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To my mom and dad; Tracy, Izabella and Allegra; and to my friend and mentor Tim Harris
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The Box

Ordinary riches can be stolen, real riches cannot. In your soul there are infinitely precious things that cannot be taken from you

Oscar Wilde (1854-1900)

 




My job has changed hardly at all since its roots in late Victorian England. It’s an unusual kind of job with an unusual kind of workspace, one which measures just 16.5 metres by 40.3 metres. It’s a place they call ‘The Box’.

Just in case I should forget where my workspace begins and ends, white lines are drawn onto the green surface. It’s a place which allows no room for executive frippery, punctuated as it is only by a white spot situated in the central area. A spot which will be used should I or any of my colleagues have been adjudged to have committed a misdemeanour.

I am very protective of this space, even though at times it can be a solitary existence. In fact, my colleagues spend most of their time with their backs turned towards me. I don’t believe it’s because I am unpopular - honestly. It’s just that I am a specialist in my field. They rely on me to make crucial decisions and interventions.

In a world where many people have become accustomed to flexible and virtual working, I cannot hot-desk or log in from  home. To do my job I have to be there, and in a quaint throwback to the nineteenth-century roots of my profession, a long whistle blows to denote the start of my shift. I continue working until I hear two short toots of the whistle followed by a final prolonged one. Then I may go home.

I’m at my happiest when I go home with a clean sheet. It’s funny how in a business which talks telephone numbers, if I can achieve a zero I can be considered a hero.

Of course, I am a goalkeeper by trade. Currently, the last line of defence at one time European champions Aston Villa. It’s a position which brings with it a fantastic privilege: it offers me the opportunity to be both participant and observer. It has conditioned me to notice and given me time to think. It has helped me to understand the value of reflection and analysis, on the field and off the field; in my chosen sport, in business and in life.

Being a goalkeeper gives you quite a unique perspective on things. You are part of a team yet somehow separate; there are no grey areas, with success or failure being measured in real time; and you have a physical job which you can only do well by paying attention to your mental well-being. A great goalkeeper has to have the keys to a great mindset. To be able to work well in the box, I believe you have to be able to think ‘outside of the box’.

It can be an unforgiving job. I am held immediately and publicly accountable for misdemeanours, mistakes and misjudgements. What I do for a living may appear to be simple. Yet think about it, I have to apply an intuitive understanding of geometry and the laws of physics. I’ll make continuous and instantaneous risk assessments about the action I should take in relation to the flight of a spheroid object. That’s what my job is really all about. Then, in an instant, I get to find out if my assessment of my own physical capability was correct. If I get all of the calculations right I will have fulfilled my function. I will have made a save; cleared the ball; caught it; or done just enough to allow one of my colleagues to clear our lines.

For a goalkeeper, there is no hiding place. Yet I would not trade the goalkeeper’s view of the world for anything. It is a view which I have had to fight for; a view which is informed by being an  American in a so-called minority sport; a view which has been made richer by periods of being enmeshed in foreign cultures; a view which I’ve developed in periods of adversity as well as success.

It’s a view that I want to share with you, by taking you on the journey I have made. It’s a journey which continues both as a professional and as a person. From my days playing international soccer against the likes of Brazil and Argentina for $35 a day, through my five-year work permit battle, to my establishment as a Premier League regular, and much, much more. It’s a journey which I hope will give you some unique insights into football that you wouldn’t normally get; I will show how football is really a metaphor for life and in doing so put the game into perspective. It’s a fantastic game which has given me an incredible life. Yet one day it will stop. Maintaining perspective is important for everyone. It is especially important for a professional footballer and in particular for those at the top of the football pyramid. For a short time you live in a cotton wool kind of world where you are at the height of your powers. Is it any wonder that players feel that they are invulnerable? Of course, none of us is and sooner or later it will end. It could end for any one of us at any time.

From my goalkeeper’s view of the world I’m beginning to glimpse a new kind of future. One which, perhaps, has more in common with the Victorian entrepreneur-philanthropists, many of whom laid down the foundations of this game. This game of football, which, almost by default, has rewarded me with a lifestyle and a family environment beyond my wildest dreams.

It is true that the extraordinary amounts of money in the game today make doing my job incredibly lucrative, and I have no complaints about that. The real value though, is that it has opened up doors and brought forward ideas and opportunities which are enriching my life and the lives of my family members. I have long ago ceased to be excited by the material wealth that my profession brings. I have taken a view where I take little pleasure and have little interest in being ostentatious. I take more pleasure in providing material comforts for those who enjoy them more than I do. Don’t get me wrong, I have my indulgences of sorts, yet I prefer to keep them in perspective and focus on the things that are really important to me.

