



[image: images]










RUSSIAN WINTERS


THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY















RUSSIAN WINTERS


THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY


ANDREI KANCHELSKIS


[image: Images]











First published as a hardback by deCoubertin Books Ltd in 2017.


First Edition


deCoubertin Books, Studio I, Baltic Creative Campus, Liverpool, L1 OAH
www.decoubertin.co.uk


ISBN: 978-1-909245-49-5


Copyright © Andrei Kanchelskis, 2017


The right of Andrei Kanchelskis to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be left liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Cover design and typeset by Thomas Regan | Milkyone Creative.


Printed and bound by Svet Print.


 This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by the way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the author’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it was published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders for photographs used in this book. If we have overlooked you in any way, please get in touch so that we can rectify this in future editions.











‘I don’t think I could love you so much if you had nothing to complain of and nothing to regret. I don’t like people who have never fallen or stumbled. Their virtue is lifeless and of little value. Life hasn’t revealed its beauty to them.’


Boris Pasternak, Doctor Zhivago













This book is dedicated to my parents and my children, Andrei and Eva, and to my first coaches, Valery Karpinus and Nikolai Koltsov – and to the memory of George Scanlan.


Andrei Kanchelskis, Moscow, 2017.













FOREWORD
RYAN GIGGS


THE FIRST THING ANY OF US AT MANCHESTER UNITED noticed about our new signing, Andrei Kanchelskis, back in 1991 was that he was so quick. There are some players whom we like to describe as deceptively quick. Perhaps they have a slower acceleration, a more languid running style, a longer stride. But there was nothing deceptive about Andrei’s pace. He was quick-quick. He was bloody-hell quick.


The second thing we noticed, which might not have been so apparent outside of United, was that Andrei had an astonishingly powerful right-foot shot. I don’t think that I had ever seen anyone hit the ball as hard as Andrei could. He was built perfectly for a footballer: lean on top with massive legs that generated all that power. He looked like a winger should look, leaning over the ball as he went forward, arms out for balance, favouring the long-sleeved version of those classic Adidas and Umbro strips we wore in the last days of the old First Division, and then the dawn of the Premier League.


When Andrei joined the club, I had made my debut earlier that month as a 17-year-old winger and while I was determined to tie down my own place in the team I also knew that the competition was going to be tough. We had Lee Sharpe, who was brilliant in the run to the 1991 European Cup-Winners’ Cup final, and then there was Andrei, doing what all great wingers do: drawing the full-back in, putting the ball past him and hitting the accelerator.


It is safe to say that the first time  I  ever  heard  of  a  club called Shakhtar Donetsk was when I read about our new signing from the Soviet Union. Those were very different times when there was not the access to footage, statistics and informed opinion in English about the leagues around Europe and the wider world. Signing what we referred to then as a Russian footballer – although I know that Andrei was born in the Ukraine – was something new and exotic. Football is simple once the ball comes out and although conversation with Andrei was limited in those early days he was quickly one of the lads.


When I think of Andrei, I immediately think of his interpreter George. George Scanlan, I have later learned, was a professor of modern languages at what is now Liverpool John Moores University, who was also a non-league football manager himself. All I can say is that Sir Alex Ferguson must have trusted George completely because he was invited right into the inner sanctum of United. He was there in the team talks and he was also permitted to sit on the bench so he could give Andrei the instructions Sir Alex needed to pass on. Very few outsiders over the years were afforded that privilege.


Despite the language barrier, Andrei threw himself into life at United. He would come with us on nights out and although the conversation in those early days largely involved him listening and nodding, he always wanted to be part of the group. I did not give it much thought then but looking back it must have been difficult for Andrei to assimilate, coming from a country so different to Britain, which had been so isolated, but that never stopped him from being a good team-mate.


In those days the club did not have the infrastructure to look after foreign signings that it does now. Andrei had to get himself into training from his home in Cheshire and I recall a few times when he did get lost on the way. There might also have been a couple of occasions when Greater Manchester Police had to enlighten him as to the speed limit but he settled down quickly.


I am sure Andrei will not mind me saying that, in the loud and demanding dressing room we had at United in those days, his dress sense came under scrutiny from his team-mates. Andrei was obsessed with Versace. Versace shoes, Versace jeans, Versace shirt. Was he aware, we would often inquire, that other labels were available?


