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FOREWORD


BY K ENNY SANSOM





My memories of Vince are all really good ones. He was a great lad, a great team player; he had great team spirit and was an all-round top man.


Vince is a couple of years younger than me and I can remember him joining Palace and being a lively young lad. He just loved being a footballer and being a part of the team. He was a little comedian and every day he’d have a smile on his face. He had great character.


That character helped him because he used to get stick from fans of other clubs, but I’m not sure he took that much notice. He almost had the attitude that they could do what they wanted. Vince was laid back and more concerned with his football than anything else, so he didn’t allow himself to get put off by their abuse. We were playing sport at a high level and he’d keep a smile on his face whatever was being said to him, and that says a lot about him.


To be honest, Vince got enough stick from his own players. He’d try and beat too many players at times – he’d tell you that. He’d beat three players and then cross it behind the goal and we’d tear our hair out and tell him just to beat one and cross it into the box. He used to get a lot of mickey taken out of him for that. Ian Walsh and Dave Swindlehurst used to get the hump and have a go at him. But, to be fair to Vince, he did practise his crossing, and then he’d go on a run and hit great crosses in.


I can only really speak about football, although I imagine that it’s the same for all sports, but people are always remembered for the bad things that they do. It’s the same in life. People are quick to say, ‘You did really well but…’ Vince took the stick but he kept going and never stopped working. He was a tremendous team player; he really worked hard for the team.


I think it’s only now, looking back with hindsight, that we can appreciate how good that Palace side was. We had a team that was similar to the one Manchester United had under Ferguson with Giggs, the Neville brothers, Beckham, Scholes and Butt in it. They had six or seven boys that came through from the Youth team to the First team and we had exactly the same thing at Palace.


The team spirit we had at that time at Palace was as good as I’ve ever known in football. When Leicester won the Premier League, they reminded me of our side because we had a similar camaraderie about us. It’s such a shame that Palace side didn’t stay together because we’ll never know how good we could have been, but I feel sure that we could have got into Europe at least.


People say that when I left it all fell apart but, the truth is, I didn’t want to go. I spoke to Terry Venables on the Monday at the training ground and agreed a new contract. I then came in on the Tuesday and, as I walked past his office, he called out: ‘Ken, don’t get changed. Drive over to Arsenal as they want to sign you.’ I didn’t have a dad; Venners was my boss and mentor, so I did what he said. I got in my car and drove over there and signed for Arsenal. Venners always says that I wanted to leave but he’s a fibber. He’s a crafty Cockney and he’s kept that story going.


Going to Arsenal was great, don’t get me wrong, but I didn’t want to go. Palace was where I started and I’d had a fantastic few years there with friends and some great teammates. Palace, at that time, was the kind of place where anyone who signed settled in within five minutes. The team spirit was that good and Vince was a key part of that, with his brilliant sense of humour.


When he was playing, he just wanted to be involved all the time, but Vince wasn’t one of the lads that liked a pint and a bird – he kept himself to himself. Off the pitch he was a totally different character to the person that played on the pitch. He was a bit naive. He would come in for games wearing a black suit with brown socks. I’d ask him what the hell he was doing and he’d tell me that he had to get changed in the dark. I urged him to turn the light on in future.


Vince tells a story that whenever we played against each other after I left Palace, I used to approach him in the tunnel and check whether my shorts had a big enough pocket for him to fit into. The truth is, whenever you play against someone you know, you want to win. It becomes even more important for you to do well. Winning was what it was all about but, when the game was over, you’d have a drink together – well, maybe, a lemonade. 


I feel honoured to have been asked to write the foreword to his book, and I wish Vince every success.




 





Kenny Sansom


February 2018

















CHAPTER 1


REFLECTIONS





I wouldn’t have been a professional footballer if I hadn’t gone to Leyton Orient and watched Laurie Cunningham play. I was about fourteen at the time and I used to go there with Maurice Newman, the manager of the Sunday team I played for, Beaumont. At times, I didn’t even watch Laurie. I’d stand and look at the reaction of the people around me watching Laurie. The sense of anticipation when he got the ball or was near the ball was unbelievable. I knew straight away that I was watching someone special.


I’d seen top footballers playing on TV, but it was different being at a match and watching one perform live, and seeing the power that Laurie had. He was exciting. He was so different to the rest of his teammates. As far as I was concerned, Orient only had two players: John Jackson – the goalkeeper – and Laurie Cunningham. Jacko would catch it and boot it towards Laurie and then he would take over. It was incredible to watch.


Orient had quite a good team then, and reached the FA Cup semi-final in 1978. They had another good player, Peter Kitchen. He was the first footballer that I ever spoke to at length because he lodged with Maurice Newman. Though he was a professional footballer and Orient’s top scorer for a couple of years, I soon realised that he was just an ordinary guy. I wasn’t the most confident and outgoing person, but this interaction made me understand that becoming a footballer was an attainable goal. People back then told me that I could make it as a footballer, but it was only through watching Laurie and talking to Peter that I realised I really could do it.


