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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my beautiful loving wife Angerine, my beautiful children and to the late Dick Bate, my ‘Football Father’.





 


 


 


“Put your trust in Allah our Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways, submit to Him, and He will make your path straight with His guidance.”
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Foreword by Clive Allen


Former Tottenham Hotspur and England forward and former FA Coach


I first came across Cherno when I was a coach for the England youth set-up and he was in the Under-15 squad. He played for the Millwall youth team and from a very young age everyone recognised his undoubted talent. Along with the likes of Glen Johnson and David Bentley, we had high hopes for him.


Cherno was a larger-than-life character and it was great to see him always smiling. He was always warm and friendly and had the excellent trait of being good around the dressing room. In fact, I’d go as far as saying he was a breath of fresh air.


The environment in which he found himself – amongst a group of footballers, away from home, who had been picked to represent their country, certainly didn’t overawe him. Some young players don’t take such pressure well but it was a credit to him that Cherno handled it comfortably. One of his greatest strengths was his personality and he was accepted into the group straight away – everyone liked working with him because he was a very warm and friendly boy to have around.


As a young footballer, Cherno had many good traits. He was a really skilful player for a start, fantastic technically and he had confidence in his own ability; however, he wasn’t arrogant in any way. What was refreshing was his love of the game and how he really wanted to improve himself and his future career. He also knew what he had to improve in order to fulfil his potential. Cherno was always a pleasure to coach and I remember we had extra sessions together in the form of shooting competitions that showed me how much he wanted to improve his skills.


It’s a pity his career didn’t take off in the way he, and indeed I, had hoped. The fact he didn’t play at the very highest level, especially when he had been the equal of the talented players in the group, was a shame. It’s always a million-dollar question as to why players don’t quite make it at the highest level. Cherno definitely had the desire and the ability to be a big player but I always thought he should have been more effective as a striker and scored more goals. Obviously there was so much hype surrounding him when he was young and sometimes it is difficult for a young person to live up to the billing. Maybe that weighed heavily on his mind.


The experiences Cherno has encountered in his younger life will make him stronger and I really believe that will hold him in good stead to become a good coach. There’s no doubt he’s got the passion for the game of football. In order to succeed every coach has to have that passion – not just the experience and knowledge.


As a coach myself, if I was to give Cherno some advice, I would say that he should be very flexible and understanding towards his players and he needs to realise there are more downs than there are ups in the game of football – you certainly have to enjoy the good times and be able to cope with the difficult times as well in order to be a successful coach.


I really wish him well for his future coaching career.




Foreword by Dick Bate


1946 - 2018


Former Elite Coaching Manager at the English Football Association and former Head Coach of the England youth teams


The first impression I had of Cherno as a 13 or 14-year-old was that he seemed like a lovely lad and a decent human being. He was polite, friendly and happy and, not only that, he soon became well liked and well respected among the England set-up. Cherno was never disruptive, he was a joy to coach and in the best sense of the phrase, he was a ‘good lad.’


Cherno’s only ambition at that tender age was to be a professional footballer and it was evident he really wanted to break into the Millwall first-team when he was a little older. He also had aspirations to go higher than that; although it wasn’t a burning obsession to get to the top, he had the desire to do well because he was just a well-ordered and emotionally stable young man.


As soon as he had trials at Lilleshall at the age of 13 or 14, as head coach, along with my fellow coaches Clive Allen, Kenny Swain and Paul Bracewell, I identified Cherno as a potential England player. We soon knew his favoured position was playing up-front on his own, in a 4-3-3 formation with him as the central striker.


Cherno always wanted the ball, as any striker does but he was also willing to make options for his teammates. He was a handful for the defenders and difficult to handle because he had this ability to receive the ball, turn and run at the defence, which was a terrific quality to have as a striker. Unlike some strikers, he was an unselfish and industrious player who always wanted to be part of the play. Cherno was no Lionel Messi but he could surprise you simply because of his individuality and he had enough about him to cause defenders problems when he had possession of the ball.


