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About the Book

On January 6, 1975, Nottingham Forest were thirteenth in the old Second Division, four points above the relegation places and straying dangerously close to establishing a permanent place for themselves among football’s nowhere men.

Within five years Brian Clough had turned an unfashionable and depressed club into the kings of Europe, beating everyone in their way and knocking Liverpool off their perch long before Sir Alex Ferguson and Manchester United had the same idea.

This is the story of the epic five-year journey that saw Forest complete a real football miracle and Clough brilliantly restore his reputation after his infamous 44-day spell at Leeds United. Forest won the First Division championship, two League Cups and back-to-back European Cups and they did it, incredibly, with five of the players Clough inherited at a club that was trying to avoid relegation to the third tier of English football.

I Believe In Miracles accompanies the critically-acclaimed documentary and DVD of the same name. Based on exclusive interviews with virtually every member of the Forest team, it covers the greatest period in Clough’s extraordinary life and brings together the stories of the unlikely assortment of free transfers, bargain buys, rogues, misfits and exceptionally gifted footballers who came together under the most charismatic manager there has ever been.
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Jonny Owen was born and bred in Wales’ most famous footballing town, Merthyr Tydfil. As well as acting in some of the UK’s biggest TV shows and writing and starting in the Universal movie Svengali, he’s also written about football for the Guardian, The Times and the the Western Mail. A little slower than he once was, he still trots out for a local five-a-side team and is currently working and living in Nottingham and London.


Foreword

by José Mourinho

‘I like the look of Mourinho, there is a touch of the young Clough about him.’ Brian Clough

In 1996, when the European Championship was held in England, I had just started working at Barcelona with Bobby Robson. I came over to England to watch the tournament, mostly to follow the Barcelona players, and one of the games on my list was Portugal against Turkey at the City Ground in Nottingham. I was curious about this city. I had never been to Nottingham before, but I had grown up as kid hearing all the stories about Robin Hood, the Sheriff of Nottingham and Sherwood Forest, reading all the books and watching all the movies. And more than anything, I knew about Brian Clough and Nottingham Forest.

I was sixteen when they won the European Cup in 1979 and seventeen the following year when they did it again. Like a lot of boys of that age, I was fanatical about football. But it was a lot different back then. There was no Internet in those days and, growing up in Portugal, the only live matches involving English teams were the FA Cup finals and if they were involved in the European Cup finals.

Even so, I knew all about this team. I knew who Brian Clough was, what he did for that team and the size of the achievement. I knew every player in their team, who the best players were and that their manager stood out even in a generation when there were so many greats of his profession. This was the era of Rinus Michels, Stefan Kovacs, Udo Lattek and so many others who did amazing things.

So I travelled to Nottingham with curiosity to see the city because I knew about this place, with Nottingham Forest and Robin Hood. I got the train in the morning from London to Nottingham and I stayed there all day. I went early so I could have a look around, and when I got off the train I walked into the city centre. I walked to Nottingham Castle and I saw the statue of Robin Hood. And then I walked all the way to the stadium. Nobody knew me at the time, so it was okay. It was a long time before I was thinking about winning European Cups myself. I walked all the way and when I saw the stadium I thought: ‘Are you kidding me – this club won the European Cup? Twice?’

It was a nice stadium and a nice city, but it was a small place. It was the size of the stadium that really took me aback. A small stadium, a small crowd – I looked around and tried to take it in. There are some places in football where you go to watch a match and immediately you can feel it is a club with an important history. You go to Manchester United, or Milan, or Madrid and they might not play well, or it might not be their best team playing, but you can smell the history. You go to Nottingham and this small ground – and these guys won two European Cups?

Let me say this: I don’t generally believe in miracles. I agree with the title of this book, and Jonny Owen’s film, and I understand the meaning of it. But I also believe it’s only talent that can make miracles. I believe talent can make incredible things and in this story there must have been a lot of talent to be called a miracle. There are certain things in the history of football that will stay there forever and this is one of them. Brian Clough and Nottingham Forest did things that history can never delete.

My memories of that team? I remember them as well as I remember the Ajax of that time or the Bayern Munich of that time. When I was managing Porto, I played a UEFA Cup final against Martin O’Neill, then the manager at Celtic, so he is an easy one for me to connect with first of all. I remember John Robertson scoring the winning goal against Hamburg in 1980. I remember Trevor Francis, Tony Woodcock, Garry Birtles, Archie Gemmill. Viv Anderson has gone down in history as the first black footballer to play for England, but I remember him more because of the kind of full-back he was. Forest were ahead of their time because they and Ajax were the first teams whose full-backs went forward. Anderson was the first of that generation.

And then, of course, there was Brian Clough. A lot of people say we have similarities and there are certainly coincidences. Clough won his first European Cup on German soil and I did the same with Porto. For his second European Cup, it was not just that he won in the Bernabeu, as I did with Inter Milan, but we both beat German opposition. His team beat Hamburg, mine beat Bayern Munich. It is also another coincidence that Nottingham and Porto are the smallest cities to have won the European Cup, beating what I call the ‘sharks’.

The sharks are the teams who are always usually there in the final stages of the European competitions. They are the favourites. For an outsider such as Nottingham Forest – and I don’t think they were even considered an outsider – to win the European Cup not once but twice is something unbelievable to me.

