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WHAT IF … ?


One day you’re primed and ready to play for your country against the host nation in the knock-out stages of one of the world’s biggest international tournaments, and the next you’re a thousand miles away, watching the game on TV and feeling completely torn. It’s your country, they’re your teammates, and one or two of them are good friends. You should be there yourself, battling alongside them.


You’re willing them to win – of course you are – but if they win, it forces you to make a decision you really don’t want to have to make. Whatever you decide, it’s probably the wrong decision. Whatever you decide, you’re going to be letting people down. Letting down loved ones, family, friends, comrades, perhaps even the whole country. And certainly letting down yourself.


I can’t bear to let anyone down. I’m not exaggerating when I say my conscience won’t allow it. I have always tried to do my best to pay back all the encouragement, support and belief that people have offered me and which has helped me strive to reach the highest levels.


So, watching that game, I cannot deny that part of me wanted my team, my country, to lose. I should have been there helping them win, but instead I was a thousand miles away, half-willing them to be beaten. Watching the drama unfold on TV, I was alone, physically exhausted, emotionally battered, gripped by tension. Every second was agony …


Back in 2002, when I was twenty-one years old, I won my first senior England cap. It was just before the World Cup hosted by Japan and South Korea, and it was never very likely that, with so little full international experience, I would be called up for the England squad as one of the choices at centre-back, a position that above all demands steadiness and experience.


But two years later I was ready to be tested. The club I’d played for all my life, Tottenham Hotspur, had struggled to find the best way to achieve its ambition of playing the winning, entertaining, glorious football which the fans and its history as one of Britain’s very greatest clubs demanded. But as an individual player I had made progress, and that is even despite spells of injury that were becoming a bit too frequent for comfort. I was now sure I had the ability and experience to pull on the England shirt, get out there and play my full part against the best the world could throw at us.


So I felt I’d fully earned my place among the thirty-two players called up to England’s pre-tournament training camp in Sardinia. We were there to acclimatize ourselves to the hot conditions we’d face when we came to the real test: Portugal, hosts of Euro 2004.


In Sardinia I got to know some of the England players as people. Off the pitch, Gary Neville was a bit of a character. He had an older head with a mature attitude. He could be opinionated, but always for the benefit of the team. If he saw something needed saying to the coach, on behalf of all the players he’d be the one to say it. Any problems, whether with the hotel or training pitch, he’d be one to raise them. And he would get the team together to find out if anything needed fixing if he couldn’t see it for himself.


Then there was David Beckham. He had a friendly relationship with the coach. They found it easy to talk to each other at any time. The coach was Sven-Göran Eriksson. He was very quiet, calm and relaxed. Sven was very likeable. He made it easy for players to approach him. He also made the camp comfortable and relaxed for everyone. He let the players be adults and didn’t place too many restrictions on them. They were allowed to spend time with their wives and girlfriends, going to their hotels after training, though not every day.


Sven’s policy of treating the players as adults led to all the controversy about England’s WAGs – the wives and girlfriends who were shopping and sunbathing and distracting the players, if you believed everything you read. In my opinion, the media made something out of nothing. Players can tell the difference between a relaxed training camp and a holiday. We’re there to train and we know it, and don’t want any distractions while we’re actually working.


But after you’ve done the hard work, I don’t think there’s any problem spending time with your family. Not every player wants to spend time with their family during training, but I think they should have the option. Like anyone else, to do the best job possible, players need to feel comfortable. I’ve been in environments where players are bored, unhappy and on edge, with nothing to do to take their minds off football and the game they’re preparing for. I think it works much better when players go into a game relaxed. You’ll see that a relaxed team performs as a team, a real group.


And me? My girlfriend wasn’t in Sardinia, but not because I didn’t want her there. Three years before, I’d met Stephanie at a night out, and we started going out.


But now, while I was in Sardinia, she was back in the UK. She was seven months pregnant so it hadn’t been advisable for her to fly out with me.


Back in the Sardinia training camp, not all the thirty-two players would be going to Portugal. The squad would only number twenty-three. So we weren’t just training. We were competing to make the cut. And we wouldn’t be told which of us had succeeded until the training camp was over and we were back in England.


