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FOREWORD BY GRAEME SOUNESS

I ONCE famously said that if I had 11 Kevin Drinkell’s in my team then I wouldn’t have to do much of a team talk. I stand by that. Kevin was one of the most professional and dedicated players I have worked with in all my time in football.

Kevin was a manager’s dream. He was the type of guy who could not only score goals and lead the line but would also run through brick walls for the team. That was shown at every club he played from Grimsby right through to Stirling Albion.

I know a few eyebrows were raised when I signed Kevin for Rangers, although it had nothing to do with his ability but the fact I was taking him from Norwich City, who weren’t one of the most fashionable sides in England at that time.

I knew that I was getting a top striker and a really good professional into the bargain because he had been on Rangers’ radar for some time. I had actually approached Norwich a year earlier but they wanted £1 million.

I seriously thought about paying the money but I needed to strengthen two or three other positions and decided to put things on the back burner.

The following season I knew I needed somebody to partner Ally McCoist and Kevin was the man at the top of my list. Fortunately, by then Norwich had dropped their asking price and I ended up getting Kevin for somewhere in the region of £500,000. I knew as soon as the ink on the contract was dry that we had done a decent piece of business. I believed Rangers had got themselves a real bargain and Kevin showed that in his time at Ibrox.

He scored on his Old Firm debut and I think that 5–1 win went a long way to helping him become a big favourite with the Rangers fans. After that he never looked back and I also knew that when it came to the big games Kevin could and would deliver.

I genuinely believe that in that first season of our nine-in-a-row charge Kevin was one of our biggest players. He finished as our top scorer but it wasn’t just his goals it was his work rate and his unselfishness. He wasn’t interested in being the big star. Success for him was seeing the team do well rather than chasing any personal glory. That in football is very much a rare commodity, especially these days.

Kevin was a great professional who gave everything whenever he crossed that white line and was an inspiration to others around him. If you ask anyone who played with Kevin at Rangers they will all tell you what a great asset he was to the team. I am sure that was the case at every club he played at throughout his career.

He was a good level-headed guy to have in your dressing room. By the time Kevin arrived at Ibrox he was already vastly experienced. He was always quite quiet off the pitch but had a real dry sense of humour. He was always quick to slap down Ally McCoist and Ian Durrant with his cutting one-liners. That was always worth watching because from time to time they needed to be put in their place. Drinks had been around the block and knew how to handle himself on and off the pitch.

I know a lot of the Rangers fans were unhappy when Kevin was sold to Coventry. I was also reluctant to let him go but he was frustrated that I planned to rotate my three strikers, Ally McCoist, Mo Johnston and Kevin. He wanted to play every week and wasn’t too comfortable about having to sit out from time to time.

In the end Coventry City came in with an offer, which for Kevin and Rangers was just too good to turn down. I knocked back several approaches from John Sillett but he kept coming back and in the end the deal was too good to turn down and we both had to consider it.

Kevin achieved so much throughout his career and went on to make his mark on both sides of the border after he left Rangers. He was a credit to himself throughout a really distinguished career. He can look back on his playing days with great pride. I just wonder what more he could have achieved if it hadn’t been for the 150 cigarettes a day!



JUST BEFORE we kick-off there are a few people I would like to mention. My Dad, John Drinkell, was a major driving force behind my football and my life and I would like to dedicate this book to him. Unfortunately, he passed away a few years ago and is sadly missed but will never be forgotten. He, along with my mother Betsy, ensured that my brothers and I wanted for nothing and gave us all a wonderful start in life.

My wife Andrea has always supported my sometimes-selfish decisions, she has been a wonderful companion as well as giving me two fantastic daughters along the way.

There are so many other people I have met and come across in my time in football, too many to do justice to in a single book (the publishers wouldn’t let me have a second volume!) and I acknowledge them here. They know who they are.

I hope you enjoy reading Drinks All Round and that it brings you as much enjoyment as football has given to me.

Kevin Drinkell
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FOLLOWING IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF JOHN CHARLES

FOLLOWING in the footsteps of John Charles was always going to be a bit of a challenge. The legendary Welshman, who starred for Leeds and Juventus, was the ultimate footballer in the Drinkell household.

Charles may not have had much of a connection with Grimsby but to my dad, John Drinkell, he was almost untouchable because of the way he played the game.

So much so that my parents called their first son John Charles Drinkell, born 2 October 1957 after him, although I am not sure how much say my mum, Betsy, actually had in the matter.

My dad loved the game and was a decent footballer in and around the Grimsby area. He was a striker and actually turned down the chance to sign professional forms with Derby County, who were a top-flight side at the time.

