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			Foreword

			I first met Lennie back in the 1980’s when he was a frequent visitor to Scotland. At the time I was manager of Aberdeen and he was in charge of Charlton Athletic. He was always travelling north to watch matches and probably knew more about Scottish players than most other English managers.

			Over a period of time we got to know each other pretty well and when I moved to England to become manager of Manchester United we continued our friendship. What he achieved in the mid-1980’s with Charlton was quite remarkable, as he put together a promotion winning team despite a real lack of financial resources and with the club having to move away from The Valley and use Crystal Palace’s Selhurst Park ground as their ‘home.’ All of this came after the club had almost gone out of existence, and I know that as a relatively young and inexperienced manager at the time, Lennie showed great leadership qualities to help steer Charlton through some troubled times.

			Perhaps his greatest achievement came following that promotion in 1986 to the old First Division when, against all the odds, he somehow managed to keep Charlton in the top flight of English football for four seasons. Lennie’s name became synonymous with that of Charlton Athletic, and when he left to become manager of Middlesbrough in 1991, a lot of people were surprised as he chose to start again with another club after nine successful years in charge of Londoners.

			Lennie went on to lead Boro to promotion from the Second Division, and since then has also had promotion success with the likes of Cardiff City and more recently with Bristol Rovers in his role as director of football with them. He has also coached or managed at Plymouth, Lincoln, Bradford, Luton and Grimsby during a long and distinguished career which has seen him notch up more than 1,000 games as a manager. It is an achievement he can rightly be proud of and during all of that time Lennie has remained very much the same man I first met all those years ago back in Scotland.

			It has been a pleasure to know him and be able to call him a friend. After a lifetime in the business which spans more than 30 years I know Lennie has a tale or two to tell. Like me he is very much a footballing man and I know that the story of his life will be read and enjoyed by anyone interested in the game we both love.

			Lennie was always someone whom I could always phone when wanting to find out anything on players in the lower leagues, as his knowledge of these leagues was exceptional, and he would tell you himself I used to barrage him with phone calls at the beginning of the season to assess which teams he thought were going to do well and who the up and coming young players were, and sure as God he would be bang on.

			Sir Alex Ferguson August 2009. 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1: Ten Good Reasons

			I was in a complete daze as I drove around the M25. In less than the space of a week my whole life had changed and I was still trying to come to terms with exactly what had happened.

			The news was out and I had been officially unveiled as the new manager of Middlesbrough earlier in the day. It seemed as though just about everyone I knew wanted to speak to me and my car phone was red hot with calls. I was driving home after some of the most hectic days I’d ever experienced and as I headed towards my house in Kent, it was almost as if I was on auto-pilot. I still couldn’t quite get my head around what had gone on, but I knew I had to start getting used to the idea of not being the Charlton manager any more after nine incredible years with the club, and start thinking about the future at the other end of the country with Middlesbrough.

			The experiences I’d had in my career up to that point had left me feeling as though I could cope with anything that was thrown at me, but I hadn’t been prepared for what happened when I picked up the phone seven days earlier at my home to call the Middlesbrough chief executive Keith Lamb.

			I wanted to talk to him about the possibility of sorting out a deal that would bring a player named Alan Kernaghan south to sign for Charlton. He’d played a huge part in helping the club stay up when he was with us on loan during the previous season and I was determined to make sure he signed on a permanent basis. Kernaghan was just the sort of centre-half I believed we needed to have at the club as I started to lay the groundwork for a new season. I’d even gone as far as meeting him in Barnsley during the summer, giving him 10 good reasons to move south and become a Charlton Athletic player.

			After chatting through some of the details of a possible move and with the conversation centred on just what Charlton were prepared to pay for Kernaghan’s services, Keith suddenly took the wind out of my sails

			“What about you Lennie?” he asked. “What’s the situation with you and Charlton?”

			It soon became pretty clear that he was asking whether I would be open to the possibility of finally moving on from Charlton. It took me a few seconds to come to terms with the way the conversation was going. I had loved my time at Charlton despite all the trials and tribulations. It was my club and I had become part of the fabric of the place. In many ways I’d never really had time to think about leaving. 

