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‘You don’t win silver. You lose gold’


NIKE ADVERT




 





‘Part of me suspects that I’m a loser, and the other part of me thinks I’m God Almighty’


JOHN LENNON
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Introduction





Why do the British love losers? In fact, not only love them, but celebrate them, reward them, garland them with prizes, and write books about them? Even the wars and battles we have lost somehow end up being celebrated, often more than our great victories.


Relentless victory is boring. Life is much more fun if you don’t know who’s going to win. (Of course, if you support certain football teams – Scotland for example – you usually do know who’s going to win. The other side.)


To the untrained eye, some of the losers in this book look very much like winners. They had all the trappings of success. But they missed out on their life’s ambition, or made just one fatal error – the cock-up that everyone remembers. It might seem unfair that so many of those we denounce as ‘losers’ were or are far more successful than most of us will ever be – talented and dedicated individuals, almost at the peak of their profession, or with a string of victories to their name.


But if these stories tell us anything, it’s that life isn’t fair. Stuff (a.k.a. ‘shit’) happens. And let’s face it, we’re all losers at some point or other in our lives. Everyone, great or small, is capable of turning glorious victory into embarrassing defeat. In this book I celebrate some of our nation’s best and noblest failures. Naturally, I have also taken the opportunity to haul some absolute rotters over the coals.


Yet there is greatness in many of these losers – often, perhaps, a very British kind of greatness.


Gordon Kerr, September 2011
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Caractacus:


The Man Who Lost Britain





When Caractacus, king of the Catevallauni, conquered a rival tribe, the Atrebates, their leader Verica went scurrying off for help to the Roman emperor Claudius. In 43 AD the mighty Rome launched an invasion of this cold, wet island on the edge of the known world. The somewhat predictable result was Britain’s centuries-long submission to the Roman Empire.


Caractacus and his brother Togodumnus led guerrilla attacks against the invaders, but in two critical battles on the rivers Med-way and Thames, Togodumnus lost his life, and the Catevallauni their territories.


Caractacus gamely carried on the fight, retreating to the west and fighting for nine years from Wales against Scapula, the Roman Governor of Britain. But in 51 AD, out-manoeuvred by the Romans, Caractacus lost for the last time. His wife and his remaining brothers were captured, but Caractacus himself escaped, this time heading north to the lands of the Brigantes, in modern Yorkshire. But in a display of the legendary Yorkshire hospitality, the Brigantine queen Cartimandua welcomed him by putting him in chains and handing him over to the Romans, whose friendship she was keen to cultivate.


As was traditional for captured foreign kings and queens, Caractacus was sent to Rome to be paraded before the people prior to his execution. However, he was allowed to make a final speech to the Roman Senate, during which he praised Rome for her glorious victory over the Britons. He must have laid it on pretty thick, because he was handed a pardon and allowed to live out his days in Rome.


Meanwhile, the land he had fought for stayed in Roman hands until the fifth century AD. Then came the Angles, Saxons, Jutes, Normans…
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Michael Fish:


Hurricane? What hurricane?





On the night of 15 October 1987, Michael Fish MBE told the nation that a woman had rung in to say that she’d heard there was a hurricane on the way.


‘Well, don’t worry,’ Fish continued in his reassuringly avuncular manner. ‘There isn’t.’ He went on to forecast ‘sea breezes’ and a ‘showery airflow’ – whatever that is.


A few hours later the worst storm to hit England since the Great Storm of 1703 blew in from the Atlantic, ravaging the country with 120mph winds, ripping up 300 miles of power cables, plunging a quarter of the country’s inhabitants into darkness, tearing trees from the ground and blocking more than 200 roads. At least 18 people died that night as a result of the storm, and the next day all rail traffic in southern England was halted.


A spokesman for Michael Fish said, ‘It’s really all a question of detail.’ It wasn’t a hurricane, you see, just an intense North Atlantic depression…
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Robert Coates:


The Worst Actor in the World





Robert ‘Romeo’ Coates was such a bad actor that police had to stand guard at his performances to prevent things getting out of hand.


