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To Lucy




PROLOGUE


March 2013. England’s latest goalscoring hope has emerged – the first of the clickbait era. And here’s what he has to deal with. On the website of The Telegraph:


Harry Kane beware: 10 young English forwards who never matched the hype


I wonder.


Click


Danny Cadamarteri. I’m two years older than Danny, but I was still at Carlisle when he broke through at Everton. By the time Danny slipped down the divisions and landed at Carlisle, I had done the same and was playing for Chorley.


Click


Michael Bridges. We were in an England Under-21 squad together in 1999. Michael was tearing up the Premier League with Leeds. Then he had a series of injuries and he never got back to the same level. Also played for Carlisle. Is there a theme developing here?


Click


Ah, yes. Here we go. The half-and-half Uhlsport Blackburn Rovers kit . . . Floppy 90s hair . . . Looks like I’m in mid-sprint. Now, what does it say about me?




In the late 1990s, Jansen was one of the hottest properties in English football. Impressive displays for Carlisle earned the youngster a £1 million move to Premier League side Crystal Palace in February 1998, and less than a year later he was snapped up by Blackburn for £4.1m at the age of just 21. A mobile striker with a good eye for goal, Jansen was seen as a dead-cert for England, but despite being a consistently excellent option on Championship Manager, he never fulfilled his potential in real life. Injuries ravaged his time at Ewood Park, and after leaving for Bolton in 2006, Jansen retired from playing for eighth-tier outfit Chorley FC in 2010.





That’s it?


A couple of transfer fees and a joke about a computer game?


That’s who I am?


There’s no mention of the accident. Injuries ravaged his time at Ewood Park. How can they not mention the accident? It’s no secret.


The accident split my life in two. Before and after.


Before: A young, free-wheeling footballer with the world at his feet. Coveted by Sir Alex Ferguson, manager of Manchester United. A goalscorer in a League Cup final. Selected by the England manager, Sven-Göran Eriksson, for his squad in the build-up to the 2002 World Cup. Denied a place on the plane to Japan by a knife-edge decision. But at the time I really didn’t care. My time with England would come. I was as confident about that as I was about everything else, on and off the pitch. That’s how I felt on holiday with my girlfriend in Italy. Then, on our last night, we hired a moped. At a crossroads, I nosed out and was hit by a taxi, knocking me across the cobbles and into a coma.


After: The same, but different. Back too soon, and with invisible scars. What had been natural was now painstaking. What had been instinctive now was daunting. Where there had been confidence there was doubt. I had been invincible. Now I was broken.


I was twenty-four when the accident happened, entering my peak years as an athlete.


At first I was puzzled by my new-found limitations. Then I became desperate. Desperation turned to a deep depression. I drifted away from the player I had been without understanding why. I was trying to prove to the world that I was still me, unable to come to terms with the change that had taken place.


It took me a long time to work it all out, and I needed a lot of help. The same is true of this book, and you will hear voices other than my own: family members, former managers and one of my old teammates. The result is my story. How a boy became a star; how his life was shattered in a split second; how he struggled to put it back together; and how he found a way back out of the darkness.




ONE


THE HAPPIEST MAN IN THE WORLD


Where shall I start? Let’s go back to 2002, and a few weeks that changed my life.


In the middle of March, I played through the niggling feeling of a hernia and scored a consolation goal for Blackburn Rovers in a 3–1 defeat against Leeds United at Elland Road. It was my fourteenth of the season, and I later learned that Tord Grip, the England assistant manager, had been in the stand.


Maybe, maybe . . .


The talk was that England were considering me for their friendly against Italy as the countdown to the World Cup in Japan and South Korea went on. I had been given no hint or inkling, but reporters were keen to know my thoughts on the matter at full time.


I said all that I could. ‘I know if I’m playing well enough, then I’m sure I’ll be included. If I’m not, then that will be it for me as far as the World Cup goes. If that’s the case, then I’ve got to look forward to trying to break in in the future.’


If the words come across almost casually on the page, it’s because I was completely relaxed about the idea. It was an exciting thought, and I can’t pretend I didn’t leave Leeds wondering, but it was very late in the day. Uncapped players don’t often sneak into a World Cup squad at the last minute, and Sven-Göran Eriksson, whose qualifying campaign had included a 5–1 win in Germany, which felt worthy of a national holiday, didn’t seem the most impulsive of managers.


The squad was announced a few days later and my name wasn’t there. No worries. I could live with that. Life was still pretty good.


A couple of weeks later, the Blackburn Rovers club doctor, Phil Batty, approached me at the training ground.


‘Don’t suppose you were drinking yesterday?’ he asked.


‘No, why?’


‘Oh, nothing. Well, just think about being careful. You never know about England. That chance might still come. Just make sure you look after yourself.’


Maybe Phil knew which way the wind was blowing. I suppose word gets around in football, but after missing out on Italy, I wasn’t exactly on tenterhooks when I flopped on to my sofa and performed the reflex action of switching on Sky Sports News.