It could be said that Cherno was not unlike Wayne Rooney in some ways; Cherno and Wayne could be called ‘natural’ footballers; they were both of a similar age and in the same group in the England set-up as 13-year-olds. Just like Wayne, Cherno would never let you down and both could be classed as pure football-minded lads, who loved the game intensely. They both gelled and occasionally played up-front together in important games. They were both hard workers and loved training and would never duck out of a training session. Wayne had his own ambitions inside his head and knew exactly where he wanted to – and did – get to. I can honestly say they were both terrific to work with as footballers and as young men they were great to be with.


Cherno as an individual was popular and well-liked by the group of lads we had at the time and was always great to be around – in fact I’d go as far to say he was a ‘model’ player who was a pleasure to coach.




Prologue


The Trials and Tribulations of a Professional Footballer


People write books for different reasons – maybe they have a good story to tell or want to give away some well-guarded secrets – but for me it was like a release of feelings and frustrations that I’ve kept to myself for such a long time.


One thing’s for sure – I have one hell of a story to tell, a story which may surprise a few people but one in which I’ve experienced lots of ups and downs; some of my own doing but some caused by others. There have been both positives and negatives in my life, but I guess everyone can say that. My life is what it is.


Most ex-players who write their memoirs tend to be established household names, but from my knowledge, I don’t think there’s another ex-footballer of my age group who has been through what I’ve experienced in their life and then documented it in a book such as this.


I have good motives for writing my story. First and foremost, I really wanted to let the world know about the life and times of Cherno Samba because my story is more than one written by ‘just another ex-footballer’. Yes, my story is about my colourful life on and off the pitch but, moreover, it is about my intriguing journey of enormous early promise and the missed opportunities of the ‘wonder-kid’ who, along with one Wayne Rooney, was supposed to be the spearhead of England’s assault on the 2006 World Cup.


I think people can accept youngsters doing things wrong because they don’t know any different and it was like that for me – I was young and did a lot of stuff that I now regret. When I look back at some of my actions, if I knew then what I know now, I would almost certainly have done them differently or even not at all. During my time I’ve come across some people who have sought to stop or hinder my football career, but I had to learn to rise above them; I kept working hard, believed in myself and I never gave up.


My main objective now is to turn the various negatives into some kind of positives and hopefully encourage any young footballer reading my book to avoid falling into the same traps that have caught me out time and time again. It’s inevitable that a few kids will experience some of the pitfalls of being a footballer in the spotlight, but I really believe that reading my story can help many more overcome their bad experiences and lead them to a better life in the game we all love.


The ‘traps’ I refer to are the fame and all the money that is dangled regularly in front of the chosen few, those young players who are supposedly destined to become the next ‘wonderkid’, ‘the next Wayne Rooney’ or even ‘the next Cherno Samba’.


My advice for any young prospect wanting to be ‘someone’ is centred on old-fashioned values, that include working hard and trying to do your best.


The prospect of being famous and earning a fortune may seem glossy to some young people; the flash cars, the big houses and the women may all seem great, but football let me down from time-to-time and when you read the book, you’ll know why.


Having now retired from playing the game I love, I can sit down and talk about my experiences and give advice to anyone who wants to listen; however, when you’re a young player in the middle of it all you don’t see the past or the future – all you see is the here and now. To the modern young footballer, it probably seems ‘normal’ to have money thrown at them from a very young age and I bet most of them spend it like crazy – I know I did. It’s probably ‘normal’ for kids to be ‘the talk of the town’ and in the limelight as soon as they do something spectacular on the football pitch and I bet most will love it. Again, I know I did. I’ve been there and done it all and now I want kids to relate to my story and hopefully learn from my mistakes.


What a lot of young people lack these days is good people around them; people who actually care about their welfare and whether they are making the right decisions for the right reasons. Football agents are, in general, after their 10% and they have a bad name in the game; there are some good ones, but they are at a premium. In my career, I made lots of poor decisions and, looking back, maybe I had some bad advice too. Not only that, there are young players who are earning five figure salaries at the age of 17 and think they have made it, but that’s a lie because they haven’t done anything in the game at that age – I made the same mistake. To me, that’s just not healthy.


