

[image: Illustration]




HEADS UP


My Life Story


ALAN SMITH


[image: illustration]




 


 


CONSTABLE


First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Constable


Copyright © Alan Smith, 2018


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-47212-784-6


Constable


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




 


To my incredible wife Penny, forever by my side as a true friend. And to our wonderful daughters, Jessie and Emily. Without you three, I would be lost.


Also, to Mom and Dad for your love and support. You never pushed, only ever encouraged.




PREFACE


I’ve never liked revealing too much. As a naturally private person, I would always go down the road marked ‘Keep Your Head Down’. Don’t make a fuss. Just get on with it. Don’t go telling the world about your inner thoughts. Well, now is the time to do exactly that. I’m quite a bit older, hopefully a little wiser and understand myself and the game better now than when still wearing boots. After so many years dismissing the notion, the timing seemed right to let it all out.


Time to explain the inner person – my ambitions and fears on a journey that began down the park, paused to sample the wholesomeness of non-league football before moving into a world that treated me better than I could have ever hoped. I have, after all, enjoyed some incredible moments that deserve a proper airing through my own words.


I will try to convey what it was like forging a career in the early 1980s when football was a very different entity to the shiny, cosmopolitan ‘product’ we see today; our relationship with supporters, much closer back then; the stain of hooliganism, almost taken for granted over two decades; our general outlook as footballers and how we were treated. What was it like, living that life?


That life changed when I joined Arsenal in 1987 and got to know Highbury, a uniquely atmospheric place reeking of history and tradition that could be deafeningly full one day and brutally empty the next, the only noise from the stands coming from a bloke bellowing profanities during a reserve game.


Soon, the team came together that went on to take part in what is, for me, the most dramatic match in English football history: Anfield 89. So much has been said about that incredible night. It’s time to give my version, how it all felt back then.


After that impossible glory, the team evolved into one that could easily have gone on to become the first Invincibles, had Chelsea not spoiled everything one February afternoon. And we’ll always have Copenhagen, my goal in that European Cup Winners’ Cup victory marking a rare highlight in a dark period difficult to bear.


It was quite hard revisiting that period between 1992 and retirement. It rankles even now, how form and confidence nosedived so quickly before my career dribbled to a close.


Ah yes, saying goodbye to a game that has dominated your life. Having suffered the anguish, I can well understand how people cave in swiftly and spiral downhill. Adjusting to this huge change can’t be easy for anyone.


Falling out with Arsenal wasn’t easy either. I quickly turned from friendly former player, one of their own, to a critic, just like all the rest. Yet that shift in our relationship absolutely needed to happen if I was to ever be fully respected as an impartial observer.


As part of that, my media career has granted me the chance to look at the game in a more dispassionate way. How has it evolved over the years? How does a modern player’s life differ from the one I experienced across the 1980s and 1990s? Do today’s vast riches compensate for fewer laughs in quieter dressing rooms comprising multiple nationalities speaking different languages?


In essence, then, this book is about scratching the surface to see what’s underneath in a profession generally considered to be the ultimate dream.


Above all else, I am in a position to describe absolutely everything, all the nooks and crannies, in my own words. By that, I mean writing it myself, not through a ghost writer, as is normally the case.


By sitting down at the computer to personally punch out the words, I hope to make my recollections a little more authentic. By cutting out the middleman, I can talk to you straight.


In any case, doing it any other way would feel like a cop-out. After twenty years of writing for the Daily Telegraph, covering four World Cups, four European Championships and countless club games at home and abroad, it would have been silly, not to mention lazy, asking for someone’s help. I am more than capable of telling my story.


So this is all me. I was there throughout. I want to tell you my tale from the heart and head. Yes, a heads up. That’s what it is. For someone known for his aerial ability and academic background, that title seemed to cover some apposite bases. Hope you enjoy.




CUT OFF AT THE KNEE


He didn’t mess around. It was all pretty blunt. ‘If you want to be able to play with your kids in a few years’ time you’ve got to finish. There’s no other choice.’ John King was holding up scans to the light confirming that two operations on my right knee had failed to fix the problem. My surgeon had attempted to stimulate growth by pushing hot rods into the damaged bones. Microfracture, they call it, a technique pioneered by Richard Steadman in the US but fairly new to England at that particular time.


Sometimes this method works, other times sadly not. Mr King, it transpired, had done all he could.


Such a distressing outcome never crossed my mind when pulling up in pain one day at Millwall. It was 7 January 1995, a third-round FA Cup tie Arsenal were expected to win. On a cold, blustery afternoon, it was all a bit average as we huffed and puffed against determined opponents. As usual for that period, I found it hard going, the occasion once again failing to bring out the best in a disconsolate figure a long way removed from his old self. Would my form ever return to something approaching its best? It didn’t seem likely on that dispiriting day as I reluctantly grappled with Keith ‘Rhino’ Stevens, who must go down as the coarsest, most belligerent defender I ever came across. Quite often, he’d completely ignore the ball in favour of manhandling his opponent, perhaps gripping them in a headlock as play merrily continued elsewhere. It was quite surreal. I had never come across someone so blatantly crude.


