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  THE LAST CHAMPIONS


  Dave Simpson


  To the memory of Gary Andrew Speed, 19692011


  Where does the power come from, to see the race to its end? From within.


  Chariots of Fire


  English First Division, 1991/92
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  Prologue


  It was a Monday morning in July, and I was ringing a Sheffield branch of a popular travel agency.


  ‘Hello,’ I began. ‘Can I speak to Mr Shutt?’


  ‘I’m afraid the assistant manager isn’t available at the moment,’ replied the female voice at the end of the line. ‘Can I help? Are you looking to book a holiday?’


  I wasn’t looking to book a holiday, but I couldn’t admit, ‘I’m looking for Shutty! Who won the last ever First Division title with Leeds United! The tireless South Yorkshireman who ran his bloody legs off and scored one of the greatest goals in the history of the club when he came on against Stuttgart in the European Cup and ran the full length of the pitch to put it past the keeper with his first touches of the game!’


  I’d first begun my quest to meet Carl Shutt by skulking around the shop, hoping to bump into him; now I’d started ringing them up, which meant I’d gone from being a weirdo stalker to a telephone pest. Why was I doing this?


  It started a few weeks earlier, in May, when I’d been sat at Leeds United’s Elland Road ground watching my beloved team limp towards another false dawn. Leeds had yet again managed to miss out on promotion to English football’s top flight, where  as one of the best-supported clubs in England, if not the world  they surely belonged. As another season bulging with promise had fizzled out like a damp firework, I’d found my thoughts drifting to a similar spring day almost two decades earlier, when a Leeds United team assembled by manager Howard Wilkinson had stood as proud champions at the summit of domestic football.


  I remembered the glorious day when the title was won, Sunday, 26 April 1992, when Leeds were 32 victors in a bizarre, windy, fluke-ridden noon kick-off game at Sheffield United while Man U went down at Liverpool that afternoon, continuing England’s biggest club’s quarter-century wait to win the league. Manager Howard Wilkinson  dubbed ‘Sergeant Wilko’ by fans and players for his dour military air and inscrutable, almost unknowable persona, which seemed to shroud a bone-dry humour  was then doorstepped by the media during his Sunday dinner, and had been so atypically overcome by emotion  or something stronger  that he could barely manage a word.


  In three and a half astonishing seasons, the former schoolteacher from South Yorkshire had taken the ailing West Yorkshire giant from the bottom of the old Second Division to the top of the First, the speed of the ascent even outstripping the achievement of the legendary Leeds United manager Don Revie, who’d taken eight years to accomplish the same thing in the 1960s.


  The triumph was all the more remarkable because forty-eight-year-old Wilko, then seen as the most brilliant manager in English football, had beaten Sir Alex Ferguson’s more lavishly funded Manchester United to domestic football’s top honour with players often picked up on the cheap. Some of Wilko’s troops  the likes of Scottish internationals Gordon Strachan and Gary McAllister  were top players (Strachan had in fact been snapped up for a modest fee after being surplus to requirements at none other than Manchester United). But many players followed Wilko from Sheffield Wednesday, or had been signed from lowly clubs; he had even taken two players from non-league football and turned them into League Championship medal winners, which would be unthinkable, if not impossible, now.


  Those Leeds United players weren’t just champions but the Last Champions, the final winners of the Football League before the formation of the Premiership brought wall-to-wall Sky TV, all-seater stadiums, fancy foreign players, multi-million-pound transfer deals and wages, and billionaire owners. Wilkinson remains the last English manager to win the league, with players who for the most part weren’t paid that much more than the people in the stands. It was the last title won by ordinary people, and the end of an era.


  From almost the moment Wilkinson held up the trophy, English football was in revolution. From then on, battles for the title would be as much about contests between financial muscle as management or tactics. Things would never be the same again.


  Looking back on it all that day in May 2011, it felt like some distant, almost mythical era of muddy pitches, cheap tickets and players you could bump into in the city centre. I recalled the amazing citywide celebrations even before the following week’s game at home against Norwich City, the last league fixture of the season. On the way up to Elland Road, four of us had crammed into a tiny car, our pal Tim hanging out of the window shouting ‘Campioni! Campioni!’ at passers-by amid a cacophony of car horns.


  The game itself, which Leeds began as champions and won 10, was surreal, like a practice match; even the Norwich players seemed in awe of the occasion, or the achievement, or the fact that a giant stuffed panda was partying with the players on the pitch. I particularly remembered the post-match title celebrations, when everybody, including the mayor, turned out to honour the manager and his triumphant players, who stood on a balcony outside the Town Hall as mercurial French centre-forward Eric Cantona uttered his comically worded but instantly memorable ‘Why I love you, I don’t know, but I love you’ pronouncement to thousands of cheering supporters. Back then, it felt like the entire population of Leeds had turned the city into a beautiful display of white, yellow and blue.


