. I was up and down the A1 to Newcastle on a regular basis, and towards the end of November it was confirmed that my name would be added to the Freeman Hospital’s list as a suitable candidate.

It is important for me to stress, right here, that all the treatment I received, from the tests to the surgery itself and the aftercare, was carried out under the National Health. There was no special treatment for me and rightly so. So don’t let anybody criticise the NHS within my earshot because I have nothing but the utmost admiration and gratitude for what they have done on my behalf.

Once I was ‘listed’, it became a waiting game. At first I couldn’t understand why the doctors were obsessed with my feet, the length of my legs, my weight and just about every single measurement you could think of. Then, on one occasion, a doctor nonchalantly explained: ‘You see, we have to find a liver that fits you precisely.’ It reminded me of being a little lad again and going to Clarks and having my feet measured for a pair of Start-rite shoes.

There were no forecasts, never mind assurances, of when the operation would take place. There couldn’t be. They didn’t know when a suitable organ would be available. It could be days, weeks, months. I suppose it could have been years, but as luck would have it – hey, and I do mean extreme good luck – we got a telephone call at half past eight on Sunday evening, 12 January 2003. We were doing nothing in particular, Barbara and me, just sitting down, relaxing. But it wasn’t any ordinary Sunday evening once the caller announced: ‘Come immediately. We don’t know if the available liver is going to be the right one, but you must be here in case.’

I suppose I ought to have had some profound thought in those moments. But when you’re as thick as I am and you lead the ordinary life I was leading the first thought that entered my head was: ‘Okay, it’s got to be done – let’s get it done.’ I think the speed of it all was a big help. In the job I used to do, managing a football team, I was used to everything being instant. The playing of the game, training, picking the team, buying a new player or flogging one who couldn’t trap a ball for the life of him. I made instant decisions and that part of my life, I’m sure, cushioned the effect of the phone call that night.

Elizabeth drove, Barbara alongside her, me in the back. We didn’t talk a lot. We sucked the occasional sweetie, because I’d been told not to eat a lot on the way. It was the usual sort of car journey – bored to the arse some of the time apart from listening to a tape or two. Frank Sinatra did his bit as well as Sammy Davis and Dean Martin. Barbara insists I didn’t actually sing along with any of ’em but I like to think I did. The roads were clear at that time of night and we arrived at the Freeman, the hospital with an outstanding success rate in transplant surgery, at quarter to one in the morning. More tests. Check this, check that and, as far as I know, they possibly checked the other. That done, I was allowed to get into bed and I fell sound asleep. How could I? Never mind the situation, the circumstances, I was bloody tired. That’s just me again, although I think Barbara and Elizabeth found it hard to believe because they were wide awake all night, petrified and drinking cups of tea.

That’s how they came to hear the helicopter arriving, while I remained oblivious. After ‘going down’, as they called it, I was in the hands of surgeon Mr Derek Manan, the chap who saved my life. He is Lebanese but had moved to South Africa as a youngster. And he was absolutely excellent. Even to the extent that he had me in and out of the operating theatre in eight hours when the procedure usually takes nearer ten. Barbara and Elizabeth had booked into the Swallow Hotel and had both crashed out. Sleep must have been extremely welcome but they weren’t out for anywhere near as long as I was.

It took days for me to come out of the heavy anaesthetic, and intensive care wasn’t a restful experience. Apparently you fight it and thrash around as you gradually regain consciousness. I was surrounded by monitors that had to be checked every half an hour, sometimes every fifteen minutes: blood pressure, heart, temperature. I don’t know whether they check the brain as well, but they probably didn’t bother in my case. It would have taken too long to find it.

They tell me that one of the first things I said when I re-entered the world was: ‘How have Newcastle got on?’ Apparently they hadn’t played, I’d got the wrong night. So I asked about my son Nigel’s team, Burton Albion. Eating was very difficult at first. I would often tell Barbara I couldn’t eat a thing, certainly not a full meal but I did drink a lot, of course. And I baffled the staff with my first request for something to eat – an apple sandwich. They’d never heard of it. Not my fault – to me an apple sandwich was perfectly normal. My mam used to make them for me as a kid in Middlesbrough. Jan Freeman got to hear about my request – he must have had a phone call from Newcastle with words to the effect: ‘We’ve got a right queer bugger up here!’

It was Dr Freeman – funny that he has the same name as the hospital – who recommended that I went to Newcastle for my original tests. He sent me to see Dr Chris Record, the man he’d trained under, and assured me I was going to the best place and would be in the best hands. He was right.

Hospitals are wonderful places when you need them but you have to break the ice from time to time. Again, I couldn’t resist when Mr Manan came to see me a few days after my op and asked if I had any problems, any pain. ‘No pain. No pain at all,’ I told him, ‘but I do have one problem.’

‘And what might that be?’

‘I’m worried about the size of this place, whether this hospital is big enough to keep you and me inside it. I’m talking about the size of our heads. I thought I’d got the biggest head around until I met you.’ I was joking, of course. It wasn’t a big head in his case, it was the aura of a man in charge, the top man, the expert, a man who saves and extends lives and carries the air of someone extremely special. He laughed at my big-head crack and that broke the ice with him. Enough for me to feel free to put him right about his hobby. He had shoulders on him like a scrum-half, but when I asked him what sport he played he turned out to be a golfer.

