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About the Book

How does a top professional football manager cope with the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, with living, breathing and sleeping football 24 hours a day, 365 days a year? How does the man in charge handle the ever-present danger of getting sacked in the ultimate results business?

Neil Warnock’s The Gaffer contains countless insights into the trials and tribulations, the joyous peaks and the soul-destroying troughs of life as a football manager. This wonderful new book takes fans into the changing room, the training ground and the boardroom. Warnock draws heavily on a lifetime of experiences at all levels in football, but particularly on his tumultuous spells at Crystal Palace, Queens Park Rangers, and Leeds United. From transfer dealings to negotiations with agents, from half-time team-talks to training sessions, from scouting trips to team-bonding sprees, from administrators to chairman, from injuries to referees – The Gaffer spills the beans.

You won’t have read a football book like this before.
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Introduction

I would never tell a plumber, a lawyer or a journalist how to do his job, but they all know better than me every Saturday.

Joe Royle

IT’S SATURDAY NIGHT, I’M DRIVING HOME FROM A GAME, and the radio is on. A phone-in starts. On they come, the armchair experts: ‘he’s taken the club as far as he can go’, ‘he picked the wrong team’, ‘he puts his subs on too late’, ‘he puts his subs on too early’, ‘he’s tactically naïve’, ‘he just hasn’t a clue’.

The calls might be about me, but it is just as likely they are about Arsène Wenger, or Roberto Mancini, Harry Redknapp or Andre Villas-Boas, even Sir Alex Ferguson. As a manager once said, ‘there are two jobs everyone thinks they can do, prime minister and football manager.’ It doesn’t matter how many trophies and promotions you have won, they know better.

But they don’t. Not because they are daft, most football fans can see when a team is struggling and some can work out why, but because they will never have the whole story. Maybe a defender was left out because he has a personal problem, maybe a substitution had to be made as a midfielder was carrying an injury, maybe the manager is buying average strikers because he has not been given enough money to buy any better. There are a lot of things going on at football clubs most of which, for all sorts of reasons, the fans don’t hear about. As far as possible this book goes behind the dug-out and describes what it is really like to be a football manager in the modern game.

I began managing in 1980, at Gainsborough Trinity in Lincolnshire. Mrs Thatcher had been in 10 Downing Street just over a year, mobile phones belonged to science fiction, there were fences up at football grounds, and the record transfer fee was £1.5m, for Wolves’ Andy Gray.

Football and society has changed immensely since then, and so has the manager’s job. Take transfers. The days when I could buy a player with two phone calls, one to the opposition manager, another to my chairman, are long gone. Transfers are now complicated, long-drawn out affairs involving agents, lawyers, shareholders, doctors, chief executives, directors of football – you name it, they all need to be spoken to. Except on transfer deadline day when everyone is in a panic and we buy in haste then repent at leisure.

There have been similar changes in other aspects of the game, from the treatment of injuries to scouting for players, from pre-season training to dealing with the media. The biggest development has probably been the shift in the manager-player relationship. We are now dealing with millionaires, which calls for a different set of management skills.

Over these pages I’ve written about over thirty years of experiences, framed by three crazy years with Crystal Palace, QPR and Leeds; each one set against the destabilising backdrop of a takeover. There have been times I wanted to scream, times I felt like crying, but also times when I laughed. There were also many times I was grateful for those three decades in management; I’m not sure many managers with less experience could have put up with what I did, or achieved what I did with the difficulties I faced on a daily basis.

While I was wondering whether to write this book it was put to me that Charlie, my first grandson, would one day ask: ‘Granddad, what does a football manager do?’ This book would be my answer.

I hope it provides Charlie, his little sister Evie, and all my other readers, with an insight into the life of a football manager, and that everyone enjoys reading it as much as I have enjoyed writing it.



Prologue


Football is like a beast. It can overtake your whole life so you forget who you are and who your family are.

Ian Holloway

THE EAGLES, MY EAGLES, WERE LITERALLY FLYING WHEN IT happened. It was 26 January 2010, Crystal Palace were 25,000 feet over Yorkshire on the way to play Newcastle United and full of optimism. We had taken off from Gatwick in the hunt for promotion to the Premier League. By the time we landed we were in a relegation scrap. A company I’d barely heard of, doing something I didn’t understand, had brought the Eagles crashing to earth as thoughtlessly as a farmer shooting pigeons. But I’ve always believed that in life things happen for a reason and that day launched the most extraordinary years of my career. After 42 years in football, from Northern Premier League to Barclays Premier League, I thought I’d seen it all; I was wrong.

That, though, was for the future. As I sat on that flight north I felt confident. We all knew money was tight at the club – we were only flying as I’d persuaded a wealthy supporter to pay for it, but we had been on a good run and fancied our chances of getting something from our biggest game of the season so far. We had a good mix of youngsters and old hands and, after winning six previous promotions, I could recognise the signs of a team on the up. Then we came down to earth in more ways than one.

We all know you are not supposed to turn on a mobile phone until the plane has come to a stop, but nobody takes any notice, which is why, as we taxied towards Newcastle airport the plane was suddenly full of little beeps as text messages alerted me and my players and staff to the terrible news. While we had been in the air the club had been put into administration.

At first I thought someone was joking, but then players started to ask questions:

‘What’s happening, gaffer?’

‘What’s “going into administration” mean, gaffer?’

‘Are we going to get paid, gaffer?’

‘Do we lose points, gaffer?’

I had to pretend I was in the know, but the reality was I didn’t know much more than they did. I knew pressure was being put on Simon Jordan, my friend and chairman, to repay a loan he’d taken out but the timing didn’t make sense. We were in a transfer window. Once we got a decent fee for Victor Moses, our brilliant young winger who obviously was going to play at a higher level, we’d be OK.