  For the players, it was the defining moment of their lives. For me, a typical supporter, it was the culmination of almost twenty years supporting the club and the proudest, most exhilarating moment I’d ever known in football.


  But now Leeds United were back where they were before Wilkinson came to the club, struggling in the second tier with falling crowds, and it was starting to feel like 1991/92 was a mirage, some distant, almost-forgotten dream that may or may not have happened.


  The bookshelves rightly bulged with tomes  including the one made into the film The Damned United  honouring the Revie-era triumphs: a Second Division title, two League Championships, two Fairs Cups, the FA Cup, the League Cup and the Charity Shield. But Wilkinson had won the Second Division title inside eighteen months (to Revie’s three years), and had also won the Charity Shield alongside the First Division title. His 411 games (more than any other Leeds manager since The Don) also included a League Cup Final, and even in the Premiership he notched up two more top-five finishes before he was unceremoniously sacked in 1996. By then he’d set up the Leeds youth academy, which produced a glittering stream of future internationals even though the man who conceived it all was no longer at the club to see them play.


  For me, and a generation like me, too young to have seen The Don barking out his orders and players like Billy Bremner and Jack Charlton in their prime, the Wilko years were the ‘Glory Years’. Title-winners like Strachan, Lee Chapman, Chris ‘Huggy’ Whyte, Shutty and Mel ‘Zico’ Sterland were our heroes. It felt like their story had been written out of history, or lost in a welter of acrobatic camera angles and tabloid stories about players on £250,000 a week who didn’t fancy getting on the pitch, and managers who could barely control their players and were lucky to make it into a second season.


  When he managed Leeds, Sergeant Wilko was an inescapable, dominant presence, our Great Leader, feared yet loved by players and fans alike. Most of us instinctively thought he was a genius. How else could he have taken good ol’ Shutty from Spalding or Micky Whitlow from Witton Albion and managed them into picking up the greatest medal in domestic football? Coaching? Tactics? Black magic?


  Wilko was certainly unlike a normal football manager. Unashamedly futuristic and intellectual  he was a sports science graduate who introduced good nutrition to players reared on beer and chips years before Arsenal’s Arsène Wenger, and spoke to Eric Cantona in French  he was also a gruff South Yorkshireman with something very quaint, even awkward about him which I found tremendously endearing. He was like a cross between a great philosopher and Brian Glover’s disciplinarian PE teacher in Kes. With none of the social skills of today’s media-savvy modern managers, with their official websites and sponsored television channels, Wilko would address the faithful via a crackling Tannoy, expounding his thoughts like a footballing Chairman Mao. ‘Today we host Notts County, the oldest professional football club in the world …’


  In those days, before the internet, fans would ring Leeds United’s Clubcall service for that urgent piece of breaking news, like the latest information on Mel Sterland’s ankle injury, to be greeted by the Sergeant, ‘the official voice of Leeds United’. One Saturday, after a game, in my days as a young, struggling music journalist, I’d rung Clubcall, as you do, then gone out, been beaten up by a band to whom I’d given a negative review, woke up the next morning covered in bruises, picked up the phone to call the doctor, only to hear ‘Hello. This is Howard Wilkinson. The official voice of Leeds United …’ The previous call hadn’t been disconnected: Clubcall had been on all night. It was a very expensive phone call. Still, at least I knew the condition of Mel Sterland’s ankle.


  But with the passing years, you couldn’t help wondering whether the Sergeant had really been a genius or just a good manager who got lucky.


  It didn’t help, of course, that it had all gone badly wrong. Within months of those glorious celebrations, Cantona was sold amid rumours of extra-curricular physicals including players’ wives, LUFC were humiliated home and away in the European Cup by Rangers, and the players we chanted ‘Sergeant Wilko’s Barmy Army’ at made such a hash of defending the title that they failed to win a single game away from home the whole season. In fact, they were almost relegated, which would have made them the first defending champions to go down since Manchester City in 1938. Even the group of friends I went to games with dissipated and would never attend a match together again. One of them went so far as to leave the country  although I’m not sure these facts are related.


  But even at the time, the Sergeant and his loyal soldiers never received the credit they deserved. In particular, there was a notion that Leeds hadn’t won the title, Manchester United had lost it, which isn’t borne out by events. Yes, Ferguson’s players wobbled in the run-in, losing three games in a row to Leeds’ one in the final nine matches of the season, but Leeds won the title with a week to go, taking thirteen points from the last five games to their rivals’ four and finishing four points clear. That season they lost just four games, weren’t beaten in the league by any of the top clubs  including Manchester United, Liverpool and defending champions Arsenal (the defeats came at Crystal Palace, Oldham, QPR and Man City)  and scored more goals (seventy-four) than anyone except the Gunners, keeping twenty clean sheets and not losing a single game at Elland Road.