			But it was obvious Keith wasn’t just asking out of idle curiosity. Middlesbrough were in the market for a new manager and suddenly I was the man they were after. Did I turn the idea down point blank, or offer the sort of encouragement that would lead to them taking the matter further? It didn’t take me long to decide, and I told him I’d be interested in hearing what they had in mind.

			I have to admit that I was flattered to be asked and it was a nice feeling to have another club clearly believing in you. Don’t get me wrong, I loved Charlton and knew that whatever else happened in my career, they would always hold a special place in my affections because we had both been through such a lot together. During my time with them I had become part of the furniture in many people’s eyes, and I’d probably experienced more in a nine year period than most managers have to cope with throughout their entire career.

			I had seen highs and lows, all sorts of twists and turns and enough drama to have filled several scripts for any TV soap, but most of all I’d grown to love the club and its amazing supporters. We had all seen and done so much and during my time there Charlton Athletic had changed from being just another football club into becoming a cause. There was never really a dull moment from the very first day I took over. We had flirted with extinction, ground-shared with our biggest rivals and won promotion to the top flight of the English game, surviving against all the odds for four seasons before being relegated. 

			It had been impossible not to get caught up in the long and determined battle by the fans to help restore the club to its true home at The Valley. That battle had meant a financial drain on resources as the board tried to make sure the club would no longer have to ground share. It was without question the right thing to do, but from my point of view it also meant I had little or no money with which to build or strengthen the team. I had no problem with that and could fully understand what was happening, but when results are going badly it inevitably has an effect, not only on your league position, but also on morale. With a few exceptions here and there we had become a selling club, and everybody knew it.

			After those unbelievable years in the top flight rubbing shoulders with the elite of the English game, reality had struck when we finally dropped out of the division. We had performed minor miracles to stay up there with the big boys and I think the Charlton fans realised that. In many ways they perhaps saw their time in the First Division as something of a bonus, and I think to many of them the real achievement was going to come when they could finally walk through the turnstiles at The Valley once again and celebrate the fact that the club was finally back at its rightful home.

			At the time I doubt that many of those fans thought I would be the target for another club. I was viewed as ‘Good Old Lennie,’ the manager who had seen them through thick and thin. They’d even produced stickers with ‘Lennie Is Our Leader’ printed on them. Without realising it I had become more than just the manager at the club. We were all in it together, the board, the manager, the team and the fans. All fighting for the Charlton cause and despite having just experienced a disappointing season in what was then the Second Division, there seemed little chance of things changing on the management front.

			Perhaps that’s why the conversation with Keith Lamb surprised me so much. I had become so accustomed to being the manager of Charlton that even I had difficulty in thinking of myself going to another club. Middlesbrough clearly had other ideas. They had seen what I’d been able to do with little or no real money against the backdrop of all the problems off the field, and decided that with more cash and resources I might just be the man they were looking for.

			They say things move fast in football and what had happened to me during the course of seven days certainly proved that point. I’ve always believed that everyone has five or six crossroads in their lives and I knew I had reached one of mine when I was asked whether I wanted to leave Charlton.

			The club had given me my opportunity as a manager, and to this day they are a massive chunk of my life story, what I hadn’t quite realised at the time was that Middlesbrough and the clubs that followed, would provide so many more new chapters for me.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2: What’s in a Name?

			Robin Michael Lawrence. No, that’s not the name of my father, or my two brothers. It is, in fact, my name. Even though I’ve been known throughout my career as Lennie, my real name is Michael and I use it for any official documents and for things like writing cheques, but as far as anyone in the football world is concerned I am, and always will be, Lennie Lawrence.

			I honestly can’t remember when I was first called Lennie, but I think it was some time during my schooldays at John Ruskin Grammar in Croydon. Who used it and why? I really can’t tell you, but the name stuck and I obviously very quickly got used to it because everyone I knew, with the exception of my family, called me by the name. Maybe Lennie Lawrence had a ring to it that I liked, whatever it was I never made any great effort to stop people using it and I’ve been comfortable with the name ever since.

