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THE CHANGING GAME









INTRODUCTION


The End at Nottingham Forest


A bright Friday afternoon sun is breaking through some billowy clouds hanging over the fine city of Nottingham, affording much needed warmth to the end of the month. It is the last Friday in June 2019. Office workers, hoping to grab some extra hours for the weekend ahead, are making their way home, crossing the famous Trent Bridge on foot, and by car or bus. Any commuter stealing a glance to the left cannot miss the football stadium, rising majestically, it seems, from the fast-flowing river below. Home to Nottingham Forest Football Club, the arena has witnessed some incredible scenes in its proud history. Those of an older generation swear the tumult caused some sort of earthquake when the magnificent goalscoring winger Ian Storey-Moore headed the winning goal against Everton in a pulsating FA Cup quarter-final tie inside those hallowed walls back in 1967. And if that wasn’t enough, along came the charismatic Brian Clough less than a decade later to weave his magic and turn the football club into champions of Europe. Yes, champions of Europe, not once, but twice over. The latter day Robin Hood was a demigod. Letters flowed into his office demanding that he walk on the River Trent rather than take one of the kayaks belonging to the nearby rowing club along the riverbank. Those were heady days indeed, and I was privileged to be part of that unparalleled run of success under the leadership of a footballing genius. But today, Friday 28 June 2019, those moments are well and truly confined to history and now the club finds itself in the second tier of English football, having been peering up at the Premier League’s riches for 20 years.


I am the manager of the club. I had signed an 18-month contract in January with one aim in mind: promotion to the Promised Land. I have overseen the last 19 games of the previous season and am looking forward to the months ahead. The owner, Evangelos Marinakis, told me in January that he would bring in new players to augment a squad essentially short of real quality, saying a concerted effort to win promotion would begin this pre-season. It was music to my ears when I signed.


At this very moment I am sitting with my coaching staff having a bite of lunch in the Robin Hood suite, perched within the club’s grounds. Out of the corner of my eye I catch a glimpse of Kyriakos Dourekas, or Koulis, the director of football, coming towards our table, not looking too pleased with life. A few weeks earlier he and I were in Athens together, where I learned, though not from him, that he had been a swimming instructor in an earlier life before he met Mr Marinakis. He tells me now that the chief executive wants to see me in the directors’ suite immediately. I don’t like his tone so I answer that I will finish my lunch first before I see anyone. He turns and stomps off. I look over to my goalkeeping coach, Seamus McDonagh. He looks concerned. So does Steve Guppy, my first-team coach. If truth be told, I’m probably a little anxious myself.


I walk into the directors’ suite about five minutes later, a room I know so very well. It was here that Brian Clough and Peter Taylor used to vent their spleens at my expense all those years ago – it’s not necessarily my favourite room. There are three people there, waiting for my arrival. Koulis and chief executive Ioannis Vrentzos have been joined by another man, an ex-professional French footballer who is the chief scout of Olympiacos, the owner’s other club, in Greece. He has been around since January, ostensibly to help with recruitment of players, but little has happened on that front. Ioannis takes the lead. He tells me that the way I am running the football club is not the way they want the club to be run. I could tell them, if they wanted to listen, that, actually, I have won the last three league games we have played, but that was all of 54 days ago so I don’t expect them to remember. In fact, I hardly remember myself. However, I am disappointed and narked.


Ioannis wants to explain the decision to sack me, or at least I think he does, but I don’t want to hear what he has to say. It is no surprise to me that he had been lining up someone else. My annoyance is that the owner had summoned me to see him in Greece just two weeks beforehand, and he had been as nice as could be. I did sense something was up upon returning and seeing that a couple of the things I’d asked for – sorting out the pitch, for one – had not been done. So this was it. I did not want to hear any more. Nothing will change anyway. I turn and walk away. I have been in the directors’ suite for close on 100 seconds. As I walk out the door I cannot help but glance to my left. A few yards away lies the manager’s office, ironically not in use these days. Great managers of the past have housed themselves in that very room. The legendary Dave Mackay brought me into his headquarters to tell me that I was a really good footballer, and coming from him that was praise indeed. He was only manager here for 12 months but made such an impression on me that if I wanted to be anybody else in another life, I would want to be Dave Mackay. Then there was Matt Gillies, the Scottish gentleman who signed me in October 1971 thus allowing me to live the dream of being a professional footballer. And, of course, the immortal Brian Clough who, from that very room, plotted the historic course of this club.


I reach my own office and summon Seamus and Steve to tell them that we are no longer in employment at Nottingham Forest. They are genuinely taken aback, despite seeing Koulis’s sour face ten minutes earlier. We sit down, take some tea and ruminate. Suddenly Seamus’s phone rings. It’s his daughter Amy, telling him that Nottingham Forest have appointed a new manager and a full complement of coaching staff. We haven’t even left the building. Twenty-four minutes have elapsed since I left the directors’ suite. I completely understand that’s the business of football, but 24 minutes may well be a record from sacking one manager to the appointment of another. Then again . . . maybe not?


