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‘Dignity consists not in possessing honours, but in the consciousness that we deserve them’


Aristotle


 


 


 


With thanking to the members of the LTLF forum for their intinite wisdom and endless entertainment.





ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Alex Walker is best known to Nottingham Forest fans as the founder and long-time editor of the Lost That Loving Feeling fan site and discussion forum (www.ltlf.co.uk), which was founded during the early months of David Platt’s reign in 1999. He has also written regular columns about the Reds for the BBC and Left Lion magazine in that time, making him a seasoned chronicler of decline, despair and dire football.





INTRODUCTION



The bulk of this book was written during the winter of the 2011/12 season. It was strange to be writing about prolific goal scorers like Grenville Morris and Wally Ardron at a time when the Reds went nearly three months without scoring at home, but on the other hand, it was nice to escape from the mind-numbingly tedious football being played and into the annals of Forest’s fascinating history.


Not that Steve Cotterill was the first Forest manager to oversee such a shambolic run. In 1913, the club lost 14 League games in a row; form that would see them nearly kicked out of the competition. Nearly a century later and Dave Bassett’s First Division champions were humbled as they went through half their fixtures without winning in the Premier League. Even Brian Clough only won three of his first 17 League games with the club.


My point is that although Nottingham Forest are a club who have had more than their fair share of success at the very zenith of the sport, we’ve paid our dues at the nadir as well. We’ve plumbed the depths of the Football League and nearly gone out of business on several occasions – indeed, you could argue that before the Al-Hasawi family take-over, the death of benefactor and chairman Nigel Doughty in February 2012 had put us on the shakiest ground we’d ever been on.


The fact that we’re four paragraphs in and so far this book has been a catalogue of spectacular failures, disasters and crises will tell even neutral readers that supporting Forest tends to give you a negative outlook. When I started work on the book it didn’t have a title. The best thing that happened was the publisher telling me it would be called The Glory of Forest. Out went my top ten lists of worst signings and managerial flops. With a title like that, the book needed to be celebratory – I would have to try my hand at a positive outlook!


Forest’s history has been glorious, although in only a few periods did that glory manifest itself as silverware. The glory has been that of a provincial club, the second major club formed in this modest city, and one that initially split its time equally between football and a version of hockey. It’s been gloriously varied, gloriously turbulent and gloriously interesting.


Even without the fairy-tale figures of Clough and Taylor there would be enough stories and characters to fill this book many times over. I don’t think we’re unique as a club in that respect; any side that has been in existence as long as ours will have collected a similar amount of anecdotes and eyebrow-raising facts. But what makes Forest special is that the demand for this book even exists. Why are we – this obscure club with a funny name from a footballing backwater, currently languishing in the lower echelons of the League structure – considered as fascinating to the book-buying public as clubs that are still winning trophies, still competing with Europe’s best and still considered, well, glorious?


The glory of Forest is not that we twice won the European Cup. It’s that doing so transformed us into a famous team, a popular team, a team the people of Nottingham (at least, most of them – sorry, Notts County fans) can be proud of, no matter what depths we may plumb in coming years. It didn’t turn us into a giant of world football like Manchester United or Liverpool – even when we had the best side in the world, we were regarded as the plucky underdogs, and that’s a description that suits us. Maybe that’s what attracted Brian Clough to the City Ground in the first place – he was at his keenest when the odds were stacked against him, never happy being part of the established hierarchy, and our club, with its history of misfits and calamities, must have seemed like his dream job after the nightmare of Leeds, with their star players and expected levels of success.


We had no more business taking the League championship away from Liverpool in 1978 than Sam Widdowson did inventing shin pads or Billy Walker did bringing continental football tactics to our shores. The glory of Forest is that our history teaches us to expect the worst, but it also reminds us that sometimes the worst doesn’t happen – sometimes even the most unlikely teams win leagues and cups, and that’s a pretty glorious thing in itself. I hope, in gloomy times, this book will remind people of that fact.