‘Any good?’ I asked.

‘Not bad, I’m off fifteen.’

‘What’s your weakness?’

‘My short game, chipping to the green.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’ll tell you what you’re doing for a start.’

‘You don’t know what I do. You’ve never seen me play golf.’

‘Maybe not but I bet you’re never up. I bet you nearly always leave the ball short of the hole.’

He smiled, probably baffled by such a conversation so soon after such an operation but asked if I could offer any advice.

 ‘Never up, never in – and that applies to a lot of things in life,’ I said. ‘It’s the better of two evils because at least if you go past it you give it a chance of going in. No chance if you’re short. You’re frightened, that’s your trouble for a start.’

I then had to confess that golf was the only game I couldn’t play! But I’d spent many an hour having it explained to me by Ken Smales, the club secretary at Nottingham Forest, who was a fanatic and had a handicap of four. I told Mr Manan that he probably lifted his head. He asked when it was okay to move it and I said: ‘When you hear the ball drop in the hole – now that’s a good golfer.’ I think he was more interested in talking about golf than about my new liver, but I didn’t advise him about surgery – wouldn’t dare – although before my operation I did tell him not to make a mess!

Eventually I was moved from intensive care to a high dependency ward where they became obsessed with getting me out of bed. Within a couple of weeks they said they were going to introduce me to the gym. ‘Mr Clough,’ announced the woman in a tracksuit, ‘we’ll be with you at 10.30 in the morning.’

‘Er … that’s a bit early for me, pet. I’m usually just coming round at half past ten.’ But she wanted me there before it was too busy, so 10.30 was agreed. Some gym. They had more equipment than you see at the Olympic Games. And get this – the first thing she said to me was: ‘We’ll start you off on the bars.’ Now some might say it was bars that got me into that hospital in the first place, visiting too many of them. She meant wall bars, of course, but I wasn’t having them either: ‘Hey, just a minute, cut it out darlin’. I haven’t been on the bars for years. I’m not going on any bars.’

But I did get on the bike and I did some walking. The hardest thing was turning round without going dizzy. I’m used to turning as often as a ballet dancer but I was sweating by the time they had me back in the wheelchair, I can tell you. They take you everywhere in a wheelchair, another blood test, another check for this and for that. There was a lovely occasion when a porter was pushing me along a corridor where there were huge displays of Newcastle United pictures – the fans in their black and white shirts, mouths open yelling for their team. Superb pictures, intense faces – you could almost hear the roar of the St James’ crowd.

I half-turned to the porter and said: ‘My, but you’re having a great time up here these days – never had it so good.’ The wheelchair came to such an abrupt halt that I was nearly catapulted to the end of the corridor. I had to grab the arms. I thought he’d tripped or hit something. ‘What’s the matter with you?’

‘Not all of us support Newcastle. Some of us just happen to be Sunderland supporters,’ he said. And started pushing again, a wee bit quicker than he pushed before.

‘Well, don’t lose your temper with me,’ I said. ‘I gave my time to Sunderland, scored a goal or two, and my two sons were born there.’

‘Oh,’ he said, ‘right.’ And he slowed down.

Mr Manan reminded me of myself when I was in my pomp. Hey, I’m not putting myself in the same bracket as a man with his incredible knowledge and skills, but I’m talking about that aura and the knowledge that you’re good at what you do. A journalist asked me many years ago how I rated myself among managers. Trying to avoid my natural conceit I told him: ‘Well, possibly among the top three.’

‘Where would you put yourself in the top three?’

‘Actually,’ I said, ‘I was kidding you. I put myself at the top. Number One.’

He laughed. He thought I was joking but I was serious. Manan doesn’t need anybody to tell him he’s the best. He knows all right but there’s nothing wrong with a bit of banter and leg-pulling between patient and surgeon, is there? He’d delayed a lecturing tour to carry out my operation and was off soon afterwards.

‘Where to?’ I asked him.

‘Hong Kong is one of the places. And China.’

‘Oh, good,’ I said. ‘A walk along the Great Wall will do you good.’

People in the hospital told me it was normally six weeks before you were allowed out following a transplant. I was out in just over three weeks – not home to Derby but to stay locally within easy distance of the hospital, where I was back and forth for a while. Hospitals are amazing places, employing wonderful people, but there comes a time when you need to get out. I can honestly say that after the first three or four days, once they removed the tubes, I have had no discomfort or pain whatsoever. George Best and I have even more in common, now. We could both play football a little bit in our different ways and we both drank too much for our own good. And we both had liver transplants. I hope he had as little discomfort as I’ve had. I presume he does have a similar scar. Imagine the Mercedes trademark or insignia – take the surrounding circle away and that’s what my front looks like. The Mercedes car is my favourite and the scar’s a beauty.

The first one hundred days after an operation like mine are critical. If the liver is not going to take satisfactorily, if the body is going to reject, then they say it is likely to happen within those first one hundred days. I never gave it a thought – honest. In fact I’d forgotten about it until John Sadler and his wife Jo came to see me at home on the last of those one hundred days. St George’s Day, strangely enough. They had obviously been worrying about it more than I had. Still, it was good to know the time had passed without a problem, but I took the view that if you can’t complain about something it must be going all right. I just assumed everything would be all right because I had been having regular blood tests and was in the best possible hands. What does concern you are the feelings of those around you. I spent all day telling my family not to worry.

