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FOREWORD
SIR ALEX FERGUSON



In the summer of 1980, Aberdeen celebrated a first league title in a quarter of a century – but one major change was on the horizon at Pittodrie. I had lost Pat Stanton as my assistant. I think his family wanted to move back closer to Edinburgh and he decided to take the manager’s job at Cowdenbeath. Despite our New Firm rivalry, I was close to Jim McLean – the manager of Dundee United – and I sought his counsel on a replacement. Jim instantly recommended Archie Knox, who was manager of Forfar Athletic at the time but had played and coached under him at Tannadice.


Jim told me ‘He works like a beast, is dedicated, is as straight as a die and you can trust him.’ Those are all the qualities you need in an assistant.


Archie was prepared to work all right. He was also honest and I quickly found out that I could trust him to watch my back all the time. Choosing someone you can trust is the most important thing. But Archie also had energy, dedication and a terrific work ethic. What you see is what you get with Archie and we had a fantastic relationship. Mind you, he could be like a bull in a china shop at times. We had a million arguments – it was never a honeymoon. But I trusted him 100 per cent and he always gave me the right advice.


We used to travel all over the place to games. We would leave our wives, Janis and Cathy, in Aberdeen and drive everywhere. I would drive down the road from Aberdeen and Archie would sleep in the car, then Archie would drive back up and I’d get some sleep. That was the arrangement. Goodness knows how many trips we made down that road. We put in an unbelievable amount of work.


But we had an unbelievable amount of fun, too. We used to play a game called ‘Tips’ in the gymnasium at Pittodrie after training on a Friday and it could go on for hours. There were lots of little goals all over the gym – which was built underneath one of the stands – and you’d have to outscore your opponent. Sometimes the players were involved but most of the time it was just the two of us and we’d haul in a young player to referee. We grabbed Brian Mitchell one day and he was sh***ing himself. He gave a bad decision against me and I warned him that one more wrong call and he’d be running round the track. He then gave a bad one against Archie and got the same warning from him. I can’t remember what happened next but, needless to say, it ended with Brian running round the track.


We played for another couple of hours before finishing. Teddy Scott, our coach at Aberdeen, would have a cup of tea ready for us. At that point, Teddy asked us what we should do with Brian because he was still out running round the track. We’d forgotten all about him!


I lost Archie twice, once to Dundee as manager in 1983 and then again to Rangers as assistant manager in 1991. I always remember in Gothenburg after the European Cup Winners’ Cup final win over Real Madrid, I was at the bar with Teddy at four in the morning. He said ‘Someone will be coming in for Archie. I’ve heard rumours.’ Of course, Dundee came in and he did very well for them as manager for three years.


I attracted him back to Aberdeen in 1986. I didn’t want him going from being a manager to an assistant manager, so we became joint-managers. I was perfectly comfortable with it and so were the board. But then, just a few months later, Manchester United came in and we were both off. I’m pretty sure Dick Donald offered Archie the job at Aberdeen on his own at that stage but he chose to come down to United.


Being manager of United at the start was fraught with all sorts of problems. The only thing we could do was work hard to correct it. Together, we sorted the coaching, we sorted the scouting, we sorted everything. We had a tremendous work ethic and the energy to get it right. When we went down at first, the kitchen staff at The Cliff didn’t start until 9 a.m., so we used to go to the laundry at 6.45 a.m. for tea and toast with the girls.


It was unfortunate for United that Walter Smith got the Rangers job, but I could understand why Archie went there. Walter was his friend and United wouldn’t match the financial offer from Rangers. That said, Archie definitely would have made a great manager in his own right. I wasn’t going to retire any time soon but Archie could easily have followed me at United if he had stayed that long. Mind you, neither of us might have been around too long after I tried to cook us breakfast one Sunday morning. We were in digs when we first moved to United then stayed in the Four Seasons Hotel for a while but we eventually moved into a flat in Timperley, a village near Altrincham. We’d take turns at cooking and I was making the eggs, bacon and sausages for breakfast one Sunday morning. Archie was sitting at the kitchen table with the Sunday papers and I’d stuck the plates in the top oven to warm. Suddenly, the oven exploded and the plates and everything else just flew across the kitchen. Archie was screaming and I thought I was going to kill the two of us!