The Midlands were only a few hundred miles away but it might as well have been on the moon as far as my parents were concerned. Dad was a local lad through and through and proud of his roots. He was a real family man and the people around him were important to him. Those reasons along with my mum were enough to convince him to turn his back on the big time with Derby.

Dad, who had just returned from his national service, felt he would be better carving out a career for himself down the docks and playing football for fun.

Maybe he thought he might get the chance to turn professional again but that dream was cruelly crushed at the tender age of 22 when he suffered a career-ending knee injury.

The fact he couldn’t fulfil his own playing ambitions certainly didn’t quell his love for the game. He watched football whenever he could, especially if it involved his boys, whether it be at Grimsby Town, a local amateur game or just a simple kick-about in the park.

He was a football purist. He liked to see the game played in the proper manner, good attacking play with the ball stroked around the deck. Dad was an advocate of the old ‘W formation’, which included two wingers in a five-man attack. That is why he loved to watch guys like Johnny Haynes and Kevin Keegan, who was born just up the road in Scunthorpe, but his all-time hero was Charles.

It wasn’t long before John Charles ‘Mark II’ was out and about with a ball at his feet. He had about three years to hone his skills before his brother, a certain Kevin Smith Drinkell, made his debut appearance on 18 June 1960.

With a dad and brother who both lived and breathed the game it wasn’t long before I would be out kicking a ball. I soon picked up the nickname of ‘Baggy’ but it was nothing to do with my art of finishing. It was down to my mum. It didn’t matter how well she turned me out because within minutes I always looked like I was wearing a bag of rags.

I was always out in the back garden running about with John and his pals, even though they were a few years older than me. As the older brother I always looked up to him. John was the first one into the primary and secondary teams and was a stand-out for the local boys clubs.

John continued to progress and his talents saw him sign professional forms with Grimsby Town. From those earliest years I longed to follow my big brother into the senior game.

Unlike him, I wasn’t interested in beating a man and playing a beautiful pass. I just wanted to get the ball and smash it into the net. I got my buzz from scoring goals – there was no greater feeling.

My parents celebrated the birth of their third son, David, on 30 April 1963.

A couple of years later I started school at Yarborough. It probably won’t be a surprise to know that although I wasn’t too bad academically football always took centre stage at the Yarborough School.

Playing with my brothers and their pals gave me an obvious advantage when I played with my peers. It wasn’t long before I was in the school team and playing for my local boys club, Grimsby Colts.

I enjoyed school and the highlight for all budding footballers was the end-of-term Teachers versus Pupils match. It was a big thing because all the senior boys wanted to play before they headed off to secondary school, and it was their chance to finally put one over the teachers.

I was no different. I was desperate to play until a silly schoolboy prank almost cost me my place. I used to help my cousin, Tony Drinkell, do his paper round on Sunday mornings. We used to get up early and start around 5am. By 7am the milk would start to be delivered. We used to wait until there were two bottles on a doorstep. We would deliver the paper, pick up a bottle and run round the corner to drink it.

Not the sort of behaviour you would expect from somebody of my standing in the school; I was head boy of the infants, captain of the football team, monitor, prefect and a librarian.

That was until one Monday morning when my whole world came crashing down around me. I walked into the school and was dragged straight into the headmaster’s office. I wasn’t aware I had stepped out of line but unbeknown to me it had been the headmaster’s bottle of milk I had downed the previous day.

I was publicly humiliated in front of my entire class, as the furious headmaster ripped my monitor and prefect’s badges off me. He also stripped me of all the other special privileges I used to enjoy.

To further my humiliation my mum and dad were also called to the school. That was the ultimate punishment, especially as you never wanted to get on the wrong side of my dad, he was a stickler for discipline.

I had seen it as a stupid schoolboy prank but looking back now it was petty theft. I regretted doing it but the worst possible punishment was still to come.

The headmaster told me I was no longer allowed to play for the school team, which included the end of season game against the teachers. I was absolutely gutted.

Match day came for the teachers’ game and I remember being a rather frustrated spectator. The teachers were 2–0 up and were all over us. I thought if only I hadn’t stolen that pint of milk I could have been out there making a difference. Then at half-time the headmaster came up to me and said: ‘Go and get your boots on and get out there for the second half.’ I went on and scored a hat-trick, helping the pupils to win 3–2. I walked off the park proud as punch but at the same time I had learned an important lesson.

I was quite fortunate because whether I was playing for the Yarborough School or with the Colts we won most of the tournaments on the local scene.

It was the same when I moved up to the new Whitgift School. It was a state-of-the-art facility with theatres, swimming pools, sporting pitches and even a cinema. There was plenty to do and see but, for me, nothing beat kicking a ball about.

My PE teacher, Gordon Royston, who has now sadly passed away, was a big influence on me. He kept me on the right track and stood up for me, especially when it came to school sports.

