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            It’s always the same thought: ‘Just one more goal.’

I’d like it written on my gravestone.

            Joe Merimovich (1924–2011), twice manager of Israelvi
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            To my wife, Maureen; the wind beneath my wings.
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            50 per cent of all royalties from this book will

go towards charities researching MND.
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            Foreword by Alan Sugar

         

         In this book, David tells the story of his life as a player, coach, manager, director of football and TV pundit. Born at the end of the Second World War, it charts his journey from playing for England Schoolboys and making his debut for his home town club, Nottingham Forest, to giving his expert views in the ITV commentary box. He talks frankly about the low points of his life as well as the highlights, including leading Spurs out at Wembley in the 1987 FA Cup final. David’s broad knowledge, experience and understanding of the game rightly gives him the title ‘Mr Football’.

         
             

         

         Alan Sugar

2024 xiv

      

   


   
      
         
xv
            Foreword by Howard Wilkinson

         

         I first became aware of David in the early 1960s, when he was a young, emerging star at Nottingham Forest. However, it was only in the 1990s that I really got to know, appreciate and understand him as a friend and colleague via the board of the League Managers’ Association.

         His knowledge of the game, the clubs, the players, the coaches and the managers goes beyond encyclopaedic. His love affair with football is still obsessive and when he speaks it is with an authority based on experiences at all levels of the game.

         His book is interesting, informative and very difficult to put down. It offers some surprising insights and answers every question bar one about his life: ‘Did he ever go to bed?’

         My colleagues and my family will confirm that one of my favourites sayings is: ‘If you are not afraid to think it, you should not be afraid to say it.’ In this book, David has said it and more. He has opinions and he has the capacity to discuss them. This book demonstrates his global knowledge, his insight, empathy and, above all, his burning desire to create a better game.

         Enjoy!

         
             

         

         Howard Wilkinson OBE

2024
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xvii
            Introduction

         

         Monday 19 April 2021 was quite a day for football. The news broke that a dozen clubs, including Tottenham Hotspur, the club that employed me, had joined a breakaway European Super League. Later that day, Tottenham announced they had sacked José Mourinho, one of the most celebrated managers of the modern era. The plans for a Super League, with no relegation, just games that could be financially exploited, would dissolve within days of their announcement, but the message was clear: football, more than ever, was about big business.

         The football world that I entered in 1956, when I first played for Nottingham under-11s, was utterly different. I did not know it then, but when I began my journey, I was entering what would become a wonderful new world. The game that had existed more or less unchanged from the end of the First World War was about to undergo convulsions that would leave it utterly transformed.

         In 1956, crowds were high. Division One was the pinnacle and was, roughly speaking, a level playing field. The main thing that determined the wealth of a club was its attendances. The two lower divisions were split into north and south and competed on a regional basis. Third Division North attracted average gates of more than 10,000 and 800,000 people watched league football on a typical Saturday afternoon.

         Players were numbered one to eleven and there were no substitutes. The senior team consisted of a manager, a trainer and a xviiiphysio. There was no sponsorship. Shirt advertising was more than two decades away. The season would climax with the FA Cup final, screened in black and white.

         Players were tied to contracts and a maximum wage. Even the talents of Billy Wright, Tom Finney and Stanley Matthews were paid no more than £20 a week – about £500 in today’s terms. There were no safety standards and the FA was all powerful. Football was affordable. Fathers took their sons to games. Saturday was football day to which they brought rattles, rosettes and scarves. Hooliganism was unknown and supporters mingled. The games they watched were played on patchy pitches, often heavy with mud. There were no agents and nobody thought football was a place to entertain business clients.

         The clubs themselves were controlled by local businessmen made good. They allowed no transparency into their activities and the Football League was a closed shop. There were no academies, but schoolboy football was well organised with internationals that attracted huge crowds.

         The ground, however, was beginning to move. As champions, Chelsea had been invited to join a new competition: the European Cup, where teams that had won their league would compete in a continental knockout competition. The FA, which had just come to terms with two thrashings handed out to the national team by a wonderfully talented Hungary, advised Chelsea to withdraw. The following season, Manchester United accepted the invitation. The World Cup, which the FA had ignored before the war, was now becoming the great showpiece for the global game. Two years before, in 1954, Switzerland had staged the first World Cup whose format would be recognisable today; a group stage followed by a knockout. In the final, the brilliant Hungarians were beaten dramatically by West Germany. What became known in Germany as the Miracle xixof Bern turned football into a source of pride for a nation that was emerging from the ruins of war and the shame of Nazism.

         Four years later, the Brazil of Pelé and Garrincha would dazzle their way to the trophy. In that same year, 1958, Everton became the first club to install undersoil heating. Jimmy Hill, the chief executive of the PFA, successfully campaigned to have the maximum wage abolished. Johnny Haynes would become the first £100-a-week footballer.

         Two years later, in 1963, George Eastham took Newcastle United to court to have the retain-and-transfer system, by which clubs could hold on to a player’s registration even when his contract had expired, declared illegal. Manchester United would start opening corporate boxes in 1965.

         On 30 July 1966, England became world champions. Interest in the game reached new heights. Football’s elite became glamorous targets for sponsors and advertisers. George Best was referred to as ‘the Fifth Beatle’.

         In 1968, he would spearhead Manchester United’s drive to become the first English club to win the European Cup. The sense of triumph a decade after a brilliant young United team had been wiped out in the Munich air disaster was intense.

         There was a slide. The ’80s proved to be English football’s dark decade. The sport was scarred by hooliganism. It was a time of Heysel, Hillsborough and the Bradford Fire. By 1985/86, some 374,000 people went to watch league football on a Saturday afternoon. Back in 1949/50, it had been more than a million.

         There were some consequences, nearly all of which benefited the bigger clubs. Pitches and safety standards improved. Home teams no longer had to share their gates with the visiting clubs. In 1991, five leading clubs formulated plans for a breakaway Premier League that would not share its income with the rest of the football family. Its xxlaunch a year later was embraced by the television companies who had previously underpaid for the rights to screen football. Gordon Taylor, a winger with Bolton and Birmingham and now the chief executive of the Professional Footballers’ Association, negotiated strongly for his members’ rights to a share of the bonanza provided by specialised football channels.

         Football became the in-game. The middle classes, who had been turned away by hooliganism and dreadful facilities, returned. Ticket prices soared. A little-known Belgian footballer, Jean-Marc Bosman, won a court case that gave players across Europe the freedom to move at the end of their contracts without a transfer fee. The Premier League was brilliantly marketed and triggered a wave of stadium building not seen since before the First World War. One by one, the great arenas – Highbury, Maine Road, the Baseball Ground, Roker Park – were abandoned.

         Middle Eastern airlines began to pay huge sums for the naming rights to the stadiums that replaced them. Of the Big Five that set up the Premier League, only one, Tottenham, is now in English ownership. In 1991, they were all owned and administered by people who claimed to be fans of the clubs they ran.

         Has football lost its charm? I think so, but it still remains a beautiful game, a ballet of skill, speed and athletic movement. The job of a league manager is still precious. It is something that consumes your life. To be able to control a team and affect its results is a job that attracts addicts, of which I was always one. I have been privileged to challenge some of the game’s most brilliant minds, including Clough, Wilkinson, Atkinson, Kendall, Ferguson and Wenger. Every manager has a story.

         This is mine.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter 1

            ‘A Fire on Them’

         

         It was a moment I will never forget. We were watching the 1954 World Cup final on a grainy, black-and-white screen.

         Hungary, the overwhelming favourites, were two up inside the first ten minutes. West Germany came back remorselessly and in the eighty-fourth minute, Helmut Rahn hit the winner for the Germans.

         As the ball struck the net, my dear mum sprang from her chair and squealed: ‘A fire on them.’ Her outburst was followed by some words in Yiddish.

         I was stunned. Mum knew nothing about football, but I learned to understand that her partisanship was born out of hate for a country that had slaughtered and tortured millions of the Jewish faith. A slaughter that had ended only nine years previously. A slaughter that had caught up distant relatives and family contacts. A slaughter they never spoke about.

         I was only nine. I had been born on 15 January 1945, arriving in a wicked winter of heavy snow, a week before the liberation of Auschwitz. It was the first occasion I had seen Mum make such an emotional outburst. I had seen her only as someone who worked day after day, consciously caring to ensure we had enough pennies, clothes and food.

         It was then I realised I was slightly different to my other friends at school. They had joined the Life Boys – the junior section of the 2Boys Brigade, underpinned by Christian values. They had gone on church visits and recited the Lord’s Prayer at assembly.

         Dad explained I would have to concede certain activities that had a Christian connection. I did not quite understand, but he gently explained that Jewish people might accept there was a Jesus, but they did not believe he was the son of God.

         At grammar school, I waited outside assembly with five other Jewish boys while the hymns were sung and the prayers were recited by 700 others. Then, we would come in to hear the headmaster read out the morning notices. Despite this, I never felt I did not belong. I felt different but not apart.

         A few months earlier, Dad had promised that on Christmas Day, he would take me to watch a football match. I had enjoyed kicking a balloon around our narrow hallway and scuffing my shoes as we thrashed a Frido ball around the street with my pals.

         This, however, was the real thing. Christmas morning dawned bright as we began our four-mile walk to the City Ground, Nottingham. There were no buses but many walkers, because few people in 1953 owned a car.