We all probably remember Clough’s best quotes. ‘I wouldn’t say I am the best football manager there is,’ he used to say, ‘but I am in the top one.’ I love that line. He had all that self-esteem and big self-belief. He was very confident about himself, and from what I know about him he was very comfortable with the attention.

I remember him talking about the football pundits on television and saying: ‘There are certain people who go on about tactics and they couldn’t even win a game of dominos’ – and I wonder what he would think about the way some of today’s pundits earn more than some Premier League managers.

I also enjoyed watching that famous interview of him with John Motson from the BBC – you can find it on YouTube – where he sat down with a face like he was the Prime Minister. There is all that self-esteem again. But there is sarcasm, too, and he is very, very funny. He doesn’t care what people think and you can see he is enjoying himself. He never laughed, he never looked like he was joking. But he had this super profile in front of the television cameras. And then ‘ping, ping, ping’ – he starts taking aim. And the interviewer doesn’t stand a chance. ‘Ping, ping, ping!’

He was certainly a very charismatic man, but let’s not overlook that on the football side he was also brilliant at what he did. It sometimes feels to me like people focus too much on a manager’s personality, and they forget it needs more than personality to win titles. What wins titles is the other part: football knowledge and methodology.

Maybe because Brian Clough was such a huge personality, with so much charisma, everyone remembers his quotes and the stories and a few people forget his talents. The guys who played for him can speak about that better than me. I’m sure they can tell the world that it is not possible to do what he did, winning all those trophies, just because he was a guy with charisma. I could go into London and find 100 people with charisma in a single day – but none of them would be a top manager. So I think maybe he deserves the highest praise too about the football side.

As a kid, I knew about him because he was the manager who kept winning the European Cup. It’s only since I came to England that people started telling me: ‘Oh, you have some things in common with him.’ But people tend to speak about him because of what he might have said in an interview, rather than his methodology.

I understand why because he came out with some great quotes. For example, when Sven-Goran Eriksson was appointed the manager of England it was Clough who pointed out ‘the good thing is that he speaks better English than some of the players.’ This sense of humour, as well as the so-called mind games, was a big part of his character. But there was another part, which was him just as a football man. He didn’t win two European Cups with Nottingham Forest just because of his charisma.

I feel like I am in this position myself sometimes. I can go into a big match as Chelsea manager and, if we win, people say it is because I said something fantastic in the press conference beforehand. No, it wasn’t because of the press conference that we won. It was the choice of the players, playing the right players, adapting play to the qualities of the players. Clough would have known all about that.

What he also had was a big personality and no doubt that helped when everyone was saying Nottingham Forest would collapse. As a manager in that position, you have to convince your players they can do it, no matter what everyone else thinks. At the same time you have to enjoy it. You have to go to the big stage and show them, ‘Hey, this is no problem for me,’ so the players will think it is no problem for them too. Clough was brilliant at this. But you can only be brilliant under that kind of pressure if you have a certain personality. It’s not something you can copy.

When you get to the quarter-finals of the European Cup, you know all the sharks are coming. That’s when it needs that special personality to be able to cope. Porto went into the Champions League, a lot like Nottingham Forest, with all the big teams – the sharks. I remember my press conference before we knocked out Manchester United at Old Trafford. I was very big-headed, very confident, very aggressive, because I knew my players were waiting to see if I would be different at Old Trafford than if Porto played, say, Braga. I had to show them.

In my first season at Chelsea, in 2004–05, everybody said we would collapse, just like people said Nottingham Forest would. We will collapse at Christmas, they said. We will collapse at Easter, we will collapse in the final three weeks of the season, we will collapse when Manchester United put pressure on us. We never collapsed. This is the kind of pressure that is put on teams at the top and this is when a manager’s personality is very important. If you don’t enjoy it, you collapse. You let the team collapse. You cannot lead your team to trophies and championships if you cannot take the pressure. But if you enjoy it, you can make your team even better and even stronger. Brian Clough looks to me like he enjoyed it.

History cannot delete what he and Nottingham Forest did – their results, the cups, the achievements, absolutely unbelievable achievements. I have huge respect for what they did. And I will tell you something else. I think if Brian Clough was around today, we would get on.


‘When I sit in my garden and close my eyes, I still see that moment in Munich when John Robertson suddenly took control and made his move by the left touchline. The anticipation, that strange sense that something special is about to happen, caused Peter Taylor to stiffen and grab my arm. Robertson is not far from the corner flag. There are half a dozen or more Malmo players in the box, Trevor Francis is hurtling towards the far post and Robbo sends in the perfect cross. One-nil, pass me the European Cup. Thank you very much.’ 

Brian Clough


Chapter One

Nowheresville

‘Possibly the worst result in our history.’ John Mounteney, Notts County director

Duncan McKenzie was soaking in the bath when the doorbell chimed and the first strains of ‘Jingle Bells’ started drifting in from outside. It was his son who shouted up the stairs that Brian Clough and the Nottingham Forest players were singing Christmas carols at the front door.

‘Very funny,’ McKenzie shouted back. ‘Give them fifty pence and tell them to go away.’ Except the collection of male voices then moved on to ‘Ding Dong Merrily on High,’ and when McKenzie pulled on a towel and went downstairs he realised it wasn’t a joke. McKenzie was an ex-Forest player and had briefly been with Clough when he was managing Leeds United. ‘Right lads,’ Clough shouted, after insisting his former player had poured everyone a Christmas drink, and off they went again.