Fortunately, I have come out the other end and my experiences have made me who I am today – a more positive and a better person all round. I now have purpose and aspirations in life. Ultimately, my aim is to be a full-time football coach or manager and teach kids to become not only better players, but also better human beings. Not many coaches have lived the life I have, so to my mind few could be better qualified to be a football (or life) coach than me.


If I can give something back to the kids of today, some of the things I didn’t have, in terms of advice and protection, then that will be good enough for me. If I can prevent even just one of those lads from making the same mistakes that I did when I was a young player, then it will all have been worthwhile.


I would like to think that anyone reading my story will take heed of the advice I give and say something like, “That’s what Cherno said and he’s lived it and experienced it so, you know what, I’m going to do exactly what he suggests.”


It’s a tough world out there but, God willing, I will achieve my goal.


God bless!


Cherno Samba




Being a Footballer’s Wife


By


Angerine Samba


When I first met Cherno, I didn’t even know he was a footballer, and I knew him as Jason and not Cherno, but that’s another story. It wouldn’t have made any difference to me even if he did tell me he was a footballer, because I wasn’t a football fan and I wouldn’t have heard of him anyway.


The first time we met, I thought Cherno was really charming and a nice guy and I think those traits endeared him to me. Our relationship developed and we fell in love really quickly and it didn’t take us too long to get married.


I remember one of our first dates, when we went into London’s West End with his mates, and one of them said, “If you want anything, he’ll get it for you.” If I’m honest, at the time I wasn’t sure what he did for a living and I didn’t know where he’d got all his money from. I was quite independent and very strong-willed and was focused on studying and my career, so that kind of talk didn’t really appeal to me. I wasn’t quite sure why he asked if he could buy me expensive things. I wasn’t used to it; that was for sure.


Since then we have been through some tough times but there have been lots of good times as well. It was hard seeing Cherno whenever he was without a club and losing touch with life. I think when you’re at the top of your game, everyone’s there for you and everyone wants to be your friend and tag along with you, but it’s different when things are not going your way.


Cherno is normally a bubbly person with a very confident and big character, but there have been times when he was very low. This happened particularly when he was not playing and between clubs, waiting for things to happen. It was not a good situation for a young person to be in. Cherno’s character meant he didn’t want anyone else to see him in that state, so very often he’d put on a happy face in public so that others wouldn’t know he was depressed, but at home he found it hard to keep up that front.


As his wife and soul mate, I supported him through all the good times and all the bad times. I was always there, reassuring him that things would get better and often had to convince him that the good times would eventually return. Life had to continue and I had to make sure he kept his focus and was as happy as he could be in the circumstances.


Looking back, our happiest times were in Spain. Even though being so young and away from everyone I knew made me get quite homesick, we still really enjoyed the different way of life in Málaga. It was hard for a young footballer’s wife in a foreign country because he’d train twice a day and when he’d come in he was tired and very often didn’t want to do anything. I think I spent most of my free time going shopping on my own – but there’s only so much shopping you can do! I tried to keep myself busy as a housewife, cooking and cleaning and being there for him when he got home.


Unlike Cherno, I didn’t learn the language enough to be able to communicate confidently in Spanish. Because I missed my family so much, I returned back to London regularly and this meant I didn’t keep up with the lessons. After a while, the thought of living in Spain and learning the language became less appealing to me. Being alone so much also gave me the opportunity to reflect on my own life and think about what I wanted to do. I realised I wanted to return home and become a nurse. We had always planned to return home at some stage, but it was difficult to know how to go about it. A short time later I got pregnant, so the decision was made for us. We didn’t want to bring up our children in Spain, so after two years abroad we returned home.


The other place we both enjoyed was Plymouth. It was a lovely place to live and the way of life was completely different to what we’d known in South-East London. We had our own house and our own space and for me, I had the opportunity to start college, which meant I had the best of both worlds and the opportunity to do the things I wanted to do.


I think many people look from afar at the life of a footballer’s wife and assume that it’s a glamorous one, where they have everything and are able to go to all the best places. The reality is it’s just not the case for everyone. It can be a very lonely life in some ways and it was sad to see some of the things Cherno had to go through.


