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Dedication



I WOULD NEVER PRETEND THAT I have been a saintly character. There are a few skeletons around and I’ve done one or two things that I have regretted and three or four things of which I am not particularly proud. But throughout the ups and downs, the delight and the despair, I would like to think I have done my very best to be a good father.

I’m privileged to have played a part in bringing four wonderful children into the world and to them I would like to dedicate this book. Only three remain, following the heart-wrenching death of my eldest child Jessica in October 1996 at the tender age of 13. But Jessica is in my thoughts every day and as much a part of my life as my lovely daughter Elisabeth and wonderful sons Andrew and Mark.

As everyone knows I have been fortunate to win a number of medals after somehow being blessed with the talent to have a successful and memorable career in football. My medals and football memories are precious to me but my real jewels are my wife Sharyl and the kids. I love them all dearly and I can’t pay Sharyl any bigger compliment than to say that I am happier now than at any stage of my life. Undoubtedly, that’s all down to her, the love we have for each other and the positive influence she has had on my life.

No matter what people think of me I hope they see that first and foremost I am a family man. I have a wonderful family behind me and at times like this, when I’m reflecting on the best part of 60 years of my life, I cannot help but spare a thought for those loved ones who are no longer with me. I miss them every hour of every day.


Foreword



IT WAS HALF-TIME IN THE home dressing-room. Nottingham Forest were playing Leeds United in the old First Division, early 1979. It had been a poor first half for us and Brian Clough was angry. Really, really angry. And particularly with me.

‘Son,’ he shouted, ‘you and I are going to fall out very soon. You haven’t had a bloody kick first half.’

It was true, I couldn’t deny. I was playing down the right-hand side for Forest and hadn’t seen very much of the ball that afternoon. I tried to explain to the manager glaring straight into my face from less than two feet away that it was hard to get a kick if the ball was continually going down the left-hand side of the pitch, where, incidentally, it seemed it had been going for prolonged periods over the last three seasons.

I was trying my very best to reason with the manager but seemingly only succeeded in riling him further. ‘And so it should go down the left-hand side,’ he roared at me. ‘Because that lad’s a bloody genius,’ pointing to the player sitting quietly on my left shoulder. The genius Clough was referring to was John Robertson, who had just been paid the highest compliment by one of football’s greatest ever managers. There was no doubt about it . . . he deserved the accolade.

Forest were, at that very moment, champions of England and soon to be crowned champions of Europe. And ‘the genius’ was in the middle of a golden period of his footballing life, mesmerising opponents with his magical left-wing play and influencing games in the most incredible fashion. It didn’t seem so just then but it had been a tough struggle for him to reach such a pinnacle.

I first met John in October 1971. I was 19 years old, a full-time student at university in Belfast, playing part-time football with Irish League club Distillery, with no experience of the professional game in England until I arrived at Forest. John, on the other hand, despite being a year younger than me, had been at the club for more than three years, signing as an apprentice straight from school in Glasgow. He was just breaking into the first team at the time, emerging, at least within the confines of the club, with a burgeoning reputation as a gifted two-footed central midfielder who could spray passes all over the pitch. He unfortunately also possessed a calculated penchant for laziness.

Still, it was strongly felt among the senior players that it was only a matter of time before John would make the grade. But Nottingham Forest were in decline. The wonderful team that had finished runners-up to Manchester United less than five years earlier no longer existed and with the transfer of Ian Storey-Moore to Old Trafford in March 1972, all hope would evaporate and relegation would soon, inevitably, follow.

Against this backdrop, both John and I were struggling to make an impact on the game. The club would remain in the Second Division for five years and John’s early promise flickered briefly but never really ignited. Managerial changes seemed to reflect John’s moods. Dave Mackay and Des Anderson arrived from Swindon to manage the club and for a spell John thrived, turning in some masterful displays in midfield to much approval. All too soon Dave and Des left for Derby County, leaving us both with a great, almost self-pitying sense of loss and injustice. Allan Brown’s arrival as the next manager of Nottingham Forest saw dark days ahead for both of us. Despair set in.

Looking back, we were quick to blame the manager for some of our ailments but nevertheless the future looked far from rosy. John, often sullen, was in desperate need of some manager to come along and extract this undoubted natural talent and put it on show. I think back now on the innumerable times in the King John public house in Nottingham city centre when Tony Woodcock, Viv Anderson and I had to listen to John’s tale of woe. As if he were the only one with problems. Ah, selfishness does have a place in this world. His diatribe was a familiar story each Saturday evening. John should be in Forest’s first team, Brown had no idea how to manage and he would tell him so at training on Monday and his football renaissance would start all over again for another week. But, in truth, the Roxy Music-loving Robertson was on his footballing uppers.

What he didn’t realise was that the next managerial change was to herald the sea change that the club so desperately sought and that John Robertson’s career would be propelled to stratospheric heights, culminating in League and European Cup triumphs and acclaim as the best wide player in Europe. Brian Clough, immediately, and Peter Taylor, a little later, would be the catalysts for this amazing change from gifted but lazy midfielder to world-class winger.

