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Paul Merson was born in Harlesden in March 1968.


He made his debut for Arsenal in 1986, and in a 12-year stint at Highbury he won the First Division twice, the FA Cup, the League Cup and the European Cup Winners’ Cup. He also won 21 caps for England.
Merson went on to play for Middlesbrough, Aston Villa and Portsmouth, as well as Walsall – where he was also manager.
Following retirement in 2006, Merson has become a high-profile football pundit for Sky Sports. He is a long-serving member of the team on Soccer Saturday, the iconic results show, and also writes a regular column for the Daily Star newspaper.
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About the Book


Paul Merson’s wonderfully moving and brutally honest memoir of battling addiction for three decades.


For twenty-one years Paul Merson played professional football. He won two First Division titles with Arsenal and was one of the finest players of his generation.


But for thirty years Paul Merson has also been an addict. Alcohol, drugs, gambling: a desperately unenviable cocktail of addictions and depression which has plagued his entire adult life and driven him to the verge of suicide. ‘I’ve come to realise that I’m powerless over alcohol... I’m an alcoholic. My drinking and gambling have left a lot of wreckage.’


Until recently the drinking and gambling were still raging. ‘I wanted to kill myself. I couldn’t go on anymore. I just couldn’t see a way out.’ Then something clicked. ‘One day, I was walking home from the pub late on a Sunday evening, and I thought to myself: I’ve had enough of feeling like this, every day of my life. I rang up Alcoholics Anonymous the next day, and since then I haven’t had a drink.’


Hooked is Merson’s wonderfully moving and brutally honest memoir of battling addiction, searingly charting his journey over three decades. It is absolutely unflinching in detailing his emotional and psychological troughs and in raking over the painful embers of an adult life blighted by such debilitating issues. Hooked will kick-start a crucial national conversation about addiction, depression and the damage they wreak.


‘Addiction is the loneliest of places. You’re a slave to insecurity and ego. But it has to be you that wants things to change. Never be afraid to talk: the more you talk about the addictions the more it takes the power out of them. You’re never alone.’









 


To Kate, the one person
who truly understands me.










INTRODUCTION:


THE CLOWN OF A MILLION FACES


May 1998. It’s a lovely warm Sunday afternoon at Highbury in north London, home of Arsenal and my home, too, for thirteen years.


I’m not playing. I left Arsenal for Middlesbrough the summer before but I’m watching the game on TV. At the Riverside, we’ve just beaten Oxford in our last game of the season and now we’re going up to the top flight. Down in London, Arsenal are 3–0 ahead and in a minute they will be crowned Premier League champions. Steve Bould has come on as a late substitute and scoops the ball over the Everton defence for another former member of ‘The Tuesday Club’.


I don’t even know what Tony Adams is doing there, galloping in isolation towards the North Bank. I’m not sure he does either but there he is, my good mate Tone, taking a touch on his hip. He has played about a million games and never done that before. Just him and the keeper now. The ball sits up beautifully and he rifles a left-foot half-volley across the goalie and into the far corner. The North Bank goes up. I’ve known him half my life and didn’t even think he could kick with his left foot, but some things are meant to be. He turns, stands there and closes his eyes with a great big smile on his face. He’s been sober coming up for two years. In a few seconds he’ll be mobbed by the lads – Wrighty and Ray, Dennis and Bouldy. But before they get to him, that moment, the stillness, with his arms spread wide, eyes shut, beaming, is iconic. It ought to be a poster. It’s the purest image of recovery I know.


Mine’s a bit different. I first confronted my addictions eighteen months before Tone. He was inspired in some ways by me, as he’d tell you himself, when he acknowledged he, too, was an alcoholic. But my recovery, like my addictions, has been messier. I’ve had long spells of being sober, managed to resist the compulsion to gamble for periods of various lengths and have gone nearly three decades without wanting to go anywhere near cocaine, the third addictive illness which brought me to my knees in barely ten months in 1994. Coke took me to the brink of madness and I’m certain, if I’d carried on, that I wouldn’t be here now.


I’ve had my moments of serenity, but no picture as public and perfect as Tone’s: the birth of my kids, my wedding to Kate and one or two when I was still a footballer, especially the night we won promotion at Portsmouth, the most fulfilling season of my career when I was well enough to enjoy most of it. I’m well now, too. I’m the happiest I’ve ever been in my whole life and I don’t have anything apart from my family and a job I love. I’ve lost millions and millions of pounds to the bookies, lost houses, blown my entire pension and almost destroyed my self-respect. But I’ve been off the booze for more than two years and not had a bet for a year. The fog in my mind is finally clearing.


The longer I’m sober, the more clearly I see and think. An image of my recovery would be more personal and low-key. It would be me, struggling but utterly absorbed in putting together a doll’s house for my daughter, Sienna. I’m useless at DIY, flat packs and all that. In the past, I would have got someone in to do it for me or it would have stayed in the box for a year. Not this time. I can’t say I’ll ever love doing it, but once I’d finished I had a genuine sense of satisfaction.