I’m no saint either. I’ve made my share of mistakes and though I like to help people if I can, I will make difficult or unpopular decisions when I need to. Yet I’ve just reached a stage in my life where the nonsense and frippery that surround professional footballers, and the unrealistic lifestyles that are associated with them, are just not something that I buy into any more. I know that my days of playing football will end and that there is definitely still an exciting life beyond.

If you like, I am thinking outside of the box. I think it is a state of mind brought about by the remarkable and unusual things that have happened to me in the pursuit of a dream to play football in the best league in the world. A state of mind brought about by being part of something and yet independent. Separate yet connected. Participant and observer.

A goalkeeper’s view of the world.




The Darwen Controversy 

In November 1875 two wealthy entrepreneurs, John Lewis and Arthur Constantine, brought together a group of like-minded, well connected friends in a room above the Leger Hotel in Blackburn, Lancashire.

These 17 men formed a football club, Blackburn Rovers, which would compete alongside well-established rivals in the town, Blackburn Olympic and Blackburn Road FC. In the early years the club struggled to become established, with games being played in several locations before the team rented a piece of farmland at nearby Oozehead, long before their eventual move to their current home at Ewood Park.

By 1879 the club had progressed sufficiently to enter the FA Cup for the first time, only to be knocked out in the third round taking a 6-0 thrashing from Nottingham Forest. Yet the club had consolidated and began to have ambition. In 1880 the committee took a controversial decision. They agreed that they would select players from outside of Blackburn to fill in for members of the team who were unavailable to play. This was considered a major  violation of an important principle of the Lancashire Football Association, to which The Rovers were affiliated.

The Rovers committee remained undeterred, and at the start of the 1881 season they did the unthinkable. They persuaded a player by the name of Fergie Suter to transfer to them by offering him improved terms. This move was controversial enough, involving the movement of a player using financial inducement. What made it even worse was that the player concerned was brought in from neighbouring club Darwen. Almost a full five miles away.

What transpired was years of bitterness, not just between the two clubs, but between the townspeople of Blackburn and Darwen as well. When the teams were drawn together in the fourth round of the Lancashire Cup, the bitterness meant that they were unable even to agree on a date for the match. Consequently, both teams were ejected from the competition.

The Darwen controversy drew attention to the issues emerging in a game that was developing rapidly in the late Victorian era. The issues of professionalisation and the free movement of players. Things which still cause controversy even today. Things which have had a massive impact upon my own life and led me to circumnavigate the globe many times, before I was able to settle in the place where all the controversy really started - Blackburn Rovers.

It is ironic that in the eight years I spent at Blackburn there were no players from nearby Darwen and only one was from Blackburn itself, that was the young Matt Derbyshire. Precious few were even from England - in fact in 2007-08 there were just four out of 35 players. Like most Premier League squads today, ours was like the United Nations. As well as our English players we had a Scot, a couple from Northern Ireland and a Welshman, representing the Celtic nations. In addition we had players from the Republic of Ireland, Holland, the Congo, Turkey, New Zealand, Australia, Paraguay, South Africa, Norway, Georgia, Switzerland, Germany, Sweden, Grenada and of course the good old U S of A. The Blackburn Rovers committee really started something when they dared to take a player from outside of the town.

At about the time of the Darwen controversy, a small settlement on the edge of the Great Lakes was becoming established. Bay Village, Ohio, USA, had only 50 years earlier been reclaimed from the woods by the founding Cahoon family. Some one hundred years later it was my great good fortune to be born there. Great good fortune in every way except, that is, if you wanted to become a top-class professional footballer. In football terms, my birthplace caused as much controversy as the Darwen episode. The issues of professionalism and the free movement of players began to dominate my life, almost my every waking moment.

Yet here I am, a veteran of two Olympic Games, three World Cups, with 82 international appearances, and more than 300 Premiership games and, on 29th November 2008 at Villa Park, I played my 167th consecutive Premiership game, breaking David James’ all-time record of 166.

That represents an achievement of course. Yet for me it is a win against the odds, a battle I would not lose as obstacle after obstacle was placed in the way of my dream to play in the Premiership. Out of adversity comes strength and now that I can reflect on how it all happened I can see how I have grown as a player and as a person.

Getting to where I wanted to be has indeed been a battle. There have been moments of triumph and days of despair. They say that in life it is not how far you fall, it is how high you bounce. In my life I have always tried to bounce after that fall.

This is my story. In fact this is more than just my story. It’s a series of insights and observations that will take you inside the world of professional football and which I hope will demonstrate that whatever it is that you do for a living, by taking notice of what is happening there is always something to learn.