Laurie Cunningham inspired me. I hoped that one day people would believe that when I got the ball, I too could make something wonderful happen. I wanted supporters to feel that same sense of excitement and anticipation whenever I had the ball, and Laurie gave me that desire. He enthralled and inspired people; it was an incredible gift.


Later on, when I got into the England Under-21s, we travelled to Romania and the full England squad were playing out there too. Laurie was in the senior side and, as much as I wanted to, I didn’t get the opportunity to meet up with him and thank him and tell him what he meant to me.


He died a few years later and it’s only recently that they’ve put a statue of him up at Orient. The word ‘great’ is used far too often in football, but Laurie really was great. As was Bobby Moore, who coached me at Palace. In addition to being a great footballer, Bobby was a humble, lovely man. I can’t speak highly enough of Laurie and Bobby. They’ve got something else in common too: neither of them was truly appreciated until after they died. This saddens me. We should celebrate people while they are still with us.


I often look back on my career. I know that a lot of the older players suffer from depression, and if you look back with regret then it certainly can make you melancholy. If I wanted to delve deeply into remembering some of the issues that I suffered from during my career, such as racism, then it would make me depressed too. It would also hurt if I thought about players who achieved more than me when they weren’t as good as I was, so I tend to try to look back at games that were memorable for me and, even more importantly, at things that made me laugh.


As far as I’m concerned, the more you can think about things that make you smile, the younger you’ll feel. If you constantly look back on things with regret, then you age faster. Footballers are the best people in the world at finding things to laugh about, even if others think they’re insensitive; they divorce themselves from reality. I can remember being at Stoke in the treatment room and I was talking about the fact that the Gulf War looked like it was going to end, and one of the lads didn’t even know that there was a war on!


I don’t regret missing out on the chance to earn the money that the players do now. The only thing that I do miss in football is the humour amongst the players. I think that you’re a lucky person if you can go to work and find twenty or so like-minded people you can laugh and joke with every day. I packed in early – my career was finished at thirty-two – but I started at sixteen, so I had sixteen years as a professional, and I wouldn’t change any of it. I always say to people that my time at Portsmouth made me grow as a man and Palace helped me to grow as a footballer, but I had to experience all of the things that I did in my career to become the person that I am today. 


Writing this book has made me reflect on my life and my career and wonder how good I really was as a player. If I was more consistent, I think that my ability level would have seen me floating between the top division and the Championship. In all honesty, I don’t think I would have been a top player in the Premier League and I’m not sure I would have been the top player in the Championship, but I do know that, in any given game, I could have done something that would have made the difference between my team winning or losing. I also know that there were games where you wouldn’t have noticed me.


That’s a criticism that the supporters of Leeds United and Stoke City could level at me. Until you mention my name, people would forget that I played for those teams, because I didn’t pull up any trees while I was there. But I’d hope that people would remember me playing for either Palace or Portsmouth, if not both – particularly the supporters of those clubs.


As a player, the older I got, the more I worried about how well I was doing. A lot of players lie to other people, but they can’t lie to themselves. As the years advance, you wonder whether the reason you’re doing badly is because of your age or because you can’t hack it any more. When you’re younger, you have a bad game but then you forget about it in a couple of days whereas, as an older player, a couple of days later I’d still be thinking about it and desperately hoping that I didn’t play that badly again, because if I did, I’d be convinced there was something wrong.


A lot of the criticism levelled at me during my career was for being inconsistent. People used to say that I’d play well one week then I’d have a couple of bad games and I used to think, ‘Well, if I play well in every single game, or 350 of the 400-odd games that I played in, then I’d have medals galore.’ It doesn’t work like that. You try to play as well as you can in as many matches as you can but, sometimes, playing well to me might not be playing well to the people in the stands, even if I’d been following instructions. I might have been playing in a position or in a way that the manager asked me to and the fans don’t know about.


Supporters don’t think that players can hear the things they’re shouting, but you can and there are times when you think, ‘I can’t wait for this whistle to blow because I am having the biggest nightmare of all time’, or you do something wrong and you quickly have a look at the dugout to see if they’ve now got the sub warming up for you. Those memories have never left me. You tend to hear the individual voices more when things are going badly. In my case, it was often the manager that I could hear.


A fine example was Alan Ball. He could make you feel twenty feet tall, but he could also destroy you. He had that power and, when you have that, I don’t think that you should abuse it, because it’s not going to help players – even someone as experienced as me. There were training sessions where I stayed away from the ball because of him. Bally could make you feel like that. I’m pleased and proud to say that he took me to a lot of clubs, so I must have been doing something right, but I’ve seen him break people. As a player, you know when you’re having a bad time; some players are just better at hiding it than others. Some say that it doesn’t bother them, but that’s a lie.


Despite my perceived inconsistency, I do think that I was unlucky not to get a full England cap, but caps were harder to get back then. For two years, around 1979 and 1980, I don’t think that there were many players better than me in my position. After that, though, my character wasn’t right. Maybe if I’d tried harder at Luton, then I could have pushed on with my career and gone on to an even bigger club because, in hindsight, there were four or five top-quality players when I went there. It might have meant me going there and being prepared to sit in the reserves and biding my time. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so eager to go to Portsmouth when David Pleat called me into his office but, by then, Billy Gilbert had told me that they gave you a car at Pompey. That swung it for me.