Another England squad announcement was coming up, for the final friendly before the World Cup: Paraguay at Anfield, on 17 April. With Sky Sports News, you know that if you miss it the first time, you’ll catch it again a dozen times within the hour. I didn’t have long to wait. I heard them say my name, but it didn’t hit me until I saw the graphic on screen.




Goalkeepers: David Seaman, Nigel Martyn, David James;


Defenders: Gary Neville, Phil Neville, Wayne Bridge, Danny Mills, Jamie Carragher, Gareth Southgate, Sol Campbell, Ugo Ehiogu;


Midfielders: Paul Scholes, Steven Gerrard, Nicky Butt, Joe Cole, Trevor Sinclair, Frank Lampard, Kieron Dyer, Owen Hargreaves, Danny Murphy;


Forwards: Michael Owen, Robbie Fowler, Teddy Sheringham, Darius Vassell, Matt Jansen.





There are moments in life – rare, beautiful moments – when electricity judders uncontrollably through every fibre of your body. Your chest is so tight you can barely breathe. The world tips and spins, you struggle to focus. But there it was. My name.


‘Matt is doing very well at the moment, and deserves his chance at international level,’ Eriksson said. ‘His form last season was good, and this season he is playing better than ever.’


He made it pretty clear that I would play at least some part in the game.


I couldn’t wait to tell Lucy, my girlfriend, and for the rest of the night my phone didn’t stop buzzing. Eventually I got through to Mum and Dad, whose heads were in the clouds. My dad had often told me that I had never seen him cry, but that would change the day I played for England. I knew straight away how much it meant to him.


The itinerary arrived in the post, each letter headed with the Three Lions crest. We were asked to meet at Carden Park Hotel in Cheshire on Monday afternoon. There would be a training session at Wrexham’s Racecourse Ground, the first fifteen minutes of which would be open to the media. The following day, at 4.00 p.m., we would be training at Anfield.


Another page offered a map of Liverpool’s stadium. The thought of playing there, for England, with a full house on your side . . .


A further letter set out the formalities in the event of being called for a random drug test. Another document explained that everyone in the squad would undergo a fitness test. I was in the 8.30 a.m. group with Wayne Bridge, Nicky Butt, Jamie Carragher and Owen Hargreaves. ‘Please bring trainers and boots.’


The small print held a lot of fun details. If we were approached for autographs, we were recommended to personalise them, to restrict onward sale by professional signature hunters. A letter from FA chief executive Adam Crozier warned that ‘under no circumstances’ would alcoholic drinks be allowed ‘without the express authority of the head coach’. The FA would cover the cost of non-alcoholic drinks, newspapers, videos and use of the gym, but not golf fees or hire. Also, we were not to swap shirts with Paraguay players until both teams had returned to the dressing rooms at full-time. We had to wear Umbro gear at all times – and also watch what we said in post-match interviews.


As it all sank in, I realised that it wasn’t just my summer that might be affected by my participation at the World Cup. I was due to be an usher for my brother, Jo, at his wedding in Canada. I checked the calendar. His big day was scheduled three days after England’s third group game, against Nigeria in Osaka. If all went to plan, I wouldn’t have a hope of being by his side.


A crazy thought. But I knew he would understand.


Carden Park, set in masses of countryside, was a suitably luxurious setting for the squad’s get-together. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as I walked through the lobby and was greeted by members of the England staff and some of the players. A few of the protocols were explained again, a small pile of kit was handed over, and I was shown to my room. I lay on the bed to contemplate life. More time must have gone by than I’d realised when there was a firm thump on the door.


I opened it to find Ray Clemence, the goalkeeping coach, wearing a serious expression.


‘You know there’s a meeting now, don’t you?’ he said.


Okay, being late for your first team meeting as an England player isn’t the ideal start, but as I went downstairs and entered the designated room, nobody seemed too fussed. Most of the players were there, including David Beckham, who was with the squad despite being injured. He turned around and smiled at me.


Eriksson was at the front of the room. ‘Hello, Matt,’ he said.


I found a seat and listened as Sven spoke briefly about the plans for the next few days. His manner was very easy-going. There wasn’t any hint of stress about him. Wasn’t the England job supposed to be the hardest in the world?


We ate, and then it was off to Wrexham, where training was taken by Sammy Lee and Steve McClaren. Sammy, who was extremely chirpy, assumed a natural control of things, while Sven walked around the pitch, watching, not saying much.


I felt a surge of pride as I pulled on the training kit. I can still see it: the navy shirt, the name of the sponsor, Nationwide, in white, the Umbro logo, the Three Lions. It was a badge of honour, but I had long gone past the time when I would have felt unworthy of being in the sort of company I was now keeping. That day, everything felt perfect. I was desperate for the ball and ready to work hard. And maybe show off a little, if the opportunity arose.


The standard was high, the sharpness another level. I was impressed by Owen Hargreaves’ technique and awareness, while Michael Owen was seriously rapid. As we moved into phases of play and small-sided games, the drills were arranged so that I was playing alongside Michael, or just behind him.