The new manager, Sabri Lamouchi, signs about 15 players in the next few weeks and makes a real fist of promotion, just failing to make the play-offs. And some of those nondescript players fall by the wayside, no doubt complaining to Koulis and Ioannis that the manager hasn’t treated them with the respect they deserve. Honours have eluded them, but it has never been their fault. Regardless, the irony is not lost on me. I came into the professional game almost 50 years ago, through a door at the City Ground, Nottingham. I leave the professional game through the very same door. And I wonder what those 50 years are all about.


The Beginning at Nottingham Forest


Football, as one might imagine, would have made significant strides to keep pace with an ever-changing world. In October 1971, I leave a trouble-torn Northern Ireland, in political upheaval for a long time before, but now about two years into a 30-year struggle forever to be known as ‘The Troubles’. A new life awaits me over the Irish Sea. I am England-bound, heading to Nottingham to start a life as a professional footballer.


The previous 12 months, since I first joined an Irish league team called Distillery, has been an accelerated rise to prominence for me in Northern Irish football. Two goals in the final of the Irish Cup against Derby City in April of this very year sealing not only victory on the day but a place in the upcoming European Cup Winners’ Cup. Barcelona, drawn out of the hat, are our illustrious opponents. A goal against them in Belfast followed by a strong individual performance in the Nou Camp gives me much traction, both locally and nationally, causing a few English clubs to take notice. A few weeks later, the withdrawal of some players through injury from the senior international team to play Russia allows the manager, Terry Neill, to bring me into the squad. Sharing a dressing room with Pat Jennings, Pat Rice, Sammy Nelson and other top-class footballers is an awesome experience, that is as clear to me now as it was a half century ago.


I get to the field of play against Russia for the last quarter of the game. Those 20-odd minutes are, incredibly, very vague, but the following week is etched in my memory forever. Nottingham Forest post a £15,000 bid to Distillery for me. It is accepted on a Tuesday evening and the following morning I find myself at the gates of the City Ground with one small suitcase in hand and a headful of dreams and aspirations. A new world, seemingly a long distance away from where I had spent the previous 19 years, awaits me. If truth be told I am not really sure what to expect. Reality has never been the same as fantasy land but the excitement of being a professional footballer is intoxicating and I do not want to spurn this big opportunity. What I experience over the next half century are some incredible moments, both joyous and heartbreaking, perhaps in equal measure.


But while I start this footballing odyssey, my homeland becomes an unsafe place to live. My parents and younger siblings remain in Belfast for a few more months until I sort myself out, get my geographical bearings around Nottingham and find some suitable accommodation for them before they leave Northern Ireland, perhaps forever.


Within a few weeks I force myself into Forest’s first team, make my debut as a substitute at the City Ground against West Bromwich Albion, score a blinding half-volley within 15 minutes of coming on to the pitch and celebrate a resounding 4–1 victory with teammates that less than six weeks earlier I had only known through edited Match of the Day TV highlights.


At Old Trafford a few weeks later I do the same again, this time within four minutes of entry on to the hallowed turf in the Theatre of Dreams, and with the legendary trio of Best, Law and Charlton on the same field. I pick the ball up inside my own half, burst past a couple of United players and when nearing the edge of their penalty area unleash a drive past Alex Stepney who made that wondrous save from Eusebio in the 1968 European Cup Final at Wembley, thus allowing Manchester United to draw breath once again and go on to beat Benfica in extra-time to become the first English team to win the most coveted trophy in European Football. Am I thinking about all this as the ball hits the back of United’s net? Probably not, but the exhilaration I feel right now makes me momentarily sure I have arrived in the big time. After all, Manchester United are today clear leaders in the illustrious league known as the First Division, and George Best, one of the greatest footballers of all time, has just witnessed me scoring this goal against his club from just about 50 yards away. Why shouldn’t I believe I have hit the big time? What an easy game this is turning out to be, I think to myself. And what a shock I am going to get for at least another five or six years. However, this late afternoon in the city of Manchester, I am on top of the world.


This book attempts, through my own prism, to view the changes that have taken place in the footballing world over the last 50 years. From that day in December 1971 when Manchester United went from being five points clear at the top of the table – in the day when there were two points for a win – to a meek surrender by the end of that season, and then to unthinkable relegation a few seasons later. When Derby County, under the leadership of a brash, self-important but charismatic young manager called Brian Clough, clinched the title, and in so doing brought both Clough and his assistant manager Peter Taylor into the limelight that they never really left, even in some of their less remarkable moments.


Changes in life are inevitable. So why not football? And I have witnessed many changes in the professional game, some good, some not so good. This is a book about the development of football in the last half century. From aspects like how we deal with injuries, foreign influences on the British game, the changing roles of managers and coaches, players and agents. The effect of social media, wage structures, and a few rule conversions adding to the mix. Of course, frustration with certain aspects of today’s game can be utterly riling. Playacting, feigning injury, diving, call it what you will, have reached embarrassing levels. The tenure of a coach at any level is statistically much shorter today than it has ever been, probably thrust forward by the rush to judgement when two or three results go wrong.


