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Preface

I was the reporter working the night shift for the Yorkshire Post in Leeds on Friday, 26 May 1989, when the news came through that Don Revie had died of the crippling, incurable motor neurone disease with which he had been diagnosed two years earlier.

I had about an hour to make some calls, piece together the salient facts of his life and then file my story, which was obviously destined for the following morning’s front page. Whatever the wider world may have thought about him by then, Revie remained a hero in the eyes of the city to which he had brought so much football fame and success.

It was obvious where to start. Billy Bremner – ‘ten stone of barbed wire’, as one writer once memorably described him – had made his debut for Leeds alongside him at the age of 17, and then, when Revie became manager, had made sure his writ ran large on the pitch as his inspirational captain.

Bremner spoke passionately to me that night about the man who became like a father to him. ‘The Guv’nor was a master tactician, a superb manager. But more important than that, he was a good guy. He was totally honest and fair, and never badmouthed anyone.’

Bobby Collins, Revie’s midfield enforcer in the 1960s, whom Bremner had succeeded as captain, alluded to his empathy with his players, telling me, ‘He got the very best out of them and what’s more he looked after them.’

Then there was Allan Clarke, his goalscorer supreme, a man who tended to let his boots do the talking. His tribute was characteristically concise: ‘Don made Leeds United. It’s as simple as that. I have played for quite a number of managers and he was the best.’

Armed with those quotes and having worked in the obvious biographical details of his career as player and manager, I sent the story off to the subeditors. It was a remarkable night on the sporting front: Arsenal were winning the Football League championship in sensational fashion on the last day of the season, defeating Liverpool at Anfield with a last-minute goal from Michael Thomas.

One line in my piece intrigued me: ‘Don Revie was brought up in Middlesbrough.’ At that time, I was unaware of his connection with the town. Such was the power of his association with Leeds that it seemed to put every other aspect of his life in the shade. As my father’s family came from Middlesbrough, it interested me even more.

Years later, when I turned away briefly from making news programmes for the BBC and delved into the world of football in the 1960s and 1970s, I discovered that another complex, controversial football character had been born only a few streets away from Revie. What’s more, it was none other than Revie’s managerial arch-rival and most outspoken critic – Brian Clough. A story of these two Middlesbrough boys seemed rich in potential.

In Tom Hooper’s compelling film The Damned United (from the book of the same name by David Peace, a fictional account of Brian Clough’s 44-day tenure at Leeds United), there’s a scene in which Clough – played by Michael Sheen – is looking forward to the FA Cup encounter between his own side, lower Second Division Derby County, and Leeds, managed by Don Revie and riding high at the top of the First Division.

Clough muses about the similarities between himself and the more experienced Revie, by way of both their personal lives and their footballing careers. He tells his faithful sidekick Peter Taylor:


We grew up just a few streets apart, you know, in Middlesbrough, close to Ayresome Park. He’ll have known my street, Valley Road. Probably bought sweets from Garnett’s factory, where me dad worked... Best manager in the country, Don Revie. Played for Sunderland, like me, a centre-forward, like me, and England, like me. Peas in a pod, me and Don. Two peas in a bloody pod.



An imagined monologue, but Clough/Sheen’s screen speech is firmly supported by the evidence. They were born a short distance away from each other in Middlesbrough, in 1927 and 1935 respectively, on either side of the town’s (former) Ayresome Park stadium. The historian Richard Overy has described the two decades between the world wars as ‘The Morbid Age’, a period familiarly associated with poverty, unemployment, the slump and the rise of Fascism. Middlesbrough, one of the ‘new towns’ of the Industrial Revolution, was ravaged by the Depression more than most because of its reliance on heavy industries, and Revie and Clough both grew up in a climate where jobs were scarce and life was a perpetual struggle.

One of Revie’s boyhood contemporaries, the journalist Peter Thomas, described his upbringing more evocatively than anyone: ‘His was the harsh background of a Middlesbrough still touched grey and dark by attitudes of Victorian Methodism, where every rich man had his castle and a poor man at his gate.’ Not to be the poor man at the rich man’s door was what drove Revie on throughout his life.

Through talent, desire and determination both of them went on to become highly successful – if not exceptional – professional footballers: Clough flourished as a free-scoring centre-forward for Middlesbrough and Sunderland, Revie usually in a more deep-lying version of the same position at Leicester, Hull, Manchester City, Sunderland and Leeds United.

Both, too, were capped by England – albeit on just a few occasions. Revie marked his debut in October 1954 with a goal against Northern Ireland; he went on to win six caps. Clough’s first game came five years later against Wales; he played only once more, and in neither game did he display anything like his true potential.

Then, as young managers in the early (Revie) and late (Clough) 1960s, they both took clubs languishing in the doldrums (Leeds United and Derby County) and moulded them into championship winners.

So much similarity, then, in background, career path and achieve-ment. But peas in a pod? Emphatically not. These two sons of the Tees had little else in common, and were as different in character as Richard Nixon and John F. Kennedy. A bitter rivalry developed between them, which in turn enlivened and then arguably blighted English football in the late 1960s and early 1970s as their sides fought it out for the major honours.

After Clough had made another of his barbed comments about Leeds when he was Derby manager, it prompted this unusual response from a normally reticent Revie: ‘Clough is the last man I would like to be stranded with on a desert island.’ The feeling was almost certainly mutual, and that personal animosity often appeared to spread throughout their respective clubs.

These parallels in their professional lives culminated in the remarkable events of the summer of 1974. Revie, who had just led Leeds to another First Division title, decided to leave the club he had nurtured like a family for 13 years to become England manager, after the dismissal of Sir Alf Ramsey. Clough – to the utter disbelief of the football world – succeeded him at Elland Road. Three years later, history repeated itself: when Revie resigned as England manager, one of the four main candidates to be interviewed for his job was one Brian Clough.

Clough, then, was forever following in the footsteps of the older man. To some extent, there was a natural envy on his part of Revie’s achievements and a consequent fierce desire to better him. The two men ran their clubs almost as their own personal fiefdoms, but they held very different views on how the game should be played and the role of football in society; those ideological differences also provide an explanation for the bitter clashes.

Temperamentally, too, they were oceans apart: Clough was an extrovert, a showman who was at home in the bright new world of television in the early 1970s, while Revie all too often – in public, at least – appeared to live up to the caricature of the dour Yorkshireman.

Theirs was a gripping enough story even without being fictionalised or put on the big screen, a tale about passionate, driven, extraordinary characters who stood above and beyond their contemporaries, a rivalry in the classical tradition, one that could have leapt from the pages of Homer or Shakespeare.

Then there was my other reason for wanting to write a book about Revie and Clough. I wanted to explore my background and heritage, because the Hermistons were in the first wave of migrants from other parts of the British Isles who came to help build this frontier town in the early nineteenth century. Some of my ancestors on my father’s side worked in the ironworks at Eston and helped forge Middlesbrough’s pre-eminent place in the Industrial Revolution.

Revie and Clough were outstanding footballers, but my paternal grandfather and father were outstanding local cricketers. My grandfather, Robert Nelson Hermiston, captained Normanby Hall in the 1930s and 1940s, scoring several centuries and thousands of other runs in an aggressive yet elegant style, so much so that he once moved a correspondent on the North-Eastern Gazette to write (in an account of a match against Darlington): ‘Hermiston has the stamp which puts a batsman into the aristocracy, and would score more runs than he does were it not for a certain casualness of stroke which is often suddenly and quite unexpectedly his undoing.’ He was also a choir conductor and a church worker and taught in Middlesbrough schools for 35 years.

My father, Stanley Thomas Hermiston, was born in 1927, the same year as Don Revie. He, too, was an excellent cricketer, and after he left the North-East in the 1950s to find employment in Cumberland he captained his local side, Egremont, to numerous successes, while he himself consistently topped the county batting averages.