We stood by the carousel at the airport, waiting for our bags. People chatted in little groups, everyone a bit dazed. I rang Simon to find out what was happening. It turned out the hedge fund Agilo, who had made the loan to Simon, had for reasons known only to themselves put us into administration. I’d never even heard of a hedge fund a few months earlier and still don’t really know what they do. Five million pounds was a piddling sum by football standards, but it was the death knell for Simon’s chairmanship, the club’s promotion prospects and, ironically, any prospect of Agilo getting their money back.

I was shattered. I told Simon if he was leaving I wanted to resign. He asked me not to, telling me Palace needed my help to get though the situation. I agreed to stay though it had not been the same since Simon had put the club up for sale about 18 months earlier. He had a new daughter and he had realised there was more to life than football. With the economy plummeting it had become a bottomless pit for him, and the John Bostock decision – of which more later – had left him disillusioned. But even then no one could have worked harder for the club. He tried everything. The hedge fund was daft. They’d have got more money if they had waited, without a gun to our heads we would have sold better in the transfer window, and we could even have gone up. They pulled the rug from under Simon’s feet and it served them right when they didn’t get the money.

All this was going round my head on the way to the hotel. When we got there I gathered the players together and explained the situation. The most crushing aspect for all of us was that we had lost ten points and a season that promised so much was now a survival scrap. I tried to rally them. I said they had done brilliantly to get in play-off contention and it would be a shame if they didn’t continue to perform like that – starting at St James’ Park.

It didn’t take long for me to discover what being in administration meant. Word must have spread fast because when we arrived at the hotel the driver pulled me aside.

‘Sorry mate, but I can’t take you to the ground tonight.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘My boss has been on the phone. He’s heard Palace are in administration and he’s worried he’s not going to get paid. We’ve had this sort of thing before.’

‘Well how else are we supposed to get there? In a fleet of taxis? Walk?’

‘Sorry mate, not my problem. The boss won’t let me drive you unless he’s guaranteed payment up front. I can’t take you back to the airport either.’

I thought about it. It was ridiculous. We couldn’t turn up at St James’ Park squeezed into taxis – assuming we could find any. It was like a Sunday League outfit. I couldn’t blame the bus company I suppose. There was only one thing for it.

‘What if I take responsibility for it? I’ll guarantee payment on my own credit card. It’s mine, not a club one.’

‘I’ll check with my boss, but that should be OK.’

It wasn’t all doom and gloom. When we got off the bus at St James’ Park one of the fans gathered around the entrance brought a smile to my face when he shouted, ‘You should be managing here.’

‘Being in the away changing room is the nearest I’ll ever get to managing Newcastle United,’ I replied with a laugh.

By then the administrator, a man with an enthusiasm for personal publicity called Brendan Guilfoyle, had been in touch and told me I couldn’t play Moses in case he was injured. I’d already told Vic I was leaving him out because I wanted to play Danny Butterfield, our right-back, at right-wing to try and restrict Luis Enrique, Newcastle’s left-back and one of their best attacking players. But I didn’t mention that to Guilfoyle. I didn’t want to spoil his moment. However, I could have done with Vic in the squad as Claude Davis and Alassane N’Diaye were injured in training the day before so I only had three fit players to put on the bench.

I was counting the fit bodies when the assistant referee came into the dressing room to check the players’ studs before kick-off.

‘Any more?’ he shouted after seeing most of them.

‘Stop taking the Mickey, linesman,’ I said, ‘these are all the players we have.’

I didn’t let the players know about the bus and the administrator and come the match they did me and the club proud. We had a terrible start, conceding a daft own goal, then suffered another injury when Johannes Ertl pulled up. I turned to Matt Lawrence on the bench, only to find he did not have his socks, shinpads or boots on. So Ertl had to struggle on for several minutes. The team could easily have folded in the circumstances but, roared on by magnificent backing from our fans, who were sat up in the gods, we had a go and nearly levelled before conceding a late second.

In the press conference afterwards one journalist asked what would happen if we sold six players. ‘I doubt the League will let us play with eight men,’ I replied. Everyone laughed. There weren’t to be many more laughs from then on.



Chapter One


Life in Administration

I said to the lads, ‘This is what we get paid to do’. Then I remembered, we were not being paid.

Michael Appleton after Portsmouth went into administration

I WAS GETTING READY FOR TRAINING ONE MORNING A FEW days later when Nigel Cox, the Palace physiotherapist, came into my room.

‘Gaffer, we’ve had a call from the hospital about Charlie Holness.’

Charlie was a young defender, about 18, who needed surgery for an injury.

‘They won’t do it, gaffer, because we’re in administration. They need a letter saying the costs of theatre and the surgeon will be paid. He’s been prepped, they are waiting to wheel him into theatre, but they want assurances the bill will be met.’

I couldn’t believe it. This sort of thing doesn’t happen at professional clubs. The poor kid is lying there, terrified, about to have an op. The club are supposed to be looking after him.

‘Have you rung the administrators?’

‘I can’t get hold of anybody, gaffer.’

‘Well, we can’t leave him there.’ I had to get my credit card out again and guarantee payment while we sorted it out.

Administration is a terrible thing for a football club. When I left Palace I said I had felt as if I was being ‘slowly poisoned’. Looking back it was not just me, it was the whole club. Administration is worse, of course, for the people who lose their jobs. There is a lot of money in modern football, but most of the people in the game don’t see much of it. I’m talking about the unseen many, the laundrywomen, the kitman, the gateman, the tea lady, all those people who make up the community of a football club, who are there long after the flavour-of-the-month superstar, or the manager, has gone. It is those people, despite their low salaries, who are most at risk of being laid off when a club goes into administration. At Palace some of the office staff were laid off immediately.