In the thirty-two there was only one other Tottenham player: Jermain Defoe. He was an East End lad like me, and since joining Spurs I’d become very close to him. When I heard the news that he was one of the nine players who had missed out on selection for Portugal, I was gutted for him. But I was delighted to be involved in the squad myself and was looking forward to a great tournament, where we would be testing ourselves against really good opposition.


I had just five caps, including only one start – in a draw that February against Portugal – so I was still a novice compared to most of the England squad. Sol Campbell was a fixture in central defence, and he’d been my chief inspiration at Tottenham when I was a young player learning my trade. But alongside him, instead of Rio Ferdinand, who’d been suspended for missing a drug test and so could not take part in the tournament, Sven’s next choice of centre-back was my old teammate when we were kids playing for Senrab FC, John Terry. But he was carrying a niggle, so that might give me my opportunity. Yet I would be competing for that spot with Jamie Carragher, who also had more experience than me. Realistically, though, I fully expected John Terry to be fit for the first game of the tournament, so I resigned myself to sitting on the bench – if I was lucky.


But as the day of the first game drew closer, John Terry still wasn’t fit. The night before the game I was told that it would be me starting alongside Sol Campbell. We were playing France, one of the very best sides in the world. They had Thierry Henry, David Trezeguet and Zinedine Zidane. It would be a severe test. But for all France’s quality, we had a pretty good team too, with Paul Scholes, Steven Gerrard, Gary Neville, Ashley Cole, Frank Lampard, David James, David Beckham, Michael Owen – and a young lad called Wayne Rooney, who was eighteen at the time but already a sensation.


As the day drew closer, I grew more and more nervous thinking about it. I was always a quiet lad who kept his feelings to himself and I didn’t show my nerves even though they were bubbling inside. For me, this game was not going to be about glory. My only concern was that I didn’t let anyone down. As I was a young defender with little experience at this level, all eyes would be on me not to mess up.


But I had reasons to be confident. Sol and I had never partnered as centre-backs at Tottenham, but I had played at left-back with him, so we knew each other’s game. And having just played almost all the previous season in a flat back four for Spurs under the caretaker management of David Pleat, when I went into the flat back four for England against France I felt very assured.


Before the game, the coaches and some of the older players made a point of having a word with me in the changing room: ‘Just play your game, and it’ll be fine.’ That told me, if nothing else did, that all eyes were on me. Being young was no excuse for letting the side down. This was a man’s world, and I was twenty-three, a man and not a boy. Besides, Rooney, at eighteen, was a lot younger than me, though he was a striker, a player with freedom rather than one on whom the team’s defence depends. On the pitch, whatever your age or inexperience, once you’re out there, you’re out there. You have been chosen as someone good enough to play, so if you have a stinker there are no excuses. If you have a stinker, you have to admit there is only one reason: you’re not good enough; you’re not ready to play at that level.


So you come out of the changing room with all the nerves. Out on the pitch in the warm-up before kick-off, it’s a lovely day. The England fans are in high spirits, and so are the French. You feel the anticipation of a big game. I was focusing on getting through it without making any mistakes. If I could succeed in doing that, in being dependable, then the time might come when I felt comfortable in the England team, and growing confidence would allow me to play with more freedom.


My first real test came when Claude Makélélé played the ball and was running down the left in readiness for the return pass. But it was a little bit overhit, so he was trying to keep the ball from running out of play, and I shoulder-barged him so the ball went over the touchline for an England throw. I could hear the crowd really get behind me, which meant a lot, because many of them won’t have known too much about me as a young one-club player. That successful first test of my defensive ability competing at such a high level settled me down. I thought to myself, OK, this is just another game. Yes, a big game, but it’s still a game of football, and playing football is what you’ve done all your life. So just play.


As the game goes on, I get into it and begin to feel quite comfortable. And we’re playing really well against the defending European champions, with World Cup winners in their side as well. When you play against a side of that quality your concentration level is high. It needs to be.


When we go into the lead with a Lampard header from a Beckham cross, I couldn’t be feeling any better. We’re celebrating in the huddle, and I feel really together with the team. Playing, and especially winning, games is what truly bonds players together in a team. The excitement of the heat of the battle gets you out of your comfort zone. I’m normally quiet, but not when I’m celebrating an England goal with my teammates.


In the second half Rooney goes on an amazing run from his own half, beats a few players, skins Thuram, runs at Silvestre and wins a penalty. We’re thinking, Yes! With a two-goal lead we can win this. So up steps Beckham, one of the finest dead-ball strikers in the world … and Barthez, who has also played for Manchester United so will have faced him in the training ground, saves it. It’s a blow. In our minds, we’ve lost a two-goal lead.