These chapters listing glorious Forest people, events and factoids are not meant to be definitive or even particularly objective. But I hope they will inform and entertain in equal measure, as well as provoking a bit of debate. If you want to join in the discussions, deliberations and downright blazing rows, why not join us at www.forestglory.co.uk where you can share your views on the lists I’ve chosen and post your own top fives, top tens and even top one hundreds if you feel the urge!
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TOP TEN . . . STALWARTS


Through thick and thin they stuck with the Reds. Mind you, not as long as us fans, eh?



10. STEVE CHETTLE



526 appearances (1987–99)


I’m picking my players for this first chapter, celebrating the City Ground’s most loyal servants, based on years of service, which means that Stuart Pearce, a figure whose contribution to the club no-one doubts, misses out on a place in the top ten to the man who stood next to him on the field for most of the 1990s by only a few months. At least I don’t have to break the news to ‘Psycho’ in person!


But if we’re defining stalwarts as people who’ve served the club through good times and bad, the fact that Steve stayed at the City Ground after no fewer than three relegations is enough of a testament to his worthiness as anything. It wasn’t all lows for Chettle, however – he counted the highlight of his career as winning the League Cup in 1990, and also played in two promotion seasons.


He came into the first team in 1987 after a typically quirky spell in the Forest youth system – once a month, the apprentices would find themselves tending to Brian Clough’s garden. Chet’s speciality was clearing leaves from the lawn, but as well as sweeper (geddit?) he was utilised in a variety of on-field roles, making his debut on the wing and finding himself at right back for a couple of years before being moved to the centre.


Chettle’s talents weren’t universally acknowledged during his long career (see ‘Unsung Heroes’), but he was a worthy choice when Dave Bassett made him captain in 1998. Only three players have played more games for Forest than Chettle, and he has continued to serve the club as a youth coach since 2006. With promising young players now so frequently tempted with big moves, we can only hope Chettle can teach them the meaning of loyalty.



9. GRENVILLE MORRIS



460 appearances (1898–1913)


In an age when players go around with nicknames like ‘Hulk’ and ‘Chicharito’ (meaning ‘little pea’ . . . Heaven preserve us!) on the backs of their shirts, it’s nice to see the unpretentious name ‘A. G. Morris’ on Forest team sheets of old. You’d frequently see it on score sheets too, Morris being the club’s all-time top scorer, with no fewer than 217 goals in League and cup.


Known as the ‘Prince of the Inside-Lefts’ (now there’s a respectable nickname) he joined Forest for the princely sum of £200 from Swindon Town in 1898 – a significant year for Forest, having already won the FA Cup and moved to the City Ground. Morris’ talents, like the great all-rounder Sam Widdowson (see ‘Pioneers’) who had retired the year before, were not restricted to football. Indeed, he could have played at Wimbledon (the tennis club, not the Dons) if his status as a professional sportsman with Forest didn’t rule him out; so instead he coached other tennis players. He also had a coal merchants business based in Nottingham.


On the football field he was known as a gentleman, even if his dribbling and shooting skills made him the devil to play against. He captained the side for five seasons and frequently topped the scoring charts, but the highest position Forest managed in the First Division in his day was fourth (in 1901). They were twice relegated in his time with the club, but his goals were crucial to them winning the Second Division title in 1907. On the international front he won 21 caps for Wales, scoring nine goals.



8. JACK BURKITT



503 appearances (1947–62)


Forest’s FA Cup-winning captain was born in the West Midlands in 1926 and signed from local side Darlaston Town when he was 20, making his debut nearly 18 months later against Coventry. He soon became known for his enthusiasm on the pitch and, keen to impress, he learnt everything he could from the experienced professionals already at the club. He was rarely injured, and over the next decade and a half, gave tireless performances for the Reds, chipping in from his defensive midfield position with a total of 15 goals.


He was ever present as Forest ended their long absence from the First Division in 1957, and two years later he would be leading the team out at Wembley in the FA Cup final – inspiring them when they lost Roy Dwight to injury and eventually receiving the coveted trophy from the Queen.