  It’s also been said that Cantona won the title for Leeds, before departing for Manchester United, enabling Ferguson to dominate English football in the nineties. His impact at Manchester is undeniable, and his arrival at Elland Road towards the end of the title season certainly cemented a mood that something incredible was happening, but at Leeds he started just six games and scored three goals. Wonderful as those goals were  especially the one at home against Chelsea, when he audaciously flicked the ball on his right foot like a ballet dancer before blasting it into the top corner  none of them was a match winner. Cantona wasn’t involved in the two most notable performances of the 1991/92 season, the 41 and 61 away demolitions of Aston Villa and Wilkinson’s old club Sheffield Wednesday (then high-flying: they finished third in the table) respectively.


  No. Even without the gifted Frenchman, Wilkinson had created a momentum over three seasons and assembled teams that by 1991/92 were unstoppable, even unplayable. I remember how the two centre-halves, the Chrises Whyte and Fairclough, would marshal the halfway line while the rest of the team bar the goalie set up camp in the opposition’s half, steamrollering them into submission. More often than not a Sterland cross would meet Chapman’s head, or a Tony Dorigo centre would be guided goal-ward by Gary Speed, and the game would be over as a contest inside twenty minutes. It’s been called long-ball football. It wasn’t. It was brutally, efficiently, beautifully direct.


  Whatever happened later, Wilkinson surely created worthy champions  a perfectly balanced side of superfit footballing cybermen with brains. At the back, goalkeeper John Lukic was solid and unspectacular, but when needed could pull off astonishing feats like the double save from Ian Rush and Michael Walters to keep a clean sheet at Anfield in the run-in. The two full-backs, Sterland and Dorigo, were blessed with oodles of pace and the ability to pass a ball and read the game, and formed a Maginot Line of a defence with Whyte and Fairclough, both centre-halves who could play the ball.


  Central to the club’s success was the Sergeant’s preferred midfield of Strachan, McAllister, Speed and David Batty, an almost perfect combination of brawn, talent and youth (Batts and Speedo) with two statesmanlike footballing Rolls-Royces. Up front, big Lee Chapman and elfin Rod Wallace were a devastating striking partnership, a perfect little and large combination. Six foot three Chapman notched up sixteen league goals in thirty-eight games, while his nimble attacking partner was capable of exquisite chips and explosive running at defences and was rewarded with eleven league goals in the victorious campaign. Chapman was a well-travelled goalscorer, but under Wilkinson (first at Sheffield Wednesday and then at Leeds) he was a goal machine.


  Less heralded but just as vital were the squad players who stepped up to the breach when the first choice XI were unavailable  the Steve Hodges, John McClellands, Jon Newsomes, Shuttys and Whitsies who all played crucial roles for Wilkinson by somehow playing out of their skins in game after game against the top sides in the country.


  As I sat in my shiny blue, outrageously expensive seat at Elland Road in May 2011  a far cry from the overcrowded stands and cheapish admission prices of the Wilko era  I started not just to pine for those days but to become more and more fascinated by how Wilko had assembled players with some special quality that made them champions, and wondered what had become of those players we idolized so much.


  Strachan and McAllister (who went on to win trophies at Liverpool, but not another championship) were high-profile pundits and had had varying success in management, and Speed was, of course, manager of Wales. Chapman had spent the intervening years more on front pages than back ones. Chris Kamara, who laid on the vital cross for Chapman to head the goal that secured promotion from the Second Division in 1990 and who was still featuring in 1992, was a popular Sky Sports reporter/presenter. Cantona, who’d sealed Wilkinson’s fate in almost Shakespearean manner when he scored the final goal in a 40 hammering by Man U at Elland Road on 7 September 1996, had enjoyed a film career and become Director of Football at New York Cosmos.


  But most of them, even once high-profile players like Batty, seemed to have disappeared. I kept hearing dark rumours that some of those players  who missed out on the Premiership windfall, the huge sums now paid to footballers some of whom are not fit to lace those Leeds players’ boots  had fallen on hard times. I was curious, too, about other key figures in the Sergeant’s mission, like commercial director/wheeler-and-dealer Bill Fotherby, an Arthur Daley-type character who once claimed to be signing Diego Maradona for LUFC and who is still the subject of unflattering graffiti near the ground.


  So I set myself the task of finding them, sure in the knowledge that Sergeant Wilko’s troops not only held the stories of the club’s rise and fall, but that they were sitting on a piece of social history: a period of enormous transformation in English football seen through the eyes of those on the ground  or, rather, the pitch.