Clough certainly kept it interesting during the years when he appeared to hold the keys to the football universe, and it is probably safe to assume they do it very differently on the managerial courses that anyone wanting to get into the business is required to go through these days.

On one occasion, for reasons that were never fully explained, Clough abandoned training after the first five minutes and, eyes twinkling, sent his players into a nearby meadow to look for wild mushrooms. Larry Lloyd shouted across that he had found some of the magic variety and Clough wasn’t fazed in the slightest. ‘Chuck them in as well,’ he shouted back.

Clough once ordered the team coach to pull over at the side of the road, en route to the airport for a mid-season trip to Kuwait, after hearing Garry Birtles grumbling about it at the back of the bus. Birtles was told to fetch his suitcase and get off. Clough then hailed down a passing car, persuaded the bewildered motorist to drive the player back to Nottingham and threw the case in the back seat.

He fined another player for making a bad pass, and his way of awarding John McGovern the captaincy was to throw the ball at his midriff with enough force it would have winded him if the player had not had quick reflexes. ‘I caught it just in time,’ McGovern recalls. ‘He said: “You’re good at catching the ball, so you might as well lead the team out” and that was it. It remained that way for seven years.’ McGovern was lucky. Clough would often throw the ball at players, even the opposition sometimes if the opportunity arose in front of his dugout. The usual tactic was to ‘aim for the bollocks’.

His players have hoarded these stories like personal souvenirs and it is always Clough who seems to come out on top with the beautifully delivered pearl of wisdom, one of his lacerating putdowns or his unerring ability to wrong-foot whoever is in his company. McGovern tells his favourite ones with the best impersonation since Mike Yarwood used to send up Clough as ‘the great Chatsby’ on Saturday night television. ‘Hey, young man, listen up and you might just learn something,’ with a wagging finger for added emphasis. Those years, McGovern says, were ‘humorous, great fun and certainly didn’t feel like work’ and that is worth keeping in mind when it comes to the misconception that Clough’s success was based around a culture of fear. His players have always disliked that theory; even the ones who regularly wanted to drop a flowerpot on his head.

Those players spent a lot of time trying to fathom out Clough’s peculiar, precious magic, but none of them ever really managed it. Clough could never be pigeonholed. He had a large and colourful palette of moods and trying to second-guess him became a sport in itself. But it was impossible. He was an enigma. As soon as his players thought they had worked him out, he would always do something to unravel all their conceptions.

Tony Woodcock suffered more than most during Clough’s early days at Forest, but he also tells a story about the time he was getting married and asked his boss for permission to take a day off training. Forest had lost the previous week and Woodcock was unsure how Clough would react. ‘Leave it with me, son,’ Clough said. He had a friend in Jersey with a hotel and sent the newlyweds away for the week, flights and all, for their honeymoon.

Chic Thomson, the goalkeeper in Forest’s 1959 FA Cup-winning team, changed his mind about the man who called himself Old Big ’Ead when he found him helping out at a residential care home in the city. Thomson had always thought Clough was in danger of drowning in his own ego. His opinion changed when he saw Clough on his hands and knees, sleeves rolled up, mopping the toilet floors.

Then there was the time Clough heard that one of his former players at Derby County had got himself into such dire financial problems that he had been forced to put all his medals and other football possessions up for sale. Clough rang him up to tick him off for being so careless. Then he went to the auction, bought everything and immediately gave it all back.

The people who knew Clough best remember a man who could be fiercely loyal to those he thought deserved it and capable of great acts of kindness. Like the time, for example, when he sent a festive hamper to Frank O’Farrell’s family shortly before Christmas in 1972. O’Farrell had just been sacked as manager of Manchester United and a reporter later asked Clough if it was true. ‘That’s private,’ Clough said, which suggested that it was.

When Terry Curran joined Forest a few years later, he could not settle in Nottingham in his first few months and kept going home to Doncaster in his spare time. Clough got wind of it and took Curran’s car keys off him one day. When Curran finished training he nervously asked for them back, anticipating one of those lectures when Clough’s voice could have the soothing properties of a pneumatic drill. Clough threw him the keys to a brand-new Triumph Spitfire that was waiting outside. ‘You drive more miles than James Hunt,’ he told Curran. ‘You need a proper car if you’re going up and down that bloody motorway.’

Clough’s tongue could be the hardest part of his body, capable of inflicting the worst kind of verbal buffetings, while there were other moments when he gave the impression he could charm the birds down from the eaves. He became a statesmanlike figure in Nottingham, a preacher and prophet who was held in so much reverence the city’s hospice turned to him when one of its patients was starving herself to death. Clough spoke to the woman for half an hour, putting himself across so beautifully she promised to start eating again. She said later that she had ‘never felt such tenderness,’ and it was the same again when a young man was threatening to jump off Trent Bridge, one of Nottingham’s notorious suicide spots, and the two police constables at the scene were struggling to talk him out of it.

