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The Best Goal I Ever Scored


In my head, there was music playing. It had been there ever since I started playing football, whenever the pressure was on and, at first, I thought it was odd. I tried to make it stop but the music would come back. A song I had been listening to recently, sometimes just a tune that had snagged in my mind. I used to think that it meant that I was not concentrating, and then I came to realise that the music meant I was concentrating. As I got older as a professional footballer, I came to make my peace with it. The sports psychologists I consulted over the years were generally unconcerned. They told me not to worry about it.


The sun was shining on 29 April 2006, at Stamford Bridge. In my mind, a tune was playing which would have told me all was well with the world, although on that day I would not have needed a great deal of reassurance. This already felt like one of the best afternoons of my life. Now from a vantage point almost twenty years on it seems even more so. Tracking the map of success, trophies, injuries, finals won and lost, opportunities grasped and those missed, perhaps it was a high point. Either way, you have to start somewhere.


I was twenty-four. I played for Chelsea and England. Some had decided I was not the footballer they had expected to emerge from the puppyish promise of the child prodigy they had first identified. Yet here I was, a first choice for my club, and also for my country, despite Sven-Göran Eriksson’s original reluctance. Chelsea had begun to feel like the centre of football’s world in mid-2006. We had been Premier League champions once already. Now we were about to be crowned Premier League champions again. And exquisitely, here to suffer it all first-hand for the second time in twelve months were Manchester United, the very team who had seemed immovable at the top of English football for so long. The challenge that day was very simple. Beat United and win the league.


A warm spring day and on the pitch I squinted into the sun. I have terrible eyes. I wore contact lenses my entire career, and title celebrations were always a problem because of the volume of champagne being sprayed about. My sensitive eyes would sting like mad if I got champagne in them. The solution should have just been to open my mouth and make sure it went in there instead, although here comes another confession. I hate the taste of champagne. Even the really good stuff. For many years, if I was at a restaurant with my wife Carly it would not be uncommon for a Chelsea fan to send over a glass of champagne. I would make a play of raising it appreciatively in their direction before discreetly handing it over to Carly.


That day in April 2006, during the on-pitch warm-up, I was already thinking about the post-match celebrations. The whole Cole clan was there. Carly, my wife, and my parents Sue and George Cole – my greatest supporters who had followed me all over the world. Also, my brother Nicky and sister Charly and a large collection of friends, cousins, aunts, uncles plus all their assorted wives, girlfriends, husbands, boyfriends, casual acquaintances, lovers. I had invited them all. I had spent thousands of pounds on extra tickets because these are the days you want people to remember. And anyway, you can’t take it with you.


But first: concentrate, Joe. The music playing in my mind took over again and I looked around at the stadium, as the pitch was cleared of all the usual pre-match ephemera. Corporate guests ushered off. Cameraman with the mobile camera retreating to the sidelines. Kitman with a great bundle of tracksuit tops. This place had changed. I grew up in Camden Town, north London, and first came to Stamford Bridge as a nine-year-old. I was brought with my friend Ben Burton by his father Rick and now, as a player before games, I would look over to the West Stand where we would sit all those years ago as fans. Only the Chelsea fans of that era will truly be able to recall the discomfort of those uniquely rudimentary concrete seats known as ‘the benches’.


I know I should tell you about my great childhood wonder at seeing the green of the pitch for the first time, or being captivated by the noise and the fury of English football. And, trust me, I loved all that. But what I most remember was the fantastic sandwiches that Rick used to bring for us, wrapped up in cellophane for our half-time snack. Yes, I remember the football too, and the smell that hung in the air, that was still there in 2006. The smell of the cigarettes, back in the days when you could still smoke anywhere you liked, and the great gritty fug of London in the April sunshine.


But, anyway, back to the game – that game against United. One game for the Premier League. My third major trophy in the space of two years. Focus the mind, Joe.


I was up against Gary Neville, and – what can I say? – I wanted to win that battle. I played off the left, although I am right-footed, which was where our manager José Mourinho wanted me more often than not. These days it would scarcely raise an eyebrow to ask a creative wide player to cut inside on his stronger foot, although sadly in 2006, English football was still taking its first baby steps into a new era of greater tactical sophistication. When it came to the England team that seemed a problem – obsessed as the nation was at the time with finding a left-footer for the left side. I had spent five years trying to convince three different England managers that I was the man for the job, but by now, with a World Cup in the summer, I seemed finally to have won the argument.


First half. In short, Gary had a decent game. I even felt like he had marginally got the better of me but back in the dressing room I knew we were not going to lose this game. We were already one goal up because William Gallas – Willy – had made a near-post run at a corner and nodded one in for what seemed like about the hundredth time in his career. I would watch him do this again and again in disbelief. He made the same run almost every corner, and there were still some teams who watched him do so dumbstruck, as if he were doing it for the first time. Sometimes I think we give footballers too little credit. And then I watch players fail to stop an opponent who does the same old move week after week and it makes me think – maybe there is something wrong with us.


In the dressing room at half-time, José did not need to say much. Over the last twenty-two months he had at times used the whip with us, and at others the gentle pat on the snout. But everyone knew it. United were not going to score two against us, even with Cristiano Ronaldo and Wayne Rooney on the pitch. Wayne had already smashed my teammate John Terry in a tackle. Wayne was angry and later that afternoon he would break the metatarsal bone that messed up his World Cup – and mine – that summer. The course of English football would turn again in that moment. Much later, after his playing career was over, Wayne would admit that his fury at another Chelsea league title prompted him to wear his long studs that day to try to injure someone. Unfortunately for all of us in the England team, it was himself he injured when those studs reduced his mobility. That’s football. A strange game of strategy and high emotion, with all those unintended consequences.


In the next couple of years, serious injuries would take their toll on me too. My life and my career would change for ever, but on this day when I walked out for that second half I was doing what all footballers tend to do. I was not looking much further than the next few minutes. The next touch of the ball, the next dip of the shoulder, or sight of goal. Did I know that something special was coming? I knew that I felt great. I was going to be Chelsea’s player of the year, or at least I thought that was the case. I was in a period of form that would last four blissful years. It all felt thrilling, the music playing in my head, my family and my friends in the stand, and somewhere in the stadium that big trophy with the blue and white ribbons already attached.