Like my brother, John, I was a budding sportsman who would try everything but that caused us both unnecessary grief.

John played for the football and cricket teams and also ran cross-country for the school. Trying to make time for all three was a major issue and so he decided to drop the cricket. He felt it would help his football but the school didn’t see it that way and banned him from playing all sports for a year. It was all a bit over the top.

I found myself in a similar situation. I was in the basketball team, running cross-country in Lincoln on a Saturday and then trying to get back to play for Grimsby Colts in the afternoon.

It was too much and these days you would never be pushed like that. I decided to stop my running because I couldn’t do myself justice doing all three sports. The headmaster was furious and also tried to ban me from playing football. Thankfully Mr Royston, who ran the football team, fought my corner and eventually I got back kicking a ball.

I really appreciated what Mr Royston did and whenever I went back to Grimsby I used to pop into the Notts Bar, his local, to have a pint and catch up with him and some of his old pals.

If I wasn’t playing football then I was watching it. My earliest memories were being allowed to stay up and watch the 1970 World Cup final before my dad headed out on nightshift. It was great seeing top stars like Rivelino, Jairzinho, Pele and Gigi Riva in their prime.

Closer to home, I was a fan of Derby County and my favourite player was Colin Todd. He was a cultured defender in the mould of the legendary Bobby Moore.

A few years later I became a fan of Bobby Robson’s early Ipswich Town teams, which included the likes of David Johnson, Alan Hunter and Trevor Whymark.

The latter was a player I always looked up to as a fellow centre forward and often tried to emulate. It was quite ironic because I ended up playing alongside Trevor and became good friends with him several years later. Locally, Grimsby were also doing well and when I was only 10 or 11 they won the old Fourth Division. That team had legends, who are still revered today, like Matt Tees, Dave Boylen, Stuart Brace and Jack Lewis. My dad would sit me on the fence behind the goal in the Pontoon Stand where I would cheer on the local heroes. Unbeknown to me at that time, I would get a slightly closer look at the same Grimsby players three or four years later.

I was dedicated to my football but there was one particular vice that didn’t help my cause. Off the pitch I was quick on the draw of another kind – smoking.

My mum actually caught me hanging out of our bedroom window one day. That was when my cover was first blown. She threatened to tell my dad unless I promised to stop, although he also smoked. It was a bit of a generational thing. It certainly wasn’t as taboo as it is today.

For whatever reason, much to my relief, my mum never told my dad. So I continued to smoke although I made sure I never got caught again, but I’m sure my dad still had a fair idea.

That was down to the fact I used to wait until he left the room and then I would light his tab to get the last few draws of tobacco out of it.

Looking back I wish he had caught me or my mum had told him because it might have forced me to stop what has now become a major habit.

But your parents can’t be there to look over you 24 hours a day although my mum and dad gave all three of us everything we ever needed, especially when it came to our football.

My dad worked hard on the docks and would regularly do extra shifts while my mum would turn her hand to anything: working in factories and local shops to get our boots or whatever we needed.

Our main interest was kicking a ball about but my dad also knew the importance of having a good education, especially the way his own sporting career had vanished into fresh air.

He might have been from a working-class part of Grimsby but he was also a really intelligent guy. He had won a scholarship for the private Wintringham School. He was always a man who had his head screwed on although he also took great pride in his sons’ careers.

My older brother John signed professional forms while I was still playing in the juvenile ranks. I was playing for the school and for Grimsby Town’s youths. It saw me up against guys like Gary Briggs at Middlesbrough and Mick McCarthy, who was a promising central defender at Barnsley.

I continued to play well and eventually broke into the reserves at Grimsby, where I played alongside John. It also looked like I might get one of the two annual professional contacts handed out to youth players.

I have to hold my hands up and say John was a technically better player than me but he didn’t have the same luck. When I was pushing to turn professional he was hit with the hammer news he was to be released.

He was told around the Christmas and was devastated but it seemed to take a huge weight off his shoulders.

He no longer cared what the manager thought and just went out and enjoyed his football. He played out of his skin and by the end of the season the club had changed their mind and tried to offer him a new deal. By then the damage had been done and he told them to stuff it.

It had been such a knock to him and he wasn’t prepared to put himself in that position again. So he walked away from the professional game at 18.

My dad was already working on the docks and helped John to get his ticket. He went on to become a docker and didn’t actually play football again until two or three years later, when he turned out part-time for the likes of Skegness and Boston. John was a talented player and was always in demand at semi-professional level. He made a decent name for himself and played there for more than a decade.

Our younger sibling Dave was a similar player to John but got the knock at a slightly earlier age. He was unlucky to miss out on a YTS contract at Grimsby and decided to follow John down the semi-professional road, with the likes of Boston and King’s Lynn. Both could have easily stepped back up the levels but were happy and enjoyed their football at that level.