Clough had been driving past when he saw the crowd gathering. He stopped his car and spoke to the man, named Stephen, for as long as it took to persuade him to come down. ‘It’s not just yourself you’d be throwing into that mucky old river,’ Clough told him. ‘I’m not jumping after you but one of these poor policemen might have to. And you can’t do that to your mam, can you? Remember, Stephen, never let your mam down.’ Clough received a citizen-of-the-month award from the Chief Constable of Nottinghamshire but, for all the famous braggadocio, he doesn’t refer to it in any of his books and was reluctant to pose for photographs.

His players remember the time they played at Sunderland and he noticed two young boys, almost urchin-like in appearance, trying to get autographs outside Roker Park and out way too late for his liking. Clough invited them on to Forest’s bus to find out where they lived before Albert, the driver, was instructed to get out his map and squeeze his vehicle through several rows of terraced streets to find the right place. That was the point the entire team disembarked while Clough knocked on the door to make sure his two young passengers, now armed with a full book of signatures, got in safely.

Albert, incidentally, was possibly the only bus driver in professional football who had the manager’s permission to chug his way through twenty Silk Cut on every trip. Yet Clough was also the man, before a pre-season game against Barcelona in Camp Nou, who had the temerity to remove a cigarette from the mouth of Cesar Luis Menotti, drop it on the floor and nonchalantly stomp it out with his shoe. ‘Terrible habit, and you should know better,’ he explained to the man who had led Argentina to the 1978 World Cup. Menotti, known as El Flaco, was one of football’s famous chain-smokers, someone whose long, gaunt face somehow seemed incomplete without a little white stick drooping from his lips. He nodded obediently, waited for Clough to disappear then sparked up once more. Clough came back and did exactly the same again.

Everyone who has spent any time with Clough has a story of his unorthodoxy, the sense of mischief and irascibility, but there were not many people in the world who ever properly worked him out. ‘Was Brian Clough a genius, or was he off his head?’ Stan Bowles once asked. The one-liners have become legendary and that repartee, the non sequiturs and acidic turn of phrase can make you pine for more interesting times in these bland days when modern managers are trained to see nothing and say even less. Clough did not need to surround himself with an army of puffed-up PR advisers or press-release writers. He handled it all himself, disarming his audience with long, impassioned homilies about football, politics or any other subject. He talked in plain English, free of clichés and banalities. He was a natural in front of the camera – telegenic in a way no other manager had ever been – and, unusually, he never spoke better or with more authority than when he was under pressure.

Yet it wasn’t always fun. Clough could be hostile, dictatorial and unforgivably rude. He had a temper that could go off like a car alarm, and there were so many different layers to his personality that his players were always on their toes, never quite sure what to expect. ‘A pickle of a man,’ his friend Sir Michael Parkinson once said. ‘He was lovable and impossible, wise and silly, attractive and appalling.’ Sometimes, indeed, all in the same conversation. As the psychiatrist said of Basil Fawlty, there was enough material there for an entire conference.

When Peter Shilton signed for Forest, it was one of the first times an agent had been used to complete a football transfer. Shilton actually had two, Jon Holmes and Jeff Pointon, carrying business cards for a company called Pointon & York and wearing pinstripe suits as they arrived at the ground with their leather briefcases. ‘Clough was in his green rugby top, shorts and scruffy trainers and had a squash racket in his hand,’ Shilton says. ‘My two advisers went in first and suddenly I saw them go sprawling across the floor. Clough was hiding behind the door and tripping them up with his racket. I’ve no idea why.’

Clough must have been going through a tripping-up phase at the time. Phil Thompson played in the formidable Liverpool side that Forest knocked off their perch long before Sir Alex Ferguson coined the phrase with Manchester United. He remembers following Clough once into the players’ tunnel at Anfield. ‘Alan Hansen was a quiet lad in those days. Clough was just behind him and kept clipping his heels. Alan kept looking round but it didn’t stop Clough. “What the fuck are you doing?” I started saying. He never flinched, turned towards their dressing room and disappeared without even a glance back.’

Jimmy Case, one of Liverpool’s legendary hard men, got a passing kick up the backside as he left the pitch at half-time of another match, as retribution for a succession of over-the-top challenges on the pitch. Case was one of those Liverpool players who could lose his temper in a game of Pooh Sticks and nothing wound them up more than Forest’s success. Clough did, in fairness, apologise for that one.

At Forest, there were players who could not decide if they liked him, hated him or maybe a bit of both, but they all knew he was special. Larry Lloyd often wanted to throttle him but listen to the old centre-half now and he reminisces about ‘old Cloughie’ with the dewy-eyed affection that is usually reserved for a favourite uncle. Martin O’Neill is the same. All they really craved was Clough’s approval when, unfortunately for them, it didn’t come easily. Clough knew who to praise and who to needle. He was a master of mind games and reverse psychology before the terms were even invented.

The only player Clough doted on was the podgy little Scot he once described as ‘the Picasso of our game’. When Clough walked into Forest’s dressing room for the first time, John Robertson had a chip-fat grin, a slapdash attitude and a packet of Polos strategically hidden in his back pocket to help cover up his fag-breath. Robertson’s career was drifting and it took a while for the chemistry between him and Clough to work. Yet he has never forgotten Clough’s first day and the instinctive feeling that something better might be on the way. It wasn’t anything Clough said that resonated. It was the aura. It was the moment the dressing-room door almost flew off its hinges. It was the way, before uttering a single word, that in one swift movement Clough was already taking off his jacket and flinging it at a wall peg, as if he had been there years. Clough being Clough, it landed plum on the hook. ‘It was like a whirlwind coming in,’ Robertson says, with the awe still apparent in his voice. ‘I’d never seen anyone in my life with so much charisma. All I could think was: “Jesus, this guy means business.” Right from the very first minute.’