I had a chance early in the second half. A change of direction, and I bent one at the top corner. Edwin van der Sar, great goalkeeper that he was, flung himself at it and got something on the ball. The size of these top goalkeepers is something else. To beat them with a shot it has to be something hit hard, or hit sharp, or hit early, or with fade, or with curl, or straight as anything. Just something with a bit of magic.


And then, my moment came.


I have watched the goal a thousand times. The first part I feel is testament to my life as a child footballer, raw and uncoached. I played every minute I had spare – which was a lot – all over Camden Town, Kentish Town, Somers Town, in that pocket of north London council estates and concrete pitches caged in with high fences. I played against older boys and bigger boys. I played against skilful boys and dangerous boys. And every moment I was refining the art of what would become my trade. Taking the ball in difficult situations and wriggling out of those difficult situations with nothing but my touch, my instinct and my still fairly undeveloped physicality to help me. I know all footballers say this, but it becomes a kind of muscle memory. That instinct of when to stop, when to turn, when to use one defender’s bulk against his teammate. And that is what happened here at Stamford Bridge, although it played out so quickly that I barely even knew I had done it.


I took a position off our striker Didier Drogba for the knock-down and behind me my old West Ham teammate Rio Ferdinand was not tight enough. The same had happened with Rio the season before and I had almost got away from him. At this point Rio was one of the best defenders in the world and he knew me well, and because he knew me well, he knew I was unpredictable. But he did manage to move me away from goal towards a man who would become another Premier League great, Nemanja Vidić. Vidić had just jumped for the ball with Didier. I could sense what was happening in that moment. Ferdinand and Vidić were tired and fed up and they just wanted the other to deal with me. Another United defender, Mikaël Silvestre, was in the vicinity. Three excellent international defenders. But for a moment they hesitated, unsure who took precedence. We had all converged at this moment at the end of a long, tiring season. The difference was I was minutes from winning the league and had a feeling I was going to seize the moment.


Although I cannot remember any of this, the footage reminds me that I backed into Vidić and turned to face Rio and the goal. I used Vidić as leverage to push off. It happened so fast – a series of touches, movements, pivots, that were being dictated from some primal part of my footballing brain. As I turned to face goal, the most critical touch of the ball was coming up next. It was perfect. It took me slightly to the right past Silvestre, and past Ferdinand. At that moment, as if from some kind of revelry of drag-backs and feints, it felt like I came around into full consciousness. And from this point I remember it all clearly. There were three Manchester United defenders behind me, and just Van der Sar coming off his goal-line. Now I was making decisions consciously as one might decide what to have for breakfast or where to park the car. The old wisdom has it that time stands still in these moments before goalscoring. But that’s not quite right. You do feel time passing, although you know you have time – and even a little can feel like a lot.


Two options. I’m in the right channel so I can sweep it across him, past his right hand into the left corner. Or I go near post. No space to take it around him. As previously established, Van der Sar was a big bloke. No matter, when I connected I knew it was in. The speed of it, the sharp upward trajectory. All of it felt right. It was unsavable.


Football is about moments – easy to say, but it’s true. Chelsea fans remember this moment and when they stop me in the street it is this goal that they mention, my dribble through one of the best defences English football has ever known. It helps that it was also the second in a 3–0 win over Manchester United to win our second Premier League title in two years, on a sunny day at Stamford Bridge. England fans are likely to say the goal I would score fifty-three days later in Cologne against Sweden at the World Cup finals. I played seven hundred-odd games over almost two decades, but it comes down to the moments. I am sure for Rooney, or Ronaldo or Lionel Messi, there are many more moments that their admirers bring up, but in the end that is what a career can come down to. The bits people really remember.


When you have scored the best goal of your life, it is not necessarily something you know straight away. The first part of it had happened in what I suppose was a bit of a trance. Not even the music in my head playing, just an intensity of concentration that possesses you for a few seconds. A blank section of the tape. Then by the corner flag celebrating I got a bit of the vibe. Willy was shouting in his cool French accent, ‘What an effing goooool, Coley!’ As for Didier, in moments when he was really impressed by something I had done, Didier would call me ‘Zizou’. And he was calling me Zizou in that moment.


A few minutes later we were back in our positions for kick-off and the tune was playing in my head again. I felt calm. I felt great. I would set up the last goal for our Portuguese centre-back Ricardo Carvalho. When I gave him the ball, I remember wondering what Ricky was doing so far up the pitch. My mind drifted back to West Ham, the place where much of my footballing education took place under our youth team coach, the late great Peter Brabrook. He would angrily chastise young centre-halves for any wild run forward in search of glory. He used to call them Buffalo Bill runs. As young players we giggled at his indignation. We were impressed by his passion. We adopted that description for any defender caught marauding out of territory. Here was Ricky, the title secured, granting himself one valedictory Buffalo Bill run.


West Ham was where I was educated. I did not come from a family where football was a passion. I did not play an organised game with refs and shinpads and corner flags until I was about eleven. My dad George never played the game and did not really understand it – he just knew that I loved it. West Ham gave me the kind of grounding that you perhaps could not give a child now. Not only did they train me in how to play the game, they let me hang around the first team dressing room whenever I wanted. In there, I heard all the f-words and the c-words uttered in defeat. I saw the joy and the brotherhood in victory. As I swept up the mud brought in on the studs from the heavy pitches of a previous era, I would listen to men like Steve Lomas and Neil Ruddock talk about the players they had faced. About how they had come off better or come off worse, and I learnt a lot. I studied how Harry Redknapp would communicate with his players. Not always what he said, but how he said it, and I would take note of how inspired it made me feel. I was just there to pick up the muddy shorts and jockstraps. So, God knows what it was doing to those who were actually playing.


Then within a few years, I would be mopping the senior changing room at the training ground at Chadwell Heath one day and Harry’s assistant Frank Lampard senior would ask me if I owned a suit. When I said yes, he told me to put it on that Saturday and come to Upton Park at 1.30 p.m. because I was in the first team squad. The memory of my professional debut always stirs something in me. Joy, excitement, and maybe a bit of confusion. Even at seventeen years old I wondered if reporting at 1.30 p.m. was a bit late for a 3 p.m. kick-off. But that was part of the joy of playing for West Ham. They liked to keep it casual.