We hosted a barbecue last summer. Nothing special in that, is there? But it was for me, because at the age of fifty-two it was something I’d never done before. I was the bloke who went to other people’s barbecues. I would have a laugh and a good drink all afternoon and way beyond, knocking back bottle after bottle long after most people had left, having batted off God knows how many requests from my wife to call it a night. Once I’d started drinking, I didn’t know how to stop. Now I’m manning the grill. All I’ve wanted my entire life is to be normal – take the kids to the park, sit in the garden, Sunday roast – and be someone my family could rely on. Normality is the ultimate for me. And every day I’m getting there.


You may have seen me play for Arsenal and England, Middlesbrough, Aston Villa and Pompey and scoff at the idea that I suffered from crippling anxiety and shyness. I’m made up of a lorryload of contradictions, because playing in front of big, raucous crowds never fazed me. I would never cheat by shirking the opportunity to hit the killer pass. If I saw it I played it, even if it hadn’t come off five times before. I’ve taken a penalty for England in a World Cup shootout and it never entered my mind to be scared. On the field, I was fine. I was safe. But off it, I never wanted to live inside my own head. My addictions were all about chasing away the doubt and fear of everyday life, and altering the way I felt.


Drink helped me to be the clown, to have a million faces. I could go into a place and people would never know there was something wrong. There’s a bit of an art to that, but it’s a dark art and no good for you. You’re suppressing all the emotions instead of talking about them. I didn’t want to be that person – shitting in Perry Groves’ pillowcase, or sitting on top of a limo in Washington DC pissed out of my mind and refusing to come down as the England manager begged me to behave, or trashing Gus Caesar’s hotel room and provoking him almost to the point of murdering me, or countless other escapades – I wanted to be Alan Smith or David Rocastle. I wanted to be a family man. I could often handle not drinking but whenever I did, the first gulp would bring an irresistible urge to keep going until the bitter end.


I started gambling at sixteen. My first month’s pay packet on the YTS scheme at Arsenal was gone in 10 minutes at William Hill. A compulsion to bet has been a constant throughout my adult life. Sometimes I’ve been able to steer clear, but even when I was at my best as a footballer in five alcohol-free years at Villa and Pompey, I was losing millions. By the time I appeared in the ITV show Harry’s Heroes and broke down in tears when talking about its devastating effect on my family’s life, I’d been through residential rehab twice but I feared I could never break its hold on me.


It’s a truly hideous illness and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.


I did stop betting after filming the programme. I went back to Gamblers Anonymous after ages away and gradually I began to get better. The TV programme was important in that. You can go out, get drunk and lose your money and you forget about it after a while. But to have it on film, how bad the gambling and drinking were, gives you a true, permanent record of what rock bottom looks and feels like. To see yourself in the grip of it, at death’s door on the telly, with no self-worth and overwhelmed by guilt, is liberating but traumatic. I’ve been there loads, wanting to kill myself enough times over my gambling, but I kept going back to it. I can see how people go mad. It’s horrible. You know you can’t win, you know the end point is you with nothing left, hollowed out, a total wreck, but the voice won’t be silenced. It says, ‘This time. This time we’ll do it right.’


I did go back. In the first lockdown last year, I lost everything. There were no physical GA meetings and I didn’t look after myself properly. I lost our deposit to buy a house, lost the lot. I’d saved and saved since giving up betting the previous year so we could move from renting and get our own home. And it went before I could catch my breath. I couldn’t handle the lockdown, I couldn’t see a way out of despair or fight off the fatalistic feelings. I was thinking, when’s this all going to stop? Are we all going to die? Everything felt bleak and terrifying, so I did what I had always done to fill my mind with different thoughts. I had a bet, then another and another until I was on the floor.


The shame is mind-blowing.


•


This book is, of course, for people who love football, fans of all the clubs I played for and those of Walsall, too, the club I managed and the only real regret of my career. It’s for all of you who watch Soccer Saturday.


But I really want it to chime with people who can’t get out from under their addictions, for those who think they’re bad people because they don’t know they’re ill. You’re not alone: we’re not crackpots, we’re not weak, we’re not evil, we’re not failures. And it isn’t about mental strength. Illnesses aren’t cured by determination. You can’t beat diarrhoea with willpower. Meetings, treatment and talking are the things that help you get well and because of them, that’s where I am now.


All I hope is that one person picks up this book and thinks, ‘I gamble like him or drink like him and he feels exactly like I feel.’ Writing this has helped me come to terms with the traumatic effects of addiction on thirty-five years of my life, to see with new eyes the things I did through choice or compulsion and how I became the man I am today. If this book manages to save just one person, it would be the best thing I’ve ever done in my life. Because it could have a roll-on effect: if they’re married and have kids, then the message can go through the generations, not just affecting an individual but maybe fifty people.


What you do as an addict is beat yourself up all the time. The more you beat yourself up, telling yourself you’re horrible, the more you turn to drink, drugs, gambling to escape from that certainty that you’re a bad person. The worst thing about being an addict in the full throes of addiction is not knowing what makes you act the way you do. When you do understand, believe me it becomes a lot easier. Before that the self-hatred will grind you down, and because no one wants to feel that bad all the time, the one way you think will get you out of that place is through the things that put you there in the first place. It’s a cycle and you can only start to get better when you know you are one of hundreds of thousands of people affected by this exhausting illness.


