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Blackburn entered the 1980s in the third tier of English football, but a strong second half of the season in the 1979/80 campaign under Howard Kendall secured promotion. 30,000 also turned out at Ewood to watch the fifth round FA cup tie against Aston Villa in February, with a late Allan Evans own goal securing a replay for the Rovers. Evans made amends at Villa Park, scoring the only goal of the game. [Getty]


It was Howard Kendall who led Blackburn back to the second tier, and he so nearly lead them back to the top at the first time of asking, but Blackburn finished in fourth, one place outside the promotion places. Swansea, who finished in third and on the same points, 50, were promoted. The latter’s 2-0 win over the former at Vetch Field in April 1981 was the key result for both side’s fortunes. Kendall played that day but could not prevent Robbie James from scoring a crucial goal. [Getty]


Noel Brotherston (shown taking on Gordon Strachan and John Gidman in a cup tie against Manchester United in 1985), was a key player for Kendall in 1981, and his leg break at a crucial stage in the season significantly hindered the side. While his manager would move on to Everton soon enough, the Northern Irish international stayed at Ewood until 1987. Tragically he would die of a heart attack at the age of just 38 in 1995, just a week before Blackburn clinched the title. [Getty]


Though Don Mackay was overshadowed by the man who replaced him, he served Blackburn excellently and is fondly remembered for guiding the team to the 1987 Full Members’ Cup title, even if promotion ultimately eluded him. [Colorsport]


The Full Members’ Cup triumph was secured with a 1-0 victory over Charlton at Wembley. Blackburn had beaten Huddersfield Town, Sheffield United, Oxford United, Chelsea and Ipswich Town to get there. [Getty]


‘I could have easily stayed in Barcelona, made more money and stayed in the sunshine and had an easy life.’ Midway through the 1987/88 season, Steve Archibald joined Blackburn on loan from Barcelona. He wasn’t able to help Rovers to the promise land in his six months, but the club’s willingness to take him to Ewood was one of the first signs of their new intent. [Offside]


The legendary Ossie Ardiles followed Archibald to Blackburn soon after. Here he skips away from Nicky Marker in his first game at Plymouth. He wouldn’t be so lucky minutes later as he was injured in a challenge by the same player, who Dalglish would later take to Ewood. [PA]


Before Walker and Dalglish, the club’s all-time leading goalscorer Simon Garner was the one to lead Blackburn’s many promotion charges, and he eventually got there in 1992. Here he celebrates with Simon Barker in March 1987. [Getty]


The fact that Blackburn had suffered so much play-off heartbreak in the recent past made the 1-0 victory over Leicester City at Wembley in 1992 even sweeter, and with Walker now involved greater things lay ahead. [Getty]


Mike Newell, the man who secured Blackburn’s place in the top flight with a penalty, celebrates at full-time. [Getty]


Scott Sellars, a classy wide midfielder who had been at the club since 1986, also started that day, but that proved to be his last much for the club as he joined Leeds United that summer. In six years for the club he played over 200 league games. [Getty]


Liverpool manager Graeme Souness and Kenny Dalglish watch on from the sidelines during a 1-0 win for Blackburn in 1993. Souness had replaced Dalglish in the Anfield dugout and would also take on the Blackburn job at the turn of the century. [Colorsport]


After joining from Tottenham in 1990, Bobby Mimms quickly became a fans’ favourite due to his consistent performances between the sticks. However, that meant little when Tim Flowers joined in November of 1993. Dalglish had paid £2.4 million for his services, and put him straight in the team at the expense of an unlucky Mimms, showing how ruthless he could be. [Getty]


Shearer heads home at Ewood against Manchester United in April 1994. Though Blackburn would win 2-0 that day, they did not have quite enough in the tank to snatch the league title away. The not yet completed development of Ewood offers a glimpse into the streets that surround the ground. [Offside]


In the summer Shearer gained a new strike partner in Chris Sutton, who joined the club in July 1994 from Norwich. The £5 million paid by Blackburn was a British transfer record. [Alamy]


Jack Walker and Alex Ferguson lead Blackburn and Manchester United out at Wembley for the 1994 Charity Shield. Though United would win that day Blackburn would be on top at the end of the season. [Colorsport]


Kenny Dalglish, Tony Parkes and Ray Harford look on as Blackburn struggle against unfancied Swedish opposition Trelleborgs in the UEFA Cup. Though Rovers would win the league after getting knocked out of Europe, the nationally televised two-legged affair did little to combat the narrative that their football was one-dimensional and predictable when compared to Manchester United. [Getty]


Shearer trudges off the field in Trelleborgs as a 2-2 draw sends the Swedish outfit through to the next round at Blackburn’s expense. [PA]


Jason Wilcox, a homegrown player who made the first team amongst a host of new signings, had to deal with plenty of unfair criticism early in his career from the Rovers faithful, especially those sat in the Riverside End, but he soon won them over and was impressive down the left hand side with Graeme Le Saux during the title campaign. [PA]


Rovers stalwart Mark Atkins challenges Eric Cantona at Ewood in October 1994, a game that Blackburn would lose controversially. A few months later, the Frenchman influenced the title race in a way nobody could have imagined. [Alamy]