I do know that I was a better player at Palace than I was at Pompey, and so was Billy Gilbert. People often ask me which was the best side I played for. Well, Palace always used to beat Pompey so, for that reason, and for that reason only, I think that the 1979 Palace side would beat the Portsmouth promotion side.


No, seriously, the Pompey side that I played in was a lot more experienced than the Palace side that won Division Two. Two-thirds of that Palace team were kids. John Burridge was the oldest, along with Steve Kember, but if you took them out of it then there was no one in that side who was even close to thirty. Even though we were young, all of us Palace players were experienced in terms of the number of games we’d played. We’d all been in the team for at least three years, and we were certainly good enough.


The Pompey side was experienced too, but not as young and, player for player, the Palace team would have shaded it anyway. We had Kenny Swain at right back at Portsmouth and he’d won the European Cup at Villa, but I would always have had Paul ‘Fish’ Hinshelwood over him because Fish was more of an athlete, had a goal threat and really put his foot in. Billy Gilbert was obviously in both sides and you had Noel Blake at Pompey who was intimidating, but Jimmy Cannon could do the lot. He could play nowadays; he’s what a lot of top clubs are looking for in their centre-halves. Even to this day, I couldn’t tell you whether Jimmy was right or left footed and the nearest that I’ve seen to Jim in terms of his distribution from the back was John Terry. Then, Kenny Sansom was far and away the best full back this country has produced in sixty years.


In midfield, Micky Kennedy and Kevin Dillon were good. Mick was as hard as they come, but Peter Nicholas was as hard as him and could do the other bits as well. Nico first got into the Palace team as a centre-back, which shows his versatility, and he also had a couple of good years at Arsenal, which shows his quality. That Palace side had more quality generally. There wasn’t a lot to choose between Jerry Murphy and Kevin Dillon, although I would say that Murph didn’t score as many goals as he should have done for his ability, whereas Kevin scored goals from a distance.


So I’m very proud to have played for both sides and it was an honour for me to be voted into Pompey’s Hall of Fame recently. I’m not being modest, but there have been so many better players than me that have played for Portsmouth and haven’t been held in such esteem. I just hope that the people who came to watch when I played knew that I gave everything I could for the football club. 


If I’m honest, that’s the slight difference between Portsmouth and Palace for me: I let Palace down a bit in the last couple of years I was there. Not in terms of effort but, at Palace, I was a much better player and, even though I was only twenty-four, I should have taken a lot more responsibility in games and helped other players out instead of only showing them the old flying winger once in every four matches. At Portsmouth, Bally wouldn’t allow me to let games pass me by and I certainly couldn’t do that in the early days at Palace under Terry Venables. John Cartwright – my old Youth coach – would go to a lot of the games, and he used to talk to Venners about how to get the best out of me.


Under Alan Ball, you couldn’t let games drift by whether you were playing well or not and I had to contribute physically as well as creatively. I like to think that’s what was reflected in getting the Hall of Fame award at Portsmouth. Portsmouth is a very working-class city, which I like. It reminds me of the East End; if you give everything, which should be a prerequisite, then people there will respond to you.


Since retiring, Palace have asked me on numerous occasions to do matchday hospitality there, and I did it for a while. It’s easier for me to do the hospitality at Pompey, but they looked after me so well at Palace and I enjoyed it there. I loved getting up early to go to Palace and chatting to people about sport. I’ll talk about football, cricket and tennis all day long, if you let me.


I enjoy conversations about how football has changed, too. I never say that it was better or harder in my day; I just say that it was different. You can’t compare eras, and I think it’s wrong to. Look at someone like Jimmy Greaves. Every Tottenham supporter over the age of fifty will tell you that he’s the greatest goalscorer they’ve ever seen, but kids today would watch film of him on TV and think that he couldn’t run and laugh at the pitches too.


If you’re going to try and compare eras then I think you have to take into account rule changes. The only games that were live on TV in my day were the European finals and the FA Cup Finals. When Liverpool went away from home, their whole game consisted of their defenders getting the ball and passing it between themselves and then giving it straight back to the keeper and they’d do it again and again to quieten the crowd. Jimmy Greaves would have scored another 100-odd goals in his career, and so would Gary Lineker, if they’d played nowadays, because they were predators and they would have preyed upon the fact that the goalkeeper could no longer pick up a back-pass. It’s the same in cricket. How many players really were out lbw? DRS has changed the way we look at things. Shane Warne would have taken a thousand wickets!


When I’m talking about football, people ask me if I miss running out in front of the crowds, but the truth is, I don’t. It sounds so clichéd but, even now, the thing I truly miss is the banter that goes on in the dressing rooms and pubs. It was just brilliant. With the money involved now, however, I don’t believe it would be anywhere near as good as it was, because I don’t imagine that players go out and meet up in the pub any more. The best player in England years ago was George Best and I bet he socialised with most of his teammates. It does you good if you can socialise with your teammates away from the training ground, but I’d be surprised if, in a high-profile modern-day team, there are six or seven players who could say they are close mates. I don’t think I’d enjoy the game as much today, because I’d still want to be buddies with everyone.