Born in Antigua in 1772 to a wealthy sugar plantation owner, Coates inherited the estate when his father died in 1807, but soon moved to Britain, where he set up home in Bath. A Major Pryse Lockhart Gordon gave him his entrée to the theatre, having heard him recite passages from Shakespeare over breakfast in the hotel where they were both staying. Gordon noted that Coates did not always stick entirely to the text as written by the Bard, but nevertheless found his tone striking and offered to introduce him to the manager of the local Theatre Royal. In 1809, having bribed the theatre’s manager, Coates stepped onto an English stage for the first time, to perform in Romeo and Juliet. Such was the audience’s derision for Coates’ performance, however, that the play failed to make it to its tragic denouement.


Thus was the most misguided of theatrical careers launched. That it continued for so long could only have been the result of the wholesale bribery of theatre managers all over Britain.


Coates’ performances were notoriously calamitous. He frequently forgot his lines, and on a whim would invent entire new scenes and bits of dialogue, throwing his fellow actors into confusion as they tried to keep up. If he particularly liked a scene, he would simply repeat it. Death scenes were his favourite, and he often died onstage three or four times in a single night – in every sense of the word.


On one occasion when Coates was playing Romeo – clad in a costume of his own design that consisted of a sequinned cloak, red pantaloons, a huge cravat and a plumed hat – he left the stage, returned with a crowbar and unaccountably began to pry open the Capulet tomb. Meanwhile the actress playing Juliet clung to a nearby pillar, looking on in horror, too traumatised to leave the stage. Needless to say, as time went on, it became increasingly difficult to find an actress willing to play Juliet to his eccentric Romeo.


Another time he dropped a diamond buckle while making his exit from the stage and spent some considerable time crawling around on all fours looking for it, while the other actors did their best to carry on with the performance.


Wittingly or otherwise, Coates left audiences rolling in the aisles wherever he went, and his infamy soon spread throughout Britain. None other than the Prince Regent attended one performance in London. When he played Lothario in The Fair Penitent at London’s Haymarket Theatre, there was a near riot when thousands of people, eager to see for themselves whether Coates was as bad as they had heard, had to be turned away from the theatre. In Richmond, several audience members are said to have required medical attention, having injured themselves laughing. Yet Coates remained constant in his belief that he was the best actor in Britain.


His offstage persona was no less flamboyant. A nineteenth-century version of Liberace, he wore huge fur coats even at the height of summer, and would emerge from his custom-built carriage, emblazoned with the heraldic device of a crowing cock, to dazzle onlookers with the diamonds that festooned his clothes and buckles.


Sadly neither fame nor fortune lasted. When his star eventually waned, he moved to Boulogne in France, married and had children, before later returning to live in London.


His final bow was as ignominious as all the rest. Robert Coates, the worst actor in history, was run over by a Hansom Cab in 1848. For once, he didn’t get up and die all over again…




 







‘Is there any beginning to your talents?’


CLIVE ANDERSON, TELEVISION PRESENTER, TO JEFFREY ARCHER






















WEST END FLOPS





West End shows are a gamble. A star-studded production that has wowed the provinces can still fall flatter than a novice chef’s soufflé when it reaches the capital. For every surprise success, a dozen money-haemorrhaging failures are swept out of the theatre before the understudy has even had time to grease the stairs. Here are a few of the most egregious flops.


The Nondescript


This musical farce, put on at Covent Garden in the early 19th century and with an effeminate haberdasher named Billy Smirker as its hero, was so bad that it failed to finish a single performance. The booing that greeted the end of Act One was so venomous that the actors had fled the theatre before the curtain went up for Act Two.


Jeeves: The Musical


Even the greats can suffer the ignominy of early doors. Andrew Lloyd-Webber and Alan Ayckbourn combined their not inconsiderable talents to create the musical Jeeves, based on the novels of P.G. Wodehouse. As Wodehouse himself might have put it, the show laid an instantaneous egg, staggering through just 38 performances between 22nd April 1975 and 24th May 1975 at Her Majesty’s Theatre in London, before the curtain came down for the last time, gifting Lloyd-Webber his only flop. (Perhaps its time had not come, since in 1996 Lloyd-Webber revived it in a rewritten version, By Jeeves, which was a great success in London before transferring to Broadway in 2001.)