New strike partnership Shearer and Sutton celebrate being the joint recipients of the November 1994 Carling Premier League Player of the Month award with their manager Kenny Dalglish, named manager of the month. [Mirrorpix]


In his eight years at Ewood Park Kevin Gallacher was a regular, appearing in over ten league games in five of those seasons, but in the Premier League-winning campaign he was cruelly limited to just one appearance due to injury. That came against Crystal Palace in April, and he fittingly scored a crucial winner. Minutes later, he had broken his leg for a second time, keeping him out of the run-in. [Alamy]


Dalglish had only ended his playing career in 1990, and despite the stresses of management he still found time to don the Rovers kit in 1995 in a friendly. [Getty]


Blackburn and Newcastle observe a two-minute silence ahead of their crucial Premier League clash on 8 May 1995. A win for Blackburn would mean they had the title in their own hands on the final day of the season. [Alamy]


Shearer would later become a hero in his native Newcastle, but his goal in the 1-0 win over the Magpies was the one that effectively sealed the title and earned him immortal status at Ewood. [Getty]


Tim Flowers was perhaps the main reason why the three points were secured though, pulling off a series of world-class saves to deny the visitors. Here he celebrates in front of a raucous Ewood crowd before giving a legendary post-match interview to Sky. [Alamy]


Shearer is presented with his PFA Player of the Year award. Six Blackburn players were named in the team of the year in total: Flowers Le Saux, Hendry, Sherwood, Sutton and Shearer. [PA]


After all his hard work, money and impetus, Jack Walker finally gets to celebrate with the trophy of his dreams at Anfield on the final day of the 1994/95 season. [Getty]


Blackburn captain Tim Sherwood rests his hands on the Premier League trophy as his teammates celebrate at Anfield. Rarely has a team looked so ecstatic directly following a loss. [Getty]


Sutton (15) and Shearer (34) scored 49 league goals between them over the course of the campaign, over half of Blackburn’s 80. The SAS moniker was more than appropriate. [Getty]


Parkes, Dalglish and Harford celebrate with the trophy back in the dressing room. Harford would soon be replacing Kenny in the manager’s seat, while Parkes would only leave Ewood in 2004, after 34 years of service. [Getty]


Ray Harford was a popular figure among the Rovers players and a superb coach, but he didn’t find things as easy as a manager, demonstrated by his expression here after a 3-0 defeat to Spartak Moscow in November 1995. [PA]




PROLOGUE


‘We took it away from the big city boys and they didn’t like it. There was some jealousy. We had money and that brought us success. People say that we bought the league but we didn’t spend as much as the big boys. We were always going to get stick for that as a small town club but that just made it sweeter.’


KEVIN GALLACHER


AS I LEFT FOR UNIVERSITY IN LONDON IN THE SUMMER of 1991, Blackburn Rovers were stuck in the bottom half of the Second Division. It was a league they had, over the previous decade or so, threatened to escape on a few occasions – usually upwards, occasionally down – without ever finding the exit. Ewood Park had not changed that much since it became the club’s permanent home in 1890. It was homely but had seen better days. When David Pleat had been fired by Tottenham Hotspur in 1987 and then took the Leicester City job, he said that it was only when the team bus arrived at Ewood that the fact that he was no longer a top tier manager finally sunk in.


At least Pleat had been there. For the Rovers, the prospects of playing a season in the First Division for the first time since 1966 were looking as murky as a January afternoon over the nearby moors. What only a few people knew at the time, however, was that just four months before I left for the capital, Jack Walker had been there, entering the dressing room at Millwall’s Old Den to tell a team that had just lost and barely avoided the drop to the third tier that everything was different now. The local boyhood fan made good steel and then good deals, leaving him with plenty of money to spend. He informed the players that promotion, a tantalising dream for much of the eighties, was finally going to be achieved. In short, funds would be available and Rovers would be going up.


He was true to his word. By the time I finished my studies, everything was different. The manager was the legendary Kenny Dalglish, the old ground had been transformed into a soon-to-be-completed 30,000 spanking new stadium that now towered over the surrounding streets and the Blues, runners-up the year before, were about to embark on a title-winning season never to be forgotten. Walker had been true to his word. ‘Jack Walker was a very clever and very tough businessman but he was a winner and one I respected hugely,’ Alan Shearer told me almost three decades later, finding the exact sentiments of the town of Blackburn just as accurately as he used to find the back of the Ewood net.


I grew up in Blackburn, born and raised on ‘the tops’ (the coldest part of a cold town, where the wind whistled through on its way from the Atlantic to the Pennines) not that far from where Walker had built his massive Walkersteel factory in which workers cycled from one part to the next. Look down into the valley and you see rows and rows of terraced houses of the type that still surround Ewood Park, with the cobbled streets that gave television producers up and down the country the kind of archetypal northern backdrop that could never be resisted. There weren’t many cameras around in the late seventies, at least I don’t think there were, as I was too young to make the ten-minute walk down the hill to Ewood. It was easy to hear what was going on though, all you had to do was open a window.


After leaving for university, the one year I spent back in the town was the one that ended with the title. It was timing as fortuitous as Walker’s sale of his company to British Steel just before Kenny Dalglish was to become available. English football would never be the same again.