But it is not much fun for those who are left behind either, especially the manager. The administrator has two aims, to cut costs and find a new owner. The manager has one aim, to win matches. You’d have thought these were compatible as it must be easier to attract an owner with a decent team, one that can win matches, but the administrator doesn’t care about the football side, only about the money. Since players can’t be fired he has to sell them and, inevitably, he can only find buyers for the good players, and those buyers know he is desperate to sell so they don’t want to pay the market rate.

I met Guilfoyle for the first time the day after the Newcastle match. ‘There’ll be changes,’ he said. ‘We don’t want you to go, but I can’t guarantee you your job.’

I thought, ‘That’s not very secure is it?’ I said I could work with him as long as he was honest with me and didn’t sell players for silly fees. I knew Victor would go, but we’d always planned to sell him. I was concerned about the other players. If we sold too many we’d be facing relegation – and who would want to buy us in League One?

There were six days left to the end of the transfer window and I was determined to hang onto as many players as possible. First out was Victor. I’d recommended him to Brian Marwood and Mark Hughes at Manchester City, that’s how good I thought he was going to be. I’d also spoken to Roberto Martinez, at Wigan, and to QPR and West Bromwich Albion. Newcastle and Nottingham Forest were other possibilities but it was Wigan who were keenest. We had talked £3m plus £1m depending on how many games he played for them. After we’d gone into administration, Roberto got Moses for about £2m. In the summer of 2012 they sold him to Chelsea, for £9m. That’s a nice profit, though Crystal Palace did get a cut.

The next bargains being hawked around were Neil Danns, a useful box-to-box midfielder who’d scored both goals in a 2–0 win over Peterborough in our first home game since administration, Darren Ambrose, a skilful midfield man with an eye for making and taking goals, and Nathaniel Clyne, a gem of a full-back who had come through our youth scheme. Premier League Wolves wanted Clyne, and I knew why. We were engaged in a fourth round FA Cup tie with them and before going into administration we drew 2–2 at Molineux. Claude Davis was sent off after a minute, then Clint Hill shouted over to the bench, ‘I’m struggling, gaffer.’ We were up against it at the back but Clynie was brilliant. Mick McCarthy had signed a winger from Belgium on loan, Mujangi Bia, who Mick said was ‘like lightning’. Bia came on as a sub and soon afterwards pushed the ball past Clyne and went to run past him. Clynie just moved up a gear. I looked across at Mick McCarthy and we both smiled.

When we went into administration Wolves made their move, agreeing a £700,000 fee. I didn’t blame Mick McCarthy for trying to get him on the cheap, but I told the administrator that was a third of what Nathaniel is worth. Trouble was, he wasn’t bothered as long as the money came in; that was his job, to get in cash to pay the club’s creditors. The ability of the club to compete on the pitch in the long-term was my concern; the short-term future of the business was his. We were never going to agree. I wanted to get the best deals for my players I could, and sometimes that meant them staying put and playing games for us. On deadline day morning he informed me that Clyne could speak to Wolves; and that if Clyne wasn’t going to take their offer up, he would have to look again at selling Danns to Southampton for the lowly sum of £300k.

Arriving at the club I was told Clyne was with Dave Moss, head of the youth system, and Phil Alexander, the club’s chief executive and who Simon had begun to mistrust. I was told Dave, who wasn’t the most popular man with me and my senior coaching staff, was trying to talk Clyne into going to Wolves on the advice of the administrator, apparently telling him it was in his best interests to go and all that rubbish. The administrator had told Moss if he didn’t go we all wouldn’t get paid. That’s a lot of pressure on a young man.

When Clyne came out I got him in my office. ‘Nathaniel, have you been told you’ve got to go?’

‘Yeah, to pay the wages.’

‘Trust me, son,’ I said, ‘you haven’t got to go. I don’t think it is the right move for you because I don’t think Wolves will play you, they want you as back-up. You need another 50 to 100 games under your belt at this level.’

Most of the agents who ‘look after’ my players would have thought only of their commission, and persuaded Clyne to go. Fortunately Nathaniel was managed by a good friend of his family, who put the player’s future ahead of his own payday. They didn’t take much convincing that he was better off staying at Palace, and paying the wage bill was nothing to do with him.

‘Look at Kyle Naughton,’ I said. Kyle had been with me at Sheffield United. He had gone to Tottenham for £6m in the summer and was now on loan to Middlesbrough after barely getting a kick at Spurs. ‘Look at your old youth-team colleague, John Bostock,’ I added. Bostock had left us for the high life at Spurs and ended up loaned and on the bench at Brentford. ‘Just stay put and you’ll get the games, you need another couple of years playing, then you’ll go to the Premier League,’ I concluded. (That is just what he did, moving to Southampton, newly promoted to the Premier League, in the summer of 2012; Palace got two more years out of him and compensation far in excess of the fee Wolves would have paid.)

Then the administrators rang me up and said they had accepted £350,000 from Southampton for Danns, he had to go, and I had to tell him. I rang Danns’ agent to tell him of the bid but said, ‘He hasn’t got to go – and I don’t want him to.’ Danns then told the administrator he didn’t want to go.

The administrator’s response was to tell me, ‘If he doesn’t go I’ll sell every player I can. I’ll start by selling Darren Ambrose.’ That didn’t worry me, I knew Ambrose wouldn’t go if I didn’t want him to. In the end neither Danns nor Ambrose went before the window shut, preventing Guilfoyle selling anyone else – the only time in my management career I’ve been glad of the transfer window system. Both celebrated by scoring in our next league match, a vital 2–0 win over Scunthorpe. Ambrose went on to score some vital goals for the club, including that screamer in the money-spinning Carling Cup win at Old Trafford, while Danns was sold a year later for £650,000 to Leicester. It is nice to be able to reveal to the Palace faithful, who always treated me so well, the extent I had to go to to keep that team intact. If I hadn’t I am convinced we would have been relegated.