I, however, decided to take my chances when I was offered schoolboy forms at Grimsby, although I didn’t sign them right away. I would have jumped at it but dad wasn’t as eager. I was still training and playing for the youths and he didn’t see why I had to sign a form to do that. Then in the second year the club told us if I wanted to go on to a YTS contract I would need to sign schoolboy forms. I was 15 when I finally committed myself to the club. There had also been interest from Derby and Nottingham Forest but I decided Blundell Park was the best option.

I knew youth got its chance at Grimsby; after all I had already played for the reserves as a schoolboy and believed I would soon be knocking on the first-team door. I signed for the princely sum of £14-a-week plus £2 digs money, which went straight to my mum.
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THE GRIMSBY GANG
RISES FROM THE ASHES

I WAS taken on at Grimsby with one of my best mates, Dave Moore, a dogged right back, who I had played alongside from an early age. His older brother Kevin, along with Tony Ford and Shaun Mawer, who the club had taken on as apprentices the previous year, were already at the club. We had played most of our juvenile football together although Shaun and ‘Fordy’ were slightly older.

We all got on really well on and off the park. We knew each other’s games inside out and I was almost telepathic with Fordy. He was a talented winger, I knew whenever he ran up the flank just where he was going to land the ball. It proved to be a regular outlet for many of my goals throughout my early Grimsby career.

I quickly found that turning professional wasn’t as glamorous as I dreamt it was going to be. I was up at the crack of dawn to get the first-team kit ready and then after I’d done my own training I would have to get everything cleaned and tidied for the next day. I enjoyed my second year a lot more because we became seniors and had a bit more power. I volunteered to take charge of the kit because it was a cushy number.

There used to be an old boiler room up at Blundell Park. It was kitted out with long poles along the top where we used to dry the towels and kit. It was also the perfect spot for a sly puff. I would sneak up there and have a quick smoke or a short nap after training. Dave Moore or one of the younger boys would then come in and say ‘that is the place tidied can you go and ask the physio, John Fraser, if we can get away?’

That became a regular habit until I came in one morning and the boiler room had been burnt to the ground. I was struck by fear when I saw the remains. My initial thought was maybe I had been to blame. Had I left a burning cigarette butt up there? I was panicking for days until it emerged the fire had been down to faulty wiring.

It was a major relief, although my professional dream also looked like it could end up in smoke. My progress towards the first-team had started to stutter and stall. I was a full-time professional but there were times when I couldn’t even get a game for the reserves, even though I had been playing at that level a year before, when I was still a schoolboy.

That was under the management of Tom Casey but, fortunately, things were to change when the Irishman was sacked in November 1976.

The Exeter boss John Newman was brought in to replace him and before the end of that season my career was back on track.

The team looked doomed before Newman took charge. The pressure was off and he could afford to give the younger boys, like myself, a chance. He eventually went on to promote six or seven of our successful youth side, all guys who had played together from schools level right up to the reserves. There was Fordy, Mawer, Kevin and Dave Moore, Terry Donovan, Nigel Batch as well as myself. They were great days, living the dream of playing professional football with a bunch of pals I had grown up with.

It was a remarkable feat to have so many local, young, talented players come through the ranks at the same time. It is unlikely to happen at a club the size of Grimsby again.

The game has changed so much these days. The top clubs are getting richer and the smaller teams are getting poorer and poorer. The gulf is bigger than it ever has been. Now even if clubs like Grimsby do have a promising youngster they are cherry picked by Premier League teams before they have even kicked a competitive ball. I find that sad because many players are missing out on so much by going straight into academies, knowing they might never make the breakthrough.

I could have gone elsewhere like my friend Paul Bartlett, who joined Derby, but looking back I believe I made the right choice joining my local club, where I was able to learn my trade.

Now some young players are earning lots of money but their careers are over before they are even out of their teens because they have failed to live up to the hype or expectation. It is such a waste!

On the subject of the ‘scrapheap’, there was one particular night when three young, rising stars ended up on it. Yet it had nothing to do with our football.

Dave, Bartlett and myself, who were as thick as thieves off the park, would go everywhere together, whether it be round the pubs of Grimsby or the local disco, Tiffany’s.

One night we were all a little worse for wear when we decided to walk back to Dave’s house from Tiffany’s and we all ended up asleep in a skip. Don’t ask me how it happened!

All I remember was waking up a few hours later and birds (the feathered variety) were squeaking in our ears, giving us an early morning alarm call, which was the last thing we needed after such a heavy session. It wasn’t the sort of behaviour you would expect from professional athletes but we were fortunate our managers never found out or we could have found ourselves back on the scrapheap.