Archie has been such a good friend and we have always remained close. I have always appreciated his honesty, his support for me and his wonderful friendship.





CHAPTER ONE


PICKING UP TIPS FROM FERGIE


YEARS BEFORE escaping the exploding oven in Timperley, Archie Knox survived another major scare at the hands of Alex Ferguson.


Archie recalled: ‘The first time Alex nearly killed me was when we were driving down from Aberdeen to Helenvale in Glasgow to coach some youngsters. There is a railway bridge over the road just after Stonehaven and there’s a sharp turn in the road. Alex had the foot down, the road surface was wet and he suddenly put the brakes on. We went straight on, straight across the road, hit the kerb on the other side and bounced back into the road – the opposite side of the road. If there had been anything coming the other way, we’d have been dead.


‘Amazingly, there didn’t seem to be any notable damage to the car – we didn’t even have a puncture – so we got ourselves together again and continued the journey. What we didn’t realise until the next day, when we got the mechanic to look it over, was that we’d fractured an axle and we could have lost a wheel and crashed anywhere on the road that night.’


The road to glory for Knox and Ferguson was often littered with obstacles. That they overcame them all to lead Aberdeen to a golden era of success said everything of the relationship between the pair.


Dons legend Alex McLeish, who won every domestic honour under them as well as the 1983 European Cup Winners’ Cup final against the mighty Real Madrid, remembers it well.


Big Eck said: ‘You could see an instant bond between the two of them. They had a great camaraderie from the start. They used to walk round the corridors inside Pittodrie and they’d be shouting and singing. They were just like a couple of best pals.’


The closeness of the bond between them was all the more surprising given they hardly knew each other before Archie’s appointment as No.2 in 1980. He’d spent his playing and coaching career at Forfar Athletic, St Mirren, Dundee United and Montrose. Ferguson, five years his senior, had moved into management aged just 32 and their paths had rarely crossed. Indeed, they were only drawn together after a feud over frozen pies and a deal to earn a bumper £20-a-week pay rise.


Archie remembers: ‘I didn’t really know Alex at the time, although I’d met him on a couple of coaching courses.


‘I’d started a Tayside Reserve League to allow the likes of United, Dundee, St Johnstone and the Angus clubs to give their fringe players more game-time. It was cleared by the SFA and was proving quite popular as the arrangements were quite loose and could be changed to suit the teams.


‘The only outspoken critic of the idea was Albert Henderson, the Arbroath manager, who was worried about what would happen if clubs ordered too many pies and they weren’t all eaten. Once Albert was assured the pies could be frozen and used at the next home game, everyone was happy.


‘Alex quickly got involved and brought Aberdeen’s reserves down to Station Park to play Forfar in the new league. He asked me for a quick word before kick-off. I took him into my pokey wee office under the main stand at Station Park and he didn’t waste time with any preliminaries. He just said, “How would you like to be my assistant manager at Aberdeen?” I said that would be great. He asked when could I start and I said the next day. Less than 24 hours later, I was at Pittodrie for a friendly against Twente Enschede.


‘I spoke to the Aberdeen chairman, Dick Donald, and agreed a package that meant I was getting £1,000-a-year more than I was currently on. With my job at Bett Brothers, the builders in Dundee, and my part-time work at Forfar, I was on £8,000-a-year. Aberdeen offered to put it up to £9,000. Then I realised I had a car at Forfar and wasn’t getting a car at Aberdeen so my new pay rise instantly went on a new motor!’


Never mind a new car, Archie soon realised he had stepped aboard a juggernaut which was hastily moving through the gears. Ferguson had led the Dons to a first league championship in 25 years – clinched with a 5-0 win over Hibs at Easter Road on the penultimate weekend of the season – just weeks before Archie arrived in the Granite City. The vast bulk of the side which would go on to win the Cup Winners’ Cup in Gothenburg three years later was already in place.


McLeish and club captain Willie Miller were together at the heart of the defence, with Jim Leighton behind them in goal. Scotland international Gordon Strachan contributed 15 goals from midfield, Mark McGhee ten from attack. Steve Archibald, soon to be sold to Tottenham Hotspur for a club record fee of £800,000, was leading goalscorer with 22.


Now Ferguson had chosen to add Knox’s training ground nous to oil the wheels of the Dons’ machine, even if the boss needed the odd reminder.