When you know you are going to win a league title some of the old rules go out of the window. My afternoon against Manchester United ended when I was substituted with ten minutes to go. I came over to the touchlines, in the stadium where I had watched football as a child, and all stood to applaud me. I suppose there are few days quite as good in a career. On the benches behind Mourinho, the staff and players were starting to discreetly pass around beers and quietly ease the corks out of champagne bottles. The thirty-sixth game of another epic season was almost at its end and we just couldn’t wait to start the celebrations. The television cameras never picked it up – and if those on the United benches saw it, then they never let on. The Premier League title was back in our hands. United had been beaten again. These are the moments when you feel like raising a glass and toasting your very good fortune.


Not all days were like that. But football gave me a life so far removed from the one in which I was born the son of a single mother living in a council flat in north London in November 1981, that now, in my forties, I felt that I needed to sort it all out in my head and write it down. How did it happen? Why did it happen? As a husband to Carly, who I’ve shared more than twenty years of my life with, and father of three lovely children, I feel a sense of overwhelming gratitude. Not only for my wife and children but for the parents I had and the life I have lived. The comfort that a life in professional football in the twenty-first century can bestow upon you feels a long way from where it started for me. And then soon after that as a child who was promoted in a weird way – by some elements of the media and also unwittingly by various football people – as a kind of prodigy.


There was something else on my mind too, constantly from my childhood to my early twenties. I also want to tell you about how football – English football – felt different for me. For much of my life it felt like I was in the wrong place, trying to play a different tune. It was there as a schoolboy shoehorned into a coaching system that still favoured big lads winning second balls. It was there at the old Football Association school of excellence at Lilleshall, a wonderful Hogwarts for teenage footballers in Shropshire, which gave me two very happy years. Yet even there they tried to bend me into a certain shape of player and I resisted. It was there at West Ham when we were either fighting for Premier League survival or fighting to get into the top six (you name it, we did it). I felt that way, especially with the England teams of Sven and then later Fabio Capello. I knew something was wrong with the way the team was playing and that we could have been doing it better. I was watching teams like the Barcelona of the late 1990s play a kind of football that seemed to me closer to the truth of how the game should be.


On top of that I was aware that people had a perception of me that was plain wrong. There was a mistrust of what I was and what I represented. It was the usual vague notions. Gives the ball away too easily. Defensively suspect. None of that was right. I worked very hard at my defensive game and under José, let me tell you, that part was non-negotiable. Had I not done it he would not have picked me and, contrary to popular opinion, after some early turbulence he did pick me. By the end, I was so important to José that I would always be in the team when I was fit, and sometimes even when I wasn’t. There was also a misunderstanding of what it took to play a kind of game that people enjoyed watching. That you had to take risks at times and be prepared to lose the ball in order to have a chance of creating the moments when you were successful. By the time I had the courage to be able to summon the right words to make my case, it was too late.


That is where the title comes from: luxury player.


I have no wish to be ungrateful. I just think it needs saying: the Premier League I watch now as a pundit is light years ahead of the one I played in during the late 1990s and 2000s. The transformation means that the game feels a friendlier place for players like me. It settled an old argument I was having in my head when I was a young player – the one that said, it didn’t have to be the way it was for years. It doesn’t always have to be 4-4-2 and a distrust of the creative player – often me, but others too – who wants to take the ball in difficult situations. We have a much better understanding now of how risk interacts with reward. We don’t just vilify the attacking player who makes a mistake trying to do something difficult. Although when it comes to mistakes, I made many fewer than you might think. Be prepared for me to quote my pass completion statistics at you.


As a kid I found it easy to play football and hard to concentrate on schoolwork. At Lilleshall, I saved the money I was given for my train tickets home to London and I used it to pay someone to do my homework. But when someone puts a ball in front of me I know exactly what to do. Football was my way of understanding the world and I got to know it intimately from an early age. I can tell a lot about your personality from the way you pass that ball to me – how confident you might be feeling. How strong you are. Even whether it’s an act of generosity, or you just want it back immediately when you’ve got yourself in a better position to shoot. But football is strange. Out there on the pitch the other factors of life don’t stop and my mind was always restless. I found little details burrowing into my consciousness when I was playing. I tried to push them to the edges of my thoughts and tell myself to focus on the game but then maybe, like the music in my head, these were the moments that told me I was focusing.


The first time I scored for West Ham, in a League Cup tie away at Birmingham City in November 1999, for a while I could not shift from my mind the droplets of rain that fell from the net as the ball hit it. Or later the way Roy Keane’s breathing changed when he was really angry. Or in those early days at Upton Park, the sound of thousands of seats snapping shut as people stood up when I slipped past an opponent and ran at goal. I believe strongly that stadiums sounded different before we all had phones distracting us. The fans were in the moment. There was an immediacy of reaction that feels just so slightly delayed now, or an intensity that has had the edges knocked off.


In the early days at West Ham when I scored I would run into the crowd and I would be engulfed in all these embraces and bodies piling on around me – the supporters in the first few rows, and then my teammates too. I found the experience mesmerising. Then, as the game started again and I tried to focus on my job and the music would be playing in my head, I would find myself wondering – what are all those people doing now? Did they spill their drinks? Did they lose a bag in the chaos? Were they talking about that moment that had felt so intense? And then I would chastise myself for letting my mind wander and force myself to think about the game. The sound I really loved was when I did a piece of skill that I knew only a few players could do. I would say the reaction is universal, whatever the stadium and wherever that stadium is. The sound hangs in the air deliciously for just a fraction of a second. Somewhere between a gasp of surprise and a purr of approval. I lived for that moment of validation. I suppose I also knew that there were many players who went their whole careers and never heard that sound for them.