         Nottingham Forest were playing Leeds United in the Second Division. My excitement was intense; I was smitten by the crowd, the smells, the colour, the players… Leeds in their blue-and-yellow quarters, Forest in their Garibaldi red.

         The visitors had a colossus of a centre-forward who became my hero as the years moved on. John Charles was to be known as the Gentle Giant. He scored two that day, but Forest, who were to become my team, hit five!

         Not only did they win and inspire my love for, and then my addiction to, the game of football, but they went to Elland Road the next day and won again, 2–0.

         I have searched vainly for that Christmas programme among the thousands I have collected. However, some names still ring in my 3memory. O’Brien, Kerfoot, Overfield for Leeds. Capel, Colindridge, Ardron, Gager, and Walker for Forest, but John Charles was special.

         Was it that day that I decided I would be a professional footballer if I were good enough? Who knows. I certainly never thought that nine years on in February 1962, I would be making my debut in the First Division at the City Ground in a 2–1 win over Cardiff City, becoming, at seventeen years and thirty-three days, Nottingham Forest’s youngest debutant. I certainly never imagined, never dreamed I would become the youngest player to score on his debut in the history of the Football League.

         Although my parents impressed upon me the importance of education, my thoughts would inevitably turn to football. I kept a scrapbook on the Forest games I watched. I knew the players. My pals and I would arrive one and a half hours before kick-off to feel the anticipation and to make sure we were one of the first through the gates at 1.30 p.m., to be certain of getting to the front of the terrace.

         The City Ground had a pen by the corner flag where the kids could watch. Right in the front of the pen, there would be a tall guy, wearing a bus-conductor’s uniform, who acted as a cheerleader, constantly whirring his rattle. We also watched Notts County at Meadow Lane, just after the days when Jackie Sewell and Tommy Lawton led their attack.

         My teachers at Brooksby Lane Primary School saw me play at under-11 level and recommended me for a trial with Nottingham Boys. I did enough to be selected and made my first foray into representative football. We would play on a sloping pitch cordoned off by a perimeter rope, where supporters from the Bulwell area of Nottingham would be standing two and three deep on those Saturday mornings. Reports of schoolboy games received plenty of column inches. Nottingham had two Saturday-night sports papers, the Evening Post and the Evening News Football Pink. We would buy both to compare the reports of our games and, of course, see all the 4senior league results around the country. I was scoring goals as a centre-forward.

         Two of my lifelong friends were also in that Nottingham Boys team. Alan Birchenall would join Sheffield United and score both goals in the Sheffield derby at Hillsborough in only his second game for the club. Alan would play for Chelsea and Leicester and in 1979 I would sign him for Luton. Micky Somers, an outside left, small and clever, would go to Chelsea and then Torquay but would be barred from top-level football by a lack of pace.

         Alan’s father, who had taken the family to Nottingham from the East End of London, was a bus driver and his mother always came to the games, but my dad would be away working. Every Saturday morning, he would be lugging a case full of hosiery seconds, bought from a friend at the Nottingham Lace Market, to Loughborough Market by bus.

         Sundays could not have been more different. Dad took me into town by bus from where we walked to a school where they staged Hebrew classes. There, I learned the words and the history of the Jewish race in preparation for my bar mitzvah. On my thirteenth birthday, I would celebrate becoming a man by reading a portion of the law from the Jewish bible, the Torah, in the synagogue.

         Dad would then go to the market square in front of Nottingham’s town hall, the Council House, and enjoy the debating and speeches from the political, the religious, the outrageous and the eccentric who congregated in the centre of Nottingham to form something akin to a mini-Hyde Park Corner. Three hours later, he would collect me and hope I had learned something. I never admitted I enjoyed the fifteen-minute morning break, in which we crashed a tennis ball around the playground, more than the lessons.

         It was important to Dad that we retained a connection to our roots. Both my parents’ families had arrived as immigrants, forced out by the pogroms in Poland and Latvia, which were both then 5part of the Russian Empire. Dad’s family was from Riga, Mum’s from Warsaw. Dad was born in England in 1910, Mum in October 1911.

         My father, Joe, grew up in London among a large family, loved the theatre and sport and learned the art of tailoring. During the early part of the Second World War, he doubled as a firefighter and worked in the St John Ambulance. He had a trial for Clapton Orient, as Leyton Orient were then called, and learned boxing skills at the Oxford and St George’s Boys Club, situated off the Commercial Road.

         In October 1999, I was Tottenham’s director of football and decided to skip the first leg of their UEFA Cup tie against Kaiserslautern. The Oxford and St George’s was holding a reunion. My father had never driven and by now was a little shaky on his feet so I decided to take him to the club. His joy at seeing his old Jewish friends from his youth is hard to describe. Since leaving the East End for Nottingham during the war, he had not seen any of his mates with whom he used to box, play football and act in theatrical productions. My father was revered by all his old friends and I was treated to plenty of stories about his youth, especially the stories about the left-footed striker he had been.

         In the hall-of-fame display of his life, Joe Plotz was shown to be a regular winner of boxing competitions as well as a young man with a passion for drama. Joe Plotz came alive that evening. It had been antisemitism and the need to be accepted that had caused Dad to change his name. Perhaps he chose the name ‘Pleat’ from his tailoring background. Dad spoke that evening. He still possessed a strong voice and a clear diction. He had always reminded my sister and I of the need to speak ‘the Queen’s English’ correctly.

         Mum’s father came to England alone, leaving his wife and four children behind in Warsaw. They joined him three years later, but his wife died soon after the birth of my mother. Growing up, Mum 6was a voracious reader and I once saw a certificate from her school that said simply: ‘You have won first place.’ However, she had to leave school early but learned German, shorthand and typing and worked as a legal secretary near Gray’s Inn. She enjoyed rambling, the theatre and left-leaning politics, although she was never a Zionist. She had no time for the ultra-religious fanatics on the fringes of Israeli politics. She had a sharp mind but fell ill with tuberculosis in her early twenties and survived with just one healthy lung. TB claimed her father, too. It was not easy.

         Mum and Dad had mutual interests, met and married. Dad worked for Simpsons of Piccadilly as a foreman and tailor’s cutter, but, during the war, Simpsons relocated to Nottingham. My parents moved with the work and to a city where they had distant relatives. They settled into a tiny flat and had two children: Susan, born in 1943, and me, born eighteen months later.

         Like many Jewish people, they had been aware of the tide of antisemitism before the war, highlighted by the rise of Oswald Mosley. Dad had demonstrated against the Blackshirts in Cable Street as they tried to march through the Jewish East End in October 1936. Nottingham was quieter, but occasionally, I picked up stories of conflicts on the factory floor.

         One evening, soon after we had watched Nottingham Forest play Leeds, Dad returned from work with my first pair of football boots from Loughborough Market. They were Arthur Rowe One-Piece boots, with proper wooden studs, hard toe caps and a strip of leather across the front. The fact they did not fit perfectly did not matter. I was thrilled and they even covered the tops of my ankles. They were the boots of my under-11 years.

         Very soon, I had progressed to the more lightweight boots the German company, Adidas, was aggressively marketing around the world. Passing my 11-plus took me to Mundella Grammar School and continued selection for Nottingham Boys under-13s and 7under-14s. I was playing a year younger than my age group. Indeed, I got a place in the school under-15s as a thirteen-year-old scholar. I did my best not to let the football interfere with my studies but eventually finished my education with just four O-levels. ‘Could do better’ was the constant theme of my school reports.

         Susan, my sister, was the academic one, gaining a scholarship to Nottingham Girls High School and then a place at Oxford before embarking on a long career as a television scriptwriter. Between 1966 and 1974, Susan would write regularly for Coronation Street. She would go on to write scripts for A Family at War, Within These Walls, Juliet Bravo and Brookside – as well as the children’s TV series, Pipkins and Monty & Co. Her daughter, Becky Prestwich, has followed her mother into scriptwriting and has worked on Holby City and written plays for Radio 4.

         During my school days, Mum was a rock, always trying to adjust the meals and her work to suit my football commitments. We were living on the new Clifton Estate, one of the biggest post-war housing projects in Europe that produced Viv Anderson, Jayne Torvill and Jermaine Jenas.

         Each weekday, Mum would do the morning housework before rushing to catch the bus into town, whose stop was directly opposite our house – 13 Farnborough Road. Her arrival at the stop almost invariably coincided with the bus’s. She worked as a typist at an insurance firm, Lloyds and Scottish, where she was highly thought of and often brought work home with her. Supper had been prepared in the morning and was always on the table.

         While living in Clifton, Mum and Dad had a third child, Marion, who grew up to be a kind person with a great sense of social responsibility and had a long career teaching under-privileged kids. She gave all her time to caring for my parents in their last years.

         Things became hard for the family around my fourteenth year. Dad had to leave the factory floor with a case of TB that was bad 8enough for him to be put into hospital, where he was cured with streptomycin. We visited him occasionally, with the help of a lift from a schoolmaster or a neighbour. Dad recovered, but he would no longer work at Simpsons. He therefore retrained as an education welfare officer. Unfortunately, just before he left hospital, he had an altercation with a patient who had made snide remarks about ‘Yids’. Dad exploded and was blamed for the incident. We were glad to see him back home, but he had to miss my schoolboy games and the journeys to the markets at Loughborough were long gone.