The game goes on, and France are winning more control, but we’re standing up to everything that they’re throwing at us. It gets to the last minutes, and we’re working hard to hold on.


By now Emile Heskey has come on to hold the ball, and, being the kind of player he is, he’s working his socks off and tracking back to try to help the team. On the edge of our box he puts in a little bit of a clumsy challenge and gives away a free kick. Up steps Zidane and whips it over the wall and into the bottom corner, leaving David James standing there. Sheer class. That’s why Zidane was the best: he made the difference. Against him in a dead-ball situation, you were helpless.


Just like that, the victory has been taken away from us. We’d stood up to everything they had thrown at us in open play and put so much into the game that, the moment the ball went in, the draw we now had felt like defeat.


So we take the centre, it goes back to the keeper, David James, who boots it back into their half. Stevie G nicks it off one of their players who’s come forward now that France’s tails are up and plays it back to the keeper, since at this point we’re playing out the game.


From where I’m positioned, I can see exactly what happens next. Thierry Henry anticipates that back pass and runs onto it. James brings him down, sending him head over heels. Clear penalty. I see it but I don’t believe it. Up steps Zidane again, and we all sense he isn’t going to miss.


As he steps back, he throws up. Just a little bit, maybe in the heat … and despatches the penalty, no problem.


It’s a tough one to take. On the final whistle, the French players are jubilant, jumping around the pitch and making a lot of noise. Not Zidane. He shakes hands with each of us and walks back in. He’s scored the two goals, won the game, shakes hands and is back in the changing room. A true class act.


The England dressing room was a quiet place afterwards. But Gary Neville said that, if we continue performing like that, we’d have no problems progressing through the group and the tournament. We were all hurting, but what he said made sense and had credibility coming from a player with so much experience at the top for both club and country. We had played really well, and if we kept up that standard, we wouldn’t lose many games. That lifted us a little bit, which we needed because we had to pick ourselves up straight away to prepare for the next group game.


I’d played well against France, and some good things were said about my performance. My confidence was high, and I thought I could have gone on to play well in the next game. So I was disappointed when I was dropped from the starting line-up of the next group game, against Switzerland.


Sven didn’t really explain why he dropped me. But John Terry was fit again and was selected ahead of me. Though he only had three more England caps than me going into the tournament, he would have been ahead of me for selection in defence because, playing for Chelsea, he was seen as having more experience in the top European club competition, the Champions League.


My view is that international football is different from playing for your club. You’re up against different national styles rather than different club styles. After France, I had thought I had earned the right to start another England game. But though I was disappointed and felt the manager’s decision was unfair, I was never one to make a meal of it, especially at this stage in my career. And, of course, the manager is paid to make decisions, which won’t all be liked by everyone.


There were a lot of players in the squad who had given up hope of playing in the tournament at all. They knew that they would never get a chance if first-pick players remained fit. This group of players were discontented because they’d been to previous tournaments and made up the numbers there as well. I’d always had the chance to play so I didn’t know how they felt. I’d been disappointed by their attitude, thinking that, if you’re good enough, you’ll get your chance to play; and if you play well, you’ll get your chance again. But they knew what to expect: even if you get your chance and play well, don’t expect to play again if the player whose position you took gets fit.


For a while I didn’t understand their attitude of ‘what difference does it make?’ Now I knew exactly how they felt. But I kept my disappointment to myself. The show must go on, and you don’t want to detach yourself from why you’re all there in case you’re called on and find you’re not mentally ready, find that you’ve switched off. I’d seen it at Tottenham in training, where squad members just go through the motions and aren’t prepared for it when the manager tells them they are involved this Saturday. So I needed to keep myself in a state of readiness in case the chance came to perform again.


Though I wasn’t started against Switzerland, I was on the bench. As a defender, being on the bench is not ideal, because generally you only go on if there’s a crisis, and you’re thrown into it at the deep end. So I had to be ready in case John Terry pulled up during the game and I was called on to replace him. Was I hoping something like that would happen to give me my chance? No. I wanted to be there on merit. Going on as a sub would not have taken away my disappointment in the manager for not having started me in the first place.