That night certainly wasn’t a one-off. We definitely enjoyed our youth but we were serious about our football and determined to make names for ourselves. We didn’t have to look far for role models because Fordy and Kevin Moore were already established in the first-team.

Fordy made his debut first, becoming the club’s youngest ever debutant in the process back in 1976. He was black and actually came through before more high-profile guys like Cyrille Regis and Viv Anderson came to the fore.

Tony did take a fair bit of stick but it was more from the away stands because the Grimsby fans loved and adored him. He took a lot of racial abuse and I really felt for him but Tony always let his football do the talking.

Tony deserves enormous credit for the way he handled himself and forged such a distinguished career. For some people it might have been too much but he showed great character and determination. He went on to play more games than anybody else and broke Terry Paine’s outfield league record, making over 1,000 senior appearances. He was still playing for Rochdale at 40 – that shows some dedication. He was a fantastic player and a real example for any budding professional. He got a well-deserved MBE for his services to the game. It was a great accolade for a guy who had to overcome so much to achieve what he did.

Kevin was slightly different because he actually played with Grimsby while at college. He decided to finish his education and qualified as a surveyor before he turned full-time.

It was good having guys like that around us. They were friends and kept us grounded. In our dressing room there was no chance of anyone getting too big for their boots because they would be quickly slapped down.

There was one day when, as a young apprentice, I was cleaning the dressing room and I started to dish out some stick to Kevin. He might have been a senior player but I classed him as a mate and saw it as a bit of friendly banter.

I failed to notice our experienced midfielder Phil Hubbard standing behind me. His big hand came out and gave me a clout around the ear. I looked at Phil, as if to say ‘what was that for?’ He turned to me with this no-nonsense stare and said: ‘You don’t speak to full-time professionals like that and if I hear you do it again you will get more of the same.’ It was all about respect and I was put firmly in my place.

After that I kept my head down and longed for my first-team chance. I still remember the day it finally arrived. It was Saturday, 11 April 1977 when I was told I would be making my Mariners debut. I actually thought the physio, Fraser, was pulling my leg when he broke the news.

I was hanging the No. 9 shirt up on its peg he said: ‘Look after that, son, because you will be wearing it this afternoon.’ I thought it was a joke and laughed it off.

I continued with my chores and went to find Mawer, who used to give me a run home prior to the home games. We jumped in his Mini and made our way across town when old ‘Fraz’ started to tail us and flash his lights until we pulled over. He said: ‘I’m not kidding you. You are making your debut this afternoon.’ Then I knew it was for real.

I rushed into the house to tell my mum and dad and they just looked at me as if I was mad. They quickly realised I was deadly serious and made a mad rush of phone calls to get family and friends down to the game.

I stepped out against Gillingham as a rookie 16-year-old although it was hardly a debut to remember. The game passed me by and was a rather lifeless 0–0 draw. It certainly wasn’t how I had dreamed my first-team debut would go.

I remember more about after the game than the match itself. I hadn’t even got my boots off when Harry Wainman, our goalkeeper, started to hand the cigarettes around the dressing room, to guys like Dennis Booth and Clive Wigginton. Smoking was pretty much a part of the culture back then but thankfully football has moved on and most top professionals wouldn’t even consider putting a cigarette to their lips now.

Looking back now I actually have to laugh. There was even a period when the smokers, who outnumbered the rest, tried to be more sociable when we agreed to smoke pipes rather than cigarettes on the team coach. It is fair to say it didn’t last long, but at least we made the effort!

Drinking was another vice that was very much part of the scene. I remember going into my local pub, The Valiant, on the Willows estate, the evening after I had made my debut.

The owner knew I was under-age but he never said anything. I walked up and ordered a pint. He put my beer down and said: ‘Have you seen the paper, Kev?’ and laid it down in front of me. There was a big picture of me on the back. It read: ‘Drinkell, 16, makes his debut.’ Fortunately all he asked me for was the price of the pint and not proof of ID.

Things got even better the following week when we went to play Wrexham. We lost 3–2 but I scored twice to open my senior account – even though I can’t remember much about them!

I went up for a high ball and clashed heads with a defender. I was still dazed when Dave Boylen put me through on goal. I fuzzily recall hitting this shot which somehow slipped through the keeper’s legs for my first Grimsby goal. I turned around and tried to focus on the big turret stand they used to have at the Racecourse Ground but everything was just a massive blur. It was like that for a good 20 minutes. When I finally regained my senses I netted my second with a classic header.

Boylen had been the architect for my first senior goal. He also claims the credit for getting me my big break at Grimsby. He says he went in and told the manager that I should be playing. To this day I still don’t know if that conversation really took place, but if it did then I would like to go on record and personally thank him.