From a playing point of view, the rest, as they say is beautiful history . . .

Several years later I wanted to break into football management but had little joy with most applications until Grantham Town, in the Beazer Homes Midland Division, took a chance with me. John was running a pub in a nearby village and I asked him to play on Saturdays. Despite working in the pub and having personal issues that carried many impediments, he agreed to come along and play but one day the lure of the big stage captured his attention.

He decided to abandon playing for me to watch Manchester United at Old Trafford instead. I was pretty infuriated by his actions because I needed commitment and we didn’t speak for quite a while afterwards. But as time went on I enjoyed and appreciated his input when analysing players’ performances and the incident was swept under the carpet.

Eventually we got together again, spending the last 15 years as manager and assistant manager. Along with Steve Walford and intermittently Seamus McDonagh we have remained together at Leicester, Celtic and Aston Villa. Throughout that time John was very astute, particularly when it came to judging players and their attitudes.

With the odd exception, he got on very well with the players in the dressing-room and never betrayed the trust they seemed to have in him. Our own relationship is based on the same respect and loyalty that now encompasses some 40 years (where have they all gone?). I need pay him no higher compliment than to say I trust him implicitly. He has been a good friend, an excellent confidant and very much more than a self-confessed sounding board.

John Robertson has many qualities. A genius on the pitch? Absolutely. The perfect No. 2? Absolutely.

Just one thing . . . I only wish, at least for my own health, he would stop smoking.

Martin O’Neill
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In the footsteps of Jimmy Johnstone



MILLIONS OF PEOPLE A YEAR drive past Uddingston probably without realising it’s even there, sitting just south of the M74 on the main motorway route from England into Glasgow. I think it’s officially classified as a village but, with a population of around 5,000, perhaps it’s time it reached out for ‘town’ status.

For a little dot on the map it has a fair bit of notoriety – not least for the Tunnock’s factory that has been producing those caramel wafer biscuits and teacakes for well over a century and attracts visitors by the busload. It’s also the birthplace of James W. Black, a Scottish doctor who won a Nobel Prize in Physiology in 1988 for his work in medicine.

And this is where I come in, because it’s also the starting point in the lives of a long list of footballers who kicked balls around the View Park area of Uddingston and ended up in the professional game. I’m unbelievably proud to be one of them and I don’t mind a jot that someone recently described me as the second-best player to come out of View Park. The man they – and I – hold in such high esteem is a player who went to his grave in 2006 knowing he had earned the respect and adulation that goes with being labelled Glasgow Celtic’s greatest ever player.

Jimmy Johnstone was that man – a player christened ‘Jinky’ by the Parkhead faithful for the endless hours of entertainment he provided for the Celtic hordes, weaving his magic this way and that through beleaguered opposition defences. He was one of the Lisbon Lions – the famous Celtic team of 1967 that won the European Cup under Jock Stein. But whether in the green and white hoops or the Scotland blue, Johnstone was revered for the sheer pleasure he brought to so many on a football field.

Little Jimmy gave Uddingston identity long before I arrived and his huge reputation will make sure it stays that way for many generations to come.

I came along nine years after Jimmy, born as John Neilson Robertson on 20 January 1953 and to be perfectly honest I think I was a mistake. My mum and dad already had two children – Caroline, who was eleven and Hughie, who was a couple of years younger – and I think they thought two children – one of each – was probably enough. Then I came along. The ‘Neilson’, by the way, was from my grannie, another Caroline, who, as I will explain later, had an influential part to play in me arriving at Nottingham Forest. In those days it was a bit of a tradition in Scotland that middle names were often taken from the wife’s maiden name and for all you Wikipedia readers, you now know the answer to that particular poser.

I came into a loving household but one that had no pretensions to be anything other than a very honest, caring, working-class family. My dad Hughie spent most of his life working as a miner before he got a job as a gateman with the electricity board in his later years. He was a quiet, unobtrusive man who just went about his life in a methodical but fairly basic manner, caring for his wife and family and not demanding too much out of his time on earth. To my knowledge he had no great talents as a footballer or as any other potential sportsman. He enjoyed watching the game, mainly from his seat in front of the telly, but that was about the sum total of his interest in football and it was left for my brother and me to try and make a few inroads in that direction.

In fact, my parents always reckoned that I first showed an inclination to be a footballer when I was in my pram. They swear I used to play keepy-uppy with a rattle from a very early age . . . and with both feet you understand! I’m not sure I can go along with that tale but what is factual is my mother’s claim that in future years it cost her an absolute fortune in new football boots. When you are growing quickly your foot size changes all the time but like all football-mad kids I always wanted the latest boots to appear in the sports shops. I’m sure it was a severe drain on their finances but Mum and Dad did their best to keep me abreast with the latest gear.