For that reason, I’m going to recount the story not necessarily in the order that it happened. This story will take you around the world; it will take you back in time and look forwards towards the future; it will take you behind the scenes in the biggest league in the world. It’s a story which draws on my own past to envision a new kind of future. It’s the story of how I began to think - outside of the box.
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The Wonder Years

See the children run as the sun goes down, among fields of gold

‘Fields of Gold’, Sting

 




Nostalgia. It’s the sugar coating we sometimes put on the past, which makes it seem better than it was. It’s the eradication of unfavourable events, the sanitisation of our awkward moments which enables us to reflect on an era of near perfection: our childhood.

For me, my childhood was a period of wonderment. I was lost in a world of sport and adventure. A world in which I felt safe and secure.

Only now, as I reflect on my past, can I fully appreciate the role that loving parents play in smoothing out the troubles and overcoming the obstacles that could get in the way of an idyllic childhood. As a family, we had our triumphs and tribulations, our ups and our downs, yet Mom and Dad did all that they could to make sure that when I look back on those early years, I don’t need the benefit of nostalgia. These truly were the wonder years …




Genetic Legacy 


Bay Village, Ohio, the 1970s 

Leonard Friedel, my dad, fixed a basketball hoop to the outside wall and went inside for a drink. Moments later he heard the excited cries from my mom Susan who was outside: ‘Hey, Len, get out here, you just gotta see this.’ Dad ran outside and observed what was happening. I was two and a half years old and curious about this hoop thing that Dad was building. Mom had picked up a ball and thrown it in my direction. I instinctively caught it and threw it back. So now she threw one to the side, then to the other side, then up and then wider. Each time I caught the ball without moving my head or my eyes. Mom shouted some big words over to Dad which I later found out were ‘coordination’ and ‘peripheral vision’. Of course, I was just happy to have pleased my parents. I had no idea that these big words, which were their genetic legacy to me, would help me to get a job.

When my mom wasn’t teaching, she was working in the dry-cleaners. When she wasn’t working in the dry-cleaners she was drilling the high school girls’ dance team, the Rockettes. She took them to perform at football grounds with marching bands and touring them around the country, going to places to perform from Disneyworld to Chicago to Philadelphia. Somehow in the spaces in between, Susan Friedel found the time to create a loving home for me and my sister Kim and of course my dad.

My dad Leonard was a provider. He is a principled man who at one stage almost lost everything, and in his efforts to keep things together came close to losing his life. Mom and Dad just got on with things, and maybe their approach to their most difficult times seeped into me through some form of osmosis. Both had a tremendous work ethic and whatever their problems they refused to quit. When the going got tough - and it did get very tough at one stage - they made sure that we became stronger by binding us together as a family unit.

I was born and raised in Bay Village, Ohio, a small community of about 17,000 people sitting on the banks of the Great Lake Erie, which separates the United States from Canada. It was the place  that the legendary crime fighter Eliot Ness came to settle after Prohibition was lifted in the US in the 1930s. It brought to an end a life spent fighting crime against some of America’s most wanted gangsters, including Al Capone. Ness could not have gotten further away from crime than Bay Village. Consistently, it is ranked as one of the safest places in the whole of the United States. For example, in 2005 only two violent crimes were recorded and as for property crimes such as burglary and car theft these hit the heady heights of six recorded incidents.

It’s not surprising then that Mom and Dad had no problems letting us kids roam about the streets. It was, and still is, a community of picket fences and beautifully painted clapperboard houses. A genuine community where people really do look out for each other. With the school system ranked in the top 3% in the United States it is a fantastic place to raise a family.

As if this were not enough, for me the weather has to be the best weather in the world because it has four very distinctive seasons. We would get cold winters with beautiful snowfalls; a marvellous springtime which brought the lakeside back to life; wonderful hot summers; and to top it all a golden fall.

There was no other place to be than in the outdoors, and I remember that day in, day out, we kids were outside all of the time, constantly trying all sorts of activities. My dad tells me that he had me on snow skis at the age of two. On a trip to Colorado, I had these things strapped to my feet. My mom says that I skied perfectly down the slope, stopped and said, ‘OK. I’ve skied, now I want to go back to the playhouse.’ I didn’t even think about it as I was growing up, but balance was another of the natural blessings given to me by my parents.

From the first possible moment, it was just common practice that kids signed up for everything that was on offer. So from the age of three or four, my buddies and I were into every conceivable sport and activity. We did Cubs, Weebeloes and Boy Scouts; kayaking, rafting and canoeing; basketball, baseball, ice hockey, football, gymnastics and of course soccer. Somehow, we found time just to be kids and to do the kind of things that kids do. My great friends were the Way triplets Beth, Steve and Brad. One time  on the way home from school there had been a fall of apples. One of the triplets picked up an apple and threw it at me. I returned the compliment and soon there were apples flying everywhere. I unleashed an apple curveball, which bypassed everybody and smashed through the church window. When it was reported that four kids were seen running from the scene - three triplets and a tall redhead kid - there was no need to send for Eliot Ness to solve this one. It was blatantly obvious who the perpetrators were. Our parents made sure that we spent the next few weeks repaying our debt by cleaning the church windows. Perhaps it is this kind of honour system that keeps the crime statistics so low in Bay Village. Growing up in Midwestern Ohio was as natural, innocent and ordinary as you can get. Though there were many episodes of us just being normal kids, it was sport that took up most of my time.