Some days are still hard, but now I recognise they’re really no different to anyone else’s bad days. I’m not that special. Every morning, I have a little quiet time to think and pray for patience and for my selfishness not to affect me today. At night, I go to bed and put my head on the pillow and appreciate that it’s a miracle that I haven’t had a bet or a drink. It might sound extreme but after thirty-seven years of living with my addictive personality, it’s not. It’s a miracle. You wouldn’t realise what a big thing that is for me. It is like winning the Tour de France for a cyclist.


I know it’s not over. After all this time, it can’t be. For all of those like me, our addictions are out there doing press-ups, just waiting. Ask me to tell you that I’ll never have another bet or drink and I couldn’t do it. But today I’m well and that’s good enough for me.
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LAND OF THE GIANTS


I can’t really remember a time before addiction.


I can though remember most of what happened in my childhood. I grew up in a flat in Harlesden in north-west London, which we shared with my auntie and uncle and their three children, and then Northolt, much further out west, where we moved into our own council house when I was ten. But I can’t remember what the absence of addiction felt like, what life was like free from obsessing and scheming about betting.


It might not have been gambling that was ruling my emotions as a kid but my head was not in a peaceful place. I was not a happy-go-lucky boy. I was the eldest of four, part of a large, close-knit extended family. My dad, Fred, was a coalman. It was a tough, demanding job and he used to come home with his hands all beaten up from hauling the sacks. My mum, June, was an office cleaner for Remploy at Staples Corner – another hard job. I’m full of respect for the way they’d come home on dark, winter nights and put dinner on the table. There’s more pressure in doing that than there ever is on a football pitch.


I think the contrast between seeing what they had to do to earn money and what I did was part of the problem in my early days of gambling. I was outside in the fresh air, playing football, the best game in the world. By the time I was in the first team at Arsenal, training was short and sharp, barely a four-hour working day there and back. I was getting paid bundles and I couldn’t justify earning that sort of money. It had no sense of value. So when I lost it, it didn’t hurt too much because I wasn’t having to go to work at 6 a.m. on a building site, or down the mine, to earn some more. At the start, it didn’t affect me when I lost because deep down I thought I shouldn’t be getting it anyway. I’d say to myself, ‘What am I getting paid that much for?’


It really was ‘easy come, easy go’ at the beginning, in a way it never had been or could be for my parents. I was very attached to both, particularly my dad, and I didn’t like being away from him. I was a nervous child, frightened of all sorts of things, absolutely petrified of dogs for one, and sensitive to the stresses of family life caused by money troubles and unemployment. I suffered from separation anxiety, among other things. I’d wet the bed a lot and would suck my thumb as a comfort thing past the age of ten.


My dad was a good footballer in his youth and had been on QPR’s books after he came out of the army but didn’t get into the first team. He still played on Saturday afternoons and when his mates called for him, I’d get in a right state, trying to persuade him to stay with me instead. There’d be tears and I’d be upset until he came home. I just loved being in his company, going out with him on his rounds at the weekend, and would look for reassurance that he’d be around most nights. ‘You’re not going out tonight, are you Dad?’ I’d say. My eldest boy would beg the same of me only a few years later, and Freddie, my youngest son who’s now six, would ask that exact question when I was still drinking.


I played football with my mates and cousins on the street as a very small boy back in Harlesden, but it was playing with my dad, just the two of us, every afternoon after school at the park that was my joy. He would coach me and give me advice, but didn’t ‘teach’ me. No one can teach you to thread a pass through the eye of a needle, you instinctively know when it’s on and how to judge the weight and timing of it. For me, it was in there all the time, perhaps just like the addictions.


Freddie comes home from training now and will play with his friends next door. They’re lovely kids and they’ll be doing rabonas and step-overs, as they’ve been shown. No one really does that in a game. I try to tell them that the most important skill of all is passing to a team-mate. You want to practise something? Just keep passing the ball to each other, but Freddie says, ‘C’mon, Dad. You’re not Ronaldo. Don’t try to tell me how to play!’ He knows I did play a long time ago, but he’s too young to square-off who I am now with what I used to be.


My dad could see I had talent and would encourage me every day. It was him and my mum, up in the stands at Wembley, that I was proud for, more than me, when I got my England call-up in 1991 and made my debut coming off the bench against Germany. For everything he’d done, taking me here, there and everywhere as a kid to play football – your parents have to sacrifice so much time and money – England was the big payback for all their hard work.


Although my dad was a massive Arsenal fan, I was Chelsea, through and through, and still am. I idolised the late Ray Wilkins and although they say never meet your heroes, you couldn’t wish for a nicer, classier person. Many years later, I would tell him how much I loved him when I saw him and, God bless him, I’m glad I did even though, typical of him, he would get embarrassed and say, ‘Turn it in, Merse.’ But as a kid I also loved the entire league. I used to play a game when I was a kid: I’d come home from school, write all the fixtures out, throw a dice for the results and work out all the tables from the First to the Fourth Division. I would have these romantic images of the names and places, which didn’t marry up much to reality when I was eighteen and on loan at Brentford and actually went to Port Vale, Darlington and Bury for the first time. I still love poring over the results pages in the Sunday papers. Those names will always have a bit of magic in them for me.


