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Falling in love . . .


JAMIE


It’s just the two of us. We’re sat in an empty dressing room, not long after a match. It’s been one of the decent ones. A long slog from the south coast to a far northern town, and in front of a little over a thousand people, we’ve worked hard and fought for our draw. The smells of football fill our nostrils. Liniment oil, Deep Heat, shower gel and old aftershave. Sock ties and gaffer tape lie on the floor, and droplets of condensation from the hot showers slowly make their way down the walls.


Dad has that wry grin on his face. Not the big beamer he would be wearing had we won, but it’s been a good day. Hard work, organisation, good football, all the things he loves about managing in the game.


He’s happy with me. I’m seventeen, I’ve been doing OK, training well, grafting, listening, mixing it with senior pros, learning the trade that I’ve always wanted to perfect and make mine. Today, I’ve played well. Today, I stood out.


Things were coming off for me. I was playing the way I wanted to play. Everything me and my dad have ever talked about was there.


Effort. That’s always a given.


Availability. I’m showing for my teammates, wanting it to feet, give, go and get it back.


Passing. My head is up. I’m looking after possession, play it easy, and again, be patient, waiting for the killer ball. Making things happen.


Bravery. I’m getting kicked. My opponent in a Third Division midfield is no choirboy, and he hasn’t held back. He’s out to make my life difficult, to intimidate me, to let me know this ain’t no picnic. I’m not moaning, though. I have no problem with all of that or with him. I play the game. That’s what I’ve learned, that’s what Dad has drilled into me. Take the kicks, take the knocks, ride the challenges, run off the pain.


I love it. It feels right. I hate the final whistle. It’s been a good day.


Now, it’s just Dad and me. I have chosen to play lower league football for a reason. I want to be here among it. I’ve chosen to travel the country every week. To play, not to watch. I have turned down a big First Division club. Their facilities, their superstars, all very nice, but I want to be here, surrounded by the real game. I want to take the knocks, hear the jokes, be a footballer. A proper footballer. Study and get better. Dad has that smile on his face. Maybe that’s what I’m doing. Getting better.


Now, though, another top-flight club have shown an interest in me – the biggest club and they are managed by the biggest name. He has courted me, invited me up, he’s phoned my dad fifty times, but no decision has been made. Not yet. Doubts have crept in. Still a lot to learn? Is it too soon?


We stand in the dressing room, alone. It’s quiet. Dad is still smiling.


‘You all right, H?’ I ask.


‘Yeah, I’m good, son,’ he says.


‘What is it?’


There’s a pause.


‘You’re ready.’


If I was ready, a lot of that was down to my dad, my family and a lifelong passion for football that over three decades later shows no sign of decreasing. At the heart of all of that is my dad. Harry Redknapp, football manager and king of the I’m a Celebrity jungle to most, but to me he’s a dad who I have followed around football pitches and stadiums since I could walk. With each step, he helped to harbour a love for the game that has been such a big part of our family’s life.


Dad got it from his dad, a keen footballer and obsessive watcher of the game. Dad passed it to me and my brother, Mark, and now, as all three of us stand side by side on some damp touchline somewhere in the south of the country, watching one of our boys grow and play the game, I can stand there and can’t help but celebrate how much football, like some old lifelong pet in the corner of the family living room, is always with us, somehow binding us all together.


We’re a pretty normal bunch. A family. A doting mum, a loving dad, grandkids, in-laws, laughs and tears. Marriages, births, funerals and get-togethers. We move around, we live apart, but somehow we are always together. A firm bond.


A big part of that glue is football. We are not alone. We are no different to families all over the country and the world. The game has that strength. As a teenager with teenage outlooks on life, I would sit with my grandad – Pops we called him. An old docker, he lived through the war, saw things that I, as a young kid growing up near the New Forest, never would. I could listen to him all day, but what he liked to talk about most was football. That’ll do me. We sadly lost Pops, but we, like so many families, will never lose football.


There are the matches we have seen together, or seen apart but have come back to with a phone call. ‘Did you see the game?’ As regular a start to a conversation as hello. There are the players. I will never tire of asking Dad about the greats he watched and played against. Drilling at his coalface of knowledge, demanding memories of a George Best shimmy or laughing at how the great Bobby Moore would iron his socks. Insight after insight. Memory upon memory.


Players, managers, tournaments, controversies and moments of magic. Family debates and disagreements. Who is the greatest and why? What team of old would have beaten the great teams of today? They never end and they never will, and then one day, I will be telling my grandkids about the players I saw and marvelled at from both out on the pitch and in the stands.


Our story is a little different to most in as much as Dad and I both played the game and, in a strange twist of fate, I started and ended my career calling him ‘boss’. Don’t tell him this, but maybe he always has been.


Today, I am fascinated by what makes greatness. Two people might seemingly be built the same and from similar backgrounds, but what makes one of them better at a sport than the other? God-given talent? Luck? Diet? Within all of that are the parents. You hear stories about the fathers of greats such as Tiger Woods and Andre Agassi being what some people might say was overly firm, but look at the genius they harboured. Thierry Henry has talked openly about his dad, who refused to praise him or say a simple, ‘Well played’; was it mean or just clever tactics that spurred the Frenchman on to be the player he was?