I spent a lot of my time in Bradley Park, close to my home. I was one of the taller boys so I guess I had a natural advantage in sports. All I know is that I just loved playing sport. I didn’t mind too much which sport, and I didn’t mind too much who I was playing with - often I would play with boys who were older than me. As long as I was playing I was happy.

By the age of eight, I had joined an ice hockey team, Bay Hockey, and began travelling to play games away from home. We even went to play in the Silver Sticks, which is the US national championships. I was very confident in myself, and had no problems being alone; meeting new people; being in a room with complete strangers. That’s how I’ve always been and I guess it stems from this early period.

Both my parents had been athletic. Mom was a swimmer representing Miami University of Ohio. Dad won a scholarship as an American football running back at Colorado State University. When you think about it, Mom’s sport was all about coordination and graceful movement, while Dad’s was about athleticism and courage. Luckily, I got a bit of both of them in my genes. They were useful in all sorts of sports and all sorts of positions, yet this combination, coupled with the peripheral vision that Mom had noticed the day she tossed a ball at me, and the  balance that kept me up on skis, was suitable for one position more than any other.




Sparklers & Firecrackers 

When I joined my first soccer team, the Sparklers, it was the start of something that was to take hold of my life in a way that I could not have imagined. In time, I graduated from being a Sparkler to being a member of the Firecrackers. Sometimes, I would play as a forward, but by the time I was 13, I had made my home in goal.

Early on, Dad’s business was going well, and when things were good we enjoyed a good lifestyle. Dad always had a wanderlust and liked to take us as a family on quite adventurous trips. We would ski a lot in places like Aspen, Buttermilk, Keystone, Vail and above the timberline in Arapahoe on our many trips to Colorado. He liked Europe, and London in particular, and when we went there on vacation when I was nine, he promised that he would take me to my first soccer match. We boarded a rickety London Underground train. It was packed and noisy. People were shouting and chanting and we got sprayed with beer as an over-exuberant fan laid into his six-pack.

I was really excited as I took in the sights and sounds walking towards the stadium along the old Wembley Way. There were these odd accents all around. The guttural Scouse of the Liverpool fans and the sing-song Cockney of the West Ham United fans. Policemen in pointed helmets were chasing skirmishing fans in through the entrance of the toilets and then out of the exit on the other side. I was excited and entranced by all of this as it was like watching an episode of The Keystone Cops.

The noise and the colours in the stadium were unforgettable. Some 90,000 people had turned out to watch Liverpool face West Ham United in the curtain-raiser to the 1980-81 season, the Charity Shield. Terry McDermott scored the only goal of the game, and Liverpool took the Shield home. That was an experience that I would never forget. Afterwards, I told my dad that it was my dream to play for Liverpool and to play at Wembley Stadium, and from then on I became a full-time Liverpool supporter.

Back home as I moved towards my teens, the Firecrackers had developed into a really good team under Spanish coach Juan Gonzalez, and won the State Championship before giving a good account of ourselves in the regional competition. Juan had a son, Jay, who at that age was a tremendous player and in amateur circles was a wanted man. We were good friends, and together we went to trials for East West, the best team in the area. This team was the be-all and end-all for me at the time. They had all the best players in the whole of northeastern Ohio.

There may have been some politics involved in the selection process, who knows? A big part of it was, I think, who could afford to pay for the travel and who couldn’t. All I know is that I could-n’t. Dad had been involved in a business deal which went bad and the person responsible fell foul of the law. Justice may have been done, but Dad had to sell our house and file for bankruptcy and we had moved to a smaller rented home. On top of this Dad developed health problems as a result of all the stress. Mom was working hard to keep our heads above water. They talked to me and my sister and said, ‘We will be in this together. We will do different things, and life will go on.’ So we swapped our life of travel and foreign vacations for something altogether more simple. Instead of buying fancy decorations for our Christmas tree, we made our own. We made cookies and popcorn the old-fashioned way. We scrimped and saved, but we were together and that’s all that mattered. In an odd way, this is the time when we were closest as a family.

Meanwhile, Jay, being the tremendous player that he was, got selected right away. I was an unknown with the wrong sort of financial profile. What’s more, I was still only 13, and trying out for an Under 14s team. I went away from the trial feeling really down and dejected. I didn’t think that I had performed the way I could have done, nor did I feel that I had been given a proper look. It was as if they had a preconceived notion of who they were going to select. I was upset. I so much wanted to join East West. As my other friends had already received calls to let them know they had been selected and I had received none, the writing was on the wall for me to read. I had not made the team.