The date was 6 January 1975. Margaret Thatcher was a few weeks away from taking over as leader of the Conservative Party. Monty Python and the Holy Grail was trying to make it past the film censors and Mud were number one in the pop charts with ‘Lonely This Christmas’. The Sweeney had just premiered on ITV, Abba had won the Eurovision Song Contest and Ray Reardon was the world snooker champion. Malcolm Forbes was almost killing himself trying to fly a hot-air balloon across the Atlantic. A thousand Led Zeppelin fans were rioting in Boston. Charlie Chaplin had just been awarded a knighthood and that evening the largest television audience in the country would see Bet Lynch drowning her sorrows at the bar of the Rovers Return because bin-man Eddie Yeats had stood her up. Nottingham’s Broadmarsh shopping centre was about to open its doors for the first time and it wasn’t just because of Clough that the city’s sporting scene was about to change dramatically. Nobody really paid much attention at the time but a young police cadet called Christopher Dean and a newsagent’s daughter by the name of Jayne Torvill, aged sixteen and seventeen, had just skated together for the first time.

That was the season, 1974–75, when Manchester United could be found grubbing around for points in the Second Division and George Best’s career took an eccentric turn towards Dunstable Town. Bob Paisley had taken over from Bill Shankly as Liverpool manager and Don Revie had been placed in charge of the England team. Clough had replaced Revie at Leeds but had been sacked after forty-four wild and acrimonious days. Derby, Forest’s arch-rivals, were on the way to their second league championship in three years and not many people had been taking a great deal of notice in the tatty, unfashionable club by the banks of the River Trent. Forest, to use Clough’s phrase, were ‘in the shit’.

Or to put it another way: thirteenth in the Second Division. Forest were five points off the relegation quicksands when Clough arrived. The stench of disillusionment had been years in the making and the City Ground was nothing like the shiny, photogenic stadium that reflects off the Trent now. Three quarters of the ground were made up of rough, hard-faced terraces. A spindly floodlight rose from each corner and the rows of benches at the back of the old East Stand were cold and hard enough that many spectators brought their own cushions. The wooden boards were divided into individual seats by hand-painted lines. Nobody, unfortunately, had used a tape measure, meaning there was a haphazard Laurel and Hardy pattern to the different sizes.

One end was completely uncovered and had an electronic scoreboard, owned by the local Shipstone’s brewery, that was often faulty but on the better days showed ‘Ivor Thirst’ celebrating goals by waving a rattle. At the opposite side, the Trent End, the sloping metal roof offered some protection but was so low that a thick, uncompromising fog would sometimes drift in from the river, making it impossible to see from one goalmouth to the other. Clough quite liked the way the team used to run out to the theme song from The Adventures of Robin Hood, but the players used to cringe when the chorus of ‘Robin Hood riding through the glen … Robin Hood with his merry men’ started echoing round the ground. Peter Cormack, who played for Forest in the early 1970s, remembers ‘the opposition players used to rip the piss out of us something rotten as we were leaving the changing rooms.’

To a younger generation, football in that era must sound like a bizarre age. But life itself was very different back then. The average wage was £70 a week. Only one in two households had a phone. There were three television channels to choose from, rather than the hundreds we have now, and nobody had a computer, never mind iPads, smartphones, TomToms or Kindles. Tweeting was something birds did, not humans, and trolls existed only in fairy tales, usually living in a cave. And, in football, there was little to suggest that one day it would be a sport for millionaires’ row, the haves and have-yachts, the super-rich and the glitterati, where sometimes it feels like money is how they keep the score.

Footballers drove sensible cars and lived in what seem now to be inconceivably modest suburban semis. They had equally inconceivably big hair, flared trousers and kipper ties, and played in rough, grimy stadiums filled with cigarette smoke, where there was always the possibility a brick or punch might be thrown. There were no all-seater stadia, no cuddly mascots, no Michelin-starred chefs in the kitchens, no executive boxes serving vol-au-vents and vino behind the tinted windows. Clough once described the dressing rooms at Chelsea as being ‘a pigsty’ and caused them so much embarrassment one of their supporters offered to decorate the place, free of charge. Stamford Bridge was unrecognisable from the giant fruit machine being played by Roman Abramovich and José Mourinho forty years later.

Forest were the second oldest of all the English league clubs, formed in 1865, but their only trophy since the war was in the era of Pathé News coverage. The ground was dank and inhospitable in most parts, with only the Main Stand giving the place some modernity, and the training pitch was a rough patch of grass and concrete beside the Trent rather than the gleaming buildings with state-of-the-art gymnasiums and Olympic-sized swimming pools every club worth their salt has these days. It was liable to flooding and there was no shelter or fencing, which meant anyone could wander in, long before the days when dog-walkers bothered with poop bags. There were no changing rooms, other than those back at the City Ground, and a misplaced punt would often put the ball in the river or among the groups of anglers, their rods and tins of maggots.