But then came the moment that changed everything and it had nothing to do with my boorish mate. In fact, it all looked so innocuous – an awkward turn by the corner flag with no one around. The knee had locked stiff to end my involvement, which, if I’m being honest, came as a relief. Glad to be spared further wrestling bouts with Rhino, I limped into the dressing room thinking this was simply a case of torn cartilage – not insignificant, granted, but nothing to get too worked up about. Gary Lewin, our physiotherapist, certainly thought so after examining the joint at the end of a goalless scrap. For the record, I watched from Highbury’s paddock – the traditional spot for non-playing members of the squad – as we lost the replay 2–0. In all honesty, that defeat wasn’t a massive shock considering our plight at the time. The team had grown stale, lacking the quality, zest and hunger of previous years. George Graham’s signings had gradually turned from inspirational choices into second-string triers. Though this failing didn’t directly contribute to Graham’s downfall, our struggles must have made the board’s decision a little easier when it came to sacking their manager the following month.


But if the team’s deterioration was a concern for everyone at the club, I would soon become preoccupied with my own situation, one that had taken a turn for the very worst.


This wasn’t how careers were supposed to end, dribbling to a miserable close at the new Den, not the most glamorous of places to call it a day at the age of just thirty-two. And if the truth had been known on that January evening, I’d have felt a lot more depressed than I actually did while hobbling on crutches into our favourite restaurant. That was how Penny and I liked to spend our Saturday nights after matches – going out to dinner, either in London or somewhere more local. Sometimes it would be just the two of us, other times our close friends, Steve Bould and his wife Zoe, would make up a four. With babysitters sorted back in St Albans, we used to have a right laugh on those nights out, eating lovely food, drinking nice wine in some great restaurants.


Good food has always been a passion. In fact, a long-held ambition was to open a restaurant once I’d finished playing. I’d put that down in those questionnaires footballers were asked to answer in magazines like Shoot. What car do you drive? A Ford Capri 2.8i. Favourite pop star: Diana Ross. Ambition after playing: To open a restaurant. As time passed, though, that ambition faded as it dawned on me that I much preferred eating to the prospect of catering for others. And the King’s Head in Ivinhoe on the edge of Dunstable Downs served the finest Aylesbury duck you would ever taste. Sitting there with Penny and my parents on that foggy evening, I began to cheer up, despite the discomfort.


Four or five weeks and then I’d be back. Cartilage operations using keyhole surgery were now standard practice, no longer the big deal of old. That said, I could never forget what happened to my great mate David Rocastle who had gone in for a similar operation a few years before. Like mine (though I didn’t know it yet), Rocky’s knee had suffered bone damage. Though they couldn’t completely cure the problem, a combination of drugs, ice and rest allowed Rocky to continue for several more years without ever getting back to full mobility and fitness.


Chatting to Rocky before training, you could tell he was gutted about the situation.


‘How’s the knee feeling this morning, mate?’


‘Oh, it’s OK, Smudge,’ he’d reply with a resigned shrug, rubbing the joint. ‘It just feels a bit stiff. I thought the operation would have improved it a bit more. I don’t know what they did but I’ve still got some fluid in there.’


‘Yeah, I can see that. Looks a bit puffy. Can you feel it when you run?’


‘A little bit, yeah. But I’ve just got to get on with it. Maybe it’ll settle down in a few weeks.’


Unfortunately, it didn’t. Much to everyone’s regret, one of the most talented young players of his generation was never quite the same again.


That wasn’t going to happen to me, though, was it? Rocky was just plain unlucky. This, on the other hand, all looked routine, only a matter of weeks surely before I’d be back. In any case, maybe the rest would do me good, take me off the front line for a while to allow me to view things from a different perspective. That had worked in the past when I was struggling. My manager at Leicester, Gordon Milne, pointed out the benefits one day. ‘I’m going to get you to take a step back, Alan,’ he said, gently breaking the news that I was dropped. ‘Watch a match from the bench. It’ll do you the power of good.’ He was right, too, as he was about most things. Withdrawn from the fray, you see the bigger picture, how everyone reacts to certain situations, including the crowd. The exercise can declutter the mind in a very positive way, which would have been handy seeing as my own mind had tied itself in knots trying to figure out a route back to the good times. God knows, something needed to change, otherwise my Arsenal career was heading for the buffers.


Yet those two operations completely changed the narrative. After several hapless weeks pounding the Highbury track I started to suspect something was up. My knee just didn’t feel right, the joint stiff and awkward, a million miles from how it should. I’d run down the stretch alongside the East Stand feeling horribly constricted, unable to sprint. This was hopeless. We were getting nowhere at all.