•


Football was a release from school. I was dyslexic, which wasn’t properly dealt with, and also had a speech impediment, so you can imagine how I struggled. My mum says I hardly spoke at all before the age of six and she had to take me to speech therapy. Later, I had a problem saying the letter ‘S’ which took a few sessions to get over, but I still stumble over my words. People think I’m being lazy or thick when I mispronounce players’ names on Soccer Saturday and have a go about it on Twitter. I’ve always prepared and try hard to say them properly, but sometimes the letters on the team-sheet still get jumbled up between my eyes and my brain when I reach for them. I have very neat handwriting because I really have to concentrate when doing it. I can’t write quickly because I can’t spell properly. I have to take my time – and write out words in the air in big letters with my index finger to practise spelling the tricky ones before I pick up the pen.


I improved at secondary school in Greenford because my PE teacher, Mr McAllister, would spend time with me working on my reading. He realised that I found books very hard and decided to try something else. Knowing my obsession with football, he started clipping the sports pages from the newspapers, which he knew would grab my attention. Another reason, I suppose, why the clubs’ names really captured my imagination.


I had a knee injury in the summer before I went to Greenford High School, from sliding out of goal on the field behind our estate. Most of the houses were still being built and there was a lot of builders’ junk all over the place, but we were so keen on playing football that we didn’t care. A long piece of wire like a knitting needle went deep into my right knee and damaged the ligaments. Everything had to be sewn up by the surgeon, sixty stitches in total, using catgut. We were all worried about whether it was so serious that I wouldn’t be able to play again, but actually in the end it made it stronger and more flexible, allowing me to use the outside of the foot as effectively as the instep, which gave me a passing range that meant I barely had to use my left, and I never had a knee problem in my career. What it did do, though, was prevent me starting high school on time. I arrived late and even then the wound on my knee became infected and started to smell. It was rank, but I didn’t realise it was me and thought it was the kid I was sitting with who stank. It didn’t help and, being very shy already, I was not very good at getting involved and making friends.


It was not so painful later, and being good at football was an advantage, but maintaining friendships is difficult for an addict. Sometimes, when I do an after-dinner speech there will be a table with ten lads on it and they’ve all known each other since school. They look as if they’re in their forties and fifties, married with kids, maybe grandkids too, but they’ve stayed in touch. I think, ‘Cor! How nice is that? I’d love that.’ I haven’t got that and it’s a prime example of how selfish you become when addictions take over. I didn’t find time to ring people or spend any proper time with my mates because my addictions completely occupied me the whole time. So you drift apart.


With other footballers it’s different as you could see on Harry’s Heroes. Perhaps it’s the nature of the job – relationships can end very abruptly, you’re sold, he’s sold, he’s your mate in the England squad for a couple of years and then he or you are never picked again. Yet you can go eleven or twelve years without seeing each other, then as soon as you meet up with all the lads, it’s like it was yesterday. You’ve got so much shared history that the bonds run deep.


Perry Groves, my old Arsenal room-mate, was my best man at my wedding to Kate and is my best mate, but because of kids and our jobs we don’t talk to each other as often as we should do. Nowadays, because of texting as well, it’s changed. Instead of picking up the phone and having a conversation, you text someone to say, ‘Are you okay?’ You tell yourself, ‘job done’, but it isn’t really the same.


Now I’m in recovery and doing well, I talk to people in the same situation more than my friends. If I’m struggling with wanting to drink or have a bet, I’m not ringing Perry. I need to talk to people with experience of that and you tend to hang around with people in recovery more than your mates. I won’t say it’s sad because I need it, but you pay a price with your other friendships. Then again, you don’t want to talk about recovery all the time, every day of the week. You want a life and it’s there where Perry, and my old Soccer Saturday colleague Phil Thompson, have given me support in different ways. Thommo has been great for me with his advice and encouragement, checking in to see how I am. You wouldn’t believe how much help he’s been to me just by being there.


•


I made the Brent Schools Under-11s team while still in Harlesden at the age of nine. I was a forward with decent pace and touch. I scored five on my debut against Hackney, earning a write-up in the Evening Standard, which is glued to the opening page of the first of several scrapbooks in my dad’s collection of cuttings which he kept. They chart my life from 1977 onwards and would later include quite a few front pages as well as hundreds from the back. I was picked for Ealing Schools once we moved out west and did very well, but I was spotted when playing for my Sunday side, Forest United in Kingsbury, first by Watford followed by Arsenal, QPR, West Ham and Chelsea.