I grew up with Frank Lampard and his dad was firm with him, but it got results. I watch a lot of kids’ football today and I see the different methods, and it always makes me think of my dad, and our relationship not only with each other but with football itself. It’s a fine balancing act.


Dad came everywhere to watch me play, but you wouldn’t know it. You certainly didn’t hear him. There were no histrionics, no screams of joy or frustration. What we did have, though, was a silent sign language. Just little hand and facial gestures that Dad would make from afar to let me know what he was thinking.


As a kid, I’d take a look, and there he was. What was on his mind? These were the options:




1. Pumps his arms quickly, legs too. This means do more, work more, run.


2. Claps his hands and rubs them together. This means we’re in business. Keep doing what you’re doing.


3. Grits his teeth and curls his lip. This means get physical, get stuck in.


4. Thumbs up. Simple but the best. This is the pinnacle and we’re on for a Chinese tonight.





These gestures didn’t change from the age of nine until thirty, and even when I was captain of Liverpool, an England international, I would glance up to the old Main Stand at Anfield, find my dad, and wonder which one would greet me.


All that seems long ago. Time passes. The knees get creakier, but the memories shine bright. Today, I am the old man on the sidelines and a new generation is falling in love with the game. And so it goes on. The passion remains. I guess it always will.









Chapter 1


Giants of the Game


HARRY


Growing up, Saturday was all about football. From August to May, Saturdays were spent with my dad and, whatever the weather, we were off to the match. Dad was a docker, but lived for football, and because of that I was lucky enough to witness some great footballers. Over the years, I have seen most of them. When we say ‘greatness’, I think of a moment back in the 1970s. We were living in America, and I was playing for the Seattle Sounders with Bobby Moore. Mooro was still one of the best players in the league and, in 1976, to mark the country’s bicentennial celebrations, he was selected to play for Team America against Brazil, England and Italy.


It was after Bobby’s game against Brazil. Team America had lost 2–0, and after the match, from the stands I noticed a player approach Rivelino. Now if we are talking greats, Rivelino was right up there, too. The most classy of Brazilian midfielders, one of their true greats, he had this fantastic stepover, could shoot, pass, took mind-boggling free-kicks and had the best moustache. The guy approaching him was a great lad called Keith Eddy who had played for Watford, and he asks if they can swap shirts. ‘Fair play, Keith,’ I’m thinking, ‘that’s some shirt to get.’


But then Rivelino shakes his head apologetically, and Keith is left empty handed. I’m feeling sorry for him when I notice the Brazilian begins to run upfield. He’s running a good eighty yards towards Bobby, who is slowly walking from the pitch. Rivelino catches up with him, taps him on the shoulder, they talk, and Rivelino asks for his shirt, which Bobby of course gives him.


That’s Rivelino, one of the truly great footballers of modern times, and he is running across a football pitch to get Bobby’s shirt. That tells you everything about Mooro’s greatness, a talent that I was lucky enough to see close up. That tells you everything about the great esteem Bobby Moore was held in, across the world.


JAMIE


I was lucky enough as a young boy to come to training and see Bobby close up, but I guess I was too young to truly take in what a great he was. I just remember this very kind, polite man spending time with my family.


When it comes to my first experiences with greatness, like most sons, it would be my dad. Well, my dad and my grandad. People forget what a good player Dad was, but it was in his genes. My pops was some player. Harry Redknapp Snr. We used to go to the caravan on the Isle of Sheppey for our holidays, and play football all day, every day. Pops would be on the ball and I would look on with awe at his touch. He’d get on the ball, flick it up, juggle it with both feet, outside of the right, inside of the left, all these tricks, unbelievable. My uncle, Frank Lampard Snr, would join us. This is a West Ham player, an FA Cup winner, an international defender, and Pops would be nutmegging him.


Yeah, Dad was some player. He had unbelievable ability. My old man really should have been a professional, but like so many, the war years took that opportunity from him, and so when he came home from a prisoner-of-war camp, the chance was gone. He still had a great amateur career turning out for successful clubs such as Walthamstow Avenue. They were one of the biggest amateur sides in the country after the war, and Dad turned out for them, playing inside-forward. He was a class player, with a wonderful touch. Today I guess he’d be a classic number ten.


What I remember is the way the ball sounded when Dad and Pops struck it. It’s stayed with me and it’s the same way great footballers make the ball sound. It’s different. Dad would strike the ball, and there was this sound. A ping. In 1998, when I was at Liverpool, Gérard Houllier brought a couple of kids over from the academy. One was Stephen Wright, a good defender with potential. Gérard wanted to see how he fared with the first team. With him, he brought a skinny looking kid called Steven Gerrard.


Wright did OK, but suddenly this lad called Gerrard hit a fifty-yard pass, but it was the sound it made. Like the ultimate golf shot, it just sounded perfect. Ping. Immediately he has my attention. Who is this kid? It was the noise. That familiar sound. Plus the way the greats like Stevie could make the ball fly through the air.


‘What did you think of the youngster, Stephen Wright?’ Houllier asked me after training.


‘He’s good,’ I said. ‘But what about the skinny lad? He’s going to be some player.’