         Not long after taking me to see Leeds on Christmas Day, my father had treated me and four of my friends to go on a coach to watch Nottingham Forest play at Leicester. I would have been about ten. The five of us sat on the back seat and were joking along. One of the lads said he would be going to church tomorrow. He said: ‘I am Christian and we have two Roman candles and a ju-ju.’ Two of my friends were Catholic. Two men who were sitting in front of us turned round to look.

         I felt a tinge of embarrassment. It was as though I had a secret shame that being Jewish made me different. It was only later, when I discovered the immense contribution the Jewish community had made to this country, that I found the subconscious racism easier to deal with.

         When Nottingham Forest were drawn away to West Bromwich Albion in the FA Cup, I could not go with my friends to The Hawthorns and when I told them why, they did not quite understand. Saturday 25 January 1958 was also the day of my bar mitzvah, the day I would recite the Torah in the synagogue. In the Jewish faith, it would be considered the most important day of my life.

         God, however, smiled on me. West Brom and Nottingham Forest drew 3–3. There would be a replay on the Tuesday afternoon. Mundella Grammar was only ten minutes across Trent Bridge from the City Ground and I left at lunchtime with some of my schoolmates 9to join a full house of 46,477. Forest were beaten 5–1 in a magnificent game by a fabulous West Brom team that would lose in the quarter-finals to a Manchester United side scraped together from the survivors of the Munich disaster that had destroyed the club less than a month before.

         Playing as the youngest member of the City Boys under-15s and the County side, my star was rising. Ray Chaplin managed the Nottingham City side and was adept at giving half-time team talks as good as any professional I met. He would employ Shakespearean quotes to cajole his team into action.

         In regional trials across the country, I was seeing off competition to gain a coveted place in the England Schoolboys team. The manager of England Schoolboys was Bill Roberts, a broad hunk of a man in his late fifties who hailed from Ellesmere Port, where he was a teacher and an English Schools coach and councillor. He was an austere, obese man, whom it would be hard to imagine as a football coach, though he told us both Stan Cullis and Joe Mercer had been his pupils. However, he was possessed of a magnetic personality and told us that he could watch a boy walk across a playground and tell, without him ever kicking a ball, whether he was right- or left-footed.

         When news of my selection came through, all the players received a typed letter stating what was expected of each position. Mine was outside right. The letter told me to ‘try to get into the space behind the full-back and cross the ball quickly. Practise your shooting and sprinting. Look forward to seeing you at York for the first game against Ireland.’

         England did not lose any of our five games that season. In April 1960, we overcame West Germany, 1–0, at Maine Road. Ten days later, England would be playing Scotland at Wembley.

         It was with a mixture of panic and excitement, nerves, and pride that I received my letter of selection for the Scotland game. Apart 10from the victory over West Germany in Manchester, my father had seen all my England Schoolboy games and now I was agitated, worried that Dad would be unable to see me play at Wembley. Who will get him tickets? How will he travel to London? Where will he stay? I had been told the game was on television, so Mum would be able to watch it. She would never see me play in a live game.

         Mr Chaplin, the Nottingham Schools manager, told Dad he would travel down to London with him and the secretary of the Nottingham Schools FA, another larger-than-life personality in the days when all schoolmasters seemed to be characters. I was happy with the arrangement, since both my father and Mr Chaplin shared a love of the theatre and could quote Shakespeare like a second language.

         Our captain was Ron Harris, who would become a legendary player for Chelsea, and my immediate opponent at left-back was Bobby Moncur, who nine years later would captain Newcastle to the Fairs Cup. George Graham was Scotland’s No. 10. My partner was Barry Fry, a cocky Bedford boy destined for a long career in football. Then, his only thought was of collecting his signing-on fee from Manchester United.

         Ernest Marples, then Minister for Transport in Harold Macmillan’s government, was the special guest, introduced to the two teams in front of 95,000 young spectators who had come by coach from every corner of England on their annual pilgrimage to Wembley.

         The game is a haze now. I scored and made a couple. It was the day the great Tom Finney played his last game for Preston and in one headline the press proclaimed they had seen his successor. Even my golden moment is a vague memory. A run, in possession from the right, escaping three defenders and seeing my shot slide in off the far post. All a blur, so nerve-tingling and emotional that it was gone in a flash. The score was 5–3 to England.

         Back at school, they presented me with a small plaque at an 11assembly in front of 600 pupils who clapped as, embarrassed, I accepted the gesture. The Nottingham papers were propelling me towards a future professional career, surmising which club I might sign for.

         Three of that England Schoolboys side went to Manchester United. Ray Bloomfield went to Arsenal, although he played most of his career in the United States. Two north-east boys, Billy Atkinson and Denis Thwaites, signed for Birmingham City. In June 2015, Denis and his wife, Elaine, were shot dead in a terrorist attack on the beaches of Sousse in Tunisia.

         I knew I would stay and join my boyhood team, despite a temptation to sign for Tottenham. A friend of my father who wrote reports for the Sunday People was a big Tottenham fan and was friendly with the club’s hierarchy. He implored Bill Nicholson to sign me.

         Mum and Dad were bemused by the array of scouts who came knocking at our council-house door. I recall a Mr Chitty from Chelsea and gentlemen from Wolverhampton Wanderers and Manchester City. A car was mentioned, although neither Mum nor Dad ever drove. The only bribe from a scout that was gratefully accepted was a tray of two-dozen fresh eggs, which were brought twice to our home.

         Frank Hill, the Notts County manager, came to Clifton and knocked on our back door. I felt embarrassed speaking to him for twenty minutes without once asking him in for a cup of tea or giving him the impression I would sign, even though had I done so I would almost be guaranteed first-team football, within a couple of seasons. But I had decided. I would sign for Nottingham Forest and stay at home with my family and my mum’s cooking.
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            Chapter 2

            ‘Bricks and Mortar’

         

         It was a two-mile walk and Mum had told me to dress smartly. The winding Farnborough Road led on to a village called Ruddington where you walked over a hump-backed bridge. The first house on the left, an imposing off-white building, belonged to Mr Walker.

         Billy Walker was the manager of Nottingham Forest, a position he had held since before the Second World War. In later years, players would recall his parsimony with the club’s money and his selfish traits. His team would not allow him to manage the players’ pool for the 1959 FA Cup final for fear he would take a cut of it. He was clearly a wealthy man.

         Walker was a formidable presence in English football. He was and remains Aston Villa’s greatest goalscorer, who as an inside forward had played more than 500 games for the club. As a player, Walker had won the FA Cup in 1920. Fifteen years later, as manager of Sheffield Wednesday, he won the trophy again.

         He had come to the City Ground in 1939, a year Nottingham Forest escaped relegation to the Third Division South on goal average. By the time we met, Forest were a First Division club. He was a tall, hawkish gentleman.

         He sat me down and told me that he had not seen much of me – I was only fourteen – but had heard some very good reports. In the conversation one thing stood out. ‘Son, if you do well, bricks and mortar.’ To tell a fourteen-year-old boy you had not met before to invest in property was a strange conversational gambit. 13

         Not long afterwards, Billy Walker would lead Nottingham Forest out in the FA Cup final against Luton Town. It was a dramatic occasion. Having scored twice in the opening quarter of an hour, Nottingham Forest clung on for a 2–1 victory. A dozen minutes before half-time, Roy Dwight, Elton John’s cousin, who had scored Forest’s opening goal, was carried off with a broken leg. There were no substitutes in 1959, but Forest, who were reduced to nine men when the right-back, Bill Whare, collapsed with cramp, held out magnificently against a strong Luton side.

         I would remain at school, take my O-levels and play representative football for Nottinghamshire under-18s and the England youth team first as an amateur and then as a professional. The England team was managed by Billy Wright, who had just retired as captain of Wolverhampton Wanderers, where he had led them to three league titles. For England, he had won 105 caps and in the summer of 1958, shortly after captaining them in the World Cup in Sweden, he married Joy Beverley, a member of the pop group The Beverley Sisters. On the field and off it, Billy was a star.

         He was a lovely man with a warm personality, but even then, I thought he was unlikely to be a top manager, a theory he proved in a short spell in charge of Arsenal.

         There is no logical reason why someone who is supremely gifted as a footballer should automatically make a good manager. Glenn Hoddle, who was wonderful with the ball at his feet, found it difficult to build up personal relationships with the men he coached – players who were often in awe of him. Chris Waddle, his teammate at Tottenham, disliked club politics and dealing with the boardroom at Burnley.

         Billy Wright was far too nice, far too kind for management. On one trip with England to Flensburg in West Germany, I got drunk with two others and fell down the stairs in the hotel foyer. Instead of threatening us or bawling us out, he said: ‘Come on, get yourselves to bed.’ 14

         Not only was Wright the manager; he also carried the sponge. He was also carrying a bit of a paunch and when in a game against Scotland in Elgin, he walked off after giving one of his players some treatment, a wag in the crowd shouted: ‘Guinness is good for you.’ The Scottish crowd roared.

         In 1964, shortly after I joined Luton, Billy came to present me with a new car. I had won a competition, run by the Ford Motor Company, to select the best post-war team from Britain and Ireland. I can still recall my half-back line: Blanchflower (Ireland), Charles (Wales) and Mackay (Scotland). The prize was a new Ford Cortina, which I had to hand back because I could not then drive. Ford gave me £500 for it, which had been more than my signing-on fee for Luton.