  Which is why, on that balmy July Monday morning, I was ringing a travel agency after reading on an internet messageboard that that was where Carl Shutt worked. I knew none of them were getting any younger and that memories might already be fading. Wherever they all were, I needed to find them. While there was still time.


  ONE


  The Rise
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  CHAPTER 1


  Howard Wilkinson  ‘Sergeant Wilko’


  You can’t say why you’re doing anything because it will destroy the effect. They’d work it out eventually, but by that time it’s too late.


  I START NOT with Shutty but with Howard Wilkinson, without whom none of it would have happened, although it’s not immediately obvious how to get in touch with a man who hasn’t managed in this country for a decade. Wilkinson recently stepped down from the board of his old club, Sheffield Wednesday, and these days is chairman of the League Managers Association, although their website seems to list a contact for every single member of staff except him. In recent years, Wilkinson has been conspicuous by his public absence. Even his 1992 autobiography Managing to Succeed hasn’t been updated since, as if his life had ended as soon as he held up the trophy.


  Eventually, contact is made via Leeds United, who seem to be belatedly honouring Wilkinson’s achievements with a new restaurant called Howard’s, which serves ‘free-range Soames farm chicken liver parfait with red onion marmalade and homemade brioche’, which I suspect wasn’t on the pre-match menu for Mel or Shutty. As my green MG hurtles towards an address in Sheffield, I find my thoughts drifting back to autumn 1992, and my previous encounter with the Sarge.


  It was a few weeks into the season, the wheels were still on the 1992/93 campaign, and the great man was in the city centre branch of WHSmith in Leeds, autographing copies of Managing to Succeed. I recall a bright, sunny day  for some reason, most of my memories of that time seem set in bright sunshine  and piles upon piles of books, decked in Leeds United white, blue and yellow. The queue to get his signature stretched out of the store  the sort of thing you’d normally see with a teenage boy band, not a forty-eight-year-old football manager in a suit.


  And yet, at close quarters, I saw something in Wilko that day I’d never imagined from row X of the Spion Kop. In his suit and tie, the normally agitated tracksuited man on the touchline looked positively radiant, as if he had somehow gained an invisible aura or halo from the brilliant achievement of winning the Football League with a club he had dragged up by its bootlaces from the edge of the abyss. I was twenty-eight years old and as in awe of him then as I have ever been of any pop star I’ve seen live or interviewed in my day job as a pop journalist. We all were. As his gold pen glided over the page, the subject of our affections barely acknowledged us. He was as inscrutable, unknowable, as ever. When I suggested he sign my copy ‘I manage very well’ he looked up for a millisecond  was that even a flicker of a smile?  before staring down impassively and inevitably merely putting ‘To Dave’. This is the Sergeant Wilko I remember and still cherish.


  What on earth is he like now?


  I drive through electric gates towards a large but not ostentatious family home. The door opens before I ever knock on it, as if whatever dark powers turned Micky Whitlow into a title-winner extend to seeing through solid wooden doors. ‘Hello,’ he says, and the voice is exactly the same as Clubcall, ‘the official voice of Leeds United’. Wilko is sixty-seven years old, but with almost as much hair as he had in 1992; he looks eerily as if he has just strolled in from the touchline after rollocking Cantona. He is wearing a pink polo-type shirt and tracksuit bottoms, and were it not for the slightly incongruous flip-flops he could easily be about to embark on another of his infamous cross-country runs, which were said to have had players vomiting and crying ‘No more, gaffer!’


  The greatest Leeds United manager of the modern era makes me a cup of tea and produces two small, individually wrapped biscuits, like you’d get at a seaside B&B  no sweet treats for the nutrition pioneer  and the atmosphere initially is as awkward as I’d expected. Wilkinson never did suffer fools gladly (he once described a Leeds fanzine as ‘like issues of Private Eye, pre-war’) and doesn’t do small talk.


  I break the ice by asking about the house, which he reveals he’s lived in with his family for twenty-five years. ‘We used to live over the road, but I acquired a plot of land,’ he explains, as gruffly as if he were addressing Mel or Shutty, gazing impassively through French windows over a long, plush lawn. While he’s speaking, the significance of the twenty-five-year reference hits me as hard as a McAllister free kick: from this suburban new-build, Sergeant Wilko conquered the Goliaths of English football.


  We begin with the celebrations, specifically with the photograph on the front of Managing to Succeed which captures the Sergeant as he gazes into the trophy and at the reflected image of thousands of cheering supporters.


  What went through your mind at that moment?