Was that a hint at the plans for Paraguay? It certainly seemed geared that way. Michael’s movement was electric. He was one of the best strikers in Europe, and we linked up well. I scored a few goals and when the session finished, I had an overwhelming feeling that this was my time.


Back in the hotel, I was passed a bundle of fax messages, many of them from old schoolteachers and coaches. I also faced the media in an official press conference, and you can imagine how pleased Sky Sports News were when I told them exactly how I had learned of my call-up. That soundbite was quickly included in their eternal loop.


I had never felt more positive. The next day couldn’t come quickly enough. The chance to nail things down at Anfield. Nothing could stop me.


It came upon me slowly that night, and then seemed to take over my body. First, a queasy feeling, followed by the shivers. I sat on my bed and waited for the room to stop wobbling, then jolted to my feet and ran into the bathroom to be sick.


I was shaking and sweating, my vision was blurred and, as the minutes went by, my head felt so cloudy that I thought I was going to start hallucinating. It was like being hit by a sledgehammer. I collapsed into bed for a restless and fitful night’s sleep.


The next morning, I felt no better. I called for the team doctor, who quickly came to examine me.


‘Yeah, you’re not good.’


What about training? What about the game? I can’t be ill!


A short while later, there was another knock, and then the door opened. As Sven walked in, my instinct was to get out of bed and attempt to greet him.


I threw back the covers and gingerly got to my feet. Sven looked at me, frowned and raised his hands. ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Don’t get up. Stay there.’


I did as he suggested. There was certainly something surreal about sitting on my bed in only my boxer shorts whilst speaking to the England manager, but I felt too weak to register any embarrassment.


I told him how rotten I felt.


‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘We will make sure everything is okay for you. Just make sure that you get better.’


As he left, and the door closed, I raced to the toilet and threw up again.


When I was diagnosed with a severe bout of gastroenteritis, it was clear that I couldn’t stay at Carden Park any longer. As the rest of the squad were conveyed to Liverpool, Jay Bevington, my brother-in-law and agent, arrived to collect me. I was still shaking and struggling to stand up as he helped me into his car and took me home to Manchester.


The next day, Phil Batty visited in order to attach an intravenous drip. The first attempt was unsuccessful, as the needle penetrated my skin, only to come out the other side.


‘Oops. Let’s do that again.’


The second effort was a success and, as the antibiotics entered my system, I switched the TV on and struggled to pay close attention to England’s 4–0 victory over Paraguay.


There is no point in pretending that I wasn’t devastated to miss my chance, but I told myself that events had been out of my control. It was nothing more than bad luck, and anyway, did I ever really think I was going to be on that plane to Japan? I would just have to get back on the pitch for Blackburn, play as well as I had been playing all season, and take whatever came my way.


As I recuperated, I read a couple of articles criticising me for pulling out. It was typical tabloid rubbish. Steven Howard in The Sun was one of the main culprits. ‘Most people would give their right arm to play for England’ – that sort of trash. They wrote it without any idea of how ill I’d been, or how I felt about it. I wouldn’t have been able to stand up on the pitch and I might also have infected half the squad.


Why on earth would I make an excuse not to play for England? This had been my only chance to impress the national team manager who was about to select his World Cup squad. And on top of that, I was due £1 million from Adidas the minute I gained my first cap. Who in the world would turn all that down lightly?


I threw the papers aside. Even when I realised where the illness had come from (Jay’s eldest son had just got over a horrible virus – our apartments were connected and we spent a lot of time together), I knew there was more to gain from looking forward than back.


I missed Blackburn’s next game, at Middlesbrough, but was fit enough to return against Newcastle at Ewood. I wasn’t at my sharpest, and had lost a stone in weight, but five days later I felt like my old self again, scoring at Everton in a victory that meant we were safe for another season in the Premier League.


Our next game was also on Merseyside – by sod’s law, I was going to play at Anfield, after all.


Eriksson was due to name his World Cup squad the following day. I hadn’t given up all hope, but as we arrived in Liverpool I strongly suspected the footballing highlight of my summer would amount to a hernia operation and watching the tournament on television.


We warmed up, had our team-talk and then lined up at the mouth of the tunnel. Graeme Souness, our manager, came out of the dressing room and beckoned me to one side.


‘Listen,’ he said quietly. ‘Sven’s here and I’ve just been chatting to him. He’s told me not to say anything, but don’t go getting injured, because you’re going to the World Cup.’


He concealed his smile just enough not to give the game away to anyone else. I’m not sure my feet touched the floor as I glided out on to the pitch.


Souness certainly knew what made me tick. I knew he was delighted for me, but he also had selfish reasons for breaking Sven’s promise, because he realised how my ego worked. Anfield was always a great place to play – even more so when you’ve got wings. I didn’t play to avoid injury – I was completely convinced that I was untouchable. Ten minutes from time, I crept on to a cross from Keith Gillespie and passed it into the net to make it 3–3. Party time.