That is because there is a little more to this tale than Blackburn winning the championship for the first time in 81 years. When captain Tim Sherwood lifted the gleaming English Premiership (as it was still called) trophy on 14 May 1995, in the bright sunshine of Anfield, it ended much more than eight decades in the – as newspapers loved to put it – wilderness: it brought down the curtain on a momentous campaign in English football. Tony Evans, former sports editor of The Times and author of a number of books on Liverpool, remembers it well. ‘It was a pivotal, watershed season, the season when you can look back and say that English football was really changing. That was the time.’


It was. Looking back, that season was the bridge between the old and the new, the dividing line between the old Division One and the new dawn and the soon-to-be unleashed global juggernaut.


Sherwood, without the mid-length mid-nineties style hair he would sport in Liverpool that day in May had been beamed into a nation’s living rooms almost three years earlier in the summer of 1992 ahead of the big and special kick-off. He was Blackburn’s representative in the Sky Sports commercial that tried to convince fans that the new era really was going to be different from the old football league and, for the first time, would be worth shelling out for. With ‘Alive and Kicking’ by Simple Minds blaring out, the footage shows a host of players from the-then 22-team competition. There was Vinnie Jones in the shower, Gordon Strachan getting a massage, Paul Stewart breezing in with a shell suit, perm and sunglasses combo and Andy Ritchie talking into a mobile phone almost as big as the gleaming new league trophy.


Despite all that glitz and glamour, it wasn’t the 1992/93 season with The Shamen at half-time at Highbury and cheerleaders – whose Premier League careers didn’t last much longer than Ali Dia at Southampton – that represented a ‘whole new ball game’, but 1994/95. That August, when Rovers kicked off at The Dell, the top tier still felt largely like the old First Division. By May, the Premiership juggernaut was starting to move up through the gears. In the past there had been plenty of Irish and a smattering of Scandinavians, with Eric Cantona thrown in as an outlier. That started to change. As English fans watched the 1994 World Cup without a team to support, they would at least see some of the talent that was on display in the United States. The biggest and the best was Jürgen Klinsmann from Germany. Following the conclusion of the tournament he joined Spurs, as did Romania’s Ilie Dumitrescu. Bryan Roy of the Netherlands joined Nottingham Forest, Dan Petrescu went to Sheffield Wednesday, Stefan Schwarz of Sweden moved to Arsenal and Daniel Amokachi was at Everton. Rumours of foreign additions were more common than dodgy-looking mid-nineties away shirts. Everton, who had just avoided relegation on the final day of the previous campaign, had an injection of cash to play with and saw their name in newspapers alongside such names as Oliver Bierhoff, Paulo Sousa and Anthony Yeboah.


There were concerns back in the summer of 1994 about what this foreign invasion would mean for English football. Gordon Taylor, the chairman of the Professional Footballers’ Association, warned in a press conference against the decline of the national team and the danger of smaller clubs going bust. Klinsmann was not a problem, but those who were not at the level of the 1990 World Cup winner potentially were. ‘… The vast majority have not made the grade and have been no better than our home-grown players,’ Taylor said. ‘Millions of pounds have been lost into thin foreign air and if it continues it may cause our natural full-time breeding clubs, those such as Crewe Alexandra, to collapse.’


Taylor went on. ‘We are going to have to decide if we want to be a cosmopolitan domestic league, albeit successful in its own back garden, while remaining a wallflower at the world dance.’ While poetic, there was a whiff of hypocrisy from a player who had moved to the United States in 1977 during his own playing career. This was denied, however. ‘I went because I was better than their own indigenous players. I do not mind any players coming in if they are better than what is available domestically, not because they are cheaper. This is a false economy, particularly for our international football, for which we paid the price this summer and may pay a stiffer price in the future.’


It may have been a new topic at the time, but the arguments have not changed that much. The trickle that started in the 1994/95 season widened and the following season Ruud Gullit, Dennis Bergkamp and many more arrived. The Premier League went on to become the most international of any major domestic tournament, a development boosted in 1995 as the quota on foreign players that was imposed on clubs participating in UEFA club competitions was lifted, leading to more doom-laden predictions from Taylor, who called for a ban on non-European players.


Look back at the newspapers from the time and football is just starting to push other sports off the back pages, even during the close-season. FourFourTwo, a quality and weighty magazine, was launched in August 1994. The fanzine craze was still going strong (though I remember one away fan at Ewood that season reacting with shock when seeing Blackburn’s fanzine named 4,000 Holes. ‘What have you got to moan about?’ was the understandable question, even if fanzines were about more than getting gripes off chests). And then there was the internet. It was just starting to become a thing and the number of users in the UK hit the one million mark not long after Rovers went top of the table on 26 November 1994 as Alan Shearer sealed a 4-0 win against Queens Park Rangers with a 30-yard rocket.


New rules were introduced that season which had major changes on how the game was played, to make it more attractive and protect the artists. Ahead of the 1994 World Cup – in response to what was seen as an overly defensive 1990 tournament – FIFA told referees to clamp down on tackles from behind, an action that was outlawed completely in 1998. Referees in England were told to follow suit ahead of the new season. After a referee briefing, there were concerns expressed of a red and yellow storm in the coming season. Taylor, again in the news, predicted a rush of games being reduced not to ten-vs-ten but to ‘nine against eleven’. QPR boss Gerry Francis was also worried. ‘The World Cup was a success but there was a real increase in red and yellow cards there. I hope that doesn’t happen here. The rules from the tackle from behind have always been there. We must not put the referees under too much pressure to book players just for tackling.’