The postscript to all this was to discover that though I’d been told we had no money to pay anyone for anything, which meant freelance staff like Bev the caterer, and the masseuse, were not getting paid, the administrator had found the money to pay the agent on the Moses deal. I kicked up a fuss and Bev and the masseuse were paid, but our Prozone performance analysis tool was cut off because we hadn’t paid the bill. I also had to find sponsors to cover our rail fares and avoid bus trips to places like Scunthorpe, Doncaster and Barnsley.

What made things even more frustrating was that the team were more than earning their keep. We pulled off a fantastic win over Wolves in the FA Cup replay, which brought in well over half-a-million pounds as it earned us a televised fifth round tie with Aston Villa, which also went to a replay.

I like to think that night against Wolves was my ‘thank you’ present to Palace fans for their fantastic support. I bet even the most faithful wondered if I’d lost my marbles when they saw I’d picked Danny Butterfield in attack. Danny had played well at right wing at Newcastle even if he had missed a sitter. With Moses gone I kept him there against Peterborough and he missed another sitter. It was beginning to become obvious why he’d scored seven goals in 250-odd games. But I had a hunch. ‘Have you ever played up front?’ I said to him on the morning of the game.

‘No, gaffer.’

‘Well you are tonight and I think you’ll score.’ Mick Jones, my assistant manager and ‘Curly’, my first team coach Keith Curle, both thought I was nuts. As anyone who saw it will remember, Danny wrote his name into Palace folklore with the club’s quickest hat-trick in history, six minutes and 48 seconds. I just managed to resist the temptation to point out to the administrator that, if Clyne had gone to Wolves, Danny would have had to play at right-back. In the end we made as much money from the FA Cup as we would have got from selling Clyne.

If that was a great night I received a real ‘morale booster’ on the morning of our tie against Villa from Guilfoyle. He texted to say he had a potential buyer and as a result my job was now ‘insecure’. This, the League Managers’ Association lawyers told me, was all but giving me notice and meant if I wanted to I could walk out. In fact I even had a letter of resignation drafted detailing the ways my contract had been broken.

But I wasn’t prepared to do that and leave Palace, the players and fans, in the lurch. So I immediately told Simon about the text. He obviously had a word and told Guilfoyle that if he didn’t hang onto me Palace would be in even bigger trouble because 24 hours later – by which time we’d forced the money-spinning replay against Villa – the administrator’s tone had changed. He texted to say what a good job I was doing in difficult circumstances. It was obvious he didn’t have a clue about managing a football club.

It was inevitable that the administrator and I would fall out. The most important person in a football club is the manager and the most important relationship is that between him and the chairman (or owner, or whoever it is making the big decisions). At every club I have had success at I’ve enjoyed a one-on-one relationship with the chairman. The ones I’ve left in general have either let me down or lied to me, although I’ve had some good ones too. The writing has been on the wall as soon as the relationship starts to break down. After that it is usually just a matter of whether I quit before I’m fired, though sometimes we both know it’s over and that horrible phrase, ‘by mutual agreement’, is accurate.

A lot of people thought Simon and I would fall out within weeks. One of us is outspoken, demanding and doesn’t suffer fools gladly, and the other is, well, just the same. In fact, the first time we dealt with each other was because of a row. I was manager at Sheffield United and I rang the Palace manager and suggested a swap deal, Marcus Bent for Clinton Morrison. They said ‘no’ and as far as I was concerned that was that. The next thing I know the London Evening Standard carries a story that Palace have rejected swapping Morrison for Bent and I’ve got an angry striker banging on my office door. So at my next press conference I had a go at Palace, saying I was not interested in Morrison at all and blaming the manager and chairman (Simon) for leaking stories to the press. We played Palace a few weeks later, Simon came over to take issue with me and we finished up getting on like a house on fire.

My main concern about working for Simon was that it could ruin our friendship but we got on brilliantly. Simon was very good at one of the big roles of a chairman – motivating the manager. Management can be a lonely job. You are constantly taking decisions, many of which upset people and some of which take a while to bear fruit. While at QPR at one stressful point I found myself talking to the deer in Richmond Park which probably wasn’t a good sign looking back – even if it was a magnificent stag. You do need someone of significance to talk to, someone who, while prepared to question you, will also back you. Simon and I spoke every day, often several times a day. He never told me who to pick, but he was informed, interested, and supportive.

Newcastle was not the first time he had talked me out of resigning. In September 2009 we lost 4–0 at home to Scunthorpe United. Scunthorpe were a better club than their unglamourous image suggests, and certainly a lot better than they were when I played for them in the early Seventies, but it was still a terrible result. That afternoon was one of the worst of my career – and there’s some competition for that. We’d not only been thrashed, we’d deserved to be thrashed. Six games into the season we had won one match and were hovering above the relegation zone.

A lot of chairmen would have been having second thoughts but Simon, who was under huge financial pressure himself trying to balance Palace’s books, spent nearly two hours sitting with me in our tiny kit room, persuading me it was a one-off, a blip, that I was the right fit for the club and he was confident things would turn around.

I woke up the following morning with that old buzz back. My renewed enthusiasm must have rubbed off on the players as we took 11 points from the next 15 including victories against two clubs, West Brom and Blackpool, who would end the season being promoted. That’s what a good chairman can do.

I always tell aspiring managers who ask me for advice that the key thing is to make sure the chairman is singing off the same hymn sheet. I was very lucky that early in my career I had Ben Robinson at Burton Albion. I’d played for Burton so I knew Ben was everything you could wish for in a chairman. He didn’t disappoint. He was a football man but he let his managers manage. It is no wonder Nigel Clough spent a decade at Burton before finally being lured away by the prospect of following in his dad’s footsteps at Derby.

Since then I’ve worked with umpteen chairmen, good, bad and indifferent. I had four in two years at Scarborough. I often joke that I was the first manager who gave chairman a vote of confidence. In fact one died, one went to prison, another was Geoffrey Richmond who later over-reached himself at Bradford City. I found Geoffrey impossible to work with at Scarborough but we were both inexperienced at the time. We became friends later and I recognised that, as at Bradford, he was only doing what he thought was best for the club.