Not quite. Emile Heskey scored a last-minute winner for Liverpool. But I was happy with how it had gone for me. Sven had seen me score, I had come through it unscathed, and now it was just a case of waiting for the call.


That night I went to a Chinese restaurant in Manchester, Yang Sing, and chatted to Lucy and Jay about everything that was about to happen. The announcement, the plans, the formalities. I couldn’t wait.


We were due in for a light session the next day. The television sets in the canteen were mostly locked on the usual channel. When I arrived, Souness said I could watch the screens while the others went outside for a game of head tennis. There was no immediate sign of the announcement, and eventually Souness poked his head around the door.


‘You may as well come and join in,’ he said. ‘You’ve nothing to worry about. You know you’ve made the squad.’


I did as he suggested, then came back inside an hour later to find the news had still not broken.


‘Stop worrying, will you?’ Souness said.


‘I’m not!’


I showered, changed, got into the car and turned the radio on. I was halfway home when the sports bulletin led with the news that Sven-Göran Eriksson had named his twenty-three-man squad for the World Cup finals. Finally! Captain David Beckham was included as he recovered from a broken metatarsal, while the veteran Arsenal defender Martin Keown had been preferred to the uncapped Matt Jansen.


Come again?


I called Jay and asked what was going on.


Eventually the story was pieced together. It turned out that, while I was scoring in front of Sven, Tord Grip had watched Arsenal win the title at Old Trafford. They had met on the journey home, and the assistant had convinced his boss to take the supposedly safer option of an extra defender.


You might think I went home, cried myself to sleep and spent the next few weeks sticking pins in a Tord Grip voodoo doll morning, noon and night in a bid to alleviate the unbearable personal torment. But that’s not how I felt.


I was certainly confused, and deflated, but the more I thought about it, the more I started to lift my sights again.


It wasn’t the end of the world.


It had always been a long shot.


Keown had played over forty games for England. I had played none, and I’d still come so close to being on the plane. That told me it was only a matter of time. I could live with the disappointment when it was clear that, once the friendlies and qualifiers came around next season, I was bound to get a proper chance. Sven liked me, that was obvious, and what international manager doesn’t try new ideas immediately after a big tournament?


I would give him no choice next time.


Blackburn’s last game of the season brought Fulham to Ewood. From the moment I woke up, things felt strangely different. As kick-off approached, I had a clear sense that something was missing.


My nerves. They had completely gone.


The usual churn, the flutter of butterflies that stopped me eating for several hours before a game; the anxious sensations I’d felt ever since I had started playing football. For the first time in my life, none of it was there.


It was an end-of-term game that carried no pressure for either side, but this was more than that. I’d never felt like this before a game and it had to be about what had happened with England. I knew that I was an international player in all but name. I’d had the best season of my career, scoring sixteen goals in the Premier League and one in our League Cup final win over Spurs. In Lucy, I had found the one.


I felt invincible on the pitch that day. I played with a smile on my face until I was subbed with fifteen minutes left of a 3–0 win. Maybe it would feel this good every time from now on.


Maybe.


Lucy was completing her languages degree at the University of Manchester and was practically fluent in Italian. With her exams finished, we had the opportunity to take a short break before heading on to Canada for Jo’s wedding. I’d always fancied Italy. Lucy had spent an enjoyable time there as part of her studies, and we decided to see Rome.


Although we hadn’t been dating for long, I sensed a connection with her that I hadn’t known with anyone else. It felt like I’d found what I’d always been looking for.


After checking into the Hotel Eden, near Rome’s Spanish Steps, we went for a walk in the sun. It was on one of these strolls, around the great city, that I said out loud what I’d been feeling.


‘I’m the happiest man in the world,’ I announced. ‘I’m actually the happiest man in the world!’


On our travels around Rome, we took in all we could: the cafés, the bustling streets, the shops, the Colosseum, the Pantheon. It was very hot, a little hazy and smoggy, but we were young and fresh, living a dream life. In a new relationship, and earning a decent wage, I was also feeling a bit flash. Somewhere near the Pantheon, we paused at a café for a drink. After finding a table, I got up to go to the loo. ‘Order whatever you like,’ I told Lucy.


She suggested a glass of champagne. ‘We might as well get a bottle,’ I said.


When I returned, we were joined at our table by a bloke with a violin, swiftly followed by an ice-cold and expensive bottle of Cristal.


‘You won’t like it – too sweet,’ I said. Lucy was determined to try it, but after a couple of sips her face soured.


As the bottle was now open, it was too late to replace it. We turned to the next table, where another couple were sitting quietly, and caught their attention. ‘Would you like a bottle of Cristal?’ Lucy asked. They accepted the unexpected gift graciously, and we decided to go somewhere else.


I’m the man. Giving away the most expensive champagne in Italy without a care in the world!


By this stage in our trip we’d already been on a scooter. When in Rome, do as the Romans do. Getting a taxi from the airport to the hotel, through a city where bumps and bashes were par for the course, had felt much scarier than negotiating the streets on two wheels.