I played another couple of games before injury prematurely ended my season. By that time Grimsby had already been relegated to the bottom tier of English football, so the only way was up. It was a fresh start and the manager was ready to build his team around the club’s youth policy.
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ELTON AND THE GRIMSBY ROCKET MEN

BY THE time the new season came around I was desperate to become a first-team regular. I had been given a taste and wanted more. I also had to justify my hefty wage rise, which saw my weekly income jump to £20-a-week and my dig allowance to £3.

Being a youngster, the step up took a bit of adjusting to and I have to admit I was easily influenced. I was often dragged for a pint by some of the more experienced players. Dave Boylen was always the one assigned to get me home because he lived closest to my parents. It always came down to the same old routine, without fail. He would say: ‘I’ll drop you off but you have to come with us so we can get a couple of pints first.’

I used to sit in the corner of the pub and have a soft drink. Then as I came out of my shell I would be standing next to them with a pint in my hand. Those late-night sessions helped the players to bond and the team spirit to blossom.

On the park, things were going well. I was in the team and scoring goals. I played the first two or three months, getting valuable experience at less fashionable outposts like Stockport, York and Newport, while I pitched in with an early goal against Southport.

I followed that up with a goal at Hartlepool, but that day, 16 August 1977 somebody else made the headlines. We were on the coach travelling back from the North-East when it came on the radio that the King had died! I thought, ‘We don’t have a king,’ and then the news broke that Elvis Presley had passed away.

Our assistant manager, George Kerr, immediately ordered the bus driver to pull over at the next village pub. We wondered what he was doing, I don’t know if he was a big Elvis fan or not but he wanted us to pay our respects by going for a drink in his honour.

On the field, we continued to leave the opposition all shook up, as John Newman added some experience to his young squad. He brought in Gary Liddell, who was a good player but always found himself 12th man in Don Revie’s legendary Leeds United side, and Michael Lester from Manchester City. Another young protégé and close friend of mine, Nigel Batch, also got his chance when Harry Wainman broke his wrist.

We were holding our own in Division Four but the real glamour came in the League Cup when we drew Watford at Blundell Park. The legendary Elton John was the chairman. It was a bit of a story back then because he was one of the biggest stars around.

I remember being really excited about the prospect of meeting Elton because he was a real-life superstar and showman into the bargain. He didn’t disappoint. Elton turned up in this full-length mink coat, which would have cost more than I earned that year.

I also remember going out on to the pitch saying to myself: ‘Elton, you don’t know who I am but by the time I am finished you will be well aware of the name Kevin Drinkell.’ Unfortunately, I put on a damp squib of a performance in front of the Rocket Man. I struggled to make an impact and we lost 2–1.

But it is fair to say that particular night in Grimsby made an impression on Elton. It later inspired him to write a song about the town. It is on his Caribou album and it goes something like ‘Grimsby, one thousand delights that couldn’t match the sweet sights. La la Grimsby.’ I hope it was a positive reflection of his visit to my hometown and the bright lights of Cleethorpes rather than the great man being mischievous about Grimsby.

The burden of playing every week and being in the spotlight was beginning to take its toll and my performances began to dip. I found myself in and out of the team, as the manager was careful not to burn me out.

My first full season hadn’t gone the way I had hoped and then injury saw me miss the last two months of the season. I scored my final goal of the campaign in our win at Rochdale but by the end of March my season was done and dusted. I had to watch from the stands as we finished sixth, some way behind Elton’s champions Watford and runners-up Southend.

It wasn’t a bad attempt for such an inexperienced squad and at least the foundations had been laid. I could be relatively pleased because I had been involved in 26 games and 20 of those had been starts. I had scored six goals, so I wasn’t too disappointed and it gave me something to build on.

Over the summer I put on a few pounds and went through my rebellious stage, where I decided to grow my beard. My parents just looked at me and shook their head as if I was some sort of scruffy nuclear protester. Ironically, this was when I met my future wife, Andrea, for the first time. She insisted I wasn’t exactly a great catch but we are still together today so I couldn’t have been that bad!

We had some fun around that period. We would all go out together, Tony Ford, Dave Moore and all our girlfriends. Those were carefree days and my disposable income was boosted again when I was rewarded with my first, full professional contract. I was no longer a YTS and now I was up to £50-a-week on a 12-month contract with another year’s option.

I felt like I had won the lottery because I also got a £500 signing-on fee. Half of it went to the PFA’s benevolent pension fund and the other £250 was due to me over the next three years.

I returned fully fit for pre-season to the 1977–78 campaign. I might have been coining it in but on the park I was beginning to feel short-changed. I didn’t even feature on the subs’ bench for the first half dozen games. I was disappointed but what could I say? I was still only 18, filling out, growing, and a simple boy adapting to a man’s game.