My life and career have not been concerned with politics, although it is sometimes hard to avoid it, especially when you are a Catholic Northern Irishman captaining the country’s football team (which is mainly supported by Protestants), or managing Celtic, the traditionally Catholic team in Glasgow. My life and career have been in football, lifting the European Cup twice at Nottingham Forest, and managing clubs like Leicester City and Aston Villa in England’s Premier League. My football career began in 1971 and ended with that last management job at Nottingham Forest in 2019, although I have continued to be deeply involved in the game since then as a media pundit as well as chair of the League Managers’ Association.


I have seen lots of changes, some of them good, some of them perhaps not so good, but I still love the game. It’s impossible not to.


There are doubtless many things that are far better now, though. A football ground is a safer place to go. During my career many fans went to a football stadium and never came home, killed in crushes or fires. The game has professionalised, and people take things like diet and injuries more seriously. It is easy to romanticise the game of hard tackles, muddy pitches and shared baths, but modern medicine has prolonged careers that ended far too early when I was a player. The top level of the game is brilliant to watch as well: fast-paced, energetic and exciting. It is a simple game and a magical one and it is a privilege to have spent so long working in it. The game has changed, for sure, and it will change some more in the years to come, but the essence of it remains the same – the importance of team spirit, the way that winning or losing a game changes your entire mood for a week, and the basics of attacking and defending.


When you are a footballer, you are so immersed in the day-to-day of the game that you rarely take in things outside of that little bubble, but one memory sticks out as an example of how the wider world has changed, as well as football. In November 1974 I was firmly established as a top-level footballer and had a free Tuesday evening so chose to travel from Nottingham to the Birmingham Odeon for a concert to see the band Jethro Tull with a teammate. That journey was not as simple as it is now – it was a long drive in my first car, which I had just bought, and we got lost. There was no sat-nav or anything like that, of course. We realised we were very lost and thought we were going to be late for the concert, but somewhere around Lichfield we spotted a girl at a bus stop. I stopped the car and wound down the window and said, ‘Excuse me, will you tell me the way into Birmingham city centre?’ She said she was heading that way to meet her boyfriend, which was incredible luck, so she jumped into the car and we drove on. Because of her directing us, we went from running late to being early. We said, ‘The least we can do is buy you a drink,’ so we went to this pub about 200 or 300 yards from the Odeon. We got in, went down the steps, had a drink and said, ‘Thank you very much.’ We went our separate ways and headed on to the concert. That was a Tuesday night about seven o’clock, and Jethro Tull was one of the first concerts I’d been to. I really enjoyed it.


But had that Jethro Tull concert been on the Thursday rather than the Tuesday, we would have all been blown up, and my professional football life would have ended before it had barely begun, with no European Cups and no career in management. The Tavern in the Town was bombed by the Provisional IRA and 21 people were killed. It was the deadliest act of terrorism on the UK mainland between the Second World War and the London bombings in 2005. When I was manager of Aston Villa many years later – just a couple of miles down the road from the Tavern in the Town – I got the chance to meet the drummer of Jethro Tull, who was a big Villa fan, and spoke to him about that evening, although he didn’t remember the ominous timing of that concert all those years ago.


I tell these stories to illustrate the vast changes that have taken place since then, not in some distant place but on the British mainland, where life as a Northern Irishman was often not easy. Those events of the early 1970s seem a world away now. An Irish accent in England in the seventies was often remarked upon, although you sort of had a non-political status as a footballer, certainly when it came to other players. But if you walked in somewhere and nobody knew who you were you could get a hostile reception, people assuming perhaps that I was on the side of those committing such acts. Which, of course, I absolutely wasn’t – although I do agree with the republican cause, which is thankfully now being sought through peaceful means. The Catholics in Northern Ireland were having a terrible time in the 1970s, but it is hard to make nuanced arguments when people are being killed.


My football career began five years after England won the World Cup. I was 14 years old in 1966, growing up in Northern Ireland rather than England, but it was a huge thing. England was the home of football, where the game originated, but Brazil were the favourites, having won in 1958 and 1962. England won the final at Wembley and the Football League got a major boost in terms of crowds coming to matches after that. Following the competition from a distance in Northern Ireland, I decided I wanted to become a professional player. And I achieved that goal at the age of 19, as a student at Queen’s University, studying law, while playing part-time for Distillery. One Tuesday afternoon I was in the students’ union in Belfast, and I heard that Northern Ireland wanted me to play for them. Shortly afterwards, Nottingham Forest had made a bid for me and it was accepted. The next morning I was winging my way to Nottingham.


Nottingham Forest were struggling at the time. The season after the World Cup in 1966 they had finished as runners-up to Manchester United in the league but that team had disintegrated and morale was low. They had a great player in Ian Storey-Moore but were really struggling at the bottom of the league. None of that mattered to me. I probably thought I’d go along and save them, or something. Within a few weeks I got the goal at West Bromwich Albion, and then in December the one at Old Trafford, after coming on as a sub for John Robertson, who was later my assistant at various clubs in my career as a manager. I was 19 at the time and John was 18. Old Trafford was being rebuilt, but, even so, it was just incredible. I was playing against George Best, Bobby Charlton and Denis Law. Even though we lost, I thought – well, listen, I’m in business! I still wasn’t anywhere near the sort of fitness that was expected. I was running before I could walk, really, but it was fantastic, because I was making a bit of a splash in the first few weeks without having had a pre-season like the other lads.