I knew I was always going to take to my new liver after the price somebody paid in order to give me a longer life, because I hate the word rejection. After all, I’ve experienced it. I still blaze at the memory of my rejection by the Football Association when they had the chance to make me the England manager back in 1977. I was the best man for the job they gave to Ron Greenwood, but they rejected me. I don’t think they bothered to listen to what I had to say but I’m convinced to this day that I could have given the England team a new lease of life. I’m not making comparisons here. I’m not making light of my operation and what it means but rejection of the liver never crossed my mind. That’s why, possibly, I forgot about the one hundred days. I wanted to live and act as normally as possible, because that was the best way of making sure I did the only thing I could to allow my body to readjust.

That precious new organ, that fresh lease of life that had been granted to me by the misfortune of somebody else, was not going to be rejected if I could help it. Rejection is an awful word as far as I’m concerned because it represents being dismissed, disregarded, ignored without a chance to fulfil a purpose. My rejection by the FA is one of my great regrets in life although I doubt it’s one of theirs. But to think they’ve had to go outside this country to find somebody they regard as capable of doing the job that would have been perfect for me twenty-odd years ago. Such is life.

The biggest boost you get after an experience such as I’ve just endured is walking through your own front door. It’s wonderful to sit in your own home and flick the telly on or not to flick it on but just sit in silence because hospitals are busy and often noisy places; to have your family around you in familiar surroundings; to see the grandchildren and feel them clasp their arms around you.

Drink is not an issue any more, of course. I haven’t touched alcohol for well over a year and although I suppose I will often be faced with temptation it is simply no longer an option. Even I am not daft enough to believe it is or crazy enough to risk undoing all the good that has been carried out on my behalf by people I will never be able to thank adequately. And some splendid things have happened to me within a few months of returning home. Later on that St George’s Day, that hundredth day, our Nigel asked me to go with him on a scouting trip, looking for players to improve his Burton side and their prospects for next season. Aye, I was flattered and I know it might sound odd coming from an arrogant braggart like me but it made me nervous. More nervous than either of the European Cup finals I was involved in with Nottingham Forest.

And then at the beginning of May there was the honour of being awarded the Freedom of Derby – the first person, I’m told, to be similarly honoured by both Nottingham and Derby. What a day! A vintage Rolls-Royce took me around town, and I planted an oak tree and revisited the old Baseball Ground, which I was surprised to see had survived almost untouched. Then I went on to Pride Park where Derby were playing Ipswich in their final league game of the season. I was given a standing ovation from more than 30,000 people which lasted for five minutes. It was moving but I found it a wee bit embarrassing as well. Even the Ipswich fans joined in. Perhaps they remembered that it was at their place, Portman Road, on 8 May 1993 that I figured in my final league match before I retired from management. The last time the green sweatshirt that became my trademark appeared on the touchline.

I have to accept that my excessive drinking caused the need for my transplant, even though there are people who need a similar operation despite never having touched a drop. I’m not fool enough to believe my problem was not self-inflicted. I have false teeth these days and wish I’d cleaned my own teeth more when I was ten and ate fewer sweets. But my dad was the manager of a sweet factory. It’s inevitable that you look back in life and wish for this or that. Kids with spots wish they’d washed their faces more often. And, yes, I wish I hadn’t drunk so much. I was talking to a couple of patients in Newcastle one day and both of them stressed that they’d never touched alcohol in their lives. ‘That’s okay,’ I told them, ‘I drank enough for the three of us.’

What I’m left with is a profound feeling that goes so much further than the word gratitude. I am a lucky man – an extremely lucky and appreciative man. To the family, apparently somewhere in Ireland, who donated my new liver I send my love and it goes without saying that if ever there is anything I can do for them …

I don’t even know their names because that’s the way it has to be in these cases. But if they know me at all they will be aware that if their loved one’s liver was to go anywhere, then it could not have been donated to anyone who would have appreciated it more than I do.

My gratitude goes to Mr Manan, Dr Record, Dr Freeman, the National Health Service, the entire nursing staff up in Newcastle and to the hundreds of people who sent their messages of support and good wishes. Up there on Tyneside they couldn’t have been kinder to me if I’d been their own father, son, brother or uncle. In fact I think they were kinder to me than they are to one of their own.

But I still missed home. I missed sleeping in my own bed. I missed Barbara’s company around the place and the family calling whenever they wanted. I wanted to be back there and for it to be spring again. Funny, but having got home at last and sat in my usual place in my lounge I started thinking. I thought back to exactly a year earlier when I was sitting in precisely the same place, preparing the beginning of this book and many of those thoughts are still appropriate. Go on, it’s fascinating to look back …




CHAPTER 2


STILL STANDING 

The snowdrops were gorgeous again this year, tiny, white and pure, ages old but always new and fresh and reassuring with their welcome message that another winter is on its way out and another spring only just around the corner. Then there were the crocuses, and the daffs – my but it’s good to be alive!