Fellow Blundell Park starlet Terry Donovan became the main striker along with Lester. Terry, a Republic of Ireland under-21 international, scored three goals in his first four appearances and ended up getting a move to Aston Villa in my absence. He made the switch for a then club record fee of £75,000.

His departure gave me my chance to get back in. The team had already made a solid start. We kept ourselves in the top six. I was doing okay but I had to wait until late October to open my account, when I hit two goals in a 4–3 win over Northampton.

That gave me a much-needed shot in the arm and I netted four goals in the next five games although niggling injuries stopped my season from really taking off.

I had still shown enough promise for the club to hand me another improved deal. It came as a welcome Christmas present. They offered me £140-a-week in the first year, £180-a-week the second and £220 in the third. I was also due a £1,500 loyalty bonus for every season I was there. I didn’t need to think twice about signing it. It also showed the club rated me.

On the field, I just couldn’t shrug off my injury problems although the team were doing well without me and hit the top with a 3–1 win against Wigan.

I was desperate to play my part and came back for the local derby with Scunthorpe. The derbies against the likes of ‘Scunny’, Hull and Lincoln were always massive. They were big because, as a local boy, I knew what they meant to the fans. They always guaranteed decent crowds and Grimsby would regularly boast attendances of 12,000 or 13,000 in the old Fourth Division for these games.

I scored but we had to settle for a share of the spoils. A couple of days later I got in on the act again when I netted against Bradford. We followed that up by beating Barnsley to go top. Almost 16,000 fans crammed into Blundell Park for that game to see us jump back above our main rivals Reading and Wimbledon.

We kept our noses in front at Northampton but left ourselves needing snookers after we dropped a point at Newport. The fans that day were more interested in a very different ball game. They were glued to the final of the World Snooker Championships.

All the locals were rooting for fellow Welshman Terry Griffiths. Hundreds of Newport fans were watching the match in the adjoining social club rather than us playing Newport. Fortunately, for them, he made it a weekend to remember – although it is one everyone in Grimsby would rather forget!

I know Terry now, through Ian and Lee Doyle working at 110 Sport, and I still say to him that I was in his homeland the day he became world champion.

But our Welsh miscue saw us drop back to second and needing championship snookers of our own going into the final two games. It never happened.

We lost at home to Doncaster and to Barnsley, who were also pushing for promotion, on the final day, to let Reading walk away with the title.

That last game was a real anti-climax because more than 21,000 crammed into Oakwell hoping to see some silverware.

We, at least, had the consolation of promotion. We were disappointed but the most important thing for the club was getting out of the Fourth Division.

We had a civic reception in the town hall to mark our achievement. I was still 18 and so it was really something to savour, seeing the celebrations and all the fans out in the streets.

It was a new experience for me and at one stage I was actually seen up on the balcony giggling. I didn’t really take it all in because you think occasions like that are going to be a regular occurrence.

I finished the season with seven goals, although I was still some way behind our top scorer, Tony Ford.

On the back of my new contract I decided to treat Andrea to a luxury, foreign holiday. I took her to Mallorca and we checked into this really nice hotel.

I was beginning to think I had made it. I was the local hero at Grimsby and a string of big clubs had been linked with me. I was walking around as if I was Kevin Keegan rather than an up-and-coming youngster ready for his first crack at Division Three.

When I got up that first morning I said to Andrea: ‘Why don’t we go for a cappuccino?’ being the sophisticated footballer. I was walking up the street as if I was the main man when this chocolate brown Rolls Royce pulls up next to us. I just stood and looked as this bronzed and well-groomed guy stepped out of the driver’s seat and took some buckets and spades out of his boot for his kids.

A clearly impressed Andrea said: ‘Is that Graeme Souness over there?’

Needless to say he never recognised Kevin Drinkell and maybe had never even heard of him! That snub well and truly put me in my place. I knew there and then I had a long way to go before I could say I had made it.

I got just as big a shock when I returned for the 1979–80 season to learn we had lost our promotion-winning boss. Newman decided to quit to become to become Colin Addison’s No. 2 at Derby County. He was replaced by his own assistant George Kerr. He was a tough Scot, who had played for our rivals Scunthorpe and been part of the management team at Lincoln.

I gave Kerr an early headache when Middlesbrough bid £300,000 for me. George pulled me in and said, ‘We have had an offer from Boro’ but you aren’t for sale.’ I was fine with that because I had never even thought about leaving, even though Boro’ were and still are a massive club.

The speculation hit the local press but I was happy and settled in Grimsby with Andrea. It wasn’t until a few years later that Dave Hodgson, who had been at Boro’, told me how much I could have earned if I had made the move. He was pocketing 10 times more than what I was on with the Mariners. If I had known that I might have chapped the door but I had no idea and Grimsby had also rewarded me with a new contract of my own.