I’ve never been a stereotypical footballer’s wife who mingles and gossips with the other wives after each game, carries a designer handbag and wants to be seen in the media. I’ve always been a fairly private person anyway, and if I’m honest I often found that lifestyle too materialistic, flashy and false. I felt I didn’t fit into that world. I did go to some games and a few social events with Cherno, but that environment made me feel very uncomfortable. However, the aspect that I really loved was watching Cherno from the stands among the fans.


Maybe I shouldn’t say this, but I was quite happy when Cherno packed up playing football and I actually thought he was ready to move on to the next phase of his career. It was also very important to me that I wouldn’t be at home by myself all the time and that we could spend more time together as a couple and as a family. I’ve always been proud of Cherno and what he’s achieved in his life, especially since he’s retired from the game. He’s come so far and has grown up and matured so much. You can see he has learned from his past mistakes and experiences and he’s grown as a person, although he’s still a big kid sometimes. Since Cherno retired he’s been so chilled out and really positive and it’s probably the best I’ve seen him for years. He’s been in really high spirits and a lot of things have been happening for him recently. He now has a bright future and he can take his career in so many different directions. What makes the difference is that Cherno is a genuinely nice guy and he’s confident about his future. That’s good for us all.


What I love about Cherno most of all is his belief for his faith. His faith comes first to him. I’ve always said to my friends and family that whenever he got a new contract from a club or he was knocked back in his life, he always had his faith to turn to. That helped him to get through the good and bad times. Whenever he had a setback, he’d always phone me with the news, so I’d always prepare myself to be upbeat when he returned home. I’d make sure the house was tidy and I’d cook his favourite meal just to calm him down and to support him as his wife. I’ve always worried about him when he gets knockbacks as I don’t like to see him sad, but what amazes me about Cherno is that the first thing he does when he gets home is to go upstairs and pray. Once he’s done, he comes back downstairs and gives me a big hug and smiles as if nothing is wrong. Now that, in my book, is a strong-minded person.


Religion is very important to Cherno and he always says that God decides on everything – not man. Whatever happens is because God wants it to happen and it’s best for you. How he keeps this strength after all the disappointments he’s suffered in his football career. I just don’t know.


Since his agent Ian Seddon came into his life a few years ago, it’s been amazing for Cherno. For Ian, it’s not just business, he genuinely cares about Cherno and he tries to do the very best for him. I can really see the difference in Cherno and it’s just what he needed at a time when he was low. He needed someone around to support him and to be positive and Ian was that person.


Another person who has been a good influence in Cherno’s life is his best mate, Festus. Fes has been there throughout all the highs and lows of Cherno’s life. Fes was the person who kept Cherno focused when things went wrong – he’s been amazing and a very good friend who has stuck by him no matter what. Moreover, he’s always been there for the both of us. There have been numerous times when I couldn’t talk to Cherno because he felt so low, but I’ve called Fes and he’s helped me to sort things out. I thank him so much for that.


It’s sad that Cherno didn’t reach the top in his football career but I really believe he’s got the potential to do something very special in the next chapter of his life and it’s up to him now to stay focused and positive and keep moving forward.


Angerine Samba




Chapter 1


My Darkest Hour


“Is this really me? Is this what I want from my life?”


Picture the scene of a 19-year-old lad being paid big money to play football in La Liga and living in an apartment overlooking the beach in sunny Spain.


Well, back in 2005 that was me. At first, I thought it was great. The sun was shining, the food was great, I had the beach in front of me and, to cap it all off, the football was pretty amazing, too. For anyone looking in, I had a lifestyle most people would only dream of.


It couldn’t have been further from the truth!


It felt like I’d wasted the previous three years of my football career and a golden opportunity at Millwall, but now I was beginning what should have been a fresh start in a different country, far away from my troubles back in South-East London. I wanted to be loved and I wanted to be somewhere that my ability would be appreciated. That ‘somewhere’ was sunny Spain.


For a start, I was isolated and all on my own in the apartment, even though it overlooked the Atlantic Ocean; I had no family or friends in Spain and my girlfriend Angerine was back home in London. Although she had spent the first three days with me, she needed to go home to get a visa, which meant she wasn’t able to spend a long time with me at first. I was missing her so much that it was unbearable at times. To make matters worse, when I switched on the TV every channel was in Spanish and I couldn’t understand a word of it.