I was on the bench again when we beat Croatia 4-2, with two goals from Rooney and one apiece from Scholes and Lampard. I was brought on to replace Scholes in midfield on seventy minutes, so I could see that I had an important role to Sven as a versatile squad member. He brought me on in preference to dedicated midfielders Owen Hargreaves and Joe Cole, so that was a boost too. If I had to sit on the bench, at least I now had two potential doorways onto the pitch: midfield, as well as defence.


The next game was the quarter-final, taking place three days later, on the evening of Thursday, 24 June. It would not be easy. We were to face the home nation, Portugal, in the Estádio da Luz in Lisbon. It promised to be quite a night.


At six o’clock that Thursday morning I was woken by the phone.


It was Anne, one of the FA’s personal welfare officers looking after us. The message was simple: Stephanie had gone into labour, nine weeks early. It was a big shock. We’d been told the baby might be early, but not that early.


I asked to speak to Sven, but they told me to wait an hour or so until he woke up. I waited. When we spoke, he asked me to tell him everything. I explained that it was nine weeks premature and my first, and that it was a hard decision but I should probably go back.


‘Absolutely,’ he said. ‘I think you’re making the right decision.’


Of course, the timing could not have been worse as far as the Portugal game was concerned. Even though I’d reduced his options at the last moment, Sven was very understanding. He said that, if we got through, he’d like me, if circumstances permitted, to come back to the team and continue to be part of the tournament.


On the bus from the airport terminal to the plane I ran into my Tottenham teammate Jamie Redknapp, who was over in Portugal doing media work. He was very surprised to see me heading home on the morning of this vital game. What’s more, I was all by myself after being sheltered in the England squad with all the staff to help you. We sat together on the plane, and he helped calm my anxiety; with no phone reception, my mind kept turning over what was happening at home.


As soon as we landed, my phone was on, and I spoke to Stephanie. The baby had been born. It was too much to process right there and then, so I didn’t say anything to Jamie, just headed straight to the hospital, alone with my thoughts.


The baby was 3 lbs 4 oz – and was being monitored in an incubator. Suddenly Portugal and my sense of total involvement in the European Championship with England felt a long way away and a long time ago.


So it was even weirder when, after leaving the hospital, I was able to get in front of a television just in time to watch the second half of the England game against Portugal. I’ve never been so tense and nervous watching a game. When you’re actually there in the flesh, as part of the team, you don’t have nerves, but back at home I felt incredibly tense. And wouldn’t you know it, after having a stinker of a season as a striker at Tottenham back under Glenn Hoddle, when he couldn’t buy a goal, Portugal’s Helder Postiga not only scores the equalizer that takes the game to a penalty shoot-out, but has the audacity to dink the penalty that takes England to the brink of exiting the tournament with the Portugese keeper, Ricardo, absenting his own goal to administer the heartbreaking death blow from the spot.


So that was that. In a way I look back and think that Postiga almost did me a favour. With England out, the pressure I’d been putting myself under to leave the hospital and go back to Portugal was gone. But until the moment Postiga scored that penalty, my loyalties were being pulled in both directions.


But if not for this personal emergency, would things have been different for me? Different for England? There can be no answer to that.


It’s a case of what-if. And in my life and career, there’ve been a few …





JUST A BOY FROM BOW


I was brought up mainly by my mum, Beverley King. From when I was very young my dad was in and out of my life. I’m the oldest of two brothers. Emerson came along when I was seven.


I’m an East End kid, a Cockney born in Mile End Hospital on 12 October 1980. Like most prospective parents, my mum had names on a list for both boys and girls – she didn’t know in advance which would pop out! On her list for a boy were the names Ledley and Brenton. They’re not family names, but ones she’d heard before in the Caribbean and liked.


Until I was four, Mum and I lived with her parents, my nan, Louise, and grandad, Joel. Being by herself for most of that time, my mum needed their help to look after me while she was at work. Sadly, they’ve both now passed on. My nan was a nurse at the London Hospital in Whitechapel. I don’t remember my grandad working, though I know that he had done a bit of carpentry. They had both been born in Jamaica and come over as part of the Windrush generation, but they didn’t talk about those early days much. I grew up my very close to them in Carr Street, near Mile End Park and the hospital where I was born and just a little north of the River Thames at Limehouse. It had been very run down but was being redeveloped when I was a kid, but I’m afraid I’m too young to remember.