			I went to John Ruskin after moving to Croydon from Brighton with my family after my dad, Jack, who was a civil servant, got a new job there, and the family followed and relocated to the area. It really doesn’t seem that far these days, but back then I suppose it was a bit of an upheaval for all of us and instead of the south coast that we’d become accustomed to, we were suddenly much closer to London. I’d been born in Brighton in December 1947 and had lived the early part of my childhood there along with my mum, Ethel, and two brothers, David and John. I was the oldest of the three kids with David second in line a few years younger than me and John a couple of years younger than him. David showed some real sporting skill as a kid and went on to become the British lightweight judo champion, only just missing out on a place in the Olympic squad for the 1972 games in Munich. It was a pretty happy and contented childhood and although I was always interested in football, I couldn’t claim that I was ever mad about the game. It was something I was interested in along with the usual pursuits a boy has, but obviously as I grew older it began to play a more important role in my life.

			Dad was never a supporter of a particular football team and over the years he took me to see a variety of sides, which was great from my point of view and I had a great time just going to watch very good matches and some very good players. My memory isn’t great when it comes to recalling all of those times, but I do remember three games in particular that stick in my mind. The first was being taken to see Brighton play a pre-season friendly at the old Goldstone Ground when we still lived in the area, and they won 6-0 in front of a big crowd. The other two came later on in my teens when we’d moved to Croydon and by that time we tended to go to most of the London grounds, because they were easier to get to and there were also a lot of teams to choose from. One Saturday afternoon my dad took me to Stamford Bridge to watch Chelsea play. I can honestly say that I haven’t got a clue who they were playing that day, because the biggest memory I have was the fact that the crowd was so huge. There must have been more than 60,000 in the ground and, of course, in those days most of the people attending matches stood on the terraces. I was lifted up to a place at the back of the stands from where I could just about see the pitch, but I don’t think my dad or a lot of the other supporters in front of me knew much about what was going on, because they could hardly see the pitch. They had to rely on the cheers and shouts from the crowd to keep them up to date with the action.

			On another occasion we went along to North London and I was lucky enough to see the great Stanley Matthews play against Arsenal at Highbury. It was a terrific afternoon for someone like me, because by this time I was starting to show a bit of talent when it came to playing football at schoolboy level, and enjoyed turning out for John Ruskin and for the district team.

			Because I went to a grammar school our football was structured a bit differently to a lot of other schools. For some reason most of our fixtures were friendly matches against other grammar schools, but the opposition got a lot broader when it came to Cup competitions. Schoolboy football was a big thing back then and we’d often travel to fixtures with several teams, from the first 11 right down to the kids who were in the youngest age category at the school. It was all taken very seriously and the whole operation was well planned and controlled each week.

			When I got to first team level I found myself in the company of some pretty useful footballers, and there was nobody better than a little kid who was a bit younger than me, he seemed to be able to score goals for fun at whatever level he played at. He was so much better than any of the rest of us and you didn’t have to be an expert to realise he was destined to earn his living from the professional game. His name was Steve Kember and he went on to make a big name for himself as a midfielder, first with local club, Crystal Palace, and then with Chelsea. He also had spells managing Palace after his playing career came to an end. 

			Two other boys at the school were also pretty useful players, although neither of them were in Steve’s league on the pitch. Their names were Roy Hodgson and Bobby Houghton, both went on to earn money playing, but it was as coaches and managers that they really went on to shine in the professional game. Roy managed several teams abroad including Inter Milan and of course was in charge of Blackburn Rovers for a time, and is rightly recognised as one of the best and most knowledgeable coaches in the game. He’s now the manager of Fulham and has done a superb job with them. When he first took over they were looking doomed to relegation from the Premier League, but he has turned the whole thing around and last season guided then to a place in Europe, which is a tremendous achievement.

			Bobby also went on to earn fame and fortune abroad, and like Roy he has also managed in the English leagues, but perhaps one of his most striking achievements was managing to get Swedish side, Malmo, to the European Cup final in 1979 where they lost to Nottingham Forest by the only goal of the game scored by Trevor Francis. As things were to turn out, both Roy and Bobby went on to spend a large part of their careers abroad, while I ended up spending mine criss-crossing the motorways of England!

			I can’t say, hand-on-heart, whether the four of us all played in the same school team together at the same time, but we were certainly all at the school and got on well with each other. We still do to this day and over the years I’ve always kept in touch with Roy and Bobby. Both perhaps had more of an influence on my eventual career, because I saw them go off and start coaching which was something we were all passionate about from a very early age. But there was no way back then that any of us thought we would all go on to be managers in the professional English game. I doubt there can be many schools who can boast of having four pupils in their ranks who would go on to be football managers.