I think the excitement was carrying me through as much as anything else. Here I was, in England, for the first time living away from home. In those days the academy system was far less formal, but professional clubs had apprentices, which I sometimes felt was something I missed out on. It was a worry: at 19 I’d started playing relatively late, and there was a general feeling that if you hadn’t made it by the age of 20, you probably never would.


These days you might feel like that by the age of 14. It would certainly be very unusual now for an undergraduate to be plucked out of university and start scoring goals in the Premier League. Football has changed a lot.
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FITNESS


I have so many incredible memories as a player, winning the European Cup twice and captaining Northern Ireland at the World Cup. But one of the most memorable moments of my career is not so happy to look back on. It was in a game that took place at Meadow Lane on a bleak early February afternoon in 1985. That football ground had seen better days and better matches than that day. I was playing in midfield for Notts County, the oldest football league team in the world. Shrewsbury were proving tough nuts to crack, but outside of the stadium that day, nobody particularly cared. Just before half-time I stretched for a ball I could not possibly reach, making contact with an opposing player and falling in a heap. The pain was excruciating. I was carried off the pitch on an improvised stretcher; one of my teammates helping to carry it into the dressing room. The manager Richie Barker asked if I was fit to play in the second half, and the physiotherapist said, ‘Absolutely not.’ I tried to take the swelling down by getting into a cold bath. I did not know it at the time, but that was the end of my footballing career. I would not kick another ball in a competitive game. My career ended that afternoon. It had lasted 13-and-a-half years, from October 1971 when I signed with Nottingham Forest, to that day at Meadow Lane, less than 300 yards across the River Trent at Notts County.


That time really flew by. Did I really play against Bobby Charlton, Bobby Moore and Geoff Hurst, the heroes from 1966? Did I play, even fleetingly, with the mercurial George Best? What has happened to the game in those fast-flowing years, and what changes are still to come? Of all the many changes that happened in my half-century in football, one of the biggest shifts has been in the management of players’ health: injuries, fitness and diet.


Injuries


Injuries are part of being a professional athlete. That has always been the case, and always will be. When I started out in the game in the early 1970s, most clubs would have a physiotherapist and that was about it. Brian Clough was my manager during the glorious spell at Nottingham Forest. For such an innovator, ironically he wasn’t a big believer in the medical side of football, or at least that’s how it seemed, because there was a period for a number of months when we didn’t have a physiotherapist at all. Thankfully, common sense prevailed and success followed. Generally if you had a serious injury, you went to a doctor who was affiliated with the club, but he would not be full-time and would often be a GP. Scans would be very rare – perhaps you would have an X-ray for a very serious injury – but these days players get scans for even very minor injuries. The top clubs will have perhaps half a dozen physios at their disposal.


My greatest memory as a player was winning the European Cup in 1979 and 1980. For the second of those finals I played the whole 90 minutes as we beat Hamburg 1–0 in Madrid, with John Robertson scoring the only goal. The year before, though, when we had beaten Malmö 1–0 in Munich, with Trevor Francis scoring the winner, unfortunately I was injured. It was very frustrating because I had played the quarter-finals and semi-finals, including scoring in the away game at Grasshoppers Zurich in the quarter-final, but a couple of weeks later I’d developed a haematoma, an area of coagulated blood that gives you a dead leg, that got worse and worse. I couldn’t bend my leg for 12 days. The injury came three weeks before the final and I had to seek medical attention outside of the club because things weren’t improving. As I said, it was common in those days to just figure things out yourself. A former Forest player called Frank Wignall told me about a physiotherapist in Nottingham called Norman Collins, who was almost blind but a brilliant practitioner. There were only about ten days left to go before the European Cup final and I needed to do something. He said he could only see me at five o’clock in the morning because he was so busy. I accepted the times given to me, grateful that he would open his house so early and work so tirelessly for three hours at a time. Without his help I wouldn’t have made the trip to Munich, let alone taken my place on the bench. And at least I was on the bench. I thought I had missed out on the opportunity of a lifetime through injury but, amazingly, a year later we won it again.


I was relatively lucky with injuries in my career until that fateful day at Meadow Lane. My injury was to a cruciate ligament, a career-threatening injury back in 1985. I should have gone to a surgeon quickly but didn’t. These days players can have surgery on their cruciate ligament, and they can usually be playing again in under a year, but back then there was only one person in England doing that type of operation. It was a pretty common injury in American football but not so much in England. I injured myself in February, and in March the chairman of Notts County gave me away on a free transfer, which really shouldn’t have happened. Between the club and the Professional Footballers’ Association they should have been able to keep me on for at least another year to try to get back. I was trying to get fit earlier than I should have done and my knee kept giving way. I had no club to go to, but Howard Wilkinson, who was manager of Sheffield Wednesday at the time, invited me to their training ground. I would travel from Nottingham each day, and he would have a physio look after me. I did that for a couple of months but the knee simply couldn’t hold. An operation was my only real chance but I had left it too late. Realising it was the end was a real low point because I was captain of Northern Ireland at the time, and the team went on to qualify for the World Cup again in 1986. I would have been there with them had I got that operation more quickly.