In an attempt to free the knee up, I went to hospital one day to have some fluid removed. Never a huge fan of needles, I looked the other way, eyes watering as the long needle went in. This wasn’t nice. But the day got even worse when the syringe began to fill with a dirty brown substance featuring some nasty-looking debris. Gary Lewin and John King exchanged a look. They hadn’t expected this. The consistency of the fluid made them concerned for what was going on inside that joint.


Fearing the worst, I went to see Ken Friar, Arsenal’s managing director, to see what the club would do should I have to pack up. Financially, I mean. What kind of money would I get? For the first time in my entire career, one that had been thankfully short on serious injuries, I began to contemplate life after football and how we would manage without its safety net.


So off I went, climbing the famous staircase rising from the Marble Halls, the one that led to the boardroom, as well as the gaffer’s office and that of our managing director. Walking through the heavy oak door I got straight to the point, nervously asking Mr Friar roughly where I stood. ‘Oh, don’t worry about all that,’ he fired back straight away. ‘You’re going to be fine. Gary Lewin has assured me of that.’


Yes, I thought, but have you spoken to Gary since he saw that horrible stuff coming out of my knee? Maybe not.


As Arsenal’s physio for all my time at the club, Gary had come to mean so much to the whole squad, not just as a physio but as so many other things – a go-to fixer, for instance, who, at late notice, could always sort out that extra ticket or car-park pass. Most importantly, his was the number you rang should one of your family get ill. But the fact that this bubbly, good-natured character was forever on hand meant he would also receive some strange phone calls at very odd times.


Paul Merson, for instance, once rang in the middle of the night because, while asleep, he’d poked himself in the eye. ‘What shall I do, Gaz?’ asked a worried Merse. ‘Go back to sleep,’ came the succinct reply. Some years later, Freddie Ljungberg rang at one o’clock in the morning to ask if, at this time of night, he was OK to park on double yellow lines. These were the days before player liaison officers, those poor souls who run around catering for every need of players who might be feeling totally lost in a strange country. Gary did it all back then. I don’t know how he managed or indeed found the time. But he did, always with a smile.


So when he said I was going to be OK, it usually meant a fair bit. If he was confident, I should be as well. And he did remain confident, at least to my face, even after that worrying hospital trip. I certainly wasn’t though. I knew my own body and one part didn’t feel right. An ominous feeling had firmly set in.


Because of that, I asked Stewart Houston, our caretaker manager following George’s dismissal, if I could join the squad on the upcoming end-of-season trip to China and Hong Kong. Injured, I wasn’t originally on the list but that changed after Stewart heard my reasons. I explained this could very well be my last ever jaunt as a professional footballer. I badly wanted to go, just to be part of the group, enjoy the craic, even though I couldn’t play in any of the friendlies.


As planned, I lapped up every second of that tour. Having never been to China before, it was fascinating just watching the locals go about their daily lives. If the swarms of people on bikes were expected, I couldn’t believe the numbers having their hair cut on street corners, the hair covering whole pavements in parts of Beijing. In other parts, the ancient temples gave us a chance to take in some culture, which doesn’t come naturally to every footballer. But we trod the tourist trail that year with a fair bit of enthusiasm, taken aback by the aura of this strange, spiritual place, a land unlike any other I had visited before.


Hong Kong offered something different with its high-rise intensity. The nightlife, for a start, was always going to get tested following the final friendly of that memorable trip. Unfortunately, that night in Wan Chai got famously out of hand when Ray Parlour was arrested for a drunken altercation. I had been drinking with Ray and several others that night but, come about four in the morning, I’d just about had enough so headed back to the hotel as Ray and a couple of others moved to another bar.


On surfacing the next morning, we were all shocked to hear Ray was in prison for punching a taxi driver after throwing prawn crackers into his car. If the second bit sounded like our mischievous teammate, the first part really didn’t. You’d never call the Romford Pelé aggressive. Nothing like. Even so, he admitted the charges in court, sincerely apologised and stumped up the fines handed out by the judge and, later, the club. This harsh lesson, I reckon, proved a key turning point for someone who sorted himself out soon after that episode, going on to excel under Arsène Wenger.


For me, meanwhile, the chance to play for Wenger, or even Bruce Rioch, had gone up in smoke.


The Far East soon got swapped for the East End and a fateful date at the London Independent Hospital. Don’t ask me what I thought on emerging from that building. The world suddenly felt like a much different place.


Gary had gone in with me to offer support, as he always did in these situations. Standing there on the pavement outside the hospital, he looked as shell-shocked as me, knocked for six by the verdict. ‘I can’t believe it, Smudge. I’m so sorry.’ Forever conscientious, he took this kind of news personally, as if it marked a failure in his own work. It didn’t, of course. There was nothing he could do or could have done differently.