Andrei was a favourite with the United fans. A hat-trick at home against Manchester City in November 1994 guaranteed that. I remember his goal that year against Oldham in the FA Cup semi-final replay at Maine Road. In April 1993 we both scored in a 3-1 win at Carrow Road over a Norwich City team who were then credible title contenders. The pace and power of United on the counter-attack that day was something else.


I won’t forget another he scored against Leeds at Old Trafford in a 2-0 win in September 1992 when I crossed from the right side with outside of my left foot and Andrei got his head on it at the back post. That goal was unusual because he was on the left and I was on the right. We would occasionally take it upon ourselves to switch sides if we felt that we were not having the effect on the game that we wanted.


Looking back at the footage of those years  reminds  me what great times they were when United attacked teams with pace and confidence. A whole generation of United fans remember that era with such fondness. I know because I live in Manchester and people love to talk about those days.


Andrei left in that summer of 1995, and although with hindsight his departure and the exit of Paul Ince and Mark Hughes opened the door for Paul Scholes, David Beckham and Nicky Butt, it does get forgotten what a big call that was from Sir Alex. Andrei, Incey and Sparky were at the top of their game, or at least very close to it. They were major players in a team that had won two Premier League titles, including the double in 1994, and very few clubs would have been able to replace them.


I saw Andrei in Moscow before the 2008 Champions League final and it was great to catch up. It is the nature of old team-mates that our careers and our lives take us in different directions. One thing will never change, however, and that is the games  we played together, the goals we scored and the trophies we won. If you were a United player in the 1990s then you were part of a golden era.


It is a pleasure for me to introduce Andrei’s autobiography and I hope that reading it will stir United fans’ memories of a time when it felt that our club was awakening, with a boldness that would see us conquer England and then Europe all over again. Andrei was a big part of it and at Old Trafford that will never be forgotten. I wish my old team-mate, and a fine United footballer, the very best.


Ryan Giggs, Manchester, May 2017
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THE CENTRE OF THE WORLD


WHEN WE GATHERED ROUND THE TELEVISION, OUR nation When we gathered round the television, our nation felt like the centre of the world. It was the summer of 1980. I was eleven years old living in Kirovograd, a provincial city in what is now Ukraine. Far away in Moscow, they were staging the Olympic Games.


It is remembered for the duel between Sebastian Coe and Steve Ovett and for the boycott by the United States. Some of us can still remember the mascot, Misha, the bear. The athletics events were staged in what was then called the Lenin Stadium and is now the Luzhniki, where Manchester United won the Champions League and where the World Cup final will be held, 38 years after the Olympics.




I was growing up in the Soviet Union, one of the two superpowers that held the world in balance. It was at the height of the Cold War. The Soviet Union had invaded Afghanistan and Ronald Reagan was about to become president of the United States. Mikhail Gorbachev, who would change everything with his policies of glasnost (openness) and perestroika (reconstruction), had just been elected to the politburo but nobody really knew who he was. The president was Leonid Brezhnev, an old, hard-line Communist, who said nothing memorable, ever.


When I joined Manchester United in May 1991, the Soviet Union was on the point of collapse but there was still ignorance and suspicion about us. When I went to Manchester, people thought bears walked the streets of Moscow. ‘Yeah,’ I would reply. ‘We shake their hands and say hello.’


In the summer of 2018, Russia will once more feel like the centre of the world. The Soviet Union has long gone and it has taken the old Communist order with it but there is still plenty of suspicion about Russia. Vladimir Putin is analysed and mistrusted in the same way as Brezhnev and Gorbachev were.


Putin is not a big football fan; his sport is ice hockey. However, he knows the value of putting on a show as he proved with the Winter Olympics in Sochi. They cost more than £5 billion and they practically built a new town there.


The World Cup will bring new stadia, new airports and, with them, jobs. St Petersburg will have what will be, until the World Cup comes to Qatar, the most expensive football stadium on the planet.


The story of the Krestovsky Stadium is almost the story of the last decade of Russian football. It was supposed to have opened in 2008, the year that Zenit St Petersburg beat Glasgow Rangers in Manchester to win the UEFA Cup.