There was also something about the club’s administrative set-up that left the distinct sense the people in charge were desperately out of touch. Forest didn’t have directors in the ordinary sense. Instead, they had a nine-man committee of local worthies and businessmen elected by the club’s 200 members, much like a golf society or branch of the Round Table. Membership was a couple of pounds a week to get a seat and the privilege of a vote that meant an input into the running of the place. Yet there wasn’t even a waiting list when Clough arrived, and it wasn’t difficult to understand why some of his contacts had tried to warn him off. Brian Appleby, one of the committee members, summed it up best. Forest, he said, were the ‘most unprogressive club in the country’.

Clough, of course, always backed himself to bring light to even the darkest corners. His time at Leeds counted as an ugly cross on his managerial record and his previous job, a jarring nine-month stint at Brighton and Hove Albion, hadn’t been too much fun either, featuring the humiliation of an 8–2 home defeat against Bristol Rovers and a 4–0 thrashing against non-league Walton & Hersham in the FA Cup. Clough was always an awkward fit for a club in the Third Division. ‘It was like asking Lester Piggott to win the Derby on a Skegness donkey,’ he said, ‘and then telling him he was rubbish when he didn’t do it.’

But there was still a glint of superiority in his eye. Clough had taken a plodding Derby side from the depths of the Second Division to promotion and, in 1972, the First Division championship. In his pomp he gave the impression his personality was a juggernaut that could drive him wherever he wanted. He was, as O’Neill put it, ‘on Parkinson just about every other week’. He had sparred verbally with Muhammad Ali live on television. Clough, to nobody’s surprise, made absolutely certain to have the last word and he still had that aura of invincibility, even though he had been out of work for four months. On the day of his appointment at Forest, a cartoon in the Daily Express showed him walking on water. Clough was crossing the Trent to begin his new job. His feet were kicking up spray. His chest was puffed out. It did not seem to bother him in the slightest that he was frightening the ducks.

To the players, he was mesmerising. ‘It was like getting on a train,’ O’Neill says, ‘and never getting off.’ Yet there was a time when O’Neill had wondered whether that train would even get out of the station and whether Clough was ‘so hot, so hard to handle’ that Forest would find an excuse not to go through with it. Clough wound up people for the hell of it. He was the loosest cannon on the managerial deck and his eccentricities did not stop at occasionally planting a kiss on a television interviewer’s cheek, disappearing in the middle of the season for a week’s holiday or, as happened at Brighton, excusing himself from one match to fly to New York for Ali versus Joe Frazier.

Clough had a reputation for being able to argue any point, sometimes when he didn’t even have a shadow of a leg to stand on. He could be temperamental, erratic, abrasive and, for a prospective employer, a challenge, to say the least. He had left Derby because his relationship with the chairman, Sam Longson, had completely unravelled and he had blown through Leeds in the only way he knew: full of arrogance, openly confrontational, unconcerned about who he might offend. Clough went by his own rules, breaking authority wherever he went, and Forest’s chairman, Jim Willmer, could imagine the hassle it would bring. ‘We don’t want success at any price,’ he told Appleby. ‘Bring him in and we’ll live to regret it.’

Four committee members threatened to resign when they discovered what was being proposed and plenty of others didn’t like the idea of anyone, let alone an ex-Derby manager, threatening their culture of nineteenth-hole chumminess. Yet Forest were desperate. Clough knew the secrets of how to recast and inspire a football team and, ultimately, the pro-Clough lobby outnumbered the opposition. Ivor Thirst was in danger of dying from dehydration. A mutiny was building on the terraces and the team were crying out for someone with the personality to offer something better. Clough was there, according to Appleby, to give a ‘transfusion of life to a dying club’.

Forest had been relegated in the year Clough took Derby to the league title and were so hopeless that season, under the management of Matt Gillies, that one training session was arranged against invisible opponents – no opposing players or even any cardboard cutouts – in a desperate attempt to boost confidence when the goals started going in. It had the opposite effect. Forest finished second from bottom, in the face of regular ‘Gillies Out’ protests, and recorded the lowest points total in their history. They also lost twice to Derby, including a 4–0 thrashing at the Baseball Ground, and there was another moment of tragicomedy when the players complained Gillies was working them too hard in training on Thursdays, only forty-eight hours before games, and it was leaving them worn out on Saturdays. ‘We can’t swap it around,’ the coach, Bob McGinlay, explained. ‘The manager likes to play golf on Wednesdays.’

That side ended up with more home defeats than any other team in the league and the players could probably be forgiven for suspecting Gillies had his priorities mixed up. Tommy Gemmell had played for Jock Stein at Celtic and scored in the 1970 European Cup final. ‘We’re breathing out of our arses on a Saturday because Mattie plays fucking golf every Wednesday,’ he complained, walking off in disgust one day. ‘Big Jock wouldn’t organise training around golf. Wait until I tell him, he’ll not fucking believe me.’

The following season, 1972–73, Forest finished fourteenth in the Second Division, with Dave Mackay taking over from Gillies, while Clough led Derby to the semi-finals of the European Cup where they were nobbled only by some highly suspicious refereeing. Clough was brilliant for Derby. Everybody knew it, especially himself, so when he walked out in October 1973 and Mackay abandoned Forest to take over at Derby, a petition was raised in Nottingham demanding Clough was redirected towards the City Ground. Fans chanted: ‘We want Clough.’ Banners called for the committee to resign and letters appeared in the local newspaper from disgruntled supporters threatening to stay away unless it happened. Clough, they argued, was the only man who could do the job properly.