The Championship, still known as the First Division, kicked off a week earlier than the Premier League, giving an early taste of the new regime. After the Fulham and Walsall clash saw seven yellows and one red, Ian Branfoot let rip. ‘It is absolutely bloody ludicrous,’ said the Fulham boss. ‘We are being dictated to by duffers in UEFA and FIFA who haven’t a clue about our business. In England people want to see blood and thunder. The way we are going we’ll be down to five-a-side by December.’ He didn’t blame Andy D’Urso, officiating his first league game and the target of abuse from Walsall fans after sending off one of their players. ‘I feel sorry for the refs. The crowds will be after them more. They’ll need police protection in a few weeks if it carries on like this. Referees should make a stand but if they do they get sacked.’ Dundee United’s Ivan Golac threatened to resign if the new system continued after seeing Alec Cleland sent off. ‘Cleland was booked for his first tackle and sent off for his second. It’s ridiculous.’


If that wasn’t enough to deal with, being in an offside position was no longer an automatic offence. The issue of interfering with play or seeking to gain an advantage now came into the equation. As the rules were changing to encourage more open play, there were more women around to see all the action unfold. A report released just days ahead of the 1994/95 season said that 3,000 of the average attendance of 23,000 from the previous season had been female fans. Supporters were getting richer too. 30 percent earned more than £20,000 a year and 10 percent more earned over £30,000.


Complaints about facilities at stadiums were becoming rarer because there was less to complain about. There had been talk of a roof being put on the men’s toilets in the Blackburn End for years, and it was only when Walker’s cash rebuilt Ewood that male fans could pee without getting wet. The implementation of the Taylor Report that followed the inquiry into the causes of the Hillsborough disaster in 1989 led to the removal of standing areas in famous old stadiums such as Anfield, Highbury and Old Trafford.


With capacities reduced, ticket prices were going up. Television revenue was starting to make up for any shortfall. The original Sky deal that was said to herald a new dawn was first signed in 1992 and was up for renegotiation in 1996, though talks behind the scenes started much earlier. All knew that there was going to be a lot more television money coming into the game when the new deal started in 1997. This was despite the fact that there were going to be fewer games. 1994/95 was the last 22-team top tier as fans of Crystal Palace, the team who took that fourth relegation spot despite having 45 points to their name, will remember all too well.


And, of course, there was the spending. There was an increasing amount of money sloshing around the game. Walker did play a part in that, though it should be remembered that Alan Shearer only cost a few hundred thousand more than the £2.9 million Liverpool paid to Derby County a year earlier for Dean Saunders. Some of Walker’s contemporaries were wary when he and Rovers arrived in the top flight in the summer of 1992 and wasted no time in breaking the British transfer record for Shearer, but some welcomed him with open arms. ‘He is certainly driving up prices for the rest of us,’ said Manchester United chairman Martin Edwards, while the Leeds United chairman Leslie Sliver saw things in a slightly more positive light: ‘Great, there is now some real money coming into the game. It’s about time.’ There is no denying that the transfer market stepped up a gear ahead of that 1994/95 season which soon saw Crystal Palace slap a £6 million price tag on Chris Armstrong amid interest from Everton and Newcastle United sell Andy Cole to Manchester United for one million more midway through. The summer after, Liverpool paid £8.5 million for Stan Collymore while the one after that saw Shearer leave Blackburn for Newcastle, though it took a world record fee of £15 million.


Cole, a future Rover and a popular one at that, was to play a part in the title win to spark massive celebrations in a town that had been on tenterhooks for weeks, months. Nobody in that corner of Lancashire would claim the club were the biggest, far from it, but for a time Blackburn Rovers were one of the most-talked about in Europe. It is almost impossible to remember the feeling of seeing the club discussed in such detail for the first time up and down the country – all of a sudden everyone had an opinion. For the previous three decades, an appearance on Match of the Day was enough to cause the entire town to stay home on a Saturday night. Now Rovers were everywhere at a time when football was only starting to move towards the comprehensive coverage in the national press that it gets today. It was a novel experience.


The online world was still very much a fledgling one back then, and perhaps that was for the best. I am not sure I could have handled the internet’s take on the club’s rise. Daily reports from the Lancashire Evening Telegraph had to suffice and this was surely a golden period for that paper too. It would have been impossible to get anything done with the enticing prospect of online trawling through the forums of rival clubs, reading every opinion piece or checking out videos of possible transfer targets. Sometimes less is more, but that doesn’t mean it is not time for a look at how Blackburn Rovers became the champions of England for the third time. It is 25 years since it happened, almost 29 since Dalglish arrived and more than 30 since Walker started to show interest in the club he loved, but there is a little more to the story of Blackburn Rovers than that.
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KENDALL AND DALGLISH


‘We had no money at Blackburn, but you got used to it and worked with it. What happened a few years after I left was quite a surprise to be honest.’