It is surprising how many chairmen think they are the reason the club is getting success, that any manager could do it. It doesn’t work like that but when a manager is successful he tends to get the media attention, and some chairmen get jealous. They want all the kudos themselves. That’s what did for my relationship at Plymouth Argyle with Dan McCauley. He had put his money into the club and felt he deserved more credit for any success, but when you have a manager like me the media want to talk to the manager all the time. You are not being disrespectful to the chairman, and you put all the good things about the club out. In the end we communicated by fax and when he fired me it was through a third party. In later years we became friends again and I think he realised if he’d supported me more we’d have had a great time. That was one of my biggest disappointments because I loved Plymouth Argyle and I liked Dan and his wife Anne and really thought I could do with them what I had done with Notts County.

Now at Palace I was working for an administrator who, I felt, liked his name in the papers and the experience was doing my head in. I’d heard it was tough being a manager at a club in administration, but now I realised just how tough. It wasn’t just things like not having ProZone and fighting to avoid losing players, it was the sense that winning football matches was no longer the club’s priority, and the manager was no longer in control.

Football clubs are top-down hierarchies and the manager sets the tone. If you can get the whole club behind you it doesn’t half help. At QPR they brought in a bonus scheme which meant if the club stayed up everyone got a reward, right down to the car park attendant. That gave everyone a stake in the club’s results and meant they each did everything they could to influence things positively. A manager takes care of the players’ needs because it’s their performances that dictate your future, but I also take an interest in everyone else. I talk to the groundsman, to the washerwoman, the people selling tickets, the community staff. Some people never notice those people but they are part of the fabric of a club. It is all about making people feel involved and wanted. I’ve always done it. When I began, with a Sunday League club, Todwick, I bought the players tracksuits with my own money because I wanted them to look the part.

It was working with those lads in the Sunday League that persuaded me to have a go as a manager. I’d never been that good as a player. I made more than 300 league appearances over 11 seasons so I wasn’t rubbish, but the fact I played for eight clubs in that time, none higher than the Third Division, will give you an idea of my standard. Managers wanted to buy me, but rarely wanted to keep me.

Ron Ashman signed me at Scunthorpe on deadline day, they were next to bottom of the old Third Division. Ron said he wanted to sign me as there was only one way we could go, up. I proved him wrong, we finished bottom and got relegated.

The constant free transfers meant I always had an eye on the future. I trained as a chiropodist, doing a correspondence course while at Scunthorpe; I opened a practice when I went into non-League which I kept going even while I was taking Scarborough into the Football League. I still get my tools out occasionally – at QPR I did a bit of work on the feet of Tommy Smith and Joey Barton, one of them had an ingrowing toenail I treated. I also had a go at selling insurance, flogging frozen food wholesale and running a greengrocers while I was still playing. The good thing about all those clubs and managers was that when I did start managing I had learned a lot, often how not to do things which is just as important as how to do them.

But my first management job wasn’t even Sunday League. When I was playing for Hartlepool and living in digs at Seaton Carew there was a group of scruffy urchins who used to play on the green where I lived. They knew who I was and one night they knocked on my door. ‘Will you coach us?’ they asked.

How could I say no? I’ll never forget how before one game we had worked a set-piece, a corner, and we scored from it – I ran down the touchline celebrating. I was like Brian Glover in Kes.

That buzz, the feeling you get from working on something with your players, and seeing it come off, has never left me. So when my playing days were winding down I started looking for a job in management. I hadn’t played for England, like Bryan Robson or John Barnes, so I wasn’t going to be offered a top job because of who I am. I had to start from the bottom. I began at Gainsborough Trinity in the Northern Premier League. Martin O’Neill began at a similar level a few years later and I’m sure, like me, the experience he gained then has been invaluable.

It’s all very well being handed a plum job but if you don’t know what you’re doing it can be horrible. Look at what happened with Martin Johnson in rugby. He was an icon as a player, but then he was given the responsibility of managing the England team without any coaching or management experience at any level. He was a great leader as a player, but it is completely different as a manger and it wasn’t fair on him. People say he could have said no, but when your country calls how many people would turn it down?

It’s no coincidence most top managers are in their sixties or older. You can never underestimate the value of experience. Harry Redknapp and I often have a good laugh over the hype that can surround young managers. The League Managers’ Association do a good training course for young managers but one thing they can’t teach is man-management, the main ingredient in the management recipe; you can role-play all you like but you only really get that from experience. So Harry and I would say to each other about the latest young gun, ‘Wait ’til they have a few problems. Let’s see if those qualifications will help them cope then.’

Funnily enough I played in Harry’s last league game in England, in September 1976. He’d been playing in America, in Seattle, and came back in their off-season looking for a few games somewhere to pay the bills. Harry had played in the old First Division at West Ham for years but it wasn’t like these days when a few years in the top flight would set you up for life. He joined Brentford and made his debut against Aldershot during my spell there. Midway through the first half he cracked his ribs, had to be substituted, and decided to call it a day. I’ll have to remind him next time I see him.

From Gainsborough I went to Burton, then to Scarborough, which is when I got into the league, taking them up. I’ll never forget our first match. The famous Wolverhampton Wanderers came to Seamer Road; they had been a great club when I was a boy and we really thought we were in the big time. Then their fans started smashing the ground up and when I went over to try and calm things down, with Wolves manager Graham Turner, a Coke can whizzed past my ear. I picked it up and realised it was full of sand. If it had been a foot closer it would have probably killed me. So we left it to the police.