A few days later, out of the blue, I got a call. Tom Firth, the director of East West, said it was up to me to prove him wrong and that I could come along and play for their ‘B’ team. In truth, I think that Jay had a word in his ear. One thing was for sure, they didn’t want to lose Jay Gonzalez, and as a result I got a glimmer of a chance.

I didn’t like a lot of things about the way Tom Firth operated. I played in the ‘B’ team for about a year, and then when I started improving as a player, he suddenly wanted to be my best pal. He wanted to bask in the reflected glory. I have to be honest and fair though; being with East West took me to another level. It gave me my first taste of international travel as a footballer as we played in tournaments in places like France, Cuba and Canada. In fact the trip to France could have seen me quit soccer altogether. We were at the Toulon Soccer Festival, and there was a basketball team in town. They came over and asked, ‘Do any of you Americans want to play basketball?’ A few of us joined in a game, and I scored over 40 points against a very good team. They asked me if I wanted to come over and play for them, and I called home to tell Mom and Dad. I did return home though, and it was while I was playing in a small tournament in Virginia that a freak gust of wind was to influence my whole future.

An assistant coach from University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), Dean Wurzberger, was at the tournament to check on a particular player. There must have been a lull in the play, and he turned to look over to our game. As his eyes hit on a tall goalkeeper, having had virtually nothing to do in the game, I punted the ball. There was a tremendous wind behind me and the ball just flew. It got me noticed, and Dean began asking questions about me.

I was in high school at the time when I began to become aware that UCLA were scouting me. In two years’ time they would be in need of a goalkeeper and Sigi Schmid, the head coach, took a 6,000-mile round trip to take a look at me. There are very strict rules about what they can and cannot do in terms of making an approach. Everything has to be documented to make sure that no money changes hands and that a player does not compromise his amateur status.

In those days in the States to have interest from UCLA was like having a Premier League club such as Manchester United scouting you. They must have seen something that others didn’t. Sure I was being scouted by other colleges, but they were not as prestigious as UCLA. Indiana was somewhat interested, but it didn’t look like they would offer a scholarship. Anyhow, Jurgen Sommer was their keeper and we were of a similar age and he was very good. Cleveland State was looking. They had a decent soccer programme, but it was not what you would call amazing. Then there was University of San Francisco (USF) and Maryland but, remarkably, nothing was as concrete as UCLA.




The Earth Moves for Mrs Friedel 

When I was 17, UCLA followed the proper procedures and was allowed to offer me an all expenses paid three-day visit. California was a long way away, and Mom, having lived all of her life in small town Ohio, decided that it was no place for a young man to go alone. She had real concerns about a boy from a ‘button-down collar’ type of community heading for the bright lights. So, together we boarded the plane to Los Angeles.

Our plane was delayed and we were late arriving in LA. We were met at the airport by people from UCLA, who seemed almost in a frenzy. They said, ‘Come on, come on, hurry up, we are going to a volleyball game.’ Mom and I looked at each other quizzically: ‘A volleyball game?’ We couldn’t understand the fuss that was being made about a volleyball, game. All we had ever known was high school volleyball, which was OK, but nothing to write home about.

Very quickly, they rushed us to dinner, and then took us out to Pauley Pavilion. It was a huge set-up, wall-to-wall with people, for this girls’ game. There were stands full of excited students, bands and cheerleaders. It was like the ticket of the century for this game. It was UCLA, the no. 1 team, playing the no. 2 team, Stanford. It was just an unbelievable experience; we had never seen anything like it for a volleyball game.

While I was staying with the team, Mom stayed at a hotel. The  coaches showed her around and tried to impress her. Mom, being a schoolteacher, wanted to know all about the ins and outs of the academic programme, and eventually said, ‘Look. Would you let me walk around the campus on my own and sit in on some classes?’ So that’s what she did. That’s when she fell in love with UCLA herself. She saw normal, well-adjusted kids in an incredible environment, with amazing opportunities opening up for them. She thought that I should get a degree in architecture and play a little soccer along the way.

As for me, I just felt that the whole thing was fantastic. I looked through the names of the current players. Many were in the full US national team; the weather was amazing; the campus was flanked by Beverly Hills, Bel Air and Westwood; and then there were the girls. It was just the most amazing place.

I had offers of basketball and tennis scholarships from colleges in Ohio. These were closer to home and offered a paid education. I was a good basketball player, but I don’t think I would ever have been good enough to become a professional. In any case, the truth is that after my visit to UCLA, my mind was made up. My mom, despite sitting through an earthquake on her last night in LA, gave me her blessing. I was thankful that she liked it because it saved a fight. I was going anyway. Once I had made up my mind that UCLA was the place for me, nothing was going to stand in my way.