I saw them all this year and hope to see them for a few years to come although I know there are a lot of people out there with the impression that I’ve been pushing them up along with the daisies since before the millennium. I thought it was about time I let people know that Old Big’ead is still alive and kicking. In the words of that rousing Elton John song ‘I’m Still Standing’ – not as steadily as I used to because the old knees are not clever but I’m certainly not falling over, contrary to what you might have heard.

Aye, they used to say I could walk on water when I was in my pomp as a manager and I like to think there were days when I could walk the River Trent from one bank to the other! Those were the days – winning matches, breaking records, winning the championship and lifting that lovely big European Cup, not just the one season but retaining it the season after. That’s why I relish the sights and sounds of another approaching springtime. Time to reflect on the magic of it all and to remind myself that I made a little contribution here and there to improve the lives of others, if only for a moment or two.

I wish the career hadn’t ended the way it did. Oh, how I wish that! Not every hour or every day but never a week goes by without me regretting that final season, 1992–93. It was the very first season of the exciting new English Premiership and I took Nottingham Forest to the bottom and relegation. Walk on water? I know most people out there will be saying that instead of walking on it I should have taken more of it with my drinks. They are absolutely right.

I ended my first book in 1994 by saying I would tackle my drinking habit the way I have tackled all obstacles and challenges in my life – head on and with determination to take control and overcome it. Well, I have tried, and I’m still trying.

I don’t watch as much football as I used to because the hype and hysteria that surround every televised match in order to make it sound like a World Cup final drive me potty, but I do admire genuine quality – Alex Ferguson’s achievements with Manchester United, for instance, and Arsene Wenger at Arsenal even though he should be ashamed of their past disciplinary record. Some forty red cards in his first five years or so at Highbury? For heaven’s sake, didn’t he know how to impose decent standards of behaviour on a team? If he had, their talent would have shown through even more.

I admire the way Gerard Houllier transformed Liverpool and won a treble. I was relieved to see him out and about again after his heart problem and I hope he takes good care of himself. I like the look of David O’Leary and the way he went about creating a talented team at Leeds. He’s inclined to moan a bit about absentees but to reach the semi-finals of the Champions League the season he had two players spending much of their time in court trying to make sure they weren’t sent to jail – hey, that was some achievement in itself. I still can’t believe Leeds sacked him – their reported reasons sounded more like excuses to me.

I have no difficulty in acknowledging the ability of other managers – even Sven-Goran Eriksson although I would have preferred one of our own to be in charge of the England team.

When I look at men like these I know I used to be as good as them, if not better, and I sometimes do think to myself, ‘I pissed it all up against a wall.’ I wasted it to some extent by retiring at the time and in the way I did. I know in my heart of hearts that if I’d been properly sound, physically and mentally, I could have been persuaded to carry on for another couple of seasons. It goes without saying that I would have won something in the process.

But it wasn’t possible. While Muhammad Ali committed the cardinal sin of staying in boxing too long, taking one or two fights too many, I dropped my biggest clanger by getting into drink. On reflection, I’m sure the drink clouded my judgement during that final, fateful season in management. If I had not been drinking, if I’d been fully alert and clear-headed throughout, I’m convinced Forest would not have been relegated although I don’t believe that was the one and only reason.

Finishing bottom absolutely devastated me. I couldn’t face anybody I had respect for. I couldn’t face the thought that I had finished rock bottom of the table, that my team had been chucked out of the Premiership, first time of asking, because our results weren’t good enough. It still hurts. I didn’t get over it in the immediate months after it happened and I still haven’t got over it. I never will. I can shut it out of my mind occasionally but that nagging bloody reminder is always there ready to whisper in my head, ‘You finished bottom of the table.’ Well, I don’t want to be remembered as a failure. I don’t want to be remembered for getting relegated and I certainly don’t want to be remembered just as a drinker because I think I’m entitled to a place a bit higher up the ladder than that. Aren’t I? Just a little bit?

What caused that awful last season of my management career? Pride, possibly. Conceit. In the end, the inability to manage a football club. I’ve had time, lots of time, to reflect and I knew the booze was affecting me. I was spending time drinking when I should have been spending time thinking and working, at the club and away from the place. It was bound to take over, inevitable. If you eat, smoke, jog, hoover, collect antiques, drink … if you do anything to excess, something has to suffer somewhere. In my case, it was my body and my mind. I missed out on time, concentration, calculated decision-making. I possibly started looking for excuses. I lost the way. I was dogmatic and didn’t listen to people. Mind you, I wasn’t exactly surrounded by people who were prepared to say, ‘Gaffer, you’re wrong!’ I had Ronnie Fenton and Alan Hill alongside me with Liam O’Kane as the coach. I’m not blaming them for failing to pull me up short. We operated in a certain way and had done for years, with me as the little dictator who always made the decisions and nobody could sway me.

My lovely wife Barbara – my God, how has she put up with me for forty-odd years? – was the one who did tell me I was getting things wrong in that final season but I would just shrug and say, ‘Don’t you start talking to me about football. You’ve got no idea. You don’t even like the game.’