         There would also be games for the school, for Nottingham Forest’s B-team and then the A-team, which played in the Midland Intermediate League. In one game, in the Derbyshire town of Clay Cross, I came across a very good goalkeeper called Bob Wilson. He was four years older than me. Bob would go to Loughborough College and find fame as part of Arsenal’s Double-winning team of 1971. In my early days as manager of Luton, he worked with me as a goalkeeping coach and I would not come across anyone better in that position. Bob had the ability to coach both potential and senior goalkeepers in a manner that was clear and understandable. Unlike many fine players, Bob knew how to teach.

         I was being paid £8 a week as a groundstaff boy with seven other ‘potentials’ amid all the excitement and anticipation that went with teenaged boys joining a First Division football club. I became great friends with Ian Storey-Moore, who had been discovered playing junior football in Scunthorpe and would be part of the Nottingham Forest side that in 1967 finished second in the league and reached the semi-finals of the FA Cup. 15

         When I invited Ian home for tea, I realised he was someone with whom I could have a good conversation. A civilised boy. On Friday after training, we would go to a coffee bar called El Toreador to talk football. Later in the day, we would go the newly built People’s College to take a beginner’s course in journalism. Ian’s father had insisted on it should he not succeed in football.

         Ian was slightly different to the others. He was intelligent, had a dry wit and an interest in world affairs when the conversations of most players at Nottingham Forest did not stretch much beyond horse racing and women. Ian was certainly interested in horse racing – he became a bookmaker after a brilliant career was curtailed by injury at Manchester United. However, he also managed Burton Albion and was appointed Aston Villa’s chief scout under Martin O’Neill, who had once cleaned Ian’s boots at Nottingham Forest.

         By way of refreshments, Forest offered their players nothing more than a cup of tea. If we wanted food after training, we had to make our own arrangements and would go a cafe on Pavilion Road at the top of Trent Bridge, where on a Friday, after the team sheets had been pinned up in the dressing room for the following day, we would get together and do the football pools while discussing tactics.

         It was also a gossip group that would discuss other members of the club and praise or criticise them accordingly. It was there that I realised how cliques could form. In subsequent years, I realised how important it was to break these groups up. At Tottenham, who had a far more cosmopolitan array of players than Forest, the same players would always eat together. Others would gather in a different area of the dining room. This would particularly be true of the foreign players. Over time, the club took steps to ensure the whole squad was integrated on a single long table at lunch. 16

         After winning the FA Cup, Forest did not start the season well and avoided relegation by a point. After twenty-one years as manager, Billy Walker was replaced by Andy Beattie in the summer of 1960.

         As my reputation grew, I was contacted to ask if I would take part in trials for the Maccabiah Games. The Maccabiah Games were popularly known as ‘The Jewish Olympics’ and had first taken place in 1932, when what is now Israel was the British Mandate of Palestine. They were open to all Jewish athletes and by 1961 to all citizens of Israel regardless of faith. They would be centred around the Ramat Gan Stadium in Tel Aviv.

         The trials were held at Hall Lane in Hendon. I was sixteen and would be going to Israel with a team of Jewish amateur footballers. There was no question I had the ability to be selected for the Great Britain team; my father was keen for me to go and the opportunity to see Israel was fascinating. The year before I had been on my first foreign holiday to Spain’s Costa Brava.

         After the trials, Andy Beattie came over to me and said, rather sneeringly: ‘Your people have been on the phone again.’ I did not at first realise the significance of the remark, but I soon realised who he was talking about.

         When the Nottingham Evening Post ran the headline ‘Pleat Selected for Maccabiah’, it understandably led to bemusement in the dressing room. I was asked: ‘Do you have to be Jewish to go?’ or ‘Are you Jewish?’ I was even asked: ‘What do you have to do to become a Jew?’

         The tournament itself was intriguing and helped me mature. I was mixing with men who were invariably older than I was, good footballers who had gone into business or the professions. When I was growing up, this was the kind of vision my parents had for me: an amateur footballer who would become an accountant or a doctor. Quite a few of my teammates at the Maccabiah could have 17played football professionally, but that would have been viewed as no job for a nice Jewish boy.

         I remember a guy called Barry Carr, a strong wing-half who was in the furniture business in Manchester. We were captained by Saville Shela, a handsome, tanned, London taxi driver and amateur boxer in his mid-twenties who had an eye for the women. In the final against Israel, in Haifa, he scored both goals in the 2–1 win that would give Britain its only football gold medal at a Maccabiah Games.

         There were a thousand competitors from twenty-seven countries and I was impressed by the football teams from Brazil and South Africa and by Rafer Johnson in particular. Johnson was black, had been part of a Jewish fraternity at university and had won gold for the United States in the decathlon in the Rome Olympics. In 1968, in Los Angeles, he would apprehend Sirhan Sirhan, the man who had just assassinated Robert Kennedy. He did not compete in Tel Aviv but gave demonstrations of his sport and appeared at the opening ceremony.

         We stayed in Netanya, north of the Israeli capital. We visited a kibbutz and a factory and sat in a cafe in Tel Aviv’s main drag, Dizengoff Street, and watched the girls go by. The ’60s had not properly begun; there was still a post-war drabness about much of England. Thirteen years after its creation in 1948, Israel seemed relaxed and at ease with itself. One thing that struck me was how much colour there was in the way people dressed, how much they talked and how opinionated their conversation was. From the Maccabiah, I brought back an LP with the Israeli national anthem ‘Hatikvah’, a song about hope that has always resonated with me.

         I was never much good at bringing presents home. When my mother learned I was going to the Netherlands with the England youth team, she asked me to bring her some Edam. As I brought this big round cheese back, Ron Harris, tougher, more working-class, said rather sarcastically: ‘What have you got there, Pleaty? You 18know you can buy cheese in England?’ I felt slightly embarrassed. Ron was more than aware of my background; he had grown up near Stamford Hill, one of London’s poorer Jewish communities.

         Andy Beattie was a severe, austere man from the north-east of Scotland. He was deeply religious and had been involved in the Moral Rearmament Movement, which believed Christian values could solve social problems. He had managed Scotland in the 1954 World Cup and was close to Bill Shankly, who had played alongside him at Preston and been Beattie’s assistant manager at Huddersfield. Beattie’s most celebrated achievement was bringing Denis Law to Leeds Road, but he had resigned after Huddersfield’s relegation and spent eighteen months as a sub-postmaster. For him, Nottingham Forest represented a return to frontline management.

         On 17 February 1962, he gave me my debut. At seventeen years and thirty-three days, I would become the youngest footballer to play for Nottingham Forest. As a Nottingham boy, there was plenty of pride accompanied by telegrams from the Nottingham Schools FA and my school, Mundella Grammar.

         The club was in the relegation zone, third from bottom, two points behind our opponents, Cardiff City. The 2–1 win lifted us two places in the table. Cardiff would be relegated, alongside Fulham and Chelsea.

         I scored the second goal, though it was meant as a cross rather than a shot. It curled past the bemused Dilwyn John in the Cardiff goal, who was only six months older than me. The Nottingham Forest centre-forward, Len Julians, who was closest to the ball as it struck the net, graciously told everyone, including the officials, that he had not got a touch.

         The local press heaped praise on me and Dick Le Flem, from Guernsey, nicknamed ‘Flip’, who had played wide-left against Cardiff. The local paper stated: ‘The Forest wing positions should be reserved for years.’ By 1964, both of us had left the City Ground. Had 19Flip been in love with the game, he could have had a stellar career. After giving Jimmy Armfield the runaround in one game against Blackpool, Armfield said: ‘Flip looked like he was playing on skates.’ I liked Flip a lot; he was swapped for Alan Hinton from Wolves, a fine winger and a great crosser of the ball. Flip’s time at Molineux was hampered by illness and he retired at the age of twenty-five.

         Amid dressing-room unrest, Beattie left in the summer of 1963 to take charge of Plymouth. His replacement, Johnny Carey, could not have been more different. He was a Dubliner who had captained Manchester United to the FA Cup in 1948 and to the league title four years later. He was a tall, balding, genial man, seldom without his pipe. His half-time team-talk invariably consisted of just a few words as he sucked on his pipe: ‘Fizz it about.’ It was a phrase the players would repeat whenever Johnny Carey’s name cropped up. ‘Fizz it about.’

         Some of Forest’s senior players were very kind to me, especially Johnny Quigley, a Glaswegian midfielder whom I had seen score the winner at Hillsborough in the FA Cup semi-final against Aston Villa. Others treated a newcomer to the dressing room with a certain disdain. Bob McKinlay was a rather aloof centre-half who had joined Nottingham Forest in 1949 and would play more than 600 games for the club before becoming a prison officer.

         On the surface, Bob was pleasant enough, but he had a marked reluctance to encourage young footballers. He was very critical of young talent. I was a young player trying to make his way in a struggling team, which is always harder than coming into a winning side. The older professionals would fear for their future and their judgements would be self-protective. Bob McKinlay might have felt that Forest needed experience rather than young, unproven talent. I thought he did not want me to succeed, that he disliked me. Or perhaps I imagined it. McKinlay was something of a loner in the dressing room. He may have been like that to everyone. 20

         After a season in which they had finished thirteenth, Nottingham Forest took me on a post-season tour to West Germany, where I played against Hertha Berlin. In a hotel room, Ian and I watched grainy pictures from Wembley as West Ham overcame Preston in the 1964 FA Cup final.