But then came the financial crash. The main sponsor, Gazprom, pulled out. The architect, Kisho Kurokawa, died. Then came sanctions imposed because of the invasion of Crimea. It finally opened in April 2017 at a cost of more than £1 billion.


Those Manchester United fans who made the long journey to Rostov the month before the Krestovsky opened saw their team play in a little open bowl of a ground on a pitch that was unfit for football, where the ball spat, squatted and moved in all kinds of directions.


On the south bank of the River Don, a new stadium was nearing completion. It will seat 45,000 and a new hub of the city will be built around it. If Manchester United play Rostov again, their fans will find the ball bounces rather better and the view is rather more comfortable.


Moscow’s new stadium, the Otkrytie, which is due to stage the first match of the World Cup, tells another story. It belongs to Spartak Moscow, the most famous and best-supported club in Russian football.


Spartak have been playing since they were founded by Nikolai Starostin in 1934 but this is the first time they have had their own ground. Before, they would play at the Luzhniki and, earlier still, they would share Lokomotiv’s ground.


Unlike the other Moscow clubs, Dynamo, Torpedo and CSKA, what made Spartak so popular was that they had no direct connection with the state. Clubs called Dynamo were part-funded by the security services and Lavrenty Beria, who was Stalin’s head of the secret police, supported Dynamo Moscow. Starostin was sent to the gulag. If you go to the Otkrytie, you will see a statue of Starostin and his brothers.


In 2017, Spartak Moscow won the Russian Premier League for the first time in sixteen years, managed by Massimo Carrera, who used to be Antonio Conte’s assistant with Italy and at Juventus. In London and Moscow, Conte and Carrera won the title in the same week 1,500 miles apart, but perhaps Carrera’s achievement was a bigger one.


How the world will see Russia depends on how the World Cup tournament is managed. There are a lot of nerves, plenty of excitement and a lot of pride. This is the first time a World Cup has ever been staged in eastern Europe.


Predicting football can be a foolish business. The bombing of the St Petersburg metro that killed fourteen in April 2017 is a warning of what can happen but the World Cup in Russia, just like those in South Africa and Brazil, should be safe. Or as safe as any state can make it.


The European Championships in France had very high levels of security and were very well organised but they could not prevent the rioting in Marseilles that disfigured England’s opening game against Russia or the atrocity that followed the final on the Promenade des Anglais in Nice, where a truck was driven into a crowd.


I have been involved in meetings with the World Cup organisers to discuss how incidents like that can be stopped. My advice is that you must take every precaution but you cannot guarantee nothing will happen.


In the run-up to great sporting events, a lot of things are said to cover the backs of the people organising them. So the Athens Olympics would never be ready, everyone coming to South Africa 2010 would be shot, everyone coming to Brazil four years later would be robbed.


Information makes you stronger. Going to places is always better than watching from afar on television. The Russian World Cup will be the third in succession where people will hesitate before going. Before the tournaments in South Africa and Brazil, we were told that you risked being shot or at the very least mugged the moment you set foot outside your hotel.


I was thinking of going to the 2014 tournament but even the Brazilian footballers in Russia told me that it would probably be too dangerous. When you speak to those who did go to Rio de Janeiro, Fortaleza or Salvador, they will tell you only what a fabulous experience it was.


In Russia at least there is less suspicion of the West than there used to be. The Soviet Union was a closed society. People in the big cities, in Moscow and St Petersburg, have more of an idea of what is going on around them than my parents’ generation would have done.


In 1989 I went with Dynamo Kiev to London to play in a preseason tournament at Wembley. It was also about that time that I began travelling abroad with the Soviet Union’s Under-21 sides.


We were told to be careful. People in the West might try to provoke or entrap us. We were told to be very wary of going shopping because we might, at any time, be accused of shoplifting. We were told to watch what we said and, if someone gave us a present, it would be best not to accept it. On no account were we to leave the hotel on our own.


Although there are many, many people who have never left Russia, that is one way in which the change has been for the better. People do travel, they do know much more about what lies beyond the borders. If you go to Russia, you will find people friendly, happy to talk football, especially about the Premier League, which attracts more viewers than Russian domestic football.


English is more widely understood than it was when I was growing up, when nobody saw the need to learn a foreign language. Why would we? Most people would never leave the Soviet Union, there would be no need to speak anything but Russian.