Then there was my daily routine, which consisted of training early in the morning, 7am until 10am, coming back to my apartment to have a nap and then going shopping in the afternoon. That was my life really. Was that all I had to look forward to? To many, that lifestyle would seem idyllic, but to a teenager on his own, it was just the opposite. I began to think that I’d made the wrong move.


The first week in Spain was a bit of a novelty. The sunshine, the new surroundings and places were there to be explored, but I soon got bored of that. I was told by the club to make use of a local restaurant and eat what I wanted to for free, which was great at first but I soon got tired of eating alone. I hardly spoke to anyone and the only contact I had was by phone with my family and friends back in London – but it really wasn’t the same and it wasn’t long before reality set it. Of course, I’d speak to my best mate Festus almost daily and he would always ask me if I was OK. He tried to come over for most weekends to keep me company, have fun, chill out, and just to make sure I had someone familiar around me. It wasn’t a big deal for Fes – he’d do anything to come and see me. As for some of my other friends, they’d only contact me if they wanted something. Some would even ask me if I would pay for their flight to come out to see me; I often did because I felt obliged to do so and because I was bored and grateful for their company.


Not surprisingly, my mobile phone bills were crazy, and I mean crazy. Every month I’d pay over a grand for my monthly bill. However, my phone became my best friend and it was the only thing that would give me any sort of joy in those first few months, so I guess in a way it was worth it. I’d call everyone I could think of and stay on the phone, sometimes for hours, and I didn’t even think about the bill.


While I was at home, all I’d think about was Angerine and my life back in England. Before I had signed for Cádiz, I had a near celebrity status, especially in the local area where I was living in South-East London. I could go into certain shops in the West End and the store would open for me out of the normal hours while I’d browse around and spend thousands of pounds, especially in Nike Town. I had been the up-and-coming star of English football but moving to Spain was a direct contrast to that lifestyle – and things couldn’t have been any worse.


One of the reasons I left London was because I was going out all the time, not training hard enough and not giving a damn about tomorrow, but in Cádiz it was the opposite – I was training my arse off during the day and staying in every night. I was eating junk food back in England, but in Spain I was either eating healthy local food or not eating at all. My life was a series of contrasts.


Being lonely is one of the worst feelings anyone can have – believe me, I hated it. Not surprisingly, I had to do everything for myself, which felt strange because back home I’d got used to having most things done for me. Well, I was a professional footballer after all! If I wanted food in Cádiz, I’d have to go and buy it myself from the local store and trying to communicate in those first few weeks was hard. Back in England, I had people to take care of me but in Spain I had nobody to help me out and I found it hard at first. I didn’t really know what to expect I suppose, and I wasn’t prepared for any of it.


Even though it was my decision to go to Spain, I felt as though I had been shipped out to that foreign place because I had ‘failed’ back in England – failed in life, that is, and not necessarily as a footballer. That’s what was rolling around my head all the time during those first few weeks.


I would very often sit in my living room looking out at the ocean and all sorts of things were going through my mind – all sorts! It was a depressing time and I felt really down. Why? I was a professional footballer earning lots of money and supposedly, ‘living the dream’ in a luxury apartment overlooking the sea.


I’ll tell you now, it was no dream for me. In fact, it was more like a living hell!


Those thoughts spinning around in my head affected my whole life, day in, day out and it was even worse at night time when I couldn’t see anything outside. Nobody at the club knew anything was bothering me because I became very good at hiding my feelings, which I know was the wrong thing to do. To my teammates I was still smiling on the training pitch and enjoying my football, but I became very good at pretending everything was cool. In fact, the only time I felt ‘happy’ was out on the football pitch. I even stayed longer after training, just so I was anywhere other than alone in my apartment. Sometimes I’d stay two or three hours after all the other guys had left and practice shooting or work on my fitness. In reality, I was hiding my true emotions, big time – and it wasn’t healthy. Nobody knew what I was thinking or how I was feeling inside, but that was my own fault. Nobody knew I wasn’t eating properly and had lost weight. I felt really skinny and it got so bad that I couldn’t be bothered to walk the five minutes down the road to the local restaurant to have lunch or dinner, even though it was free. I became really lazy, which wasn’t like me at all because I’d always been an active person. I didn’t want to see anyone, let alone eat with anyone. I also felt isolated and scared, like a little lost schoolboy.