Archie said: ‘I’d only been at Aberdeen for a couple of weeks when I had to speak to Alex. All I’d done was watch training and work with the young lads in the afternoons. I said to him, “What am I doing here?” Alex didn’t understand what I meant but I told him I hadn’t just come to the club to stand and do nothing.


‘He came back to me later that same day and said, “You’re right. From now on, you take the training and I’ll watch.”


‘There was no drama but I think he wrote in one of his books many years later that it was one of the best decisions he’d ever made. It allowed him to do the things he was good at, and it allowed me to concentrate on the things I was good at, too.’


It was an arrangement which proved popular with the players as well. Centre-back McLeish – who had 16 years and 500 appearances at Aberdeen – believes Knox was an inspired appointment. He said: ‘Fergie and Archie created a great atmosphere at the club. When it was serious, it was serious and they prepared us to win. But they were great advocates of down time, too, and we’d have golf or cricket or get away to the sunshine for a bit of Vitamin D in the body. We’d go to Mallorca or Marbella. We even went to Egypt once and I remember us visiting the Pyramids.


‘The cricket could be great. There was one time when Fergie fell out with Steve Cowan, one of our strikers, when he caught and bowled him. We were playing at Gordonstoun and Steve had actually got Fergie out in the first over but the gaffer said he wasn’t allowed to be out in the first over! Steve caught and bowled him a second time and shouted something like, “Right, you’re out this time.” Fergie threw his bat at him and ordered him away to run round the pitch until he was told otherwise.


‘We were back inside having some dinner when Archie pointed out that Steve was still outside running. Fergie had forgotten about him. He immediately went to apologise and said, “Sorry about that Steve.” Cowan replied, “Don’t worry – it was worth every lap!”’


Archie, born in the Angus village of Tealing, was just 33 when he succeeded Pat Stanton as assistant to Ferguson. The manager himself was well shy of 40 and the energy and enthusiasm they shared for their task drove on the Dons. The squad was relatively young, too, with home-grown players such as Neil Simpson and Gothenburg goal hero Eric Black slowly bled into the first team.


Black, who has gone on to coach at Celtic and several clubs in England’s Premier League including Southampton, recalled: ‘At the time, I didn’t know any different than Archie and Fergie told me. I was 16 when I signed, 17 when I broke into the first team and everything seemed normal as I had nothing to compare it to. I thought you just turned up, they shouted, you ran, you won a couple of trophies, went on holiday for a week or two then came back and did it all again.


‘How lucky was I to have landed with that group of players and that management team at such a young age? Mind you, I didn’t always think that at the time.


‘They definitely formed me. You have your own character but they tested you and through my whole career I have kept that discipline, work ethic and humility with me. Archie was the one who put that into me. He used to stay behind in the afternoons and work with us as kids. Even when we were in the first team, he constantly tried to make me better. I owe an enormous debt to Archie Knox.


‘They did put you under pressure but it was a pressure to make you better. It was top-class management. They were the kind that, once they’d climbed Everest, they’d be looking around asking where the bigger mountain was.


‘I’ve worked with people who could do it five or six days a week. They were the only ones who could do it seven days a week. They were constantly at you – questioning, encouraging, criticising and helping. Archie was always at us on the training ground, but it helped us grow.’


As Knox and Ferguson got to know each other better, the working relationship strengthened and so too did the off-field bond. They’d share nights out with wives and friends, they’d chew over the latest win or a forthcoming contest over a pint or two. A friendship which endures to this day would intensify as the pair realised they shared the common goal of bringing glory to Aberdeen.


And they didn’t suffer fools gladly.


Archie said: ‘We used to socialise a lot in Aberdeen in those days. We’d go for a few pints after games or out with the wives. I can remember one night we were in the Palm Court, a place in Aberdeen owned by Ricky Simpson, a hairdresser and businessman who was a close friend of Rod Stewart. We’d lost to Rangers at Ibrox and a fan, a lad called Callum Shand who was often seen around the club in those days, approached Alex to discuss the game. He said, “Alex, what the players lacked today was PMA.” Alex asked him what he was talking about and what he meant by PMA. Callum explained it was “Positive Mental Attitude” that they were lacking. Alex explained that he could take his PMA and GTF.’