In November 1961, a month after his retirement at the age of 35, he was honoured with a testimonial against Malmö at the City Ground. The Reds would face the same opposition in making their finest achievement two decades later, but at the time it was John Orgill Burkitt who had led Forest to their historical pinnacle.


After hanging up his boots, he went into coaching at Notts County then Derby, but all that exertion on the pitch finally caught up with him and he had to give up the game due to nervous exhaustion, becoming a postmaster. He died in 2003 at the age of 77.



7. IAN BOWYER



564 appearances (1973–80 and 1981–86)


I made a controversial decision to disqualify John Robertson from this list (don’t worry, he’ll be making plenty of other appearances during the course of this book) because his impressive years of service and tally of appearances were interrupted by his move to Derby (see ‘. . . who never should have left’). The players had little choice when the European Cup team was broken up in the early 1980s, and there’s something about the way so many of them soon returned to the club that suggests they didn’t want to leave in the first place. But in the case of Robbo, joining our local rivals doesn’t seem like appropriate behaviour for a Forest stalwart, even if there were extenuating circumstances. Sorry, John, you are a legend nonetheless; but it is ‘Bomber’ who represents the European champions in this chapter.


Ian Bowyer joined the club from Leyton Orient in October 1973, having also previously played for Manchester City. He was signed by Dave Mackay during his brief spell as Forest manager, but of course it was another man associated with Derby County that got the best out of him.


During Brian Clough’s first full season in charge, Bowyer was the top scorer with 16 goals; playing some games on the wing, some in the centre and even a few up-front. Having won everything but the FA Cup during the incredible years that followed, and with his Forest career spanning three generations, he was considered such a worthy captain during the 1980s that Clough gave him the armband even when he was sat on the bench.


After leaving Forest in 1987 at the age of 36, he became player-manager of Hereford United and led the team to victory in the Welsh Cup in 1990. He went on to coaching roles at Plymouth, Rotherham and Birmingham, before eventually returning to the City Ground as Paul Hart’s assistant manager in 2002 – a very popular appointment indeed.



6. GEOFF THOMAS



431 appearances (1944–60)


Gerald Shannon Thomas (known as ‘Geoff’) was, despite his loyalty to the club through the numerous ups and downs of Forest’s post-war years, the unlucky figure left out of the 1959 FA Cup final team.


He had made his debut at fullback for Forest in 1944 as a 17-year-old during the wartime competitions, and by the time he made his first official appearance in a Reds shirt in August 1946 he had played for them more than 40 times. Manager Billy Walker paired him up with fellow fullback Billy Whare, who would be his defensive partner for 14 years. In 1951, Forest won promotion from the Third Division (South) and Thomas missed just one game as the Reds romped to the title, even if it was the forwards who took the plaudits for their record goal haul.


Thomas himself only scored one goal, in a 1955 match with Leicester City that Forest won 2–0, putting him in the club of defenders who managed a single strike along with Des Walker and Frank Clark.


After 14 years of uninterrupted service, Thomas lost his place in 1958 to Scottish international Joe McDonald. The timing couldn’t have been worse for Geoff as it meant he was left out of the cup final – substitutions were not to be permitted for another seven years, so Thomas had to watch from the stands, even as Forest were reduced to 10 men when Dwight came off. He made a handful of appearances the following year and bowed out in 1960, shortly after taking his tally of League appearances to over 400, going on to be player-manager at Bourne Town.



5. JACK ARMSTRONG



460 appearances (1905–22)


A versatile servant to the club for 17 years, Jack Armstrong made 460 official appearances in a variety of positions, though he was primarily a wing half. However, this tally doesn’t include the four years he played when regular football was suspended during World War I, which would add another 75 games to his total.


Either side of the war, he played in two promotion seasons; Forest being crowned Second Division champions in his first full season (1906/07) and again at the end of the 1921/22 campaign – his last full season at the club. Armstrong was frequently courted by other clubs but stayed loyal despite the dire fortunes Forest were going through when he was at his peak; in 1914 they finished bottom of the Second Division and were nearly bankrupt, having to re-apply for their League status and rely on a grant from the authorities (and the generosity of supporters) to keep going. When the club remained intact on the other side of the war, Armstrong was made captain.