That injury gave me long-term problems and has continued to bother me ever since. My knee is really troublesome these days and it all stems from that injury four decades ago. I could never play football again, let alone tennis or all sorts of other things I enjoyed doing. I like playing golf but can only get to about eight or nine holes before the pain becomes too much. It just flares up. It means I haven’t kicked a ball properly since 1985. I sometimes joined in little games in training at Leicester with a big brace on, but not for long. I would play so badly because I would be running in a certain way all the time to protect the knee. I’ve lived with the pain for all these years, and tried to work around it, but it never really holds. I’ve even tried to play tennis with the brace on. One day I was playing after training at Leicester, with Steve Guppy, who was one of my players at Filbert Street. I was wearing my brace and tried to retrieve the ball but my knee buckled underneath me. I was lying in a heap but I tried to get the ball over the net, and did so, but then he won the point by just touching it over. I was lying on the floor and he was laughing. The last thing you want as a manager is to see a player laughing at you as you’re lying on the ground!


If there’s a consolation, though, it was that my injury happened when I was 32, not 22, so I got to have a great career. I was lucky. There were many brilliant careers cut short because of injuries that wouldn’t be as bad nowadays, not least Brian Clough himself, who tore his cruciate ligaments in a game for Sunderland against Bury in 1962. He retired a couple of years later at the age of 29. Things have improved a lot. Medical treatment is much better now and clubs take more responsibility – a player wouldn’t be left to make bad decisions like I did in putting off the surgery. I don’t want anyone feeling sorry for me, though. I am far from the only former player to still be struggling with an injury, and, honestly, I look back and imagine that if you had told 19-year-old me at university in Belfast: ‘By the end of your career you will be struggling to walk and be unable to do all the things you used to do, and your knee will be sore – but, by the way, you’ll win the league and the European Cup,’ I’d have bitten your hand off. If I ever feel pain in the night it certainly helps to think about that.


By the time I moved into management in the 1980s things were totally different when it came to injuries, especially in the later years. There were far more physiotherapists and club doctors who were always at the training ground, rather than people who occasionally dropped in among their other work. Even in the last decade or two things have changed a lot. When I was the manager of Aston Villa between 2006 and 2010 I think we had perhaps two physios and two masseurs. Nowadays there’s practically a physio for every player at Premier League clubs, and so many masseurs too. Despite all that, players still go outside the club to get medical help. As I’ve said, when I was a player and had an injury I went outside to get some treatment, but if the club had found out about it they would have fined me, even though there wasn’t always proper support inside the club. Nowadays, a player who’s got the money will say, ‘Listen, I know this doctor abroad and he’s brilliant, and I’m going to go there.’ But the team doctor might not agree with their diagnosis. All that has become an issue. I know this because it happened to me managing a team a few years ago. An injured player wanted to go abroad where he knew a doctor. I wanted to make sure the whole team knew he was paying for it himself. I was new at that point so I allowed it, but if I’d been there for a little while I probably wouldn’t have done so. The player had ulterior motives for going out there. The injury was not that serious but he had downed tools and didn’t want to play. Over the years, the attitude of the great players hasn’t changed – they want to play, want to win, and are just as brilliant. But I do think the attitude of less great players has changed in that sense, and not for the better. Perhaps because the money is so good now. Even if you don’t play or perform to the very best of your abilities, you can still get a very good wage. It is possible to have a bad attitude and still make a lot of money, but in the 1970s I don’t think it was.


Another thing managers sometimes have to deal with when it comes to injuries is conflict between a manager and a physio. Managers generally want players back sooner, while physios want it to be later. As a manager it’s always hard to judge whether concerns are genuine or whether physios are trying to protect themselves, because they are the ones who will get in trouble if a player comes back too soon and gets injured again, and they perhaps have less concern with results on the pitch than the manager. I honestly do not think I ever put a player on the pitch when both he and the physio said no, but if the player says he feels OK, and the physio says he could do with another week of rest, it becomes an issue, and it’s hard to be sure of the right call. In the latter stages of my managerial career, players started to listen more to the physios and doctors who would be getting into their heads about injuries that maybe didn’t really exist. The top players never want to miss a game. Even when they are injured they are saying to the physio, ‘Tell them I’m OK. I want to play.’ You have to overrule them sometimes, of course, but in later years I seemed to meet more players who didn’t want to play, which was disappointing. And the matter isn’t helped if the player has a huge entourage, because they have more people around them and as a result hear more conflicting views. Players are talking to physios about ‘grade one’, ‘grade two’ or ‘grade three’ injuries . . . but you can’t always be that specific. It’s an injury. You’re going to be out for four weeks, if you’re a good healer you might make it back more quickly.