Just over four months – that was all it took to turn me from top-flight footballer into unfortunate has-been. Gary maintains to this day he has never known such a short span between injury and retirement. And over twenty years after the episode, he shows great powers of recall to explain the precise medical problem. ‘When you take cartilage out, the cushion has gone and it becomes bone on bone,’ he says. ‘Because of that, you always rehab slowly to let the bone harden. But your bones didn’t harden. That’s why we decided on a second op, the microfracture, when the drilled holes cause bleeding and that blood calcifies, turning into new bone.’


That’s the theory anyway. For me, it proved sadly different in practice. Making matters worse at the time, I will never forget the excruciating pain in my right knee upon waking up from that second op. It was my own fault as well. The nurse had asked beforehand if I wanted a painkiller, one that would work when I came round. Having handled this kind of operation before, she obviously knew about the discomfort involved. For some inexplicable reason, though, I turned down her kind offer, saying I’d take one after if needed. And boy did I need it. As the anaesthetic wore off, I started thrashing about on the bed in absolute agony, yelping with pain. It felt like someone had taken a hammer and chisel to my right knee, which wasn’t, I suppose, a million miles from the truth. Hearing my cries, the nurse appeared from nowhere, quickly flipped me over and dextrously shoved a pessary up my back passage – not the most dignified episode in my life but definitely one of the most welcome since the pain mercifully subsided within a matter of seconds.


Wincing at the memory, I come back to the present to hear Gary continue the sorry story. ‘The way your bones degenerated so quickly was very unusual,’ he says. ‘It made John King’s decision easy. Because your body reacted so badly to the microfracture, it was obvious it wouldn’t cope without meniscus in the knee.’


Here comes the classic question. Why me? Why do I have bone type that can’t function without cartilage? I only ask because two teammates, Lee Dixon and, as it happens, Ray Parlour, had cartilage removed when they were very young and had no problem playing on for about another fifteen years. I couldn’t manage fifteen days.


More recently, players like Ledley King and Jamie Redknapp, with very similar conditions, managed to soldier on for quite some time by limiting training in between games. Arsenal’s Danny Welbeck appears to have come through even better after undergoing the microfracture process.


Still, that’s just how it goes, isn’t it? Everyone is different.


So on that ruinous June day there was nothing more to be said. As Gaz headed off in one direction, bound for the training ground, I climbed in my car as one of the great unemployed, about to break the news to my best friend. Mind you, Penny didn’t need telling. My face had already revealed most of the story.


I explained the diagnosis, what John King had said. The tears came quickly as I buried my face in her arms. At thirty-two, it was all over. The life that so many dream of but only a few achieve had come to an end after thirteen years. Barring my first year at Leicester, we’d been through all of it together, all the peaks and troughs of a memorable journey. And now this, the indelible full stop to signal the end.


It was weird. Suddenly, you feel like a different person. Something has been taken away that you can’t remember ever being without. It definitely felt strange the day I went to say goodbye at the training ground. It was the first day of preseason. Everyone was there, including Bruce Rioch and Arsenal’s latest signing, a certain Dennis Bergkamp. I said hello to Dennis, wished him good luck, not knowing, of course, that he would go on to become one of the greatest players in Arsenal’s history.


As for me, after twenty minutes or so, I couldn’t wait to get away. The lads hadn’t known quite what to say, it was all a bit awkward, while I felt like an outsider, out of the loop. The thing is, the bond had been broken. It sounds a bit brutal but, whatever way you look at it, I was no longer one of them. Their hopes and ambitions now differed from mine. They were heading one way; I was pointing another. In any case, they had training to be getting on with. A long pre-season lay ahead in which everyone would be trying to impress the new manager.


There was nothing else for it. I wished them all the best before driving away, feeling pretty numb about the whole situation. Twenty or so mates I saw every day had just been lost. That’s what most ex-footballers will tell you they miss the most – rather than the actual football, it’s the dressing-room camaraderie, the sense of togetherness between like-minded souls. It’s that feeling of supreme fitness, elite athletes in their prime getting paid to play football. There’s just no replacing that, as I found out in the coming months.


The hardest day, perhaps, came within weeks when I sat down to watch my old mates on telly. The first day of the season saw Middlesbrough visit Highbury, a match screened live on Sky on the opening Sunday. If my situation hadn’t properly sunk in by then, it certainly did that afternoon as the teams ran out. There they all were – Bouldy, Dicko, Nige, Merse – looking lean and tanned, ready for another campaign as Arsenal teammates. For them, it was business as usual. Nothing much had changed. For me, nothing would ever be quite the same again.


On a positive note, I later found out that thirteen years in professional football is very good, seeing as the average career is much shorter, with younger players falling by the wayside or having career-ending injuries. I had been incredibly lucky to not only get where I wanted to go, to win every domestic trophy and a European one to boot, but to also hang around for quite so long.