I’d sweat like hell at night even though I had the windows open and had no covers on me. I admit here and now that I very often cried myself to sleep and that wasn’t like me either. I was having endless sleepless nights feeling ‘trapped’ by peer pressure to stick it out in a sport that, in the darker moments, seemed to be burying me alive. For an outsider, it wasn’t easy to see how I felt that way.


Things were bad and I kept it all to myself, and that was a recipe for disaster.


I’d always loved training when I was at Millwall, well I say I ‘loved training’ – I loved it once I got onto the training pitch but I hated getting up for training. It was the same for me when I was at Cádiz. I trained hard every day but I couldn’t understand the coach giving out his instructions in Spanish. Sometimes the coach, the Uruguayan, Víctor Espárrago would speak for long periods and I’d end up dozing off – I wasn’t listening because I had no idea what he was saying so I simply found it easier to switch off. That was before I started to learn the language. Only one of the lads could speak a bit of English so he would try and translate for me, but it wasn’t perfect – plus he’d only do it when I was awake. There were times when the players were speaking amongst themselves and I wasn’t part of those conversations, so that made me feel even more isolated. After a few weeks, I started to realise I was in too deep and that playing football abroad was going to be more difficult than I’d first thought.


To make matters worse, after training I used to go into the physio room alone and pinch all sorts of painkillers – anything I could lay my hands on, to be honest. Nobody ever saw me, and nobody knew I was dosing myself up with the pills as soon as I got home. How stupid could I be to even contemplate doing something like that? It was so out of character for me because I’d always steered clear of taking tablets, even for a headache. If the club had found out what I was doing, I’d have been sacked, no question, but they didn’t have a clue what I was up to and it went on for weeks. Having said that, I was close to being caught on one occasion when the physio walked into the changing room and asked us all if anyone had taken some tablets because he thought some had gone missing. Of course they had, because I’d pinched them, but I didn’t say anything when he asked me directly and just shrugged my shoulders as if to say, “I don’t understand”.


On one particular day, after about a month of being in Spain, I ended up doing something else that was well out of character for me and it is a day that will stay with me for the rest of my life. I decided that morning not to go training and to black out everything and everyone in my life; I didn’t want to see anybody or talk to anybody – and I mean anybody. I didn’t even want to talk to Angerine on the phone and I especially didn’t want to go training.


I had only one thing on my mind and that was to take my own life.


For that period in my life I hated the way I felt – every day was the same old routine and I began to hate everything I was doing, including the football. On that day, I just wanted to be left alone. I don’t know why, but that day seemed like the darkest day of my life. It was so dark that I went one step further than my normal routine and ended up swallowing a load of pills, washed down with some water – I don’t know how many pills I took but it was enough to put me asleep.


I was at my lowest ebb – life was that bad and I wanted no more of it. In other words, my irrational mind had made me think suicide was a rational action.


Fortunately, one of my friends in the squad who spoke English used to pick me up to go to the training ground every morning. He’d usually wait for me in the car outside my apartment and I’d meet him there, but that particular morning was different. He had waited for me longer than normal and had apparently tried to call me several times without an answer – he’d even phoned the club so they could try to get hold of me. After about 10 minutes without a response, he knew something wasn’t right.


So, he decided to come upstairs and knock on my door; when there was no response, he kicked the door down. When he managed to get in, he found me there lying unconscious on the floor. I truly believe that my faith kept me hanging on until he arrived to save me. He immediately phoned the emergency services, who took me to the nearest hospital.


All I remember when I woke up was that I hated myself for doing it. Sometimes you just don’t know why you do certain things in life and that was one of those moments, but when you get as low as I did, I guess you’ll do anything. As I lay in that hospital bed the sense of ‘failure’ spun round and round in my head and I knew it must have played a part in why I wanted to take my own life. I realise now that I didn’t think of anyone else other than myself and that was very selfish of me. I’m not a selfish person by nature and it just wasn’t like me to go and do something as stupid as that. I guess I just wanted some attention and I certainly got it that day, for sure – and I almost paid the ultimate price for it.