I won three Premier League titles, I played in a Champions League final, I played at three World Cups. Don’t forget West Ham’s legendary Intertoto Cup triumph of 1999. I was there for most of the great moments of the 2000s at Chelsea, and for a few of them, like that day in April 2006, it was me at the centre of it. I won a lot. Maybe I didn’t win enough for some people. But it was a wonderful time. A beautiful life and, yes, the money was great, although in the end it was about the football. The only thing I knew how to do. I can tell you how I got there, which was not as straightforward as some people assume, and about all the characters along the way. About what it is like out there on the grass. With the ball at your toes and Rio or Carles Puyol on your shoulder and all those faces in the crowd turned towards you in expectation. I want to tell you about all of it. We will have to go back to the Camden Town of the 1990s, cradle of Britpop, home to its stars and, from my childhood perspective, still full of rough pubs populated by dangerous characters. We will stop off at my dad George’s market stalls in Kentish Town and Burnt Oak. To Harry’s West Ham where Paolo Di Canio might want to fight you at half-time or kiss you on both cheeks. We will have to visit the various dysfunctional England camps of Kevin Keegan, Sven, Steve McClaren and Fabio – aka Fabs, Postman Pat, The Man Who Banned Butter. And of course, the Chelsea of the mysterious Roman Abramovich and his revolution in English football.


I can’t promise to make sense of it all. The older I get the more it all seems like a bit of a miracle that it came together. But here it is: the life and times of a luxury player.
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If Verón Gets Number 10, Joe Won’t Sign


No one tells you that on the day you make the biggest transfer of your career you should buy a nice suit for the occasion. Or get your hair cut. Football is like that – people just assume you know and if you don’t, well, that’s your bad luck. The day I signed for Chelsea I showed up with my dad George at Stamford Bridge. I was in a pair of tracksuit bottoms, a T-shirt and some trainers. George was in what he always wore: one of his colourful Ralph Lauren shirts – a real one, not one from Camden Market – a pair of jeans and some loafers. Dad always wore good shoes. I’ll give him that.


We were walking across the car park when we caught sight of the other big Chelsea signing that day, Juan Sebastián Verón. He had an entourage. All of them in suits and sunglasses, looking like a presidential bodyguard, or an Italian football team turning up for a big final. Verón himself looked like you might expect an expensive footballer to look, or a really top-notch hitman. One glance at him and you’d think, yes, that’s an £80 million footballer. In those days no one was worth that much although Manchester United had spent the 2003 equivalent of it on him two summers earlier.


On the other hand, I looked like I might have been turning up to deep-clean the carpets in the club shop. I winced. I should have worn a suit.


I was twenty-one that summer, the captain of relegated West Ham. Not just relegated to the division now known as the Championship, but skint too. Roman Abramovich’s spending did not just save Chelsea from financial oblivion that summer, it saved West Ham too. First the chairman Terry Brown sold my teammate Glen Johnson to the new Chelsea owner and then, in August, he sold me. Terry was an accountant from east London who had built a decent business buying up sites that he rented out for caravan holidays. When a Russian oligarch who counted his fortune in billions bought into football, Terry knew the game was up for his generation of club chairmen. You could have the best summer in history for selling caravan pitches and you were not going to compete with that. West Ham had debts and a wage bill it could not afford to pay without big player sales.


This was my first transfer, although there had been what amounted to an auction of my talents around the age of twelve or thirteen when I was invited to play for every club in London. One week I might be in Arsenal’s kit, the next in Tottenham’s. As a favour to a scout my dad had known in HMP Wormwood Scrubs, Ronnie Joyce, I even ended up playing a game for Millwall, although it has taken me this long to admit that to West Ham fans. Word got beyond London. I played for Everton. I turned out for Manchester United at a tournament at Keele University wearing that classic retro Newton Heath green and gold-style away kit from the early 1990s.


Dad was quite clear with all these clubs. He said that I would go where I was happiest and that money had nothing to do with it, although of course money was always mentioned. Clubs would size us up – two parents and three kids in a Camden Town council flat – and assume Dad could be bought. But he was adamant that money was not a consideration. My dad could make money one way or another to support his family. That wasn’t my job. He just said to me I should go where I felt comfortable. I love him for many, many reasons and they include the way he protected me when others might have seen me as an asset.


In May 1994, when I was twelve, my mum picked up the phone in our flat in Donnington Court on the Clarence Way estate on Castlehaven Road, and said, ‘George, there’s a man with a Scots accent who wants to talk to you.’ I suppose I should not be surprised that Alex Ferguson had called our home phone number. If you were a talented schoolboy footballer in those days you could change your name by deed poll and go into witness protection and Ferguson would probably still turn up at the safehouse with a signed shirt and tickets for Old Trafford. I guess that was one reason why he was so good at his job. Even George Cole, who was unimpressed by football and football people, and frankly didn’t know who many of them were, seemed to straighten his back and pay attention. Fergie knew about my game for United at Keele University. He wanted me to sign for United and he had a cunning plan. He had found out that I was a Chelsea fan – nothing he could do about that – but United did have a game coming up against Chelsea later that month. That game happened to be the FA Cup final. He could not get me the Chelsea mascot gig, but he could make it happen that I lead the Manchester United team out. How would I like to try that? Very much, was the answer. Chelsea had not been in a cup final since 1970. Every Chelsea fan had waited a long time for this moment. Tickets for Wembley were scarce. When we discussed it as a family, Dad asked me if, ultimately, I wanted to sign for Manchester United. No, I said, I did not. Well in that case, Dad said, I don’t think we can accept this offer. Dad found someone, a mate of his in the wholesale fruit trade, who had a ticket to sell and was prepared to take me. I saw the final, although not wearing a United kit – which turned out to be a blessing.


As I grew up, week after week, Mum and Dad had been besieged by scouts giving them their business cards on the touchline of my games for Sunday teams around Camden and Islington in north London. At Chelsea during that period of my life I could be ball-boy at Stamford Bridge any Saturday I fancied, and I could bring my mate Jason Richardson and he could too. They would give us tracksuits and never ask for them back. There would be a few quid thrust into my hand for the Tube home and packets of biscuits too. Mind you, that was a very different Chelsea to the one owned by a Russian billionaire that I would walk into ten years later. In those days at Chelsea one of the challenges for a ball-boy retrieving the ball was the disability cars parked on the track around the pitch at the Shed End. If the ball got lodged under there the game would stop and the whole stadium would wait impatiently as you scrambled around under the car trying to hook it out with your foot.