The fire which burned deep inside Knox and Ferguson often came to the surface on the ‘Tips’ court deep in the bowels of the stadium. As Ferguson says in his foreword, Brian Mitchell once spent two hours running round the Pittodrie track after making a poor decision when press-ganged into refereeing one of the notorious contests. But Knox remembers the one-on-one clashes often lasted even longer as they let off steam at the end of another tough week. He said: ‘We had some incredible rammies when playing Tips. There were six goals and all the boys could be involved. There could be anything up to 12 players involved at one time, dodging round the pillars which held up the stand and shooting for goal. It was one touch and if you lost three goals, you were out.


‘Alex and I used to play ourselves with diagonal goals and two touches. We could be in there for two or three hours playing non-stop. We loved it but, unfortunately, Stuart Kennedy got smashed in the eye by the ball one day and suffered a detached retina. He was a crucial player – a Scotland international who’d been to the 1978 World Cup finals in Argentina with Ally MacLeod – and had now suffered this bad injury because of a game of Tips. That was the end of that.’


But memories of the way Tips shaped the Fergie/Knox era – and drew management and players closer – endure to this day. Even if outsiders couldn’t quite understand what was happening. Strachan, later to manage Celtic and Scotland, recalled: ‘I remember a lad, I think he was from Hungary, came over to watch us. Lots of people wanted to come and study this little team from Scotland which was doing so well, but the weather was so bad all we could do was play games of Tips in the gym.


‘Within five minutes, he’d cleared out fearing he was in danger of being badly hurt. I think the only word he wrote in his notebook was the Hungarian word for “mayhem”. Archie and the gaffer would literally smash the ball off people’s faces when they were playing Tips.


‘I went in one day when they were playing. I needed to speak to the gaffer about something or other. Archie said, “You saw that – was it a goal?” I said I wasn’t sure if it was a goal or not and Fergie shouted, “F*** off, what do you know?” The next thing they were shoving and pushing each other. I left the gym but they came out raging with each other – and I mean raging.’


Legendary Dons skipper Miller, who would later manage the club and serve on the board, also recalls the feuds over Tips. He said: ‘The two of them draped a net between two pillars and just battered a ball at each other – and at the younger lads. It let them vent their frustrations and get out any tension. But I’m not sure it’s something you’d get away with nowadays.’


One of those younger lads was goalkeeper Bryan ‘Big Ben’ Gunn, who would serve as understudy to first-choice shot-stopper Leighton. Gunn, who would later win caps for Scotland, signed his first professional forms in the summer of 1980 – just as Knox also penned his deal to join the club. Ousting Leighton from between the sticks was, of course, a sizeable task. But even that couldn’t faze him quite like Tips. Gunn said: ‘You each had three lives and it was a battle royal at the end. A life was a shot which went inside your white lines. Of course, there was no electronic goal-line technology in those days and it always ended in arguments. The floor was also painted in a horrible black paint which would peel off and leave you filthy, sweaty and dirty.


‘The highlight was a Friday afternoon when Archie and Fergie would have their own play-off. It was not to be missed. The younger ones had to stay behind and watch it – and an unlucky one had to referee it – and it was blood-curdling, ferocious, one-on-one stuff. Archie favoured what he called the “blooter”. Fergie went for a more dainty approach and would often chip a ball over Archie’s head into his goal.


‘Archie was there to take bodies and inflict pain. He didn’t care that it was the boss on the other end of it – it was last man standing for sure.


‘If you were caught cheering for one of them, you knew that the other one would keep it in the memory bank.


‘Archie often had a “blooter” which would hit the boss on the head and send him spinning. The key was to make sure we had stopped laughing before he sorted himself out.


‘We all wanted Archie to win but we knew the punishment meted out would be worse if Fergie lost so we had to be as diplomatic as possible.


‘There was more than one occasion when one of the boys had to run to get Teddy Scott to do his Henry Kissinger bit. I remember Fergie winning one game and one of the boys cheering. Archie sent us out into the snow in our T-shirts to do ten laps of the pitch.


‘It could be a fight to the death but it was also a fun way to end a tough week of training ahead of the game on a Saturday.’


And there were plenty of ‘tough’ weeks at Pittodrie as Knox and Ferguson placed the Old Firm and north-east rivals Dundee United firmly in their sights.