I would watch Dad and Pops, and notice the way the ball looked as if it wasn’t spinning. I became fascinated with that. Today, Kevin De Bruyne does the same. Hits the ball with a pinging sound, the ball moves in that same special way. I look at today’s greats and I definitely look for the things I noticed as a kid playing at our caravan. Growing up, my heroes became the players who looked after the ball, who enjoyed having it at their feet, the players who protected possession.


My old man loved the same sort of players and would spend his time telling me all about the greats he had seen. Before the war, the exceptional footballers playing in London were players such as Hughie Gallacher at Chelsea and a fellow Scot, Alex James, at Arsenal. Both were great on the ball. Like him, neither were tall men, but they could play.


James was a legend at Arsenal, and Dad – even though he was from the East End – had started to follow the Arsenal. The thing is, back then, after the war, fans like him, while supporting one team (he also liked to take me to Millwall), would seek out greatness if it was in town. You might support one team, but if the likes of Stanley Matthews was around on a Saturday, you made a beeline to be there. The bus to Highbury or White Hart Lane, the Piccadilly Line down to Earl’s Court to get to Stamford Bridge . . . it didn’t matter, not when a great had come to play.


Everyone loved Stanley Matthews. He became football royalty, adored by the nation, but to my dad, Tom Finney was the greatest of that era. Sat in a pub, blokes might argue. Who’s better, Stan or Tom? For my dad, and plenty of others, it was always Tom. He idolised him, and while he respected and loved Stanley, he felt that Finney was the better all-round player, able to play on the right-wing like Matthews, but he could also play across the front line, including at centre-forward or on the left.


Dad loved talking football and loved talking Finney, and he loved it when Preston were at Highbury. There, he would stand in the packed North Bank, with a flask of tea and some sandwiches. The thing is, there was no segregation back then, so Dad would usually get chatting to a gang of blokes who had come down from Lancashire for the match. They’d talk about the journey down, ‘Left on the five a.m. train and changed at Bolton . . .’ before Dad would ask about how Tom was playing that season. Dad would pour the tea, and they’d all stand there and chat. Never any aggro. It was after the war, and I suppose the public were just so happy to be back watching proper football, watching proper greats. Both had been denied them for so long.


Another of Dad’s great idols was Jimmy Logie. Another Scot, another talented inside-forward. Jimmy had joined Arsenal the year the war broke out, so it wasn’t until the 1940s that he got to really appreciate his talent. Jimmy was a key player in 1950 when Arsenal won the FA Cup, setting up both goals in a 2–0 win against Liverpool. He scored plenty of goals too, and Dad never stopped talking about him. When Jimmy retired from football, he would sell newspapers near the Arsenal stadium.


Dad would take me to the match, we would get off at Finsbury Park, and each time, we would walk to the ground making sure to go past Jimmy’s little newsstand. Even if Dad didn’t need a paper, he would stop to say hello, have a little chat about that day’s game, because that was the great Jimmy Logie. I always remember him, this great of the post-war game, wearing an old mackintosh tied up around the waist with a long piece of string. He was always so friendly, and loved to talk about football. It’s mad to think that only a few seasons earlier, Jimmy had been the star turn at the stadium by which he was now selling the early evening news.


When I started to really take it all in, in the mid- and late 1950s, Arsenal didn’t have the best team. They had great players, though, like Jack Kelsey, the Welsh goalkeeper. David Herd was a superb forward at Highbury who would go on and play for Matt Busby’s glorious Manchester United side in the 1960s. Geoff Strong was a brilliant midfielder too but, like Herd, he left, and played under Bill Shankly at Liverpool.


One day stands out, and that was the day the Busby Babes came to town. That was a special but, as it turned out, also a very sad day. It was the first day of February 1958. Manchester United were coming to Highbury, but it would be the last time they played on English soil before the tragedy of their aeroplane’s crash in Munich just a few days later.


They were the league champions, for two consecutive seasons. They were young, and everyone wanted to watch them. For me, though, the main draw was Duncan Edwards. I was eleven years old and this young man, at twenty-one years old, was already achieving so much in the game. He was the talk of the town.


I remember my eyes were transfixed on him. I was so jealous of the young boy, about my age, who was the mascot that day. He got to kick a ball about with Duncan Edwards and, most annoyingly, he got to have his hair ruffled by him.


Duncan, in the flesh, stood out. He was colossal. He would dominate games. We had heard stories about him, stories about his days playing in the Manchester United youth team, a man among boys. It was said that, in Youth Cup games, they would play him up front in the first half, let him score a hat-trick, and then, in the second half, they’d stick him at centre-half to keep the lead.


Alongside him was Bobby Charlton, one of the true greats. Bobby was already known around the country as a great young player, and one that so many clubs wanted to sign. He was a modest man, but he knew he had talent as a young schoolboy footballer, he thought he could play a bit, but he said that back then, when he arrived at Manchester United and saw Duncan training, well, maybe he wasn’t as good as he hoped. For Bobby Charlton, arguably England’s greatest ever player to say that, well that tells you something about the talent Duncan had, and the talent that was so sadly taken from us.