  ‘Relief,’ he replies, and there’s a tiny chuckle before he explains that he was already worrying about the future. His title-winners  ‘Speed, Batty, McAllister, to name a few’  had become attractive to other clubs. He’d only won the blessed title ten days before but can still remember the cold start to the morning as his thoughts turned to the enemies trying to topple him from his perch. ‘But of course you enjoy it,’ he admits, and there’s another flicker of a smile as he remembers the ‘fantastic’ feeling of pipping Man United to the title and the subsequent two parties.


  ‘But you can’t physically celebrate for ever,’ he insists, although among the supporters the celebrations seemed to go on so long  years, really  that to this day I half expect drunken fans to be rescued from pubs in Wakefield in the way that Vietnam vets were found in the jungle years after the war ended.


  ‘I think what was also going through my mind that day was taking in the huge number of people that were there. It was packed, and the streets all around were packed. That in itself was an event.’ By the end of the celebrations  attended by a crowd estimated at 150,000, a fifth of the city’s population and greater than anything in the Revie era  he was ‘breathless’.


  The title marked the pinnacle of what he calls a three-year ‘whirlwind sort of rise. From moving there in October ’88, [at the] bottom, going on an unbeaten run of games, in many respects fortunately missing out on the playoffs … then Second Division championship, then finish fourth [in the First Division], then say, “Let’s achieve what we can next season.”’


  In winning the championship in 1992 he was two years ahead of schedule: his initial goal that season was just to get one point more than in 1990/91.


  Wilkinson had arrived at Leeds after realizing in his fourth or fifth year at Sheffield Wednesday that ‘different clubs have different ceilings’, and that in terms of the make-up of the club and the revenue coming in, the Sheffield club’s was lower than it should have been. ‘That’s not to criticize anyone at Sheffield Wednesday,’ he adds. ‘It’s just the way it is.’ He got a call from a journalist friend, David Walker at the Sunday Mirror, saying, ‘You’re going to think this is a crazy phone call. Would you be interested … in Leeds?’


  On the face of it, it was pretty crazy. The ambitious young manager had just taken Wednesday from the Second Division to the top half of the first and yet was being asked to consider a club where a succession of Revie players  Allan Clarke, Eddie Gray and Billy Bremner  had failed as managers to revive a slumbering giant now better known for ruckuses around the ground. ‘It had become a sort of beaten-up old picture of the Revie days with this frame around it of bad behaviour,’ Wilkinson exhales, bluntly. ‘The club didn’t own the ground and were in debt. The training ground was shit and we were [at the] bottom of the league.’


  However, he did know that a one-club city and a bigger one than Sheffield had a much greater untapped potential than Wednesday. After mulling over the approach for a week he outlined, to LUFC chairman Leslie Silver, the remarkable conditions on which he’d take the job. In a brief but glorious nutshell, he wanted to take Leeds back to where it was in the Revie era ‘in terms of the team’, set up an academy to produce young players (an idea years before its time) and renovate the ground into the sort of stadium that ‘encourages people to be proper fans’. With the attention to detail that Silver realized would become his trademark, Wilkinson had put all this into a ten-year plan.


  Wilkinson was proposing nothing less than a total revolution of a football club by its manager  unthinkable now, and even then about as radical as a new Prime Minister striding into the House of Commons and announcing free beer for all.


  ‘You wouldn’t contemplate it now,’ Wilkinson admits, ‘where you can’t plan for five months let alone five years and then ten. Maybe Wenger did at Arsenal and I’m sure Alex did when he went to Manchester United, but to sit down and say to the chairman, “Yeah, I’m interested, but only if we enter a partnership which involves rebuilding the club …” ’


  He doesn’t need to finish the sentence  you’d be laughed out of the room. But in Silver, Wilkinson had a ‘real fan’ who had sold his paint business and had the time and resources to fund the new project. Not the kind of finances modern football sucks up  Dave Whelan spent £48m taking Wigan Athletic from League Two to the bottom of the Premiership, and Manchester City spent £380m to finish third in 2010/11  but, in 1988, enough to mount a challenge. For his part, the chairman was fascinated to discover that Wilkinson already knew everything about Leeds United, from the young players to the boardroom power structure to, perhaps, the size of the individual director’s shoes.


  He shrugs dismissively: ‘I made it my business to find out.’


  One of the first things they did together was reorganize the United board, a huge, unwieldy beast dominated by the council, who also owned the ground. ‘You couldn’t run an organization with a board that big, where everyone has a say and an opinion,’ snorts Wilko. ‘I don’t disagree with that,’ he adds, taking care not to come over like Chairman Mao. ‘All I’m saying is that in football it doesn’t work, because sometimes you have to make quick decisions so it’s essential the chain of command is kept as small as possible.’


  Thus, from then on Leeds would be controlled by Silver, managing director Bill Fotherby and director Peter Gilman. It was an important victory for the Sergeant before his teams even stepped on the field.