As the title of this book suggests, they took a no-nonsense approach to their jobs – with the players either embracing their methods or being left in their slipstream. When Black was invited to contribute to this book, he joked by text: ‘Roger, got your message – will have a think and get back to you. Psychologically, only just recovering from Archie and Fergie and now you’re bringing it all back up!!’


Lesser men couldn’t cope with the demands placed on them by the management. But Strachan, like Black, is a devotee of the ‘what doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger’ maxim. He looks back on the Ferguson/Knox dugout axis as pivotal to the development of that Dons squad, shaping them as players and people. He said: ‘It was character-testing. As a football player, you get tested on the field and you are on your own to deal with mental and physical crises. These two tested you every day so that when these tests came round on the pitch, you were ready for them.


‘I look back on those Ferguson and Knox barrages and think, “They didn’t kill me, they didn’t turn me into a psychotic killer, they didn’t make me a depressive.” I look back and laugh and say, “I’m all right.” They made it easier for me to deal with things as a manager in later years because I’d been tested.


‘Archie always had a sense of humour which endeared you to him. I don’t think he could have done it without that sense of humour, and he genuinely wanted to make people better. You could feel that as a player, the fact that he was trying to make you better.’


McLeish, who would later manage Rangers to a domestic Treble and lead Birmingham City to the English League Cup after bossing Scotland, agrees with Strachan’s assessment. ‘There was always a great bond between Fergie and Archie and the players. It just seemed to work. Archie knew how to calm down Fergie when he was having a go. But he could also take the bull by the horns at times. He wasn’t a man to be messed with. I tried to improve my game as much as I could and Archie would work with me to improve my range of passing. He’d try to get me to mix up my game and my use of the ball, to hit different diagonals to team-mates. We’d work on the Pittodrie pitch after training to perfect the accuracy of my distribution from the back.


‘I made a pass during the 1990 World Cup finals in Italy, a big diagonal out to Robert Fleck on the touchline in Scotland’s game against Sweden. Ronald Koeman and company would have been proud of it. Wee Flecky controlled it and put it into that corridor of uncertainty in the penalty box. Big Roy Aitken went down, we got a penalty and won the game 2-1. That pass was a result of all the work I’d done years earlier with Archie. It was about shifting the ball from one foot to the other and changing the direction of play.


‘Archie took a coaching course I was on at Largs years after leaving Aberdeen. He was so enthusiastic and skilled. I saw a different side of him. For years, he’d been the boss and you didn’t want to get on the wrong side of him – but now we have ended up great pals.’


Bonds forged at Pittodrie have remained strong over almost four decades. Miller, Strachan and McGhee – as well as Ferguson and countless others – were guests at Archie’s 70th birthday party in May 2017. At such social occasions, it’s only human nature that old tales are stretched a bit. But the Dons legends speak as one when recalling the strict regime which developed them into kings of Europe.


Gunn said: ‘People tell stories about Archie swinging a baseball bat in a darkened room at Pittodrie. The stories are as true as can legally be written without anyone getting into trouble. But it was a fun time to be around Aberdeen and it helped all the young lads grow up very quickly and focus on what we needed to do to make it in the game.


‘Archie was a massive part of my development. I think Eric and I went full-time in the summer of 1980, just as Archie arrived from Forfar. You only need to look at the number of boys from that team who went on to have careers in coaching or management to realise his influence.


‘It was great to work under Fergie, but it was Archie who would stay behind and do extra sessions with us. The coaching techniques and methods were way ahead of their time. Little wonder that team won so much.’


Archie admits it was not an atmosphere in which a player could ever find a ‘shoulder to cry on’. All of them were expected to pick themselves up after a verbal battering and carry on. He added: ‘I did have a baseball bat and I would sometimes go into the bootroom and let fly at a few of them. It was never too serious and you have to remember these were very different times in all sorts of ways. Aberdeen were just emerging as a force worthy of challenging the Old Firm clubs and taking on Jim McLean’s Dundee United. We had to do it the hard way. But we were determined to do it, no matter what stood in our way.


‘It’s amazing to look back and remember that so much of our training in those early days at Aberdeen was on Seaton Park, a council-owned area of land. If it snowed – and that was not unusual in Aberdeen in the winter – we’d have to go down to the beach. I’d go down early and mark out a full-size pitch on the sand when the tide was out. The sand was hard and made for a decent surface. We’d play games and practise our shooting, crossing and finishing. The problem was that, as the tide came in, we’d have to move the goalposts every ten minutes. The pitch would get narrower and narrower as the session went on, but none of the players ever batted an eyelid. They wanted to play on, they wanted to work, they wanted the same success that Alex and I wanted for them.’