We’d hired this particular model, a Honda 250, from a garage on the side of a street in Piazza Barberini that afternoon. We just rocked up, gave a few details, paid 103 Euros, strapped on our helmets, and off we went. We had taken the scooter up to the Trevi Fountain and ridden it to another of the great monuments at Piazza Venezia. The next day’s plan was a trip to the Vatican as a last hurrah before leaving – not that I particularly wanted to leave. ‘Should we stay a couple more days?’ I suggested, only half in jest.


A while later, we returned to the Hotel Eden, which had a gorgeous terraced restaurant, with beautiful views. In Italy there is a custom of going for an evening stroll after dinner – fare un giro, Lucy tells me, which essentially means heading out for a bit of a walk, getting a gelato or a coffee, having a chat and mooching around as the sun settles. Lucy was very much in Italian mode and, after we had eaten, she was eager to go back out, but on the bike.


I wasn’t so enthusiastic, as I’d been on the Honda all day, but she persuaded me without too much of a fight.


We didn’t get very far when Lucy, riding pillion, felt her helmet fly off. We parked up and tried to find it, without success. There were some police officers at the side of the road, and they made it clear that we couldn’t be riding around Rome without head protection. The hotel was very close, a few hundred yards away, and the officers accepted our suggestion that we would ride back up the road and only come back out on the bike once we had sorted the helmet situation, even if that had to be the next day.


Before setting off, I removed my helmet and offered it to Lucy. ‘No – you’re driving, you’re at the front, you’d better keep it on,’ she said, handing it back.


We had to drive up a cobbled road, turn right, navigate a crossroads, and head up to the hotel. A straightforward journey – by Roman standards.


There is no such thing as a deserted street in that city and, at this particular crossroads, cars were parked on every corner, virtually touching each other. If you think of how a child might draw the sun, with lines sticking out to indicate rays, that’s how they were protruding. As a result, visibility around the corners was poor.


In Italy, when both sets of lights flash amber, that’s your cue to edge towards the junction and judge whether it’s safe to go. At no point did I feel we were travelling at a risky speed. As we approached, I pressed my foot on the pedal and moved forward, leaning out, and something flashed across from the right. And then I don’t remember anything.




TWO


BANG-BANG MAX


It would be easy to say I got on the scooter in the first place because I felt invincible, because I sensed no danger in the riskiest of activities. It sounds good, but it’s not true. Climbing on to the bike with Lucy didn’t feel daring or foolhardy. It was just the best way of negotiating a busy and unfamiliar city.


It’s taken time for me to look at what happened from a distance and come to this conclusion. In the years following the collision, when my life became a torment, it felt at times as though regrets were all I had. I chewed them over, fought them and, at my lowest, lost hands down. There were so many moments when I blamed anyone and everything. I fooled myself into thinking that the answers were hiding in plain sight. When I failed to regain the old magic on the pitch, failed to convince everyone that I was brain-damaged and then tried different ways of blurring the edges, I was followed around by two phrases: what if and its close friend, if only.


I know now that the accident didn’t occur because of a reckless act, by ignoring risk because I felt that nothing could go wrong. It was an accident. It could have happened to anyone. The decision to get on a moped was not fuelled by adrenaline in the same way football was.


The places where there was an advantage to fearlessness were the stadiums where ruthless and rough defenders tried to intimidate me. They were the grounds of the lower leagues, where heavy challenges and swinging elbows told me I was winning the battle. They were the penalty areas where a cross rewarded the gamble of a confident leap in the air.


I was never one for damage limitation. On the pitch I was a show-off, happy to pay the price of a bruise for a chance to emulate my idol. On a black VHS tape that was never out of the recorder, he slalomed around opponents, tumbling under violent tackles, emerging with scarred legs and the World Cup in his hands.


The official film of the 1986 World Cup was, appropriately, called Hero. In theory it was a review of the tournament, but mostly it was a celebration of a genius. It started with footage of the best goal ever scored: Diego Maradona gliding through a queue of lunging English defenders before feinting past Peter Shilton and guiding the ball home for Argentina. It covered the group stages and knock-out rounds, yet there was nothing as fascinating to my nine-year-old eyes as the way Maradona made the film his own. It was an era of cynical defending yet, as he crashed into the baking Mexico pitches and then got up again, appealing theatrically to the referee before going on to bamboozle more opponents, one thought stayed in my mind: he won. They lost. Skill beat muscle. Flair beat brawn.


I remembered this when, as a teenager in the playground at Newman Catholic School in Carlisle, we played a version of the game that would be outlawed by the Department of Education today. Hack Football, it was called, and either you found a way of dealing with a boot heading for your shins, or you vanished. On the concrete yard, teenagers imposed themselves with testosterone and aggression. It encouraged strength, balance and courage.


As I passed from the yard to the professional game, I never shied away from that side of things. Hack Football shaped me, helped me stand up to attack and to calculate danger. It also taught me to be a little more cunning than I had been when I was little, frequently bashing into things and cracking my head open.