The Munich air crash was a tragedy, a sad shock for everyone, and so many lives were taken. It transcends football really and the whole country felt it. Duncan’s death was part of all that, but years later we can only speculate about what his career might have looked like.


He was already one of the best players – if not the best – in the league when he died. He had everything. He looked so powerful, his legs were bigger and stronger than players of his era, he could pass, shoot, head. Sadly, it’s only speculation, but in 1966 he would have not yet been thirty years old, so I think he would have been part of Alf Ramsey’s squad that won the World Cup. I’m not sure where he would have played, maybe at centre-back with Mooro. Imagine that? I reckon that he would have been a dynamic box-to-box midfielder though. Alongside Charlton in there, marauding around the pitch. He might have man-marked Franz Beckenbauer, allowing Charlton to attack a bit more. We’ll never know, but it’s some thought. What I do believe is that Duncan Edwards would have gone down as one of the all-time greats . . . and by that I mean world greats.


That’s how good he was. He would have been one of the game’s true stars. Bobby Charlton is rightly thought of that way, and if the great man felt inferior to Duncan, well, that says it all doesn’t it?


I love watching footage of Bobby Charlton. I remember going to his soccer school in Manchester when I was a boy and, even then, us kids were in awe of him and his career. It was the way he glided across the pitch. The World Cup in England, the biggest games in England’s history, and there was Bobby, at the forefront of it all, moving across the pitch, seemingly without a care in the world. But then he would drop his shoulder, send the world’s best defenders for a hot dog, and smash the ball into the top corner. The goals against Mexico and then Portugal in the semi-final . . . wow! He’s just an icon, isn’t he? Even the hair. He somehow made the combover look cool. Having said that, if he was playing today, he would have headed to Turkey by now and been playing with a full barnet.


If we are talking the greats, I can’t think of a better English footballer. Ever. Bobby just did it all, at club and international level, and he has to be England’s greatest player.


Bobby Charlton was special. A special player and a special man. He was like poetry. It was so graceful to watch, and he would unleash that thunderbolt of a shot. From either foot, wallop, he would strike the ball and it would usually fly, seemingly without spinning, into the top corner of the net. Off the pitch, like Bobby Moore, he was a class act. These guys never went round mouthing off or kicking anyone. They just oozed class.


To share a pitch with Bobby Charlton . . . well, that was both a pleasure and, if I am honest, a bit of a pain. I was in midfield against him, and it wasn’t easy. He had this speed of thought. I remember one match at Upton Park in 1967. Manchester United were going for the title (which they would win) and Bobby, from the off, was all over us. He scored with his first shot, a typical wonder strike, and I have to admit, while I tried to compete with him in that midfield, like so many of us, I was probably a bit in awe of him.


When he hit the ball, it sounded like church bells. I agree that he must be up there as England’s best, but the 1960s gave us so many great midfielders and if you are drawn to players who liked to look after the ball, players who could keep the ball and pass the ball, well, I’ll tell you who you would have loved: Johnny Haynes of Fulham and England.


Johnny Haynes was an immaculate footballer. My dad certainly loved him. He had that easy way about him, that ability to tide the game over. Possession, possession, possession. At the time, he was the cleanest passer of the ball around. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, his passing was second to none. He had this reverse pass. Johnny would be on the ball, running one way, but his vision meant that he could see what was on, and he would switch play some forty-five yards, dropping the ball on a sixpence at the feet of a teammate. Pelé called him the greatest passer of the ball he’d ever seen. That can’t be bad, can it?


He also looked good, always in a great suit. Johnny was among the first footballers to do advertising when he became the face of Brylcreem. He was also the first player to earn a few bob. When football’s maximum wage was abolished in 1961, Haynes was clever. His chairman at Fulham was the famous comedian, Tommy Trinder. Tommy was a great character, he loved to hold court, and would tell anyone who would listen that he would gladly pay a hundred quid to watch his star player, Johnny Haynes.


So, when the day came that the maximum weekly wage of £20 came to an end, Johnny rightly and quickly headed to Tommy’s office at Craven Cottage.


‘Hello, Mr Chairman.’


‘Hello, Johnny. What can I do for you?’


‘You can put your money where your mouth is: pay up that hundred quid you’ve always gone on about.’


That was that, Johnny was the first player on a oner a week.


Even with a bit of cash in their back pockets, Johnny and the rest of the lads back then were such a modest bunch, and football then really wasn’t about playing well and trying to get a big move. Usually, you came through the youth ranks, made the first team, and that was you until the club decided they wanted to sell you.


The one that did get a big move away when he was young was Jimmy Greaves. Put simply, Greavsie was the best finisher I have ever seen. I loved Jimmy. The most charming, unassuming man and, from the age of seventeen, the best striker around. He did get that big money move to Italy, when he joined AC Milan in 1961, unheard of back then.


The great players in my day were discovered by scouts. Scouts were as influential as agents are now, and if and when a promising young talent turned up, they went to great lengths to make sure their club benefited. At West Ham, we had a fella called Charlie Faulkner. He signed me, so he must have been good!