You’d think by the number of goals I was scoring, I had calmed down, conquered my nerves. The last thing you’d want in a team is an anxious striker. But inside I must have been a mess, because all the pent-up worry gave me the jitters, literally. I started having palpitations, a racing heartbeat and hyperventilating, during Sunday morning games. I used to have to ask to come off, because I thought I was about to die. Eventually, we went to the GP who looked me over and told me they were panic attacks, to focus on my breathing and they would pass. Getting used to them helped and the understanding that they would go fairly quickly stopped the fear that I was having a heart attack. I learnt to cope with them and then manage them, but they have returned at times in my life in stressful situations, only on aeroplanes recently or even at the thought of getting on one.


When I made it into the reserves at Arsenal, I rounded Peter Bonetti, Chelsea’s absolute legend of a goalkeeper and one of my boyhood heroes, in one game and the panic struck again without any warning. It was right at the time when I had major doubts about making it as a professional at that level. All I had to do was tap the ball into the net, but all of a sudden I couldn’t breathe. My heart was fluttering, but the rest of me froze. It gave a defender time to catch me and clear the ball. I must have looked like a right muppet and I felt really small. I went back to the doctor, who told me to pack in football if it was going to cause me so much trouble. I didn’t listen to him – the pleasure outweighed the terror – and muddled through.


I started going up to Watford twice a week to train at the age of twelve and the sessions were taken by some of the first-team players. Kenny Jackett and Nigel Callaghan are the two I remember best. They were in the Second Division at the time, managed by Graham Taylor, who would give me my England debut in that Germany game and later cut me out of the picture and end my Villa career. I enjoyed going to Vicarage Road and felt comfortable around the club. I was lively on the field despite being very small and slender compared with the other lads and deep down I didn’t have a huge amount of belief in myself but others would say I was naturally gifted and spoke of a bright future for me at Watford.


But Arsenal were persistent. Their scouts, Steve Burtenshaw and Bill Groves, kept watching me, came round the house a few times and stayed for hours, selling the club. They gave us tickets for a match at Highbury against Everton but none of the bungs you hear about – new washing machine for your mum or brown envelope for your dad. That wasn’t the Arsenal way. Bill once stayed until 2 a.m., convincing me to sign. My dad was already sold on them but I remember running up the stairs to get away, crying my eyes out because I absolutely loved it at Watford and didn’t want to go.


My dad’s passion for ‘the Arsenal’ really swayed me when it was time to sign associated schoolboy forms at fourteen, which tied you exclusively to one club for two years. I always thought I’d have the best chance of making it at Watford, who had a family feel about them and were on the way up, rather than a bigger, established club. They all knew me there. Most of the lads at Arsenal would have been training with the club for a couple of years. Going there without knowing anyone scared me. Remember, I’d arrived late at school and never properly caught up with making friends and the thought of starting that all over again was frightening. I loved pleasing my dad, but secretly I was gutted and quite afraid.


I signed for Arsenal in April 1982, a few days before Watford were promoted and they would go on to finish runners-up in the First Division in 1983 and the FA Cup in 1984, a short-term future that was much better than Arsenal’s. It wasn’t just Graham Taylor from Watford to whom I will always be grateful. There’s another connection. In 2019, the first person to ring me after Harry’s Heroes: The Full English went out and showed the moment when it all became too much with the gambling and I broke down in tears, was a lady who asked if Sir Elton John could call. I couldn’t believe it but he rang me later that day and he’s been in touch now and then ever since, just checking on how I am and how things are.


What a caring person he is. I know he’s a massive football fan and a recovering addict himself, but he doesn’t have to do that. Yet there he is, the most famous singer in the world and he puts himself out, congratulating me when I made it to a year of being sober, always encouraging. Kind words mean so much. And they can be from anyone. Truly, they all help. Last year between lockdowns, I was in Zara shopping with my wife, Kate. I was waiting with my mask on when a young lad came up to me, he was only seventeen, and said, ‘I just want to say how inspiring you are. I just want to say thank you.’ Wow! I thanked him back and we had a nice chat, but I am sure he wouldn’t realise how much something like that means to me. I go away walking on air.


Going to Arsenal twice a week, on Monday and Thursday nights after school, was a slog. It’s a long journey on the tube from Northolt but my dad came with me, to keep me company. Arsenal’s ‘gym’ was under the Clock End but it wasn’t one of those with a wooden floor, benches and wall-bars like they had at schools back then, nor was it anything like the gyms you would recognise today. It was a full-size pitch, made of shale and gravel, which would rip your trainers to shreds. It was a massive pitch when you’re fourteen and it was rock hard. I hated it. I would always enjoy the journey back with my dad, who would wait for me while we were training, and we would stop off on the Holloway Road for a KFC on the way home. It was hardly the sort of diet that a fourteen-year-old academy kid would be allowed anywhere near now, but back in the day I could eat all that and stay super skinny, try as I might to add a bit of bulk.


It was my size that was holding me back. I was sharp, fast, could pass and always scored loads of goals but hadn’t shot up or filled out. I still looked like a frail boy and I just wasn’t being picked to play for the Under-16s on Sunday mornings. I’d be substitute, at best, maybe get 10 minutes. In the past, I couldn’t get enough of football but there were days when a big, ugly centre-half would give me a kick in the first five minutes and I’d shrink. I thought I was wasting my time and by the end of two years I was convinced there wasn’t a chance in hell that they would give me an apprenticeship.