We drew that game, and we drew the return at Molineux too. But fortunes change in football, and not always for the better. While Wolves recovered their top flight status and turned Molineux into a fabulous modern ground, Scarborough were wound up in 2007 having finished in the relegation zone of Conference North. A couple of years later Seamer Road, which some of you will remember as the McCain Stadium after the oven-chip maker sponsored it, but I remember for so many fantastic times, was demolished. I think they are going to put housing on it. The stands ended up at Featherstone Rovers rugby league club and a reformed Scarborough Athletic are playing in Bridlington and trying to climb their way up the leagues. Boro’s debt was £2.5m, chickenfeed in the modern game – there were players with me at QPR being paid that every year.

Notts County was next and two promotions later I was in the top flight. It was all glamour. The chairman decided to scrap overnight stays before matches which left us eating our pre-match meal on the coach out of the sort of plastic trays you get on a plane. I suppose it helped keep the players’ feet on the ground, and so did a mid-season break I organised to Scarborough. Most clubs would go abroad, or at least to a four-star hotel, but I decided to stop at a couple of guesthouses I knew. I showed our two young stars, Mark Draper and Tommy Johnson, to their room. ‘Lads we’ve special accommodation for England under-21 internationals,’ I said, ‘take a look at this.’

‘It’s got bunk beds in it, gaffer.’

‘I know. What a treat. None of the other lads are in bunks. Don’t tell them, they’ll be jealous. Now who’s taking the top one?’ In fairness they took it well.

When Notts County sacked me, a year after I’d turned down Chelsea to stay at Meadow Lane, I went to Torquay United. They were bottom of Division Four and heading towards the Conference. People thought I was mad and even now it seems a strange decision, like me taking over at Barnet or Hereford, who were fighting relegation from League Two, when I left QPR, but it’s never been about the money for me, or the status. It’s about the challenge. Some of the lads there were on £100-a-week but they gave everything.

When we won at Carlisle in the penultimate game of the season to secure our safety I was so happy I stayed on the coach all the way back to Devon instead of going back home to Nottingham. We had a Chinese at Lancaster to celebrate, it tasted like caviar and lobster.

I moved on to Huddersfield Town, Plymouth Argyle, Oldham Athletic, Bury and my hometown club Sheffield United before Simon lured me to Selhurst Park in October 2007. At all these clubs one thing was constant. Once I felt the man in charge was no longer giving me his full backing it was time to go.

That became the case at Palace once it was clear that Guilfoyle and I didn’t see eye-to-eye and the new owners were unlikely to have a role for Simon. He left feeling he had been dealt with unfairly. I had learned a long time ago you can’t take a club forward when you are watching your back all the time.



Chapter Two


A New Dug-out

Fulham Football Club seek a Manager/Genius.

Newspaper advert

EVERY JOB INTERVIEW IS DIFFERENT, BUT NOT MANY START with a butler opening the door. Nor do many applicants bring their children because they can’t find a babysitter. But in March 2010 there was myself, Sharon and William being shown into a drawing room (or parlour, depending on your background), at the house of Amit Bhatia, co-owner of QPR.

After a few minutes William stood up. He turned and looked at the wall behind me. ‘Dad, is that a Picasso?’

‘Don’t be silly, son, sit down.’

We carried on talking. After about five minutes I got up to stretch my legs. I looked at the painting William had seen. ‘Oh,’ I said to Sharon. ‘Actually, he’s right, it is a Picasso!’

The route to an audience with one of London’s most charming art-collectors began with a phone call. Football’s a small industry and after you’ve been in the game a while you get to know most people in it. Someone I’d know for years, and liked, was Gianni Paladini, a dapper, gregarious Italian with a loquacious tongue who was always on the phone. Gianni always seemed to have a different job title at QPR but whatever was on his office door he had basically run the day-to-day football business at Loftus Road for years, so when he rang one day my first thought was that he wanted one of our players. Rangers, despite a big squad and bigger wage bill, were only one point above us. He didn’t. He wanted me.

I wasn’t happy at Palace, but I wasn’t sure that going to Rangers was a good idea. Everyone knew Flavio Briatore called the shots at Loftus Road and he was a manager’s nightmare, as anyone who has seen the film Four Year Plan will understand. It wasn’t just that he sacked managers every few months; the word on the grapevine was that he interfered in team selection and transfers as well. After a bad experience late in my playing career at York, when Charlie Wright dropped me because two of the directors didn’t like me, I’d decided when I went into management that no one was going to influence my team selection. That resolve was tested in my very first job, at Gainsborough, but I stuck by my guns. Working under Flavio would be jumping from the frying pan into the fire. It could only end in tears and I’d told Gianni that when he’d asked me to be manager on a couple of previous occasions.

But Gianni assured me that not only was Flavio’s recent decision to take a step back genuine, Flavio and Bernie Ecclestone were planning on selling up. I wouldn’t have to deal with them, the club was going to be run by Gianni and two men I didn’t know, Amit Bhatia, son-in-law of Lakshmi Mittal, QPR’s billionaire co-owner, and Ishan Saksena, who had just been named the new chairman. So we arranged to meet.

This is how it works in the managerial job market. Occasionally you will see an advertisement in the newspaper for a football manager, but it is only there for show and attracts the nutters and jokers who want to tell their mates in the pub they’ve applied to be manager of their team. Then you get the chairmen who like to think they and their club are important and tell the press they’ve had dozens of applications including ‘some surprising names’. The reality is football jobs are usually filled by word of mouth.

People ring you and tell you there’s a job coming up, so-and-so’s ‘on thin ice’, or ‘another bad result or two there and he’ll be out’. Within weeks of leaving QPR I started having calls like that about a decent Championship club who were thinking of making a change. Then the team started winning and they decided to stick with the manager they had. Most clubs don’t sack you now without having someone lined up. They don’t want to look a fool, though some still panic, act after one bad result, then end up chasing around. What annoyed me when I left QPR wasn’t so much that Tony Fernandes had lined up Mark Hughes but that I’d been told he’d been persuaded to bring him in by Kia Joorabchian – who I thought was helping me buy one of the players he represents, then-Chelsea defender Alex. It turned out he also represented Hughes. How naive of me.