I don’t know anybody in a responsible position, or your average working man, who doesn’t have a drink, but I was drinking far in excess of what I should have been. I had become dependent. I couldn’t win a match yet nobody believed we would go down. People were saying Forest were too good to be relegated. That’s the oldest, most familiar but blatantly misleading phrase in football. I knew it every time I glanced at the league table – Forest were bottom. I had all the necessary proof right there in front of my eyes but I went into a kind of hole. It’s not easy to describe now. I was looking for an escape because I could feel everything bearing down on me. I tried, or thought I tried, everything – the complete alphabet of remedies from A to Z. In the end, I didn’t know what to do. The strain of that relegation season took its toll and I’m forced to say that drink advanced and contributed to it. I had done everything and yet it achieved nothing. Drink provided an escape and I wanted to escape completely. I wanted to get out.

I know now my judgement was impaired when I allowed Hill and Fenton to convince me of the ability of a young centre-half, Carl Tiler. I paid £1.5 million to Barnsley for him and I continued to play him in the side not only to justify the money I’d shelled out but because my pride seemed to be at stake as well. In the years before, given the way he was playing, poor lad, I’d have dropped him. I should have dropped him but here I was, the manager who left Martin O’Neill and Archie Gemmill out of the European Cup final when they both swore blind they were fit, sticking by a lad who I now believe was not right for the job I expected him to do.

I’m not blaming Carl Tiler for the fact that Forest went down; that would be cruel and wrong. I’m blaming myself because if I’d been totally with it I wouldn’t have signed him. If I hadn’t been boozing to excess already, Carl Tiler might have driven me to it. But I was worse than I thought I was. I suppose that can be said of all drinkers. I started missing things on the field. I was the one who used to take the piss out of managers who sat in the directors’ box scribbling notes. What the hell were they scribbling? I was the one who used to brag that I never missed a thing and would leave players aghast, asking, ‘How on earth do you remember that, Gaffer?’ I remembered the lot. I remembered when they spat, when they kicked the ball away, when they didn’t get back to defend, every single time they conceded the ball to the opposition – nothing escaped my attention. But in that last season, several things escaped me.

There was another particular blind spot – I fell out with Alan Hill, totally. I’m not in touch with him even now. He wanted me to play Steve Stone, who was eventually sold to Aston Villa and briefly made the England team, I seem to remember. Hill couldn’t, daren’t, insist that I put Stone in the side but he kept on suggesting it. I was loyal to Gary Crosby, Bing we called him, on the right wing. He played with such enormous courage and I suppose I remained loyal because I knew that only courageous players would get us out of trouble. Young Stone had had terrible bad luck with injuries, two broken legs, so I ignored Hill’s well-intended advice. I was wrong. I should have listened. I persevered with Crosby for too long.

So I was stubborn on the one hand and made a beginner’s error on the other – taking the word of my staff in the case of Tiler and signing him without personally watching him play. Had I gone to watch him, I’d have twigged immediately. He was over six feet tall but, despite this, I don’t think he was strong enough in the air. He just wasn’t the man Forest needed at that time.

I didn’t drink in front of the players at the ground, but I did know I was drinking too much, drinking excessively. It was the same when I was on holiday in Cala Millor, Majorca – a favourite spot of mine and my family, and of my Derby and Forest teams for years. I’ll give you an example, an occasion when I was there with the Forest players on a short break at the end of the season. The players were off doing their own thing and I ended up in a little bar with a group of colleagues and friends – a place we have since affectionately referred to as ‘Cosy Corner’. I drank whatever I drank; whether it was ten, fifteen, twenty, the number is immaterial – a few beers, champagne, who’s counting?

We didn’t move for a few hours and then, after a wander on the beach, I went back to the hotel for a sleep. When I woke up that evening, I fancied a drink. That’s the drinker’s drink, when you’ve been on spirits and probably been snoring and you need something to clear the throat. A beer usually did the trick. It was typical to meet up with my colleagues before having a bite to eat. I had a drink on everybody’s round but I didn’t mix them – it was wine, beer or vodka. Then it was dinner and a glass or two of wine, and a couple of liqueurs. After that I’d get off to bed. Of course it was too much, but I was off duty for heaven’s sake. I was winding down on a well-deserved break in the sunshine.

Sometimes when I went to bed I would mull over the day and instead of counting sheep I’d count the drinks I’d had. If I’d had six drinks with somebody I’d call it five. If I’d had eight glasses of wine it was six, three Grand Marniers became two. I knew I hadn’t had any coffee because I wasn’t keen on it. It’s a stimulant and keeps me awake and I had a saying that ‘I go to bed already asleep’. So I kidded myself about the numbers, like all drinkers do, like all cigarette smokers do. But if you have five drinks before lunch, a few more with the meal, a couple of beers when you wake up at teatime and on to the wine later, that’s when you realise you’re drinking too much, whether you choose to admit it or not.

When I was a smoker thirty-odd years ago, there were two occasions when I longed for a fag – when I was having a drink and when I saw a woman with her legs crossed smoking a cigarette, like the female stars in the old films. I might be wrong in thinking that Marilyn Monroe was one of those stars but I’m prepared to be wrong. Something turned me on when I watched them blowing the smoke from the sides of their mouths as they spoke – still does. I can see Marilyn doing it right now. Isn’t the imagination a wonderful thing?