  He transformed the football side in an equally audacious manner. Arguably his most controversial act was removing all mementoes of the Revie era from inside the ground  ‘unfortunately’, he says, even Norman ‘Bites Yer Legs’ Hunter from the coaching staff. The Glory Years had become, in his words, ‘A weight. A comforter. Players can take refuge in the past. I knew it would cause ripples, but I told them, “When we’ve got a team worthy of them, we’ll put ’em back up.”’


  Another inspired early move was to place microphones above the Kop to amplify the crowd noise, to the extent that the visiting Oldham manager Joe Royle once compared Elland Road to a cross between a Hitler rally and the Roman Colosseum when the Christians were on the menu. Central to the Sarge’s masterplan was the idea of establishing a new culture within the place. ‘Which identifies the place, and by which people are moulded, if you like,’ he explains, sounding almost like the leader of a cult, although his role models weren’t crazed religious sects but Arsenal, Manchester United and Barcelona. ‘When you sign for those clubs, you’re instantly aware that the people in that place reflect that culture in the way they think, behave, the things they believe in.’ He’s now sounding ever so slightly impatient, in the way many great thinkers are in a hurry to get their ideas across. ‘It’s not about going in and getting a lecture from the manager. It’s a hidden set of rules and expectations which everyone understands. As I heard anecdotally once  either Rio Ferdinand or Gary Neville once said to a new player after a game, “We don’t do that here.” Which prompts the question, “Who says so, and why?” And of course nobody does. You just don’t do it!


  ‘Very few people inherit a position in football where the chairman or whoever says, “It’s terrific as it is, keep things as they are,”’ he argues. ‘Mostly you go to make things better, and that means change, and when you go somewhere new you want quick wins, so you make people aware that things are going to change. The only place I ever went as a manager where I wasn’t able to change anything was Sunderland [where, four years after leaving Leeds, he won just two out of twenty games], because my hands were tied. But if you don’t take quick measures, people settle back into the old habits. So, yeah, things like messing with the training games, coming in on a Saturday telling them they’re in on Monday, then ending the session on a Monday telling them we’re in at noon tomorrow. It was important to keep them on their toes.’


  I’m starting to see why his players ran through the proverbial brick walls for him, but would never have guessed such a Machiavellian side to his management style when I gazed down from the Kop as he marshalled Mel and Shutty. And this is just the tip of the iceberg. He reveals other extraordinarily fiendish gambits, including, before he arrived, finding out who the social stars and cliques were, so he could split them up in training. ‘You learn who has a lot of influence, some good, some not so good. You can’t say why you’re doing anything because it will destroy the effect. They’d work it out eventually, but by that time it’s too late.’


  He looks thoroughly contented, recalling how his revolution began.


  There weren’t many signs in his early life that Wilkinson would make a manager, although he reveals that a former schoolmate recently reminded him that in class he would never take the teacher’s word for anything, and kept on asking question after question until he got what he believed was the right answer.


  I bet you were popular, I say.


  ‘I was, actually,’ he grins, now exactly the kind of fearsome but funny character I’d hoped to find. ‘Some twats,’ he blasts, in pure Brian Glover mode, ‘but four or five teachers took a genuine interest in me as a person.’


  From a staunch working-class Sheffield family, Wilko was a child of the 1950s meritocracy that meant a bright kid could win a scholarship to a top grammar school without having to be posh. ‘I was the only one in our class to do it, and I hated it at first,’ he admits of his time at Abbeydale Boys. ‘You get there and the kid next to you has two names [a double-barrelled surname] and speaks French in the first lesson. You’re thinking, “Shit, I shouldn’t be here.” But I have to say, it made a huge difference to me. After about a week I realized that the form teacher was speaking to me in something other than a classroom manner. So you think, “Well, he’s a teacher, and he’s all right …”’


  Adopting exactly the work ethic he’d later demand from his troops, Wilkinson threw himself into schoolwork but was particularly interested in running and football. He became an England youth international, but his league playing record wasn’t remarkable: an unsuccessful stint at Sheffield United, twenty-two appearances for Wednesday, and 129 on the wing for Brighton, whom he helped get promoted to the Second Division in 1972. It was when he was living away from home on the south coast that, bored out of his head, he signed up for a coaching course, and was ‘hooked instantly’.


  A degree at Sheffield University, while he was also player-manager at Boston, enabled Wilkinson to ‘go deeper’ into sports science, sports medicine, psychology and sociology. He wanted to keep playing at the same time as learning about all aspects of management, but on one course a man called Alan Lee, the FA’s Director of Coaching, told him that there were no courses specifically for football management, only coaching. However, Lee then gave him some very sage advice: ‘“Go do a PE course  teacher training. Cos there’s a lot of stuff there that’s related.” And he was right.’