Charlie was a real good bloke, and a great character. At West Ham, I played with a great forward called John Sissons. We won the 1963 Youth Cup final together, beating Liverpool, and he went on to score in the following year’s FA Cup final, becoming the then youngest to do so. He was some talent, and had been spotted by Charlie playing for Middlesex Schoolboys, but Charlie and West Ham had a problem. Everyone wanted John.


Everyone wanted him, but not everyone was as clever as Charlie. He got talking to John’s parents’ neighbour. He put this guy on the West Ham payroll, and asked him to work for him. The job? Well, this guy had to keep his eyes out for visitors to the Sissons’ home. If anyone came by, anyone he didn’t know to be immediate family or friends, Charlie was to be phoned. And that’s what the neighbour did. Every time some bloke turned up, usually a scout from Arsenal, Spurs, Chelsea or whoever, Charlie got called, and he would get in his car, be at the house and sitting in with them so nothing could be seriously talked about. Basically, he naused it up for everyone else until West Ham made the signing.


It was another scout who spotted a slightly chubby little wing-half called Robert Moore. That was a local scout called Jack Turner along with West Ham’s chief scout, a fella called Wally St Pier. Between them they spotted him playing schoolboy football, and got him to join the club as an apprentice, but credit for Mooro has to go with their former centre-half, Malcolm Allison. Malcolm had been a great player but his career was shortened due to an illness, and it was as a young, budding coach that he made one of the biggest contributions to English football.


Mooro would often say it: without Malcolm he would not have been the player he was. Bobby was a good young player, but no one saw true greatness in him. Well, no one except Malcolm. It sounds crazy but West Ham were considering not taking Bobby on. Can you imagine that? There were people at the club who thought Bobby was a bit of a plodder, a half-decent footballer at best, but probably not worth having one of their sought-after pro contracts.


Only one of those contracts remained, and it was going to go to Bobby or another lad. The report on Mooro was far from enthusiastic. Not very tall, not very quick, not very good in the air, not a great runner. Malcolm had taken the kids’ teams and wasn’t having any of that. ‘He’s going to be a player,’ Malcolm said to anyone who would listen and, thankfully, someone did, because Bobby got the contract.


Malcolm saw something different from sheer athleticism. He saw a football brain, a kid who listened and understood how the game worked. He saw a young kid who might be more than simply a bruising stopper centre-half. Bobby used to tell me a story that summed it up. Mooro was playing in a youth-team game at the training ground, against Chelsea. Chelsea had Barry Bridges up front. Barry was quality and had already played first-team football. Bobby stuck to Barry like Sellotape. Everywhere the Chelsea striker went, Bobby was there too, and the game finished 0–0.


After the match, Bobby went in, thinking, here we go, Malcolm is going to be well happy with me, but instead he gets to the dressing room and Malcolm has a face like thunder. He is furious and lays into him. ‘Play like that again, and I will never talk to you again, do you hear?’ he said.


Bobby was confused, so Malcolm explained.


‘When our keeper had the ball, where were you? You were looking at Barry bloody Bridges, that’s where. I’ve told you, we build from the back and that means you being available to take the ball from him, or giving your full-back an angle, looking for the ball and starting our attacks. We did none of that today because you didn’t. I’m serious, if you play like that again, you won’t be getting any more help from me.’


Well, Bobby listened, didn’t he, and built a magnificent career on doing exactly what Malcolm said to do, but not even Malcolm’s sharp eye could have known just how brilliantly he’d do it. The thing is, that initial report on Bobby as a boy was kind of accurate. He wasn’t that big, just five feet eleven, he wasn’t quick, and he wouldn’t head the ball much. But he didn’t need pace because he was always where the ball was; he wasn’t the biggest but no one ever got the better of him physically; and he didn’t need to head the ball because, well, why should he?


He’d mark these giant centre-forwards. Guys like Wyn Davies, a big Welshman at Bolton and Newcastle. Bobby would mark Wyn, the long goal-kick would be launched, Bobby would move with Wyn, fake to jump with him, but then gently drop off, Wyn would flick the ball on, and there’s Bobby, twenty feet back receiving the ball on his chest before casually but decisively playing the ball forward to a teammate.


Look at how Mooro played in Mexico in 1970. Young defenders should still watch his games out there against some of the best strikers of all time, because he’s so precise, so clean in his defending. That tackle against Jairzinho? The Brazilian is running at him at pace, and Bobby is brave, brave enough to wait, brave enough to let him come into the box, waiting for the opportunity. And then he’s in, clean as a whistle, taking the ball and starting an attack. He used to do that to all of us in training. Every single day.


Today, I have a giant framed photo in my house. It’s the iconic shot of Bobby embracing Pelé after that Brazil game in 1970, and all you can see is mutual respect. It’s no surprise. Bobby wasn’t some flash in the pan. Being photographed in an embrace with Pelé was natural, because Mooro was right up there alongside the greats of the game.