There are two legitimate reasons for drinking, it seems to me – celebration and pressure of work. I have always remembered, and generally carried out, what dear old Joe Mercer told me in the middle of my time as manager at Derby.

‘Go and enjoy yourself – pour yourself a drink,’ he told me after my team had beaten his.

‘But I don’t drink. Sometimes an occasional milk stout.’

‘Enjoy yourself,’ Joe insisted. ‘Listen, you lose too many times in this game not to celebrate when you win.’

I took him too literally in the long run. I ended up drinking more than I could have justified if I’d won every trophy available in every season of my career. It was even easier to drink when you’d lost. Having drunk for joy, I had no bother boozing in sorrow. So there are the two totally opposite reasons – euphoria and the depths of despair.

I had a third reason, or excuse – flying. I hated bloody flying; it scared me stiff. The last time I checked I still hadn’t sprouted feathers and as far as I’m concerned if you don’t have wings and a full plumage you’re not equipped to travel with your arse thousands of feet above the ground. I’ve stopped an aeroplane on the runway in my time. I sensed something dodgy; I wasn’t happy at all, so I took my entire team off the darned thing. We got on the coach and drove back to Nottingham when we should have been travelling to the Far East! Flying was only acceptable to me as long as there were a couple of bottles of champagne to go with it. I suppose it was flying that gave me the taste. Well, it’s as good an excuse as any.

So drink was part of my working environment for most of my time in management except at Hartlepools – we couldn’t afford a glass of milk there. It was readily available and free for the most part, but it was never a problem for me until that awful final season when it was all going wrong and partly because of me. I misread the situation because I wasn’t in the best condition to judge. I had been one of the best judges of a player and of teams but in that final year I deteriorated.

There were fewer reasons to drink once I’d retired but I didn’t stop although my drinking didn’t get any worse. Excessive drinking causes problems – that goes without saying – not so much for the one doing it but for those around them. All of my family wanted me to stop the habit. In fact, after I retired there was a time when my sons Nigel and Simon virtually disowned me. I knew what was happening but I couldn’t manage that situation, either. I wasn’t prepared or able to acknowledge the problem and face it. I wasn’t prepared to concede and come to terms with the fact that I was harming other people’s lives. Instead, I latched on to all the reasons why there was no reason for me to stop even though I recognised that I was drinking too much. Barbara reached the stage where she wouldn’t go to Cala Millor for our usual holidays. Being a typical Spanish resort, it seemed as if every other building was a bar. Availability is essential to people who want to drink.

Availability became less when I was at home and retired, of course. Barbara didn’t like me drinking in the house but I didn’t reach the stage of hiding it in the garage, up a tree or under the lawn. If I needed it, I went to the shop and bought it. It upset my family – Barbara, my daughter Elizabeth, my sons and their wives. Even Stephen, the eldest of my five grandchildren, seemed to be aware that all was not well.

When I say that Simon and our Nige disowned me it was a kind of cooling of the wonderful, natural relationship we had always enjoyed. It’s a good sign when your sons want to be with you. I know sons who don’t particularly want to be around their fathers. Well, my sons wanted to be with me. I took them everywhere. I could always talk to them about what I was interested in and it never seemed to bore them. They were sufficiently educated and talented to enjoy our conversations to the full. Their mum brought them up well and I had so much in common with my kids. I suppose it says a lot for them and for our relationship that they were able to make their disapproval of my drinking so clear, and so starkly that they refused to talk to me until I was making an obvious effort to leave the stuff alone.

Even though I had no more direct involvement with football, and despite Barbara being seriously upset and my kids not really wanting to know me, I continued to drink and, surprising as it might sound, to enjoy it. Drink became more important to me than the anguish I was creating for those I loved most.

Eventually, I found there were times when the situation became uncomfortable. I remember Stephen, the one I nicknamed Jackie Coogan as a baby, saying to me, ‘You’re not having a drink, Granddad, are you?’ Something had to be done.

I didn’t take specialist advice but I did stop boozing from time to time. I regained full control. I proved I could do without it for a while. I’ve stopped drinking on countless occasions, sometimes for days, sometimes weeks, often months. I once went without a drop for more than a year although I did feel particularly weak and vulnerable over the Christmas and New Year period. I used to love a glass of champagne or red wine with my turkey.

I’ve had spells in hospital and owe particular gratitude to Dr Jan Freeman. He’s not a ‘drink’ man but I’ve seen him on many occasions for my general physical health and he has tried to keep an eye on the drink levels as well, in the process. I had to stop driving a couple of years or so ago. A busted right knee ended my playing career prematurely and the left one was badly weakened by the strain it took from me trying to protect the other. I stopped driving not because of drink but because of the knees and the various medications I had to take. High blood pressure, for instance, was always something I had to be wary of.

Over the course of several months, I was in the Nuffield Hospital in Derby three times for three separate operations – on a finger, my knee and to have all my teeth whipped out. Because of tablets I was taking to thin my blood, operations were doubly difficult and Jan Freeman warned me.

‘I’m not treating you if you’re drinking because I would be wasting my time,’ he said. ‘Watch your drinking in the Nuffield.’