The fact that my parents were a bit older than the average must have hit home one day in the back yard of our council house at 12 Woodview, Uddingston, where we had moved to after I spent the first ten months of my life in a tenement block in Tannochside View Park. Moving into a proper house was a big step and one of the first things I remember as a wee laddie was standing on the back step and shouting out to a neighbour, who was hanging out her washing, ‘Mrs Coakley, my mammy is 40 today.’ I can’t remember whether or not I got a clip round the ear for broadcasting that bit of news but it’s something that sticks in my memory from childhood. Incidentally, Mrs Coakley’s son Tommy went on to become manager of Walsall . . . another Uddingston product in a small world.

I also remember ending up in York Hill Hospital, Glasgow, on a couple of occasions after getting bangs on the head. The first, I’m embarrassed to say, came after I trod on a football and fell over and the second was playing a game of ‘hide and seek’ and poking my head round a corner and somebody running the other way came banging into me at full pelt. On that occasion I was apparently talking gibberish for ages and my sister, who was looking after me at the time, said my language was appalling. Can’t believe that.

There was no lasting harm done and it wasn’t long before football started to dominate my life without ever thinking of what was to come. I never particularly liked school and the best part of the day was to hear the bell ringing, signifying school was out and I could get home and start kicking a ball around with my mates.

We were fortunate in that the school was about 20 yards from my house and equally nearby was a strip of grass that was our pitch and the nearest we were likely to get to Hampden Park. Two trees were perfectly positioned to act as goalposts at one end but at the other we had to find a coat or some other piece of clothing to line up alongside a solitary tree. That, I can assure you, was a recipe for many a decision – oh for goal-line technology! Me and my mates, who included Iain Munro who went on to play for Stoke City, Sunderland and Scotland, would race out of school to get as much time playing before the light went or we were called in for tea.

I used to look forward to the rare nights when my mum and dad had a night out because my sister Caroline would bring her boyfriend Jimmy Rooney round to the house and we would have an indoor football game of some description, more often than not using those decorative wax fruit things as footballs. I think a doorway in the front room was one goal and a display cabinet the other – thankfully we largely escaped any serious damage. Jimmy went on to marry my sister and down the years he has been a very important figure in my life. Like most people I’ve had moments of trauma and sadness but Jimmy and Caroline have always been there for me – right on the battle front if you like – and I’ve got to thank them for that and the many other influences they’ve had on me over many years. I owe them so much.

My interest in football took a major step forward in 1960 when I saw Real Madrid play Eintracht Frankfurt in one of the all-time great European Cup finals. Real won 7–3 and Ferenc Puskás, a Hungarian striker who had humbled England at Wembley in the year I was born, scored four of the goals. Watching the game on telly, I couldn’t get my head round the fact that this supremely gifted footballer Puskás and his Real Madrid team in all their glory and glamour were playing a few miles down the road at Hampden in what was to be labelled one of the best matches of all time. Puskás was magnificent, all left foot, but even though I was very right-footed all I wanted to be was him. I used to smack balls into a fence and pretend I was this great player who was a world away from my life. ‘It’s Puskás in for the kill . . . and it’s 1–0 to Real Madrid.’ Little did I know then that some 19 years on I would be playing against a side he managed. But more of that later.

I was only seven but it was around that time that my brother Hughie started to make a bit of a name for himself with a local football club called Larkhall Thistle. He was a left-winger-cum-centre-forward and on one occasion he scored all six goals for them in a match. His promise led to the offer of trials at Wolves and Celtic and, although in time he went on to play a few games in the first team at Berwick Rangers, he never really made the most of his ability.

The age difference between us meant he wanted to spend his time with his mates but one thing I have always remembered is that he used to sing me to sleep at night. I’ve always been a music lover, enjoyed listening to ballads and he would get me off to sleep singing ‘Nobody’s Child’, ‘Old Shep’, which was an old Elvis Presley song, or ‘Geisha Girl’, and by the time he had got to the third one I was away.

As far as football was concerned he helped me with the basics of the game and I used to thoroughly enjoy just kicking the ball to and fro between us with him wanting the ball to his feet all the time. Looking back, that’s probably where I got that part of my game from.

I just kept on playing as much as I could with my mates until I got my first bit of recognition when I was eight. The school team (Burnhead Primary) had reached a cup final at Brandon Park, which was the home of Belshill Athletic, and although I was nowhere near being picked, Iain Munro suggested to the teacher that I was good enough to go along as a reserve. Iain was the best player in the school and I’ve got him to thank for tipping off the head teacher about me. I was really chuffed and if memory serves me right I think I got a runners-up medal in one cup final even though I never got a kick of the ball.

I went on to play for the school team and football continued to be a lot more important to me than my education. Predictably, I failed the 11-plus but I don’t think my mum was too worried or surprised. By that time she had taken up a factory job at the aforementioned Tunnock’s Caramel Wafers and had I passed for Uddingston Grammar School I would have had to catch the same bus as her. She always complained about the rowdiness on the bus and although that was perhaps not the best reason for ending up at Hozier Secondary School, that became my seat of education for the next three years – or should I say most of it.