Three years older than my mum, her brother, my Uncle Donald, was a keen footballer himself, but I don’t think my grandparents were too keen on him going down that route. Church commitments got in the way and stopped my uncle from progressing. My nan went to Baptist church, though I don’t remember my grandad ever going, and at a young age I attended regularly every Sunday. I had football as well, and that won out in the end. I don’t remember too much about church, because I stopped quite early. Rather than the church, I think it was my grandparents and my mum who shaped me.


My dad? His name is Herbie Patterson. He was a bad boy who couldn’t stay out of trouble – petty stuff. He was away a lot when I was a kid, and there were long spells when he wasn’t around. It was much better that way. When he was there, I remember a lot of shouting and screaming and even violence in the house, and the police would come around. I think sometimes my mum got hurt, but as a kid you don’t know the full extent. She would hide it very well.


He wasn’t violent towards me, though like most black kids in those days I would get the odd slap for being naughty from whoever, including my grandparents. It was never unjust or for petty things. I always knew that, if I got a smack, I’d done something to upset them and that I deserved it. They’d be trying to spell out for you the dos and don’ts, and pave your way as a child growing up. It wasn’t a problem to me back then. It wasn’t bullying.


My dad’s passion was boxing, and his half-brother, Rod Douglas, boxed for Great Britain in the Olympics in 1984, and was a Commonwealth gold medallist in 1986 and four-times ABA light-middleweight champion, winning the first after just seventeen senior fights. Though my dad tried to get me into boxing, putting gloves and a headguard on me and getting me to spar a bit, it wasn’t really my thing. Perhaps he was trying to toughen me up. Even though I went to a boxing club once with him around the age of ten, I didn’t allow myself to be distracted from what was by then my passion – football.


My dad hasn’t been in my life at all since I was eleven. Though my parents weren’t married, I had his name until I was ten or eleven. But it came to a point where my mum decided she didn’t want his name to be associated with me, and it was better that I change my name to hers. She knew by then that I not only had a passion for football but a talent for it too, and that it was best for the future if he wasn’t associated with me any more in case he turned out to be a liability.


Since then I don’t think he’s tried to get in touch, not even when I started getting attention as a footballer. My mum has always protected me and has wanted me to to be able to concentrate on my football without unnecessary distractions and pressures. She’s done a good job in keeping these things away from me, sometimes more than I would have liked. There are things I would like to have known, but being the protective kind of person she is, she would leave it to the last minute to tell me. I would ask her sometimes, ‘Mum, why didn’t you tell me?’ But she always wanted to me to concentrate on my football and get through that game. When I was growing up, she didn’t want to share everything going on her life with me because she didn’t want me to worry, being the older of the two kids and so naturally the one who would take on board feelings of responsibility.


But now I’m past the age of thirty and have retired from playing professionally, I think it’s time for me to talk about things more with her, to find out. A lot of my life and background is still quite closed to me, and it’s a habit we’ve both got into. Just as all my life she’s protected me from worry, I find it very difficult to bring up anything that I know will hurt my mum, to go back on memories or subjects which I know will worry her. We both hold things back to keep the other from being anxious. Now, when I go round to my mum’s house I sometimes have a look round for old pictures. We don’t have many, not even of me when I was very small. When I was a kid I wasn’t that interested. I am now.


My early memories are fuzzy. I remember living at number 8 Berebinder House, in Tredegar Road in Bow. It’s still there, a four-storey block of twelve council flats, each on two floors. There was no garden but a green area outside. There is a lot of this kind of low-rise council housing around there, mixed in with the old terraces with bow and sash windows, some with basements down a short flight of steps running down with another short flight leading up to the porch of the front door. Where I grew up is where the old East End which escaped the bombs and the East End rebuilt after the Second World War live side by side just off the Roman Road, home of the famous market, one of several in the East End.


My mum works as a housing officer for Hackney Council, helping to rehouse people. She’s always worked and she still does that job part-time. She has lot of friends there, she enjoys the work and she’s not one of those people happy to do nothing. Her work gives her a way of life.


When she was at work, I was looked after by a lovely local white lady called Peggy. There were lots of other kids so I always mixed in. I wasn’t a lonely child. But I was always quiet.