Money To Burn


Written by actor Daniel Abineri of the TV sitcom Bless Me, Father, and starring someone from Hi-De-Hi and a Fame Academy loser, Money To Burn was a musical about a badly behaved aristocrat with a penchant for being spanked. It lasted just two nights, in October 2003. ‘Not even bad enough to be good,’ opined the Daily Telegraph, while the Daily Mail described it as ‘a shocker of a show’, adding that Abineri’s ‘lyrics and libretto are as dim as his chances of a box office success’.


Oscar Wilde: The Musical


Staged at the Shaw Theatre in October 2004 to commemorate the 150th anniversary of the eponymous hero’s birth, Oscar Wilde: The Musical was cancelled after just one performance and universally vitriolic reviews. One theatre critic complained that it was ‘hard to feel anything other than incredulous contempt’ for the show. Meanwhile, commenting on technical problems, the Guardian put the boot in: ‘the sound system is being affected by the hefty rumbling of Oscar Wilde turning in his grave.’ The muchderided libretto, written in rhyming couplets, was penned by former Radio One DJ Mike Read, whose famous refusal, on moral grounds, to play Frankie Goes To Hollywood’s Relax might have suggested that he was not the ideal candidate to dramatize the life of the notorious libertine Wilde.


The Far Pavilions


When the musical version of M.M. Kaye’s epic 1978 bestseller about the Raj, The Far Pavilions, opened at London’s Shaftesbury Theatre in April 2005, it was obvious pretty quickly that it was tanking. So badly, in fact, that the producer, Michael E. Ward, announced that he would refund the audience’s money at the interval if they were not enjoying the show. Ward was invited onto BBC Two’s Newsnight, where Jeremy Paxman did not disappoint, welcoming him with the question: ‘Let’s face it, it’s crap, isn’t it?’


The Man In the Iron Mask


This disastrous 2005 musical only lasted three performances, after receiving one of the most savage critical beatings ever suffered by a work for the stage. Written by Professor John Robinson, a former aerospace engineer, it starred Sheila Ferguson, erstwhile member of the girl singing group The Three Degrees, much loved by Prince Charles. It told the story of the unknown man who was secretly put into a mask and imprisoned in 17th-century France under Louis XIV. The Daily Telegraph suggested that the cast performed ‘as if they have been on a prolonged Mogadon bender’. Leading man Robert Fardell was memorably described in the Guardian as looking like ‘Hannibal Lecter crossed with a Teletubby’; the Evening Standard disagreed, opining that he looked more like ‘a charred parrot’.
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John Smith:


Wig-maker and Highwayman





John Smith was bad from the beginning, and going to sea failed to improve him. By 1704, aged 23, he was living in London and working in the wig trade, where he got to know a fellow wig-maker with premises in Chancery Lane. There was plenty of money in wigs – in those days they were de rigueur at every level of society, for both men and women – but Smith and his friend felt the need to augment their income. They decided to become highwaymen.


The two wig-makers-slash-highwaymen launched their new careers on Sunday 29 October in Paddington, then a village on the outskirts of London, situated uncomfortably close to the gallows at Tyburn. So close, in fact, that as they waited Smith lost his nerve and considered abandoning the venture. His associate talked him out of it, and the pair eventually held up the hapless William Birch, stealing his grey mare from under him.


The next day Smith went solo, robbing three stagecoaches near Epping Forest. Two days later he held up another three stagecoaches and a Hackney carriage on Hounslow Heath. On the following Saturday, he robbed three stagecoaches near St. Albans. The week’s efforts netted him twenty pounds – around £1,500 in today’s money.


The next Monday, on Finchley Common, he robbed a coach owned by Thomas Woodcock, pocketing four guineas, two keys and a silk purse. Unfortunately for Smith, a man rode past shortly after the robbery, and took off in pursuit. Smith headed for a nearby wood, where he went to ground, but his grey mare was soon found tied to a bush. A huntsman who had joined in the chase then spotted Smith cowering in the undergrowth and approached him, wielding a loaded blunderbuss. The wig-maker chose to give himself up rather than be ventilated with lead shot.