         It did not really hit me that I was a Jewish teenager staying in what nineteen years previously had been the capital of the Third Reich. I was too obsessed by football and the Holocaust was a subject that, after the initial shock of what had happened in the concentration camps, had been largely and perhaps deliberately forgotten. Certainly, my parents never spoke about it. The documentaries, the books and the eyewitness testimonies would only really start coming out in the 1970s, perhaps because some in the Jewish community felt that memories of the momentous crime were being allowed to fade away.

         I was full of anticipation for the start of the new season. However, the previous year, in the Midland Intermediate League, I had played for Nottingham Forest’s under-21s against Wolves. They had a half-back line of Goodwin, Woodfield and Knighton, which to me sounded like a firm of solicitors. All would have good careers in the game and Ken Knighton would manage Sunderland. I had got to the byline and, as I pulled the ball back, I felt a whack in my coccyx area. It was an injury that put me back a full two months. That injury might have cost me a shade of pace, which was one of my qualities, though I still had the ability to cut in from the right and shoot with my left foot. From that day on, I would always suffer from back trouble and this particular injury would force me to end my playing career at the age of twenty-eight.

         All my career I have been fascinated by what a professional footballer requires to succeed. I possessed a good temperament. I did not become carried away by the headlines sparked by my debut goal against Cardiff, but I lacked the confidence and possibly the drive 21to make a mark. On its own, pure ability is never enough. You must have self-belief and a strong mentality to fall back on when things do not go well. Having a mentor, someone at a club who believes in you, can also be vitally important.

         In a practice match, before I made my debut, I went past Forest’s Scottish defender, Joe McDonald, on the outside. McDonald, who was nearly twice my age, shouted: ‘If you do that again, son, I’ll break your fucking leg.’ Perhaps I should have had more courage in league games. I soon realised that old pros can be ruthless when it comes to protecting their status at a club and cannot stand to be humiliated or belittled – however inadvertently – by a younger footballer. It exposed their vulnerability.

         The full-backs I came across were tough men like Graham Williams at West Bromwich Albion, Alex Elder at Burnley and Colin Green at Birmingham. Williams was a hard, barrel-chested Welsh full-back who attempted to scare me to death. They were all experienced and ferociously competitive. If I did not go past them early on in a game, or if the defender matched me for pace, I would start to lose belief and be less likely to express myself or want the ball.

         Underpinning everything is desire. When, in my more reflective moments, I look back over my playing career, I ask myself whether I had the desire to overcome dropping down the leagues and the injury. Was I a ‘self-doubter’? Self-doubt is a condition that is common in football. Nottingham Forest had a young reserve-team player called Billy Younger, who was terrific in practice matches but could not cope with the pressure to reproduce that form in front of a crowd.

         Later in my career, watching the Tottenham under-18 team, I saw Dean Marney, a young winger, look across to the bench for approval every time he crossed the ball. Marney would have a very good career with Hull and Burnley, where his character would eventually shine through. However, at Tottenham, he was constantly looking 22for approval from his coaches whenever he made a contribution. I termed him a ‘self-doubter’. I often use Dean as an example when talking to coaches. Self-belief and a ‘stick-your-chest-out attitude’ is key.

         In that summer of 1964, Johnny Carey bought Chris Crowe from Wolves and Mike Kear from Newport. Both could play wide on the right. To me this seemed an indication that Carey did not see me as a first-team regular, and it knocked my confidence. Ian, a footballer with no self-doubt and who scored twice on his debut, was also emerging as a force at Forest on the wing.

         If I had no mentor within the club, I had one outside the City Ground. Peter Taylor was born in Nottingham and although he had signed for Forest as a sixteen-year-old in 1944, his goalkeeping career had taken him to Coventry and Middlesbrough, where he had met Brian Clough. The first time I had laid eyes on Taylor was in November 1956 when Middlesbrough had come to the City Ground and won 4–0. Clough scored all four.

         By 1962, Peter Taylor was back in Nottingham and managing Burton Albion. He lived with his wife, Lillian, at 3 Vernon Avenue in Wilford, which was a two-mile walk along the Trent from Nottingham’s two main football grounds. Peter would come to watch us play in what was known as the Thursday League, where a young Forest side would face teams such as the Police, the Fire Brigade and the 6th Battalion Royal Army Ordinance Corps, whose team contained three Sheffield United players doing their National Service. One was Ken Mallender, who was to spend seven years at Bramall Lane, another was Jack Nibloe, who was to die in a car crash at the age of twenty-five.

         This was a tough grounding, pitching Forest’s under-18s, bright, young, elusive talents, against the ‘old sweats’, some of whom were still playing non-league football to a high standard. Because 23Thursday was half-day closing in Nottingham – the shops did not open in the afternoon – there was always a decent crowd to watch Forest’s future. After one of these games, I found myself talking to Peter Taylor and we got on very well. His talk was football laced with socialism, and it began a relationship that would last until his death in 1990.

         I was never one for pubs, but sometimes I would walk a mile and a half to the Ferry Inn in Wilford, where on Sunday lunchtimes Peter would be holding court with three other football obsessives who would later become his scouts: Colin Revell, Bob Rayner and George Pyecroft.

         One day, Johnny Carey called me into his office and, very pleasantly, said I could go to Luton Town if I wished. He had agreed a transfer fee. ‘You can stay and fight for your place,’ he said, ‘but I have to tell you that your opportunities will be limited.’

         I had been signed by Billy Walker and backed by Andy Beattie, but now I was being cast aside by Johnny Carey. Youngsters in such a situation had little ammunition with which to fight their corner. I sat opposite him and listened.

         As with all transfers, I was told I had to make an early decision and informed that if I did not join Luton, they would probably sign someone else. I tried to phone my parents, who were on holiday in Bognor, but could not get through to them at the bed and breakfast where they were staying. I rang Peter Taylor, who, without knowing any of the circumstances, told me I should go. He impressed on me the importance of playing first-team football in front of a crowd. Peter had always admired my ability but told me it was being wasted in the reserves.

         I was nineteen. At that age, impetuosity strikes. It is hard to be patient when your career needs to be sustained by hope, and at Nottingham Forest, the opportunities were closing. It’s not a pleasant 24feeling to be not wanted, to see the dream deflated. How many times in the future would I be on the other side of the desk and have to deliver similar phrases to those uttered now by Johnny Carey?

         Travelling down to Luton, I met their manager, Bill Harvey, whose conversation was backed by a fund of jokes. Every paragraph he spoke was interwoven with the phrase: ‘Listen to this one.’ Luton had been relegated from Division Two in Harvey’s first season as manager and had just finished eighteenth in Division Three. Their gates were a third of Nottingham Forest’s, but Harvey told me that Luton ‘could become a great club’.

         They also told me Luton would be building a new stadium at Stockwood Park. More than half a century later, the dream put to me by the Luton secretary Bob Readhead has still not been realised. The club has still not moved from Kenilworth Road, its home since 1905.

         My feet were sufficiently planted on the ground to dismiss that kind of talk, but what clinched it for me was that two of my friends from England’s youth teams, Ray Whittaker and John O’Rourke, were at Luton, having been released by Arsenal and Chelsea. We talked things through on the pitch-and-putt course at Wardown Park, where they persuaded me the potential was there.

         When I finally got hold of my parents, they gave me their usual advice: they would support me in whatever I did. Luton paid Nottingham Forest £8,000 for me and I was given a signing-on fee of £400, which took a while to be paid and arrived in my wage packet, taxed.

         The Forest players had urged me to take advantage of the move and improve my salary. Your negotiating position is always at its strongest when you sign your first contract. The maximum wage of £20 a week had been abolished in 1961. I had been so highly thought of at Nottingham Forest that I had been put on £20 a week before 25I had made my debut. By 1964, my wages had gone up by a quarter and Luton offered me the same money – £25 a week – that I was on at the City Ground.

         There were all sorts of questions I should have asked Bill Harvey but did not. The one question I did ask was whether Luton could improve my salary. Harvey called my bluff. He said to me: ‘Look, son, the contracts are in that drawer. I can take them out and show you any one of them and you’ll find you are being paid the best rate. Twenty-five is the top wage.’ Bill Harvey knew I would not have the courage to ask him to open the drawer and hand me the first-team contracts. I would not call his bluff. Had I done so, it would have led to a difficult relationship.

         The Luton team was full of old sweats. Footballers who could see the end of their careers and who were playing out time. Men like Dave Pacey, who had scored against Nottingham Forest in the FA Cup final five years before, Bob Morton, who had joined Luton in the last days of the Second World War, and Gordon Turner, a goalscorer who spent more time in his sports shop than he did on the training ground. The goalkeeper, Ron Baynham, good enough to have played three times for England in 1955, was another of those who gathered around the stove for a cup of tea and a smoke before training.

         Ted Phillips, a striker with a cannonball shot who had joined us on loan, was an older player with whom I got on. He was revered at Ipswich for leading an attack that, under Alf Ramsey, had taken a newly promoted side to the league championship.