In my earliest years, Mum found it appropriate that I enjoyed attempting the opening syllables of the chorus to the Beatles song, ‘Maxwell’s Silver Hammer’.




Bang, bang, Maxwell’s silver hammer
Came down upon her head
Bang, bang, Maxwell’s silver hammer
Made sure that she was dead.





‘Bang, bang, Max . . . bang, bang, Max . . .’ was all I could muster. Enough for a lifelong nickname, Max, which was doubly convenient given my father was also Matt – or Mat, to be precise, short for Mathieu.


My grandfather was Dutch – from Maastricht – and came to England shortly after the Second World War. He met my grandmother in Worcester and Dad was their firstborn. Granddad clearly had the first choice of names, and Grandma second. Dad was christened Mathieu Gerardus Louis. His younger brother is Peter Harry John.


Dad grew up in Worcester. He played semi-professionally for Worcester City, and also Bridgnorth Town in the Midland Combination. He was once scouted by West Bromwich Albion but, because of a chequered disciplinary record, they wouldn’t touch him. On the pitch he had an aggressive streak. He once turned out for his brother’s team while my mum was in labour with Clare, my sister. As he went for a header he took a boot in the face, and in Clare’s first photographs there’s this gruesome figure with purple eyes, a broken nose and a bruised face.


He met Mum at a friend’s party in Worcester. She was a nursery nurse and he was unhappy in his career as an engineer. They first moved to Cumbria to manage Fallbarrow Park, a Lake District leisure pursuits centre. Then Dad decided he wanted to join the police. After applying to several forces, he heard from Cumbria first. Initially he was posted to Windermere, then Roadhead, and then Wetheral, a secluded, affluent north-Cumbrian village through which runs the River Eden. My earliest memory is of being rescued from its pitiless currents.


I was barely three, out walking with my brothers, sister and uncle Edward, who was throwing sticks for his collie. The dog fell foul of a strong current and had to be hauled out of the river. As everyone retreated, I paddled further in and was swept under. My brother Daniel raised the alarm, and Eddie wrestled off a backpack that he had been using to carry my younger brother, Jo. He reached in where I had gone under and pulled me out. That was Bang-Bang Max’s first great scrape.


There was the time I challenged one of my siblings to a race only for my legs to plunge through the bars of a cattle grid. The time I put my head through a broken window and, flinching as Jo pretended to throw a stone, cut my face open. At school, a routine eye test found the vision in one of my eyes to be very poor. I wore patches and glasses to correct the problem, but these didn’t slow me down. Adults called me The Exocet for the way I tore around.


The search for a house in Wetheral led my parents to a place directly beside the old train station, which had been closed down in the Beeching cuts. It had been the old stationmaster’s house. Mum cried when they bought it because it needed so much work, but the field outside the back door, owned by our neighbour Peter Tyson, provided me with my own personal football pitch. Dad set up some goals and would challenge me to do ten kick-ups for the prize of a fifty-pence piece. The bar was then raised to fifty kick-ups.


We were a competitive family. Danny, my older brother, was talented in most sports, but lacked aggression. Jo was the opposite. I had both, while Clare inherited a little more from Mum, who has a gentler nature. At Butlin’s, in Ayr, we entered a family team in the five-a-side tournament. We put Clare, the oldest of the four of us, in goal and, after losing the final, we gave the poor girl such a bollocking. That’s just how we were.


We didn’t have a lot of money for exotic foreign holidays, so when we took the caravan to Scotland, or Dorset, or did a house swap with another family in Kent, we would hit the beach and have races and long jump contests. Jansen Sports Days, we called these – or, after watching the athletics from Seoul in 1988, the Jansen Olympics. At night there would be domino championships, contested with the same passion.


At Cumwhinton Primary School I was fortunate to have a headmaster who understood my growing passion for football. Ken Boyd, a big Newcastle fan, had played at semi-professional level and always played football with us at break. It was only a small school and, if we were getting rowdy in class, he would sometimes take us outside for a game, to burn off energy. At the end of a school day, while I was waiting for Mum to pick me up, Mr Boyd would join me in the yard to play headers and volleys.


At home, I played endlessly against the wall – this was where I practised the most. Sometimes the ball disappeared on to the train track where we were forbidden to venture. If nobody was watching, I would sneak on to get it back. Other times, in next door’s field, the four of us kids used hay bales as goalposts in super-competitive games.


At the age of eight, I pestered my dad to let me play in an under-11 friendly involving Danny. It was at Warwick Bridge, another village to the east of Carlisle, and their team was run by a policeman of Dad’s acquaintance. He describes his Eureka moment, when a bigger lad crossed the ball, and I rose above a defender to head it in.


I enjoyed protecting the ball, passing it, beating players, rolling with challenges. I also had that nickname. Mum, on the sideline, had been screaming, ‘Come on Maxi! Come on Maxi!’ Afterwards, when the opposition manager was asked to pick his man of the match, he said: ‘Maxine’. There’s a newspaper cutting that also names Maxine Jansen in a team photo.