I got my first job myself. I’d heard Gainsborough Trinity were looking for a manager so I went to their next match, collared the chairman outside the ground, and asked him if his club was as ambitious as I was. That got me an interview. I did something similar with Sheffield United. They were managerless and I was looking to leave Bury where things weren’t working out, mainly because the fans hated me. I rang Kevin McCabe, who pulled all the strings at Bramall Lane, and who’d I’d known for 15 years, and talked myself into an interview where I talked myself into the job. By contrast at Crystal Palace Simon had to talk me into taking the job. I’ve never worked in London and didn’t particularly want to, but I’m so glad he persuaded me to try it.

I’m good at interviews, as you might expect, but not infallible. I had an unsuccessful one in a hotel near Preston for Burnley once, passing another manager as I drove out. Years ago Norwich sent what seemed like a 400-page dossier to fill in ahead of the interview to give the board an idea of what I might do. When I arrived the first question was, ‘Do you think Norwich City fans would appreciate a Neil Warnock team?’ I looked everyone round the table in the eye, stalling, and then I said, ‘You mean a winning one. I think they’d all like a winning one.’ They appeared unconvinced and I thought to myself, ‘I won’t be getting this one.’ They went for Bruce Rioch, who I think had been promised the job already anyway.

These days agents are often involved, sometimes acting for more than one manager. They want their ten per cent, but they get you a better deal because they are more ruthless. I could have done with one when I turned down Chelsea (an agent set that up, and that was back in 1991). Chelsea would have trebled my £60,000 salary and while Notts County gave me an increase not only did it not match that, I agreed if we got relegated I’d go back to £60,000. I shouldn’t have done that, especially as I knew the players weren’t good enough so there was a fair chance we’d go down. I let my heart rule my head.

I didn’t learn. At QPR I trusted Amit to give me a rise if we went up, but he left so I ended up in the Premier League on the same deal I had in the Championship. Nor had I bothered checking the clauses with regard to the staying-up bonus. I assumed if we were doing OK I wouldn’t be sacked. It turned out I wasn’t entitled to a bonus when QPR stayed in the Premier League, despite the fact that we were not in a relegation position when I left, as the contract said I needed to have been top half. When I asked my legal man why he hadn’t spotted that he checked his notes and said he had mentioned it to me, but I’d said: ‘Don’t worry about that, Amit will look after me.’ I hadn’t considered Amit might not be in charge.

So when I got the sack I got nothing for staying up because of my trust in people. Yet despite all the money spent on numerous players after my departure, without any one of the three away wins under me QPR would have gone down. (It was to be a whole calendar year later – after Mark Hughes too had been sacked – before QPR won away from home again.)

As well as a trustworthy chairman, and either some decent players or the cash to change them, you want to go to a club with a chance of winning something. Scarborough was a bit of a gamble as they were 50–1 outsiders to go up from the Conference. Bury was a mistake as they had had successive promotions and were never going to sustain a First Division (now Championship) club on their resources, and as manager I would get the blame when football gravity took hold. That is when I wasn’t clearing dog poo off the public park we trained at.

In that respect QPR looked ideal. There was a promise of cash and after several lean years supporters would be grateful for a sniff of success. In fact, after six managers and several caretakers in four years, they’d be happy just to have enough stability to persuade fans at other clubs to stop laughing at them.

I met Gianni and Ishan in a casino club in London, the Ambassador. A lot of football people go in there. We got on well so they asked Guilfoyle for permission to speak to me. Which is how Sharon, William and myself came to be admiring a Picasso on the wall of Amit’s amazing house. Then we saw another painting on the floor in some wrapping paper. It was a Van Gogh. They say most interviews are settled on first impressions. Mine was that there was clearly a bit more money around at QPR than at Palace. The first impression that mattered, however, came when Amit walked in. We just clicked. I trusted him totally from day one and I knew he wouldn’t let me down. We talked about their plans for QPR, how we could work together, and what needed to be done.

I agreed to move, but insisted Palace received proper compensation. The LMA lawyers said I had a case for constructive dismissal because Palace had been taking payments out of my wages for my pension, but not putting it into the pot, which was illegal, but I didn’t want to walk out on Palace. I may not have had much time for the administrator, but the fans had been wonderful to me and I felt I owed them that. It made things a bit easier with Simon too. He had said he didn’t want me to go, but to make sure I got adequate compensation if I did.

So the haggling started. It went on for a week until I eventually said to the administrator, ‘If this is not done by noon I’m staying put’. He was desperate for the money and almost as keen to get shot of me. Within a couple of hours the phone went. QPR were first, telling me I was theirs. Then Guilfoyle rang telling me they had agreed a fee. He got around £500,000 which was pretty good for a Championship manager who they wanted rid off. I recommended Gareth Southgate to Guilfoyle to manage the club to the end of the season but he said he had someone else lined up. It turned out to be Paul Hart, who I was replacing at Loftus Road and who the administrator had known from Leeds.

Just before the deal was settled I received another call, from a Premier League club. They asked me if I would manage them. I told them I’d already agreed to go to QPR.

‘Have you signed a contract?’

‘No, but I’ve shaken on the deal.’

‘But you’ve not signed a contract. You don’t have to go.’

‘That’s not the way I do things. I’ve given them my word.’

Had the club come in earlier I might have gone there, but Palace had been in administration for five weeks so they had had plenty of time to get in touch.