It got them nowhere and at the next home game the club’s secretary, Ken Smales, took them to task in the match programme. ‘It must be pointed out that many anti-BC letters have been received by the club, so his appointment here would not necessarily have received the unanimous support the press would have us believe,’ Smales, a straight-talking Yorkshireman, wrote, putting ‘anti-BC’ in bold for extra emphasis. ‘More disturbing, though, is the attitude that has crept into modern-day football life when the threat to withdraw support on the slightest pretext is prevalent. The chanting of “committee out” by fifty or so supporters last Saturday because their particular favourite was not appointed is another sign of the times.’

Allan Brown, a 47-year-old Scot, was appointed a couple of days later and that epitomised Forest’s low-level ambitions. While Clough had been expertly piecing together a championship-winning team of style and substance at Derby, Brown had been managing Bury among the puddles and potholes of the Fourth Division. Before then, he had an unremarkable spell at Torquay, a promotion season at Luton Town and three years as player-manager at Wigan Athletic, then playing in the Cheshire League.

Brown had been an inside-forward in the great Blackpool side of Stan Mortensen and Stanley Matthews, as well as being part of the Luton team that lost to Forest in the 1959 FA Cup final, but his management record was bland and he got off on the wrong foot with his players from the first day.

‘If you are late I will fine you 20p,’ he announced, ‘and if you’re late a second time it will be 40p.’

Twenty pence in 1973 was the equivalent of a loaf of bread and pint of milk and there was an awkward silence while the players worked out if he was pulling their legs or if that was genuinely the new disciplinary code. It turned out he was serious. Neil Martin, the team’s experienced striker, eventually broke the silence. ‘Here’s a pound,’ he said, pulling a handful of coins out of his pocket. ‘I’ll see you next week.’

Brown had already managed to call John Robertson by the wrong name – ‘How are you, Jimmy?’ – and his lack of authority was probably summed up by a story over Easter when the team had back-to-back games. Forest lost the first one at Bristol City and then had a marathon bus journey to play Carlisle at Brunton Park the following afternoon. They were beaten again, and on the way back the players stocked up with as many bottles of beer as they could carry and were so sloshed by the time they reached Charnock Richard services on the M6 they started rolling their empties down the aisle of the bus, seeing if they could skittle them all the way to Brown’s seat at the front. The consensus from the back of the bus – where they mimicked ‘twenty pee’ in Brown’s Fife accent – was that the manager was ‘weak as piss’. Brown, trying to reassert some control, later told them he had heard more noise from them on that journey than in the previous six months.

In fairness to Brown, his team did finish seventh at the end of the 1973–74 season, without seriously threatening promotion, and were winning 3–1 in an FA Cup quarter-final at Newcastle until a pitch invasion created so much mayhem that when the game restarted Forest capitulated to three late goals. The club’s complaint was upheld by the Football Association but Newcastle eventually went through after two replays – both staged, to Forest’s intense irritation, at Goodison Park, home of Everton – and, that apart, there hadn’t been a great deal of excitement for Forest since the 1966–67 campaign, when the pipe-smoking Johnny Carey assembled a side that finished as runners-up to Manchester United and reached the FA Cup semi-finals. The next six finishes sum up the club that Forest had become: eleventh, eighteenth, fifteenth, sixteenth, twenty-first and, in the Second Division, fourteenth.

Ian Storey-Moore, the star player from Carey’s ‘fizz-it-about’ team and described by the Sunday Telegraph as ‘probably the most talented ball player in the country when Georgie Best is not on full song’, had left to join United and the Holy Trinity of Charlton, Best and Law. Duncan McKenzie then took over as the crowd’s favourite – ‘We all agree, Duncan McKenzie is magic,’ chorused the Trent End. ‘Is magic … is magic … is magic’ – and became so revered one match report noted that the churchgoers outside the ground, holding up posters proclaiming ‘be prepared to meet thy God’, would have seen the next best thing if they had bought a ticket to enter the ground. McKenzie – the man who could leap over Minis and throw a golf ball the length of the pitch – was a brilliant wearer of Forest’s colours but a player with his flamboyance, scoring twenty-six goals in the 1973–74 season, was never going to stick about at a club scuffling around in the Second Division. McKenzie fell out with Brown and effectively went on strike, training with Borrowash Victoria and contemplating opening a newsagent’s, before taking a phone call one night and hearing a familiar voice at the other end of the line.

‘Duncan, Brian Clough here. Now then, don’t piss me about, young man, I have half a chance of signing you. Are you going to that Dave Mackay at Derby County, because I know you’ve been tapped up, or would you like to join me at Leeds United?’

McKenzie went to Leeds for £250,000 and that didn’t leave a great deal in Nottingham when Clough turned up midway through the season to take over from Brown. Sir Walter Winterbottom once said that every football manager would like to work at Forest. Clough wasn’t so sure after his first look. There were six centre-halves on the books and, according to Clough, ‘not one of them could be relied upon to head the ball.’ There was no obvious goal-scorer and ‘nobody who could play left-back to save his life’. One of the players was using a Shipstone’s Brown Ales beer mat as a tax disc. Several were overweight and Clough was closer to the mark than he realised when he announced on his first day he had ‘rejoined the rat race’. Forest’s location by the river made the ground a haven for rodents. The club’s solution was to adopt a cat, Ginger, to keep the numbers down, even if it meant various mouse parts and half-eaten corpses being strewn across the pitch. The committee figured it was cheaper than bringing in pest-control.