         I could not believe the lack of professionalism at Luton Town compared to what I had left behind at Nottingham Forest, where Billy Walker, a man I never saw in a tracksuit, had brought in an outstanding coach called Joe Mallett. Joe did not believe players should have cars and walked four miles to training every day from his home in Carlton. ‘Cars’, he would tell us, ‘will be the ruination 26of you youngsters.’ At the end of the day, he would walk four miles back.

         He was the man who first gave me a real appreciation of tactics and of working in triangles from a wide-right position. All the youngsters loved him. It was through Joe Mallett that I first had the inkling that I might enjoy coaching.

         At the age of eighteen, I had taken and passed my preliminary coaching certificate. Some senior players at Nottingham Forest would have found it presumptuous that a teenager who had barely made his first-team debut should be looking to become a qualified coach. Joe had persuaded me I had nothing to lose by listening and learning at a coaching course and then taking the examination.

         He left Nottingham Forest in 1964 to manage Birmingham. He would coach in Greece and the United States, where he would work with Pelé, Johan Cruyff and Franz Beckenbauer at New York Cosmos. Much later, I would put Joe on the scouting staff at Tottenham. He still did not own a car and on a Saturday would take the train from Eastbourne and watch the London clubs on our behalf. He would take the train back from Victoria and get home late in the evening. Joe’s dedication was absolute.

         It extended to the players he coached. At Forest, we would often come back after lunch to do further training, whereas at Luton, nobody would expect to see you after twelve o’clock. However, after training, I would take the bus back to my digs in Waller Avenue, have lunch and then Ray Whittaker, John O’Rourke and I would go back to Kenilworth Road and play head tennis in what was called ‘The Bear Pit’ – a small, claustrophobic squash court at the back of one of the stands.

         I made my debut on a Wednesday night in August at home to Colchester. Luton won, 3–1, and would beat Bristol Rovers at Kenilworth Road on the Saturday. I was named man of the match. Suddenly, I was on a high. It was not to last. 27

         For a start, there were plenty of suggestions Luton would make a quick buck by selling me to Norwich. After training on the Friday, we would go to a cafe, the Spanish Doll, where we would sometimes be joined by Sam Bartram, the great Charlton keeper, who had managed Luton a few years previously and had settled in Harpenden.

         Bartram now had a newspaper column that dealt in transfer gossip and over a coffee and a sandwich he would ask the Luton players if they knew which footballers were unhappy or who they thought might hand in a transfer request or when the manager might get the sack. The players would sometimes feed him misinformation, linking themselves with other clubs just to strengthen their bargaining positions with Luton. The results of that conversation would appear in his column.

         Luton was a town that would change my life. Not as a footballer but as a manager and, more importantly, as a man. Luton was where I met Maureen Brown, who was to share my life for more than half a century.

         When I first met Maureen, I knew there might be barriers. Before coming to Luton, I had taken out one or two girls to the cinema but there had been nothing serious. I felt subconsciously that when I did want to start a serious relationship, the religious divide would prevent me. These thoughts were in my mind when, in my early days as a Luton player, one of my teammates, a wing-half called Mark Lowndes, introduced me to this lovely girl and we started talking.

         I told her I was a professional footballer who had just signed for Luton. Saying that gave me confidence, but it made no impression on her. Maureen had her small hairdressing shop, her little blue Mini and her black poodle, Cindy. She was fully occupied. She was four years older than me and already had a boyfriend who had a decent job as a planning engineer at the Vauxhall car factory. Luckily for me, he accepted an appointment in Swansea and Maureen had no wish to move to Wales. 28

         I approached the religious question early and head on. I told her I was Jewish. ‘So what?’ she said. ‘Some of my lovely customers are Jewish. I’m C of E. So what?’ There was no hint of prejudice. It made me so happy. It transpired that her grandfather on her mother’s side was Jewish. In subsequent years, her expressions and mannerisms led some to believe she was more Jewish than I was.

         I spent a spell living in digs with a Jewish couple and they did their best, in a very nice way, to persuade me that a relationship with a Gentile may not survive. I was not deterred, although I felt, initially, her family were lukewarm and not just because of my religion. Maureen’s father felt that footballers were an unreliable breed in an uncertain profession. When, two years later, we discussed marriage, they were less nervous about two religions mixing.

         My parents took immediately to Maureen, who became an expert in making chicken soup, chopped liver and meatballs. They embraced her because they saw only good in her and Maureen treated them with respect and kindness. In their later years, she looked after them at every possible moment. Maureen did not worry on my behalf about winning and losing games of football. Indeed, at that stage, she seemed completely oblivious to the sport.

         The results of those games were changing and not for the better. Luton began sliding down the table and I broke my leg in a practice game. I was kicked after I had delivered a cross and suffered what was known as a Pott’s fracture. This is where you receive a blow to the outside of the ankle that twists it and causes a fracture where it meets the tibia.

         It would cost me three months out of football and, more importantly, it would cost me the pace that was so vital to my game. I would be coerced into making a comeback too soon. Marked at right-back by the Watford player-manager Ken Furphy in a Boxing Day fixture, I struggled. Luton lost 4–2. I knew Ken Furphy from my increasing interest in coaching. I had qualified as a preliminary 29coach and was taking my full badge at Lilleshall in the summer. After the game, he took me aside. He said: ‘You’re jeopardising your career. You shouldn’t play when you’re not fully fit. Get yourself 100 per cent right.’

         Luton’s medical facilities were almost non-existent. They were best described as a trainer with a sponge, a heat lamp and the ever-present bucket of ice. Resting in plaster, I had gone back home to stay with my parents. Peter Taylor took me to watch Burton, who had a very good team that had won the Southern League Cup. Shortly afterwards, Peter accepted Brian Clough’s offer to join him at Hartlepools United. When Clough made the offer, it was the first time the two men had spoken in four years.

         During my recovery, Luton sacked Bill Harvey in the wake of a 7–1 defeat at Queens Park Rangers. In April 1965, Luton’s relegation to the bottom tier of league football was confirmed with an 8–1 defeat at Scunthorpe. Their centre-forward, Barrie Thomas, scored five.

         The defeat cost the Luton players not just their place in the Third Division but their prawn cocktails. On the way back from the Old Showground at Scunthorpe, we stopped for dinner in Lincoln in a pretty desolate state. Usually, if we had a long away trip, the team would be given a meal in a hotel on the return journey. We usually had the options of two courses. However, the wife of Luton’s vice-chairman, Len Hawkins, who was travelling on the bus with the players, decided we did not deserve a starter.
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            Chapter 3

            ‘You’ll Play. I’ve Only Got Twelve Players’

         

         In the space of a year, I had exchanged the First for the Fourth Division and was being coached by a man standing in the centre circle dressed in a brown Crombie overcoat and a matching trilby hat.

         George Martin had taken over as Luton’s manager in November 1964 but had been unable to prevent the club’s relegation. As a player, Martin had won the league with Everton in 1928. He had managed Newcastle, where he had astonished supporters by selling Len Shackleton to Sunderland.

         He invariably came dressed to Luton’s training sessions at Stockingstone Road in the Crombie and the trilby. His sidekick, a ruddy-faced former Everton player called Stan Bentham, took the training, but Martin always had the whistle.

         I have two great memories of these sessions. One was a fantastic goal by the seventeen-year-old Bruce Rioch, which saw him play three one-twos before finishing with a rasping drive. It was a talent that would see Aston Villa pay £100,000 for him in the summer of 1969 – a record transfer fee for a Second Division club. Six years later, he would win the league title with Derby. His tackling bordered on the dangerous; he was fearless and possessed a ferocious temper.

         The other training ground memory is of an incident involving Graham French. While I was recuperating, Luton had bought 31French from Wellington, which is now part of Telford new town. He played in my position and was massively talented.

         With George Martin officiating from the centre circle in his trilby, French beat three men, reached the byline but failed to squeeze the ball in at the near post. From the centre circle, Martin shrieked: ‘Cut it back, boy!’ To which the nineteen-year-old retorted at the top of his voice: ‘Fuck off, you silly cunt!’ Martin was apoplectic: ‘What did he say? WHAT DID HE SAY?’ But the players kept shtum. Martin may have been the manager, he may have acted like a sergeant major, but he lacked the respect of the players.

         I had been in the same England squad as French in the 1963 European Youth Tournament, an under-18 competition staged in England that was dubbed ‘the Mini-World Cup’. England won the trophy without conceding a goal in any of their five matches. Our defence included Len Badger, Ron Harris and Tommy Smith, who between them would play 1,500 league games for Sheffield United, Chelsea and Liverpool.

         I had played in the first two group games, where we beat the Netherlands 5–0 and Romania 3–0 and I had expected to play in the final at Wembley, against Northern Ireland. When the manager, Pat Welton, announced the team, saying Graham French would take my place, it was a massive blow to my pride. I was so upset. Pat Jennings, then of Newry Town, was in goal for Northern Ireland, but they lost their right-back, Tom Corbett, to a broken leg after half an hour. England won 4–0.

         As a reward, we were given a trip to the Canary Islands, where French had been very rude to Denis Follows, the secretary of the FA, who had questioned why Graham was late for the bus that had been booked to take us to a reception. Follows was given a mouthful of abuse.

         While we were there, Tommy Docherty, who was manager of Chelsea, arranged to meet French at London Airport to sign him. 32However, Ron Harris spoke to Docherty ahead of our return and told him not to touch him. Even as a teenager, Ron was a man with enormous qualities of leadership, which Docherty already trusted. French was signed by Swindon for £13,000 but played only five times before being transferred to Watford and then returning to Wellington.