I did an interview with The Times a few years ago and they asked me to compare the Pompey side that I got promoted with to the one that won the FA Cup in 2008. They’d heard that we’d gone on the piss for a week after we’d gone up and I was at pains to make clear that we weren’t unprofessional – we simply had different demands on us. If a player like George Best had the same training and attitude as the players in this era, then he would still, no doubt, be one of the best players in Europe, but I’m not sure if he could handle the discipline that players have these days. Teams today stay together overnight before virtually every away game, and for a lot of home games too, so that the football staff can ensure that they’re getting the right sleep and eating the right foods, and it’s a completely different environment, carefully monitored and controlled. Sport is evolving.


When I played, right up until the mid-’80s, Fridays at football clubs were a joke; we’d come in for ten minutes and just play a bit of five-a-side. When I was at Pompey, our Fridays consisted of having a warm-up, going into the gym, getting into a little circle and keeping the ball away from the person in the middle of the circle for twenty minutes. I thoroughly enjoyed it, but that was it; that was our day finished.


Things have changed so much now: tactics are discussed, diets are monitored, you stay overnight and you eat what they tell you to eat. Whereas at Pompey in my day, it was the circle, Micky Channon going off to whatever racecourse he had to be at, and then the rest of us heading into the Pompey pub for sausage, eggs, bacon and chips, and playing a bit of pool before heading home. We’d then turn up the next day at 1.30 or 1.45 p.m. for the game or, in Micky Channon’s case, 2.30 p.m. Nowadays, you get to the ground at 11.30 a.m. To be fair, some clubs did that then and it was considered revolutionary, but now it’s the norm. For night games we thought it was outrageous having to turn up at 4 p.m. The coaching staff would tell us that we were going to have a bit of a loosener and something to eat, and we’d all think, ‘I could do that at home.’


The game itself has also changed. In my day, you could make big tackles and someone like Billy Gilbert could make four or five bad ones before he’d even be spoken to, and then he’d have to commit another four or five before he was given a yellow card, but now you can’t make four or five bad tackles in the whole game. I don’t think I could play now. It’s not down to fitness. I’d naturally get fitter through training, but it would be more difficult for me to change the way I think about the game. I’d cope technically and in terms of fitness, but not in terms of my mind. It’s too regimented now. The majority of my games were either played on the right or left wing but, in all of the games that I played, I never thought that I had to stay there and that I couldn’t influence a game in a different part of the pitch.


Now, however, coaches would be looking at me, telling me that I was meant to be a right-winger and would tell me to go back there. It’s now only the top, top players who can play without discipline and influence the game without hurting the team. I always used to like playing just off the front two where Paul Merson used to play but only Terry Venables would encourage me to do that and allow me to get on the ball as much as possible.


I tried to stay in football for a while after I stopped playing. I loved coaching at Havant & Waterlooville to start with and the players really responded to me initially, but I didn’t realise how hard it would be for players to play at that level with full-time jobs. I was there with Billy Gilbert and he coped with it a lot better than I did. He was more calculated, whereas I think I’d been around Bally for too long and was too emotional.


I often get asked, even now, what the difference is between a non-league player and a good professional player. You could argue that it’s speed, consistency, skill or strength and some might say that it’s fitness because professionals train every day but, to me, there’s only one thing that separates a pro from a non-league player: the professional will listen. Non-league players might well have the same amount of ability, but they’ll get distracted and think they know better. Pros realise that they have got to listen in order to learn, and then they work out whether what’s being said to them can help them or not.


I didn’t call what I did at Havant coaching; I called it giving the players the benefit of my experience in the game, but I found it really hard. In the pro game, if you have a go at someone, he might not agree with you, but he’ll listen. For example, a manager may criticise a professional player for bringing a ball down in the wrong area when he’d been told not to and the pro will hold his hands up and say, ‘Fair enough.’ He might get upset but, by Monday, he’ll have forgotten about it and be ready to go again. The non-league player will take it personally and won’t like you from that point on, no matter what you say to him after that.


A lot of the lads that I didn’t get on with at Havant bump into me now and they admit that they didn’t understand at the time that what I was saying to them was for the team’s good. They’ve also admitted that sometimes they didn’t listen to me because I’d had a go at them the week before. Therein lies the problem. The non-league player doesn’t realise that you’re having a go at the footballer; they think that you’re having a go at the person, when you’re not.


If I disliked every player or manager who’d ever had a go at me, then I wouldn’t like anyone. So frustration was one of the reasons why I gave up. I also didn’t like the fact that when I went out after a game, the only ones who came out with me were the ones I hadn’t criticised, and had been the best players. The other players just didn’t understand that after you point something out in football, the slate should be wiped clean the next time you see them. Instead, for them, it lingered.