I’m normally a very strong person mentally but that episode made me realise that I was fortunate to be alive. Nobody, and I mean nobody, knew about me taking those tablets or how I was feeling inside for the period leading up to that day. I didn’t mention anything to my girlfriend, my best mate, my agent, my family or anyone at the club. I had never felt like that in my life and I’d never been depressed about anything. I had so many feelings inside me: I felt weak; I felt selfish; I was angry with myself because I had a lot of loving friends and family looking out for me but, suddenly, I was lying in a hospital bed fighting for my life thinking, “Is this really me? Is this what I want from my life?” Depression was so out of character for me, but it certainly proved one thing; it can hit anyone at any time.


Once I’d gained consciousness, it was a case of talking to people at the club and telling them what had happened – and why. The club were brilliant and helped me a lot and they soon realised why I was pinching all those tablets and why I didn’t want to go home after training. I was devastated that it had happened to me but, in a way, it woke me up inside and made me evaluate my own feelings and what I wanted from life. I knew my life had to change and how I viewed myself had to change, too.


When I was ready to be discharged from hospital, the club gave me three weeks off and told me to go home to sort myself out. No one back home knew what had happened, not even Fes. When I finally got round to telling him, he was shocked but I knew he’d help me recover and he said he’d come out to Spain to see me twice a month in future to make sure it didn’t happen again. He stuck to his word and from that day on he visited me every two or three weeks, which really helped me to settle down.


It wasn’t long before I realised I hadn’t actually failed at all and what I had done could have happened to just about anyone, at any time. I believe that things happen for a reason and I remain truly thankful to God that I am still alive. More to the point, I have since learned from that negative experience, which is a positive in itself. To this day, I keep saying to myself, “That will never happen to me again” – and I make sure it doesn’t because I have my faith to save me and I have people to talk to and who love me.


Some might say it’s a weakness when someone attempts to take their own life – but that’s far from the truth. I think people underestimate the stress that a person – including a footballer – can be under and it’s that stress which can lead to depression in anyone. I was close to ending it. Nobody knows what makes people do it – you’re in a place that nobody else is in and nobody can ever imagine. It’s only YOU and your mind that can explain how you feel and that’s very difficult. Some people just can’t speak about it to anyone.


Talking to someone about your feelings isn’t a weakness either – in fact, it’s the complete opposite. Opening up to someone makes you a stronger person, for sure. On reflection, my advice to anyone suffering like I was would be to speak to someone about your troubles – speak to anyone. Let your feelings out of your head and don’t bottle them up like I did. Otherwise, it might all end in tears as it almost did for me.




Chapter 2


Football Saved my Life


“I can help to take this boy to the top of the game, Mrs Samba. This kid is unbelievable. I cannot believe what I saw today”


Harry Gerber


Former football coach and agent


I was born on 10th January 1985 in Banjul in The Gambia but Mum and Dad left for England shortly afterwards in search of a better life for all of us. In the meantime, my brother Baboucarr (we called him ‘Lause’) lived with our Grandma Yajay and I lived with my auntie Amie and uncle Hassan Gaye for about three years.


Gambia is a little known part of West Africa. It shares the same time zone and same language as the UK – but that is where the similarities end. It’s the smallest country in Africa and its main economy has been dominated by fishing, farming and tourism since it gained independence from the UK in 1965. A third of the population live on an average wage, the equivalent of £1 a day, way below the international poverty line. You can see why Mum and Dad left.


I know it sounds like a cliché, but as soon as I could walk, all I wanted to do was to play football. I loved football so much I played it every day and night until my auntie or uncle had to drag me off the park. It was the only thing I knew and it kept me active and alive – there was nothing else to do in Gambia if I’m perfectly honest, so football was my saviour. In fact, we didn’t even have a proper football to kick around and very often we’d just kick rolled up newspapers or stones around the park – anything we could use as a football. We also played in bare feet because we couldn’t afford trainers, which was standard in West Africa back then and probably still is – all footballers who grew up in the Gambia will say the same thing.