It was a source of satisfaction that I was in the Hozier school team that beat Uddingston Grammar 5–0 on one occasion and football continued to be a big part of my life. By contrast, my education took second place and if I could get out of going to school, make no mistake I did. I used to be spoilt at home and early on a morning my dad used to bring me toast and marmalade upstairs to have breakfast in bed before he went off to work. Little did he know what I used to get up to after he and my mum had shut the door behind them.

Depending on what subjects were on that day I used to ‘dog’ it, as we used to call it, by writing a letter to school and making sure that at the end of it I put ‘Much obliged – Mrs Robertson’ because I remembered that on the occasions my mum sent in a genuine note, she always ended with those words. There’s a good chance the music teacher David Main and Jack Scott, who was in charge of metalwork, woodwork, technical drawing and that sort of thing, knew what was going on but turned a bit of a blind eye as long I was there for the football teams they both ran in the school. Jack, in particular, was a big help to me in those years and it was he – not Brian Clough and Peter Taylor – who got me playing as an outside-left for the first time. For some reason I had become a centre-forward but he figured that I was a bit on the small side and would benefit from getting wide and able to work in a bit of space.

The school team became the hub for my football and we not only reached the County Cup final but also got through to the quarter-finals of the Scottish School Cup which was quite an achievement.

It was a time when my football games were all about the possibles and the probables. I went for a series of trials, starting when Iain Munro took me and Johnny Stevenson, another of our pals, along to the famous junior club Drumchapel Amateurs. I started off in the possibles but it was all about attempting to graduate into the probables and then eventually making the team. I achieved that with Drumchapel, then Jack thought I was good enough to go forward for the Motherwell and District Schools side and then the county side Lanarkshire Schools. Things were happening at a pace for me and after I had played for Lanarkshire against Dumfries and Galloway, I got myself within striking distance of the Under-15s Scotland schoolboy squad. Forty-four of us young hopefuls turned up at Stenhousemuir’s ground and after I had scored a couple of goals in a match, I made the final twenty-two.

There was a big friendly coming up against England at White Hart Lane and I was thrilled to bits when I heard that I had been picked in the starting XI for that game. It got better. I was lucky enough to send over the cross from which Brian Laing, an Edinburgh boy who joined Liverpool without quite making it, headed home. Graeme Souness, who went on to have a magnificent career in the game, and Ally Robertson, who played at the heart of West Brom’s defence for many years, were in the same Scotland side. There was also another Drumchapel lad in there called Tommy Sinclair, who everyone who knew anything about the game predicted would be a top player but sadly he died in his teens from leukaemia and that was a tragic loss.

After the England game we also beat Wales 2–0 in Swansea and then there were more national trials to give other lads a chance of progressing into the side.

Souness, who was already looking a million dollars as a player, was involved in the trials and at the first session we got an insight into the self-belief that he possessed back then and which guided him through his tremendous playing career with Tottenham, Middlesbrough, Liverpool, Sampdoria and Glasgow Rangers. Even at that age he was strong, talented and oozed confidence. He was certainly not afraid to stand his corner and speak his mind – even at a cost to himself.

One day I remember the coach telling Dougie Devlin, who ended up at Wolves, to wear the No. 4 bib and Graeme the No. 8. ‘I always wear 4,’ said Graeme. ‘Well you’re not now,’ answered the coach. ‘And if you don’t want to wear the No. 8 you may as well go home.’ With that Graeme simply walked off and I didn’t see him for another three years. I thought at the time it was a big gamble to take so early in your career but he clearly had enough confidence in his ability to know that he would come back into the picture sooner rather than later.

I often wished to myself as a youngster that I had the same self-belief. Throughout my life I’ve always taken things steadily, not wanted to jump into anything and, if not exactly being shy, was nevertheless always likely to err on the cautious side. That was particularly the case in my earlier school days but the call-up for Scotland schoolboys certainly gave me a lot more confidence, certainly in my footballing ability, and I stayed in the international picture.

The next game was against Northern Ireland schoolboys over in the province just before the serious troubles started. The game was played at the Brandywell Stadium, home of Derry City, and we lost 3–1. I don’t know why but I always remember buying the Love Affair’s record ‘Rainbow Valley’ during the trip.

Back in Scotland we had a re-match with England at Ibrox Park but this game was for the Victory Shield and we were determined to do everything we could to win it. Thankfully, we did by the same 1–0 margin and it was a bit of déjà vu as far as the goal was concerned. I was involved in a short corner on the left, managed to side-step the England full-back and cross for Brian Laing to get in another header past the English keeper – a lad called Mick Dilnot, who I was later to meet up with on the staff at Nottingham Forest.