Miller had tasted success in the form of that first title and also the 1976 League Cup under former boss Ally MacLeod. But he knew something special was brewing in Aberdeen as Ferguson and Knox got together. Even if the pair could annoy, offend and infuriate their squad on an almost daily basis. Miller said: ‘Archie made a huge impact when he arrived at the club through his talent as a coach and through his big personality. You always knew Archie was going about the place. He was so big and loud that he’d give you a sore head. He was very outgoing and a big character. He has a quiet side but I think it was part of his role with Fergie to keep the place at a high tempo and lively. It didn’t always sit well with me in the morning because I was a slow starter.


‘He worked well with Fergie but he could also pour oil on the fire. They were a great combination. From time to time, they were bad cop, bad cop!


‘Archie came in when Pat Stanton left but they were like North Pole and South Pole. I can remember one day when Fergie was hammering Stuart Kennedy because of the quality of his crosses. Fergie went on and on but Stuart just couldn’t see his point. Stuart thought everything he did was perfect – not just his crossing. It got to the point where Fergie looked to Archie for assistance. He said, “Archie, will you tell him his crossing is pathetic.” Archie tried to be diplomatic and said, “Well boss, it has improved.” But Stuart took it the wrong way and moaned, “So, it’s improved to pathetic!” That was the end of the drill because the rest of us could do nothing for laughing.’





CHAPTER TWO


THE DONS’ DEEP POOL OF TALENT


THE FOREWORD to this book features the tale of Archie Knox cheating death at the hands of an exploding oven. The first chapter reveals another close encounter as Alex Ferguson lost control of the wheel of a car. It might be considered dangerous to suggest Archie is a cat with nine lives. Then you discover he almost drowned when Gordon Strachan pushed him into a Balearic swimming pool during a champagne-soaked end-of-season trip to the sunshine. If ever one incident summed up the camaraderie and spirit which Knox and Ferguson instilled in Aberdeen’s all-conquering squad, this was it.


They would often leave opponents breathless. But this time it was the assistant manager – a non-swimmer to this day – who was left gasping for air. Archie recalled: ‘Wee Gordon pushed me into the pool. I couldn’t swim and I thought I was going to drown.


‘It had been a chaotic trip from the moment we left Scotland. For some reason, the squad travelled in two separate planes. We used a well-known travel agent called Harry Hynds and he couldn’t get us all on the one plane for the trip. Alex went direct with some of the team and I had to take the other half to Menorca overnight then catch a flight across to Mallorca the next morning. It was quite a memorable trip because there always seemed to be something happening – even before I was thrown in the pool!


‘The Menorca boys had had a few drinks on our one night on the island when Jim Leighton confided in Mark McGhee that his brother was a spy in Russia. I’ve no idea whether it was true or not but Jim said it was a secret and McGhee must not tell anyone. Unfortunately for him, he told the wrong man and everyone knew within minutes!


‘When we eventually made it to Mallorca, the rest of the boys were all stretched out by the pool relaxing. They were enjoying the rather odd combination of Dom Perignon champagne and hamburgers. What a mix!


‘All of a sudden, Wee Gordon appeared from nowhere and shoved me into the pool. I came back up to the surface and shouted that I couldn’t swim. They were all laughing and didn’t believe me. I went down two or three times before McGhee and some of the others jumped in to get me out.


‘I chased Wee Gordon for the rest of the trip and told him I’d kill him if I got my hands on him. Of course, I never did!’


Even the perpetrator of this heinous crime admits he got a scare when he realised Archie had never learned to swim. ‘I got a fright,’ said Strachan. ‘I didn’t know he couldn’t swim. He had a hat on when I shoved him in the pool. The hat came back up and floated on the surface, but Archie didn’t. At first, I thought he was taking the mickey. When they got to him, he came out of the water like the evolution of man. Mind you, he’s a funny shape to swim – shall we say “heavy-boned”. I should have thought of that before I pushed him in.


‘I was cruel on him but, then again, he’d been cruel on me.’


