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I’d like to dedicate this book to my late father, Colin, who was both my mentor and my inspiration. Love you, Dad.


 

 

 

Dear Rob,

Just a note to say what I find difficult to say in words to your face. I have been a lucky man. As well as having been lucky enough to have found a woman like your mum, I have been the luckiest man in the world to have had two boys like you and Jonathan. You now have an opportunity that millions of other young men would give their right arm for. Please don’t waste it. You have a God-given gift, so use it, and remember, HARD WORK SUPPLIES ITS OWN REWARD. Take my advice, and remember to be very wary of the workmates that forever moan about everything under the sun. You usually find that the ones that moan are the ones that don’t like hard work. It goes without saying that, no matter what problems you have when you’re in Manchester, no matter how big or small, your family – Mum, Jonathan and me – are always here to help. We will all miss you, but most of all Mum. She will miss you like hell, so try to ring home as often as possible. Finally, never stop believing in yourself. We know you are the best, so believe that yourself. There is a great deal of difference between self-confidence and being a bighead. Fortunately, being a bighead has never been a problem with you, so be CONFIDENT. I love you lots, the best of luck, and work hard,

Dad
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Introduction

One phrase you’ll see quite a lot in this book is ‘Love me or loathe me’ or words to that effect. It seems I divide opinion like Moses divided the Red Sea and I’m sure the majority of people reading this book will hold one of two opinions about me: either I’m okay or I’m a bit of a so-and-so. There’s rarely any middle ground when it comes to opinions of yours truly but then that’s me all over. If I have colours they’re nailed to the mast – big time!

The purpose of this book, though, is simple: to entertain, and possibly even inform, through a mutual love of football. I’ve been attached to the game for well over thirty years now and along the way I’ve met a lot of interesting people. It’s fair to say that I haven’t always bonded with all of them, but at least they can say that they’ve met me.

I’ve also played with and against some pretty awesome players along the way, not to mention some pretty bad ones, and I’ve had a pretty similar experience with managers, I suppose – some good and some less so. The fact is that I’ve probably had one of the most varied careers in football but I can only really say that now I’ve spent a few years working in the media. That’s a very different side of the coin and has given me many new experiences but, as you already know, I’m as contentious in this life as I ever was in my previous one. And do you know what? I love every single second.

You would probably be forgiven for believing that you’re about to read The Life and Times of a Lucky Man, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Some of you will be thrilled to learn that within these pages you’ll find at least one near-death experience, some severe embarrassments, a badly burned hooter and even a short but nevertheless passionate affair with a mop. You see, it’s not all cava and Worthington Cup finals.

Intrigued?

I hope so.


Managers

I’ve played for a lot of managers over the years, both domestic and international, and between them they probably cover it all.

When it comes to who I got on best with, I honestly don’t know if I could choose one over the other. Martin O’Neill would have to be up there, along with Nigel Clough; but then I also got on really well with Steve Bruce, Mark Hughes, Micky Adams and Peter Taylor. Peter Taylor is a lovely bloke and he got on with pretty much everybody when he managed Leicester, and there was never that barrier there like there is with some managers. I could probably ring up Peter now and arrange to go for a beer with him. We’d talk football all night and have a right laugh. He’s just a lovely bloke, not to mention a great coach. Could I do the same with Martin O’Neill? Yes, I could. There’d be a different dynamic though. Martin’s the kind of person you’d just enjoy listening to and learning from. When he was at Leicester he was the catalyst for why I did as well as I did in my career and so I owe him a lot. With Martin there was a line though, a line that you didn’t cross, and he also had an air of authority about him that came straight out of the Brian Clough School of Football Management. It won’t surprise you to know that I crossed that line on more than one occasion, and each time I got put firmly back in my place.

I’ll give you an example. We were on the team coach once on our way to Sunderland and I was sitting opposite Martin. He was telling a story at the time (he was always telling stories) and as he spoke I pretended to fall asleep. I gave it the full works, snoring, dribbling – the lot. Then all of a sudden he stopped, mid-sentence. Even though I had my eyes closed I knew he was looking at me. I also knew he was angry. I could feel it. What he did next still embarrasses me to this day. The previous week we’d played against Manchester United and I’d had a pretty torrid time, giving away a goal. After the match I’d cried like a baby and this was about to come back and haunt me. As I opened my eyes Martin looked at me and pretended to cry, just like I’d done the week before. I could feel myself going red as everyone began laughing. After that he didn’t speak to me for about a week. I’d crossed the line and that was what I got in return. He could manipulate your emotions at the drop of a hat. It’s the same with most managers. Just when you think you’re getting close to them and having a laugh – BAM! You’re back in your place. And in my opinion that’s the way it should be.