When I was five I went to Olga Primary School on Lanfranc Road, about half a mile away, twenty minutes’ walk for a kid. It wasn’t the closest primary school to where we lived – Malmesbury and Old Ford were a bit nearer. My guess is that my mum had had a look around them all and made her choice.


I liked a lot of things at primary school. I wanted to try things and didn’t dislike much. I enjoyed maths and English and got to play the violin. It was quite a laid-back school and nice to grow up in. It wasn’t pushy, and I always felt safe. I enjoyed my group of friends and going to school every day. The headteacher was Ms Smith, who had a daughter at the school.


In the last year we put on a play. I think it was Bugsy Malone, or it may have been Oliver! I was not that happy with my part: it was small and not the starring role I was looking for! Maybe that’s why I struggle to remember which play it was – I’ve banished it from my mind!


When I left Olga as the biggest kid to go to my new school as one of the smallest, I didn’t feel dumb or out of my depth. I felt satisfied with what I knew. After we all left school, I kept up with a lot of the friends I used to play with.


It was at Olga Primary that very early on I met the friend who was to help shape my life. James Carter was the same age as me, and we struck up a friendship and very soon became inseparable. His family were a big part of my life growing up. I spent a lot of time at his house just round the corner from the school, where my mum would pick me up after work, or my grandparents would come and walk me home – I didn’t have a bike until I was about eleven and had left Olga Primary. And sometimes James’s dad Fred would drop me home in his green Mercedes, which was like a limo to me back then. Fred was in business, and when I was about ten or eleven I remember him opening up a shop on the Roman Road selling mirrors and picture frames.


Growing up, I loved the simple food all British kids love – chips, beans and sausages. I enjoyed the food James’s mum Beryl cooked more than I did the food at home. Beryl was also a dinner lady at Olga Primary, and a good one! My mum would get home from work so late she didn’t often have time to cook and I’d already eaten, and my nan would cook West Indian food like yams, ackee, swordfish and jerk chicken. As a kid I didn’t really appreciate Jamaican food. I wanted chips, beans and sausages every day!


With my best friend James having a brother and two sisters, and the Carters being such a happy, lively family, I was really happy at the age of seven when my brother Emerson came along. I wasn’t jealous at all or upset that naturally I no longer had so much of my mum’s attention. We still get along fine.


Today, my brother has been to college and has a passion for music. While he’s also working at all sorts of bits and pieces of jobs, he has been looking to go down the music path, putting grime and club-type beats together at home which sound pretty good to me. But people who know more about the music scene than I do tell me that it’s very competitive and not easy to break into, to make your mark and make a living. It’s been harder for him than for me because he’s never had that one thing he really enjoys and really, really wanted to do.


If it hadn’t been for football I’m sure I would be like my brother and still looking for my path. I say this to my mum, but she disagrees and tells me that I would have found something else to give me a focus and a path. That shocked me. My mother can see something in me which I can’t; I really do think that if it hadn’t been for football, to this day I may not have found something.


I was jealous of the Carters: they were the perfect family to me and seemed to have everything, including a dog called Sally, though I didn’t have any interest in having a dog at that time, nor did my mum. For a while I had two goldfish called Rocky and Rambo: that was as good as it got for me! I loved Rocky when I was a kid – that was a great film. I must have been a fan of Sylvester Stallone and had help from someone when naming Rambo. Now I have a pug called Otis, who is a lot of fun. I enjoyed going round to the Carters’. It was different to my house. With James I’d go out and play football or, if the weather was bad, we’d stay in and play computer games. We didn’t watch a lot of TV, which is what I did when I was at my grandparents’. My grandad always seemed to be in his chair, and I’d sit with him on my little sofa, and we’d watch all the kids’ programmes after school.


He supported Liverpool, and my very first memory of professional football would be when Arsenal beat Liverpool at Anfield in the last game of the 1988/89 season to nick the title in the last minutes. Liverpool was the team of the era. I remember the Candy kit and the small shorts and really admired John Barnes. He really stood out as a great black player.


My grandad was a quiet man, didn’t say too much, but was big and imposing, six foot three, similar to me. That’s where I get it from! He was really kind and gentle, taking me to the park every day during school holidays. He would sit and watch while I joined in the games of football.


In school and out of school, during term time, weekends and holidays, in the playground, the park or the street, by the time I was seven, football really was the biggest thing in my little world.