My book, then, in its early chapters at least, will have a third character, the town of Middlesbrough itself, a town that invented itself almost out of nowhere and fashioned generations of resourceful individuals with a fierce desire to make something special of their lives, men like Don Revie and Brian Clough – and my grandfather and father.

The book will trace events from Sunday, 10 July 1927 in Bell Street, Middlesbrough, when Donald Revie was born on an exceptionally hot summer’s day, and it will finish half a century later in the chill of a December morning in 1977 with Brian Howard Clough coming down the steps of the Football Association’s headquarters in Lancaster Gate, west London, having completed the interview for his great rival’s job.

Fifty years, then, during which British society underwent profound change, through depression, growing material benefits and choice, war, austerity, increasing prosperity, sexual liberation and finally back to a grim economic climate and a more disturbed, apparently fractured society in the 1970s. Half a century of revolution in football, too, when the rewards for playing and managing at the top level became greater but the divide between the supporter – the working man – and his idols grew wider.

The lives of Don Revie and Brian Clough were, to a certain extent, shaped similarly by their experience of the harsher decades of the 1930s and 1940s. But, 30 years later, all that shared experience counted for nothing as the game of soccer was tugged and twisted in different directions while they fought for influence and achievement. At times, it seemed like an all-out battle for the soul of British football.




Prologue

16 September 1958

Don Revie left Sunderland’s Roker Park stadium shortly after 6 p.m. on Tuesday, 16 September 1958 with 15 hours to make a decision that would have the most profound consequences for his professional career and personal life. At the age of 31, with time running out on his playing days, he knew he had to get it right.

He’d just been set a deadline of 9 a.m. on Wednesday to decide whether to leave Sunderland and make the 25-mile journey south to join Middlesbrough, his home-town club, the side he had dreamed of playing for ever since, as a young boy, he’d first listened to the roars of acclaim for a George Camsell goal as he stood in the alleyway behind his home in Bell Street.

Revie disliked deadlines, the pressure to make instant decisions. He was by nature a cautious, meticulous man, who liked to consider, prepare and then make a judgement when everything was firmly settled in his mind.

But for Middlesbrough the courtship was over; they’d pursued their man over several weeks, and now they demanded an answer. In the hour-and-a-half meeting they’d had with him on Tuesday afternoon, they had once more spelled out their admiration for his footballing skills, their vision of how he could help transform the fortunes of their side and their assurances for his financial security.

The Middlesbrough manager, Bob Dennison, and secretary Eric Thomas had impressed him with their enthusiasm and their ambition. There was a clear suggestion, too, that a new house in the area would be part of the financial package. Sunderland had told him that they wouldn’t stand in his way, and a fee of around £12,000 had been agreed.

When he was growing up in Middlesbrough, playing his football first at Archibald School then later as a developing teenager for the Boro Swifts side, Revie had no desire to look beyond his native town for a professional career. He was desperate to follow in the footsteps of the forwards he’d idolised, pestered for autographs and watched in wonder on a Saturday afternoon: Camsell, Micky Fenton, Wilf Mannion, great players with flair, imagination and personality. But Leicester City had won the race for his signature, and his career had followed a far different path from that which he’d envisaged as a young, starry-eyed boy.

He was used to change; even before he’d joined Sunderland in November 1956, he’d called himself ‘Soccer’s Happy Wanderer’ (the title of his autobiography), as his search for the best place to display his talents had taken him from Leicester to Hull City and then on to Manchester City.

Now, he was starting to feel, it might be time to move once more. On a personal level, there wasn’t much that was wrong with his life. He lived conveniently in a house not far from Sunderland’s training ground at Cleadon; his wife, Elsie, had settled into a teaching job in a nearby village, while his young son Duncan was growing up happily.

But as far as the football was concerned, it was an entirely different matter. When he’d first arrived at Roker Park, the side had boasted players of the calibre of Len Shackleton, George Aitken, Billy Bingham and Ray Daniel. True, they were all in the latter stages of their careers, but there was enough quality there, apparently – and with fresh talent coming through from the youth section – to ensure that the club maintained its proud record of First Division status before moving on to bigger and better things.

It wasn’t to be. Relegation was narrowly avoided at the end of the 1956–57 season, while a greater calamity was taking place away from the pitch. A Football Association inquiry had found Sunderland – known as the ‘Bank of England’ club as a result of its spending in the transfer market – guilty of making illegal payments to players. Sunderland’s charismatic chairman, Bill Ditchburn, along with director Bill Martin, were permanently banned from the game; two other directors were suspended sine die. The club was fined a record £5,000, and manager Bill Murray £200; Murray, a broken man, left the club in June 1957.

For Revie, the problem wasn’t the scarring of the club’s reputation; it came in the form of Murray’s replacement, Alan Brown. Revie could appreciate that Brown had an inventive tactical mind, and there were aspects of his style of management – his closeness to the players, his continual chivvying and coaxing of them, his values of openness and honesty – that he would acknowledge as being of benefit to the side. Indeed, as he always did, he would watch, absorb and store away information that might be of use to him if he was to pursue a managerial career of his own.

No, the problem was that Brown had made it clear, fairly early on, that Revie wasn’t going to be part of his plans. And after relegation to Division Two followed in 1958, Brown opted for the energy of youth to restore Sunderland’s glory. He instituted a style of play that was complete anathema to Revie, placing the emphasis on hard running, chasing and harrying rather than letting the ball do the work.

For Revie, running twenty yards and then passing the ball five made absolutely no sense; for him, it was far more rewarding just to run five and then pass the ball effectively over twenty yards. Too often now, training was just a grind, a triumph of sweat over skill.

There was a personal antipathy that accompanied the differing footballing philosophies and went beyond the resentment Revie felt at being made surplus to requirements. Deep down, he just didn’t like the man.

So, shortly after the start of the 1958–59 season, Revie had asked to be placed on the transfer list. The team had made a dreadful start in the first month and soon found themselves languishing at the foot of the table. As he returned home that Tuesday evening to talk things over with Elsie, Revie was thinking, from a footballing point of view, wouldn’t Middlesbrough be a much better bet?

He ran through the pluses and minuses. Yes, Boro had a creaky defence, with a relatively untried goalkeeper in Peter Taylor and a group of defenders who may have had experience but lacked reliability. At least Sunderland had a gifted young centre-half in Charlie Hurley, who promised to be the bedrock of their defence for many years to come.

No, it was the prospect of linking up with Middlesbrough’s exciting young forward line that was making Revie think long and hard about a move. Bob Dennison – a decent man of equitable temperament, as far as he could make out, far removed from the forceful and volatile Alan Brown – had emphasised that he wanted Revie to be the old head that would guide his gifted young forwards towards maturity. Dennison had assured him that he would be accommodated in the deep-lying role in which he revelled and which best suited his playing style.

So who would be the recipient of his long, sweeping passes from the middle of the field? On the right wing, 21-year-old Billy Day had already shown he possessed a nerveless temperament, excellent close control, speed and accuracy with his crosses. On the left, Revie was aware of the precocious talent of Leeds-born Eddie Holliday, still only 19 but in many people’s eyes destined for international honours.

In the middle, Alan Peacock’s height, strength and bravery were making him an increasing handful for defenders. Not yet 21, what Revie liked about him – from the little he’d seen and from what others had told him – was Peacock’s unselfishness, his willingness to provide opportunities for better-placed colleagues, his vision in and around the 18-yard box.

Then there was Brian Clough. At the beginning of the season, the 23-year-old centre-forward had been made captain of Middlesbrough, an appointment that had raised many eyebrows, not just because of his relative youth but also because of his aggressive, self-confident – some said arrogant – character.

But in just seven games this season, Clough had scored twelve goals (five of them coming in the opening game against newly promoted Brighton) and led his side to four victories. In the previous two campaigns, he’d hit the back of the net a staggering eighty-two times.

If Revie was to believe that his time at Middlesbrough could be fruitful, he would have to be convinced that he could forge a good working relationship not only with Dennison but also with the young Boro captain. Loud, abrasive types – as he’d learned to his cost with Alan Brown – clashed with his more introverted, thoughtful personality, upsetting his equilibrium and his game.