I was right. They didn’t. Steve Burtenshaw, the chief scout, still believed in me but I wasn’t so sure about Don Howe, the manager, who was a brilliant coach and put on fantastic sessions. He had been on at me before to toughen up. When he called me into his office as I turned sixteen and was getting ready to leave school, I was expecting the worst. I knew they didn’t think I was good enough and were worried about my size. Don began by telling me exactly that, confirming I hadn’t earned an apprenticeship. He went on to say, though, that Arsenal had one place on the Youth Training Scheme, a Thatcher-government initiative that subsidised a year’s in-work training for sixteen-year-olds in a time of mass unemployment. And that they were giving it to me. Instead of Arsenal paying me £25 a week, the taxpayer would (and receive it back a gazillion times over in income and betting tax).


It didn’t bother me at all that I wasn’t going down the usual path. I wouldn’t have had the chance without the YTS scheme. It’s hard to make it. You’ll take any route you can and you have to be so lucky whichever way you go. Of course, if life gives you a break it’s still down to you to take that opportunity and make a success of it. It’s kind of a fitting twist that I owe the start of my career to Arsenal taking a massive punt on me. And in case I thought I was anything other than a long shot, Don said, ‘If you don’t get any bigger in the next year, you’ll never make it as a footballer.’ When he said that the first image that came into my mind was my mum and dad, who aren’t giants to say the least. These days they actually do size up the parents before you’re a teenager to work out whether it’s worth taking you on. I felt relieved more than delighted when I left his office. That threat, or as I know he would have seen it having had to do similar things when a manager myself, an old pro’s statement of a hard football truth, was hanging over me from the off. There were real doubts but I had a year to prove myself.










2



‘I’M GOING INTO WILLIAM HILL. DO YOU FANCY IT?’


Arsenal were not the club or institution they had once been or would go on to become again when I joined. They finished sixth the year I turned sixteen and started on the YTS, and while they would still get crowds of up to 50,000 for Manchester United, Liverpool and especially Tottenham, they fell as low as 18,000 for some home games under Don Howe. Highbury still had the old class of the marble halls and the bust of Herbert Chapman, which the apprentices had to polish once a week. Don was a phenomenal coach, scarily ahead of his time, but not a brilliant manager. No one loved ‘the Arsenal’, as he always called them, more. Sadly, having stood up from being Terry Neill’s number two, he found it difficult to rule the first-team squad with the iron rod that George Graham wielded so effectively later. Don would tell it to you straight – like he did when telling me bluntly if I didn’t grow in a year I’d be out – but his natural personality was more good cop than bad cop.


Arsenal had won only the FA Cup in thirteen years since the 1971 Double, and despite some top signings we were a million miles behind Liverpool who dominated the league in the eighties. Discipline isn’t the be-all and end-all in making a team successful and building positive team spirit. But without it, you haven’t got a chance and the dressing room can split into cliques: young and old, boozers and the straights, big money buys and homegrown kids, footballers who’ve seen it all and those with it all in front of them, high earners and the rest. Don was old school. He valued hard work and enthusiasm as well as talent and was great with young players. But by the end in 1986, when he quit, you could sense that his frustration with some of the older ones was closer to disgust.


It was an old-fashioned football apprenticeship back then, massively different from the experience of the modern academy player at a big club today. I would have to be at Highbury by 8 a.m. so I’d get on the tube at Northolt at 6.30 a.m. every morning, using the travel card the club issued to us, and ride sixteen stops on the Central Line to Holborn, half-asleep. I’d change there for the Piccadilly Line, get off five stops later at Arsenal and head straight into the ground. Our job would be to take the skips of freshly washed training kit and load them on to the bus and then get on it ourselves for the drive to London Colney, up near St Albans. It would take about 45 minutes through the traffic at Southgate and Cockfosters and once there we would set out the kit for the first team, reserves and our lot. Then, at last, we would train under Pat Rice, the youth team coach, who was a stickler for always working flat out.


We would pick up all the dirty kit off the floor afterwards, stick it into laundry bags, put it back on the bus, have lunch, do our set of senior players’ boots – how grateful you were to get a good pro who might get you a free pair from his sponsor if you did a decent job or a £50 Christmas bonus when your weekly wage was £25 – and return to Highbury to hand it all over to the kit man, Tony. It was the same routine Monday to Thursday and I would get home knackered at 6 p.m.


On Fridays we would get back to Highbury earlier and set up the ground for the match. There used to be two massive communal baths in the dressing rooms and we had to scrub them and rinse them until they were spotless and then do the individual, little baths, all the toilets and hose down all the walls and floors. Pat Rice would come round and inspect everything, running his index finger along the benches and cisterns just to make sure. We would get a bollocking if it wasn’t perfect. He would make us do it all over again and stay until he was happy. At other times, we would have to sweep the snow off the North Bank, paint the crush barriers, help the groundsman and pick up litter.