Poor John Smith, a highwayman for just over a week, was tried and found guilty of robbery. On 20 December 1704 he paid a second visit to Tyburn, this time to be hanged.
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Jemini:


Nul Points





Britain’s Eurovision experience has been, to say the very least, chequered. True, British entries have won five times in the competition’s 55-year history, the last being in 1997, courtesy of adopted American band Katrina and the Waves. But since then we’ve floundered badly, with Jessica Garlick, third in 2002, providing the only bright spot in recent years.


The national nadir, at least in Eurovision terms, came in 2003 when Jemini, comprising Liverpool singers Chris Cromby and Gemma Abbey, sang the execrable Cry Baby. With this they achieved the legendary nul points, finishing twenty-sixth out of twenty-six (as all Eurovision lovers know, this is traditionally the prerogative of the Norwegian entry). Soon after, Abbey could be found working in a car showroom and Cromby in a clothes shop.


On the night Jemini claimed that they were unable to hear their backing track, and there were dark mutterings of backstage sabotage. Others attribute their ignominy to international politics. Terry Wogan, the doyen of Eurovision commentary, had warned the group before the contest that Britain’s involvement in the invasion of Iraq would scupper their chances.


In recent years the contest has been more blighted than ever by political voting, with Greece voting for Cyprus, former Soviet bloc countries voting for whomever they happen to be friendly with at the time, and so on. And, of course, nobody voting for the British.



















BRITAIN’S EUROVISION FAILURES IN ASCENDING ORDER
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Edward Hyde, 3rd Earl of Clarendon:


Cross-dressing Governor of New York





One night in the early 1700s, a New York constable arrested a woman he believed to be a prostitute strolling along Broadway. Back at police headquarters, he was surprised to discover that the ‘woman’ was none other than Edward Hyde, Viscount Cornbury, late of Oxford and the Guards, former Tory MP, current Governor of New York and New Jersey, and the first – and, as far as we know, to this day the only – drag queen governor of a major American city.


Apparently his Lordship liked nothing better than to go strolling on a balmy summer evening, done up in his wife’s best frock. He is reported to have stated that he would like to spend a month of every year dressed as a woman.


His penchant for cross-dressing may have been exaggerated by his enemies, but it was by no means the only odd thing about Lord Cornbury. He also harboured something of an ear fetish, and would invite guests at official receptions to fondle his wife’s ears in order to establish just how ‘shell-like’ they were.


Regardless of his fondness for frocks (harmless enough, after all) his Lordship was certainly one of the worst British governors ever. He was staunchly corrupt – his assent could always be gained in return for a small remittance – and he was suspected of embezzling government funds, most particularly £1,500 that had been intended to improve the defences of New York harbour. American statesman George Bancroft wasn’t mincing his words when he declared that Lord Cornbury demonstrated the main characteristics of the English aristocracy, to wit ‘arrogance, joined to intellectual imbecility’.


Neither was he an angel at home, and Mrs Hyde’s life was far from easy. Not only did her husband appropriate her best dresses, he also provided her with no money, compelling her in turn to ‘borrow’ clothing from other ladies. His Lordship, meanwhile, was running up ever larger debts.


Eventually the establishment had had enough of Lord Cornbury. In 1708, he was removed from office by Queen Anne and thrown into debtors’ prison in London, where he languished until the death of his father, at which point he inherited his title of Earl of Clarendon and a sizeable fortune. He passed his time thereafter in the House of Lords.


Lord Clarendon died in 1723, in debt as usual, and was buried in Westminster Abbey.


A portrait, said to be of him, clad in a gorgeous blue dress and gazing alluringly at the viewer, can be seen hanging on a wall of the New York Historical Society.
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Prince Philip:


Royal Foot in Royal Mouth





H.R.H the Prince Philip is renowned for placing his royal foot firmly in his royal mouth. Some admire him for saying what he thinks. Others cringe with embarrassment. Here are a few of his most clangerous utterances:




 





To a Scottish driving instructor: ‘How do you keep the natives off the booze long enough for them to actually pass their test?’




 





To a British student in Hungary: ‘You’ve not been here long: you haven’t got a pot belly.’