While they were Premier League I didn’t have any regrets about sticking with QPR. Amit told me he and his father-in-law were going to buy out Briatore and Ecclestone within weeks and be majority shareholders; unfortunately it didn’t work out like that but at the time I had that excitement, that buzz, back again. Even my first visit to the training ground, which was a bit of a dump, didn’t put me off though it was a bit disconcerting when Sharon reported that she had asked a member of staff, ‘Who was the last manager?’ and that the woman paused for a minute before then admitting she couldn’t remember. Sharon said to me: ‘They change managers so much here they can’t remember the names.’

It reminded me of a story John McGrath, who was a tough-tackling centre-half for Southampton in the days when you could make a tough tackle, used to tell about his management days. When he went to Port Vale he was shown around by an old guy who’d been there donkeys’ years – every club used to have someone like that. John followed this wizened old guy down all these dark and dingy corridors round one corner and another until they came across a door. On it was a blackboard, and in chalk he put ‘Manager: John McGrath’. We all laughed but John paused, and said, ‘That’s not the punchline. The funny bit was seeing a wet sponge in a holder attached to the door.’ Funnily enough at Leeds there was no nameplate on my door, it didn’t even say ‘Manager’.

Guilfoyle was obstructive to the end, banning me from returning to Palace to say goodbye to the players and staff. Did he think I was going to smuggle a couple of defenders and a striker out in my bag? It was disappointing and petty, but it didn’t surprise me. I was also unable to say a proper goodbye to the fans, at least until QPR went to Selhurst a month later. I got a great reception from them even though both clubs were scrapping for points to stave off relegation. The press speculated that I’d be booed but I knew they’d be brilliant with me. They always were. I think they knew I was swimming against the tide.

I started at QPR with a press conference. Sample question: ‘You’re the fourth or fifth manager in a year, how are you going to go about the job?’

‘I think I’ll be renting my house, not buying one.’

Then I went to the training ground and met the players.

New managers usually inherit a squad of players who are low on confidence and possess a negative outlook. After all, except in those rare cases where the previous man has left for a better job, in which case the squad tend to be nervous about change, the club have hired a new manager because things were going badly. So my first job is to lift the players, put a smile on their faces. Then I have to assess the squad for character, ability and balance.

I told the Rangers players I expected them to work hard, but I also expected them to enjoy the work. I told them I wanted to see smiling faces. I love it when players want to come to training, to exchange banter with their team-mates and get out there on the park and show how good they are. It’s the dressing room atmosphere I’ll miss when I pack it in.

I always start the first training session, after the warm-up, with a match: two big goals 40 yards apart, ten-a-side, shinpads on. If anyone doesn’t head a ball when it’s there to be headed I give a foul. If anyone doesn’t make a tackle it’s a foul. The aim is to let everyone know they have to give everything from day one. I judge their characters from what they are like in those types of games. These days you couldn’t do this at Premier League level, they would just walk off, but the clubs I’ve worked at I’ve been able to do it and it’s a great way to find out what my new dressing room is like. One problem I noticed immediately when I looked at the squad list was that there were far too many loan players. Loan players won’t die for the cause as they’re contracted to someone else.

There were two players who’d been with me before: the skipper, Mikele Leigertwood, and Marcus Bent. Both had played for me at Sheffield United. I expect their team-mates had been tapping them for information about me. Most of the rest of the squad I’d seen in matches but I’d also studied DVDs of recent QPR games. There was talent there, not enough to go up, but enough to stay up. They just needed some organisation and belief.

There was also one player who stood out in that first training match, a Moroccan lad on loan from Tottenham. The QPR staff I inherited told me, ‘You can’t play him, he’ll get you the sack. He doesn’t give a toss about the team, he just pleases himself.’ It was Adel Taarabt.

I had to admit Taarabt was the sort of player who, when I was younger, I would have bombed out straight away. He was a nice lad but he wasn’t very reliable and he wasn’t ‘an English pro’: he didn’t fight and run back, but he had ability, he could find a pass out of nothing. I’d never seen anything like him, or some of the things he did in training. I realised if you looked at the things he couldn’t do you wouldn’t touch him with a barge pole, but if you looked at what he could do … well, he could score and make goals which is the hardest thing in the game. So as I watched him I had this hunch, ‘I can do something with you.’

I called him over after the game. He told me he’d not been playing much; the previous manager had left him out. In fact he had not started since January. I wanted him to know I had faith in him. ‘I’ve been told if I play you, you will get me the sack.’

‘No, gaffer.’

‘Well, I’m picking you for every game from now until the end of the season, whether you’re rubbish, or if you have a nightmare, you’ll play every game. Is that OK with you? Do you understand?’

‘Yes, boss,’ he said, probably adding under his breath, ‘I can’t believe this.’

Adel was one of four changes I made for our first game, which was a peach: West Bromwich Albion, second in the table, looking good for automatic promotion and with one defeat in their last nine. At least it was at home.

Before the game I read out the team and named the substitutes. Then I put the team-sheet up on the wall. Bent had a long, hard look at it and I wondered if he was upset as he had only been named as a sub. He came over and I thought, ‘Oh no, I can do without a row about team selection before my first match’.

‘Gaffer,’ he said, ‘you’ve picked five loan players in the team. I’m a loan player too.’

In the Championship you can only pick five loanees in the squad. Bent was too smart and honest for his own good. I had to replace him with someone else so he missed out on the chance of some appearance money, and to show what he could do. But he saved us a fine, and probably a points deduction too.

The game couldn’t have gone much better. We won 3–1 and played really well. After about 15 minutes the right-back, Matt Connolly, came jogging past as we started an attack. Given the team had been losing, and we were defending an early lead, he obviously didn’t want to push forward too much. I screamed at him, ‘Get on there, push on, get round the back’. He only went and scored and all the bench looked at me like I was a magician.

We won our next game as well and although we then went seven matches without a win we only lost twice so confidence held up. Even so, when we went to Selhurst Park on April 10, with five games to go, we needed a result. Palace were only two points behind us with Sheffield Wednesday, in the relegation zone, only a point further back.
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