My only active involvement in football these days is doing the hospitality on matchdays at Pompey. I stayed in Portsmouth after my career finished, in part because I grew up as a man down here. Every opportunity was available for me to go back to the East End but, if I’m being honest, I still had that footballing mentality in my head and, much as I hate saying it, when you’re a footballer, you get more things done for you and it’s a bit of a rude awakening when you go into the real world and have to do everything for yourself – even paying bills. I hate myself for saying it, but because I had that mentality – which I don’t have any more, I hasten to add – it just made it easier for me to stay in Portsmouth when I finished playing.


I try to console myself with the idea that people in Portsmouth made it easier for me because of the way I was as a footballer but also how I was as a person. I never ever thought that I was special because I was a footballer. I was different, but not special. As I got older, I made even more of a point of showing that I was just an ordinary person, and that’s why I could go out after games without getting any hassle. You should never forget where you’re from.


My family is here too. I know that I wasn’t really up to scratch as a dad because, honestly, I didn’t know how to be a dad, so I was always just Vince. I’m a lot better grandad to Albie than I was a dad, because it was only as I got older that I realised how much other people relied on me. It wasn’t that I was being selfish, and it may be a footballer’s mentality, but people would point out to me that I was a father, but I was acting as if nothing had changed.


With being a professional footballer often comes immaturity. How many other professions have people who pay your bills for you or look after your passport or arrange for a psychologist to discuss any problems you think you may have? I’m proud of how my two daughters have turned out, but that’s despite me. I’m still making it up to them now. There is always something more that a parent thinks that they could have done for their children. If you’ve done it properly, then your kids will make sure that you’re alright and they’ll pick up the phone to check on you and, fortunately, that does happen to me.


One thing that never changes is that you only learn as you get older. With age comes experience. I’ve said that I try not to regret anything that I’ve done in my life but that experience has allowed me to reflect. I’ve changed as I’ve aged and I’d like to think that I’ve become more aware of the needs of others. 

















CHAPTER 2


HOME





My parents were first-generation immigrants from a small, French-speaking island called Dominica and they came over in the 1950s when lots of people from that area were asked to come to England by the Conservative government. I don’t think that my dad had much of a childhood. I always remember him telling me about the first time that he saw snow. He was getting the train across Europe to get to the port and he asked the conductor what the white stuff on the hills was.


I was brought up in a family where my parents spoke French to each other. I don’t speak French, but I used to get scolded in French at home, so I do understand the language, as a friend of mine, Pete, found out. There used to be a market in Palmerston Road in Portsmouth, and a guy came up to him and started speaking French and Pete wanted to ignore him but I told him that the guy just wanted to know what sort of fish he had and how much they were.


The great thing about my mum and dad was that they put the kids first. My siblings and I never wanted for anything, even though there were a lot of us. We were taught the value of right and wrong. My parents were strict Catholics and they didn’t think anything about giving us a clout if we stepped out of line. We were a very religious family and I was a regular churchgoer even beyond the time that I became a pro. Respect played a big part in our lives and you had to look after what you had and make it last as long as possible.


My dad loved to be surrounded by kids. There was nothing untoward; he was just like the Pied Piper. Every Asian kid in the area used to pop round to see him. Maybe they confused his Christian name, Alie, with Ali? He used to buy them sweets and ice lollies and was really cheerful with other kids, but very strict with us. Knowing the difference between right and wrong was a very big deal to him. Occasionally, we’d get a slap, but it didn’t happen often.


I remember taking four shillings off the sideboard one day on the way to school – it was just lying there, telling me to pick it up. That was a lot of money to someone who was getting two pennies for pocket money. I took it, but I couldn’t bring myself to spend it; I don’t know why to this day, because if it was fear then I wouldn’t have taken the money in the first place. I put it back a little later knowing that my mum had been looking for those four shillings all morning and that my dad had got home earlier than normal and had been helping her. When I put it back, my mum knew it was me straight away as I was the only one in the room at the time and she was genuinely frightened for me because of what she thought my dad might do. Thankfully, he just hollered at me.


Apart from that, I never gave myself the opportunity to get into trouble. I knew a lot of lads who got into a lot of trouble though, which they tend to do in the East End. One of them, Peter, who played for Beaumont with me, was a good footballer, and he befriended me. I joined the team at around twelve and Peter had already been smoking for around two years. Peter asked me if he could come over to mine. I went out and got some comics and I came back and opened the door and, bearing in mind how strictly I’d been brought up, the first thing I heard was him asking, ‘And can you blow smoke rings like this, Mrs Hilaire?’ My mum was looking at me in amazement. I was sitting there thinking that I was dead because my mum was going to think that I smoked too, but she just laughed.


Smoking had never interested me. My mum and dad had smoked and, when I was about seven or eight, I was watching TV and my mum offered me a puff on her cigarette. It was the first time that I’d ever put a cigarette in my mouth and I coughed for ages. I’ve never minded other people smoking but, since then, I’ve never ever wanted to smoke myself. It was a good way to stop people from smoking. Peter ended up as a real unsavoury character and managed Nigel Benn before they fell out. They were the sort of people I grew up with.


