
On Players

“If I spend serious money on a player to enhance the strength and skill of a team, I should not be expected to work with him on the practice ground”

When I give a young player his debut I don’t say…. “This is your chance go out and take it”…. There’s enough bloody pressure and nerves flying about without me adding to his problems.

No, I say to him….”Go and bloody enjoy it, I wouldn’t send you out there if I thought you weren’t up to it”….

Passages from the Autobiography of Brian Moore “The Voice of Football”

Titled The Final Score. Chapter Eight (8)

“There’s only one Brian Clough”

When I called him I would always start my conversations by asking, ‘How are you commander?’

He would always respond ‘Surviving.’

‘It’s such a lonely job. We work in front of tens of thousands yet when the job is done we have nobody to talk to and say, “Do you think I’ve done the right thing?” Yes, it’s a damn lonely job’

I used to think he was joking, but on reflection there might have been a hidden truth there too.

He was a big man in football – for a time none bigger – for forty years, and nothing should be allowed to detract from that.

As a manager he was a giant, standing in my estimation along-side greats of the game such like Ramsey, Busby, Shankly, Paisley, Revie, Nicholson, Stein, Graham, Dalglish and Ferguson.

He also left behind his own testimony, which is still unmatched. Until a knee injury forced him painfully into premature retirement……251 goals in …275 games for his hometown club Middlesbrough and then Sunderland. As a manager he won two League Championships with Derby County and another with Nottingham Forest, who also won two successive European Cups, and four times the League Cup.

It is no secret that many in the media, and also in the game itself, found him hard to take.

Many more though were fascinated and captivated by him. ‘What was Brian Clough really like?’ remains one the questions I am most frequently asked, long after Cloughie’s retirement. The answer is easy. He was one of the most invigorating, stimulating men I’ve ever met. ‘And what was the secret of all his success as a manager?’ is always the follow up question. Frankly, I am no nearer the answer to that than when I first him in those far-off days when, as Hartlepool manager, he drove the team bus to cut costs. Always unpredictable when interviewing or in front of the camera, it was the same with his players. They never knew quite what to expect from him. He’d often change the time of the next day’s training without any warning. ‘It means they can never plan in advance to have an afternoon of snooker,’ he reasoned,’ or go shopping with the missus. Their first thoughts always have to be for Nottingham Forest.’ Did it work? The answers are in those handsome trophy cabinets on display in the inner sanctum at Nottingham Forest.

He was always hot on homespun psychology. I remember the Dutchman Johnny Metgod telling me he learned more about running a club and managing players under Brian at Nottingham Forest than he did in all his time at those majestic clubs Ajax and Real Madrid.

I was privileged to travel, with two colleague’s, on the Forest team coach from their hotel to the Olympic stadium in Munich for their European Cup final against Malmo in 1979. This was the biggest night in the club’s history and certainly in the careers of those Forest players, but here were three outsiders being allowed to share this special journey. No other manager would even have considered it. More than that, there on the back seat we were amazed to see two large crates of lager. Halfway to the stadium the coach was dead quiet and tense as each player withdrew into his own thoughts when, from the front seat, Cloughie suddenly piped up: ‘Go on lads – help yourself to a beer, but try to finish it before we get to the stadium.’ And this was a European Cup Final! It was more like a works outing to the seaside than a date with the greatest match of their lives. I am sure, also, that this was Brian’s way of saying to his players that the game must be approached with no greater fear or anxiety than any other night’s football work. As it happened the beer remained untouched. Nobody had a drop of it – until the trophy had been lifted.

Trevor Francis scored the all-important goal in a 1-0 win. It was his first game in Europe after Cloughie had boldly made him the first million pound player. ‘Mind you, my daughter Elizabeth could have scored it.’ Said Brian afterwards.