THE WORLD AT MY FEET


All my friends at Olga Primary shared a passion for football. From as young as I can remember, school was all about breaktime, those twenty minutes when you’d rush out into the playground and kick a ball about, with the goal drawn in chalk on the wall. Even then, hitting the wall inside the chalk and scoring a goal was a great feeling. There was another game, where we’d try to kick the ball through a hole in the fence, and when we didn’t have a ball at our feet we’d be imagining football games scored according the roll of a dice. That was our idea of mental arithmetic!


At school we took football seriously in breaktime, and Olga Primary picked the keenest and best of us to play in five-a-side competitions with other schools and compete for the Smith’s Crisps Cup. We really enjoyed being in the Olga Primary team. It was a chance to get out of school and go to different places, see other schools. We played after school hours, and it was a big thing to travel away from school in a minibus. We took representing our school at football seriously and wanted to win.


We were friends in the team, and though we were all East End boys we came from some very different backgrounds. There was Luke Wilson and, in goal, James Smith, but also a little Pakistani kid called Kamal. I don’t think football was his thing at first, but he developed a passion for it and got better as we went on – he was an aggressive little player. A Nigerian boy called Paul Ayoge was a little Pele back then, a really small and skilful striker; he also played for a local boys team called Puma. Me and James Carter were pretty good too.


We didn’t really have fixed positions, and I would play everywhere. I certainly didn’t think of myself as a defender until a little later. Even when I was a few years older and still at school, I never enjoyed calling myself a defender. I never thought that position was very glamorous. When I played, I was a defender first but went forward every chance I had with the ball at my feet. I hated being pinned at the back. I felt I had too much to offer. I felt I could affect the game more from the midfield and at school would play there as well as at the back. At that age I didn’t study or watch defenders either. I loved attacking players, flair players. I grew up expressing myself as a footballer.


If anyone asked me at that age what I wanted to be when I grew up, there was never any doubt or hesitation in my mind: I wanted to be a footballer. No other answer. And it wasn’t just that I wanted to be a footballer. Even at that age, at primary school, I would tell people I wanted to be the best – the best in the world. Of course, back then in my little bubble, I didn’t know how big the world was. But at that time, having the ambition to be the best in the world was a help, because it gave me a drive.


As I mentioned, John Barnes was a player I looked up to. You could say he was a role model. But you need to remember that, back then, before the launch of the Premier League and live coverage of daytime games on Sky, to watch top English professional football on TV you had to be allowed to stay up late for Match of the Day or wait for the FA Cup and League Cup finals. So, like all football-mad kids back then, I really hadn’t seen very much on TV at all.


Then, at the age of nine, along came a whole summer of daytime and evening football, showcasing the best in the world. Italia ’90 was the biggest thing ever for me and so many other football-mad kids back then. It dragged me in, and I never looked back.


It was very special to watch the national team play on the world stage, which all ended in the drama of Paul Gascoigne in tears. Obviously I wanted England to win, but even though they didn’t, and of course I was disappointed when they went out, the characters, the games, the whole tournament were great. It was the event that cemented my desire to be a footballer. Me and my friends at Olga Primary would see new tricks on TV and then try them out ourselves, at first in private at home with a ball, then at school.


After the 1990 World Cup, Paul Gascoigne became my favourite player. Everything about him appealed to me. There were other skilful players, but he had personality as well. He was so full of life and played football with such enjoyment and exuberance like he was in the playground. That’s what stood out to a youngster.


Italia ’90 was also about the winners, the West Germany of Jürgen Klinsmann and Lothar Matthäus, and the big characters like the Cameroonian Roger Milla, the Italian Golden Boot Totò Schillaci, the Colombian Carlos Valderrama with his supersized hair. They weren’t just footballers, they were stickers.


I had the Italia ’90 Panini sticker album and after that the domestic Panini sticker books and collected the players, badges and managers of the English and Scottish top divisions. I enjoyed collecting sticker books and trying to fill them. Sometimes my grandparents would pick me up from school and buy me a couple of packets of stickers from the newsagent on the way home. My nan would give me money, and I would also run errands for my mum for pocket money. And I would get the occasional football magazine like Match or Shoot so I could look at the players. I didn’t put the posters on my bedroom wall at home, but they were still my idols.