We were always told, ‘Remember who you are, what you are and what you represent.’ This was the Arsenal way of making you feel part of something really important, really special, to have high standards. Punctuality and politeness is drummed into you. I still can’t stand it if I’m late or anyone else is. The lads in the year above – David Rocastle, Niall Quinn, Tony Adams, Martin Hayes, Michael Thomas and Martin Keown – were fantastic. The thing with Arsenal is that it’s classy. It’s like a private school . . . without the bullying. They recruit good footballers but they also go for good people and everyone looked out for you, kept you on your toes. That’s what the club was: everybody helped everybody.


It was hard, though. We went to college one afternoon a week and I couldn’t bear being back in the classroom even though Kate Hoey, who was in charge of our education and later went on to become a Labour MP, tried her best to make it interesting. I can’t have learnt a thing because all I remember is that we had to work on these big, old, shitty computers and I didn’t have a clue what we were supposed to be doing.


The physical part of the training was tough as well. I was quick but I don’t miss those running days. One of the things we were made to do, which must have been a hangover from the twenties and thirties, was run up the North Bank terrace or from the bottom step right to the top of the Upper East Stand with one of your mates on your back. That was just a run of the mill Tuesday when we were kids and the first team had a day off. All the physiologists that clubs employ now would say, ‘No way!’ But that was exactly what we had to do. One of the perks of making it into the first team is that you still had to run up the stands in pre-season, but you were usually spared having to give someone a piggyback.


I didn’t believe in myself at the start. Pat Rice didn’t believe in me either. In my first year, I barely got a kick for the youth team. I was never picked. In one pre-season game against Manchester United’s youth team, I had to run the line for the whole of the match. I was flying for once that summer and thought, ‘What chance have I got here? This is absolutely ridiculous.’ Most weeks, I was sub at best and quickly lost heart. Some of my mates from school were working on building sites and taking home £150 a week. I wasn’t getting that a month. You can stomach £25 a week if you’re playing, but I didn’t even have that. I said to my mum and dad one day, ‘That’s it. I’ve had enough. I don’t want to play football anymore. I just want to be with my mates.’


They went out on Fridays and Saturdays, living the life. I didn’t see the long-term project – as far as I was concerned there wasn’t one at Arsenal, full stop. It was so dispiriting. My dad, however, would always say, ‘Stick with it.’ And deep down I knew I didn’t have a choice, because it’s all I ever wanted. I had nothing else. I was terrible at school, I’m dyslexic, I can’t talk properly. I had to be a footballer to have a good life.


I used to see a lad called Gavin Maguire, who played for QPR, at Northolt station every morning. He was seventeen and in QPR’s first team, playing in the First Division, while I couldn’t even get a youth team game at Arsenal. QPR, my local club, had been interested in me for years and I’d sit on the tube after he’d got off at White City full of regret, thinking, ‘I should have gone to QPR and got an opportunity.’ The only thing I knew how to do was carry on putting in maximum effort and hope for a break. I may have had big doubts when I was at home and disillusioned to the point of saying what I did to my parents. Who knows what I would have done had they said, ‘Go on then. Pack it in.’ They didn’t, though, and something inside me would never give up on the bigger dream.


I just loved football. Millions do but in this instance I had the good sense to realise I was at least on the right road even if I wasn’t very far along it. Making it as a professional footballer has to be one of the hardest things to achieve. If you want to be a lawyer you have to work your socks off at school, study hard for three years at college plus a couple more while you’re establishing yourself in the job. You have to have dedication but it is doable. There is a path: work hard, pass your exams, do the right things and you will become a lawyer. It’s the same for virtually every job in the country. Even with something in individual sports, like golf, if you’ve got the talent and nerve you can get there. Because it’s down to you. With football, it’s all about timing, opportunity, other people’s opinions and, above all, luck. Everything’s got to fall in your favour to make it, no matter how good you are.


Take Marcus Rashford. As an ex-player who works on telly, people in the game will tell me when they’ve seen a special lad. ‘Cor!’ they might say, ‘You should see this kid at Manchester United, he’s phenomenal. He’ll be the best you’ve seen.’ There was none of that buzz about Rashford at the start, but all of a sudden Anthony Martial gets injured before a Europa League game against Midtjylland, there’s no other senior striker fit and Rashford at seventeen takes his chance. He never looks back. If Martial hadn’t been injured, we simply don’t know if he would have had the same life, do we?


Look at Jose Mourinho, one of the greatest of managers. When he was at Porto, he went to Man Utd in the Champions League last 16 and they get a free-kick in the 90th minute. They’re going out on away goals. Benni McCarthy steps up to take it, shoots and the United goalie, Tim Howard, drops it. Their bloke, Costinha, taps it in and Mourinho’s off up the length of the pitch, jumps on everybody, becomes this unforgettable character. They beat Man Utd, do Lyon in the quarters, a Deportivo La Coruna side whose best days were gone in the semis and get Monaco in the final. They could not have chosen better opponents. They win the European Cup and the rest is history. Yet if Howard catches that ball, as he would do ninety-nine times out of 100, does Mourinho have the career that he has had? I’m not sure. It is always about time and chance.