When Manchester United came to play Rostov, which has a very passionate fan-base, the Rostov supporters gave them blankets as a gift because even in southern Russia it can grow very cold on a March night. The Manchester United team hotel was besieged by fans hoping for a glimpse of the players. Rostov is famous for its fish market and its caviar but it is also one of the places that deserves a World Cup.


I always think it is a good idea to see things with your own eyes and then talk. Too many people, especially in this age of the internet, talk and write about things they have little knowledge of.


That applies to football more than almost anything else. Sometimes, I will find myself in a hotel foyer or at an airport departure lounge talking to a stranger and he will tell me he is good friends with Sir Alex Ferguson. I will stop the conversation, hand them my phone and say, ‘Why don’t you call him, I am sure he would love to hear from you.’


I was surprised that Russia won the race to stage the World Cup if only because football there was a sport that seemed to be on the wane. The fear is that the team that represents Russia will not do the tournament justice. When the Soviet Union fell apart, so, too, did other things, and football was among them.


The Russian team is in such a sorry state that, if we were not hosting the tournament, we probably would not have qualified for it. Stanislav Cherchesov, the national manager, had been roundly condemned even before the opening of the Confederations Cup, the now-traditional dry run for the World Cup. Friendlies have been lost to Costa Rica, Ivory Coast and Qatar.


If England’s defeat to Iceland provided the most embarrassing exit from Euro 2016, then at least they qualified for the knockout stages. Russia finished last in England’s group; their sole point came from the draw with England in Marseilles that will be remembered only for the crowd violence.


In 2008, Zenit St Petersburg won the UEFA Cup and Guus Hiddink took Russia to the semi-finals of the European Championship. In the decade that followed, Russian football has collapsed.


Part of the problem is the Russian Football Federation has so few members who have played the game or managed a football team. Sometimes, when you speak to them, they seem to be talking a forgotten language.


For Russia, as for England, Euro 2016 was an embarrassment. They had both employed Fabio Capello when their fortunes had reached rock bottom. Capello qualified each country for a World Cup and then, in South Africa and Brazil, watched as those two nations disappeared without trace. In Brazil, Capello’s Russia did not win a game, finishing third in their group behind Algeria.


The fact remains that, since the end of the Soviet Union, Russia has qualified for three World Cups, been knocked out in the group stages each time and won two matches from nine – against Cameroon and Tunisia.


Every football nation goes through a time of decline and it was Capello’s misfortune to manage Russia at a time when football there was at such a low ebb. What kept being mentioned – and what people didn’t forget – was that Capello was being paid £6m a year. That was double what Joachim Low earned for winning the World Cup with Germany.


A few months after Capello’s team returned from Brazil, the Russian Football Federation said they could no longer afford to pay him. Leonid Slutsky, who was manager of CSKA Moscow, took the team to France on the basis that he would not draw a salary. Like Capello in Brazil, he did not collect a win bonus.


They took that single point against England in Marseilles. It would not have mattered who was in charge – Capello or Slutsky – the results in Euro 2016 would have been the same.


When Slutsky qualified Russia for France by finishing above Sweden in qualification, there was a brief wave of euphoria about what we could achieve but, once the tournament began, the results were coldly, grimly predictable.


Cherchesov’s target is to reach the World Cup semi-finals. Russia is a big country with a big population but there are very few who believe he is capable of anything approaching that. Whenever we are told that Russian football is progressing, the word ‘progressing’ always appears in quotation marks.


The one thing the last two World Cups had in common was that the hosts exited the competition embarrassingly. South Africa became the first host nation to be eliminated in the group stage. Brazil did make the semi-finals but were thrashed 7–1 by Germany. The fear is that Russia may build great stadia but the national team will be unworthy of them.


One thing the World Cup will do – and one thing that Russia desperately needs – is that it will encourage young people to get out of their bedrooms, put away their PlayStations and their phones and play football.


At least it is being held where a World Cup should be held, in a large country where fans can experience the differences of a nation. The tournament will be played out on a vast landscape. There will be games in Kaliningrad, an isolated city on the Baltic (which, before the Second World War, used to be Konigsberg in Germany). They will play in St Petersburg, in Samara, in Volgograd, in Rostov, Nizhny Novgorod and elsewhere.