I love hearing about Bobby. It’s strange for me, because I was in the very fortunate and unique position of knowing Bobby Moore simply as Uncle Bobby, my dad’s mate. Having Bobby around was normal but, even as a kid, I could tell there was this aura to him. He was always the most famous man in the room, but he had time for everyone. He was one of the chaps, one of the boys, polite to all the wives, to waiters, to bar staff and to us boys. He would take me and my brother Mark to the garden, and kick a ball about with us. How lucky was I? The greatest England captain of all time and I’m getting a pass from him on the lawn. Even then, towards the end of his career, you could tell by the way he played with us that he just loved football. Bobby always looked great too, didn’t he? I loved how Dad would describe him as a roommate. All his clothes folded perfectly, even his underpants and socks immaculately pressed.


We also had George Best over a lot. He would stay at ours. George was always happy to play out in the garden with us boys. In fact, I’d say he was happiest when a ball was at his feet. Mark and I would compete to show off in front of this genius of a footballer. We’d be out there doing our keepy-ups, we’d pass using both feet, but then watch in awe as he would show us some of the magic he still possessed.


Well, my boys were playing with, in my opinion, the greatest footballer Britain has ever produced. It’s that simple. George was so talented, so naturally gifted. I remember West Ham going up to Old Trafford. It was 1971. I got some intel from one of the United lads that George had been out all night with a girl, that he’d had no sleep, and catching sight of him, he was not looking his best. I strolled into our dressing room full of it.


‘Good news, lads, George is out of it,’ I crowed. ‘He’s playing, but only coz they ain’t got anyone else.’


Our boys went out with a spring in their steps, but came in with their tails between their legs. We lost 4–2 and George got a hat-trick. ‘Good tip, Harry,’ the lads said.


What you have to remember is that George was playing at a time when defenders were allowed to carry out actual bodily harm on forwards and did so with relish. George was the finest dribbler of the ball we’d ever seen, but did it through mud, and facing the likes of Ron Harris at Chelsea who would try to cut him in half. However, with a swivel of his hips, with bravery and with his own strength, he would ride the challenge and be away.


It was the same for Pelé. Like George, the great Brazilian forward faced medieval-style challenges, and like George could ride tackles like an Olympic hurdler. Look at his physique: he was like a middleweight boxer. I remember him coming into all our lives. It was 1958, when we heard reports and saw clips of this seventeen-year-old Brazilian kid dominating the World Cup out in Sweden. What a player, what a career. If someone says to me that Pelé is the greatest footballer of all time, they’ll get no argument from me.


That must have been crazy. I love those clips. The goals he scored in the tournament are incredible. He scores one in the quarter-finals, a hat-trick in the semi-finals against France and then two in the final against the hosts, Sweden. Can you imagine today, if a seventeen-year-old came on to the scene, and at a World Cup performed like that? His life would be nuts. Look at the Spanish kid, Lamine Yamal. At the 2024 European Championship in Germany, he scores a wonder goal, and everyone is talking about him. Pelé, at a similar age, scores six in three games.


Dad always said what a humble guy Pelé was, and I remember him coming home having played against him out in America, and he had left his mark on Dad. The Seattle Sounders were playing Pelé’s New York Cosmos, and they used that Adidas ball, one with a red star on a blue hexagon. The Brazilian was heading for goal, and Dad, always the brave player, threw his leg in front of a fierce shot from Pelé; he blocks it but he’s in agony, and the ball has left its mark on his thigh.


I remember Dad coming home a couple of hours later, and there it is, the print still on his leg. That star on a hexagon. I was so impressed. Not with Dad’s defending prowess, but that it was the great Pelé who put it there. I was always wanting to hear about him. He seemed to me, when I was very young and despite the fact that I never saw him play live, to be the great. I couldn’t get enough of Dad’s stories about him. Even his goal in the film Escape to Victory seemed to be greater than anything we’d ever seen. But, in time, as I grew older I started to choose my own heroes.


I think the turning point for me was the 1982 World Cup. I think that was the summer I truly fell in love with the global game. I loved football before that, but it was watching those games in Spain that changed a lot for me. As much as I already admired players playing in the English First Division, players like Glenn Hoddle and Bryan Robson, it was seeing the likes of Michel Platini and Jean Tigana with France and Zico, Falcão, Éder and Sócrates with Brazil that opened my eyes.


I had heard all about Brazil from Dad. I had watched a few clips of old players and great goals, but to watch that iconic yellow kit live on TV and those players, playing a style of football we had never seen, it all just clicked.


We’d watch Sócrates dropping a shoulder, Éder chipping the keeper, Falcão shooting from distance, but it was Zico that I wanted to be. That’s what these great players do for kids. We all want to try to emulate them when we watch World Cups. After Marco Tardelli’s iconic goal in the 1982 final, I went out and worked hard on shooting with my left foot. Zico’s skills too. He could do the rabona trick but, to be fair to Dad, I had already seen that. I’m not joking, Dad was great at that trick. He reckons he still is.


If the 1982 World Cup made me fall in love with the game, then the 1986 competition made me infatuated. I was almost twelve by then, and loved every minute. The Azteca ball, the amount of goals from long range. Something that I always wanted to do. Players that seemed so exotic. The likes of Enzo Francescoli of Uruguay, Preben Elkjær and Michael Laudrup of Denmark in that Hummel kit, I couldn’t get enough. But it was Diego Maradona that summer that changed the football world, wasn’t it?