By the summer of 2003, I had been a Premier League footballer for more than four years and captain of a West Ham team that had hurtled up the Premier League and then plummeted back down. I had been the main man in a failing team, which might not be every young footballer’s childhood ambition but meant that I had accumulated some valuable experience. I had played for England seven times including sixteen minutes at the 2002 World Cup finals the previous summer. During my time as a first team player at West Ham I had played a lot, and yet the game itself seemed unsure of me. Later that season Sven-Göran Eriksson would send me back from the England seniors to the Under-21s. I had been the boy wonder of English football, and although that meant I was occasionally cherished it could also be a double-edged sword. Prodigy status means that a kind of debt is established. I felt it at times. You get the place on the pedestal, but you also get the indignation when events don’t quite play out as hoped. It’s all part of the dance.


Ferguson wanted me again in that summer of 2003. He had sold David Beckham, missed out on Ronaldinho and he would end up that summer signing Eric Djemba-Djemba, Kléberson, David Bellion and a teenager called Cristiano Ronaldo. Not all bad. United told me to wait and then wait some more because they were trying to sell Verón. Arsenal had first refusal on me and my fellow West Ham youth team graduate Michael Carrick, and Arsène Wenger decided against us both. At that point in English football, the Premier League was a tussle between United and Arsenal. If you were an ambitious footballer, and you were good enough, then you went to one or the other. Then at the last moment, with Chelsea on the brink of financial collapse, the club was bought by a Russian with an aversion to speaking in public and the whole English game changed.


The day before I met Verón in the car park at Stamford Bridge, I almost never signed that contract. I would have been happy to sign it, but George Cole walked out of the negotiations with Chelsea at the very last moment. And to understand why you need to know a bit about George. He was born in 1954, the youngest of fifteen siblings in a poor Irish Catholic family in Kentish Town, north London. In the first few minutes of his life, his mum, Beatrice Cole née Murphy, who, it’s fair to say, did not have an easy time, was told that her baby would not survive. The priest was called in for an emergency baptism. When he asked for the child’s name, my grandmother was so exhausted that she just gave her husband’s – George. George Cole junior survived but by then Beatrice was struggling. The experience of George’s older siblings had been different. Beatrice had been younger then but the challenges of her life, the serial pregnancies, the poverty, had taken their toll. Dad said family life was chaotic. He was parented, in the main, by his older sisters Pammy and Carol, who he loved dearly. Or he just had to parent himself.


George reached adulthood unable to read or write. He spent a fair bit of time in young offender institutions and later in prison. He had to get out on the streets of north London and make a living from a very early age and, in this Dickensian street urchin lifestyle of his, George developed some unusual skills. The man could find his way home from anywhere thanks to a phenomenal sense of direction, even though he could not read road signs. His work on market stalls meant he was an absolute authority on fruit – what kind of apple that was, when that pear was in season. He developed some other skills too, not all of them the sort that you can do a government-sponsored apprenticeship in, but we will come to that later. Most of all he had an instinct for reading people – when they were kind-hearted, and when they were not. When they were crossing him or when they were on his side. He could be generous to the point of putting himself at a huge disadvantage. He could also be brutal to those he considered a threat. Most of all he could not stand authority figures, especially police officers. We think it came from his treatment by the prison officers in the institutions in which he served time as a kid, and it’s fair to say it got him in a few scrapes.


Yet as we put the finishing touches to that Chelsea contract in August 2003, George Cole’s instincts were well and truly engaged. The club’s CEO of the time was Trevor Birch, a clever man who has had a long career in the game. He had run the club for Ken Bates, the previous owner, negotiated the takeover by Abramovich and was overseeing the transfer window. I had spoken to the Chelsea manager of the time, Claudio Ranieri, the night before and he had said it so often that he saw me as the number 10 I had asked if that meant I could have the number 10 shirt. Of course, Claudio said, and so I told Dad, who never forgot anything. I don’t know how Dad noticed it on the contract given his struggles with the written word, but he asked Trevor if it was right that the club wanted me to wear the number 20. ‘Yes,’ said Trevor. ‘Unfortunately, although Claudio had said Joe could wear number ten, Verón had just signed his deal and he had asked for number 10.’ Trevor assumed that wouldn’t be a problem.


‘Come on, Joe,’ Dad said, standing up. ‘We’re leaving. These are not people of their word.’


I had seen him in this mood before. Trevor tried to explain that Verón was one of the most famous midfielders in the world, although I could have told him that wouldn’t cut any ice with George Cole. Dad wouldn’t know Juan Sebastián Verón from Eva Perón. Dad said he didn’t give an f-word who was getting number 10. The club could not go back on their word. He walked out. My agent David Geiss and I were left sitting there speechless.


I am very different to my dad in that respect. I’ve been told by the various psychologists I’ve spoken to over the years that I fit the template of a classic people pleaser. I don’t like upsetting anyone and maybe that has been to my disadvantage at times. I would’ve worn the number 20 shirt for Chelsea if it had avoided an awkward silence with Trevor. Although by this time I knew we couldn’t back down. I found George in the corridor outside staring straight ahead.


Trevor came back to us about ten minutes later. He had spoken to Verón’s agent and it turned out Seba was prepared to wear number 20. Number 10 was all mine. I looked at my dad who regarded his negotiating position as completely normal. His view was you don’t go back on your word and this subsequent outcome was the vindication for his stance. Sometimes I did wonder if he was wired right.


Seba turned out to be a lovely bloke. We sat next to each other at our press conference and I whispered to him before it started that I was sorry about the issue over the shirt number.


‘It wasn’t me,’ I said, ‘it was my dad.’


Which made me sound even more like a little kid. However, Seba was such a gentleman about it. With me sat next to him, it looked like bring-your-child-to-work day. None of the reporters asked me a question. They were all directed at Chelsea’s number 20, who had been Ferguson’s big signing two years earlier and had not performed at United as they had hoped. Verón was asked who he was most excited about playing alongside at Chelsea and, picking up on the fact they were all ignoring me he said, ‘Joe’. I could see all the journalists thinking, really? Not Marcel Desailly or Emmanuel Petit? On Seba went, telling them that I was the best young player in the country, and much more like a typical Latin American footballer than a British player and I watched them all scribbling it down in their notepads, my confidence growing. I must be a good player, I thought. At the end we got up to leave and Seba caught my eye and winked. He whispered in perfect English, ‘You owe me £50 for that bulls—.’ I thought, I like this bloke.