By this time what academic education I had was well and truly over. Football was all that mattered and I was determined to go one step further than my brother and make the most of any opportunity that came along. I talked about it with my family and told them, ‘If I ever get the chance to go to England, I’m off because that’s where the future and the money is in the game.’ But despite doing well for Scotland schoolboys, the choices that I was looking at initially were staying north of the border or going to Wales. There was talk of Partick Thistle, who were managed by Willie Thornton, the ex-Rangers centre-forward, offering me terms and there was a fair bit of interest from Cardiff City, whose manager at the time was Jimmy Scoular, the old Newcastle wing-half.

Then Nottingham Forest representatives arrived on the scene – first of all in the shape of Bill Anderson, a jovial Geordie who was assistant manager to Johnny Carey. He came to my house to talk to my dad and, in line with my reticence to get involved with men talk, I went out for a walk while Bill had his say. He paid us another visit soon afterwards and brought with him Bob McKinlay, whose career as Forest’s record appearance maker of all time was coming to an end. He was still playing but preparing himself for life on the City Ground backroom staff. Bob, who was a gentleman off the field as well as on it, was from Lochgelly and I’m sure that Forest thought if they could get a Scotsman inside our house it might help persuade me to make the big move.

They talked it all over with my parents but it was my grannie, who was known as ‘Carry’, who swung it. Apparently she fell for the charm of Bill and Bob and piped up, ‘Don’t know why you don’t go for it – they’re lovely people.’ By that time I had involved myself in the talks and whether it was bravado or not I announced, ‘Yes, I’m going to do it.’ In fairness it was the kind of opportunity I had hoped would come along but in line with my usual apprehension I still needed a nudge.

Only a year before, the 1966–67 season, Forest had proved themselves one of the best teams in England, finishing as runners-up to Manchester United in the old First Division and reaching the semi-final of the FA Cup before losing to Tottenham Hotspur at Hillsborough. I knew I was joining a club that wasn’t one of the giants of the game but nevertheless they were still a major force and had a reputation for playing good football. They had players like Joe Baker and Ian Storey-Moore in the side and although the team was showing signs of breaking up it was still one that upheld the best traditions of Nottingham Forest in being a club who always played the game the right way.

It was a whole new big wide world that was opening up in front of me but I had a bit of Scottish companionship with Forest taking Maitland Pollock along as well. I had come up against Maitland when he played for Dumfries and Galloway Schools and I think that Forest thought that we would be good for each other.

It was in the late spring of 1968 that I was invited down to Nottingham for the first time to get a feel of the place and have my first days away from my family. The only previous occasion I had not slept in my own bed was when I was on holiday so it was a strange feeling. I had a bit of a lump in my throat the day I left. My mum and auntie Mattie came to the railway station to see me off and there I was resplendent in a smart, new suit ready for the trip south. We were all a bit upset and I just said to them, ‘Off you go, just get off home, no waving – I’ll be all right.’

When I arrived in Nottingham Maitland and I were put in digs with a Mrs Williams, who was already looking after other players, including Duncan McKenzie. Even in those days Duncan was a bit of a motor-mouth. He just couldn’t stop talking and had opinions on everything and nothing, but all the same he was a likeable lad. While we were there I remember settling down to watch the European Cup final between Manchester United and Benfica at Wembley which United won 4–1 after extra-time but, as is his wont, Duncan blabbed his way through it.

Maitland and I had been invited down specifically to travel with the youth team who were taking part in the end of season Blau-Wit Tournament in Holland. We were not playing, just going along for the ride to get a taste of things before reporting for pre-season training a couple of months later. We went from East Midlands Airport to Amsterdam and it was the first time I had ever flown in an aeroplane but, unlike a lot of footballers, I took to the experience pretty well, which wasn’t always the case as the years passed and travelling by air became such a regular thing for me.

When we arrived back in Nottingham, we were soon on our way north to prepare to return for pre-season training and the start of an era that was to be beyond my wildest dreams. But there was a lot of soul-searching to go through before I reached those days.
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Into the Forest



I ARRIVED AT THE CITY Ground, home of Nottingham Forest, in the summer of 1968 and there were occasions when I thought it would all end as quickly as it started. I was only 15 and away from home for the first time in my life so I knew it was not going to be easy. The whole thing was a bit of a culture shock to me. I was used to being a kingpin in schools football in Scotland but here I was just one of the young boys – a small cog in a very big wheel with very distant hopes of getting to the top.

As a kid on the staff you never got any special treatment, you had to muck in and do jobs that you didn’t really fancy. In the very early days I remember saying to my dad, ‘I don’t think I will be able to do this.’ But he sat me down and said reassuringly, ‘Let’s not be too hasty, son. Give it a chance and if you don’t like it you can always come home. But, one thing, don’t come home with regrets.’ I took his words on board and slowly but surely, the homesickness became less of an issue and I began to settle into a very different way of life in Nottingham.

I even got a job away from football because I think I am right in saying that boys coming down from Scotland had to sign on as amateurs initially. The only way clubs got round the problem was to find them a job and mix that with training. I was assigned – along with Maitland – to a printing works in the Meadows area of the city. It was Temple Printing, whose business was built around producing the matchday programme at Forest but they were also known as a jobbing printer, specialising in short print runs to local firms. They even gave me a bicycle to make deliveries and I had the added bonus of being able to use it to get back to my digs at night.