Nonetheless, he found the prospect of playing with such a natural goalscorer quite enticing. He could help maintain, and hopefully improve, Clough’s ration of goals by setting wingers Day and Holliday free through his penetrating long balls out to the flanks; they in turn would provide the crosses for Clough and Peacock to convert in the penalty box. Equally, he could envisage himself supplying incisive through-balls for Clough to race onto and crash into the net with his characteristically fierce, low drives.

Although he’d never walked out at Ayresome Park in the red and white of Boro, he did have fond memories of his appearances at the ground for Manchester City six years previously. He’d scored one goal with a ‘grand shot’ – as one writer had quaintly put it – in the 2–2 draw in March 1952 and then, six months later, a couple of opportunist efforts in a pulsating 5–4 defeat before a crowd of more than thirty thousand. A hugely superstitious man, he deemed the Middlesbrough stadium to be one of his ‘lucky’ arenas.

Those were some of the thoughts that swirled around his head as he made his way home to Cleadon that evening. In 24 hours’ time, he would either be lining up with his new teammates at Ayresome Park to face Rotherham, playing on the ground just a few hundred yards from where he had been born and brought up, or he would be taking the field with his Sunderland teammates at Hillsborough for a difficult match against league leaders Sheffield Wednesday.

Revie was aware of one other club that might be interested in his services. Leeds United were not a household name in the game, but the presence in their side of the colossus John Charles had made them a force to be reckoned with in Division One. In the last season, however, Charles had departed to Juventus for £65,000, a record transfer fee for a British player, and the team had slumped from seventh to seventeenth in the table. Revie still felt his football warranted a place in the top league, so he wasn’t prepared to dismiss Leeds’ interest – at this stage, only tentative – out of hand.

The local press were intensely interested in his decision. Subeditors at the Northern Echo had already put their back page to bed; the headline in the morning would read ‘Revie’s 9am Call May Help Put Boro’ Back in Division 1’. ‘Mandale’, the pseudonymous writer of the piece, declared optimistically: ‘If Revie’s answer is “yes”, he will return to his native town riding on the wave of soccer enthusiasm which is likely to promote the sound of clicking turnstiles for tonight’s match with Rotherham.’

Fifteen hours, then, before Revie would pick up the phone to Bob Dennison. Could it possibly be a triumphant homecoming? Or was it a mistake to retrace your steps, in life and in football? His heart said the former, but his head remained to be convinced. He needed stability at this point in his career, and he pondered long and hard about whether that would be possible at Middlesbrough.

In particular, his thoughts turned back to Clough. Could the young captain’s ambition and drive provide the spark to reignite his own halting career? Or would Clough’s blunt, cocky nature disturb and disrupt his ordered playing style?

As he entered his front door, he was beginning to think he knew what his decision would be. But first he had to talk it over with Elsie.


Chapter 1



‘An Infant Hercules’

Pity poor Middlesbrough. Conceived in a hurry in the late 1820s, this unadorned child of the Industrial Revolution has always suffered in comparison with the rest of its North-East family, especially its older, fairer cousins Newcastle and Durham.

Many outside observers peering in on the town in the 1930s – when Brian Clough was born and Don Revie was growing up – too often judged it on its aesthetic, rather than human, value. Writers of both fact and fiction invariably depicted Middlesbrough either as some kind of smoking, clanging urban hell or – if in slightly more understanding vein – as merely a desperate, somewhat coarse place overwhelmed by the misery of the Depression.

To catch the prevailing view, look no further than J.B. Priestley and George Orwell. Contrasting figures of the literary left, both were then carving out reputations as perceptive chroniclers of the country’s social condition.

Priestley passed through Middlesbrough in 1933 for English Journey, his state-of-the-nation book following a pilgrimage through town and countryside, and you might perhaps have expected a fellow Yorkshireman to offer the place some sympathy. Not a bit of it. Pronouncing it to be a ‘vast, dingy conjuring trick’, he went on to ram the verbal boot home:


It is a dismal town, even with beer and football. Not long ago I wrote an article in which I attacked a certain industrial town, which I did not name, for its miserable appearance and lack of civilised gaiety. The actual town I was describing was not Middlesbrough, was not even in the same part of the country. But at once an official of that town angrily protested in the local paper against my writing in such a fashion about Middlesbrough. I did not tell him that I had not had Middlesbrough in mind at all. If the cap fits, I thought, let them all wear it.



George Orwell didn’t visit the town as he made his way up north to Lancashire in 1936 to write The Road to Wigan Pier, his unromantic depiction of working-class life. But in Orwell’s novel Keep the Aspidistra Flying, Philip Ravelston, the well-off Marxist publisher, muses about the plight of Middlesbrough and imagines that ‘the unemployed huddle in frowzy beds, bread and marg and milkless tea in their bellies’.

To be fair to Orwell, Ravelston’s social conscience is clearly troubled by his vision. ‘What of the real poor?’ he asks. ‘What of the unemployed in Middlesbrough, seven in a room on twenty-five bob a week? When there are people living like that, how dare one walk the world with pound notes and cheque-books in one’s pocket?’

Orwell and Priestley no doubt embellished these views of the town, for their very different ends; to leave a lasting impact on the page, it is arguably far more profitable to caricature than to analyse soberly. The reality of living and growing up in Middlesbrough in the 1930s was somewhat different – and a little brighter – than their stark assessments. But what was undoubtedly true was that in those days the range of career options open to young working-class men like Revie and Clough were severely limited.

There used to be a saying in the North-East, almost certainly invented around then, that if you whistled down a pit, up would pop a fast bowler. In the footballing world, substitute bowler for centre-half or centre-forward and the same aphorism would apply. The area teemed with talented young boys, eager to embrace their sporting heritage and escape a life of manual labour that was the norm for many.

Nowhere was that more the case than Middlesbrough, where, after the First World War, a succession of gifted working-class footballers emerged to represent both club and country. George Camsell, a powerful and prolific centre-forward, was one, George Hardwick, ‘Gentleman George’, stylish left-back and captain of England, another, and the incomparable inside-forward Wilf Mannion, the ‘Golden Boy’ of Teesside, was the cream of the crop.

Mannion is the only Middlesbrough player to have been inducted into English football’s exclusive Hall of Fame. But there are two Middlesbrough men who have made it there as managers, and if you’d picked up a loudhailer around the area of the Ayresome Park stadium in the 1930s and 1940s and summoned them both, they might just have come running.

Later on in their careers, the gulf between Don Revie and Brian Clough would seem as wide as the River Tees. But when they were growing up in Middlesbrough, the geographical distance between them was small; indeed, they were just a brisk walk from each other’s front door. If you make the journey east to west across town from Clough’s birthplace at 11 Valley Road, in Grove Hill, to Revie’s home at 20 Bell Street, in the Ayresome area, it’ll take you about 15 minutes.

Of course, neither boy made that exact walk; now if they had done, that would be a story to beat all stories. They were of a different generation: Revie was born on 10 July 1927, and Clough followed just under eight years later on 21 March 1935. But to step out on that route is not just to sense the physical closeness of young Don and young Brian as they grew up in Middlesbrough but also to appreciate how their shared environment shaped them. It’s also as good a way as any to get a feel for the history of this remarkable town.

* * *

The journey begins at No. 11 Valley Road. A green plaque on the wall outside the 1920s semi-detached council house reassures you that you’ve come to the right place. It reads: ‘International Footballer and Football Manager Brian Clough was born here on 21st March 1935. He was associated with Middlesbrough Football Club at Ayresome Park from 1951 to 1961.’

The Grove Hill estate, of which Valley Road was part, was built in an area that, a century earlier, would have been countryside. Most of the Victorian gentry who lived in or near Middlesbrough had their residences here. Valley Road is on the site of the original Marton Grove Farm, which comprised a large farmhouse and a clutch of other dwellings.