Defensive lynchpins Miller and McLeish looked on in amazement as Archie quickly went in and slowly came out of the pool. They’d seen it all before in the ‘work hard, play hard’ environment which Knox and Ferguson presided over at Pittodrie. Captain Miller recalled: ‘I think the trip was at the end of the 1980/81 season, Archie’s first at the club. Mark McGhee had just won the PFA Scotland Players’ Player of the Year award after a fine season and he and Wee Gordon were the ringleaders. They got hold of Archie and he was shouting loudly that he couldn’t swim. Of course, none of the boys believed him.’


McLeish added: ‘Somebody shouted that Archie was a “standing target” so they pushed him. He went to the bottom of the pool in the deep end. We didn’t believe him and thought he was holding his breath. Then we thought, “Wait a minute, he’s not coming back up”. We gave it a few more seconds then about ten of us dived in to pull him out.’


Knox was renowned for dishing it out as he ruled with an iron fist at Pittodrie. But he’d also have to take it, with even kids like Eric Black and Bryan Gunn ready to turn on him from time to time. Black recalled: ‘Archie used to make us sing songs as a forfeit if we’d done something wrong. I remember getting into trouble with Big Ben for playing hide and seek at our digs. The landlady had complained to Archie that we were wearing out her carpet with all the running around. Singing was the punishment and we had to stand up in front of all the other “S” Forms and belt out a song. I can’t remember what I sang, but I do remember that kind of thing was brilliant in keeping up a positive atmosphere around the place.


‘He would also get us in this strange kind of lock. He would put his arms up against us and pin us to the wall inside the corridors at Pittodrie. We’d be inside his two forearms and he was a big, powerful man. It was his way of keeping us going, keeping us focused.


‘One day Big Ben and I caught him. He was singing in the shower – as he did – and was washing his hair. He didn’t hear us or see us and we managed to sneak up with some wet towels and whack him as hard as we could. We took off but he raced after us. I’d like to say he’d picked up one of the towels to cover himself, but I’m not too sure that was the case. It was November and it was snowing outside but he was chasing us around the Pittodrie pitch, trying to catch us, until he ran out of steam.’


The team spirit was legendary and, while Aberdeen ended Archie’s first season without any significant silverware, the seeds were being sown for future successes. And if that meant being the butt of the occasional prank or practical joke then Archie felt it was a price worth paying in the name of morale. He added: ‘A few of the young lads also got their own back on me one Christmas when a gang of them grabbed me, stripped me naked and dragged me out into the centre circle at Pittodrie before pelting me with snowballs. I think it was after I’d given them trouble for causing chaos in their digs.


‘One of my jobs was to liaise with the landladies who looked after the young boys in digs through the week. I remember regular complaints that the boys were using the telephone too often. Of course, it was long before all the players had mobile phones.


‘When I called one lady to discuss the complaint, she added, “Archie, they are also wearing out my carpet running up and down the stairs”. I told her that fit, young lads tended to run everywhere. She said, “I don’t mind that – but they’re playing hide and seek!” Imagine having to haul in some of Scotland’s brightest young footballers – some who would go on to play for Scotland – and politely ask them to stop playing hide and seek.


‘We had some great young lads. Eric Black, Bryan Gunn and a young lad from Kilmarnock called Billy Muir spring to mind. Billy ended up being released and signing for Rangers but I remember one reserve-team game at Tynecastle on a Friday night. Another one of my jobs was taking the reserves – and even driving the minibus to and from the away games. We were 2-0 up against Hearts with ten minutes to go and I’d promised the boys the weekend off if they won. All the mums and dads were in the stand and were awaiting the final whistle to take their boys away back home.


‘Of course, we blew it and only drew 2-2. I lost my rag with them and told them they were all coming back to Aberdeen to train in the morning and tidy the place before the first-team game on the Saturday afternoon.


‘One by one, they glumly got back into the minibus. I was in the driver’s seat and there was a knock on my window. This man said, “I’m Billy Muir’s dad. He says you’re not letting them home and they’ve got to go back to Aberdeen”.


‘I explained the realities of it and said that even the first-team – big-name stars like Willie Miller and Alex McLeish – had suffered the same punishments when we’d lost at Ibrox or places like that.


‘Mr Muir said quite calmly, “Well, that just confirms what I’ve always thought of you – that you’re a f**king idiot”.