•


As a player, all you can do is work as hard as you can. I never missed a training session even later, after I turned pro and was drinking heavily. It didn’t matter if I got in at 4 a.m. pissed, I was at work on time. I have never switched off the alarm and turned over in my life and said, ‘Nah. Not today. I’m not going in.’ If you do it once, you will do it again and then you have a problem.


When I got the sack from Walsall, the man who used to live in the apartment underneath me, Roy, asked me if I wanted to play for his Sunday side. I love playing football so I was up for it and turned up on the morning. Both managers were Tottenham fans and one of them had the cheek to say, ‘I’m putting you down as sub.’ I didn’t moan because I’m really not the kind of bloke to do the big ‘Don’t you know who I am?’ thing, and anyway someone didn’t turn up so I played. This was only three weeks after I had left a League One club and there were five players in that Sunday league team who were good enough to play for me at Walsall. They had the skill, knew the game but hadn’t had the dedication or made the sacrifices that you’re forced to make as a pro. You have to want it so badly that you live a certain way from a young age. When you get to fourteen, fifteen, sixteen and your mates are discovering drink and going out, girls and whatever, you have to turn the other way. Friday was always the big night: the weekend starts here. I stayed in. And even though I knew I wasn’t playing for the youth team, I still stayed in.


I wasn’t enjoying it that first year, but there are a lot worse stories than mine. For some kids, they face the biggest setback imaginable at fourteen, fifteen or sixteen and they’re told it’s over. When you’re getting knocked back at a young age like that, it’s hard. It’s bad enough when you go up to a girl at sixteen and they don’t want to know you. Imagine that you’ve wanted to be a footballer all your life and at sixteen your whole world crumbles. How many of them go home, believe what they’ve been told and accept the judgment of a grown-up who has been around professional football for a long, long time? Most will think, ‘I’m not going to be good enough’ or ‘I’ll never be big enough.’ You have to be special to go home and say, ‘You know what? You’re wrong.’ People who get back up from that are inspirational.


I wasn’t playing but I was still on the inside track. There was hope and that’s what I say to every kid now: you’ve got to keep on going. Look at my year group and I was the only one who had an Arsenal career and yet I hardly played the first year. If you keep going, you will get that break and that’s why it’s so important. If you stay in it and don’t walk away, you’ve always got a chance.


The only upside of not being involved in matches was that if the first team were short of bodies at training, I’d go over and make up the numbers while the youth team were working on shape and tactics for a game. It helped me because I was always better with better players. Believe me, playing in the Premier League is easier than playing in League One. It isn’t 100 mph, you’ve got more time on the ball, the pitches are smoother and all your team-mates can really play. Similarly, playing with First Division players was easier than playing with seventeen year olds.


I was fortunate when I went over to join in because the older lads liked me. Charlie Nicholas, Viv Anderson, Graham Rix, Kenny Sansom all took a shine to me probably because, on the pitch, I was a little rogue. I couldn’t tackle, I had no left foot but I had a good football brain. I was like that chess prodigy Beth in The Queen’s Gambit on Netflix. Watching her, I thought, ‘that’s me’ because I had that sort of vision and could work out things three, four, five moves ahead. I could always see the pass before it happened. If you watched me when I was on to receive a pass, particularly with my back to goal, you would have noticed that I was constantly moving my head, like a batsman at cricket scanning the field before each delivery. I didn’t have a conscious thought that this pass was definitely going there. I would know where everyone was and had a picture of what they would do, so would make an instinctive decision based on this panoramic view depending on the angle and the weight of the ball into my feet. It was why I was usually a step ahead of the other players. I don’t want to sound flash but I could see things on the pitch that other players couldn’t see. I could lie in bed before a game and visualise situations in matches. I would plot exactly how it would all play out.


Some people will read this and laugh, ‘You couldn’t see that all your horses wouldn’t win.’ And they’re right. I couldn’t see all the addictions staring me in the face but I could see a pass out of the back of my head. It’s the gift that made me as a footballer. I have wondered sometimes whether it was my illness that made me play like I did. Because my life off the pitch was a free-for-all, I never lived safely. Everything was always a drama away from football and consequently I couldn’t play safe on the field either. Later, some of the lads used to pull their hair out: ‘Stop trying to play the fucking glory ball all the time.’ But I could see the pass and that was the only reason I played it. I wouldn’t bottle it if I could see it, because it would be like cheating yourself and the team.


Being brave isn’t all about steaming into 30-70 tackles. It’s also about getting on the ball and trying what you see to create something for your team even when it isn’t going well. I would do that even at sixteen. I was nowhere near a youth team place, but it showed the first-team lads that I was on the same wavelength as them and had the ‘balls’ you need to play upfront with footballers of that quality. I was fine in that company on the training field. I’m shy but the football pitch was always a comfort zone. Weirdly, the competitiveness didn’t spook me, nor did their fame. I’ve always liked winning. I’m all right when I know what to do. Talking to people for a kid like me was hard, but once I’d learnt how to control the anxiety I could handle playing with or against them.
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