That isn’t to say that you shouldn’t have all these resources if a club can afford them, but it can be excessive. I saw Brentford play Manchester United in the early 2020s and before kick-off I was watching the teams come out on to the pitch. Out came Manchester United’s 11 players followed by a huge tracksuited brigade behind them, who took up two or three full rows in the dugout behind the manager. Some dugouts are expanding to make even more room. There is a wealth of staff behind teams now, and lots of these backroom staff end up in the dressing room. I wonder what they are all doing. They will each have their specialism and role but it seems like too many cooks to me.


Diet


For the modern day footballer who desires to make the big time, diet has become very important. Everyone is far more conscious of nutrition and sports science nowadays. When it comes to diet there have been improvements over time, from players eating steaks before a big game to the ultra-controlled world of player nutrition as it is now. Some of these developments have been good. This stuff does matter. But, again, I think it can all be a bit over the top.


When I was playing for Nottingham Forest under Brian Clough we would eat about three hours before kick-off, so a 3 p.m. game meant a midday meal. It was all seemingly less healthy back then. However, whatever was eaten back then did not prevent great players from performing at their best. Kenny Burns wasn’t fussy about what he ate for pre-match nutrition but it didn’t prevent him winning the Sports Writers’ Player of the Year award in 1978 – the biggest sporting honour in the calendar year. The magnificent Brian Clough would very occasionally allow a beer or a glass of wine on the players’ table before a match, possibly to relieve the tension the closer we got to winning a big trophy. I’m not sure any of the players participated in a tipple pre-match but the manager’s psychology nevertheless prevailed.


I can honestly say there was never a drug mentioned in my time playing the game, but there was a lot of beer drinking, which there is a lot less of now. I would never drink beer after a match. My stomach couldn’t take it. But lots of the lads would have a big session, especially if there was no midweek game. Players are now a lot more reserved in that sense. The games come so frequently at the top level that there isn’t really time to go on a bender. Back then there was, or people thought there was. Would you believe it, there was even the odd player who smoked? John Robertson won two European Cups with me at Forest and was my assistant almost everywhere I went as a manager. He would always have a cigarette after playing a game. I think he started smoking just to help calm him down, and then it became habitual. John felt that the odd one wasn’t going to do him any harm in the short term. The great Brazilian player Socrates smoked like a chimney, and that didn’t stop him from being a great player, although he did die at 57.


Ironically some of the big drinkers were also brilliant players. Some had problems with alcohol, including Tony Adams, who played for Arsenal from 1983 to 2002. He was a brilliant player and could perform despite his problems, which was the amazing thing about him. Despite his constant battle with alcoholism, he became one of the greatest centre-backs England have ever produced. You don’t hear of alcoholism in current players now. It would be extremely hard to perform at the top level with an alcohol problem. Still, there were a lot of games back then, and teams had smaller squads.


Although there was none of the sports science you get now, even back then players were always looking for the correct diet and wanted to eat things that would suit them. We gradually shifted from steaks to things like poached eggs, but it was far more up to us as individual players, the clubs were far less involved. I played lots of games having only eaten Corn Flakes before the match and ended up wondering why I had no energy with 15 minutes to go. That just wouldn’t happen now – the player doesn’t get a choice. Now, of course, I realise the importance of diet in maintaining fitness and prolonging a career. I wish I’d understood it better back then, but I suppose nobody really did. There was a lot of superstition too. Players might eat chicken once, and then if they played brilliantly in a game, they would think they should eat chicken again. I used to get cramp a lot, but then I started taking rehydration salts mixed with water. I found that helped me, but maybe it was all in my head. I used to be nervous before matches, so there were some things I couldn’t eat. This still happens but now players have drinks and gels to get nutrients into them if they can’t hold down proper food. When I was a player, we would never eat anything at half-time, just have a sugary drink. That wasn’t some special isotonic drink, just regular orange squash.


By the time I was Ireland manager between 2013 and 2018, everything had changed. There was a whole routine of things given to players – gels, drinks, energy bars. Before the game, the table was full of stuff that the players could eat beforehand. I wish that had been available to me in my playing career. I think it does make a difference. There are nutritional reasons for it all, of course, but I think it is psychological as well. You feel like you’re being looked after and that everything is being taken care of, and it’s one less thing for the player to think about. If someone you trust says, ‘This is proper food, this will sustain you, this will keep you going,’ it might just give you a bit of a boost mentally as well as physically when your energy levels are dipping towards the end of a match.


Eating only Corn Flakes was one thing, but there were games I went into feeling nervous and didn’t eat anything before a three o’clock kick-off. When I was a manager, if one of my players said he hadn’t eaten anything, I would not be having that, but managers didn’t get involved in nutrition and diet back then. There was more responsibility on players. Later in my career as a manager, when the players would be eating at a pre-match meeting, I’d be sitting down with them, eating at the same time, and you’d have staff taking care of all the nutritional aspects. The issue, of course, is that you can’t completely monitor what footballers are eating when they’re at home. There were always stories about Alex Ferguson employing private detectives to watch local restaurants. But ultimately you can’t control everything the players do outside of work, and they’ve got to take some responsibility there.