I got on with my parents. There was only one problem child in the family and that was my sister. She could be neurotic when she was younger. I remember my mum having a go at her for going out when she was young. We had a big house with a kitchen upstairs and she ran into it and we didn’t see her for about an hour. Then, my brother John came down and shouted, ‘You better come upstairs, quickly. Vivienne’s got her head in the oven!’ She was trying to gas herself because our mum had reprimanded her. She forgot to put the gas on, though.


I’ve got two brothers and a sister. My sister is the eldest. I love her and I hope she loves me, but I didn’t grow up being close with her like I did with my brothers. All of the sport that I played was with my two brothers and we played a hell of a lot of cricket in the back garden. We lived in a massive house that my dad bought for under £3,000. He’d been a fisherman in Dominica and, like every other fisherman, he was the greatest one there was. My dad tried to turn his hand to everything, but he didn’t play cricket with us. As I found out myself when I retired, it’s much easier to talk about how good you were and convince people that way. My dad used to show us his fingers and say that he’d broken this one or that one fielding at cricket.


Although he didn’t play with us, my dad loved watching and listening to the cricket. We used to listen to the radio together when we were younger. Because of the way my dad was treated when he first came over, whenever England played, he wanted them to lose. It was murder when the West Indians came over to play England. You wouldn’t hear the end of it if an umpire gave a West Indian out lbw. You’ve never heard anything like it. I look back now and I think, ‘Dad, you didn’t even see it. We used to listen on the radio! How did you know where the ball pitched?’


When England played the West Indies at cricket in recent years, my dad would still want the West Indies to win and there was no one more upset than him about the decline of their cricket team. You can go all the way back to the 1940s and 1950s and the one thing that the West Indies had, sport-wise, that they could compete with the rest of the world in, would be cricket. It was a game that people there identified as their own.


It was sacrilege to ask my dad how old he was. He was a bit mysterious, but he was a funny man, my dad. He worked at Ford’s in Dagenham for twenty-odd years and he didn’t have it easy. He hated whatever government was in power and said that they were crooks. In fact, if he didn’t agree with something then he’d say that they were on the fiddle.


My dad must have had about seventeen driving tests before he passed and I remember him coming back having failed but he didn’t throw tantrums, he just went up the betting shop. He took his anger out on Lester Piggott. One of the things that he used to say to us was that Lester Piggott was a crook too and it seemed that whenever he put good money on him, he lost. Then, famously, Lester spent a few months in jail so he was walking around saying, ‘I was right but no one listened to me.’ He only ever bet what he could afford to lose but my mum wasn’t too amused that he spent most of his life in there.


When he did eventually pass his test he had a 3.5 litre Rover – a second hand one. He used to go and pick my mum up; she had about eighteen jobs at the same time. She worked at Watneys and Trebors and was a cleaner too. When she worked at Trebors, we never wanted for sweets. We were probably the only kids that were fed up of them. After that, she worked at Watneys and it was a good thing that I wasn’t a big drinker as a kid.


He was an upstanding man, my dad, but he didn’t mind doing a few deals. We lived quite near the docks in the East End. It’s a very similar place to Portsmouth, as it happens. Lot of Pursers used to come off the ships and he had a particular friend who we used to see two or three times a year – he was a French guy, so he tended to only speak with my dad – and my dad used to buy watches and get decent deals from him.


My parents left England when they retired and went back to the West Indies but, despite the fact that they had a big house on the beach front, ten years later they came back here because they missed London so much. My mum turned her attention from hating England and English people to loving it, and she now says that there aren’t enough English people in the country.


It’s an old adage and a cliché but you don’t realise what you’ve got until it’s gone and it’s true. As much as the Caribbean is a lovely place to live – they had a bungalow on the beach and wanted for nothing and the weather was great – they didn’t realise how much the London way of life had become ingrained in them. Subconsciously, they’d turned into East Enders.


I got on great with my parents. They were still together up until my dad’s death in 2017 – still arguing with each other just the way they did when I was a kid. My mum is still in east London and she’s seen a change there now but she doesn’t think that it’s for the best. She can’t stop moaning about it. When they went back to the Caribbean they yearned for England and, now my mum talks about how much better things were in London previously. My mum is older but she doesn’t think that London is as friendly a place as it was when we were growing up as kids. That may be because we all look back on our past with rose-tinted spectacles, but I’m not sure. 


SCHOOL


Where I lived, if someone didn’t like you the very first thing that they didn’t like about you was you. That’s always stayed with me. No one made any bones about you being black or from Africa or West Indian. They told you they just didn’t like you as a person. They didn’t turn to their friends and say, ‘Oh, he’s a black bastard. I don’t like him’ or ‘That wog’. So, in the end, because it was open and in your face, it didn’t worry you. I was lucky because where I grew up most of the people were open and honest.


I went to a Catholic primary school. The schools in that area were, for want of a better word, like zoos and, towards the end of my last year at primary school, I heard a rumour about the secondary school around the corner from me, which was called St Bonaventure’s. We all had to tick which school we wanted to go to, and St Bonaventure’s had produced a lot of professional footballers, but people were saying that they wouldn’t go there because the older boys flushed the first years’ heads down the toilet and whacked them around the heads too. That worried me, so I put it down as my second choice. I put a school called Rokeby down as first choice – and this was a big mistake. Rokeby was in Stratford, but I didn’t know that it was one of the roughest schools in the area and I didn’t find that out until the start of the next year. Of around 100 or so kids that I grew up with from the ages of six to eleven, only one other was going to Rokeby and I wasn’t particularly close to him so I thought, ‘Here we go’. 