HOWARD KENDALL


IN MAY 1986, LIVERPOOL AND EVERTON WERE THE BEST two teams in England and the nation watched as they met in the all-Mersey-side FA Cup final, which was won 3-1 by the Reds. The rivals were led by two of the greatest managers in modern football history and certainly the most successful of the eighties. Howard Kendall, who had left Blackburn five years earlier, was in charge of Everton, and their appearance at the 1986 final was sandwiched by title wins in 1985 and 1987. Kenny Dalglish was in his first season as player-manager of Liverpool and just about to deliver the double. Who would have thought that not much more than five years later, Dalglish would be on his way to Ewood Park to join the Everton goalkeeper of that day, Bobby Mimms, just a few weeks after Blackburn had a big-money bid turned down for Gary Lineker, the Everton goalscorer at Wembley who would soon win the World Cup golden boot and sign for Barcelona?


June 1991 was when the world first started to realise that the Rovers were no longer the cash-strapped but homely Second Division club that all knew, and many were fond of, but were newly rich and seriously ambitious. The club wanted Lineker, the man who was scoring in the World Cup semi-final just a year earlier. Chairman Bill Fox confirmed that the money was in place. ‘Obviously, we wouldn’t have made the bid if we were not confident we could meet the players’ terms,’ said Fox, a man who was as accustomed to spending time in the national press talking about signing international stars as he was to having money to spend.


Spurs seemed shocked. ‘This is complete news to us,’ said spokesman John Fennelly. ‘Any such offer would be rejected out of hand.’


‘It’s true,’ Lineker told FourFourTwo in 2015. ‘... My agent actually phoned me and said: “I think this is some kind of publicity stunt.”’ My own father remembers being in a pub in London at the time and overhearing comments that Lineker should sue Blackburn for using him to get some headlines. Attempts to explain that Jack Walker had the finances to buy Tottenham never mind their striker were met with scepticism. It was still a little time before the world was to take the new Rovers seriously.


‘Obviously, it turned out that Jack Walker actually did have a few bob and was ready to spend it,’ said Lineker. ‘But I was ready to do something different at that stage.’ The striker went to Japan instead to join Nagoya Grampus Eight, a club in an industrial city looking to spend big in order to win the league.


Don Mackay was manager at the time and is still shaking his head almost three decades later. ‘We tried to sign Lineker and we were deadly serious. We made an approach to Spurs as he was on the fringes then and we saw our chance. Our chairman Bill Fox went to their chairman, Irving Scholar, and he demanded one million. We went back to Jack Walker and told him, and he said, “Offer them £900,000.” So we went back to Spurs and the chairman said no. It had to be £1 million. So we went back to Jack and he said okay, and we thought then that the deal would be done. It was exciting. But when we went back and offered a million, they said no again. They later sold him to Japan for £500,000 or something like that. Spurs didn’t want me to talk to Lineker so there is not much you can do about that. Bill Fox was old school. He wanted to do it chairman to chairman and do it by the book. He was very scrupulous like that. We never got him but that is the way it goes in football.’


It is understandable that a player of Lineker’s stature was not going to entertain a move north. Rovers were one of a number of those old Lancashire clubs that had fallen from the top table – though not as far as others, such as Preston, Burnley, Bolton and Blackpool. The old stadium, the cobbled streets and – usually – four figure crowds were not going to tempt the former Barcelona star. Even though Blackburn fans knew of Walker, most were still getting used to the idea that Rovers had the money.


All doubt was removed as Dalglish went to Blackburn in October 1991 just over ten years after Kendall had left Ewood for Everton. Both were to spend just one season in the Second Division with the Rovers (in Dalglish’s case, a little less), and both oversaw promotion challenges that really put fans through the wringer. Kendall was to finish higher in the league but Dalglish had the play-offs to fall back on as well as financial backing to buy first-class talent that his predecessor, told to use second-class stamps, could only have dreamed of.


The place still looked similar, the only major difference being the replacement of the old Riverside stand with the new one, built with the help of WalkerSteel in 1988, while the training ground remained exactly the same. But this was a very different club now. Blackburn now had money, and things were about to change.


The prospect of Dalglish coming to Blackburn started to materialise in the summer of 1991. The Rovers had started the year by hosting Dalglish’s Liverpool in the third round of the FA Cup in what was simply a fantastic cup tie. Don Mackay’s side were battling against relegation to the Third Division and were 7/1 against to defeat the champions of England. At a packed Ewood on a murky January afternoon, Blackburn took an early second half lead, both teams had a man sent off and Mark Atkins scored an own goal in the last minute. There were more headlines to come as on Match of the Day, Jimmy Hill blamed a home ball girl for throwing the ball back too quickly to the Liverpool players to take a desperate throw-in in the final seconds.


Hill subsequently apologised to the distraught Gillian Maynard (who actually went to the same school as me) and quite right too according to Rovers chairman Bill Fox. ‘She was doing her job properly and should be complimented on her behaviour not criticised,’ he said. Barbara Magee looked after the ball boys and girls. ‘She rang me, worrying that she might not be able to do it anymore. But she certainly will. She’s one of the best we’ve got.’ It was not the last time that year that the club would be making national headlines.


[image: star]


IN SEPTEMBER 1991, THE MAN WHO FOLLOWED THE MAN who followed Kendall was fired. Don Mackay had been at the club since 1987 but after four memorable years he was on his way out. A few months earlier Jack Walker had publicly taken over the club. A much bigger bank account meant much bigger expectations. Mackay failed to land Lineker, Teddy Sheringham and Mike Newell, but did spend over a million on David Speedie from Liverpool and Steve Agnew from Barnsley. Agnew, a cultured midfielder, quickly picked up a serious injury and after one point from the first three games of the season, the Scot was shown the door to end a period that Rovers fans can look back on with fondness.