Brown had been sacked after the ignominy of losing 2–0 at home to Notts County, a result that left Forest’s near-neighbours at the top of the city’s football ladder for the first time since the 1950s. The ground that day was half-empty and in the previous game the attendance was down to 8,480 for a numbing goalless draw against mid-table Blackpool. Earlier in the season, a club that regularly played in front of 40,000-plus in the late-1960s drew a crowd of only 7,957 for a game against Millwall.

Nottingham, to quote Lawrie McMenemy, had become a ‘football village’. There was the castle, Nottingham had the oldest pub in the country and its lace was among the finest in the world. There was Robin Hood, of course, and DH Lawrence. Alan Sillitoe had put Nottingham on the map with his first novel Saturday Night & Sunday Morning and the Raleigh factory where he used to work on Triumph Road was still turning out bikes. Paul Smith had opened his first store in Byard Lane and red-blooded men from all over the country flocked to the city to investigate the alleged ratio of five females to every male. Yet Nottingham was a sporting black hole and Forest had become a club of pub-quiz trivia and not much more. They were the first team, in 1874, to use shin guards, even if they were worn outside their socks. They were the first to let the referee use a whistle (1878), the first to play under lights (1889), the first to use goal-nets (1894) and, though it wasn’t something they boasted about, the first to lose a player to injury because he was bitten by a rat, as happened to the unfortunate LO Lindley before an FA Cup tie against Aston Villa (1881).

Otherwise, the official history of the club conveys rather neatly the bland existence of the previous ninety years. ‘The club’s trophy cabinet had not exactly kept an army of cleaners occupied,’ it notes. ‘There were two FA Cups – in 1898 and 1959 – and that really was that.’

Clough did not walk across the Trent on that first day. Instead, he arrived in the pale-blue Mercedes he had been given as part of his settlement from Leeds – or as Clough called it, the ‘fuck-you money’. There was plenty of it too, but his reputation had taken a battering in the process. Glory at Derby had been followed by ignominy and rancour at Brighton and Leeds. The players at Leeds had passed a vote of no confidence in him and the people closest to Clough suspected it had hurt and chastened him more than he let on.

Clough had spent his period of unemployment choosing not to watch football, making himself available only to a select few. He changed his number even though he was already ex-directory and he contemplated turning his back on football sine die. He was intrigued how far someone with his personality could make it in politics. His wife, Barbara, thought his talents might be better suited for teaching and encouraged him to get the necessary qualifications. Yet the old urges kept coming back. Clough might have been the Hollywood actor who had taken a wrong turn and ended up on Skid Row, but Forest had given him the chance to return to the game that had filled so much of his life. And, on the bright side, at least his new set of players looked at him differently from the ones at Leeds. It was awe and wonder, rather than disdain and contempt.

In the offices at the City Ground, they quickly felt the impact of Hurricane Clough. Paul White, the assistant secretary, remembers there were none of the usual introductions, just a message to do something about the scrum of journalists who were outside. ‘He said: “Get this fucking rabble into the guest room or whatever you have here, give them a cup of tea and I’ll speak to them after training.” Then he was off to the training ground. End of discussion.’

The players were waiting for Clough in the dressing rooms of a stand that six years earlier had been wrecked by fire. Sammy Chapman was the club’s longest-serving player and the first one Clough sized up. ‘Bloody hell, Sam,’ he exclaimed, rubbing his hands together. ‘It’s cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey, isn’t it?’

There was a nod of recognition to Barry Butlin, one of his former players at Derby, but no proper introductions other than a ‘Gentlemen’ – a regular Clough-ism – and then the new manager was straight into business.

In his pocket, he said, he had the names of the players he would take to his first game, an FA Cup third-round replay at Tottenham Hotspur, then seventeenth in the First Division. The list would be pinned to the wall, but first the players were going out on the training ground so he could have a look at them. ‘And nobody in tracksuit bottoms, because no bugger wears tracksuit bottoms during matches, so why bother now?’

Oh, and one last thing. ‘Is young O’Neill in here?’

Martin O’Neill – a 22-year-old midfielder signed from Distillery during the Gillies era – had fallen out with Brown and was on the transfer list. He raised his hand tentatively.

‘You’re coming with us, son.’

Clough had made it clear in a matter of minutes that everything was going to be different on his watch. His swagger, his energy, the speed at which he moved; it was the antithesis to Brown’s weak grip and twenty-pence fines. But there was also no doubt he had joined a club of profound desperation. Forest were in Nowheresville, with plummeting crowds and a dwindling team in genuine danger of dropping down another division.

O’Neill’s memory is of a club ‘firmly entrenched in the mire’ and wondering if some of his older team-mates had started to give up. ‘The side that had been in the semi-finals of the FA Cup and came close to winning the league had disintegrated. Some of the older players had lost enthusiasm for it. The team were struggling. The crowd was restless and disgruntled. We were languishing in the Second Division and there was no real sign we were going to come back up again.’
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