Not that it felt that way as my situation sank in. Well, our situation to be more accurate, that of Penny and I, given that I was now out of work and in need of a job. With two girls under the age of six, the pressure was on. Yes, I had been sensible enough with money, investing in a pension that would now kick in. Though the Professional Footballers’ Association (PFA) scheme normally paid out after you were thirty-five, being forced to retire through injury allowed an earlier start. That said, the salary in question was never going to keep us going on anything like the same standard of living. I’m not looking for sympathy here, far from it. Much more serious things happen to plenty of people. But it was a challenging time, to say the least – coping with the emotional aspect of saying goodbye to football alongside the practical issues on the financial side.


On the first part, it’s easy to say I was devastated by the news, since everyone expects that kind of reaction. And I was devastated. It isn’t often I crumple into a heap. The news marked a key moment in my life that shocked the system. But a big part of the reason for all the upset was the huge uncertainty now rearing up. Having my football career snatched away was obviously a blow, but I had long since stopped enjoying the daily routine in the way that I did as a younger man.


The state of my right ankle was partly to blame. Having twisted it so often and suffered countless kicks on the bone from persistent defenders, the joint was so inflamed that training had become a painful ordeal. To try and combat this, I was downing anti-inflammatory tablets on a regular basis to try and soothe the arthritic joint. Nobody wants to become over-reliant on these anti-inflamms. Taking too many can damage the lining of your stomach. But plenty of teammates did the same to mask stubborn niggles that could only be cured by prolonged rest. But who wants to go down that particular road? Drop out for two or three weeks and your replacement might impress enough to keep his place when you return. It’s a longstanding predicament still around today. Players pop pills to get them through.


In my case, matchdays were different. With the adrenalin pumping, I didn’t feel it so much. Only at the end, back in the dressing room, did the thing start to throb.


But on those London Colney mornings, especially the cold ones, I would be only too conscious of the way my ankle held me back. Jumping to head the ball, for instance, would mean shuffling my feet to make sure I took off from my left rather than the right. If I tried to launch off the weak one, I wouldn’t get far at all. This adjustment wasn’t just awkward, it was bloody frustrating. It took all the fun out of training, something I used to love so much.


To make matters worse, my general confidence had been low for quite some time. When the goals slowed down to a trickle around 1992, it deeply affected my life in a way only those close to me knew. The collapse in confidence had long since spread from matches into training, turning every day into something of a trial. To have that suddenly brought to an end can’t help but feel good. You can only welcome the blessed relief. No more gritting of teeth to get through the discomfort. No more embarrassing moments in front of goal, stumbling over chances I would have previously snapped up.


Who knows? Things might have been different had I left Arsenal and started scoring again for another club. My enthusiasm for the game might have been rekindled. Not long after receiving the bad news, I got a call from a journalist friend of Harry Redknapp who wanted to know if I fancied joining West Ham. I had to tell the caller that the deed was already done, that my days of kicking a ball for anyone, never mind the Gunners, had come to an end. And as sad as that sounds, I felt that we’d reached a natural turning point. Time to move on and do something else.


But what would that ‘something else’ be? Football had been my life.




FIRST KICK


Poor Mom. I nearly killed her. Weighing in at a whopping 10 lb 10 oz, I must have caused quite a scene on 21 November 1962. Home births for the second child were common back then, so, with three-year-old David already running about, it was decided that our house in Arundel Road, Birmingham, would host the event. That said, I can’t imagine the midwife would have recommended this method if she had known the size of the package.


Dad had been told some time before that home births required two things: loads of newspaper and untold amounts of hot water. So when it came to the big day he leapt into action, filling the kettle to the brim, putting several pans of water on the stove and preparing great piles of newspaper he’d been saving for months. Once Mom had somehow squeezed me out, Dad rushed to the midwife’s side, eager to assist with all the necessary.


‘What do you need?’ he breathlessly asked, expecting only one answer.


‘Could I have one sheet of newspaper to wrap the afterbirth, please? Oh, and would you put the kettle on for a nice cup of tea?’ That was it. He had been wildly misinformed. It’s a story Dad would tell for years to come.


On a more serious note, giving birth to me did knock Mom sideways. It took her a long time to recover from the traumatic ordeal. This was it for her. Like it or not, the family was complete.


With a rabbit in the garden and a cat in the house, those early years happily passed by, even though money was in short supply. With two children to feed and a mortgage to pay, Dad’s modest wage from Lucas, the car and aerospace parts company, didn’t stretch far. Mom used to recall the times, so tight was the family budget, that she and Dad shared a sausage after giving me and Dave one each.


I was brought up in Hollywood, a nice residential area sitting right on the edge of Birmingham’s southern boundary, a divide between the suburbs and open countryside. During the summer holidays, if we weren’t playing football, my friends and I would spend all day in nearby fields, walking for miles, messing about in streams, sometimes catching tadpoles with those little green nets attached to bamboo cane before taking them home in jam jars. I know that all sounds a bit twee, a bit Famous Five, but that’s how it was for us in the mid-1970s.