  While Wilkinson downplays any notion that teaching (for two years, at his old school) groomed him for the peculiarities of instructing much older pupils on football grounds, he concedes that he emerged from the period with ‘definite ideas, about a lot of things’.


  He first put them into practice at Boston, setting new records by going ‘fifty or sixty’ games unbeaten, toppling future Man U manager ‘Big’ Ron Atkinson’s Kettering Town to become the best non-league team in the country, and winning the Northern Premier League, twice. Coaching at Notts County in the eighties under Jimmy Sirrel, he helped the venerable old club to promotion, managed it himself for a season, and then took his wizardry to Wednesday. By the time he arrived at Elland Road in the autumn of 1988, he was at the peak of his powers.


  Wilkinson introduced pioneering ideas at Hillsborough, but at Elland Road he went much further. He reveals that with the help of Leeds University, his fabled but mysterious vitamin and hydration drinks were even tailored to suit individual players.


  When I wrote for the club’s now defunct LeedsLeedsLeeds magazine in the 2000s, I remember being bamboozled when one of the coaches demonstrated their fab new-fangled ProZone gadgets, a computerized system that enabled them to measure precise things like the amount of kilometres Lee Bowyer ran during a game. But along with his new diets and ahead-of-their-time training techniques such as interval running, Wilko was doing this a decade earlier, using stopwatches and bits of paper. ‘We worked out ways of measuring the players’ KPIs,’ he beams. ‘Key performance indicators! People were suspicious, especially the media. Players? You get one or two find it difficult for them to subjugate themselves to something that makes sense, because they’ve got a personality.’ Again, a flash of cult leader. The voice softens. ‘But most players want to get better.’


  So did the manager. He worked punishing hours. ‘Leaving home at six forty-five a.m., rarely back before seven p.m. if I was coming back; obviously if you’re away for a game you get back when you get back.’ He sighs. ‘No different to Alex [Ferguson].’


  But he was different in that he achieved more with less.


  Michael Whitlow, his first signing, epitomizes the strange magic of this period: a Witton Albion left-back who over three years Wilko somehow ‘moulded’ into a championship medal winner at Leeds. ‘Got a tip-off about a kid, Neil Parsley,’ he tells me with a shrug, recalling how assistant manager Mick Hennigan  his old youth coach at Wednesday  was dispatched to run his seasoned eye over the potential recruit. ‘Micky comes back and says, “Hmmm, he’s OK. But there’s a guy at the back with a left foot: quick, controlled, good athlete. I think we can make a player out of him, gaffer.”’


  The desire for quick impact led the Sarge to re-hire troops he’d had at Wednesday  Mel Sterland and Shutty, Imre Varadi and Lee Chapman. ‘Which isn’t always ideal, but in some circumstances needs must. You don’t have to spend six months getting to know what they’re capable of.’


  Key for the Sergeant wasn’t just a footballer’s ability, but his character. He needed mentally strong individuals capable of performing in the Elland Road cauldron, where high expectations and an unforgiving home support can destroy a player, and ‘games get tight, the crowd gets tense, and you can feel the elastic getting tighter’.


  Few characters came bigger than Vinnie Jones, most recently seen by television viewers fronting a CPR campaign for the British Heart Foundation to the accompaniment of ‘Stayin’ Alive’ by the Bee Gees, but who in the promotion season became almost a talisman for the city of Leeds. Wilkinson remembers an incident on the opening weekend of the first season back in the top flight, away at Everton, when the charismatic midfield enforcer was dismayed to discover he wasn’t in the team.


  ‘It was a glorious day, that Friday. I got on the coach last, and sat in the front. We hadn’t got out of the car park and this shotgun appears next to my temple.’ The South Yorkshireman’s talents extend to an impeccable cockney accent: ‘“Do yah want to have anothah fink about the team tomorrah, gaffah?”’


  We both erupt in laughter.


  What did you do? I ask.


  ‘Told him to piss off, I think.’ He smiles contentedly. ‘But that was one of the good things about Vinnie. Another person would have sulked at the back of the bus, but he turned it into a positive.’


  Jones, while he was there, and Strachan (‘in his thirties, yet still wanting to win everything in training’) were born leaders who epitomized the new culture. Strachan was an experienced Scottish international who, under Alex Ferguson, had won European honours with Aberdeen and an FA Cup with Manchester United, but his relationship with his former mentor had gone pear-shaped. Even so, persuading a player like that to drop a division was a major coup. ‘I had to sell the club to him, yeah. Big time. Gordon, in his typical [contrary, combative, I think he means] fashion, says it was all about money. It wasn’t! For the first time in a long time he was involved in more than just winning the next game. He had a role mapped out for him for five years on the bridge of the ship.