He was big on discipline. He took the view that you could not expect players to show discipline and do the right things for ninety minutes on Saturday afternoon if they didn’t do them at say, ten o’clock on Tuesday morning. As a manager he abhorred bad manners, he loathed long hair and said he would never allow a Forest player to wear an earring. He once delayed the team coach’s departure for a European game by ordering Gary Birtles back to his hotel room to shave. All Forest players had to follow the dress code of club blazer and club tie on match day. I once saw him slap a fifty-pound fine on Archie Gemmill, who had committed the crime of passing the ball across his own goalmouth at a crucial time in the previous night’s game. I once went to Nottingham with my boss to discuss a contract with Brian, who was to be an ITV panellist in the forthcoming World Cup finals. We were shown into the Forest boardroom – we thought for a private discussion about a contract – only to be joined round the table by the entire Forest first team, just back from a morning’s training, still sweating and still in their kit. ‘Drinks all round,’ announced Brian. Then, pointing to England goalkeeper Peter Shilton, he ordered: ‘Peter, you serve the drinks. You’ve nothing else today.’ Shilton was the getting the picture that no player was bigger than another in the world of Brian Clough. So Peter started to take orders. ‘No,’ said Cloughie, ‘it’s lagers for everyone.’ One of Forest’s centre-backs at this time was Dave Needham. ‘David,’ said Cloughie, as always using the player’s full Christian name, ‘listen to me. You are good-looking man, you have a lovely wife and bairns, you live in a good house, you have a brilliant contract here. Life is wonderful for you. But you also have to learn that sometimes you must put up with thing’s you don’t like. Peter, give him a lager.’ There was no further discussion. Neither was there any further discussion about a contract with ITV.

Brian invited to me to join him for a pre-match lunch one Saturday at the Kensington Hilton when Forest were due to play Queens Park Rangers. It was a three o’ clock kick off on what was then the notorious artificial surface at Loftus Road. After lunch I expected Brian to hurry away to the ground to prepare. As we sipped our brandies, the clock ticked past 1.30, then 1.45, and the player who had long since left the dining-room, were waiting in the coach and, understandably, getting distinctly agitated. It was two o’clock before he made his move. It would have been a ten-minute journey to the ground if it had not been for the heavy match traffic, and the team-sheet had to be in by two fifteen in those days. In the end one of his training staff ran through the crowds for the last quarter-mile to meet the deadline. I asked him later why he had caused so much anxiety among his player by taking so long over lunch and cut thing’s so fine. ‘Simple,’ he said. ‘While they were worrying about getting to the ground on time, they weren’t worrying about playing on that bloody awful pitch.’ You’ll not be surprised to know that Forest won that game.

Forest players have told me how a hush would always descend on the dressing-room on his arrival, and on one occasion when after a poor first half performance, he just sat there at half-time glaring at them for ten minutes without uttering a single word.

He believed that the foundation of all great sides was the defence. ‘They are built on clean sheets,’ he would say. ‘You can only deliver goals from a solid background.’

He once told me that he would only buy players who were good, but still hungry; players without medals on their chests but with huge ambition in their hearts. I was with him one winter afternoon in the car park at the City Ground when a young apprentice was walking towards us trying, with head down, not to be noticed. ‘Head up son,’ yelled Brian. ‘Down there, there’s only mud. Up there [pointing to the skies] are the stars.’ It’s a small point, perhaps, but of all the clubs I visited it was at Forest where the apprentices would always look you in the eye and say ‘good morning’. That would certainly have been a part of the Clough master-class.
We only ever fell out once! It was when I went to see him soon after attending a press conference at Downing Street during which I asked a couple of questions of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. ‘I saw you there,’ he said, loving every minute of it. You gave it big licks and lapped up everything Thatcher told you. I don’t know how you’ve got the nerve to come near me,’ It took him quite a while to come round and calm down and it got quite unpleasant before he did. He once told me that his socialism came from his heart.

‘I’ve been lucky,’ he said. ‘I’ve made a few bob and everybody should have that. Everybody should have a book, everybody should have a nice classroom and everybody should have the same opportunity.’

I asked him once if there was a single secret to his magical career.
‘I remember how before a game at Derby County or Forest,’ he reminisced, ‘I would put down a towel on the dressing - room floor and place a football on it. My players would gather around and I’d say; “ Now I know you don’t like me a lot, and to be honest I am not exactly enamoured by you…” The smile on Cloughie’s face betrayed that deep down he knew he and his players generally had an unbreakable, mutual bond of respect. He continued: “ But listen to what I am going to say because it will make you better players. I want you to treat this football like your friend. Stroke it, caress it, love it, respect it, be comfortable in its company. Yes, treat it as if it’s your best pal. That’s your first and most important job this afternoon. The rest will be easy, provided you treat the ball properly.”

Football has moved on so far since those Clough days, but good passing and skill on the ball remain the essence of the game. Brian Clough lost himself in his thoughts for a moment, and then added almost to himself: ‘ When I walked down the corridor to the dressing – room I knew I was good.’

Later that day I met Dave Mackay, whom Brian had described as his greatest-ever signing ‘ just ahead of Roy McFarland’ Dave’s parting words to me, typically understated, said it all about Cloughie.

‘He was certainly,’ said Mackay, ‘a wee bit different.’

