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Of course, you’ll want to know about Frank Mallory: 

what it was like to play for him and then to sit behind the 

desk he occupied for 23 years. You’ll want to know whether 

Frank – another Scottish manager, who came after Bill Shankly, 

Matt Busby and Jock Stein but before Alex Ferguson – was just a 

bullying bastard, always desperate to get his own way, or a quixotic 

genius with an alchemical touch. 

You’ll want all the details and all the dirt. How Frank raged 

pyrotechnically but also cajoled and flattered us – often in the same 

sentence. How we, his players, swore by him but also swore at him 

– though never when he could hear us. How, on some occasions, 

he belittled us. How, on others, he made us feel like a team of 

Gullivers striding through Lilliput. How he was blackballed from 

the only other job he wanted – and ought to have got – because 

of the kind of man he was: human nitroglycerine. 

You’ll want to know how my life turned on a solitary goal – a 
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fluke, really – and how it came to define me and also my relation-

ship with Frank. 

That goal, which gave him the domestic prize he most craved, 

hasn’t been the blessing for me that you’d imagine. For one thing, 

every season I played afterwards became merely a suffix to the 

season in which it was scored. Despite my few England caps, 

and despite the other medals that followed, I was always Thom 

Callaghan, ‘The Player Who Won the FA Cup’. For  a while I 

reckoned that my obituary would comprise only two sentences: 

‘He once scored the only goal in a Cup final. Then he died.’ 

I was a hero, the affection for me so strong in my own city that 

I knew it would even survive the end of my career. 

You’ll want to know about that Cup-winning team. How, as 

underdogs – a pack of ageing mongrels, really – we pulled off 

what no one thought possible. Not even us. You’ll particularly 

want to know about Robbie Clayton, my mentor in those early 

days, and how we became inseparably linked on that spring day 

of sunshine and showers at Wembley in 1982. Most days fade to a 

shadow, existing in a hazy crowd of others, but I am still turning 

that one over in my mind, unable to let it go. 

I came to realise that no man’s life ought to be winnowed down 

to one shining moment. The glare it gives off obscures everything 

else. In saying that, I’m aware that without the Cup final I’d never 

have gone to Sweden to coach there and I’d never have come back 

again to be a manager here. So you’ll also want to know about 

why I left the club so abruptly in the first place and whether Frank 

was to blame.
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You’ll probably dismiss the city where I made my 

reputation as small and dully provincial, an inconsequential 

smudge on the map that the M1 allows you to dash past without 

ever glimpsing it. Southerners regard it vaguely as the North. 

True Northerners regard it as limbo. So you’ll also want to know 

how Jack J. Munroe VI persuaded me – with hard cash rather than 

airy promises – to return there. Munroe is surely one of the most 

unlikely characters ever to own an English football club. You’ll 

want to know about him too. 

They say you can’t go home again after a long absence, and 

that only a damned fool would even try. You’re different. The 

place is different. You can’t be reconciled. 

I was determined to disprove that. 

On that first morning back, I familiarised myself with the city 

again. The castle on its lump of sandstone rock. The grey slabs 

of the Market Square. The blue-grey dome of the Council House. 
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The pair of huge stone lions flanking the steps to its entrance, a 

rendezvous spot for courting couples at the weekend. I walked 

the two and a bit miles from the Market Square to the bridge and 

then across the river.

I’ve always liked the fact that, journeying from the city, you 

don’t properly catch sight of the ground until you step on to the 

bridge. The rise of the floodlights and the slope of the stands 

come as an astonishing surprise to anyone who isn’t expecting 

them. You see swans glide across the wide, brown water. You 

see rowers chop their oars into that water too, the blades like 

knives. You see fishermen waiting on the banks for fish that 

seldom come. 

Many of the old grounds, built post-war, had been smashed 

down, bulldozed and cleared, replaced with glass rather than 

brick and steel rather than corrugated iron. The ground I saw 

that day had hardly changed in the four and a half years I’d 

been away. The architecture was still modest: two low stands 

and some old terracing that was now covered in shiny plastic 

bucket seats. The only concessions to modernity were the ‘big’ 

stand, which Frank Mallory expected to be named after him, 

and a slim electronic scoreboard behind the far goal. 

Looking at the ground that day, I immediately thought about 

my father.

You’ll want to know about him too. How he raised me alone. 

How he made me into a footballer. How passionately proud I made 

him whenever I pulled on that red shirt with its white badge – the 

same shirt and badge he had worn in the days when the ball had 
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a lace in it and goalkeepers kept out shots with ungloved hands. 

How he and Frank rubbed along together, each tolerating the other.

Above all – and it’s the reason I’m telling this story – you’ll 

want to know about the very end of the 1996–97 season.

Why things happened the way they did. Who, if anyone, was 

to blame. What I might have done differently. It’s taken me more 

than 20 years to confront those questions. 

Why? Because we live our lives forwards, but we can only 

understand them backwards. Enough time had to go by for me to 

understand events properly.

Another, much smaller reason is that I’ve never been fond of 

footballer’s autobiographies. Most of them are so swollen with 

self-importance, so obsessed with self-justification and so choked 

with platitudes, evasions, excuses and a lot of other crap. The rest 

is just pap and padding that patronises the reader: score-settling, 

chummy favours repaid, statistics that supposedly prove the play-

er’s omnipotence on the pitch. The line of truth? It gets blurred or 

distorted deliberately by the line of feeling, the need to pretend. 

How you judge something depends on the perspective from 

which you saw it. Where you sit in a room determines the angle 

from which you view the scene, and the opinion you form of it is 

tainted by your own prejudices. The past can seem so close on the 

one hand and so incomprehensibly distant on the other. 

Trust me, I’ve made allowances for all that. I’m a reliable 

narrator.
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