We knew all about Maradona before the 1982 World Cup but he struggled to shine there, thanks largely to the Italian defender Claudio Gentile, who man-marked him in what you could describe as an aggressive manner. The thing is, Gentile was only doing what so many ‘hard men’ were doing and, to be fair, they were only doing what they were allowed to do. That’s what made the likes of Maradona and Pelé so great. George Best too. Not only were they the most complete footballers we’d seen, but they were doing it on terrible pitches against players who were encouraged to stop them, even if that meant using violence.


Gentile kicked the shit out of Maradona, that day. Eleven fouls in the first half, twelve in the second, and that’s just the ones the referee blew up for. He properly kicked him. I think I once read the Italian defender say, ‘Football’s not for ballerinas.’ Well, Maradona was no ballerina but even he was going to struggle against that sort of behaviour.


Those rules, and the sheer physicality of the game, make it so hard to compare those playing today and those playing back then. I think you can only talk about the greatest players of each generation. The rules have changed too much, pitches have improved too much. What is certain to me, though, is that summer in 1986 Maradona gave the planet the greatest ever individual World Cup performance.


That performance against England in the quarter-final? Wow. Yes, there was that rascal side of his character on show with the first goal but even that fascinated me. How has he thought so quickly and looked so innocent? Don’t get me wrong, it was cheating, but I admired how hellbent he was on winning.


As for the second goal . . . the turn, the way the ball is under his command, the midfielders and defenders just not able to get near him, the ability to get around Peter Shilton and remain in control of the football, I had never seen anything like it. I remember after the game talking to Dad at the dinner table. All our chat was about the skill on show. We didn’t really talk about the handball, I just wanted to discuss Maradona’s ability. I think Dad was upset that John Barnes hadn’t got on earlier too. Always the manager!


By then I was managing at Bournemouth, and if we are talking about great players, we shouldn’t just limit it to the very top and those who shone at World Cups. The lower leagues were, and still are, full of great footballers.


Players like Ian Bishop. Bish was a great footballer. We scouted him at Carlisle and signed him for twenty grand in 1988. He played a season or so with us and we sold him to Manchester City for £750,000. That’s what it was all about. Looking for great players for no money and selling them to keep a club like Bournemouth afloat.


We once got a young defender from non-league Weymouth. I liked him immediately and fought to get the £50,000 to sign him in 1989. He did great for us. His name was Stuart Teale. In 1991, the family were on holiday in Majorca. Me, Sandra, Mark and Jamie are walking along the seafront, when I hear a shout.


‘Harry! Harry!’


It’s Ron Atkinson. Ron has just become manager at Aston Villa. We all go over, and Ron is saying, ‘Sit down, join us for a drink.’


We all sit down and soon talk, as ever, turns to football. Ron tells me he is looking for a new centre-half. ‘Harry, who is the best centre-back in the lower leagues?’


‘Shaun Teale,’ I say without hesitation.


‘Who does he play for?’ Ron asks.


‘Bournemouth.’


‘I’m not falling for that,’ Ron says. ‘You’re trying to offload one of your crap players.’


‘Ron, I am telling you. This lad is quick, only five feet eleven but with an unbelievable spring, a terrific left foot. You asked me a question, and I am giving you an answer. He’s top drawer.’


Ron’s not convinced and we part ways, and then, back in England, I get a call. It’s Ron.


‘All right, Harry, I have asked about, and you were right. It seems your player is as good as you say. How much?’


‘Half a million quid, Ron.’


‘All right, I’ll have him.’


On the first day of the following season, Villa beat Sheffield Wednesday and Shaun Teale is the man of the match. We’re on our way back from somewhere like Stockport and have the coach radio on. ‘Right, let’s go to Villa Park where we have Ron Atkinson ready to talk.’


Ron comes on and is asked about his new centre-half.


‘Yeah, as soon as I saw him playing at Bournemouth I knew he had talent. There was no doubt in my mind that this was a lad who could play in the top flight.’


I sat there on the coach laughing my head off. I love Big Ron, but he had no idea how good Stuart was.


Even today, players learn so much in the lower leagues. I loved watching Crystal Palace recently because I liked to watch Eberechi Eze and Michael Olise, before he left for Bayern Munich. Both would try things, tricks, and they learned that by playing in the Championship.


Even when Jamie was sixteen, I threw him on at Bournemouth and knew he’d learn so much when I did. But when a great like Kenny Dalglish at Liverpool calls asking to sign your son, it’s tricky. I did tell him that Jamie wanted to play first-team football, but with reports from his scout, Ron Yeats, he was adamant and told me he would be in and around the team. When Jamie went to up to meet him, I knew he was in good hands.


I had been at Tottenham but when they offered me schoolboy forms, I didn’t fancy it. I wanted to play first-team football. I was only sixteen, and that might sound mad, but I just felt that I would learn more playing league football with Dad at Bournemouth, so I turned them down. I think Dad thought I was a bit mad but he put me in, and I did, I learned so much.


When Liverpool showed an interest a year later, in 1991, I was so excited to meet Kenny. I had known him as one of the truly great British players. I arrived at Anfield, aged sixteen, to talk to him, and the first thing I did was run to the club shop, buy a photo of him, and I asked him to sign it. ‘Dear Jamie, See you soon, Kenny Dalglish.’ He was so kind to me, having me stay at his house. I was a bit starstruck but he couldn’t have been nicer.