Barry (‘Baz’), the boss’s nephew, ran the factory and was a Nottingham bloke through and through. I picked up a lot of the local lingo from him . . . and a few choice swear words that I’d not even heard of in Scotland. To be perfectly honest I wasn’t really interested in working there. All I wanted to do was play football and couldn’t get my head round the fact that I was ending up in a printing works every afternoon after training. I got on the wrong side of Baz on a lot of occasions and more than once he said to me, ‘You think work is a dirty word, don’t you?’

While I was at Temple I made a very good friend called Trevor Waldran. We hit it off straight away. Like me, he became a massive fan of Bryan Ferry and Roxy Music. I’ve always liked my music and I don’t think I was terribly popular with other lads in the digs who didn’t share my taste, particularly when it came to Roxy Music.

Trevor became a really good mate but sadly his life ended early in tragic circumstances. First of all he was the only survivor in a huge car crash that killed three people in Clifton on the outskirts of Nottingham but then he lost his life in another car accident not long afterwards . . . terrible. In the time that I knew him Trevor helped me get used to life in Nottingham and he helped me come to terms with the homesickness I had.

When I joined the full-time staff I was in digs with Bernice and Doug Johnson, who were a really friendly couple who did everything to help us settle in. They actually went on to run the club hostel and I moved in there with Duncan McKenzie, Bill Styles, Dave Serella, Jimmy McCaffrey, Melvyn Johnson and Jimmy McCann and we had some good times together as we set about trying to get down to the serious business of proving ourselves good enough to have a career in the game.

As young apprentices we were not around the first team scene much but we did get to clean their boots, which was a normal task for the young kids in those days. I wasn’t into the mundane sort of jobs but when you are cleaning mud off boots worn by the likes of Jim Baxter and Joe Baker, it’s no great hardship.

Being a Scotsman who lived and breathed football, the name Baxter meant something special to me. I was brought up as a Rangers fan and Baxter, a legendary figure north of the border, was one of my heroes. He was known as ‘Slim Jim’ Baxter during his marvellous days with Glasgow Rangers, had a wonderful left foot and his natural talent stood comparison with anyone. By the time I saw him at Forest he had been at Sunderland and had certainly lost some of the slimness but even though his best days were behind him I was still gobsmacked to be at the same club as him. When we spoke he was a perfect gent, had no edge and was just very pleasant.

In football terms he was right at the top of the tree when he was at his best and Baker had attracted the same kind of adulation at Forest where he was a cult figure with supporters who idolised his every move.

At the age of 15 I used to think I knew what made a good player but in reality I hadn’t a clue. My game was all about having a bit of a dribble and trying to go past people but I didn’t understand back then about what it took, for example, to be a centre-forward with your back to goal and being kicked from pillar to post while you held up play for your team-mates to join in. A lot of the game’s terminology was a foreign language to me and when I heard things shouted on the training ground I couldn’t help but laugh at times. When somebody first shouted, ‘Get back,’ at me, I thought they were referring to an old Beatles record; the only tackle I knew was in fishing and I thought work rate meant that somebody wasn’t being paid enough. I must admit I’ve made the odd reference to things like that when I’ve done the occasional after-dinner speech.

For the most part we were well away from first team players and apart from the boot room, the nearest we got to them was cleaning out the toilets and showers they used in the dressing-room. Dave Serella was working in there one day – he was cleaning the bath area, which contained one of those big communal football baths that you don’t see these days – while I was cleaning out the main dressing-room area. I asked if I could borrow his water bucket and Dave’s only comment was, ‘Make sure you bring it back.’ Predictably, I didn’t so Dave, who was not very happy, taught me a lesson by squeezing his mop out all over the area I was cleaning. There was water everywhere and it wasn’t even clean water. It didn’t end there, we carried on a stand-up argument and I said something like, ‘If you want to land me one, go on and do it.’ Dave was a centre-half, was a fair bit bigger than me and didn’t need a second invitation. He smacked me one across the face and I suppose I deserved it.

The upshot of that little disagreement was that Dave and I, who had not had that much to do with each other apart from sharing digs in the hostel, became really big friends – and have remained so right through to this day. As well as being a really good mate he used to specialise in the unexpected in his earlier years. On one occasion he clambered up one of the pylons at The City Ground and swung off it with one hand, gorilla-style. In another barmy act he decided he would suspend himself from Trent Bridge, which is a Nottingham landmark and a place where a number of people have committed suicide in the past. Dave just wanted to have a laugh and climbed over the side of the bridge and clung on to a ledge with the water flowing beneath. Fortunately, he came away unscathed from both incidents but his stunts could easily have gone horribly wrong.