‘What? It’s like bloody Alcatraz in there. Every time you sneeze the door opens and a nurse pops her head in.’

‘Don’t laugh. I mean it. Don’t try to sneak it in.’

‘How the hell can anybody sneak booze into the Nuffield?’

‘The last one I caught,’ said Jan, ‘smuggled it in his toothpaste tube. He’d filled it with whisky!’

It was during those visits to hospital that the rumours started to fly. After the operation on my knee I was in a wheelchair for a while. People saw me being pushed around (the first time Cloughie’s ever been pushed around) often by Elizabeth. I progressed from the wheelchair to crutches and then to a walking stick – all the genuine consequences of surgery to my knee. However, in some quarters I was either at death’s door in hospital ‘fighting for his life’ or facing the remainder of my days as a cripple who couldn’t walk unaided – and all because of the dreaded drink!

These recollections help to remind me, if any reminder is necessary, that I must keep off the alcohol. I recognise now that in the past I have not been able to control it. I don’t know what normal is in a drinking sense. A normal drinker maybe has two or three glasses of wine a week. If I thought I could control it, if I thought I could do that, I would. I remember Jan doing a routine heart check on me, testing my blood pressure and saying, ‘The next time you fancy a drink, have a Mars bar.’

‘Blow me, I’m already as fat as a pig,’ I responded. ‘I’ve got the start of a beer belly and if I had a Mars bar every time I fancied a drink, I’d snuff it from a heart attack within a week.’

Reflecting on the periods when I was drinking excessively, I must admit there were bad times. On the other hand, I also have to say that drink, a little drink here and there, is associated with some of the best feelings of my life. I was with my closest family, Barbara, Simon, Nigel, Elizabeth and my mum and dad, on holiday in the Scilly Isles in 1972 when I heard that Wolves had beaten Don Revie’s Leeds at Molineux. My Derby team, having already completed the season, were confirmed as league champions. If that wasn’t a good enough reason to crack open a bottle of champagne or six then I can’t think of one – unless, of course, it’s winning a European Cup with Nottingham Forest in successive seasons. Aye, Sir Alex still has a little way to go if he wants to do what Old Big’ead did!

You never know exactly when the drink problem sets in. Nobody can really put a finger on the precise moment. I could say to you that I only ever remember being drunk twice and you will say, ‘The countless times you were most pissed you won’t remember anyway.’ Barbara says she can tell when I’ve had one drink and I’m sure she’s right – despite the fact that when she used to think I’d had one I’d maybe had a dozen.

Drinking is a social thing. Ask for a scotch among friends and it’s rarely measured. Only an optic in a pub guarantees you a minimum quantity – unless the bloody landlord’s watered it down. I had booze sent to me from all over the place in huge quantities because I was successful, no other reason. I won so much champagne for being manager of the month that I think it almost dried up in France. If I’m not careful I’ll be blaming somebody else; I’ll be saying it wasn’t my fault that I became a boozer, it was because of all those buggers who kept sending it to me. A drinker can always spot an excuse, remember.

I hate the word ‘alcoholic’. For a start, I don’t really know what it means or what qualifications you need to be one. I suppose the dictionary will say it’s somebody who drinks to excess but ‘excess’ to a teetotaller is half a shandy. If he has one every week, he’s an alcoholic. It’s hard to define reasonably and sensibly. My eldest brother Joe, the head of the family, wouldn’t have missed his Friday night out in Middlesbrough if somebody had stuck a fully armed tank between him and the entrance to the working men’s club. He went to see his mates, for company, a hand or two of dominoes and a pint or two. That’s the working man’s vice, if there is such a thing – Friday night with a glass in his hand. If you didn’t go to the club on a Friday in Middlesbrough, your mates would be round first thing Saturday morning to see what was wrong. You must be ill or dead. So his Friday night was a ritual for our Joe, a habit, regular as clockwork. He loves his pint but you wouldn’t call him an alcoholic.

I object to clever buggers who are quick to brand somebody an alcoholic. The word and its inference annoyed me even before I drank. I detest the way it sticks. George Best, for instance, is for ever referred to as an alcoholic when our regard for him should be based on that handsome, athletic young man who thrilled millions of people with a talent that was as rich and vast as any we are likely to see. Besty has drunk too much. He knows it and doesn’t need anybody to tell him. The last thing he needs is to have that word chucked in his face every morning when he opens his eyes. I have the greatest admiration for the way he has tackled the problem with some extreme measures, judging by what I’ve read. I don’t know whether he ever visited Alcoholics Anonymous but I suspect he didn’t last long if he tried. What that organisation does is admirable, incredible. They have helped so many, restored them to the straight and narrow and a good and decent life. I haven’t been in touch because I’ve never felt the need, and because although I have no trouble with the word alcohol I think I might struggle with anonymous!

I did have a spell in a clinic once, in the recovery rooms of the Dove clinic in Derby. I don’t know how long I was supposed to stay there, lying in bed with two drips attached to me, needing to ring a bell to attract somebody to help me to the toilet. I got so sick of it that I tried to make it on my own, dragging the drip with me, and didn’t quite make it. I still shudder at the embarrassment. So I walked out after three days and they reported me.

‘You can’t stop me walking out of here,’ I said.