My dad said to me that I had to step up and make something of my life now that I was going to secondary school, so my mum promptly went out and bought me a briefcase. That was the worst thing that could have happened because they were so unfashionable and I immediately became a target for the other kids. I didn’t know anyone and there were only a few other lads with briefcases and one of them was Mukesh Mandelia, a Kenyan Asian, so I made friends with him. This was about the time when Idi Amin got rid of a load of Asians from Uganda so a lot of Asians came over here. They either got out or lost their lives. It was me, Mukesh and a couple of other kids that decided to be pally with me because they brought briefcases to school as well. We were the briefcase kids and went around together.


Because Mukesh was my first friend at Rokeby, I used to walk home or get the bus with him. It was after a couple of years there that I got my first taste of racism. London then was nothing like it is now because now you’ll find schools in London which are well over 70 per cent ethnic. London was the most cosmopolitan place in England then but it would still have been only about 20 per cent minority ethnic which was obviously a lot less.


At that point, there was something very popular amongst the older teenagers called ‘Paki-bashing’. I don’t even like using the word but that’s what it was called amongst them. I often tell this story because it shows how people’s minds work but I’ve never forgiven myself for it. We were about fourteen at the time and I used to sit next to Mukesh in the majority of lessons and we’d put our briefcases down and have a laugh and a joke; we shared a love of the same things. It was around the time of the Kung-Fu phenomenon and he was the first person that I saw an X-rated film with.


Break time came along and Mukesh went off and I was with a couple of other lads. After break, Mukesh came in to the classroom a couple of minutes late and he sat down next to me but he had the biggest eye you’ve ever seen and his nose was smashed round his face. Everyone looked at him and I asked him what had happened and he told me that the skinheads from another form came and found him and gave him a good kicking and they told him that they were going to keep doing it. I asked him to give me a couple of seconds and I moved seats and I didn’t sit next to him for the rest of the half-term. I didn’t like myself for it but it had to be done.


At the time, I was just starting to make a name for myself at school for being Mr Popular. I didn’t like it but, when I thought that I had got to a certain level of popularity, I started to be his friend again and no one touched him because of me. It’s sad and I did reproach myself every night but the only thing that kept me going was that I kept feeling my nose and eyes and thought, ‘Well, I’m still good looking.’ The bullies left me alone when they saw that I wasn’t hanging around with Mukesh any more and I put my own welfare first. I think that Mukesh understood, although he did keep asking me why I kept getting the bus home rather than walking with him and also why was I now hanging around with the Caucasian kids.


I was good at school; I passed my 11-plus and I got a few O-levels in subjects that interested me like English, History and Maths. School was important to me. I was a popular boy there but it was nothing to do with sport – far from it – because I didn’t even get into my school football team until I was eleven or twelve.


I loved watching sport – anything with a ball involved. I was obsessed with the TV. We had a slot TV with a timer and had to put money into the back of it. I used to listen to a lot of cricket on the radio too. A lot of my humour comes from the cricket commentators like John Arlott and Brian Johnston. John Arlott had a great voice and those commentators should get a lot of credit because they used to have to make you visualise what was going on and paint pictures in your head. These men played a huge role in cementing a lifelong love of sport in me.


We moved house and my dad thought that he could turn his hand to anything and said that he’d patio the garden. It was probably the worst bit of patio you’ve ever seen in your life. It was like crazy paving except he didn’t mean it to be. You walked into our garden and you were lucky if you walked for thirty yards and didn’t break your ankle. I’d just got into the school cricket team because that was my first love, and me and my brothers played cricket out there. We bowled on the crazy paving and, if you’ve ever played on uneven surfaces, then it teaches you to get into line properly and that’s what it taught me. It helped me to get into the right position to deal with the ball during a game.


We started off with bits of wood for bats because we couldn’t afford proper ones and we’d play for hours, in the rain, with a tennis ball. Then we’d go over to Wanstead Flats and then West Ham Park and it was nearly as dangerous as the garden as the wickets there were uncovered and dogs used to go on them. 


Sometimes things are so uncomplicated. Clubs have got their academies now but, at the end of the day, if you’ve got the right technique in any sport then you’ve got half a chance. You can get pampered too much. Look at the way I learned to play cricket. When we played it was a case of playing double wicket which means you were paired off and if your partner was out then you were out too. To save time, we’d only use one pad each so I used to get side on because I was worried that if I missed the ball then I’d break my leg. In cricket they’ll tell you to get your foot as close to the ball as you can and that’s how I learned.