In every newspaper and on all the phone-ins one thing was agreed: Chelsea were now the richest club in the world. On the training ground it felt like Chelsea were a few years behind even West Ham. We trained way out in the west London suburbs, just to the north of Heathrow airport and right under the flight path, at the notorious Harlington sports ground. Abramovich will have been surprised to learn the club he had bought did not even own Harlington outright. We shared it with the university, Imperial College London, and some of the most expensive footballers in the world were obliged to get out of the dressing rooms in time for student hockey teams to get changed in the afternoon. I arrived at Harlington as Chelsea entered a new era, when the notion of high performance, elite environment and sports science were still somewhat foreign concepts to a club like this. But I loved the contrast. To the outside world we were a team of stars assembled at great expense from around Europe. Take a look beyond the gates and you would see not everything matched the new Chelsea brand. When Verón was driven into Harlington, he would have been waved through the gate by the man known to all as Busy Al. That was Alan Barratt, the friendly security guard, who was in his seventies and unlikely to stop any intruder. Busy Al was a Chelsea fan who used to work for British Airways and took care of the gate as a kind of retirement hobby. Verón might well have been driven in by John Ham – Hamsy – a masseur, who only did the massaging in his spare time. The rest of the time Hamsy drove a black cab and he would also be commissioned at times by the club to ferry players around in it. That did lead to some confusion for new signings who did not yet know about Hamsy’s dual role. They would ask for a massage and look up from the table in some surprise to find their taxi driver looming over them.


Although it was basic, I have to say that I enjoyed Harlington. The building itself felt like a cross between a village cricket club pavilion and a tatty council leisure centre. At one end was a fully stocked bar with sticky pub tables. The kitman would come around after training, chucking towels and kit into a Tesco shopping trolley that he had co-opted for the job. Meanwhile we were trying to win the Champions League. You had to wonder what the great Argentinian striker Hernán Crespo, most recently of Inter Milan, made of it all. The club was changing so fast that very soon we would move twenty-five miles around the M25 motorway to Cobham where a vast multimillion-pound state-of-the-art complex would be built in the discreetly expensive Surrey commuter village of Stoke d’Abernon. Searching for homes we were told to base ourselves in that area. In the meantime, new signings had the option of living in one of the two hotels at Stamford Bridge – at that time also in need of some refurbishment.


At Harlington, there was no games room or breakout area. We made our own entertainment, as young footballers were obliged to do in the days before Instagram or TikTok could while away the hours for restless young minds. This required some degree of creativity. We would put the masseur Billy McCulloch in the kitman’s Tesco trolley after training and see which of us could push him hard enough to get Bill all the way down the dressing room corridor through the double doors at the end. When it snowed we would snaffle the keys to Bill’s car and spend some time constructing a snowman in the driver’s seat. Some of them were actually pretty good.


No one ever really got to know Roman, the man behind it all. He would appear in the dressing room after games, and then disappear as if in a puff of smoke. He came into English football as suddenly as he left in the summer of 2022, sanctioned by the British government after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. I only heard him speak a few times. One occasion was after we won the Champions League quarter-final second leg at Highbury. Later in my Chelsea career he would call me into his office and calmly listen to me tell him that I was fed up with José Mourinho and wanted to leave. And then he told me why I shouldn’t leave – and, in fact, couldn’t. Needless to say, I didn’t leave. All of this amounted to a revolution in English football. That summer Chelsea spent around £115 million in fees alone – unprecedented back then – on eleven players (I was among the cheapest at a mere £6.6 million). Chelsea seemed to have signed me as a bit of a long-term project. In midfield they had brought in established stars like Verón, and the more defensive-minded Claude Makélélé and Geremi from Real Madrid. Damien Duff, a couple of years older than me, was already a big Premier League player who arrived from Blackburn Rovers. From Serie A came even bigger stars such as Crespo and the Romanian goalscorer Adrian Mutu. Already there were the great French World Cup winners Desailly and Petit, as well as the Danish winger Jesper Grønkjær. We even signed the captain of Russia, Alexey Smertin, and loaned him out immediately because there wasn’t any room in the squad.


I only found out years later from Dad that as soon as Chelsea concluded the deal for me, they told him and David, my agent, that they wanted to send me on loan to CSKA Moscow. You can imagine my father’s splenetic response to that. No effing way. But Dad was smart. He knew if he told me in the moment it would crush my confidence so he simply told the club never to mention it again. Yet he was under no illusion that I was going to have my work cut out getting into this Chelsea team.


It was the same for Frank Lampard, my old West Ham teammate who had joined a very different Chelsea two years earlier. So too for John Terry, a schoolboy prodigy from east London I’d known for years and would occasionally bump into in the nightclubs of Romford in Essex, during my West Ham career. I say nightclubs in the plural – there is only really one in Romford. Wayne Bridge, Southampton’s best young player, signed for Chelsea the same summer as me and we would become best friends. None of us knew for sure whether we would be able to jump on the train of the Chelsea revolution or would find ourselves deposited at one of the figurative stations along the way. I was determined it would not be me left behind.


Even then I knew that there was a general uncertainty about me. Was I a midfielder? Was I a winger? Was I quick enough? Was I strong enough? These were the kind of stock questions you would get in those days in an English game that was all about certain archetypes of player, and certain qualities that were prized above all. The answer to all four questions from some quarters would have been: no. But that did not mean that I was not a very good player. I had played defensive midfield for West Ham in our last desperate days to avoid relegation and I could certainly do it there. I was aggressive rather than physical and, in my view, aggression always trumped strength when it was deployed properly. Although I could play centre midfield, I was probably not a central midfielder in the conventional sense. You would have found enough people who said I was not a typical winger either. Wingers were supposed to be speedy on-the-outside, get-to-the-byline merchants playing on the side of their strong foot. I was not that. I was not the quickest of players but I could read the game as well as anyone and my touch and vision were good enough to give me a head start. I could dribble. I could pick a pass. I could assist. I could score goals. In my best days at Chelsea I would get into double figures for goals. I was a number 10. I was a wide attacker. I was a wide attacker who did his defensive work. In 2003, I was lots of positions that did not yet exist in the English game.