‘Don probably felt that he didn’t get the benefit of what he had put in, but he did at least put the club in a situation where it looked attractive to Jack Walker,’ said Bobby Mimms. The goalkeeper had played in that 1986 FA Cup final for Everton, and his £250,000 move from Spurs to Blackburn in December 1990 provided the first evidence to those who were watching that something was starting to happen at Ewood. ‘Mackay was a great manager for Blackburn but was unlucky in that Kenny was available and wanted to get back into football.’


Dalglish had left Liverpool in February 1991. Being the manager during and after the Hillsborough disaster that took 96 lives in May 1989 took its toll, with the Scot attending all the funerals and impressing everyone with the dignified way he handled himself, representing the club and the city in what must have been a terrible situation.


Liverpool were still top of the table as he left, as they had been pretty much ever since I could remember. This winning machine seemed very remote from the world Blackburn Rovers occupied and there was little suggestion that their dominance would end. The Scot embodied that feeling: unsmiling but unstoppable. His departure, when it came, was huge news, one of those sporting events that made the front page and for football fans, one of those moments when you remember what you were doing when you first heard it. What Ferguson became in stature in later years, Dalglish was then, and he had the added cachet of being a world-class player too.


‘Dalglish was probably the biggest name football manager in British football at the time,’ said Scott Sellars, a silky midfielder who had joined Rovers in the late 80s. ‘People may not realise it or remember now but he was a huge figure. His resignation was a big shock, but it was not something that we thought would affect us. After all, at the time we were fighting against relegation to the Third Division.’


Blackburn would retain their Second Division status, but on a Monday morning in early September 1991, Mackay was gone after an emotional meeting with Fox. The pair had enjoyed an excellent working relationship. On Thursday there was another board meeting, with the rumours strong from the off that Dalglish was right at the top of the shortlist. Names such as Neil Warnock, Don Howe and Steve Coppell were also mentioned, names that now seem as unthinkable as Kurt Russell getting the Han Solo part he auditioned for or Tom Selleck becoming Indiana Jones, but at the time they were probably quite exciting. Fox even hinted that Franz Beckenbauer was a possibility after the West German World Cup winning captain and then coach had just left his job with Marseille, and fuelled speculation with his comments about working in England. ‘I don’t know if I will return as a manager,’ Der Kaiser said in early October 1991. ‘If I did, England would interest me, of course. I am a great admirer of your game and the competitive way it is played. It would be a challenge.’


The national media was saying by this time that Rovers had missed the deadline and the boat when it came to Dalglish. The local press had a different take and insisted throughout September that the Scot was still very much the main target. The Lancashire Evening Telegraph noted that there had been no denials from the club in response to the regular Dalglish stories. In fact, said the paper, the tight-lipped approach from the club was reminiscent of the great man himself.


By the end of the first week of October, all were singing from the same back pages – Dalglish was on his way. As dream-like as this all seemed to every Rovers fan, it wasn’t music to the ears of Tony Parkes.


As caretaker, Parkes had done a fine job since taking the reins from Mackay, taking 17 points from eight games to move Rovers safely into eighth, a solid base camp from which to strike for the summit. The man himself was not feeling too happy about all the speculation, obviously feeling that if Dalglish did come then so would his coaching staff. Just five days before the Scot actually arrived at Ewood for the first time, Parkes was finally open about his worries.


‘I think I have done my little bit to keep the club stable and help put us in a position where we can make a promotion push,’ Parkes told local television. ‘If a new man had come in and had a similar record, the red carpet would have been rolled out for him. People would have been jumping through hoops. As for the manager’s job, I think they are working on bringing someone in. I will feel a little hard done by.’


Parkes did not feel any better as early October rolled by and there was a first mention in the media that Ray Harford could join Dalglish as a number two. ‘Nothing has changed as far as I am concerned. I don’t know anything until someone tells me what is happening. I have read all the speculation for the past month but no one has said anything to me. It doesn’t surprise me because I have always known deep down that this was likely to happen. It’s still only speculation but the longer things have gone on, it has confirmed that the club is likely to bring someone in. The speculation that more than one man could be coming in seems to put me in an even more precarious position, but I just don’t know anything.’


For a while nobody did, but the wheels had been in motion for a few weeks. Dalglish had been in Monaco, and had come close to getting the Marseille job, when he received a call from Fox. ‘Bill wanted to know whether I would be interested in the Blackburn job,’ Dalglish said in his autobiography. ‘The papers had already been speculating about it but I hadn’t heard anything. I never took any notice of such talk until it became official. Now it was.’ Travelling from Monaco to Blackburn may not have been the most exciting journey but the Rovers wanted a taste of the high life themselves. Getting Dalglish, still the biggest name manager in British football, was a quick and effective way to do it.