If you come to follow your team you will see the ‘white nights’ of St Petersburg, where it truly never grows dark over the palaces and golden domes of the city. If you are in Rostov you can cruise on a boat down the River Don, once the great artery of the Cossack nation, and picnic on an island.


You can go to Volgograd and see where in 1943, when it was called Stalingrad, the tide of history changed. You will discover Russian beer is very cheap and not very good – you’re better off buying imported German lager rather than Baltika, the biggest brand of Russian beer, brewed in St Petersburg.


The games will attract crowds, although I wouldn’t put too much store by statements that a stadium is sold out. When Moscow staged the 2008 Champions League final between Chelsea and Manchester United, everyone was told there was no chance of getting a ticket. But when you actually got inside the Luzhniki Stadium on that rainswept night in May, you saw swathes of empty seats.


It will be the empty seats when the World Cup is done that might be the real problem for Russia. When I began playing for Dynamo Kiev in the late 1980s, the game against Spartak Moscow would attract 100,000 fans. There are nothing like those kinds of attendances in the Russian Premier League.




Spartak, the best-supported club in the country, get about 30,000. Zenit St Petersburg attract about 20,000. How will Zenit fill the world’s most expensive football stadium? And how many empty seats will there be in the stadia at Ekaterinburg, Volgograd and Kaliningrad once the tournament has packed up and gone away and Russia no longer finds itself the centre of the world?
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A SOVIET KIND OF GUY


I WAS IN MOSCOW, ABOUT TO RECEIVE AN AWARD for something or other from a Russian author and comedian called Mikhail Zadornov. He turned to me and said, ‘You have a Lithuanian surname, your mother was from Ukraine, you grew up in the Soviet Union and you played for Russia. Who exactly am I giving this award to. Who are you?’


I have a British passport and, unlike almost everyone else in Russia, I drink tea with milk. But at heart I suppose I am a Soviet kind of guy. When somebody says to me, ‘I am from Russia,’ or ‘I am from Ukraine,’ something inside me stops.


When I was growing up it was all one country, the largest in the world that stretched over eleven time zones. I had friends from Armenia, from Azerbaijan, from Georgia. My mother still lives in the city where I was born. It was called Kirovograd then. It is not called Kirovograd any more.


When Ukraine became independent, the name Kirovograd was thought to be too Russian. It had been named after Sergei Kirov, who ran Leningrad in the 1930s until he was assassinated, probably on Stalin’s orders. The name of Leningrad was also changed. It was thought to be too Communist. My mother, Yevgenia, now lives in Kropyvnytski. She hasn’t moved.


My sister has. In 1992, the year after I joined Manchester United, Natasha met a Jewish man and went with him to Eshkol in southern Israel.


It was a good time for both of us to be getting out. They called it ‘The Evil Nineties’. The Soviet Union had fallen apart completely. Our country, or what we thought was our country, had defaulted on its national debt repayments. The economy went through the floor.


The Soviet Union had gone but, in Kirovograd, the queues for food still remained. Now there was racketeering and violence. You’d go out on to the street and you could hear gunfire. Everyone seemed to have a pistol and be in a gang. The legal system had collapsed, nobody could get hold of the police so, if you had an issue, you sorted it out yourself.


I was 21 years old, playing for Shakhtar in the coal-mining city of Donetsk, when the Soviet Union began to disintegrate. I had a friend in Donetsk who was a boxer and because of that he got work with the mafia as ‘security’. Wrestlers were also much in demand with the mafia. Because of my friendship with him I felt reasonably safe in the city, but others were not so lucky. If you were a businessman, you were suddenly very vulnerable.




Under the Soviet system, they allocated you an apartment depending on how many people you had to accommodate. You would be given so many square feet per person and you could wait up to twenty years for a flat.


Shakhtar had given me a car, a Volga. In the Soviet Union, if you drove or were driven in a Volga, it was a sign you had made it. Yuri Gagarin’s reward for being the first man in space was a Volga. I decided to sell mine. A Georgian guy offered me 100,000 roubles for it, which was a fortune. It had cost 16,000. There was money everywhere. There was just nothing to spend it on.


The bloke who bought my car knew what he was doing. When there was a second debt default in 1992, the currency became increasingly worthless. People who had savings accounts lost almost everything.