In charge of it all was Claudio Ranieri, the Italian manager who Roman Abramovich had inherited from the previous regime. Given the great contrast between Chelsea’s new-found wealth and the club’s less than auspicious past it was fitting that I first met Claudio in a service station somewhere off the M40 motorway. I liked him immediately. He seemed to like me and told me in his broken English that I would be his key to open the doors of Premier League defences. Claudio looked like a man who was being hurried. The club he was in charge of had changed overnight and everything was now running through him. That was an advantage in terms of the players he could sign, but it was uncomfortable for him too.


As a squad we were hungry for success. This might make you snigger but there was a definite vibe too that we were anti-establishment. Yes, us – the handsomely paid footballers employed by a Russian billionaire. But we were footballers and none of that mattered. In our minds, Manchester United and Arsenal had dominated English football for the last ten years and they signed the best players. Everyone else had to play second fiddle. Now there was a new contender on the scene and one that was regarded as something of a brash upstart. We liked it that way. There was a seriousness about us, even when we were launching ourselves chest first, water slide-style, into the massive puddles that would accumulate on the pitches at Harlington. Even when we would play intense games of headers and volleys before training, much to the chagrin of Claudio’s ultra-serious fitness trainer Roberto Sassi. He would express dismay at multimillion-pound footballers attempting overhead kicks before they had done their stretching. Even when we were carefully arranging pebbles into the eyes, nose and mouth of the snowman sitting in the driver’s seat of Bill’s BMW. Make no mistake: we wanted this.


At the same time, it was chaos. There were just too many players, and too many players who thought they should be starting games. Frank saw off Verón after a few months to partner Makélélé in central midfield. I got the sense that I had been bought as understudy for Verón who played at the point of the midfield diamond at first. But then even he could not get into the team. Verón was brilliant in training. His passing was so good he lent you the ball rather than gave it – because you knew at some point you would probably have to give it back to him. He had won the league in Italy and played number 10 for Argentina. Verón could drop a shoulder and glide past you off either foot. A joy to watch. But in the Premier League it was a different story. The league is not for everyone. There is a relentlessness to it that perhaps he had not experienced anywhere else. The game here never lets you rest – it tugs at your sleeve, snaps at your ankles. When you think you have it under control it surprises you. To succeed in the Premier League you needed something like Frank’s mindset: utterly focused and ultra-competitive for every minute of every game, every week of the season. Verón has all sorts of ability but he didn’t have that.


I had to go up a level. All around me were players who had been the best at their clubs elsewhere. While Verón was quiet and modest there was Mutu, who was brash and bold. But I recognised his type of character from the streets of Camden Town. A bit of a chancer, borne up on his self-belief and I liked him too. He would wear big fur coats and refer to himself by what he said was his rapper name. He would later tell me, in a more candid moment, how he had come from a life in Romania where he had very little and now suddenly he had all this money. He made mistakes, no doubt about that, but you can’t take for granted that everyone has the same support network that I had in my family when fame kicked in. It’s a problem lots of people would like to have but for some it’s still just that – a problem. Mutu, before his fall from grace, once called me over when we were aboard a team flight. He said to me, ‘Joe, I think I should wear the number ten shirt and I’m going to show you why.’ He had a DVD of his best goals and he insisted that I watch them with him. I suppose my ego was a bit bruised at first by his directness. But watching him watching himself, rapt as he gazed at the screen, I realised that he was just a kid like me who loved the game.


I didn’t give him the number 10 shirt, though.


I had come from a club where the fans loved me, and no one really expected anything much other than the usual. I had the manager’s ear at West Ham and the late Glenn Roeder, a lovely man, would consult me on most things. Now I was towards the back of a queue of international superstars trying to catch the manager’s eye. That was my challenge at the Chelsea of 2003. A wonderful place to be – all at once a club that felt like it was thrusting into the future while looking back into its past. How did I do? I did make that Chelsea team. There were twenty-five starts and another twenty-five off the bench in the first season. By the end of the season, I was starting pretty much all the big games for a manager who changed his line-up so often that the newspapers christened him ‘The Tinkerman’. Some, like Frank, John, Eiður Guðjohnsen, Makélélé, Duff, Bridgey and Willy would thrive at Chelsea. Others, players as good as Verón, Crespo and Mutu, would not stay around for the ride. We did not win the Premier League in that first season, but we came close. Our best night was that quarter-final second leg at Highbury when, finally, a Chelsea team beat Arsenal for the first time in five years and knocked them out of the Champions League.


The old away dressing room at Highbury in the West Stand had windows that opened out over the street. And as we flooded back in, jubilant after Bridgey’s winning goal, the Arsenal fans must have been able to hear our shouts of delight and the music booming as we celebrated. I have to say I lived for those moments. It is wonderful to celebrate with your fans out on the pitch. The elation in the supporters rebounds to the players and generates an energy of its own. But in the dressing room there are no television cameras. You can shut the door and revel in the moment with your teammates and all the members of staff. You can let go of your emotions, swear at the top of your voice, dance like a maniac, chug a bottle of beer wearing just your underpants and, thankfully, no one other than those in the room has to see it.


That night Roman came in as usual with his crew. You could see in his face that even this guy – poker-faced and inscrutable at the best of times – was, in the football parlance, absolutely buzzing. So were we and it wasn’t just about the glory of the semi-finals. We players had each secured a £50,000 last-four bonus. Mutu turned down the music and shouted, ‘DOUBLE BONUS!’ All the lads looked at Roman. Someone started making that noise crowds do, until we all joined in, a low oooooohhhh that builds and builds to something. ‘DOUBLE BONUS!’ shouted Roman in agreement. The room went wild. Mutu turned the music down again and shouted, ‘DOUBLE DOUBLE!’ We turned back to Roman but his guys were already bundling him out of the room before he promised to drop another million pounds.