Us lads in the youth team were no more than 15 or 16 and used to play in a Thursday league where we were up against men, but it was a great experience and certainly helped us grow up quickly. We also played ‘A’ team football – Len Beaumont, a former Forest player who is sadly no longer with us, used to run the side – on a Saturday morning and then had to report to The City Ground when there was a home match to help out in the dressing-room area.

And five matches into the 1968–69 season, on 24 August to be exact, there was an incident at The City Ground when there was literally no smoke without fire. Forest were playing Leeds United in the First Division and were drawing 1–1 when smoke started appearing from the Main Stand. It didn’t seem much of an issue at the time and to be perfectly honest there wasn’t a great deal of concern initially. There couldn’t have been because Dermot O’Shea, who was one of the other groundstaff lads, and I were told to go into the home dressing-room and get the players’ suits and other belongings off the pegs. We were doing that when someone came in to say, ‘Get yourselves out of here now, it could go up.’ And up it went . . . the whole bloody stand! Everyone was ushered out of the Main Stand onto the pitch for safety and from a seemingly innocuous situation, the entire stand was up in flames.

When you think of the terrible disaster that hit Bradford City’s Valley Parade ground in 1985, when 56 people lost their lives and 265 were injured, you look back now and wonder how close the Forest fire came to claiming victims. Thankfully, everyone got out safely and if there were any injuries they were only minor ones.

The match was abandoned at half-time and Forest temporarily played home matches across the river at Meadow Lane while the ground was made secure and the Main Stand later rebuilt. We used to get changed at nearby Trent Bridge cricket ground before training sessions.

It didn’t really affect us youngsters too much but soon afterwards I was making my first appearance for Forest Reserves in the old Central League at the reopened City Ground. I was only 15 at the time so it was a big occasion for me and I couldn’t wait to get going in the match against Manchester City. I played outside-right and was up against Bobby Kennedy, who was quite an experienced full-back, but I looked upon it as a great experience.

We won the game 1–0 and according to the report in the Nottingham Evening Post I did pretty well. I played in the next game, too, against Newcastle United at The City Ground and we won 3–1 and I scored one of the goals, smacking a shot into the roof of the net.

I was pretty pleased with myself at the time and couldn’t wait to call my dad and tell him I had scored but in football terms it was a case of not trying to run before I could walk. I was embroiled in my own future, desperate to play as much as I could and get the chance to impress, but from a Forest point of view we didn’t go through the happiest of periods.

Most people at the club, and certainly the fans, thought Forest would kick on after their marvellous season of 1966–67 when they came so close to winning a trophy. But someone of influence decided that Forest were a selling club and there seemed to be a never-ending trail of top players being prised away to more ambitious rivals. Brian Clough played a significant part in it all, luring the likes of Alan Hinton and Terry Hennessey to The Baseball Ground; Joe Baker was allowed to leave for Sunderland, Peter Grummitt joined Sheffield Wednesday and on the day I made my first-team debut, Henry Newton played his last game before signing for Everton.

I was 17 years and 263 days old when I made my first appearance as a substitute against Blackpool at The City Ground . . . and I don’t mind admitting I was shit scared. I don’t know whether it was the occasion, the fact that I was relatively young or whether my problems of lacking self-belief had come back to the fore. By that time I had been playing regularly for the reserves and thought I was doing OK and might get a look in at some stage but when you get the call it’s always a bit nerve-racking. I found out on the Friday lunchtime that I was substitute. Matt Gillies, who had taken over from Johnny Carey as manager, had named the team and I was on the bench. During the match Paul Richardson, who became one of my rivals for a place in the side, came off and Gillies just said to me, ‘Get on and enjoy yourself.’

I took Paul’s place in central midfield and I was happy about that because it was where I always saw myself playing permanently. I had been a winger but they weren’t fashionable after Sir Alf Ramsey started picking England teams without them and in any event, playing in the middle meant, in theory at least, that you saw more of the ball.

There was a crowd of only 16,618 at the game but it was one hell of an occasion for me and we ended up beating Blackpool 3–1 with goals by Peter Cormack, Barry Lyons and Ronnie Rees.

Newton’s departure to Goodison Park caused another stir among supporters but they had become used to an exodus of the club’s best players by now and at least his sale was tempered by the fact that Tommy Jackson, a Northern Ireland international, was joining us in part exchange. He made his debut in the following match against Coventry at Highfield Road but he was injured in the game and that gave me a chance to make my full debut in a goalless draw with Huddersfield Town at Leeds Road in the next match. But with Jackson fit again to return the game after, I stood down and didn’t get another look in that season. It wasn’t easy to take but I kept telling myself, ‘Robbo, you’re still young and your time will come again.’

My mood wasn’t exactly helped by Tommy Cavanagh, who was a first team coach under both Johnny Carey and Matt Gillies. He wasn’t my cup of tea as a bloke and not one of those people who had any time for putting a comforting arm around young players like me. I didn’t like being anywhere near him. I was a bit run down when I went into training one day and cold sores had broken out all over one side of my face. He just took one look at me and said, ‘You look like a sack of shit!’ I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to react to that but I kept my thoughts to myself, until one day he just went one step too far. He kept nagging away at me and in the end I snapped back at him, ‘What do you want for seven quid a week, fucking Pelé?’