Strength and Conditioning


I have to assume that the modern footballer is weighed regularly, as indeed was the case quite some years ago. Although the Monday morning ‘curse of the weighing machine’ as it was then known might degenerate into farce. A weekend’s intake of food and drink, particularly if Saturday’s result was excellent, might put the player over his allotted target weight and a fine might ensue. People looked for a friendly face within the medical staff to ignore the extra pounds that the weighing machine was making and not tell the absent coach when he came round to check later. Leniency at times was applied, particularly if the offending player had played brilliantly the previous Saturday afternoon.


It would be silly to deny that there have been huge physical improvements in players since my playing days, even if we all worked hard and put a lot of time and effort into getting fit. It’s just a fact. In 1954, a couple of years after I was born, the first ever four-minute mile was run by Roger Bannister at the Oxford University running track. By the time I became a professional player in 1971, just a few people had run a four-minute mile. Now, more than 1,700 people have done it, and the world record is 3 minutes 43 seconds. It is obvious that athletes, including footballers, are more physically fit than in my day – there have been huge improvements in diet, training regimes and equipment. Players are fitter today because it is what is demanded of them, and they have the equipment, support and know-how to make them fitter. Does that mean they’re better and more talented players, though? I think that’s a debatable point. Those fortunate enough to see Law, Dent and Charlton might take another view.


Players do lots of gym work now. I was strong-legged but was never in the gym. I did plenty of fitness training and we did some ‘spike work’ too, on a Tuesday afternoon at Nottingham Forest, wearing running spikes and doing sprints. But this was nowhere near as popular as it would become later. Developments in fitness have enabled some modern players to have very long careers. Cristiano Ronaldo is a good example, playing at the top level in Europe well into his late-thirties, and scoring goals for Portugal after his fortieth birthday, while looking like a man in his twenties. But that is because of intense work, discipline and resources, all carried out in a way that just wasn’t available to Bobby Charlton or Bobby Moore, who both retired from international football at the age of 32. If they’d had all the modern opportunities I’m sure that they would have gone on for longer. It is great that modern players can go on for so much longer. Life has changed and things have moved on. If I have a regret in the game, it’s that I should have spent more time on the practice pitch. I should have spent time in the afternoons improving my left foot, my heading ability and my speed; I wish I’d done all that. I also wish I’d taken more rest. I was completely restless, all over the place all the time. I always felt my natural fitness would take care of itself, but it doesn’t necessarily work like that.


Rest


Sleep is a big deal these days, in sports science and beyond. People talk about it far more, and understand how crucial a good night’s sleep is to health and wellbeing, especially for top-level athletes. I’ve read that Erling Haaland wears special glasses in the evening to block out the light and tapes his mouth to promote nasal breathing. A little quaint, but given the number of goals he scores, it seems to work for him. Not everyone takes it that far but all players will be trying to get as much sleep as possible. People never thought about it too much when I was a player. Some people did recognise the importance of it, like Johnny Giles, the great Leeds United player, who apparently used to sleep in the afternoon straight after training. I was usually out and about with the lads in the afternoon, but sleep should have been more important to me. As a manager I was big on players staying in a hotel the night before games, even when we were playing at home. It gave them a better chance of sleeping well, particularly if they had young children in the house. When I was a player, though, money was tighter, and clubs only stayed in hotels for away games, and even then only if they were a long way away. For example, if Nottingham Forest had a game at Villa Park in Birmingham, which would take just over an hour now but be more like two hours back in the 1970s when there wasn’t a proper motorway network linking the two cities, we wouldn’t stay in a hotel overnight. We would leave the City Ground at 10.30 a.m. then stop off somewhere to have a pre-match meal. I would tell myself that on the coach I would catch up on some sleep, but it never seemed to happen. I always had far too much adrenaline running through me.


Sitting on a coach for hours on matchday can affect your performance, and sleeping badly does too. Mental health was never talked about at all in my day as a player, but I’m quite sure a number of players had serious problems. These days it is a subject that nobody is shying away from. I have had a bit of an education in it. A couple of players at clubs I managed explained things to me which I wasn’t aware of. Beforehand, I held that limited view that because players are earning decent money they shouldn’t have problems with their psychological health – but these players did. I learned quite a bit from just talking to them and listening to them as much as anything else. Nowadays mental health is much more openly talked about, which is a good thing.