As if to strengthen that image, building dens in the woods was also a favourite. One of the more solid efforts was formed of branches and ferns constructed in undergrowth on the edge of a golf course. Our hideaway just happened to be positioned right on the corner of a dogleg hole where, promisingly, the golfers couldn’t see the fairway from their tee down the bottom of a hill. This was too good to resist. We’d wait under cover for a ball to roll up before sprinting out of the bushes to help ourselves. When the golfers appeared over the brow, there would be confused looks all round as they tried to figure out where their drives had ended up. The den quickly accrued a nice stash of golf balls, which we buried under leaves in a large tin. Yet on returning one day we were shocked to find the tin lying open and all the balls gone. This was a mystery. No one else knew about our little stockpile. Even if someone had accidentally come across our den, they’d struggle to find the well-hidden tin. Suspicious glances passed between our group. An inside job? We never found out.


By this time, Dad had gained promotion to earn more money, enabling us to move to a bigger house. The chosen one in Heath Rise, only half a mile up the road, was newly built and detached, a step up from the semi in Arundel Road. Unfortunately, it was a disaster from the start. Mom hated the place. It really affected her, to the extent her nerves became badly frayed. It didn’t help that her dad’s health was deteriorating before our eyes.


Mom was brought up in Snitterfield, a picturesque village just outside Stratford-upon-Avon, in a chocolate-box cottage complete with thatched roof. By the sound of it, young Elsie enjoyed a blissful upbringing, only disturbed by the Second World War. Though the German bombers didn’t target Stratford specifically, Mom recalled the times they flew overhead on the way to Coventry and its many factories. On hearing the Luftwaffe approach, Elsie would run and cower under a sturdy oak table, just in case a stray bomb should head their way. Joining her under there was Audrey, a young evacuee from London, who, like thousands of others from the big cities, had been sent packing by her own family to take refuge in the countryside. As an only child, this was an odd experience for Mom, to have this young girl move into her house. Mind you, imagine what it felt like for Audrey, wrenched from her family to live with complete strangers.


Following her mother’s death, Mom’s father came to live with us to see out his final years. A veteran of the trenches in the First World War, Granddad Bert was a diamond, a very kind man loved as much by Dad as by his own daughter. Unfortunately, Bert had developed an awful, chesty cough, caused, he said, by the Germans’ deadly use of mustard gas. I can see him now, sat in his armchair, coughing away, trying not to make a fuss.


Granddad didn’t last long in Heath Rise and neither did we. After his passing, Mom couldn’t wait to get out so we packed our belongings and moved to a lovely place in Highters Heath Lane, which was bang in between our first house and the unhappy second. Sat on a generous plot, it stretched Dad’s wage packet to the limit but he went through with it anyway for the sake of his wife. Whatever the cost, he had to get Mom into a new place. Thankfully, they got it right this time: that house remained a happy home for the next forty years.


A few years ago following Mom and Dad’s deaths in quick succession, Penny and I were busy clearing out the family home when we came across an assortment of treasures stashed in a tin box at the back of a wardrobe. We found all sorts of mementoes from the Great War – Granddad’s medals, his leather dog tag and a thick pile of postcards sent from the front. Addressed to his own parents in Birmingham, they are a poignant reminder of a soldier’s forced optimism during those terrible times.




25 November 1916


Dear Dad,


Just a card to let you know I am in the ‘Pink’ and got a letter from Mother today. We had snow a few days ago. I am still on the same sort of job, not got the sack yet (some hopes).


With love to both,


Bert


5 December 1916


Dear Mother,


Just a card to let you know I am still in the ‘Pink’. You have had some rough weather lately. How is my old shed looking? We are having nice weather now. I might get leave next month all being well. Hope this will find you and Dad quite well.


With love,


Bert





It wasn’t so much what he did say in those cheery notes, more what he left out, the horrific details. A censor’s stamp on the cards confirmed that, even if he’d wanted to, he couldn’t reveal much.


I liked school. Always did from a very young age. Hollywood Primary was just up the road, only a minute’s walk from Highters Heath Lane. With the lollipop lady yards from our door, shepherding children across a fairly quiet road, Mom would let me walk up to school on my own from the age of seven or eight.


For someone already obsessed with football, it was great that Hollywood had a decent pitch to host regular matches against local schools. It was a chance to measure myself against other kids, to see if I stood out, as my PE teacher suspected. On this theme, it all went off one day when a visiting dad took umbrage when the big lad up front in Hollywood colours started banging in goals all over the place. I’d got up to about seven in a sound thrashing when this irate bloke began shouting the odds. ‘Get him off! It’s not fair. He’s too old!’ I wasn’t, by the way. Just looked it, standing head and shoulders above everyone else. But the chap wouldn’t have it, despite our teacher’s assurances. Eventually, my dad had to step in to put the man straight.