Those who worked in banks or in government had got wind of the coming devaluation and could convert roubles to dollars. If the bank thought you were a ‘good customer’, the manager might take you to one side and say, ‘A crash is coming. Maybe you should go out and buy something big.’


It was the time of the oligarchs, men like Roman Abramovich, Boris Berezovsky and Mikhail Khodorkovsky. Some of them took out what seemed like huge loans to buy sectors of the old Soviet economy; when the time came to pay those loans back, the currency had been devalued so much they owed very little but owned a lot.


In the Soviet Union sportsmen were not well paid by Western standards but they had a certain status. You would be treated as if you were a doctor. The footballers I knew when I left for Manchester still received their salaries, whereas many didn’t. The mafia then would leave them alone. Now, they rob anybody.




Recently, I turned on the television in Moscow and heard that some celebrities had been robbed or burgled. That would never have happened in the ‘Evil Nineties’. The godfathers in the mafia would have looked after them. No money would change hands but there would be an unwritten understanding that they would not be touched. Their fame would protect them. Now there are no rules.


My father, Antanas, was a lorry driver. He did not live to see the disintegration of the Soviet Union, although he should have done. He was just 42 when he died in 1986. Antanas was the middle of three brothers and the others lived to be 41 and 43.


Dad was a heavy smoker, like all his family. I can remember being taken into the pubs and the air would be thick with tobacco smoke. On the counter there would be a couple of bowls of salted fish. Dad would order a beer; I would have the fish, which was laid out for the same reason that pubs in Britain have bowls of peanuts. The salt makes you want to drink more.


Once, some friends and I stole sweets and cigarettes from a kiosk but when I came back, reeking of tobacco, my mother flew into a rage and threatened to tell my father. I stopped there and then.


In the Soviet Union they did not pay a pension but would put a certain percentage of your salary in a savings book. If you earned 120 roubles a month, then ten would go into your savings account. But Dad was 42; he had been working for only twenty years so there wasn’t much in his savings book. And once we had paid for the cost of the funeral, there wasn’t much left to keep us going. When the currency was devalued what was in the savings book became less and less.


My father’s family had once been reasonably wealthy farmers in Lithuania. Between the wars the Baltic states were independent and Lithuania flourished. However, in August 1939, Molotov and Von Ribbentrop signed the Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact. It astonished the world and sealed the fate of my father’s family.


In return for giving Germany a free hand in the west to attack France, Stalin was given an undertaking that Hitler would tolerate his invasion of the Baltic states. In June 1940 the Red Army rolled into Lithuania and for my grandparents that meant one thing. They were considered to be rich peasants or in Russian, a kulak.


In Ukraine, where my mother’s parents were living, to be considered a kulak was a death sentence. The 1930s had seen millions driven from their farms to either be shot or sent to Siberia. Their land was turned into collective farms and the famine that this caused saw millions perish. In Ukraine it is compared to the Holocaust and called the Holomodor.


In Lithuania, my grandparents thought it was preferable to slaughter their animals rather than give them up to the collective farms and that created a deep, lasting hurt. People like them learned to hate the Soviet Union and that hate was passed on to their children. When the Soviet Union collapsed, they turned their hate on to Russia because to them Russia was the Soviet Union in new clothes.


When my father told them he was going to marry my mother, Yevgenia, they disapproved to the extent that only one member of his family – a cousin – came to the wedding. It was only when I started playing for Manchester United that the rest of my father’s family got in touch. I think they believed there might be some money coming their way.


Yevgenia was from Kirovograd and Kirovograd was in Ukraine and in the 1960s, under the rigid rule of Leonid Brezhnev, Ukraine was considered an integral part of the evil empire. Seen from Lithuania, they were collaborators.




Antanas and Yevgenia had met at a dance in Kirovograd, where my father was doing his three years of military service. It was 700 miles from Kaunas, the capital of Lithuania, and it was 700 miles for a reason.


In the Soviet Union you never did your military service anywhere near where you lived. If there was an uprising, they wanted the soldiers to have nothing in common with those who were rebelling. Very soon, my father and mother had quite a lot in common.


I was born in 1969, after Stalin but before Gorbachev, the years when the Soviet Union seemed set in stone. Even though I grew up deep in Ukraine, we spoke Russian not Ukrainian.