I know what some of you are thinking. Greedy footballers. Billionaires throwing cash around. You might even be thinking, this lot didn’t actually win the 2004 semi-final against Monaco. And you would be right on that point. But all I can do is bear testament to the moment. That was how it went down and, at Chelsea, it was about to get wilder. We never got paid the double bonus, though. Turns out that changing a bonus schedule mid-season is completely against the rules.
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I’ll Always Be Your Dad


I knew something was up when, as a ten-year-old visiting some of Mum’s family in Hertfordshire, my dad asked me if I wanted to go for a walk in the countryside. George Cole never really wanted to walk anywhere if he could help it. In Camden Town he owned a minicab company which he oversaw as well as doing some of the cabbing himself. Walking was not his thing. His primary objective that day was for us to be on our own. On that walk, George told me four things. First, that he was my dad. Second, that he loved me and always would be my dad. Third, he told me that he was not my biological dad. Fourth, he said that if I ever wanted to meet my biological dad then that would be fine. George would organise it, and it would not change anything about the relationship that the two of us had. My dad George, as I would learn, had met my mum Susan when I was a baby. He had loved me as his own from the start. In case I haven’t been clear, I am my father’s son – and my father is George Cole.


There is the small matter of my biological father, although I consider it just that – a small matter of biology. When I learnt the story of how my mum ended up on her own I had no desire to meet my biological father and I never have since. I am well aware that he surfaced pretty soon after I emerged onto the scene as a professional footballer. I know that he was approached by newspapers and some of what he said to a reporter ended up getting published. Although whether he knew that it was going to find its way into print, I do not know. That is as much as I know because I never read it. My biological dad was this phantom presence who existed briefly at the edges of our lives when he would pass comment on me in the newspapers more and more often. It did get to the point that George went to meet him with Mum on one occasion to say: this has to stop. They met somewhere off Baker Street in a pub, the setting for most serious meetings involving my dad George. Mum brought along Jimmy Hampson, a West Ham scout, to keep an eye on George and make sure things did not get out of hand. That was it.


When I was still very young, George and Susan had applied for my dad – George – formally to adopt me. It went through eventually although my biological father never responded to the legal process. You might say this paperwork was the first big transfer of my life. I had been Joseph John Rooks and, with a few strokes of a pen, I became Joseph John Cole.


I am aware that my biological father has a range of children with a variety of mothers. I have never asked anyone to do a headcount and nor, respectfully, am I interested in exploring that part of my life. On one occasion a black cab driver pulled over when I was strolling near my house in west London, and I expected to be asked for an autograph. He told me we had the same biological father, and that he also had no contact with him. Another man came up to me once in a pub in Essex to tell me the same. On both occasions it came as a shock. In my life you can pop out for a pint of milk and come back with another sibling. Both times, I politely explained that I was not really up for extending my family. I wished them all the best and explained I did not want to be rude, but my life was and is mine to shape. I had my parents and my brother Nicky and sister Charly, the children George and Susan had together. Then came Carly and my own children, Ruby, Harry and Max. I cannot control what others do but I can control the way I deal with their actions. It is the shared life and experiences that make a family. My abiding memory of the man in the pub who claimed to be my half-brother was that he was taller than me and had a better head of hair. Both of which were slightly annoying given the alleged coincidence of our parentage.


My dad George was a ducker and a diver. He had an instinct for earning money. He used the c-word a lot – as if he had accumulated a surplus of them, like the Ralph Lauren polo shirts that mysteriously appeared in big teetering piles of cardboard boxes at Donnington Court and stayed there until Mum insisted he get rid of them. He was an excellent trampolinist. He had his issues with alcohol and cocaine. Those addictions sometimes took him away from us on nihilistic benders although he always came back to us. When we lost him it took the air from my lungs like a punch to the ribcage. I had grown up to believe that such a big man could never be felled.


I cannot really tell the story of my childhood without telling the story of George and Susan. Like a lot of footballers, I grew up in a rough neighbourhood and many of my peers fell by the wayside. Very few had two parents at home, and many saw one or the other succumb to drugs or booze. I, on the other hand, had two parents who had a lifeforce that propelled us forward as a family, through the good times and the setbacks. What I knew above all was that when I pushed the key into the front door of Donnington Court, I was stepping into a loving, safe home with food on the table and two parents who loved each other. It’s the best gift you can give a child.


That’s the serious bit over with now. Let me take you forward for a moment into the 1990s. I must have been around fourteen when I knocked on the door of a big house in Primrose Hill, which lies just beyond Camden Town, north of Regent’s Park and west of the great railway tracks that run out of King’s Cross. This was the home of Noel Gallagher, the creative genius of Oasis and one of my two childhood heroes. The other being another creative genius, Paul Gascoigne. Given that we played football every day for hours, roaming all over the neighbourhood – although not every part – we found out where Noel lived. I had read that he liked football and so I reasoned that he would like nothing better than to put his Manchester City shirt on and join us. To our disappointment instead of Noel it was Meg Mathews, Noel’s then wife, who answered the door and she was not happy. Understandably, she told this group of teenage lads to do one. When she closed the door we did what all irritating teenagers do – we knocked again. There was a wait and then it was opened by the man himself. I was speechless. Noel was from a background like ours and he knew how to deal with us. ‘Sorry lads,’ he said, ‘I can’t play football today. I’m off on tour and I’ve got to get ready.’ We nodded solemnly. These days we would have posed for a selfie. No such concept existed back then so you’ll have to take my word for it. There was a pause and I announced to my friends, as they still remind me to this day, ‘Lads, it’s Noel Gallagher.’


When we first moved to the Clarence Way estate the local kids tested me, as they did all newcomers. I came home one day having run the gauntlet and both Mum and Dad could tell something was wrong. Mum’s instinct would be to sit me down with a cup of tea. Dad knew that I had to grasp the nettle. He took me back to the group of boys who had threatened me and said if they didn’t like me then why didn’t they fight me there and then. I could feel the rising panic, but I also knew that with my dad there nothing bad would happen. Dad asked them again: do any of you want to fight him? No one stepped forward. Quite a nerve-wracking experience but surprisingly effective. No one messed with me again.
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