David also liked football when he was young. While I had a Birmingham City kit, his was West Bromwich Albion. But everything changed when a teacher started shouting at him during a match for something he was apparently doing wrong. Dave came home that day extremely upset. ‘That’s it! I’m never playing football again!’ And he didn’t. True to his word, my older brother headed in a completely different direction.


In the years that followed, model airplanes became one keen hobby. Naturally good with his hands and interested in anything to do with electrics, Dave once built a small plane from scratch. Complete with little motor, it was designed to buzz around attached to two long, steel wires for control. Once fully finished, he and his mate Peter couldn’t wait to try it out over the same fields where we made that den. However, the one thing they hadn’t noticed in this particular field was the presence of 11,000-volt power lines strung up above.


With the plane whirling round at quite some pace, Dave only noticed the power lines at the very last second. Realising it wouldn’t be a good idea to have hold of the wires when the plane hit the lines, he managed to let go in the nick of time. If he hadn’t, a few thousand volts could have done a lot of damage. There followed a huge flash and bang as the power lines collapsed, leaving Dave and Pete quivering on the ground amid a cloud of smoke. Coming to their senses, they sensibly decided to leg it, leave the scene of the crime before anyone came. All Dave remembers as he sprinted away was someone shouting from a nearby house, ‘What the bloody hell’s going on? All our power’s gone off!’


Outside school hours, my friends and I, about ten in all, would spend a great deal of time down Daisy Farm Park. We’re talking dawn till dusk, sometimes beyond. Mom would only start to worry if I hadn’t come home for tea.


To get to the park, instead of turning right for school out of our front door, I’d turn left and walk the five hundred yards that took you past a newsagent’s owned by Mr Cotterill, best known for wearing a boot with a huge platform to compensate for one leg being much shorter than the other. The effects of polio, back then, could be seen in many.


Mr Cotterill knew us all well, so often did we visit. I would regularly pop in to buy cigarettes for Dad. Ten Player’s No. 6 tipped, that was his favourite at a time when most shops were happy selling fags to kids. And if I wasn’t running errands, I’d be getting something for myself, wondering which sweets to buy from the big jars lined up on the shelves. A quarter of pear drops or pineapple rock? Cola cubes or liquorice allsorts? A tough choice that required plenty of umming and ahing. Alternatively, it could be some crisps, the ones made by Smith’s containing the little blue bag of salt to tip in yourself.


That shop was an important stopping point on the way to Daisy Farm, a huge expanse of grass housing four or five full-size football pitches and a decent cricket square in the summer months.


When the sun was shining, especially around the time of Wimbledon, we’d take our tennis rackets to have a knock on one of the hard courts. To do that, you had to go and see the park-keeper in his little wooden hut and hand over a few pence to hire some time. Those parkies, it seems, don’t exist any more but, back then, they held all the power in parks up and down the land. Because of that, you were always a bit scared of this figure of authority who seemed to delight in dishing out reprimands. That said, we’d gladly take any chance to wind him up, running off when he emerged from that little hut.


Next to the tennis courts, a playground area featuring slides, swings and roundabouts also kept us going. How far could you jump off one of the swings? We’d chalk a line on the concrete to measure each attempt. How fast could we spin the spider roundabout? I once got so dizzy I fell through the middle and badly cut my head.


It was mainly football, though. Yes, jumpers for goalposts, all the usual stuff, unless we played ‘Wembley’ in one of the big, netted goals. The games could get quite big, too, as kids of all ages gravitated over. Back then, everyone wanted to be George Best, Manchester United’s wizard of a winger. You only had to beat one player and the commentary started. ‘And here he is, Georgie Best, taking on the whole team. Beats one, beats two . . .!’ I was no different. Those games in the park always came with a soundtrack. Thinking about it, Daisy Farm heard my first crack at commentary.


In terms of heroes, though Best was worshipped by all, I had some Manchester City posters pinned to my bedroom wall. Mike Summerbee, Tony Book, Franny Lee – big stars at the time who’d won the league with City in 1968. My favourite player, though, was Colin Bell, a magnificent midfielder who took pride of place. A few years later, I would be taken for a tour behind the scenes at Maine Road, City’s old ground. Walking into the physio’s room, we must have caught them by surprise because there was Colin Bell, the great man himself, lying on the treatment table without a stitch on, completely starkers. It wasn’t how I imagined meeting my hero.