Rewind another hundred years or so to 1728, and two miles south of Clough’s home lies the birthplace of Captain Cook, explorer, navigator, cartographer. He was born in the village of Marton, well before Middlesbrough even existed – but it hasn’t stopped the locals claiming him as the town’s most famous son because of his geographic proximity.

But back to the 1930s, and those three-bedroomed council houses on tree-lined Valley Road would have had a fresh, optimistic feel for the Cloughs and other families, an escape from the privations of the back-to-back terraces that dominated vast swathes of Middlesbrough.

If you step out of the front gate of No. 11 and turn right down the street, you’re just 150 yards away from Clairville Common. Back in the 1940s, the Clough brothers would be out there playing football most nights of the week, providing the weather was fine. In those days, there were two cinder football pitches on which some of the leading local sides used to train. Amongst those teams were South Park Rovers, a nursery club for Doncaster Rovers, and Middlesbrough Swifts, who similarly supplied talent for Leicester City.

Young Brian Clough would practise balancing a ball on his feet in the front garden of 11 Valley Road. But when he stepped out to watch football on the common, he would have appreciated the skills of the teenage boys holding their own with the older players in the Rovers and Swifts sessions. Is it too much of a flight of fancy to imagine that, at the age of seven, he cast an admiring glance towards a lean fourteen-year-old playing on the wing for the Swifts, showing an early awareness of how to find space on a crowded pitch and exhibiting good passing skills?

It’s not an utterly improbable thought. Certainly Don Revie was playing quite often for the Swifts on Clairville Common in those wartime days, and the impressionable young Clough would have picked up some footballing ideas from the likes of him and a multitude of other talented young players.

But the journey has barely begun. Continue down Valley Road, and then, at the roundabout, turn left into Park Road South. You’ll quickly pass the fire station, formerly a site for houses back in the 1950s; Clough’s Middlesbrough and England teammate Eddie Holliday, the flying winger, used to live there, just round the corner from his colleague in the forward line.

The feeling of relative affluence on Park Road South, where the trim 1930s detached homes all have sizeable front gardens, derives from its position opposite one of the glories of Middlesbrough: Albert Park.

Strictly speaking, if you took the quickest route to Don Revie’s home, you would continue in a straight line down Park Road South. But it’s far more pleasurable to cross the road, step away from any traffic and breathe in the fresh air of 70 acres of open, green space.

The man who finished runner-up in a council poll of influential Middlesbrough figures (Captain Cook was first, Clough fourth and Revie nineteenth) was responsible for the creation of this Victorian splendour. Henry Bolckow, ironmaster, was one of the great figures of the Industrial Revolution, the town’s first mayor and also its first MP. He recognised that the area needed a ‘green lung’ to ease the plight of the burgeoning industrial population he had substantially helped to create with his discovery of iron ore in the nearby Cleveland Hills.

Bolckow was a man with a strong sense of civic duty. His ‘People’s Park’ was duly opened on 11 August 1868 by 19-year-old Prince Arthur, the third son and seventh of the nine children of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, and it was named after his late father. In his speech on opening the park, the young prince said Bolckow had ‘stood by the side of the iron cradle in which Middlesbrough was rocked, and had watched over the child with care as it grew’.

Brian Clough would have entered Albert Park from Park Vale Road, running next to Clairville Common, over a little wooden bridge running over Marton West Beck, and then headed straight up the bank towards the bandstand, with a children’s play area and boathouse on his right. Another right turn and he would pass the roller-skating rink, which dates back to the 1940s, and from there, he’d reach the central tree-lined thoroughfare that traverses the middle of the park.

Soon you’ll observe a bust of Henry Bolckow himself, followed by a memorial to those who lost their lives in the Boer War, before you encounter a seven-foot bronze statue of a very familiar figure.

The sculpture of Clough, which cost £65,000 to make, was unveiled on 16 May 2007. It depicts the young footballer, in his mid-20s, on the way to training at Ayresome Park, boots slung over his left shoulder, face looking intently ahead with the hint of a smile, clearly a spring in his step, with right heel off the ground and left foot in the air.

Clough spent many hours in the park as a boy with his brothers and sisters, but tennis had to be his sport here, as kicking a football around with any serious intent was forbidden. Later, as a young professional footballer, it was the perfect early-morning walk to the stadium just a few minutes away.

You pass the Victorian clock and cannon, then the sundial (which, on a sunny day, tells the time in Middlesbrough, Melbourne and New York), and you eventually reach the front gates of the park. Pass the cenotaph and the Dorman Museum, cross Linthorpe Road, and you’re on Ayresome Street and heading for the stadium, just as Clough would have done in the 1950s.

But there’s one more significant landmark before you walk a few hundred yards down Ayresome Street, with its tightly packed terrace houses, to the football ground. Rea’s Café, on the corner – now the site of a pawnbroker and jeweller – was a vibrant social centre back in the 1950s, a popular meeting place for young men and women because of the quality of its coffee and ice cream. Especially popular, too, for courting couples, because of the seclusion afforded by the separate booths along the length and breadth of the establishment.

It was to here that Middlesbrough footballers naturally gravitated after training, and it was in this place that Brian Clough met his future wife, Barbara, the introduction having been made by Clough’s more gregarious colleague, Italian-born goalkeeper Rolando Ugolini.

Continue down Ayresome Street, turn left into Warwick Street, and you’ll reach the entrance to a relatively new 60-home Wimpey development – on the site of the famous old football stadium.

Ayresome Park, scene of a thousand great footballing memories from the aforementioned Camsell, Hardwick, Mannion, Clough and the more modern-day heroes such as Maddren and Juninho, was demolished in 1995 when Middlesbrough Football Club decided to move to the glamorous, new Riverside Stadium down by the docks. Fans bemoaned the passing of the great ground, but those inner-city stadiums, set amongst packed, narrow streets, had become an anachronism and allowed no room for expansion.

Nonetheless, as your journey takes you through the estate, along The Turnstile, into The Midfield and finally into The Holgate (named after Middlesbrough’s kop end), you wonder whether there’s nothing more to remember the old ground by than a clutch of street names. But if you advance slowly and keep a sharp eye about you, you’ll spy a number of references to Ayresome Park; it’s like an old-fashioned treasure hunt.

First, there’s a pair of cast-iron football boots situated at the exact place where the centre spot was marked out each Saturday. Further on, a bronze football marks the old penalty spot, while the nearby goalposts are commemorated by a sculpture of a child’s coat slung over a railing. There’s little by way of actual preservation, but the old back wall of the Holgate End – together with the section where the pie stall was located – has been kept for posterity.

But the jewel in the crown of this open-air ‘museum’ is to be found just outside the front door of one of the houses in The Holgate. There, embedded in the lawn, is a curious little sculpture fashioned by South African-born artist Neville Gabie. It’s a set of cast-iron stud marks in the shape of the boot of North Korean footballer Pak Doo Ik, and it marks the spot of one of Ayresome Park’s most romantic moments.

It happened at 8.10 p.m. on 19 July 1966, when Pak Doo Ik, for one fleeting moment, became the most famous footballer in the world when he drove the ball home from 15 yards, the only goal of the game, to knock haughty Italy out of the World Cup and send the North Koreans – amazingly – into the quarter-finals. Nineteen thousand were there on that remarkable night, but many thousands more have claimed to have been present as the years go by, and the legendary moment remains forever etched on the collective memory of the town. It’s also still lodged very firmly in the minds of the North Koreans, who have been back to visit and have made the spot one of their National Heritage sites.

Barely have you left Mr Wimpey than you get to meet Mr Barratt. The old Middlesbrough General Hospital, at the end of Ayresome Street with the main entrance on Ayresome Green Lane, was a massive building stretching over many acres and had a proud history of tending to the town’s sick. Seven years ago it was pulled down and a spanking new Barratt development put up in its place, catering for first-time buyers and young families.

