
Delia, just give me my old Norwich back. The one I know and love...

Thurs 12 Oct 06

A few years ago, I went to a wedding reception in a large marquee which was battered for the duration by a violent thunderstorm. Rain lashed against the canvas and the wind was so strong that it seemed the pegs to which the structure's ropes were tied would be ripped out of the ground at any moment.

With my customary flair for the inappropriate, I waited for a flash of lightning, then loudly declared: 'If this marriage is wrong, Lord, give us a sign...'

An almighty crack of thunder immediately shook the marquee again, though this was as nothing compared to the faces like thunder which greeted me on all sides of the table.

This still ranks as the second most ill-judged wedding-related joke I have ever made – only narrowly beaten by my suggestion to my wife-to-be that we should play U2's 'I Still Haven't Found What I'm Looking For' at our nuptials.

It came to mind again as the thunderstorm broke over Carrow Road just after the end of the Burnley match. It was as if the final verdict on Nigel Worthington was being delivered by a divine hand parting the clouds and aiming a bolt of lightning at the dug-out. 

(Perhaps in response to a request for guidance – after all, Our Lady of Stowmarket does have a special hotline, doesn't she?)

Such a judgement could hardly have been more dramatic or definitive than the match itself, though. For the second time in 18 months, Worthington sent a team out for a game it absolutely had to win, only to watch it collapse completely.

And if anything, this performance was even more damning than the 6-0 defeat at Fulham as it seemed pretty clear to me and the people who sit around me that the players were deliberately not giving their all.

Actually, I'd better rephrase that as I'm sure the players would deny it vehemently. Perhaps it would be safer to say that if there were ever to be an occasion when the players were deliberately not giving 110% at the end of the day, the Burnley performance is what it would look like. 

Did anyone else notice passes not quite being reached and crosses aimed either straight at the keeper or high towards the far corner flag?

But maybe there is no point now in looking back at the ins and outs and rights and wrongs of that display; it happened and it's best forgotten about. If we are to do any looking back at this point, it should be at the whole of Worthington's time in charge. What will be the lasting memory of his reign?

There are plenty of moments – good and bad – to choose from, and different people will focus on different things. In due course, the record of our next manager may also influence the way we look back on the last few years. But for me, for now, the overriding feeling is this:

When Nigel took over from Bryan Hamilton as manager, the team was an absolute mess and we were in real danger of leaving the division in the wrong direction. 

He did a brilliant job in getting rid of the large pile of dead wood – Derveld, de Waard and de rest – and forging a real team from the remains. That was arguably a greater and more important achievement than gaining promotion to the Premiership.

The sad thing is that he has now left behind a squad which is almost as much of a rag-bag as the one he inherited. 

We have players who lack experience, players who are past their best and players who simply aren't good enough (no names, but I'm sure you can guess who's on my mind...). Yes, we have a few gems too, but whoever takes over is going to have to carry out a similar overhaul to Nigel's, with the considerable disadvantage of being able to do little or nothing until January.

As for who should take over – I have no idea. 

Not knowing enough about the playing-style favoured by Messrs Tilson, Calderwood, Penney, Blackwell or McLeish, it's impossible to arrive at a considered conclusion. Mark Bowen appeals on an instinctive, sentimental level and has a fine record as a coach – but as Brian Kidd for one has proved, successful coaches don't always make successful managers.

Mike Newell has done well in getting the most out of a limited squad at Luton, so his appointment wouldn't be a disappointment. But please God (or failing that, Delia), not Hoddle, Souness, Royle or Robson.

If the post hasn't already been filled, the next two or three games will give us an idea of: a) whether Martin Hunter was responsible for the way the team briefly played at the start of the season; and b) whether the players want him to get the job. 

If you're looking for a tenuous omen, I came across one a couple of days ago when listening to Bjork's album 'Homogenic'. 

The first track features the lyrics 'I'm the hunter / I'll bring back the goods', which sounds positive – though the next line is 'But I don't know when...', which would not be an impressive thing to say at an interview for the job.

(I really should stop looking for signs in everything. That way madness lies, or at least a considerable amount of worry. Last week I returned home to find my wife's latest book purchase lying on the coffee table: a novel titled We Need to Talk About Kevin.)

Whoever our next manager turns out to be, I hope he's able to build a team that feels like a Norwich team again. 

By that I don't necessarily mean a pretty passing side (Ron Saunders' great Norwich team was built on hard work and exceptional fitness), though that would be good. It's just as much about team spirit, about raising our game in matches against 'big' teams (especially in cup ties), about having players who have a real affinity for the club and the fans.

For too long now, I've felt a certain dissociation from the team which I think I can best describe with an analogy. 

A couple of months after it opened, I went for a wander around the Chapelfield shopping centre for the first time. When I came back outside, I couldn't work out where on earth I was. It took me ages to realise that I was looking towards where the old Malthouse multi-storey car park used to be. 

'They knocked that down a couple of years ago,' my sister told me later. 'Without consulting me first?' I replied.

It was a genuinely upsetting moment. I've always felt I know Norwich so well that I could find my way around blind-folded, yet here I was, unable to recognise the city centre.

It's been the same with the football team; I've been watching Norwich, yet on too many occasions it hasn't felt like watching Norwich.

The day that 'Hello, hello, Norwich are back...' rings out around the ground will be a great day indeed.
________________________________________________________________

And finally… I was amused to hear that the makers of Monopoly have replaced the 'Go to Jail' square in the new Ipswich version of the board game with 'Go to Norwich', following a flood of e-mails from the town. 

(Who knew they had computers?)

However, I would be interested to know whether there is a Community Chest card along the lines of: 'The local football club you trade with goes into administration and offers you a settlement of 5p in the pound. Lose £10,000.'