These were my unlikely beginnings in the game. Later, in the Cumwhinton school team, which was also run by Dad, we played nearby Great Corby. They were benefiting from the coaching acumen of Bob Stokoe, who was nearing the end of his third and final spell as manager of Carlisle United. I scored a hatful of goals and the story goes that, as we all came off, Bob approached Dad. ‘Wrap that left foot of his in cotton wool,’ he whispered, ‘because it will make him a living from the game.’


Things like that must have stuck with Dad. The better I got, the more he encouraged me, even if there were times when his determination came out in stern ways. Dad would sometimes read an article or see something on the television about health or science and just buy into it completely. This cost me when, having apparently heard a scientist on the news claiming that cheese was bad for you, he caught me eating some before a junior game at Wetheral. He went ballistic, launching a chair in my direction. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ he shouted. I scored a hat-trick in spite of consuming the evil cheddar.


I was part of Carlisle United’s school of excellence now, in which Dad also coached, with sessions in the Neil Sports Centre, the club’s indoor training facility where the old artificial surface shredded your knees. The coaching was fairly basic – simple drills, old-school, technique-based stuff, ending with five-a-sides. The balls were as hard as cannonballs, and there could be thirty or more kids crammed into the Neil. Organised chaos, but I loved it.


We continued playing for our local clubs too and, after being chosen as player of the tournament at an event in Kirkbride, my prize was a new pair of boots. Clive Middlemass, the new manager of Carlisle in 1987, walked up to our house by the train track and tapped on the door. In his hands were two shiny Reebok boots.


‘There you go, son,’ he said, holding them out.


They were black, with a flash of green. I only had to imagine wearing them to think that I would look, and therefore play, like a professional.


I was amazed the Carlisle manager had come to our house to give me this treasure. Clive was a kindly, genuine man, with a warmth that was carried by his Yorkshire burr. As my career developed I felt my ego was like a snowball, something which was tiny to begin with but, as life rolled on, grew and grew. That might have been the first time I puffed my skinny little chest out a few millimetres more.


Austin Friars did its best to deflate it again. This was the private secondary school in Carlisle that came after Cumwhinton. Danny had won a maths scholarship there, and my parents, despite the heavy cost, resolved to give me the same opportunity, but it wasn’t the place for me. The head of PE was a tall, fair-haired and strict customer called Dudley Smith who took every opportunity to announce his disdain for football. Games in the yard drew a sharp rebuke . . .


‘This is a rugby school. That’s the wrong-shaped ball, Jansen.’


You had to play rugby, no ifs or buts, and I quite enjoyed it – scrum-half was my position – but Smith was always keen to make his point, especially if he felt you had hit the turf too easily, or were exaggerating a tackle.


‘Oh, get up – stop acting like a soccer player!’


It was hard not to smile, then, when the weekend came and we went to Brunton Park, spotting Smith’s familiar features in the crowd.


I found an outlet in other sports, such as athletics, where I broke the county high jump record. Smith showed a kinder side when praising achievements like this. In class, though, discipline was rigid and teachers ruled by fear.


In my second year, Dad spotted an advert for a schools five-a-side tournament in the city, and suggested I entered with some mates. He approached the headmaster, Father Tom Lyons, because he knew that Father Lyons was a big Celtic supporter, and asked for permission to form a team. Father Lyons readily agreed and my dad started to come down once a week after school to put us through our paces in the gym.


We didn’t imagine we’d stand much chance against schools with hundreds of football-playing Carlisle lads. But we ended up winning it. On top of that, we progressed to the national finals and finished as runners-up. Friars was the sort of school where you could gain a mention in morning assembly just by winning a game of draughts in after-school club. But our status as national runners-up in football? Not a word.


I hated the school for other reasons, too. Quite why I became the target for a handful of bullies in my year I don’t know or understand, but they certainly made it their business to make my life unpleasant. It ranged from annoying, niggly little things – stealing my stuff, pushing me when we were in a line, standing on my toes – to nastier incidents.


The worst was the time four or five of them dragged me upstairs to the top of the building at the end of a school day. They forced me into the toilets, held my nose and prised my mouth open before one of them hacked up a huge greenie and spat it down my throat. They then left, laughing, leaving me shaken and retching as I scrambled to the sink to wash my mouth out, before trudging downstairs to wait for Mum to pick me up.


It was a miserable time, but I kept quiet about it. Maybe I felt it would have been weak to speak up about it, or I wasn’t confident enough in myself at that stage to do so. Maybe, with my under developed ego, I was also asking myself: why am I so unpopular?


All in all it was a horrible period in my life and one more reason to despise Austin Friars. I always made it clear to my parents that I didn’t like it, and there were even times I’d cry at the prospect of having to go into school, but they didn’t know exactly why I found it so unbearable. Hence their response was always, ‘Not everybody likes school, but you still have to go’.


It was, then, with some relief that, three years in, Mum and Dad took Jo and me out of Friars – mainly for financial reasons – and sent us to Newman, a comprehensive that just felt, well, more normal. I didn’t have any bullies on my case, for one thing. And at Newman it was all about football – we played every chance we got.