‘We can. We will have to phone Dr Freeman.’

‘I don’t give a shit who you phone,’ I said. ‘Have I punched anybody in the eye? Have I broken any house rules? Have I pinched anything? If I haven’t done any of those things, you can’t stop me walking through those doors.’

They got a bit shirty and eventually a doctor breezed in and asked me what was wrong.

‘These walls are driving me round the bend,’ I told him. ‘First of all, the room’s too small. Every time I open my eyes I’m having to look at that bloody wallpaper and it’s sending me crackers. I’ve got to get out.’

And I did get out. I used a wheelchair, and I persuaded the family into a trip to Spain, wheelchair and all. That damned wheelchair! Can you imagine me having to rely on somebody pushing me around in a grown-up’s pram? I swear the first thing I did each morning was give that chair a hefty kick, despite the iffy knees.

Nothing could have prepared me for the way it all ended at the City Ground, my eighteen years as gaffer at Nottingham Forest and forty-one years in professional football. The beginning of the end, in April 1993, was triggered by a story in the Sunday People newspaper. It was based on allegations from a Forest director, Chris Wootton, claiming there had been a plot to get me fired. He threw in allegations about my drinking, with suggestions that I had been legless well before lunchtime. Although I had discussed retirement with my family, I wasn’t planning any immediate announcement. It all became rushed and frantic and badly handled in the wake of Wootton’s piece. Wootton was immediately suspended by the club, but chairman Fred Reacher blurted out my retirement plan weeks before we intended. It all became a mess.

Wootton wouldn’t have had his name in the paper unless it was associated with me. As far as I was concerned, he had wheedled his way into the football club. How dare he come into my company and my domain? How dare such a man believe he was entitled to share the adulation? Having once bought me a shotgun, he can thank his lucky stars that I didn’t turn it on him at that time. Here was a man, a builder I think, who suddenly found himself sitting in the directors’ box on a Saturday, watching football, able to drink and eat the excellent food and have access to the ground all week long and be able to talk to the manager who had been there fifteen years before he ever came on the scene – he should have gone to church not once a week but 365 days of the year to offer thanks for the privilege. But he chose to attack me instead. And you know what? After serving his three-month suspension from the club he was re-elected to the board. I remember watching on television and seeing their faces, Wootton and Reacher and the others, after the meeting. Nottingham Forest may have a stand named after me and a bust of me as you walk into the ground but when I look at them today, so far below the status they achieved in my time, I confess to thinking that they finished up with the kind of club they deserved the day they re-elected Wootton to the board.

I have to admit, here and now, that drink has had an adverse effect on my health. Drink took me over to a certain extent. I was sixty-eight on the first day of spring, enjoying the spectacle of the snowdrops. I still get up every morning, I’m still belligerent, I don’t get headaches, I’ve got a home although I don’t like the one we have now, in Darley Abbey, nearly as much as the big one a couple of miles away in Quarndon that we sold a few years ago. I’ve also retained what bit of money I earned.

Yes, there have been times over recent years when I’ve drunk to my own detriment and it has impaired my judgement and worried my family. Jimmy Greaves has long since packed in the drink altogether. The greatest goalscorer of his time is among those who have made the greatest comebacks from the drink. Nobody admires what Jimmy has achieved more than I do – setting about a completely fresh start to his life, leaving the bottle alone completely and achieving it in spectacular fashion. Fantastic!

I have to draw my inspiration from Jimmy. I have to do the same. I now know I must never touch alcohol again. It is no longer a matter of choice for me.

People shouldn’t worry about me. They say drinkers have to stop like Jimmy Greaves has done and like Tony Adams has done and like so many hundreds of others have done. Never another drop shall pass their lips. Apparently, that’s the only way. I have to join their ranks, to become one of them. I’m not being flippant here, but people didn’t think Derby County could win the championship in 1972. People certainly didn’t think Nottingham Forest would win the European Cup twice on the trot. It’s not the same thing, I know, but you can draw a parallel. I’m dealing with my drinking problem and I do have a reputation for getting things done. Some people might claim I’m kidding myself. I hope I’m not.




CHAPTER 3


IF ONLY I COULD HAVE BEEN THE GREATEST 

I’d have loved to be Muhammad Ali – that big, that quick, that fit, that talented, that famous. The word ‘hero’ means different things to different people. As a child your heroes are invariably people you haven’t met. The first hero of mine, strange as it may seem, was Barnes Wallis, the bloke who invented the bouncing bomb, which helped to beat the Germans in the Second World War. To me, as a ten-year-old when the war ended, that name had a mystique and a magic about it. I knew about him and how important he was to our country long before they made the film ‘The Dam Busters’.

To a kid, heroes were people we listened to on the wireless or, later, saw on television, which didn’t apply in my case anyway. They were made of dreams and the dreams became your friends. Nobody likes to have bad dreams so you went to sleep thinking of things that made you smile or made you proud. I was luckier than most because I met my first and main sporting hero, Wilf Mannion. Just the mention of the name makes me glow and feel envious of what he was. Wilf died a couple of years ago at the grand age of eighty-one. He was never truly rewarded for the extraordinary talent that brought so much pleasure, admiration, excitement and awe to so many people.
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