The fact that African kids learned to play in bare feet can sometimes attract negative connotations in the UK, but that’s just how it was, and it didn’t do us any harm. To flip it around, kids like me learned how to become more skilful on the ball because we didn’t wear boots or trainers. If you consider that Brazilian kids learn how to play football on the beach or on sand pitches, it upholds that argument. At the time, growing up as a kid in Gambia, it was simply the norm and the most natural thing for us to do, because we didn’t know anything else.


There was no grass in the parks, the pitches were rough and sandy and we had no goalposts, so together with kicking makeshift footballs around in bare feet, it didn’t make for pretty football or technical skills. I played against kids of my own age and kids who were older, it didn’t matter to me because I lived and breathed for football. Having said that, I honestly believe those conditions helped me become a better player in later life because I had to work harder and longer in order to improve my game. I had no idea if I had any natural footballing talent but the one thing I was sure about was that I just wanted to play football. Those times as a kid playing football were raw and you just can’t buy that sort of upbringing. It was just fun and I didn’t think of it as anything else; however, I had some pedigree. My paternal father, Ali Samba, was a goalkeeper for the national team and my uncle, Bai Omar Samba, was (and still is) the highest goal-scorer for the Gambian national side, so there must have been something in the genes for me to be so obsessed with football.


In Gambia during the early 1990s, English footballers were unknown to us; we had no TVs to watch football on, unlike now when the Premier League is watched by everyone in the world. Back then I knew nothing about the English game. When I was growing up, roughly one in every six homes had a TV and most of those were black and white. Life was hard; there were no luxuries at all. Things have improved since, but not that much. I had no dreams about becoming a footballer back then – to be honest, I had no dreams of being anything.


It was always the plan that Lause and I would follow our parents as soon as we were old enough to travel so, after another few years, Mum bought a one-way ticket to London for my brother, while I stayed in Gambia with my uncle and auntie for a while longer. Neither of us had set foot outside of our hometown, let alone been to another country, so it must have been a real adventure for him. He later told me he was terrified at the thought of boarding an aircraft to fly the 3,700 miles to London on his own, but at the same time I guess it must have been really exciting. For me, I was sad to say goodbye to my little brother, even if it was for a short time.


My time to travel came in 1991. I was a six-year-old when Mum bought my ticket to London and we became a family once again. I had no idea what to expect when I left Gambia and no idea who or what was waiting for me when I arrived in England. I think I cried throughout the flight but the air-hostesses were very nice and looked after me all the way. The picture I remember most was of me boarding the plane in Gambia looking scared to death, wearing an over-sized jacket that came down to my knees – I must have looked a right state. However, as soon as I spotted my Mum at Gatwick Airport, I just ran as fast as I could towards her and gave her a big hug. It was the first time I’d seen her for a few years, so it was a special moment and one I’ll never forget.


I can’t remember what month it was when I arrived in London but it was cold and you tend to feel it more coming from a hot climate. I think it was winter and I was freezing and kept shivering all the way to Watford, where Mum and my stepfather Alhajie were living. I wasn’t used to the cold but I realised I’d have to get used to it pretty quickly.


From the first time I met Alhajie, I thought he was a great guy; he was very intelligent, well educated and had a lot about him. Sometimes you have that classical, stereotypical stepfather type thing going on and a lot of kids don’t get on with their mother’s new partners, but Alhajie was different. We hit it off straight away when we first met in Gambia, as he was already a friend of my Mum, and then he stayed in contact with her when she moved to England. He had moved to Sweden but when he found out that Mum and my parental father had split up, he decided to come and live in England.


I always knew that Alhajie would have a big influence on my life and provide me with a role model figure that I so craved as a youngster moving to a different country. Culturally, African kids are brought up to respect their elders and I was no different. I respected Alhajie – he was different class because he encouraged me and he filled that void in my life. Alhajie was always a very positive guy and he’d welcome anyone into the fold. He’d always be interested in what I was doing in school and always looked at things favourably – that was the one thing that struck me about him, he was always very positive about everything – even where football was concerned. While I still missed my real father, Alhajie came into my life at just the right time.
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