			Although I loved football I very quickly realised there was no way I was going to be good enough to go on and earn a living from playing the game. I did have a short spell training with Crystal Palace but unlike Steve who was signed by them at the age of 15, I didn’t have an exceptional talent. I was a hard-working midfielder, and then a defender, who tried to make the most of what talent I had. It was enough to make me a very decent schoolboy player and a few years later I was able to go on and play in non-league football with Croydon and then Carshalton, but that was always going to be the limit for me on the pitch.

			What I did begin to realise was that I had a real passion for coaching, and I knew that was what I wanted to do. I was realistic and honest enough with myself to know that I was never going to make my mark as a player, but I genuinely felt I might have some talent as a coach and that’s where I began to direct my thoughts and plans.

			After leaving school I wasn’t at all sure what I was going to do. I left with a couple of A-levels, but instead of going on to further education, I decided that I’d go out and earn myself some money for a year, and ended up doing a variety of jobs including working in insurance for a time. What I was sure about was the fact that I wanted to continue my football education and I did this by taking my FA preliminary badge at the age of just 19, and was lucky enough to have Bobby Robson as one of the people on the staff for some of the course. It was very clear that coaching was something I really found interesting and I also became involved in the Surrey coaches association, going along to various courses and sessions with Roy, Bobby and another great friend of ours called Colin Toal.

			After my year of working for a living I decided that going to college would be a better long-term move for me and I went up to the Midlands for three years to study at The City of Birmingham College of Education, doing a physical education course with history as a second subject. I enjoyed it and thought it would at least give me some sort of base with which to start a career. I knew I wanted to coach but at that time the idea of working full-time in the professional game wasn’t really on. Instead, I was able to combine the course with returning home now and again to keep up with my coaching on a practical level by taking sessions involving kids from the local Croydon area during school holidays and sometimes at weekends.

			By this time both Roy and Bobby had taken the first steps in what were to be very distinguished careers managing and coaching abroad, with both of them working in Sweden. I was taking a slightly different route and when I finished my course in Birmingham I got a job as part of the PE department at Malory school in South London, combining my teaching duties with playing non-league football as a defender with Croydon and then Carshalton Athletic.

			It was quite an enjoyable life for me at the time, combining my teaching with playing non-league football, but during the mid 1970’s I got the opportunity to start doing some coaching at Carshalton, thanks to the manager Phil Amato, and took to it like a duck to water. Once I knew I could coach at that level, I very quickly realised I wanted to make the step up to the full-time game, but I was also realistic enough to know that it wouldn’t be easy. Most people who coached or managed in the professional game had also played at that level as well, which put me at a distinct disadvantage. 

			What I did have going for me was the fact that I had made quite a few contacts over the years taking part in various FA courses, and one of those contacts was someone called Mike Kelly. I had told him once that if he ever heard about the possibility of a job with a league club, I’d be grateful if he could let me know about it because I really fancied having a crack at coaching on a full-time basis. It wasn’t arrogance because I’ve always been very realistic about what I can and can’t do. I think it was in my nature to try and go for something like that. I could easily have carried on with a very comfortable lifestyle, teaching and coaching in the non-league game, but with me it’s usually a case of all or nothing, and I was sure that I wanted to immerse myself in coaching. It was simply a case of me knowing that I was good enough to make that next step, but as is so often the case, it’s getting the opportunity that can be the hardest part of the equation. 

			At the time, Mike was the reserve team manager at Plymouth Argyle, but in 1977 Tony Waiters, who like Mike had been a goalkeeper in his playing days, left the club. They gave Mike the chance to take over as manager and I got a call from him one day saying they were looking to get someone in to take charge of the reserves. Was I interested? Mike didn’t have to ask twice. I would have walked all the way to Devon for the chance to take over his old job, but it wasn’t quite as straight forward as that because I was told that there was someone else in for the position and the club wanted to hold interviews. I went down and had mine with Mike and the Plymouth chairman Robert Daniel. The interview went well and I felt confident about my chances when I came out of it. Happily, I didn’t have to wait too long to have that fact confirmed, because they offered me the chance to realise my dream.

			So, thanks to Mike, at the age of 29 I was up and running as a coach with a professional football team. I’d got the chance I wanted and I was determined to make the most of it.
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