In recent years, since the split between Russia and Ukraine, everybody seems to have to speak Ukrainian in public just so they can prove their ‘patriotism’. Julia Tymoshenko, who led the Orange Revolution that saw Ukraine break their alliance with Russia, speaks Russian at home but slips into Ukrainian whenever the television cameras are turned on.


Among older people there is nostalgia for the Soviet Union and that is particularly true whenever you talk football. The Soviet Union was one of the powers of the game. They finished fourth in the 1966 World Cup; they won the European Championship in 1960 and reached the final three more times. Their most recent final was in 1988, just a year before the Berlin Wall came down.


No Soviet team has ever lifted the European Cup but Dynamo Kiev won the Cup Winners’ Cup twice while Dynamo Tbilisi won it in 1981. Neither is part of Russia, which tells you a lot about how much Russian football has suffered after the collapse. The only Russian team to make a European final before the break-up were Dynamo Moscow, who lost the 1972 Cup Winners’ Cup final to Glasgow Rangers, a team I was to play for. The loss of the Ukrainian teams and players was to cripple the Russian national team.


After the split CSKA Moscow beat Sporting Lisbon on their own ground, the Jose Alvalade, to win the UEFA Cup in 2005. Three years later, in Manchester, Zenit St Petersburg beat Rangers to lift the same trophy. For a decade there has been nothing.


If you were growing up in Kirovograd in the 1980s, you would be trained for employment in the big factories. The Red Star, where my mother worked, produced tractors and combine harvesters. Another built radios while a third manufactured parts for guided missiles and would always have officials walking around with Geiger counters to check radiation levels.


Chernobyl lay three hours’ drive north of Kirovograd and in April 1986, when I was seventeen, the Geiger counters began going off the scale. Fortunately for my family, the radioactive cloud from the explosion that ripped the roof off the nuclear power station drifted northwards.


For about ten days nobody was told what had happened. Some officials in the local Communist Party were tipped off but they either chose not to say anything or they slipped away to Moscow.


Then gradually, by word of mouth, ordinary people like my family discovered what was happening at Chernobyl. There had been a call for builders to fly in and do ‘construction work’, but in reality they were dealing with the fires and its aftermath.


Even those who were trying to contain the explosion were not told what the dangers were. As the years went by, you heard of people dying early from strange causes.


By the time of Chernobyl, I had left Kirovograd to be part of a football academy in Kharkov, 230 miles to the east. Football was not my first love. My dream was to become an ice-hockey star. My hero was Valery Kharlamov.


He was small and dark – his mother was Spanish – and he scored brilliant goals for CSKA Moscow. They offered him a lot of money to go to Canada and play in the National Hockey League but Kharlamov was too much of a patriot to leave.


He led the Soviet team to two gold medals in successive Winter Olympics. He was also part of the Soviet side that lost to a United States college team in the 1980 Winter Olympics in Lake Placid, that in America they called ‘The Miracle on Ice’.


The following year, his car, driven by his wife, hit a truck. The collision killed them both. CSKA retired Kharlamov’s number 17 jersey until his orphaned son, Alexander, was old enough to wear it. When I joined Everton, I was told I could choose my squad number. Naturally, I picked 17, and when I was transferred to Fiorentina, I wore 17 for the same reason.


At school, the sport I specialised in was gymnastics, especially the rings and the bar, until one day a teacher suggested I should take up football. I fell in love with Diego Maradona.


I was seventeen when he took Argentina to the 1986 World Cup. I was already a professional footballer when Argentina met the Soviet Union in the 1990 World Cup in Naples, the city where Maradona played, where he was worshipped.


It was the second group game and, since both teams had lost their opening match, whoever lost would be in trouble. The game was goalless when Maradona handled the ball on the line. The referee gave nothing. Argentina won 2–0, the Soviet Union was eliminated in the group stage and Argentina went on to reach the final.


World Cups and major international tournaments were very big in the Soviet Union because there was usually very little football on television. If there was a televised sport that was on all the time, it was ice hockey.


The screening of football matches in the Soviet Union was very basic. There would be absolutely no build-up and no full-time analysis. The broadcast would begin when the referee blew his whistle to start the match and it finished when he blew for full time. Until the end of the 1980s, you watched in black-and-white.