  ‘It was part driven by economics,’ Wilkinson reasons. ‘Like you say, at Man U it had gone pear-shaped, but what you saw at Man U in the latter stages of his career was no reflection on what he could do. So you think, “Right, we can’t go out and spend £600,000 but there’s a player there who for half that, with a bit of massage, can deliver the goods.”’


  Like finding a Rolls-Royce in a barn?


  ‘Exactly.’


  By the start of the 1991/92 campaign he’d honed his team to the point where he fielded the same eleven players for a lot of games. That first XI, especially the midfield, was almost flukishly well balanced. Was that designed or did it come together organically, with a bit of luck?


  ‘Bit of both. There was a lunatic at the club called Batty,’ he explains, referring to the now reclusive midfielder, ‘who had an enormous capacity in terms of winning the ball, intercepting and so on. He did a lot wrong, but he got away with it. I saw Speed playing in the kids, at left-back I think. Recognized that he had a good left foot, tremendous ability in the air …’


  As the squad took shape, his management became even more nuanced. In those far-off days when Saint and Greavsie were on the telly, four different balls were used in the league, so he’d find out which one they’d be playing with on the Saturday so they could train with it all week. When Leeds scored, they were instructed to get the ball back within four passes to regain focus. If they lost, they were instructed to ‘not lose two on the trot’; they responded to one of the four defeats in 1991/92, a 41 setback at QPR, by destroying Wimbledon 51. He set targets  first goal, first point, first win. They’d spend hours practising identical free kicks and corners. A favoured mantra  picked up from Arsenal and Leeds coach Don Howe, although it’s also the motto of veteran Salford rock group The Fall  was ‘Repetition, repetition, repetition’.


  ‘I knew it was boring,’ admits the Sergeant. ‘But I had choices. Do I sacrifice efficiency for enjoyment? Everyone says training should be enjoyable, and it should. But no one says training must be enjoyable.’ He is clearly still enormously proud that LUFC were ‘consistently the best team in the league on set pieces. For and against!’


  He became devoted to the point of obsession to finding that extra two or three per cent to give his team the edge. ‘Take one of those increments away and it won’t make a difference,’ he says. ‘Take three or four away and it will make a huge difference. The trouble is …’ He groans. ‘In trying to cover as much detail as possible …’ He emits a little laugh. ‘It’s ****ing hard!’


  Very occasionally he would have to resort to more primitive methods of getting a point across  which you could never do in the modern game, when players get on their mobiles to their agents if there’s a problem with their turkey sandwich. His schoolteaching days were in the era of corporal punishment, and one ex-pupil has posted a wonderful anecdote on the internet about the time he forgot his gym kit and was admonished by the Sarge. ‘Howard went into a cupboard and pulled out the sole of a slipper which was nice and smooth from a lot of use,’ writes one Stephen S. (Abbeydale, 197681). ‘With a mighty run up he gave us the slipper. I never forgot my kit again.’


  At Leeds in 1990, John Pearson, a cheery striker Wilko eventually sold to Barnsley, was clouted around the face.


  ‘That was to instil aggression,’ insists Sergeant Wilko, firmly.


  So you slapped him round the face?


  ‘It didn’t work. He just kept smiling.’


  We’re both chuckling, but I remind him that in the game he’s talking about, a 20 win at Sheffield United, Pearson scored.


  The psychology of football management fascinates me, particularly as it’s shrouded in so much secrecy. It’s the sort of stuff managers rarely talk about, and it can’t be analysed with the help of fancy gadgetry on Sky. When a team wins a game, how much of it is won by the team talk in the dressing room compared to the preparation?


  ‘Lot of bullshit about team talks,’ Wilkinson snorts, Glover once again. ‘Ninety-nine per cent of your team talk is done in the week, and it’s done in the year, and it’s done in the two years or, if you’re there, three years.’ However, he admits that while his admired Barcelona has created ‘animals, who take it in their stride’, even the most hardened players can lose their focus in big games, in which case ‘there’s nearly always something you can use to bring the focus in’.


  In the Second Division promotion season of 1989/90, as Leeds prepared for a crucial game at Sunderland  not at today’s glistening Stadium of Light but at the notorious old Roker Park where the ‘Roker roar’ could have opponents soiling their underpants  the Sergeant informed his players, ‘We’re going into the lions’ den and we’re going to remove its teeth.’ In a sentence he’d summed up that this was not a place to be taken lightly, but one that could be conquered. ‘There was a lot of hostility between Leeds and Sunderland, possibly going back to the FA Cup,’ he says, acknowledging the twenty-year resentment that dated back to
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