And there it was. On 12 October fans read national headlines such as ‘Rovers Kop Kenny’ before heading to Ewood to watch the mid-table team take on Plymouth Argyle. The anticipation was building and all the talk was whether the man himself would make an appearance. He did, along with new assistant Ray Harford, taking seats in the old Nuttall Street Stand to a general round of applause and flashing lights. ‘When I left Anfield, it was well-versed that I had had enough,’ Dalglish said in that day’s press conference sat alongside Bill Fox. ‘I had to get away and recharge the batteries. Now I think they have been recharged fully and I am looking forward to getting back to work. I think the ambition that was stressed to me by Blackburn, the ambition for the future and the stability of the club was the most important thing in my discussions with them. There is pressure everywhere in whatever you are doing. But it’s not so much pressure as pride. If you are a proud person you want to be successful.’


It was obvious from the start that appointing Ray Harford as assistant was inspired, perhaps even more than that. Harford had been mentioned in the Rovers boardroom as a possible candidate for the main job so there was some satisfaction when Dalglish talked of bringing the Londoner in as the number two. Harford was highly regarded as a manager in his own right, leading Luton Town to League Cup glory in 1988 (the club’s first ever major trophy) and the final of the same competition the year after. A spell in charge of the England Under-21 team meant he also had worked with, and impressed with his coaching abilities, some of the brightest young talent in the country, something that was going to come in useful when attracting players to the club. ‘I think Kenny bringing in Ray Harford was one of the best signings he ever made,’ said Kendall when I talked to him ahead of his sad passing in 2015. ‘Everyone in the game respected Ray for his coaching abilities and football knowledge. It gave Kenny the time and space to manage.’


Parkes had played under Kendall at Ewood years earlier and soon learnt that he was still very much part of the plans at the club; handed a better contract at the request of Dalglish. The former midfielder was probably the happiest person in Blackburn on a day when there was plenty of competition. His reaction was understandably quite a bit different in tone than his earlier comments. ‘I have been here for 21 years, but these past eight games have been the best of the lot. But the biggest thing is that I am staying at the club and I am going to be working with the first team. We can now do together what we set out to do, to put the club into a position where we can make a promotion push. Kenny will put Blackburn on the map.’


The town’s mayor hoped it would do that and more. To mark the 40th anniversary of the queen’s accession to the throne in 1952, there was a prize of a town being granted city status. Blackburn was in the running, though a 14-1 outsider. George Bramley-Haworth believed that the arrival of Dalglish would give the town’s hopes a boost. ‘There’s no doubt about it, this has really put Blackburn on the map. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to see them promoted and win the cup in my year of office.’ He got the first but not the second. In the end Sunderland won the race to city status, but few in Blackburn would have swapped that for what ended up happening.


There was certainly lots of talk in the national media as Dalglish arrived. It was helped by the fact there were no top-flight games that weekend, though the dark satanic mills trope could never be resisted. The Sunday Express went with a club that was, ‘Steeped in tradition and cobwebs with optimism as high as a mill chimney.’ The Sun shot with ‘Hovisland with kindly folk of that old town.’ The Guardian was a little more poetic. ‘Ewood Park may be a rusting edifice but… Blackburn could be enjoying a status they have not held since the first Battle of Ypres.’


If Blackburn fans were amazed, Liverpool supporters also had questions. ‘The first thing most of us felt was disappointment,’ said Tony Evans. ‘It was clear that after Hillsborough and all the pressure that he had been under, he was an emotional wreck. The first thing we asked was “Why didn’t Liverpool give him a break?” That would have been the logical thing; give him some time off and then welcome him back. But he was one of the great heroes, we wished him well. To be honest we didn’t think he would be building a title-winning side. It was more like “Aah, Kenny has got another job, hope he is going to do okay.”’


Despite the appointment, Rovers and Liverpool were mixing in very different circles, but that was about to change. ‘It [Kenny’s appointment] coincided with our decline and Souness coming,’ added Evans. ‘At the time we thought the success would continue but suddenly it became apparent this was not the case. It was a bit of a shock but at the time we didn’t really see Blackburn as a future competitor.’


It was a move that shocked plenty of others such as John Brewin, a Manchester United fan and later a writer for the Guardian and many other publications. ‘When Kenny went to Blackburn, it seemed a strange move and if anything, it seemed as if he had gone for the money,’ Brewin said. ‘I remember Dalglish leaving Liverpool and I was on holiday and heard it on world service radio. It felt like the end of Liverpool and funnily enough, it was. Finally, the spell had been broken. Until he went to Newcastle, you felt he had Fergie’s measure even if Fergie was not at his peak then.’


‘It was obvious that Blackburn had money. Clubs didn’t have money in that way at the time. Derby did it and you had Jack Hayward at Wolves, but this idea of millionaires ploughing money into a club was an alien one then. United and Liverpool made their money by being famous clubs with big gates and a reasonable amount of sponsorship but nothing major. It was always going to be interesting to see how Blackburn and Kenny would do together, though I am not sure anyone thought they would be champions.’
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1981 & 1992: TWO PROMOTION CAMPAIGNS


‘We had promotion challenges before, but this was all different. Kenny was here.’


SCOTT SELLARS


THE BIG BOYS COULD WAIT. THE FOCUS FOR THE ROVERS at first was on just getting into the same league. On Saturday, Dalglish arrived. On Monday, William Hill had the club 5/4 to win promotion. Ladbrokes were offering odds on how many points would be collected over the next five games and it ranged from 200/1 for zero and 25/1 for all 15. There was more talk about who would follow Dalglish to Ewood. The first raft of names included Ian Rush, Jan Mølby, Bruce Grobbelaar, David James, Don Goodman, Colin Hendry, John Fashanu, John Scales, Derek Mountfield and Mike Stowell.