I was also watching a lot of good players when, a little later, they started showing Italian Serie A football on TV during the era of Marco Van Basten, Roberto Baggio and George Weah. I was delighted to be watching players from other leagues strut their stuff. Back then, we didn’t have Sky and access to watching Premier League games, so Italian Serie A on Channel 4 took over for me and I grew to love that league.


When I was eleven I moved on from Olga Primary to The Blessed John Roche Roman Catholic School in Upper North Street, Poplar. Blessed John Roche was not my mum’s first choice, which was Cardinal Pole, another Catholic school, though we weren’t a Catholic family. My mum was looking for a school with high standards and discipline and found one two miles from my home, near Chrisp Street Market, so I’d get the number 8 or D6 bus there and back.


Blessed John Roche closed down in 2005, but when I was there it had just over 450 kids, mostly boys, because it was moving from mixed to just boys; there were only girls in the fourth and fifth years when I joined, so by the time I was in my third year there, it was all boys.


My best friend James went to a different secondary school, Raine’s, but on my first day at Blessed John Roche my mum and I went round to the Carters’ first thing in the morning to show me off in my new uniform of black trousers, blazer and V-neck jumper, and red tie with orange and blue stripes. It was a proud day for the Kings.


I was nervous and apprehensive that first day when my mum took me into school. There were only two other kids from Olga Primary, and we were split up, so my class was full of complete strangers. The classes were graded according to academic ability, with Ward at the top; I was in the second, Owen. Ward were the boffins, Owen was pretty clever too. Below us were Makassa and Newman, which were middling, and at the bottom, you really didn’t want to be in Loyola or Clitherow.


It felt scary because the older kids were like men. At primary school I had been the tallest kid, but now I felt very small. The first few weeks I wandered around feeling lost and would often literally lose my way in the two parallel corridors. It took a while to learn the short cuts to find your way around. I’d find myself following people in my class, tagging along.


In my first year in Owen, I sat next to a good lad called Tony O’Donnell, a good worker who I got quite close to. We both took pride in working hard. He was intelligent and had come to school to learn, and that attitude rubbed off on me. So, following suit, in the first year I did well and got good grades. And in the school orchestra I was selected to play cello, probably because, though I felt very small compared to the older boys, I was a big lad as a youngster and could take it home to practise. I was pleased to put the cello between my legs and enjoyed playing it, taking part and blending into school concerts, but not so much lugging it home and back to school again.


It was all a new level of learning for me. The thing was, though, that the lads I had most in common with were the ones who played football at breaktime. Because at my new school I played football at breaktime like I’d done at Olga Primary, I became quite popular and got a lot of friends. But not many of those were in Ward or Owen.


I began to fall behind in lessons, drift in my work and slip away from Tony a little bit. But really I think I was finding my own comfort level. Halfway through the second year I had to come down a class. At first I was a little bit embarrassed, but once I was there I felt quite happy. But I was very sure that I never wanted to be in the bottom two classes, Loyola or Clitherow. The kids in those classes were seen as no-hopers even by the twelve-year-olds, winding each other up and cussing, as we’d say. I went down to one of the middle classes, Makassa. I felt comfortable there: the atmosphere and pace more natural to me than Owen or Ward, where the kids were regarded as the brains of the school. I didn’t feel that was me. I felt I was a different kind of person: fun, not so intense, and I liked to relax.


Of course, that’s not what the teachers said. They would tell me that I had a lot of potential – the most out of my friends – but was easily distracted. But maybe I didn’t really want to be in that top group of boffins. I wanted to belong to the core group, the middle ones who played football and had a laugh.


In a way, then, my growing focus on football was narrowing rather than widening my horizons. But not totally. The first time I left England I was about fourteen. I went on holiday for five weeks with my grandparents to see the family back in Kingston, Jamaica, the only time I knew my grandparents to go back after emigrating to England.


Travelling from the airport to where my great uncle and aunt lived in the country at night with no street lights is a memory. It was pitch black, and you couldn’t see a thing. Then we had to get out and walk up a hill to their house in complete darkness, surrounded by the noise of all the insects. I was petrified. My grandparents were completely relaxed, but I wasn’t.


When we got to the house, the first thing I saw flying around inside was a bat! I hated moths, and this was a moth times fifty! I immediately felt sick, and the first words I said when I met my Jamaica family were: ‘I want to go to bed.’ I felt sick at the thought of standing or even sitting with this thing flapping around the house. I wanted to be lying down with the covers over my head.
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