I played County standard cricket for Essex Schools for three or four years, which was quite a feat for someone from a state school in the East End. When I was at school, the headmaster, Mr Scott, was one down from God and one of the reasons why I became popular was that it got back to him that one of the pupils was good at cricket. He asked to see me and told me that he’d been getting good reports from the PE Department and had heard that I’d been called up by Newham District, so he said that I could clean his bat once a week and he’d look at my timetable to arrange a time that I could do it. He told me that if I ever got called up by Essex then I could have the bat. He stuck to his word and I scored a couple of 50s for them, which he was delighted about. 

















CHAPTER 3


STARTING FOOTBALL





I was the same as any other kid my age; we used to watch Match of the Day on a Saturday night. It was the dribblers that caught my eye: players like George Best and Charlie Cooke at Chelsea. Celtic were on a few times and I liked Jimmy Johnstone too. I also liked the showmen like Rodney Marsh; they were the players that made the biggest impression on me. West Ham and Leeds were my favourite teams then. I liked the Leeds socks because they used to have their numbers on them.


I always wanted to go to watch West Ham but it only happened once as a kid. I’d never been to a football match before; I must have been about eleven and one of the lads that I played with used to talk about standing on the North Bank at West Ham. He always used to ask me to come up there with him so we went one Saturday and we got there at about 12.30 p.m. These kids that I went with told me to watch the rush when the gates opened to get in but I didn’t know what they were talking about.


All of a sudden, we heard the gate open to the first turnstile on the North Bank and the crush knocked me to the side. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a couple of blokes who seemed really old but, looking back, must only have been about nineteen or twenty and they winked at each other. They could see that I was a bit frightened and I lost the lads that I was with – even though they were probably only a couple of yards in front of me. I looked at these lads again and they nudged each other and I thought, ‘Not for me’ so I turned on my heels and went home as fast as I could. I was frightened to death and I vowed that I’d never go to West Ham again and I didn’t until I played there for Palace.


I first got spotted playing football in the playground by a man called Maurice Newman, who was a combination of Sergeant Bilko and Arthur Daley along with the Penguin in the Batman films. He was a complete and utter wide boy but, what a man, and, without him, I’d have never kicked a ball in pro football. Maurice was having a chat with the best footballer at Rokeby School who happened to have the greatest name ever – Ossie Tutu. Ossie had just signed on for Orient and was now playing in the Youth team with Laurie Cunningham and Glenn Roeder. I was just kicking around in the playground and Maurice spotted me and asked me, in a real Cockney accent, if I played for anyone. I didn’t so he asked me if I wanted to play for him on a Sunday for Beaumont.


Maurice was a scout at Orient and he used to say, ‘Look son, you do well for me and I might get you down to Orient. I know George Petchey!’ I told my dad that I was going to start playing on Sundays but he told me that I wasn’t going anywhere if it meant missing church. Maurice assured me not to worry and, because he was such a wide boy and my dad was so gullible, he convinced him to let me play. My dad fell in love with Maurice and if Maurice had told him that the sky was green, then it was. I still had to go to church, but I just went at the earlier time of 8 a.m. which meant that I could then go and play football afterwards.


We used to get picked up in a transit and we had goals with nets! This was the life! We started signing players like Billy Hurley, who played for England Schoolboys; I still think that he had the hardest shot that I’ve ever seen – he used to beat goalies from sixty yards. Billy ended up playing a few games for Orient but drifted out of the game.


I wouldn’t have become a professional footballer without Beaumont. Maurice used to come and pick me up and, one day, he told me that he’d take me down to Orient as he wanted to see George Petchey. I stood in the corner of the dressing room and, all of a sudden, the door opened and I trod on someone’s big toe and it happened to be Laurie Cunningham’s. He was the first footballer that I’d come into contact with and I’d trodden on his foot. Maurice told me off and I learned a valuable lesson that day. Feet are the tools of a footballer’s trade and you need to look after them and I was always very conscious of that afterwards. Despite that inauspicious start, I realised that this was the life that I wanted. Laurie and Glenn Roeder were only Youth team players at Orient then and I wanted to be like them.


As a young kid, I knew that I had an aptitude for cricket but I never knew that I had an aptitude for football as well. The only time getting selected for a team ever took my breath away – and I’m including England B and England Under-21s in this – was when I got selected for Newham District, because I thought, ‘How can I be good enough for them? They’ve got people like Nicky Morgan and Henry Hughton playing for them and Alan Curbishley’s brother!’ When they told me that I’d been selected to go to training, I couldn’t believe it. I’m not the most confident person so if I don’t believe that I’m good enough to do something, then I won’t do it. I was thirteen and I’d only been playing football for the school and for Beaumont for a little while at the time.


I was thinking all week about how I was going to get out of the trial because I always liked to feel comfortable in my own environment. Newham trained at a place called Beckton Playing Fields near the sewers by Canning Town and I got on the bus to go but, when I got to the entrance, I saw in front of me the biggest rat I’ve ever seen; it must have been about eight feet in length – it was probably only about eight inches. I thought that it was a sign, so I didn’t go in. The rat wasn’t moving; it looked me square in the eyes so I went home. I’d only been at Beaumont for a couple of weeks and didn’t think that I was anywhere near good enough for the District team, so I was just looking for any excuse and the rat gave me one.
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