There were some rough lads at Newman and Hack Football there was a brutal game, but that was the sort of examination I loved trying to pass. In class, I wasn’t such a great trier. Mum always placed great emphasis on education, but I didn’t have any academic instincts. Homework was something that just had to be done, projects were there to be finished at the last minute, revision was a nuisance to be sacrificed when there was football to be played.


I represented the school team, turned out for Denton Holme and the ex-servicemen’s club in the city, and also played in police tournaments, through Dad’s connections. In the Carlisle United school of excellence, meanwhile, there were some useful players, among them a lad called Steven Holt, who was rated higher than his younger brother, Grant. Another name on local lips was Rory Delap, from Great Corby, who was fifteen months older than me. We played in the same Denton Holme team and, although we were oblivious to it, there were scouts in the area who would monitor talent and recommend lads to Carlisle.


Bigger clubs also had eyes in the city. There was a bearded guy who did some scouting for Manchester United and, in my early teens, I was invited to spend a few days there. The prospect didn’t excite me as much as it should have. I was quite shy, reluctant to step out of my comfort zone. It didn’t help that, upon arriving, we were shown to some fairly horrible halls of residence-type accommodation. I remember Alex Ferguson and his entourage coming down to watch one of the games I played in, and I was mixing with other lads who were supposed to be future world-beaters, like Marlon Broomes – a big, well-developed man-boy – and the McNiven twins, Scott and David.


Next was Ipswich, which was a little more welcoming. For much of Bobby Robson’s reign they had benefited from a Carlisle-based scout, John Carruthers, who had sent talent like Kevin Beattie to East Anglia. He recommended me to the club along with another promising lad from the north called Michael Carrick, the pair of us travelling from Newcastle by train. I have one memory of Ipswich’s training ground that will never leave me, and it is of me on the left wing, and Robson, now England manager, watching on the touchline. As I ran past him, he caught my eye.


‘See that lad there?’ he said. ‘Just go inside him.’


I followed his tip. Seconds later I received the ball, beat an opponent, and shot into the top corner. Jogging back, I looked up.


He winked. ‘Well done, son.’


I treasure that wink, and those words, and according to Dad they were followed by a phone call, urging me to spend more time at Ipswich. The truth is that that sort of upheaval always felt a remote possibility to me. I was a homebird, with limited horizons.


While I also had north-west regional trials under the FA National Schools set-up, with names like ‘James Carragher’ on the team sheet, it was assumed that, if I was going to further a football ambition anywhere, and prove myself good enough for a YTS future, it would be at Carlisle. That was fine by me, although there were other adventures available. In the approach to the 1990 World Cup, you couldn’t move for little red footballs stamped with the Coca-Cola logo. They were promoting a skills competition for kids under eighteen – ‘Soccaball’ – and the overall winner would scoop tickets for Italia ’90.


I was outside after school every day with that little ball, practising and perfecting the skills. The rules were that if you demonstrated them all in one go, you got ten points. Two goes and it was five, and so on. I was successful in the regional finals at Gateshead, then progressed through the north of England stage, and that resulted in the daunting prospect of the national final, live on TV, on a bizarre and colourful show that dominated millions of young lives: Wacaday, starring Timmy Mallett and Michaela Strachan.


We were invited to stay at the Midland Hotel in Manchester, with the competition to be held at Granada Studios the following day. In the hotel, we were introduced to a bearded and slightly bloated Irishman who was regarded by Dad with awe. I had heard of George Best, although had never seen him play, and after posing for photos with him, I remember Mum and Dad constantly urging me to ask him to sign something. I was shy and reluctant.


The final saw three contestants competing for the prized tickets, ending in a sudden-death, keepy-uppy decider. Under the bespectacled eyes of the lurid-shirted Mallett, we juggled the little red ball from one knee to another, one foot to the next, until I finished a narrow second. I missed out on the World Cup trip, but the runner-up prize softened the blow: two season tickets to the English club of your choice.


Presumably expecting me to choose Manchester United or Liverpool, Mallett and co were a bit surprised when I asked for Carlisle United – so much so that I was given six season tickets for Brunton Park, not two. They were slightly cheaper, I guess.


This prize took me into Carlisle’s ground more often. I became more familiar with the stadium’s shape and sounds, and with players like Keith Walwyn: a big, experienced striker who was standing out in a struggling team.


My horizons extended as far as that blue jersey. I had no notion of going to the top flight or playing for England. What I had, though, was an obsession that continued to be fed. While Danny, who was also in the school of excellence, didn’t make it – Dad, as that age group’s coach, made the tough decision that he wasn’t going to be good enough, and any other conclusion would have cost him credibility among the other coaches and parents – I was now becoming ingrained at my club.


Danny was laid-back enough not to take it too badly, and if anything preferred rugby, while Jo found his own path with the Army cadets. I, though, was perfectly happy growing further into the game, marching on in my brilliant Reebok boots.
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