I was buzzing and ready to start the season when another niggling injury curtailed me again. It left Kerr short of firepower and he went out and paid a £60,000 club record fee to sign Kevin Kilmore from Stockport.

He made a real, early impression and to be fair Kevin was a good player. A lot of nice things were said about him and at one stage there was even talk of Liverpool being interested. The story was KK was being lined up to replace somebody of the same initials – in Kevin Keegan!

I was more interested in trying to grab my first-team slot back. By the October I was fit enough to make a couple of substitute appearances although I was still playing catch-up after missing most of the pre-season.

I just kept my head down and continued to give my all. I was determined to get back in the starting XI. Kilmore had already bagged a few goals and I felt we could become a decent partnership.

We made a decent fist of things in the League Cup. We saw off ‘Scunny’, Huddersfield and Notts County before we faced our biggest challenge, in Everton.

The Toffees were a massive club and had top players like Mike Lyons and Brian Kidd. That was a big thing for me because I was a fan of Brian but there was no room for sentiment and we managed to spring a major cup shock.

Mike Brolly, who was a smashing guy, was our hero scoring both our goals. He was a decent left winger, who I always felt was under-rated. His enthusiasm for football was unmatched. He loved being out on the training pitch. He was always the first one out even in the middle of winter when it was snowing and the rest of us were in hiding.

It was good for him because Mike was normally the one supplying the ammunition and this time he was able to grab the headlines.

That famous scalp helped to put Grimsby back in the spotlight. It proved we had a talented side, who could take the step up.

The Everton win set up an epic fifth-round clash with Wolves. It was another big draw because they had Emlyn Hughes, Andy Gray, Kenny Hibbitt and big George Berry.

The initial game ended goalless, at a packed Blundell Park, although we should have won. We had been the better team and Kevin Moore had a chance to win it with a header but his effort came back off the bar.

It went to a replay the following week at Molineux.

Wolves were favourites but, once again, we rose to the occasion and had the better of the exchanges. Gray put them in front and we pulled it back thanks to a rather fortunate own goal.

The tie was eventually decided by a second replay at Derby’s Baseball Ground a week later. By that time our chance had gone. We had missed our opportunity and never got going.

Wolves went on to win the tournament by beating Swindon in the semi-final and the holders Nottingham Forest in the final, with Gray scoring the only goal of the game.

It was hard to watch Hughes lift the trophy knowing we really should have put them out. ‘Crazy Horse’ had a glittering career but he was a guy I lost a lot of respect for later in my career.

It was when he went on to become manager at Rotherham two or three seasons later. He was still their player-boss when Grimsby travelled to Millmoor for a game.

I was seen as one of the more promising up-and-coming strikers in the English game and I had been linked with a few top teams like Everton, Stoke, Leeds, Manchester City and Middlesbrough.

The ball was booted up to the other end of the pitch when he turned and snarled at me: ‘£200,000 to Stoke. I wouldn’t even pay £2,000 to take you here!’ There had been no previous bad blood, so he didn’t need to say anything. This was a guy who had probably won more medals than I had scored goals. I just looked at him but never said anything. From that moment on I lost all respect for him. He had played at the top level and didn’t need to stoop that low.

I don’t know if he thought he might struggle against me because he was coming to the end of his career and didn’t have the same legs. I don’t know. I had the last laugh when we left with the points.

I also got the chance to silence another footballing legend when I netted in our win at Sheffield Wednesday. I took a great deal of delight from that goal.

I had been linked with a move to Wednesday, who had Jack Charlton in charge at that time. The build-up had all been about me possibly going there, but before the game Charlton had said: ‘Drinkell wouldn’t even get in my team!’ Needless to say I didn’t need much of a team talk. I scored my goal and, for me, that was the perfect way to respond to Mr Charlton’s cheap and needless jibe.

It was also a big win for the team. It kept us away from the relegation zone and allowed us to consolidate. The squad was bolstered by the signing of the experienced striker Trevor Whymark. The club broke their record transfer fee when they agreed to pay £80,000 for the former Ipswich and Vancouver Whitecaps forward.

Trevor was a player I really admired. When I started to play alongside him he didn’t disappoint. Trevor was a real class act. Everybody could see he had played at the top level, he was so comfortable on the ball it could be blasted at any part of his body and he would kill it stone dead. His touch was amazing and he always knew where he needed to be on the pitch. You never saw him haring after a ball, like me, because he was always in the right place at the right time. I learned a lot from him and playing with Trevor helped me improve my game immensely. Trevor was also a great guy away from the ground and we became good friends. Andrea and I became really close to Trevor and his wife Rita and, when we all moved into the same Wybers Wood estate in Grimsby, they became godparents to our eldest daughter, Alexandra.
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