It will perhaps, by now, come as no surprise to learn the names of the streets on this estate: Camsell Court, Maddren Way and Clough Close – three generations of Middlesbrough footballers. The town and the game seem inextricably linked.

You’re nearing the end of the journey, as the Barratt development is just a couple of minutes from the Revie home. At the end of Ayresome Street, you’ll quickly cross a pedestrian bridge over the busy Newport Street, a feeder road for the A66 Middlesbrough bypass, before rejoining Ayresome Green Lane. You’ll see Archibald Primary School on your left, where the young Revie was a pupil, and then it’s just a few yards before you turn right into Bell Street.

Although hemmed in by those two busy roads at the back and front, Bell Street these days has the appearance of being a tranquil little cul-de-sac. Unlike Clough’s house in Valley Road, there’s no plaque on the wall at No. 20; indeed, it’s the one house on the street that seems to have lost its number plate.

In Revie’s day, the little two-up, two-down council houses, built just before the First World War, would have had a uniform look; now, as private dwellings, they have different-coloured front doors, and the odd-numbered homes on the other side of the road have new porches and other embellishments at the front.

But it’s easy to imagine the scene in the 1930s, because the alleyway at the back of the houses remains pretty much the same as it was then, a perfect venue for a cricket wicket or a football pitch for the children in the street.

So, from Clough to Revie, from the bright new homes of the 1930s back to the cramped terraced houses of the 1920s – which is where our story really begins.

* * *

Donald Revie was born at 20 Bell Street, in the Middlesbrough West subdistrict, on Sunday, 10 July 1927, the son of Donald and Margaret Emily (formerly Haston), and a brother for twin sisters Jean and Joyce, who were six years old. His father listed his occupation as ‘joiner (journeyman)’.

The new addition to the family entered the world on a turbulent day – at least in meteorological terms. Over in Europe, the Times’ special correspondent in Berggiesshubel, Germany, reported at least 110 deaths and many villages destroyed after severe storms and flooding on the border with Czechoslovakia. ‘The catastrophe is the worst of its kind that the country can remember,’ he wrote.

Back home, in Middlesbrough, the town had experienced a heatwave. A correspondent for the Evening Gazette painted a vivid picture of ‘Night Life in the Slums’ in the Marsh Road district, not far from the Revie home.


In certain parts of Middlesbrough, people cannot sleep on hot nights. Driven from their small, overcrowded and badly ventilated houses by the stifling heat, men, women and children may be seen sitting on the doorsteps, or wandering aimlessly around the streets.

Virtually every doorstep and window sill was occupied. Women wrapped in shawls were gossiping; half-clad children were crying; gangs of young men lounged around the street corners.

In some of the four-roomed houses, two families may be living. It does not appear to be the custom in this part to open the window at night-time. A large percentage of the windows are jammed and refuse to be opened. Ventilation is not good. Hot fumes, gasses and smoke from the neighbouring works pollute the atmosphere.



The Revies and other residents of Bell Street didn’t live in quite the poverty experienced by those families described in that report, whose homes were half a mile north on the route from Linthorpe Road to Marsh Road near the railway station.

Nonetheless, their two-up, two-down terraced houses made for basic living – even more cramped if inhabited by a large family, like the Revies’ neighbours, the Rhucrofts, at No. 28, who packed seven children into the bedrooms upstairs. Many households, too, regarded the front room downstairs – or the ‘parlour’ – as fit to be used only for high days and holidays, thus squeezing most activity into the kitchen and two bedrooms upstairs.

Mavis Barwick – then Longstaff – lived along the street from the Revies at No. 40 during the 1930s. ‘We didn’t have a bathroom – we brought in the tin bath from the back shed into the kitchen once a week. We washed in the sink in the kitchen, and of course our meals were cooked there. We did everything in that room! We had a three-piece suite and a piano in the front room, which was quite chock-a-block. But to me our house seemed quite luxurious, far better than houses further down the town.’

Mavis’s father would become trading manager at the Middlesbrough Co-op and later on, in 1956, mayor of the town. The Revies struggled more than their near neighbours. Don’s father was in work in 1927 as a qualified and skilled joiner but often unemployed in the Depression years that followed. Revie himself painted a bleak, forbidding picture of his early years. In Soccer’s Happy Wanderer, he recalled: ‘Unemployment and its attendant miseries stalked through Teesside in those years. There was no money; precious few toys for the children. My father was among that vast army of unemployed.’ And in a television interview in 1974, he said: ‘We were a very poor family. My father was out of work for two years and had to go looking for odd jobs; my mother had to take the washing in to keep us.’

In a 1975 radio interview, he would reflect more deeply on how his life had been shaped by this tough upbringing:


Yes, I came from a very poor home, but a very warm home. I think poor homes are warm places. I think that when your mother and father can’t afford a pair of football boots for you, they can’t afford a new pair of shoes – possibly only once a year – and all your trousers have to be patched and your pullovers have to be darned, and you’ve got to go to the market on a Saturday night to get the cheap things that are left over at the end of the week in order to live for the next seven days, I think it gives you a bit of strength later on in life.

But I think it also gives you a little bit of insecurity, and I think as you go on in life you always feel that round the corner there’s a pitfall.



Don Revie Sr, in order to qualify for dole, would have had to pass a means test. Public Assistance Committees put the worker’s finances through a rigorous examination, with officials delving into every detail of a family’s income and savings. The Evening Gazette was full of bitter letters from Middlesbrough residents complaining about the intrusiveness of the test and the insensitive manner of the officials who carried it out. Unemployed men and their families felt offended and humiliated by the experience.

Middlesbrough was suffering, but there had been times of plenty. This was a town created by the Industrial Revolution, built up by generations of migrants who flocked from all parts of the country to work in the iron, steel and coal (exporting) industries. In 1801, it had just 4 houses and 25 inhabitants; by 1901, the population had soared to 91,000, and by Revie’s time it was estimated to have reached 130,000.

Victorians had gazed on this frontier settlement, England’s equivalent of the gold-rush towns of Victoria and California in the mid-nineteenth century, with no small wonder and admiration.

In October 1862, WE. Gladstone, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, paid a visit to Middlesbrough and famously described it thus: ‘This remarkable place, the youngest child of England’s enterprise... It is an infant, gentlemen, but it is an infant Hercules.’

The romantic language didn’t end there. Around that time, one writer said Middlesbrough occupied a unique position, not just in this country, but around the world. His description of its role was euphoric, almost overwhelming in its lyricism.


The iron it supplies furnishes railways to Europe; it runs by Neapolitan and Papal dungeons; it startles the bandit in his haunts in Cilicia; it streaks the prairies of America; it stretches over the plains of India; it surprises the Belochees; it pursues the peggunus of Gangotri. It has crept out of the Cleveland Hills, where it has slept since the Roman days, and now, like a strong and invincible serpent, coils itself round the world.



But the heavy industries – steel, shipbuilding, engineering – that were the lifeblood of Middlesbrough were the ones hit hardest when the Wall Street Crash of October 1929 set off a ten-year economic slump that affected all advanced Western countries.

Down on the banks of the Tees, the cranes and the derricks stood idle and the blast furnaces no longer scorched the sky. In the centre of town, the picture was of ‘eerily quiet streets and men wearing cloth caps and dirty white silk chokers, lolling impassively at street corners, by lamp-posts, on walls, or waiting hopelessly in a long, winding line outside the Labour Exchange’.

Working-class Middlesbrough was a town – visibly at least – dominated by men. The demographer Ernest George Ravenstein, back in the 1880s, noted that its ‘rapid growth, the heterogeneous composition of its population, and the preponderance of the male sex, recall features generally credited only to towns of the American West’.

In those small homes on those ‘little brown streets’, however, the wife’s role was crucial. As Lady Florence Bell, wife of Sir Hugh Bell, Middlesbrough’s greatest iron founder, observed in her colourful portrait of the town, ‘The husband’s steadiness and capacity to earn are not more important than the wife’s administration of the earnings.’