 





To a bare-breasted Maasai lady presenting him with a gift: ‘Er… you are a woman, aren’t you?’




 





When visiting a factory in Edinburgh in 1999, on noticing a fuse box with wires unsafely sticking out: ‘It looks like it had been put up by an Indian!’




 





During a visit to the Wesh Assembly, he was with a group from the British Deaf Association who were standing close to a band. He pointed at the musicians and said: ‘Deaf? If you are near there, no wonder you are deaf.’




 





To British students while on a visit to China in 1986: ‘If you stay here much longer you’ll all be slitty-eyed.’




 





At the height of the recession of the early 1980s: ‘Everybody was saying. “We must have more leisure.” Now they are complaining they are unemployed.’




 





To the matron of a hospital in the Caribbean in 1996: ‘You have mosquitoes. I have the Press.’




 





To a 1986 World Wildlife Fund meeting: ‘If it has four legs and is not a chair, has wings and is not an aeroplane, or swims and is not a submarine, the Cantonese will eat it.’




 





To a British student in Papua New Guinea: ‘You managed not to get eaten then?’




 





To an indigenous Australian businessman: ‘Do you still throw spears at each other?’




 





To an inhabitant of the Cayman Islands in 1994: ‘Aren’t most of you descended from pirates?’




 





To a 13-year-old aspiring astronaut wishing to fly the NOVA rocket: ‘Well, you’ll never fly in it, you’re too fat to be an astronaut.’




 





To the Nigerian secretary-general of the Commonwealth who had dressed up in his ceremonial robes for a state dinner: ‘You look as if you’re ready for bed.’




 





In the foreword to Fleur Cowles’ 1987 book If I Were an Animal: ‘In the event that I am reincarnated, I would like to return as a deadly virus in order to contribute something to solve overpopulation.’




 





To a blind, wheelchair-bound woman who was accompanied by her guide dog, in 2002: ‘Do you know they’re now producing eating dogs for the anorexics?’




 





To a Mr. Patel at a reception for 400 Indian businessmen: ‘There’s a lot of your family in tonight.’
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The British Space Programme:


Crash and Burn





In December 2007 the government announced, to general bemusement, that Britain would be re-entering the space race, collaborating with the USA to crash probes onto the surface of the moon. More than one wit commented that, given the country’s history of crashing spacecraft (most recently ‘Beagle 2’ in 2003), the new mission would be playing to our strengths.


The race to conquer the galaxy began in earnest after the Second World War, as the world’s richest nations drooled at the prospect of owning nuclear-warhead-carrying rockets that could blast their enemies to kingdom come.


Great Britain, however, had shown an interest in space long before the Cold War era. The hubristically named British Interplanetary Society was founded in 1933, and counted amongst its members the celebrated science fiction writer Sir Arthur C. Clarke – the man who first dreamed up the geostationary telecommunications satellite.


Unfortunately, science fiction is about as far as the British Space Programme ever got.


Not only did our missiles and rockets sound more like condom brands – Black Knight, Blue Streak, Black Prince… – there was the (even) more serious issue of the liquid oxygen and kerosene propellants that were used in them. The liquid oxygen could not be loaded into rockets until just before take-off, owing to the risk of ‘icing’. A full fifteen minutes were required to fuel them – by which time, of course, our major cities would be heaps of irradiated rubble. Rapid response it was not.


The original British Space programme was cancelled in the early 1970s, probably not before time.




 







‘It’s utter bilge.’


RICHARD VAN DER RIET WOOLLEY, BRITISH ASTRONOMER ROYAL,


TALKING ABOUT SPACE TRAVEL, JANUARY, 1956




 





ONE YEAR LATER THE RUSSIANS LAUNCHED SPUTNIK.




 





FIVE YEARS LATER YURI GAGARIN ORBITED THE EARTH.




 





THIRTEEN YEARS LATER NEIL ARMSTRONG WAS


WALKING ON THE MOON. 
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Henry ‘Bunny’ Austin:


Best of British… but still a Loser





Let’s face it, a sportsman with the name ‘Bunny’ was never going to be a winner. Even in the 1920s and 1930s, when undignified nicknames were all the rage among the nation’s swinging-and-flapping youth, Henry Wilfred ‘Bunny’ Austin must have found it hard to summon the self-respect needed to be a true champion.