On Monday, the new boss arrived for work at Ewood and struggled to get into the stadium, while 200 fans also turned up to the local park to watch the team train. Dalglish, though, wasn’t present. After taking care of some business at Ewood he had prior business to attend to, a testimonial in Edinburgh.


North of the border he received a standing ovation when he came on the pitch for Hibernian against Aston Villa. This was a different kind of manager for the Rovers, a club unaccustomed to having their boss in such demand around the country. At home, the ticket office was open and doing good business. ‘It’s incredible,’ said club secretary John Howarth to local television reporters. ‘We have been selling season tickets all morning. They have always been a bit cautious with their brass around here but now it seems they believe we are ready to take off. I have never known anything quite like it before. The whole town is talking about the team. We have had more publicity this weekend than for any match I can recall.’


Rovers fans needed a little time to get used to all this, as did the players. All knew that things were different under Walker but just how different was as much of a surprise to them as to everyone else.


‘I didn’t know anything about Jack Walker when I first went there,’ said Sellars. ‘Some people said that he was trying to get involved and he was very wealthy. All of a sudden, there was a takeover. Even so, I thought that Kenny coming was not possible. I thought that he would not leave Liverpool and I never thought he would join Blackburn. I didn’t believe it until he came into the dressing room and introduced himself.’


It was clear then that this was a new era and a new regime. ‘There had already been a change in the players who were coming in such as David Speedie,’ said Sellars. ‘Don was still there but you could sense that he was under more pressure. When the club has money then you know you have to perform as a player or manager because if you don’t they will bring in someone else.’


That was the case for Mackay but Sellars was delighted to work with the new boss. ‘He was a massive figure and from my point of view it was massive. I enjoyed playing for him. He knew what he wanted. He had an excellent coach in Ray Harford. He would join in games in training and was still a good player – a very, very good player. He had a great personality and was very much for the players and players responded to that. He wanted to change things and he knew he would be successful. That was the difference I think. He had a confidence and that spread throughout the club. We had never had that before.’


Mimms’s recollections from that period are similar, and just like the average fan he would read the paper, wondering who was going to take charge.


‘We saw the headlines, but we never really believed it. In the end though, it was pretty low key,’ said Mimms. ‘It was rumoured for a day or two and then he walked through the door with Ray. He said a few words and that was it. You could say we were surprised. We were all left looking at each other when he walked back out, as you can expect. There had been the pressure of managing Liverpool. He loved the club but it had got intense there. He wanted to get back into football. Money talks and Kenny doesn’t come if Blackburn didn’t have the power to go and start recruiting better players. It was attractive to Kenny as he could create his own club. It may have been an eye opener for me, but then there was Kenny and he is training at Pleasington [part of the larger Witton Park in the town, a public park where the players trained] and washing his own kit and everything that goes with it, but he just got down and started work.’


A week later and it all started at Swindon. The Scot’s introduction to the second tier was on a bitterly cold Saturday afternoon in October with a full house in the County Ground waiting to see two modern legends of the game. Glenn Hoddle was the Swindon boss and welcomed the fact that Dalglish was a rival once again.


‘It’s certainly going to be an interesting game,’ Hoddle told local media. ‘Rovers have had a good series of results under Tony Parkes, but Kenny’s arrival might just put a bit of extra pressure on them. It’s always good to be in the spotlight and I certainly hope my players respond well. I am sure Kenny’s arrival would have given the club an even bigger lift if they had been going through a bad patch. As it is, everyone will expect them to get a result on Saturday and that can only be good for us.’


The former Spurs star said it was ridiculous that the Lancashire team had suddenly been made the frontrunners for promotion and warned Dalglish that the Second Division was far from easy. ‘I can’t see why everyone is making them favourites for promotion. There is still a long way to go. Kenny will find there is a different type of pressure in the Second Division. After this week, he will be out of the media eye much more than he was at Liverpool. But while he won’t have the same high profile, there will still be plenty of demands.’


The only demands in that game were from the Rovers fans shouting for a wave. Apart from the surprisingly cold temperatures, I remember the sound of ‘Kenny Dalgliiiiiiisssssh, real good!’ to the tune of ‘Everybody’s Free (To Feel Good)’ by Rozalla, a hit at the time. It didn’t really catch on but ‘King Kenny’s Blue and White Army’ did. The clap, clap, clap-clap-clap, clap-clap-clap-clap ‘Dalglish’, was also heard, as it had been so many times at Anfield. Rovers fans have never been afraid to steal chants or songs off others, though perhaps the classic, ‘Who ate all the pies?’ line of inquiry originated at Ewood.


There was speculation whether he would stand by the dugout, as he often had at Liverpool, but for the first game he was in the director’s box. While Rovers lost 2-1 thanks to a last-minute goal, the mood was still upbeat among fans. There was a sense that good times were just around the corner. A lot of the media were not that interested in whether Swindon or Blackburn won this Division Two clash, but whether the Scot carried the same demeanour as his last days at Liverpool, when the pressures and stress from the Hillsborough disaster eventually proved to be too much.
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