Of course this was all immensely exciting, but it was played out against a backdrop of family dramas. I already touched on the fact that we had gone from a comfortable middle-class way of life to one in which we had constant financial struggles, while my father tried to recover from a financial collapse.

My sister Kim and I had a tremendous relationship when we were growing up. She is three years older than me and always looked after me. One of the highlights for her, though very embarrassing for me, was when I was a high school freshman and she was a senior and we performed together in the school production of Anything Goes. What was I thinking? I can’t sing and I can’t dance. She must have had something good on me to get me to do that. She was a good athlete, but she will be the first to  admit that she was a total klutz. Nobody has fallen down stairs more than Kim. She has broken arms and ankles and damaged her knees. Despite this, her tolerance to pain and the sight of blood is next to zero. She would scream and shout and cry.

When you break a bone, you can scream and shout and eventually everything will be mended. Kim knew about this more than most. However, when somebody’s dignity is violated; when they are robbed of their self respect; and when nobody screams and shouts about it, you have to wonder if the scars can ever be mended.

Unfortunately Kim suffered an ordeal, which I believe is the root of the problems she has had in her life. She suffered a traumatic experience involving a distant family member related by marriage. Our extended family closed ranks and the whole episode was swept under the carpet. Wouldn’t we all do things differently if we had the chance to turn the clock back?

I know my mom and dad would. At the time they were going through the mill just to survive and to keep our extended family together. Their emotional and mental energy was drained. We had a strong extended family and that’s how things were done. I think that the way Kim saw it was that nobody cried out for her pain, and I would have to agree with her on that.

After that she developed a lot of insecurities. When I was 15, I got a call from one her college friends. She said that my sister was really struggling with some health issues, and that I had to get her out of college. I was in high school. I’d only just learned what the words these girls were using to describe the illness meant. I felt I had to spill the beans to Mom and Dad. Mom, being a teacher, was well versed in these things and knew just what to do. They collected her from college, and slowly tried to help her to get well.

Today my sister and I hardly speak. This is the one part of my life that leaves me feeling empty and hollow. Kim chose a path in life which I have a hard time being a part of. In time I sincerely hope that together we can remedy this situation.

In November 1989, a letter landed on the doormat of the little rented house that was now the home of the Friedel family. It was postmarked Los Angeles, California. Now, there are all sorts of  combinations in terms of the support that a college can offer. Scholarships have three elements to them: they can offer room and board, tuition and books. In those days, UCLA tuition alone was $16,000 a year to out-of-state residents, and then you had to find somewhere to stay, feed yourself and buy books. As a family, it was a time when we were struggling financially, so everything hinged on what was in the offer letter. They offered me room and board for the first year. That was great. They offered a two-thirds scholarship. This meant that I still had to find something like $5,000, but once you register as a state resident in California, this goes down to about half. I’d stopped reading by the time it got to the part where it mentioned that I was also going to get the books paid for. Somehow, some way I was going to find the money to make up the tuition fees. I was going to California.

On scholarship, having your books bought for you is a great thing. With books costing maybe $400 depending upon which courses you were taking, an enterprising student might open up a second-hand market for textbooks.

My high school girlfriend was a lovely girl called Kerri Kitchen who was two years younger than me. From the November she had seen it coming: once the summer came I was leaving for California. I remember we had a great going away party with all my friends who were going off to college. There was a tinge of sadness in leaving the relationship behind, but overall, I felt happy and excited. At this stage I had no inkling that soccer could become a career. I just saw the move to UCLA as a natural progression in my sport and my life.

There was an emotional farewell, with everybody coming to see me off at the airport. Most kids get driven to college and dropped off, so it’s a big thing when a boy from Ohio boards a plane bound for California. I said my goodbyes - Mom, Dad, sister Kim, Kerri my girlfriend and Grandma. I held on tight to the money I’d saved up from working over the summer. It was $1,600. In Beverly Hills terms, this was the equivalent of next to nothing. Mom and Dad gave me one piece of advice, which they still give me today: ‘Be safe, and stay happy.’

As I boarded the plane and looked back towards the people  who were closest to me, it signalled the end of a fantastic period in my life. It signalled the beginning of a period that was to take me way beyond anything that I could have imagined.

Mom and Dad had raised me, educated me and sheltered me during a topsy-turvy period in their lives. For them there had been some difficult years.