‘Bunny’ was born in 1906 in the London suburb of South Nor-wood, and soon acquired his lifelong nickname, borrowed from a comic-strip character. From a very young age he was encouraged by his father to become a tennis player. The hot-housing of young players is often criticised today, but back in 1912, at the age of just six, Bunny was already a member of Norhurst Tennis club.


He was a precocious youngster, reaching a Wimbledon semifinal in 1926 while still an undergraduate at Cambridge. Six years later he made the first of his two finals, losing to an American, Ellsworth Vines, who became the world’s top-ranked tennis player before losing interest in the sport and going on to achieve similar success as a professional golfer.


Alas, it was not to be thus for Bunny. In 1932 he tried changing the way he dressed on court, in the hope that he might have more success if unburdened by the traditional cricket flannels sported by male players. Bunny’s move to shorts attracted much attention and set an enduring trend. Unfortunately it had no effect whatsoever on his ability to win tennis competitions.


He played in his second Wimbledon final in 1938, but his opponent, the American Don Budge, was a vastly superior player. Bunny won a mere four games as Budge steamrollered to the championship.


The following year he was the number one seed, but crashed out early in the tournament. He never played at Wimbledon again, and to this day remains the last British man to reach the ultimate stage of the competition.
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Graham Taylor: Do I Not Like This!





The Sun portrayed him as a human vegetable. When England lost 2-1 to hosts Sweden in the 1992 European Championship, the newspaper headlined the victory as ‘Swedes 2 Turnips 1’, famously depicting Taylor’s face superimposed onto a turnip. When the team lost to Spain in a friendly, he was metamorphosed into a Spanish onion.


Despite his alleged affinity with the vegetable kingdom, Taylor had been a stunningly successful club manager. He worked miracles with Watford, taking them from the Fourth to the First Division, to the third round of the UEFA Cup and to the FA Cup final, where they lost to Everton.


His promotion to national coach, however, caused disgruntlement among pundits. Taylor had never won a major honour at club level, and his ‘route-one’ style of football led many to question his tactical prowess. He was also slated for substituting England’s leading striker Gary Lineker in a match against Sweden – not just because Lineker’s goal-scoring skills were sorely needed in the game, but also because the player was just one goal away from equalling Bobby Charlton’s record of 49 goals for the national side.


His England teams were consistently unimpressive. And the worse things got, the worse Taylor’s language become, as caught by a Channel 4 camera crew making a documentary about the World Cup campaign. In a disastrous qualifier against Poland, after Des Walker screwed up a pass to John Barnes, Taylor was heard to mutter, ‘Ooooh, fucking… Do I not like that! What a fucking ball. What a ball, eh, from Des to Barnesy. What a fucking… It was our possession!’ ‘Do I not like that!’ became his catchphrase.


During the crucial World Cup qualifier against the Netherlands in October 1993, Ronald Koeman, who should have been sent off earlier in the match after a cynical foul on an England attacker, scored the opening goal for the Dutch from a free kick. As the game progressed Taylor appeared to be suffering a quiet nervous breakdown on the touchline, at one point shuffling up to the linesman and telling him, ‘The referee’s got me the sack. Thank him ever so much for that won’t you?’


Even after this debacle, there remained a slim chance for England. If Poland beat the Netherlands and England ran up a big score against San Marino, they could still qualify for the finals, to be held in the United States.


San Marino had never won an international match, but they managed to inflict the ultimate humiliation on Taylor, when computer salesman David Gualtieri scored after a remarkable 8.3 seconds – at the time of writing still the fastest goal in World Cup history. For twenty minutes San Marino were on cloud nine, until England finally woke up, in the end winning 7-1. However, the Dutch defeated the Poles, and Taylor’s team made an ignominious exit from the World Cup.


Taylor resigned shortly thereafter.




 







‘At last England have appointed a manager who speaks English better than the players.’


BRIAN CLOUGH, ON THE APPOINTMENT OF


SVEN GORAN ERIKSSON AS ENGLAND MANAGER 
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