         Graham French’s problems, in my view, were those of attitude rather than skill. I felt that he mixed with the wrong company. While at Luton, he owned and ran greyhounds at the track at Bletchley. He had problems at home and went back to Wellington for three weeks. I was still injured and Allan Brown, who had replaced George Martin as manager, thought French indispensable and desperately wanted him back. He said to me: ‘You’re big pals with Frenchie; do a favour for me and drive to Wellington and try to persuade him to come back.’

         I managed to coax him back to Luton. He had not trained for three weeks. French had a training session on the Friday and played on the Saturday. He performed brilliantly. However, Graham was a gambler and a boozer and was particularly attracted by the opening of Luton’s version of Caesar’s Palace, which contained a nightclub and a casino and attracted the likes of Bob Monkhouse, Tommy Cooper and Matt Monro. It was the place to go on Saturday evenings. Maureen and I would treat ourselves to a meal and the cabaret while Graham would disappear into the casino.

         In 1970 he went to a pub called The Unicorn and shot and wounded a man, allegedly over gambling debts. The judge who jailed him for three years called French: ‘An unsavoury man with synthetic glamour.’

         He returned to Luton after his sentence and scored for the reserves against Millwall on his first game back in front of a big crowd, nearly all of whom had gathered to welcome him back. However, prison had taken too much out of him and Graham was a shadow 33of what he had been. A few years later, he turned up at Southport, where Allan Brown was now managing, and played two games under the assumed name of Graham Lafite. The FA discovered the ruse and banned him.

         Allan Brown had taken over from George Martin in November 1966 when Luton were twenty-first in the Fourth Division. Brown was a tough, serious Scot. He had played in the same Blackpool teams as Stanley Matthews and appeared for Luton in the 1959 FA Cup final against Nottingham Forest.

         He spent three years as Luton manager, where he was backed by the club’s new owners, Reggie Burr and Tony Hunt, who ran the Vehicle and General insurance company. Luton won promotion to the Third Division in 1968 as champions, but Brown was sacked after he challenged the directors and told them he wanted to be interviewed for the Leicester job. His employers used this as an excuse to dismiss him. Three years later, Vehicle and General would collapse, leaving 800,000 motorists uninsured.

         In Bruce Rioch and Alan Slough, who went on to play for Fulham in the 1975 FA Cup final, Luton had good young players. Brown also signed a loan deal for Derek Kevan, who had scored 173 goals for West Bromwich Albion but who was in his thirties when he came to Kenilworth Road. Kevan still lived in the Midlands and was always anxious to make a prompt getaway from training. However, the sessions used to end with several skill drills, one of which was to sprint thirty yards, keep the ball up a set number of times and then dribble back with the ball through some cones to pass to the next man. It was supposed to be fun and improve ball control. For a man who had played for England in the 1958 World Cup, Derek Kevan’s ball skills were questionable. His style of play was best summed up by supporters at The Hawthorns who nicknamed him ‘The Tank’. Often, Derek did not get away quite as quickly as he would have liked. 34

         Shropshire did not appear a likely destination on the day in 1967 I received a curt, registered letter from Luton Town, thanking me for my services, wishing me well in the future but giving me a free transfer. I was at the crossroads. Shrewsbury, an agricultural market town with no great football tradition, beckoned when I turned down slightly more money being offered by non-league Chelmsford City.

         There was an offer to go to Australia and play for Maccabi Hakoah, a club founded by Sydney’s Jewish community. There were tentative phone calls from other clubs. My pride was hurt and injury had knocked my confidence, but I was determined to stay in the Football League.

         Shrewsbury had finished sixth in the Third Division, but the club was most famous for employing a man in a coracle to fish out the footballs that had been kicked out of Gay Meadow and into the River Severn. It would also mean leaving Luton, where Maureen owned a hairdressers. The dilemma was whether our relationship would survive if I moved away and stayed in digs for another year. There were many heartfelt discussions before we agreed I should go.

         I was going to play for a most uninspiring man. Arthur Rowley had broad shoulders and a heavy frame. He had been a great goalscorer for Leicester City with a sledgehammer left foot and an amazing appearances-to-goals record. In the 1956/57 season, which had seen Leicester promoted to the top flight with Nottingham Forest, Rowley had scored forty-four league goals.

         He had come to Shrewsbury the following year as a player-manager exchanging the First for the Fourth Division, scoring 160 goals in his first five seasons at Gay Meadow. He had retired in 1965.

         When I met him, Rowley seemed casually indifferent about me signing for him. He said: ‘If you don’t agree to sign within forty-eight hours, I have already spoken to Bernie Lewis at Cardiff who would love to come.’ Talking to him, I felt uncertain. I should have been braver with my conversation, because from the very start 35Arthur Rowley did not seem a manager I would be comfortable with. I was torn. I was putting my relationship with Maureen at risk, but Shrewsbury had a decent side and I was desperate to resurrect my career. My desire to keep playing overrode my initial suspicion of the man.

         Arthur Rowley’s dreary Black Country dirge was counteracted by the enthusiasm of the coach, Gordon Lee, who had been a right-back for Aston Villa. It was no surprise to me and to the rest of the players when at the end of a very good season, which had seen Shrewsbury miss out on promotion to Division Two by a point, Gordon succeeded Stanley Matthews as manager of Port Vale. Gordon was a workaholic who must have been stretched to breaking point by the diplomacy required to be Rowley’s assistant.

         Rowley rarely smiled. The training sessions at Shrewsbury would end with a small-sided game that would not finish until Rowley had scored with this thunderbolt left foot. His great passion was horse racing. He owned a horse called Tern Eran, and before one home game he stayed in his office to watch the TV race. He came down to the trainers’ box when the game was already fifteen minutes in. I cannot recall whether Tern Eran won, but if it had, Arthur Rowley would never betray that knowledge with a smile.

         His captain, Ted Hemsley, was a fine all-round sportsman who would win cricket’s County Championship with Worcestershire. He was Arthur’s ‘favourite son’. Whenever his horse had a chance of a win, Rowley would inform Ted, who would never tell the other players.

         Our centre-forward was Frank Clarke, one of the famous Clarke footballing family. He was the eldest of five brothers, all of whom played league football. The youngest, Wayne, won the championship with Everton in 1987 and scored the decisive goal in the Charity Shield against Coventry. Allan, the second and most famous brother, was a confident, almost arrogant goalscorer for Leeds and 36England. I considered Frank’s ability as a front man to be top class. He was not quick, but he could keep the ball, was always available and his positioning, when you had the ball, always gave you an alternative. His talents were rewarded with a move to play First Division football with Queens Park Rangers.

         I felt my form and fitness were improving at Shrewsbury, but I wanted more regular games. I was also restless. I decided to move to lovely, sleepy, sunny Exeter.

         The manager of Exeter City, Frank Broome, a happy-go-lucky man who had been a fine striker for Aston Villa before the war, came to my rescue. The players enjoyed his company and my previous two moves had taught me to ask more delicate questions. The most important point I wanted to put to Broome was: ‘I do not want to be a squad member. I need to play.’

         He replied: ‘Don’t worry. You’ll play. You’ve got to play. I’ve only got twelve players!’ Broome was a friendly, family man. A bit of a joker.

         Exeter was even further away from Luton than Shrewsbury. It would mean more time apart from Maureen, although we agreed that she would wind down the hairdressing business and she would join me in Devon at the end of the season. That summer, we promised ourselves we would get married.

         Almost immediately, Exeter had a run in the League Cup. The first round produced a Devon derby against Plymouth that was won on the second replay. Sheffield Wednesday, a First Division club, were beaten 3–1 at St James’s Park. I gave Don Megson, regarded as perhaps Sheffield Wednesday’s finest left-back, a hard time. The next game was the big one. We were drawn at Tottenham Hotspur. Little Exeter and thousands of Devonians would travel to the great theatre of White Hart Lane.

         The drama was intense. When Pat Jennings fumbled my shot, John Mitten scored to put Exeter 2–1 up in front of a crowd of 3725,000. It was then that the genius of Jimmy Greaves intervened. His hat-trick included racing from the halfway line and ghosting past three statuesque defenders to score. Tottenham won 6–3. They would reach the semi-finals, only to lose to Arsenal.

         I was enjoying my football in Devon. I had seldom felt fitter, partly due to the excellent training, some of which was done under the direction of Exeter University’s fitness specialist, Dr Peter Travers. It was at Exeter that I experienced weight training for the first time. I felt stronger and quicker – as I had to be on the mud-bound St James’s Park pitch.

         Maureen and I were married on 3 June 1969 at Luton Register Office. I approached the wedding with some trepidation. Maureen was not Jewish and my father had, deep down, always wanted me to remain within the fold. We discussed the dilemma many times and Maureen was wonderful about it, but her parents and family I felt were slightly less approving. Ours was not a religious marriage but a union of two liberal, free-thinking people, who were horrified by prejudice.

         Most importantly, we settled in Exeter and Maureen became pregnant with our son, Jonathon. On days off and spare weekends, we would travel to Dawlish, Teignmouth and Budleigh Salterton. In a small way we were living the dream. I even revived my enthusiasm for Sunday games of cricket. At school, I had played for Nottinghamshire at under-16 level as a wicketkeeper.