‘I said, “That may be so – but he’s still coming back up the road”.’


Whereas Muir ultimately left the club without making a major first-team breakthrough, pals Black and Gunn emerged as Dons heroes. The former scored the opening goal against Real Madrid in the 1983 European Cup Winners’ Cup final in Sweden. The latter challenged Jim Leighton for the gloves before a huge career at Norwich City and international recognition. As they chased their big breaks, however, they were tasked with babysitting duties for Knox and Ferguson on Saturday nights.


Black recalled: ‘Archie had two girls, Susan and Lesley, and Fergie had three boys – Darren, Mark and Jason. It wasn’t so much a request to babysit – it was more of a summons. I was 18 and I had more plans for a Saturday night than babysitting and watching a film, but I didn’t really have an option.’


Gunn added: ‘I was caught for the first time when I was sweeping the dressing room and was too slow to dive for cover with the rest of the lads. Archie and Fergie must have been celebrating a win and decided they wanted to take their wives out for a drink and dinner. After that, we quite often had to forgo our Saturday nights out and stay in with either Archie’s girls or Fergie’s boys. Little did they know that we’d go out on a Sunday night instead – armed with the £20 they’d given us for babysitting. There was method in our madness.’


There was also method in the madness of Knox and Ferguson when they chose to extend the Black and Gunn babysitting services to senior players. At first, Strachan was thrilled to be offered their services in order to allow him to take out wife Lesley for the evening in Aberdeen. But it didn’t take him long to smell a rat. ‘Lesley and I had our family quite young and Bryan or Eric used to babysit for us, too,’ he recalled. ‘Archie and the gaffer were tricky because it allowed them to spy on us and find out when we got home, what condition we were in, whether we brought in a curry, who was with us, whether or not McGhee was there too. You couldn’t believe that three years later one of these babysitters was scoring a goal in a European final and the other was getting a winner’s medal on the bench.’


Babysitting wasn’t the limit of the extra-curricular duties for the Dons youngsters in those days. Archie, having moved north with wife Janis and his two daughters, required to find a new family home in Aberdeen. Busy with training and plotting the team’s assault on honours, he enlisted the help of some local ‘estate agents’ to unearth a desirable property. To their eternal credit, the players found one – even if Archie thought they were pranking him again. He said: ‘I’d told John Hewitt, Eric Black, Bryan Gunn and Andy Dornan that they had to keep their eyes open for a house for me. I was in digs with Drew Jarvie and his wife, Janet, when I first went up to Aberdeen but we needed a family home. The four lads came up with all sorts of options – not all of them ideal. Then one of them told me about Burnieboozle Crescent.


‘As you can imagine, I thought it was a wind-up. Do they seriously think I’m falling for this one? Are they taking the piss? But somehow they convinced me to take a look and it was perfect. The new Knox family home – Burnieboozle Crescent, Aberdeen.’


By way of reward for their efforts on and off the pitch, Knox and Ferguson always sought to look after the home-grown youngsters. Contract extensions, wage rises, extra bonuses were all pushed their way – assuming the recipient was a deserving one. In the days long before the Bosman agreement and freedom of contract, the Dons’ squad often relied on the goodwill of the management to enhance their terms.


Goalkeeper Gunn recalls his own negotiations over one new deal were unorthodox to say the least. ‘Archie had an affectionate nickname for me. At least, I think it was affectionate. He thought I had a large head and was never convinced when I told him it was just a big shock of blond hair. He called me “Heid”. And it was a nickname which only got altered after I plucked up the courage to ask the manager for a pay rise.


‘Most of the boys were heading off on holiday overseas at the end of the season but I feared that I’d be stuck back in Invergordon for the summer months. I went in to see Fergie to ask about a pay rise but he asked why I needed any extra money. I told him I was thinking of going to Torremolinos with the boys. Archie overheard it and started calling me “Heidimolinos”. From then on, I was just “Heidimolinos” to him. Luckily, Fergie told me to go up and see Barbara in the office to get the money I needed to go on holiday.


‘As I walked out of the office, he shouted, “And tell Ian Taggart – the club secretary – that you’re signing for another year for that money!’ Another year as “Heidimolinos”.’


Archie’s first season saw the Dons finish seven points behind champions Celtic and eliminated from the cup competitions by Dundee – whom he’d later manage – and Morton.
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