When a man became unemployed, he was faced with the problems of a loss of occupation and responsibility, but precisely the opposite difficulty faced his wife. She was called upon to carry out her domestic duties with less money, and in many cases had to find some way of earning money to keep the family.

Margaret Revie had much to do while her husband struggled to find regular work. Helped by her daughters, she would bring in bundles of washing from wealthier families in areas like Acklam and would be paid five shillings a basket to clean them. While she was doing the laundry work, she was keeping No. 20 clean and tidy, and encouraging young Don with his football. Then, on 27 November 1939, aged 50, she died after a struggle with cancer lasting several years.

‘She wanted me to enjoy my sport; and when she died, it was the greatest tragedy of my life,’ Revie recalled. ‘Only a boy who has lost his mother knows what heartache it means.’ Football was the way out of his grief:


My Dad used to leave for work at 7 a.m. My sisters Joyce and Jean went to their employment at 8 a.m. There was no point in me waiting around moodily at home. So from eight o’clock until school opened at 8.45 a.m. I stayed in the school yard, kicking my ball against the school wall. In the dull, grey mornings of winter, flicking that ball against the wall helped to pass the time. I didn’t feel so lonely... I didn’t miss my mother so much.



At home in Bell Street, Revie had no shortage of willing boys – and girls – to help him practise his skills. George Tinsley, at No. 44, provided the first decent football for the youngsters to kick about. Previously, Revie recalled, ‘We couldn’t afford a ball and, as so many youngsters did in those days, I improvised with a bundle of rags tied up in the shape of a football.’

Kathleen Stevens at No. 36 remembers: ‘He was up to mischief, like most boys were, and spent a lot of time kicking a football around at the front of the house. But we used to play plenty of other games; in fact, we were outside all the time, in the alleyway behind the houses, and over at the nearby recreation ground. Marbles, hopscotch – we used to take a can full of water and tie it to the front door of a house. Don would do things like that, too.’

Mavis Longstaff, Kathleen’s best friend, remembers Don as ‘a nice boy, not one of those noisy, tearaway lads... I myself was quite a tomboy in those days, and he used to let me take part in the soccer matches in the alleyway. He was the only one of the boys who let me play – the others weren’t so keen! I think it was the only thing he was really interested in.’

Don’s home was hardly more than a long goalkick away from Middlesbrough’s ground. As he remembered it, ‘The roar of the crowd at Ayresome Park can be heard quite plainly in Bell Street. I grew up with that roar.’

In those days, footballers were authentic working-class heroes. They came from the streets where the spectators lived, travelled on the same buses around town, drank in the same pubs. They didn’t have the money to finance a flamboyant lifestyle; they may have had a little bit more than the people who paid to watch them, but not enough to set them apart and aloof like modern-day players.

Revie recalled waiting patiently at the end of Bell Street for the likes of Wilf Mannion and Micky Fenton to go by on their way to training, hoping for an autograph and a quick word. When he was six, after much pestering, his father started to take him on the ten-minute walk to the stadium to see his heroes in action.

George Scott was brought up in Middlesbrough at the same time as Don Revie. Later, he would become a writer and editor of a small weekly magazine called Truth, which aspired to compete with the likes of The Spectator. In his evocative memoir Time and Place (written in 1956), he remembered the ‘Saturday March’ of the huge crowds that attended the matches in the 1930s, between thirty and fifty thousand – a fifth of the total population of the town – men, women and children:


It was to Ayresome Park that the workless thousands of the Thirties took their anxieties and miseries and lost them in the magnification of the Saturday Match into something more important than the Slump, Hitler, Mussolini, the Spanish War or anything that came under the general heading of Politics.

Some incomprehensible, invincible, malevolent Unknown Power had ordered that their lives should be mean, harsh and wholly unromantic. The romance and adventure which others, some few others, might find in their own work, or in books, in the theatre, or in the pursuit of power, the men on the dole found on the fiercely partisan terraces of Ayresome Park. (Where the women found their outlet God only knows.)



For the young Scott, Ayresome Park was an aggressive arena, where the crowds went to see Middlesbrough win by any methods at all. ‘That football team was their champion against the ugly bully world. The battle was to be fought without quarter and without scruples. The important thing above all else was that the battle should be won.’ He described how the home fans would jeer at any decision taken against ‘The Boro’ and keep up their psychological warfare against the opposing side for the entire 90 minutes. Savage sarcasm was even directed towards a Middlesbrough player who had lost his touch.

But the crowd’s greatest passion and enmity was reserved for Arsenal, a team of remarkable talents representing wealth and privilege.


They came from the soft south, from London, from the city of government where, it was imagined, all social evil was plotted and directed against places like Teesside. The players themselves enjoyed comforts and amenities such as no other club could afford to provide. They carried themselves with pride and played with a stylistic beauty They were fine footballers and had a long history of victory.

All these things combined to inflame the hatred of the Middlesbrough crowd and once I saw hundreds of men climb over the barriers, thrust past the police and pour on to the field intending to do injury to the Arsenal team. This was the final explosion of hatred which more often restricted itself to words or at most the throwing of orange peel, cigarette packets or an occasional bottle.

I still remember this spectacle with feelings of fear and horror. This hatred of Arsenal persists, I believe, even now when full employment and large-scale industrial development have changed Teesside from a wasted and dejected place into one of common prosperity.



Such impressions would have been far from the mind of the young Revie. He would return from the match with images in his mind only of George Camsell, Middlesbrough’s intimidating centre-forward, who combined physical presence with brilliant opportunism and quick acceleration. In the year Revie first went to watch him, he scored 24 goals in 38 games in Division One. ‘I imagined myself in the role of Camsell. I would watch the game with glistening eyes, then come home and play the match all over by myself in the back street, which measured just ten feet across.’

At his school just round the corner, the slight, pale-looking boy was starting to compete on the football field with those several years older than him. At just nine, he was picked for the Archibald School team at outside-right. Later, he would play at inside-left and centre-forward, finishing up as captain of the team.

Hours of practice flicking a ball against the back wall and dribbling it round the iron gratings were beginning to pay dividends. His childhood had been even more difficult than that of most working-class boys of his generation, but his footballing skill had now given him a dream of a brighter future.

* * *

Brian Howard Clough, the sixth child of Joseph and Sarah, known as Sally (formerly Hunter), was born at 11 Valley Road on 21 March 1935, in the Middlesbrough East subdistrict. Joe listed his occupation as ‘sugar boiler’. If the Revie family had endured the worst of the Depression, there was no escaping it for the Cloughs either.

Unemployment was slowing, but nationally it was still in the region of 2.3 million. There was some cause for optimism in the South, where employment levels were starting to rise as low interest rates spurred on a house-building boom, which in turn encouraged a recovery in domestic industry.

In the North, however, especially in Middlesbrough, the land of heavy industry, it was still proving to be a long, slow climb out of the abyss. As young Clough was settling into life in the front bedroom in Valley Road, 250 miles away in the House of Commons a debate about Unemployment and Distressed Areas was taking place.

It was a debate of a quality very rarely seen in Parliament today. The importance of the subject prompted contributions from the likes of Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin, deputy leader of the Labour Party Arthur Greenwood and Stafford Cripps, MP for Bristol East and later Chancellor of the Exchequer.

Also on their feet were two local MPs, who reminded the house – and the nation – that much still needed to be done to alleviate the suffering of the people of Middlesbrough and its neighbours.

Harold Macmillan, Conservative MP for Stockton-on-Tees, who advocated a level of economic planning and state help far beyond what his party colleagues would countenance, acknowledged that the country had, albeit haltingly, begun to turn the corner. But in characteristically colourful language, he issued this warning about neglecting the plight of his constituents:


All the time there is spreading the uneasy feeling that things might be far better still and we might raise our standards much higher. And at the same time over some parts of the country – like the part I represent, where even in the last month we have had not a decrease but an increase in unemployment – there stalks this frightful shadow of long-continued unemployment, and moral and material decay spreads over the whole community.