         The FA Cup provided two brushes with glamour. In January 1969, we played at home to Manchester United, the reigning European champions. Westward Television, which ran the ITV franchise for the south-west, dispatched its television cameras to interview us. The whole of Devon appeared captivated by the tie and the chance to see George Best. The game was watched by a crowd of 18,500.

         I was named substitute, though I did come on during the game and fifteen minutes before kick-off our full-back Mike Balson, in 38his full kit, went down the narrow corridor that linked the dressing room at St James’s Park to the secretary’s office to drop off some complementary tickets. There, standing in a corridor in a suit, was George Best, chatting away. Balson rushed back to the dressing room to announce: ‘Great news, chaps: George Best isn’t playing.’ When we ran out on to the pitch, Best was standing there in his No. 7 shirt. Ian Storey-Moore, who played with Best during his last years at Old Trafford, told me this was typical of the man. He would do no warm-ups, go into the dressing room, put on his shirt and play, forever the street footballer.

         Facing Exeter City in front of the BBC television cameras, Matt Busby employed a front line of Best, Bobby Charlton and Denis Law – the trio whose statue now stands guard outside Old Trafford. None of them scored and, a minute before half-time, Exeter were leading 1–0 through a goal from their Liverpudlian striker, Alan Banks. Just before the interval, John Fitzpatrick equalised and an own goal from John Newman and another from Brian Kidd settled the fixture.

         In November, we beat Fulham 2–0 in the first round of the following season’s FA Cup. It was only later that it sank in that I had played against Johnny Haynes, the first £100-a-week footballer and perhaps the most glamorous player of his generation, just as George Best was of his. Frank Broome had gone by then, sacked in February after a defeat at Newport left Exeter second-bottom of the Football League. John Newman began a seven-year spell as Exeter’s manager, initially combining the role with playing centre-half.

         Although I had a good relationship with him, it made me think more about the future and of getting back into football’s mainstream. However lovely Exeter was, it was also isolated. To watch first-class football meant a near 150-mile round trip to see Bristol City. Maureen had retained her interest in the hairdressing business in Luton, but she realised that those running it were taking too 39much of an advantage of her absence and could not be trusted. A heart to heart with John Newman led me to my third free transfer. What a record!

         Jim Iley, whom I had known at Nottingham Forest, was now at Peterborough and persuaded me to come to a club that was in commutable distance of Maureen’s parents, where we lived while she was pregnant with Jonathon. Eventually, we would buy the flat above Maureen’s hairdressing business, a stone’s throw from Kenilworth Road.

         Iley was an often-dour Yorkshireman who had moved from Newcastle to become Peterborough’s player-manager. Jim needed to dominate the game. He wanted to take every throw-in, corner kick and free-kick himself. The joke in the dressing room was that he would have liked to have headed in his own corners. My greatest gripe with Jim’s coaching was that whatever the result Monday morning would always involve long, hard, repetitive running. I hated it.

         Two-thirds into my one season at Peterborough, I received a call from Peter Taylor, who was now at Derby with Brian Clough. He told me Nuneaton Borough in the Southern League had a vacancy for a player-manager.

         ‘Why are you ringing me?’ I asked him.

         ‘You could do that job.’

         ‘I think I’m too young, Peter.’

         ‘If you’re good enough, you’re old enough. Make no mistake, a load of the managers out there are crap. You won’t even need an interview. I’ll make sure you get the job.’

         I thought there would be interviews and I was invited to talk to the club, as were others. Maurice Setters, the tough wing-half who had played for West Bromwich Albion and Manchester United, was rumoured to be interested. So, too, was Davie Gibson, a very talented inside-forward, who had won the League Cup in successive seasons at Leicester. 40

         In subsequent years, I told people, half-jokingly, that I got the job by accepting less money than Nuneaton offered. I knew it would be a way of getting that first opportunity in management. I was twenty-six.

         There would be more travelling, more staying in digs. However, it meant I would be able to use the coaching certificates I had worked for. There was something else. I had not been impressed by some of the managers I had played under. I thought I could do better.

         Later, Peter Taylor would explain how he was so certain I would get the Nuneaton job. Six years before, he had moved to the northeast to join Brian Clough at Hartlepools. The managing director of the removal firm was a man called Sam Downes. I am pretty sure that Peter would not have paid him but would have promised to do him a favour in the future. By 1971, Sam Downes was a director at Nuneaton and I was the favour.

         There was an alternative. I spoke to the pinstriped figure of Stanley Reed, the erudite, articulate chairman of a Southern League club that was going places – Wimbledon. I went to Plough Lane to be interviewed for the job, as was Howard Wilkinson, who was then managing Boston United. Neither of us was appointed – the position went to Mike Everitt, who had been an aggressive fullback at Northampton and managed in a similar style. Stanley Reed would see Wimbledon become a Premier League club. Poignantly, his funeral in May 2002 came seven days before the club was given permission to move to Milton Keynes.

         Nuneaton had finished sixteenth in the Southern League Premier Division, where the big clubs were Yeovil, Hereford, Chelmsford and Wimbledon. I began the new season as player-manager, but I was increasingly afflicted by problems with my back.

         In my final game, which was on Yeovil’s famous sloping pitch at Huish Park, I suffered excruciating spasms in my back, which completely locked. After the match, I had to be put into traction at the 41Coventry and Warwickshire Hospital, where I was treated by the surgeon, Tom Sergeant, who was a director at Coventry City. He advised me not to have an operation and, as always, I trusted the surgeon. I knew my time as a player was up.

         My chairman at Nuneaton was a man called Alf Scattergood, who ran Century Oils, a firm based in Stoke that produced industrial lubricants. He was a short, portly, pipe-smoking man who was a well-known local figure.

         Early on in my time as his manager, he told me: ‘Any fool can spend someone else’s money.’ By money, he meant his and by fool, he meant me. I understood his message and ran, as I always did, a tight ship.

         The club employed a secretary, Vera Robinson, for three days a week, but she had to take time off, and for several months, I did the job. The directors could tell themselves they were getting more for their money from me. However, it made me aware of the intricacies of the accounts, player registrations and how much money was coming in and going out. The experience would stand me in good stead for the future.

         The club allowed me a second-hand Ford Cortina, supplied by one of the board members, a tall, ex-public schoolboy who ran a car dealership. He had a loud voice and, as I stood by the boardroom door waiting to be invited into a meeting, I heard him say: ‘Shall we call Goldberg in now?’ It may have been his idea of a joke, but I never found prejudice at Nuneaton. It was a tight-knit mining community and they had probably never encountered a Jew before.

         My first experience of the FA Cup as a manager saw me take Nuneaton to the first round proper. It was a big deal for the club. Nuneaton had a reputation in the competition, and in 1967, 22,000 had packed into their ground, Manor Park, for a third-round tie against Rotherham.

         On a dreadful, wet afternoon in November 1971, we played 42Torquay in front of 5,000. We had won five preliminary games to get this far. Some 2,000 had travelled down to Devon from Nuneaton. We could not cancel out an early Torquay goal and in the final minute we saw what everyone at Plainmoor thought a legitimate equaliser disallowed. It was my first crushing experience of football management.

         One day Peter Taylor, who was transforming Derby into league champions, rang me and said: ‘Do you need anything?’ I replied that we lacked pace and could do with someone on the right. He said: ‘I’ll have a word with Brian and see what I can do.’

         The next day, Brian Clough rang me. ‘I’m told you want a winger,’ he said. ‘I’ve got just the player for you. A boy called Hutchinson. A Geordie. He’ll be good enough for you.’

         I went to watch him at an A-team fixture at Birmingham’s training ground at Elmdon. He did very little. A few days later, Clough rang me and said: ‘What about Hutchinson?’

         ‘Brian, with the best will in the world, I can’t take him. He seems to have no appetite for the game.’

         ‘Exactly. You’ll help him regain his appetite.’ That was what conversations with Clough were like. He always had an answer. We did not take the player.

         Nuneaton rose two places to fourteenth in my first season, which saw Hereford elected to the Football League, and finished ninth in 1973. However, the end came when I started my third season poorly and lost 4–0 at Kettering, a wealthy club, managed by the 34-year-old Ron Atkinson.

         They were backed by John Nash, who had made a lot of money playing the Japanese stock markets and was the chairman of a company called Caravans International. He had signed Roy Clayton from Oxford United and Eddie Dillsworth from Chelmsford City for a combined fee of £42,000 which was an absolute fortune for non-league football in the 1970s. 43

         Sitting on the bus after the game, a disconsolate Alf Scattergood told me to see him at Manor Park the following day, Sunday. I knew the writing was on the wall and later he phoned me at home. ‘We won’t need that meeting, David,’ said Scattergood. ‘The directors have met and we’ve decided the time has come.’

         Not long before and realising my position with the board was becoming fragile, I had phoned Peter Taylor, who himself was walking on eggshells with the directors of Derby. ‘You would not believe what’s happening here,’ he told me. ‘Don’t worry. I will always give you a job.’ In October 1973, some eighteen months after taking Derby to the league title, Clough and Taylor walked out of the Baseball Ground.

         I also heard that the Luton manager, Harry Haslam, whom I had met a couple of times, had spoken well of me. The sacking did not overly perturb me. I knew there was something out there.
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