For me, thanks to Mom and Dad, those will always be the wonder years.
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The Call

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity


Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities

 




A tale of two cities. If only it had been that easy. So much had happened to me since, as a young kid, I had boarded that plane bound for Los Angeles in 1989. By the time Anfield beckoned it was 1997 and I had made my home in cities across the world. In an attempt to get my international appearances up to the required level to qualify for a work permit, I had travelled hundreds of thousands of miles. I would have needed to plant a forest the size of Wales to offset my carbon footprint.

When the call came it did indeed become a tale of two cities. New York and Liverpool. Two cities whose destinies had become entwined over time now held the key to my destiny. Only a trip to New York and some contractual wrangles stood in the way of my dream to make the journey to Liverpool to play for the club that I had followed from afar as a boy. It was a call which changed my life. It was a call which signalled the beginning of a period that could have been written by Charles Dickens himself. A period in which I would experience incredulity, develop belief, witness wisdom as well as foolishness. It was to be the best of times and the worst of times …




At Last Anfield Beckons 

It was 20 December 1997. Just five days to go to Christmas and the streets of Columbus, Ohio, were decked with boughs of holly. It was cold and overcast and the best place to be was in bed, which is exactly where I was. The night before I’d just returned from an international training camp in San Diego, California. Columbus was cold and I was tired. I needed a lie-in.

At 6.30 a.m. the phone purred with that long kind of comforting American ringtone. Prrrrrrrrrrrrr . . . Prrrrrrrrrrrrr. Comforting it may be, but at 6.30 a.m. all the possibilities flash through your mind. You imagine that something bad has happened. One possibility didn’t enter my mind as I reached for the phone. That’s strange because it was a possibility that I had thought about every single day for five years.

Slowly, I pulled the phone onto my pillow and up to my ear. My mumbled half ‘Hello’ was interrupted. Somebody was shouting and screaming down the phone. In an instant I leapt out of bed. It was almost as if the shouting and screaming was some form of contagious disease which had transmitted itself down the phone line. I began hollering, punching the air and repeating the words of my agent Paul Stretford who was on the other end of the line: ‘The work permit came through. I’m going to L-i-v-e-r-pooooool. ’

To say that I was elated just does not do justice to the way I was feeling. I felt I had reached the highest heavens. As I continued my jig around the room, phone still in my hand, Paul jigging away on the other end, I looked over to my live-in girlfriend Jenny Benzle. She had propped herself up in bed. Half-dazed with sleep, there was no mistaking the expression on her face. It was more than the look of tiredness. It was a look of devastation.

I put down the phone and made the grand announcement. ‘We are off. I’ve got my work permit,’ I shouted, trying to wrap her up in my elation. Her response was a hesitant ‘Oh?’ I said, ‘I’m going. I have to go.’ Though she was later to come over to Liverpool for a short time, our relationship effectively died the moment I took that phone call.

While I was in one room calling my parents saying, ‘We are going to Liverpool,’ she was in another room telling her parents, ‘We are going to Liverpool.’ The difference was in the delivery. I said it like a kid whose Christmases had all come at once. Jenny announced it in the manner of a doctor delivering an unfavourable prognosis.

Lovely as she was, her nature was that of a homebody. We had dogs and a home close to her family. That was all that she wanted really. Ohio was her world, and you can’t blame her for that. One phone call, two responses, but come hell or high water, I was going.

I was going, provided I could resolve one small snag. To do it I had to get to New York and the offices of Major League Soccer (MLS). The next morning I boarded a plane to New York determined to do whatever it was that I had to do.




Reflections in the Clouds 

Leaving Jenny behind, half-heartedly packing boxes for the move, gave me a chance to reflect on all that had happened over the past five years. I sat on the plane and looked back on a roller-coaster, helter-skelter period of one frustration after another, which could be brought to a head if I could just do the business in New York. There was a tension in the pit of my stomach as I settled into my seat, so I reminded myself what it was all about - this work permit hell I had been through.

I wondered if things might have turned out differently had a Bristol City player named Tinnion not knocked Liverpool out of the FA Cup in a replay at Anfield in 1994. It was that result which piled on the pressure for Graeme Souness when he was the Liverpool manager and saw him resign. With it went my hopes of signing for Liverpool at that time after a lot of effort from Graham Smith, who was then my agent, and Bob McNab, the former Arsenal player who had moved to California.

It’s funny how relatively small incidents thousands of miles away can trigger off a sequence of events which have seismic effects. According to chaos theory, a butterfly flapping its wings  on one continent can create a movement of air which gradually increases so as to cause a hurricane on another continent. In a way, Tinnion’s goal created just that kind of ‘butterfly effect’.

With Liverpool out of the equation, Nottingham Forest, Newcastle and Sunderland all failed at the work permit stage. I was not too upset about the Forest situation. After all, at the time I had only one international cap to my name. But these latter two failures were beginning to get to me big time.