I’m sure Cavanagh used to shout for the sake of shouting at times and he was always ready to explode but I suppose he felt it was his way of trying to get the best out of players. It might have worked for seasoned pros but not for kids; Duncan McKenzie tells the story that Mel Johnson, who, like Duncan, came from Grimsby, was destroyed by Cavanagh’s rants to such an extent that he went home to the east coast, gave up football and became a lorry driver.

One player who went undeterred about his business in a magnificent way was Ian Storey-Moore, who was an established star by that stage. With due respect to the players who represented Forest between the ‘nearly’ season of 1966–67 to the relegation campaign of 1971–72, it was Ian’s goals that kept us in the First Division. I consider myself privileged to have played with him for Forest and what an outstanding player he was. He was skilful, quick, powerful on the ball . . . and could score goals from any position or angle.

Ian was, without doubt, one of the most talented forward players of his generation and it’s amazing for someone bristling with so much ability that he won only one cap in 1970. I remember the game, too. It was against Holland and England won 2–0 and he scored a ‘goal’ with a header but it was disallowed. He picked up an injury that prevented him being selected the next time and amazingly didn’t figure in an England squad again.

He used to wear the No. 11 shirt at Forest but he wasn’t a winger by any stretch of the imagination. He was given a roving role and used to pop up here, there and everywhere and more often than not he made an impact. One goal he scored against Arsenal at The City Ground in the relegation season was one of those once in a lifetime efforts. I don’t know how but someone calculated that he had picked up the ball 74 yards from their goal and just kept going, evading desperate challenges as only he could before thumping the ball home in typical style. It really was an unbelievable effort.

I remember another game earlier in that season when we were 3–1 down to Liverpool at The City Ground and I went on as a substitute for Tommy Jackson. I stood the ball over the top for Ian and although his shooting angle was almost impossible he managed to get his body in the perfect position to score from an acute angle. It was a magnificent strike and owed everything to his individual talent but I used to rib him about how I made the goal for him. In reality he had to perform contortions before producing the superb technique needed to score from the situation he was in.

Ian was one of so many outstanding talents in the game at the time – every club seemed to have players of exceptional skill. Manchester United had George Best, Bobby Charlton and Denis Law; Chelsea had Peter Osgood and Alan Hudson; Kevin Keegan and John Toshack were creating goals and mayhem at Liverpool . . . the list is endless. It was an era of wonderful players, who played the game hard but managed to produce fantastic entertainment.

I’ve always maintained that the Leeds United team of that time was as good as any team the game has known. I felt that if Don Revie had let them off the leash and allowed them to express themselves without dossiers and things, they could have been something extra special. I know they were not everyone’s cup of tea (as Brian Clough never tired of pointing out in the only way he could) but you could not fail to appreciate the talents of players like Johnny Giles, Billy Bremner, Norman Hunter, Eddie Gray, Terry Cooper and all the others.

I remember one day at The City Ground playing against Leeds and Bob McKinlay, who was our coach, told me to follow Giles all over the pitch wherever he went. ‘Stick to him like glue’ was my last instructions before I went onto the field. Anyone who knew me will tell you that man-to-man marking wasn’t my game at all. I did my best to carry out my instructions but after about ten minutes Giles decided he would sort out this little problem. He went and literally positioned himself on the left wing and, true enough, I stood there beside him doing absolutely nothing. I heard him say to Eddie Gray, ‘You go and play midfield Eddie and I’ll stay here.’ And with me and Peter Hindley, who was our right-back, stuck in the same position, Eddie ran the show from the middle of the park. Another lesson learnt the hard way.

As I said, every team had stars and it was imperative that we hung on to our top performer, Storey-Moore, or ‘Muggsy’, as everyone in football knows him. But in March 1972 the player who had almost single-handedly kept Forest in the First Division was on his way out of Nottingham Forest. We all thought he was set to join Derby County, who were managed by Brian Clough and Peter Taylor. They had already snaffled Hinton and Hennessey from The City Ground in pursuit of turning Derby into a major force and getting Muggsy would have been a real coup.

Someone at Forest had given him permission to go and talk to Derby and Cloughie must have thought he had pulled off a master stroke when he agreed terms with Muggsy and Taylor paraded him on the pitch as ‘their new signing’. It was then that Forest, mindful that Manchester United were also interested, called off the deal and Frank O’Farrell, who was manager at Old Trafford, claimed they had agreed a transfer.

For a few days it was crazy as the claims and counter claims went on between Forest, Derby and Manchester but in the end Forest, who were run by committee at the time, called off the transfer to Derby following an emergency meeting. Ian then went on to join United, leaving Cloughie fuming and I can only imagine the fall-out there would have been at The Baseball Ground as he lamented the loss of a player he thought he had got in the bag. For years
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