Although he played in every position on the park during his career (barring goalkeeper) he was primarily a defender and only scored nine goals. After retiring at the age of 38, he joined the cricket club of his home town Keyworth, as a bowler. He also became one of the country’s leading poultry farming experts. He died in November 1963 at the age of 79.



4. BRIAN CLOUGH



908 matches as manager (1975–93)


To subvert a famous quote, Brian Clough may have been the best manager in the history of Forest, but he’s not in the top one when it comes to the club’s stalwarts. He’s not even in the top three.


In fact, I’m not sure he should even qualify for this list. The word ‘stalwart’ implies loyalty, and though Cloughie ruled the corridors, terraces and pitch of the City Ground for more than 18 years – a grand total of 6,692 days from his appointment on 6 January 1975, to his last bow on 1 May 1993, an impressive tour of duty by anyone’s standards – he spent a significant amount of those days wishing he was elsewhere.


During the 1976/77 season, when Forest were looking likely to return to the First Division, fans had to sweat as Clough considered approaches from Birmingham and his former club Sunderland. Clough always said it was his right to consider any job offer, though how close he came to seriously thinking about leaving for either of these jobs we have no way of knowing. What we do know is that in February of that season Brian met members of the Derby County board at the Riverside Hotel in Branston, where salaries were discussed and agreed upon. In fact, according to some biographers, hands were shaken, champagne opened and promises made by Clough that he would clear his desk at the City Ground the following morning.


It would be nice to think that when he sobered up the next day, Clough realised what a horrible place Derby really is and that he could never work for that awful club now he had experienced Nottingham Forest. More realistically, he probably just had flashbacks of his relationship with Sam Longson and bottled it (if terms of cowardice could ever be used in relation to Brian Clough). ‘I was never seriously tempted to return to the Baseball Ground,’ he wrote in his autobiography, a statement that is hard to believe in the light of the story above. Was it just a wind-up to annoy a few Derby County board members?


The truth is that he most likely saw Derby as a club on the slide and Forest as one on the up. He had started building a new team in Nottingham and too much damage had been done to his old Derby side in his absence. Nevertheless, with the manager also criticising the Nottingham public for low attendances and foul language, Clough’s early years with Forest were hardly stable. The fans were starting to feel their club was just a stepping stone for Clough to restore his reputation after Leeds. Even after the 1979 European Cup win, Clough was fanning the flames of stories linking him to Aston Villa by bemoaning the transfer budget at Forest and announcing to the press: ‘I am quite capable of finding employment elsewhere.’ A blatant ‘come and get me’ to Villa or just a blunt warning to the Forest board to loosen the purse strings? As always with Clough, it is impossible to tell.


And then there was England. In late 1977, with Don Revie having left the England job to take the lucrative post of manger of the United Arab Emirates, Clough was interviewed by the FA and left feeling the job was his. It wasn’t. Shunned for Ron Greenwood, Clough and Taylor were offered the part-time responsibility of running the national youth side, which they took half-heartedly. Clough would spend most of the early 1980s lobbying to be given the keys to the Rolls-Royce that was the senior team.


In 1986, Clough announced that he intended to see out his career with Forest, but even this statement of loyalty might just have indicated he was resigned to the fact that the FA would never employ him. Not that international football was entirely out of the question – that year he was linked to both the Scottish and Irish jobs, and in 1987 he was offered the position as Wales manager. The Welsh FA were willing to let him do the job part-time; the Forest board were not.


Clough was bitter about his blackballing by the FA long into his retirement. ‘I’m sure the England selectors thought if they took me on and gave me the job, I’d want to run the show,’ he wrote in his autobiography. ‘They were shrewd, because that’s exactly what I would have done.’


Forest have the boards of both Derby and the FA to thank for Clough running our show for so long.