At that time the requirement was that you played 75% of your country’s international fixtures. This made it hard for me. The policy of the US coach was to alternate goalkeeping duties between me and Tony Meola. As a goalkeeper you don’t get the luxury of being subbed into games all the time. So this was my argument. Surely a situation like this should be taken into account when considering the work permit application. No such luck. No goalkeeper in America could possibly get near the 75% figure. There was some dispensation for young players and, at 23 years old, I felt I was young for a goalkeeper, a position where it is not uncommon to play into the late thirties. Yet this was not considered a factor for me either.

I got so frustrated and angry at the whole situation. As I sat on the plane thinking back, I wondered why this situation had persisted, where I was turned down time after time, appeal after appeal. So many football people were adamant that I was good enough to play in the Premier League: Brian Clough, Graeme Souness, Peter Reid and Paul Bracewell, Kevin Keegan, and these were hardly novices at the game. Sunderland went to incredible lengths to get me to sign for them. I remember I was on international duty in a backwater somewhere in the middle of Uruguay, South America. Paul Bracewell said he was coming over to sign me up. It took him something like 27 hours to get there. Not something you would do for someone that you had doubts about.

Yet the work permit blockages kept on coming. Had someone at Newcastle or Sunderland upset someone on the appeals panel? Was there a covert culture of xenophobia festering in the PFA I wondered? Don’t forget, this was a trade union funded to  date primarily by British players. Trade unions are there to protect their members and their interests. At the time, who could have foreseen the influx of foreign talent that was about to hit the Premier League? Trade unions in Britain have had a long history of resisting change and adopting restrictive practices. I wondered if perhaps this was the case. We will never know, but my arguments continued to fall on deaf ears and I know that the PFA were instrumental in the rejection of my appeals.

That was the stage where I determined that the appeals system was a waste of my time and would only frustrate me further. It was beyond my control. I knew what the rules were and I knew that my situation warranted a relaxing of the rules, but try as I might there was nothing I could do about it. So I had to look at what I could control and forget about what I couldn’t.

So I thought to myself, What can I take control of here? I could-n’t change the position of the Home Office on the criteria for non-EU footballers. I couldn’t seem to sway the appeals panel, least of all the PFA. The only thing that was reasonably within my power was to change the policy of my international coach, and do what no American had ever done before - complete 75% of games. This was a big ask. I was at around 35% at the time.

Yet I was determined and I began to focus with an intensity that I had never known before. I decided that I must isolate all the possible reasons not to play me. Firstly, after spells with Brondby in Denmark and Galatasaray in Turkey, I secured a loan period at Columbus Crew in Major League Soccer. Effectively, I camped out on home base, so that being based in Europe was no longer a reason not to play me.




Miracle on 34th Street 

So there I was, landing at John F Kennedy Airport, New York, with just four shopping days to go before Christmas. I just could not think about shopping. As I climbed out of the plane my mind was fixed on one thing and one thing only. I was picturing the offices of Major League Soccer in midtown Manhattan. They still held my registration, and I needed to convince them that they must  release it right away if I was going to be eligible to play for Liverpool.

Their argument was this. I had signed for Liverpool and, subject to getting a work permit, it was agreed that the MLS would receive £1 million for my registration, and £300,000 on the basis of appearances. As my work permit had come through after appeal, the MLS argued that the contract that I had signed was invalid because it was contingent upon getting a work permit, but mentioned nothing about getting a permit through appeal. I believe they were game playing, hoping that by trying to block the move on the basis of a technicality, they could leverage more money out of Liverpool.

This was my life they were playing with. This was the culmination of a five-year battle, and I had a chance of winning against all the odds. I wasn’t going to let MLS red tape and greed stand in my way. When I got to the MLS headquarters, all I was faced with was prevarication. I was like a freight train going in there. In retrospect, I regret some of the things that came out of my mouth. I threatened that I would never kick a ball for the USA or Columbus Crew again if they didn’t let this transfer go through. Effectively I threatened to go on strike. I said things to Clark Hunt, the owner of Columbus Crew, which were personal and hurtful. I do regret this in particular because Clark was nothing but a gentleman, but this was my life, this was Liverpool Football Club, this was my dream - it was everything that I had worked so hard for. Nobody - nothing was going to get in my way.

After a day of argument and meetings behind closed doors of the MLS bigwigs, the registration was eventually released, and I stepped out into the street. Now I was calm enough to notice it was nearing Christmas time, and people were hurrying and scurrying along 34th Street doing their last-minute bits of shopping. It reminded me of that old Christmas time movie Miracle on 34th Street. I was on 34th Street and was heading for Liverpool and just for a moment I thought it felt like a miracle. Then I checked myself. This was no miracle. It was down to intense focus, the power of persistence and taking control of what I could take control of. It was down to me - a lesson that would stand me in good stead for the future.
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