Quite often, once a game in the park had got going, we’d be approached by a man loitering nearby. I know, that sounds dodgy right away. A grown man hanging around kids? Must be a pervert. Yet in those more innocent times we didn’t really think that way. In any case, we knew why he was there. He wanted to join in. As for his age, well, when you’re young, it’s difficult to tell how old adults are. To us he seemed ancient with his slicked back hair. In reality, he was probably only about forty-five. And he always wore the same clothes – black baggy trousers held up with braces and a white granddad-collar shirt with one sleeve rolled up and the other flapping freely. He only had one arm you see, which should be a handicap when it comes to running around. But this man – we never found out his name – turned out to be beautifully balanced, especially with the ball at his feet. Very quick and nimble, he skated around the pitch like a spinning top, a real asset for whichever team had him on their side. He never said much during those games, just enjoyed taking part as if the company came as a welcome change. Where was he from? Did he have a wife and family or live alone? We never asked. After half an hour or so, having obviously got his fix, he’d wave his thanks and wander off, return to a life that remained a mystery.


As a well-behaved child, brushes with authority rarely came my way – a trait that fans of Leicester and Arsenal would later come to recognise. But a rare instance of rebellion occurred in the latter stages of primary school, much to the disgust of my angry Mom. David Geary was one of those friends your parents try to discourage as the type likely to lead you astray. No stranger to scrapes, David was known as a bit of a tearaway, always on the lookout for the next escapade. On this occasion, he thought it a good idea to bunk off school and somehow persuaded me to tag along. This was so out of character. Playing truant had never before even entered my head. But when David argued the case for a sneaky day off, I reluctantly agreed, anxious not to appear like a complete wuss. We might have got away with it, too, had we not stupidly decided to mess about in some builder’s sand piled up on the path virtually opposite my house.


Not surprisingly, it wasn’t long before Mom spotted us and marched across to drag me home, demanding to know what on earth I was playing at. Within seconds, she had put on some lipstick and thrown on her beige mac to haul me up to the headmaster’s office. Shamefaced, I stood in front of the head as he delivered his rebuke, my cheeks turning crimson as the riot act was read. Usually, my mom was the gentlest soul you could possibly meet, never one to cause a fuss or lose her temper. But she went for it that day, outraged her boy had brazenly skipped school. Those hardline tactics shocked me. I’d never seen her like this before. Mind you, I’d never done anything quite so reckless. Mom’s furious reaction ensured I would never again try this silly trick.


After passing the eleven-plus, I had a choice to make: King’s Norton Grammar where they played football or King’s Heath Tech where rugby ruled the roost. Knowing that, there was only one choice. I could never go to a school favouring the oval ball.


As a bonus, the grounds of King’s Norton stood only a mile from Bournville, the Quaker village built by the Cadbury family in the 1800s for their employees. If the school’s huge playing fields, a sizeable step up from Hollywood, were an instant attraction, the whiff of chocolate on the wind made them even better. It reminded me of the days when my friend’s dad, a Cadbury worker, used to bring home the off-cuts in a brown paper bag. Living next door, I didn’t go short.


Seven years at King’s Norton passed happily by, with the accent on study and sport at this all-boys’ school. Once in the sixth form, though, we’d have a bit more to do with the adjoining girls’ school, only separated from our playing fields by a low hedge. House parties were the main way of meeting up, when the lads would turn up armed with kegs of Watney’s Red Barrel or bottles of Strongbow cider. At the outset, I stood in the kitchen at these parties feeling a bit awkward, having had little to do with girls for a few years. Naturally shy anyway, I took time to settle before gradually making friends in this new environment.


As you’d expect, these get-togethers featured all the classic scenes – couples entwined in corners, clumsy dancing in the living room, drunken teenagers spewing up in the back garden. More often than not, though, we behaved fairly well as pupils from schools with good reputations.


Never top of the class, I wasn’t stupid either. In football parlance you could say I was better than mid-table, usually good enough to qualify for Europe, thanks in part to a conscientious approach. Encouraged by Mom and Dad and driven by my own standards, I also put a lot of effort into homework and revising for exams.


Some of the worst memories involved cramming for A levels. To help, Dad had fixed up a desk in my bedroom, a piece of laminated chipboard screwed to the wall. For hours on end I would be sat there, often staring blankly ahead at the woodchip wallpaper to try and get my head around a certain subject.


To be honest, it was absolute agony, made worse by a method no one should try. For history, I decided to memorise whole essays word for word in the vain hope that, on exam day, the exact topic would come up. It was ridiculous. I spent weeks on end committing to memory endless paragraphs about the Reformation and Dissolution of the Monasteries when it would have been much more sensible to learn the salient points, all the facts and dates, then use them on the big day according to the slant of question. Instead, Mr Clueless over here simply regurgitated long, memorised passages, ignoring the examiner’s specific request. No surprise I got a D in a subject that, heart-breakingly, took up more revision time than anything else.


French came more easily, the written part anyway. Languages seemed to suit my strengths – arts more than sciences – hence my wish to also study German at A level. There was one problem though – nobody else chose this subject so the school wasn’t sure if I could go ahead. In the end, they relented, let me do German on my own, and I got one-to-one tutoring from Mr Flynn. With these choices, however, came a necessary evil.
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