I often get asked which managers I’d liked to have played for and, believe it or not, Neil Warnock would probably be up there. I couldn’t stand him when I was a player but I have got to know him since and he’s a very clever man – football through and through. He was also very passionate and animated as a manager, which is one of the reasons why he got on people’s nerves. Who does that remind you of?

Another would have to be José Mourinho for the simple reason that if you work hard he rewards you. I think he would have loved a player like me in his team. Honestly, I do! My work rate was phenomenal when I was in my prime and I think I would have complemented some of the more skilful players. I heard José talking about the young midfielder Ruben Loftus-Cheek after Chelsea’s game against Sydney FC on their tour at the end of the 2014/15 season, and he was critical of the lad’s work rate. He said that it doesn’t matter who you are, hard work is the key, and I think he’s absolutely right.

Mark Hughes was a strange manager to play under for two reasons. First off, he was a mate of mine. He’d taken over from Bobby Gould as the Wales boss in 1999 and by then I’d already known him for ten years. He was scoring buckets of goals at Manchester United while I was there as an apprentice and we’d also played together a few times for Wales. For the first three months after he took over I called him Sparky. His assistant had to have a word with me one day and ask me to call him Gaffer. The second reason is that he was, and still is, a big hero of mine, and that has always affected my behaviour around him. Even when I meet him now I get embarrassed. He lives not far away from me and a couple of weeks ago I asked him if he fancied a game of golf.

‘Sure, just knock on the door,’ he said.

But I thought, ‘I can’t just knock on Mark Hughes’s door. He’s Mark Hughes!’

It’s ridiculous really, but I just can’t do it.

Today I wouldn’t be a manager for a million pounds a week. No way. I mean, look at Nigel Clough. In year one he saved Sheffield United from relegation and got them to an FA Cup semi-final. Not bad, eh? Then the following year he gets them into the semi-finals of the League Cup, not to mention the playoffs, and then they sack him! Nigel Adkins takes his place and that’s it: you’re out, mate. It’s not Nigel Adkins’s fault, of course, but when you see a good honest manager like Nigel Clough get treated so diabolically, why on earth would you ever want to put yourself in that position? No thanks.

I considered doing my coaching badges at one point, but when I sat down and thought about what it takes to be a good football manager I realized that coaching badges don’t come into it. That might sound a bit controversial to some but for me being a manager is all about managing people. The clue’s in the name. Let the coaches do the coaching and let them take the badges. The manager has to man-manage the players, and that is one hell of a task. Believe me, I know. I’ve been tempted to go for loads of jobs over the years but I’ve always been put off by the fact that in order to even apply for them you need to have your badges. That’s madness. Coaches coach and managers manage, end of story. What does it take to be a good coach though? Well for me, if you can take a training session with a group of highly paid individuals who get bored after five minutes, and keep them interested and leave them wanting more, that makes you a good coach – in the Premier League at least. I could never do it. I’m far too shy, believe it or not.

I used to love training when I was in the Premier League but I absolutely hated it when I was a schoolboy. A lot of people assume that because the standard is higher the training must be more intense, but it’s the opposite. I played under Dario Gradi at Crewe as a schoolboy and I used to dread training. It was very regimented and very stop-start. Everyone seemed to be very serious, too. But when I look back on it now I can appreciate that we were learning the game and that it was all for the good. By the time I got to Leicester it was just a case of keeping fit, refining your game and concentrating on what you were good at. It was all fun and five-a-sides. Training was a pleasure, not a chore.