More and more people, whether employed or unemployed, are feeling that the standards of living are lower than they should be. They say: ‘Why should we tighten our belts in a world of plenty? In a beleaguered city, yes; we share and share alike; but in an open city to starve after the relieving armies have marched in with bands playing and colours flying is not common sense.’



Equally forthright, if not so flamboyant in tone, was Frank Kingsley Griffith, Liberal MP for Middlesbrough West. He suggested there were still 600,000 who had now been out of work for more than six months.


That is a terrible figure and although I freely admit that in Middlesbrough employment is a great deal better than it was and that there has been a substantial improvement, there is still, after the years of suffering through which the locality has passed, a terrible proportion of people, including people whose cases are known to me personally, who have been out of work not for six months but for years. I cannot help feeling that if this problem is merely left to natural development, no ordinary course of revival of trade is going to bring these people back into active work.



If events at home weren’t grim enough, the first drumbeats of war could be heard faintly in the distance. On the day Clough was born, the Daily Mirror’s front page lead story proclaimed ‘Growing Tension Over Europe’, with the news that the French were investing £23 million in new air fighters to counter Hitler’s recent conscription of half a million soldiers.

In Valley Road, Joe Clough had plenty on his plate with five children (his firstborn, Elizabeth, had died of septicaemia aged four) – and there were to be three additions to the family in coming years – to be paying too much attention to newspaper headlines and political debates. He himself had felt the impact of war. As a private in the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry in the First World War, he was shot in the ankle and suffered deafness because of the explosions and heavy gunfire he experienced at close quarters. He was discharged because of the wounds and left with a permanent limp.

Like many men on Teesside, Joe had been able to find work with ICI at Billingham. If the old industries continued to suffer, the newer, chemical industry was going from strength to strength. In 1934, Billingham became a centre for plastics manufacturing; a few years later, there would be renewed demand for the production of its synthetic ammonia, for explosives.

Eventually, though, Joe settled into work at Garnett’s sweet factory, near Ayresome Park stadium, first as a sugar boiler, later as foreman. He was a keen football fan, and he would make sure that the likes of Wilf Mannion and George Hardwick didn’t go short of treats.

Joe was a quiet, placid man at home but also a strict enforcer of discipline when he needed to be. ‘You never answered back at home,’ Brian’s brother Joe junior recalled. ‘Our mam had a saying “not on the head”, but we could be hit anywhere else. Dad certainly did, and he had big bony hands, so his whack was pretty hard and would leave a mark.’

However, the reality was that the Clough household – in common with very many large, working-class families in the north of England – was essentially matriarchal. It was his mother, Sally – or Sal, as she was known – who really ran day-to-day affairs, as well as moulding the characters of her children. Clough adored her.


She turned that little house into a palace. The front step was scrubbed regularly. I remember how she was so proud of her net curtains and the fact that she managed to keep the same stair carpet for thirty years.

Sunday was the only day of the week we were allowed into what we called ‘the other room’ – that’s where the piano was kept and that was the day the whole family gathered round while Mam played and we sang along, songs like ‘Come on to my house – I’m going to give you everything’. And she did.



Thrift, cleanliness, politeness, discipline and loyalty: these were the values and virtues Joe and Sally instilled in their children. Clough had no doubt about their effect on him:


Anything I have achieved in life has been rooted in my upbringing. Some might have thought No. 11 Valley Road, the end of the terrace, was just another council house, but to me it was heaven. Growing up in a hard-working, often hard-up home I was as happy as a pig in the proverbial.



Such was the reverence Clough accorded his mother that years later, in the front room of his home in Quarndon, Derbyshire, visitors would see her mangle, from those Valley Road days, occupying a prominent place.

The Cloughs were growing up in a world that was changing, and doing so despite the privations brought on by the Depression. In popular mythology, however, ’30s Britain has become the Jarrow March, Love on the Dole, soup kitchens – a period of unrelenting grimness, the country crippled by rising unemployment and endemic banking failures. A time of doubt, anxiety and fear.

George Orwell wrote: ‘What a decade! A riot of appalling folly that suddenly becomes a nightmare, a scenic railway ending in a torture chamber.’ W.H. Auden believed the 1930s were a ‘low dishonest decade’ and Britain was ‘a country where nobody was well’.

The historian Richard Overy entitled his book on the period between the two wars The Morbid Age, when the idea abroad was that society its very self was in decline, possibly even terminal. He writes:


Dismay was a mainstream concern, specific to neither class nor region, and even if ‘civilisation in crisis’ became a populist cliché of the inter-war years, the different ways in which it was explained derived from the serious scientific, medical, economic and cultural descriptions of the present, and were not simply rhetoric... the prospect of imminent crisis, a new Dark Age, became a habitual way of looking at the world.



But for middle-class families, and even for optimistic working-class families with a sense of spirit and togetherness like the Cloughs, the ’30s were, slowly but surely, becoming a time of opportunity, especially in leisure activities. There was a branch of Woolworths emerging in every town, the cinema (with stars like Charlie Chaplin and Gracie Fields) was now an alternative to the pub, especially for women, dance halls proliferated, greyhound racing was flourishing, lidos were opening and cars were no longer the exclusive domain of the very rich.

Many families were starting to venture out and take paid holidays, albeit on a modest scale. For the Cloughs, it was a visit to the favoured venue then – and now – for many working-class families.


How on earth Mam and Dad managed to get enough money together to take us all for a fortnight’s holiday to Blackpool I’ll never know – a rigid regime, I suppose, with careful housekeeping, stretching the resources to the absolute... [but] what joy and adventure the youngsters of today are missing as they sit indoors mucking about with computer games and video!



If you lived on the Grove Hill estate in the 1930s and 1940s, you were on the outskirts of Middlesbrough and you could think and feel that you were actually out in the countryside. For those families on Valley Road, the freshness of their surroundings, away from the crowded streets of two-up, two-down terraced houses to the north and west, would have given them a more positive view on life.

Some of Clough’s fondest memories were of the garden around the side of 11 Valley Road, where his father grew his rhubarb and sprouts, of finding birds’ eggs in the fields nearby, of climbing trees for conkers. These are the recollections of a happy, varied childhood, even if it was in a time of austerity.

Football and cricket quickly moved to the centre of his life – in fact, cricket was the young Clough’s first love.


I would genuinely have swapped the dream of a winning goal at Wembley for a century against the Australians at Lord’s. I wanted to be Len Hutton. I spent long, idyllic summers believing I could be just like him. Hutton was, of course, a Yorkshireman, and since I was Yorkshire through and through, he was my boyhood hero.



The question of Middlesbrough’s identity never arose in Clough and Revie’s day. For them, the town was clearly placed in Yorkshire, land of the Three Ridings and the City of York, the largest of all the historic counties, with the boundary line with Durham clearly marked at its northern edge by the River Tees.

Doubts only began to creep in during the 1960s and 1970s, at a time of local government change. First, in 1968, Middlesbrough, Redcar, Thornaby, Stockton and other rural areas were brought under one banner: Teesside County Borough Council. It led some enthusiasts for change to claim that ‘Teesside’ would be the great new city of the area.

Then, six years later, just as Teesside was establishing a foothold, it was abolished under the new Local Government Act. In its place emerged Cleveland County Council, covering a wider area than its predecessor, including the town of Hartlepool and other parts of East Cleveland.

Today, for residents of Middlesbrough, the question of the town’s identity is largely a generational matter. Teesside has certainly established itself as a clear reference point for the younger; Cleveland remains on the final line of most people’s addresses. But for all those from the 1930s generation – and for very many more – their home is still situated in Yorkshire.

Back then, young Clough was starting to display enthusiasm – and a precocious ability – for football. Even when he was a toddler, on the family visits to Stewart Park on a Sunday, strollers would be entertained by the sight of a two-year-old kicking and heading a football with gusto and a certain youthful expertise.