3. BOB MCKINLAY



685 appearances (1951–70)


Bobby McKinlay isn’t the most glamorous name in Forest’s history, but the case for him to be hallowed alongside the likes of Clough, Robertson and Pearce is strong. The Scot’s career spanned footballing epochs, beginning in the days when the position inside-right meant something to the majority of fans, and ending it when the flat back four was universally accepted as the most effective defensive line-up. When Bobby first pulled on the Garibaldi, floodlights and evening fixtures were rarities; by the time he retired, satellite technology was able to broadcast games around the world. He witnessed the introduction of the League Cup, European competitions and Match of the Day. Even the colour of the ball changed from brown to white in his time.


Of course, the 1950s and 1960s were periods of great change in all areas of British life, but Bobby McKinlay saw them all as a first-team player at the City Ground. Such commitment to a single club is virtually unthinkable these days. Ryan Giggs’ two decades at Manchester United are the exception that proves the rule, the Welshman being one of the few modern players never needing to chase success and wealth anywhere else. (And, as far as I know, Bobby McKinlay’s loyalty to his wife was never called into question, so that’s another tick for Bobby.)


The Fife-born youngster joined Forest from local side Bowhill Rovers in 1949 after his uncle persuaded manager Billy Walker to take a punt on him. He watched from the sidelines as the team won the Third Division championship in 1951 and made his debut the following October, a week after his 19th birthday. For three seasons, he played up-front in an attack that also included prolific goal scorer Wally Ardron, before moving into the defensive position he would make his own. In 1957, the club won promotion again, reaching the top flight for the first time since 1925, and two years later he was part of the side that beat Luton Town at Wembley to lift the FA Cup.


As would happen with Clough’s European Cup side, this trophy-winning team was broken up soon after its success. The likes of Chic Thomson, Stewart Imlach, Tommy Wilson, Roy Dwight and captain Jack Burkitt all departed or retired in the next few years, as did boss Walker. But McKinlay survived to take over not only Burkitt’s captaincy but eventually his appearance record as well.


In fact, not only did McKinlay survive, but between April 1959 and October 1965 he didn’t miss a game – a total of 265 straight matches! In 1967 he was part of another great Forest team, the side that finished second to Manchester United, reached the FA Cup semi-final and included the likes of Ian Storey-Moore, Henry Newton and Joe Baker.


Forest were never relegated while McKinlay was at the club. In his 685 games he was never sent off. He never won a cap for his country, though he was called up to the Scotland squad several times. He scored 10 goals for Forest over the course of 19 seasons, but the most he ever earned for his services was £17 a week. Still, look at any team photo from those 19 seasons and you’ll see Bobby’s beaming smile, so he obviously didn’t mind. After a brief post-Forest spell with Albion Rovers, he returned to Nottinghamshire where he worked at HMP Lowdham Grange as a prison officer. Robert McKinlay, hailed all-round as a gentleman, died in August 2002.



2. BILLY WALKER



650 matches as manager (1939–60)


Billy Walker may now be considered ‘the other manager’ in Forest’s history, but for many decades he was rightly considered the man in English football. Arguably Aston Villa’s greatest ever player, he still tops their all-time scoring charts with 244 goals in a 13-year career. What’s more, he did this in a period where Villa were in decline after their early dominance in both League and cup – when they beat Huddersfield in the 1920 FA Cup Final at Stamford Bridge, at the climax of Walker’s first season, it was their last major trophy for 37 years. He was inevitably made Villa captain and one of the common jokes of the ‘Walker era’ was that the Aston Villa starting 11 on any given Saturday could be summed up as ‘Billy Walker and 10 others.’


He won 18 caps in an era when England only played a handful of games a year and there was no World Cup; captaining the side three times and scoring nine goals. He showed a similar aptitude for management, turning Sheffield Wednesday’s fortunes around and bringing home his second FA Cup with a 4–2 victory over West Brom in 1935. He left the club in 1937 after an angry confrontation with shareholders following a disappointing start to the season.
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