I used to look at Mark Hughes when he was managing Wales. Eddie Niedzwiecki and Mark Bowen used to do the coaching and Sparky would manage the players and make all the final decisions. Martin O’Neill was the same and so was Brian Clough. Fergie, too. He had people alongside him like Brian Kidd and Archie Knox, who are fantastic coaches. That’s why a manager has backroom staff, so that he can get on with what he’s being paid to do. In the army, if a general picks up a gun and starts showing the lads how to shoot, who’s going to plan the battle? Who’s going to delegate? Who’s going to make sure you don’t lose the war? It helps if he’s actually been there in the thick of it, I suppose, but for me the main job of a manager is to hold everything together and have an overview. He’s the top of the pile, the boss, the gaffer. I think I’ve made my point.

Even though I’ve said I wouldn’t want to do the job, I think I would make an excellent man manager. I also appreciate the value of a good coach because, at the end of the day, you’re only as good as the people around you. But why do managers have to take their badges? Surely if you’re an ex-professional the experience you’ve gained as a player should see you through. I’ve played at every level, the lower leagues and the Premier League, and I’ve been coached by some of the best. I may not be qualified as a coach, but I know quite a bit about it. All footballers do. But coaching is not what being a manager is about, so why demand the badge upfront? Why not allow new managers to take the badges if and when they get the job?

I suppose I could bite the bullet and take them, but perhaps I’m just a bit lazy. What’s the point of spending months sitting in a classroom studying for something that will have little or no bearing on what you’re applying for? It would be like training to be a hairdresser and then applying to be a mechanic. If you want to prepare managers for the job, send them on a man-management course, because believe me not all of them are up to that side of the job. I know!

I can’t believe I seem to be talking myself into wanting to become manager. It’s ridiculous! If somebody called me up and said, ‘Robbie, I want you to come and manage my club. You’ll have some cracking coaches working under you and it’ll be your job to man-manage the players, know the opposition, work out formations and make all the big decisions’, then I would probably have a go at it. I’ll tell you what: I would give it absolutely everything, just like I did when I was a player.

If you’re going to be a good manager you’ve got to be able to motivate people. That’s half the game when it comes to man management, and once again I’ve experienced the good, the bad and the absolutely diabolical. I’m not going slag off the ones who were rubbish at it, but I will tell you about one of the more unusual examples of how to get the best out of a player. I think they call it reverse psychology. Once again it involves Martin O’Neill.

It was 18 September 1999 and my team Leicester City had just drawn 2–2 with the mighty Liverpool. I’d played out of my skin that day and although I wasn’t handed the man-of-the-match award, I had been the best player on the pitch – easily. Later on that evening I switched on Match of the Day, sat back with my wife Sarah and told her that she should prepare herself for a treat. Sure enough the match was shown and I was just as good as I thought I was. Better, even!

‘Brilliant,’ I thought. ‘I wonder if the manager will mention me in the post-match interview.’ In fact, he talked about me straight away.

‘Well Martin,’ said the reporter, ‘you must have been delighted with the performance of Robbie Savage.’

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘But Robbie lacks just one thing – ability.’

I went so red you could have fried an egg on my face. I thought I’d been our best player – the best player!

On the following Monday Martin ordered me into his office.

‘Did you watch Match of the Day?’

‘Yes, I did,’

‘Do you play every week?’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘As a manager, I look for a lot of things. Ability is not everything. What’s better: having all the ability in the world with no heart and desire, or having no ability but all the heart and desire?’

‘The second one, Gaffer.’

‘Right. And you’re playing every week. Now get out.’

I’d gone from feeling totally dejected after playing out of my skin to feeling like I was king of the world, and all after being insulted in front of millions of people. If that’s not reverse psychology, I don’t know what is.

I miss the camaraderie and I miss the banter that you get in a dressing room, so that’s another reason why, yes, if the right offer did come along with the right team, I would probably have a go at it. First of all, I would make sure I had the right people around me. John Hartson and Craig Bellamy spring to mind. They’ve both done their badges and have experience coming out of their ears. They’re also totally passionate about football. We would be like the Welsh Mafia. After that I’d get all the players together and I’d tell them that it doesn’t matter if you’re on ten grand or a hundred grand a week, you all start on the same level. That’s the way to do it. Give everyone a fair chance. I would have to be a shirt-and-tie manager, of course, with a nice scarf around my neck. Like Roberto Mancini, just much better looking. What I would strive for most though in the early days of being a manager would be to try and make the players want to play for me. After that I’d be able to get to work on those flaming badges!
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