Although players might be sleeping more, the top players in the modern game are not getting proper breaks between games and between seasons, which is becoming a serious issue. The club season feels longer and longer: for example, the Champions League adopting up to four extra games per team from the 2024–25 season onwards. Alongside that you have international breaks, and the summer World Cups and European Championships have expanded. Plus, pre-season tours keep getting longer and further away. Players are simply not getting to rest. Some only get about ten days off in the summer, which is just not enough after a long season, and they go into the new one still exhausted. The manager might decide they need a bit longer away from the pitch, but if you’re a top player you’re needed to win football matches, so it’s hard for a manager to leave them out. This should be a decision made higher up and taken out of the hands of players and managers. Eventually, players are going to pick up more and more injuries because their muscles are so tired. Rodri is a classic example. He played a ridiculous number of games for Manchester City and Spain and then he got a terrible cruciate ligament injury. It’s possible the injury could have happened without the overwork, but that can’t have helped. It’s happening more and more with the top players not getting any rest and becoming more and more prone to injuries. This may shorten the careers of some of these fantastic players who are playing a demanding number of games from a very young age. Take Neymar. He played very regularly from the age of 16 and eventually just kept getting injured and was past his best by his late twenties. English players like Bukayo Saka and Jude Bellingham have had such an intense workload from very early in their careers.


The addition of the Club World Cup to an already crowded calendar isn’t helpful either. Players are playing far too many games these days, and this extra tournament will further increase players’ workload and the demands on their fitness. People say players earn crazy amounts of money, which is true, but all the money in the world cannot heal tired muscles. Players are just not getting a rest. There are more international games too. I’ve seen it from both sides, as a club manager and an international manager. As a club manager you hate friendly international games. The Nations League has been an attempt to add a degree of competition and jeopardy to routine friendlies. It actually has some significance because it’s how Georgia got through to Euro 2024 where they were the surprise package. As a club manager you would never want to stop players representing their country for meaningful matches, but other games you tend to dismiss as a waste of time. Yet as a manager of the national side, which I was, of course, with Ireland, you want your best players available because you’ve got a better chance of winning games. When you get the call from the club saying a player’s not going to make it, that feels like a selfish act on behalf of the club.


I am not saying things were easy back in my day. For a start there were 22 teams in the top division, meaning four more games each season, before it was reduced to 20 in 1995, although there are still 24 teams in the three divisions below that. Back then there were some really intense periods, even more so than now at times. These days teams almost always have two clear days between games: if you play on a Thursday you won’t play again until Sunday. But that is a relatively new thing – when I was playing, at the end of the season, if you were in the cups, things could get incredibly congested. In 1978–79 we were trying to win the league title for the second year in a row. We won the European Cup that season, of course, but came second in the league, eight points behind Liverpool. We only lost three games all season and Liverpool lost four, but we drew 18 out of 42 games, which killed us. In April we were putting a good run together and thought we might catch Liverpool. We beat Chelsea at home on a Saturday, then drew with Cologne in our massive European Cup semi-final in midweek, before we went third in the league after a 2–1 win against our big rivals Derby County on Saturday 14 April. You would see that sort of timetable nowadays. But after that things got crazy. We had so many games in a short space of time and simply couldn’t keep up the pace. After the game on the Saturday, Leeds at home in the league was on Monday, then Manchester United on Wednesday. They were both top teams and we drew both, which ended our league chances. We were exhausted, more so than our opponents because of our European fixtures. In that sense the fixture congestion could be even worse than it is now.


The big difference between then and now, though, is that you would get a good amount of time off in the summer. There were international qualification matches in the summer sometimes, but in general we had a lot more time off and it did us good. These days teams have long pre-season tours, sometimes flying to Asia or North America. This is all quite new although we had one huge trip to North and South America after winning the European Cup, which I’ll talk about in the next chapter. Brian Clough didn’t join us on that trip. Clough was a believer in a relatively short pre-season. He always said, ‘Football matches get you fit.’ So we would maybe have one week of intense training, then a lot of friendly games before the season would start. I’ve been to other football clubs where the pre-season was longer and there were fewer games in the build-up to the new season, but you were doing intense physical work all the time. It was like that at Norwich and Manchester City. The training was very hard, including lots of running, which I never liked much. Back then there was a consensus that a long holiday would do you good and make you play better. Some of that has been lost now. We’d have pretty much four weeks off every summer, when you could go on a long holiday with your family and switch off a bit. Spain was the most common destination in those days, from the UK. I wouldn’t do much exercise when I was there, you felt as if you were defeating the object of trying to get a break if you did.


In Scotland, where the winter is notably harsher than in England and games often get postponed, there has long been a debate about taking a winter break. Personally, I think it is a brilliant idea. Of the five years that I was there managing Celtic, we took a winter break in two of those years. We played matches until just after New Year, including the traditional games around Christmas, which the fans like. Then we had a three-week break. Psychologically, it was fantastic because when you started the season in summer, your mind was focusing not on the end of the season but on January and the upcoming break. Everyone would look forward to that, me as a manager and my players too. I don’t think it’s any coincidence that the year that we had a winter break we reached the UEFA Cup final. What I would normally do is give the lads a week off, which was particularly nice for the foreign players who might not have their immediate families in Glasgow so could go home and see their families and friends. After that we would all meet up in Florida for a week. Even though we knew we were coming back to a very chilly Scotland, it felt good. I really enjoyed those weeks in Florida: we would be training, the sun was shining, it was lovely to spend time with each other and it all felt a bit more relaxed. I’m absolutely convinced that the break did the lads good, both physically and mentally. I think there should be a proper winter break in England, but it feels like things are going in the other direction and the calendar is becoming more crowded than ever.
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