It was all a bit of a coincidence because, when he was a schoolboy, Kenny came to West Ham, and Ron Greenwood asked me to pick him and another lad up every morning to bring them to training. He had come for a trial, but really it was West Ham who were on trial. Kenny was the most sought-after schoolboy in British football, and when we watched him play we could see why.


One Saturday morning, Ron put him into a practice game. First team versus the reserves. Kenny gets the ball, back to goal, and scores that goal he scored so many times. He gets it, backs into the defender, spins him, feints, curls it into the top corner with his left foot. We all stopped and applauded. Literally applauded. We all asked Ron if we had any hope of getting him. ‘No chance,’ he said. I did used to pick him up in my first little car though.


He was just as good in training over twenty years later when I arrived at Liverpool. It is always an eye-opener getting close up to truly great players. I had been at Spurs and played a bit with Glenn Hoddle. That was something. The ease in which he could play. Naturally two-footed, able to bring the ball down from anywhere. To be around that sort of talent, close up, that’s when you see just how great these guys are. Even when I was an international footballer, I had that sort of experience on the pitch when we played France at Wembley in 1999.


They had Emmanuel Petit and Didier Deschamps, but it was Zinedine Zidane I was interested in. I’m not going to lie, I was in awe of him, maybe a bit like Dad was when he faced Bobby Charlton. I didn’t want to get too close for fear of him taking the piss. It’s hard to explain how good he was. He was so big, huge feet, physical, but his touch . . . oh, his touch was the best I have ever seen. The ball was under his spell the whole time. At half-time, walking off, I did something I had never done before or since. I went up to Zidane and asked if, at the end of the game, we could swap shirts. He smiled and agreed.


With two minutes left, I get subbed, and I think that’s that, especially as I notice David Beckham is man-marking him for the last two minutes. The game ends, I’m walking from the Wembley pitch when I hear, ‘Jamie, Jamie.’ I turn around and it’s Zidane.


‘We swap shirts now?’


The idea that not only had he remembered but that he knew my name? It all sounds like I was a fanboy, but it was just huge admiration and respect for his ability. I still have the shirt. Or my son does!


I was always interested in the players Jamie played with and against. And not because I was secretly scouting them. Sir Alex Ferguson used to do the same to me, phoning me wanting to know about any great players I might have. First time he did it was around 2001 regarding Paolo Di Canio. Paolo was superb for me, and I had left West Ham when Fergie rang about him. I told him to sign Paolo, thinking he’d be great for United. He had the personality, like Eric Cantona, to do great there. I don’t why, but he didn’t take my advice.


The other time was in 2011, the morning after the Champions League final, when I was at Tottenham. Fergie’s team had just been soundly beaten by a Barcelona housing some of the true greats. Iniesta, Xavi, Messi; they’d out-passed United, and Fergie must have realised that night how much the game was changing, and what teams like his now needed. He called me immediately, first thing next morning, and asked about Luka Modrić. Sell Luka? That wasn’t going to happen, not then, not to United, but I could see why he did it.


Luka was the most incredible guy, never a problem, a family man, one of the truly great footballers. The players used to start training with a game of piggy-in-the-middle. I think they now call it rondo. One day it hit me, and I said, ‘Luka, I have been with you for three years and I have never seen you in the middle.’ He just smiled but it was true, he never ever gave the ball away.


What about Lionel Messi? When discussing the greats, the Argentinian and Cristiano Ronaldo are always on everyone’s lips. The debate about who is the better player has defined a generation. I think both myself and Dad are Messi fans, but you can’t disregard Ronaldo. What a player. I remember playing against Ronaldo when he was at Manchester United. It was his first season. We lost 2–0 and after the game Fergie came over to me for a chat.


‘How’s your dad?’ and all that.


I then said to him, ‘Cor, that new winger of yours is some player.’


‘Give it three years,’ Fergie said. ‘He’ll be the best in the world.’


Fergie wasn’t far off with that prediction, but I think Messi pips him. Messi was such a special player. At his peak, I took my son, Charley, to see him play for Barcelona against Real Madrid in the Bernabéu. Messi takes on half the team, scores a quite beautiful goal, and even the home fans are up applauding. To be there live, with my boy, it was a special moment. It’s like watching Federer dominate Centre Court or Tiger Woods marching along the fairway at Augusta. Seeing true greatness like that transcends sport, and to have that moment with Charley was special.


Messi and Ronaldo are both right up there with the all-time greats, but for me Messi is the best. It is so hard, though, so hard to compare generations. The rule changes, the pitches and the laws of the game. They’ve changed so drastically. How can anyone know how the likes of Messi and Ronaldo would have coped in the mud, or against Claudio Gentile?


I think what we can say without doubt is that if we put Pelé or George Best or Maradona on today’s pitches and tell them that defenders are hardly allowed any physical contact, well it is 100 per cent certain that they would excel. Would the modern greats have been able to do it on mud-bath pitches when faced with defenders who knew that any tackle below the throat was legal? Dad’s right, we’ll never know.
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