Joe junior recalled that all the brothers, himself, Desmond and Bill, received a pair of boots for their Christmas boxes, and a proper ‘casey’ (leather) football between them – bought ‘on the drip’ from Carey’s credit agency in town. They would then head the short distance up the road to Clairville Common, where there were two football pitches, made of cinder, where they could sneak on and play if the older boys and men weren’t around. They’d be out most nights if the weather was fine.

Young Brian would go and watch. He’d get the chance to kick around with his brothers when they found the rough common at the top of the field unoccupied; then they’d flatten it out, put down coats for a goal, and have just enough space for an impromptu game. Otherwise, at that very early age, he’d practise in the back garden at Valley Road with a tennis ball at his feet.

Visits to Ayresome Park for the Clough family were few and far between in the late ’30s and early ’40s. ‘We just couldn’t afford to go regularly,’ said Joe. ‘It was a real treat to be able to go and watch a game and have a seat in the Boys’ Stand.’

Young Brian may not have been able to go to Ayresome Park every Saturday, but, inspired by his father, he soon had a hero to rival Len Hutton. Young Don Revie banged his football against the back wall at Bell Street at night pretending to be George Camsell; but young Brian juggled his ball in the front garden at Valley Road, in the manner, he hoped, of the next generation’s champion: Wilf Mannion.

* * *

It’s interesting to reflect on those choices of hero, because in many ways, Clough’s style of play would become more like Camsell’s, while Revie played, at least for a good part of his career, in the inside-forward position favoured by Mannion.

Their playing days overlapped for three seasons before the outbreak of the Second World War, Camsell, the old master, in the twilight of his career (he was 37 when war broke out), Mannion, the young pretender, just beginning to make his mark.

Middlesbrough were then a side going places. Each year, they were edging closer to the Division One title: seventh in 1936–37 (the year Mannion made his debut), fifth in 1937–38 and then fourth in 1938–39, the last full season before the war.

In a wondrous four-game spell between 9 March and 10 April 1939, Boro supporters saw the two men propel their side to within touching distance of the title. First, on a Wednesday night at Ayresome Park, Portsmouth were dispatched 8–1, with Mannion grabbing a hat-trick of goals and Camsell two. Then, three days later, the two men scored a goal apiece as the mighty Arsenal were defeated 2–1 at Highbury.

Back at Middlesbrough a week later and two Camsell goals were instrumental in defeating Brentford 3–1. Then, finally, on the following Wednesday, Mannion and Camsell were on the scoresheet again as Boro beat Leicester City 3–2 to go third in the table.

Camsell, born in a Durham mining village, went down the pit at the age of 13 and only took up football when he was spotted taking part in a kickabout while a strike was taking place. George Scott captured the essence of the man perfectly:


He was built like a bull. Compact of power, bustling, belligerent, predatory. It is not too fanciful to feel that vicariously his effectively militant behaviour compensated the workless in the crowd for their helplessness to find and fight that invisible enemy who had downed them.

His animosity was of an impersonal, single-minded kind; his ambition, his purpose in life, was to get the ball into the enemy net, and any man who got in his way was to be disposed of with as little thought for feelings as a man will spare for the fly which disturbs the pleasure of his food.



It’s easy to see the qualities of startling acceleration and brilliant opportunism that he possessed in the young fellow centre-forward Brian Clough 20 years later.

Wilf Mannion, ‘The Golden Boy’, who was and still is the footballer on Teesside, is fondly remembered today by a statue outside the Ayresome Park gates at the entrance to the Riverside Stadium. An inside-forward – as Revie was, essentially, before he created the role of deep-lying centre-forward for himself – he possessed consummate passing ability, a lethal shot and, above all, masterful dribbling skills. He was the showman, the artist with paintbrush in hand, while Camsell was the workman hammering away relentlessly with his tools.

Both Clough and Revie would later wax lyrical in their memories of Mannion. ‘There were times when I got changed in the same dressing-room as Wilf and I couldn’t help but stare at him in his training kit in the mornings,’ wrote Clough, on meeting him in the early 1950s.


He was skinnier than I was yet there was no more meat on me than a ninepenny rabbit. He was smaller than me – apparently he was only five feet five – but to see him out there on the football field in training, and particularly in a match, I felt as if I was watching somebody who lived on the moon. He seemed that delicate and yet managed to dominate the surroundings totally.



Revie was asked to contribute a piece in the Daily Mail in 1974, when he was England manager; Mannion had been discovered working as a labourer and teaboy at ICI’s Wilton chemical complex – a sad fate for one of England’s footballing legends.

Mannion, it now appeared, was Revie’s number-one hero, surpassing Camsell. ‘Under the gas lamps I’d dream I was Wilf Mannion. I would dribble round dustbins, lampposts and anything else but I was always Mannion, never anyone else.’

But Revie’s description of Mannion at work on the pitch could hardly be bettered:


When he approached people with the ball to take them on, he used to remind me of a ballet dancer. He was so neat and tidy in everything he did. That was his outstanding quality, really, his neatness. He would go at somebody at full pace and without even touching the ball he would sell so many dummies that the opposition would go in all directions and he’d run straight on with the ball.



* * *

I went in further search of the inspirational Mannion, the man who offered Revie and Clough – and generations of other talented young working-class footballers in Middlesbrough – a way out of lives that were seemingly cast in stone.

Coming out of leafy Eston, where my father and grandfather lived, I turned left onto Normanby Road and headed towards South Bank, where Mannion was born and brought up. Visually, it’s an unlovely place, although the 7,000 or so residents might wish to disagree. They still rejoice in the area’s nickname, Slaggy Island, after the slag heaps that were the waste product of the iron and steel furnaces that used to dominate the area in Mannion’s time.

South Bank was built with just one purpose in mind: to house the workers who would serve the shipyards and steel plants on the banks of the Tees. Laid down in the heart of an industrial sprawl, it comprises row upon row of terraced homes, interrupted only by the odd corner shop and pub. It has a uniformity that appears deadening and depressing to the outsider, although, undoubtedly, a strong sense of community has been built up here, a resilience forged in hard times.

Wilf was born in Napier Street. Next door is Hardwick Road, one of four streets in Middlesbrough named after Mannion’s club and international colleague George Hardwick; yet more evidence, if evidence was needed, of the reverence in which the town holds its footballers.

I stopped on the other side of the Normanby Road, at the Golden Boy Green Community Centre, named after the great man. The gate to the building and field has his name engraved on it at the top in thin, old-fashioned lettering, and over the railing is draped a cast-iron football shirt with the number 10 etched into it, together with a pair of boots.

A fitting tribute, I thought, and a permanent reminder and inspiration to generations of young sportsmen. Until, that is, I entered the site and discovered that the community centre – a long, warehouse-like building – is boarded up, littered with graffiti on the outside.

Young Jordan, 13, was the only person on the site, riding his bike up and down a skateboard ramp, which is next to a playground with a basketball court. I asked him what he knew about Wilf Mannion. ‘Just that he was an old footballer,’ he replied. Does he go to the Riverside to watch the Boro? ‘No, not really. I’ll watch it on TV if it’s on.’

He was more interested in finding out if the centre would be reopened. Two local boys ransacked and burned down the building in February 2009. It was a crippling blow to the South Bank community, as the centre had provided advice, practical support and recreation for many people in the area – young and old – over nearly a decade.

I’m not sure there’s any startling lesson to be drawn from the arson at the Golden Boy Centre, no easy metaphor for our time. Perhaps just a thought that at the time of Great Depression in the 1930s (as opposed to the Great Recession in 2009), young boys from hard-up families would be kicking a football around in the alleyways outside their homes at 1 a.m., rather than breaking and entering.

Better to return to the excitement and hope of young boys in the 1930s and 1940s. Mannion, Camsell, Hardwick: they were gods of football in Middlesbrough then, and Revie and Clough had embarked on the road they hoped would lead them to the pantheon.
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