Nobody even considered whether there might be coverage of foreign football. When I was growing up, Liverpool were the dominant team in Europe. Between 1977 and 1985 they were involved in five European Cup finals but I didn’t see any of them and when I went to play in England I knew very little about Liverpool and even less about the other teams.


If you wanted to follow football, you tended to have to buy a newspaper and mine was Gazeta Futbol-Khokkei, half of which was devoted to football and half to ice hockey. They were the paper’s only subjects. To me, it seemed a perfect combination. The coverage of sport in the main Soviet press was very formal. The back page of Pravda would have short, factual reports on the main football, hockey or athletics results without any comment.


Between them, my parents earned 250 roubles a month. In today’s exchange rate, our monthly household income would be £3.50. However, in the Soviet Union, 250 roubles went a long way. I grew up in a three-bedroom flat and we seldom went short of anything.


Your household necessities – rent, telephone, gas, central heating – would probably be only thirty roubles. A suit cost sixty roubles, a Raketa watch, the kind supplied to the Red Army, cost 22. Food prices were controlled centrally by the government. Food was cheap; the trouble was that so much food was often unavailable.




We played outside, always. The Soviet Union had four television channels and none of them gave you much of an incentive to turn them on.


Kirovograd did have three cinemas, one of them named after Felix Dzerzhinsky, the founder of the KGB. The cinemas were open from nine in the morning to eleven at night and it cost ten kopecks (there are a hundred kopecks in a rouble) to get in.


People were fitter then. Facebook, mobile phones, PlayStations; they were yet to come.


In the Soviet Union, schools had numbers not names, a tradition that is still true of Russia today. I went to School 32. There were too many pupils and not enough schools, so you studied in shifts.


The first shift was from eight in the morning until one o’clock and the second shift from one until five. One week you did the morning shift and in the next week you would go in the afternoons. I did study English, although I made absolutely no effort. I did not see the point and could envisage no circumstances in which I would need to speak it.


We had to learn the poetry of Pushkin and Lermontov off by heart and recite it to the class. I liked the stories of Nikolai Gogol, like The Overcoat about an impoverished clerk who saves up to buy a coat. When he puts it on, his personality changes.


The only subjects I really enjoyed though were PE and what was called Trud. It means ‘work’ in Russian and involved learning carpentry or going around the school, cleaning, polishing or picking up litter.


Growing up, you went through various organisations. When you were eight years old you joined the Little Octobrists and at eleven you became a Young Pioneer. The Little Octobrists had a badge with a picture of Lenin; the Young Pioneers wore a red neckerchief. It was a bit like the cubs and scouts.


In the long holidays you would go to summer camp, often in the Crimea, where you would play tennis and football, go to dances or for walks in the forest. We would stroll through Gagarin Park in Yalta or go on a bus trip through the vineyards and tobacco farms to the Livadia Palace, where in 1945 Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill settled the fate of post-war Europe.


As for family holidays, we went camping or rented an apartment by the sea. Hotels were out because they were invariably full and expensive. A car was out of our reach and out of most people’s reach. If you had one, it marked you out. Having a car – a Lada or a Moskvitch – was something special.


When you were fifteen, you would apply to join the Young Communist League or Komsomol. If you wanted to go into further education, Komsomol membership was essential and you had to take a written test. Typical questions would be: ‘When was the Communist Party of the Soviet Union founded?’ Or: ‘When was Lenin born?’ There were a lot of dates and not everybody passed.


Like every town in the Soviet Union, Kirovograd had an organisation called the Society for the Olympic Reserve. It was dedicated to scouring schools for potential athletes, especially those who could go on to represent the country in the Olympics. When I was eleven, the Olympics were very big indeed. They were being staged in Moscow.


One day, School 32 had a visitor. His name was Valery Karpinus and he was from the Society for the Olympic Reserve. He wanted to watch a PE session and then he divided the group into two teams for a game of football. Afterwards, Karpinus asked three of us to remain behind.




He wanted us to join his football school, combining it with lessons at School 32. Gradually, I spent more time at the football school than the real thing. My sister, Natasha, became very good at writing letters explaining my absences. The emphasis of Karpinus’s training was the importance of passing a football, how a single pass could take out an entire defence. Holding on to the ball too long was a sign of greed that could destroy a team. They were principles that carried me through my football career.
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