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			Introduction

			I believe it’s standard for a book of this type to begin with a shocking revelation, so here goes.

			My name is James Milner and I’m not a Ribena-holic.

			I don’t really drink much tea either. I might have a few cups over the course of a week, but I actually prefer coffee.

			And it gets worse. I can’t iron.

			Yes, I’ve been living a lie. Someone made a Twitter parody of me – making me out to be even more boring than I am – and I’ve enjoyed playing along with it. When we beat Roma to reach the Champions League final in 2018, the interviewer asked me on the pitch afterwards whether I might celebrate with an Italian red wine. Because I don’t drink alcohol, I joked that I might stretch to a Ribena. That was the first thought that came into my head. And for some reason, it became a ‘thing’. One day, a huge crate of Ribena arrived at the training ground for me. Any time I look at my mentions on Twitter, I’ve got people asking me about Ribena (and tea and ironing). Before the Champions League final, someone mocked up an image of me dreaming about myself flying over the stadium on a giant Ribena bottle with the European Cup in my hands. The caption read, ‘Ribena for my men. We ride at dawn.’

			When I stop to think about it, being a professional footballer in the modern era can be pretty weird at times. Weird that someone would go to the trouble of setting up that @BoringMilner account in my ‘honour’ and keeping it going for years. Weird that more than half a million people are so amused by jokes about me doing household chores and drinking tea (and I have to admit I find some of them funny myself). Weird that a throwaway remark in a post-match interview ends up with me being sent a load of Ribena. Definitely more than a bit weird that when I went onto social media to invite fans of all clubs to ask questions for me to answer in this book, so many of them were about Ribena, tea and ironing.

			So, to @Collypool, @butterinthecup, @nighters84 and countless others, I’m afraid I will only be answering one question about Ribena. Yes @KrisMillsKJK and others, I can make a decent cup of tea (Yorkshire, obviously – and the milk definitely goes in second), but it’s not something I can give you a great deal of insight about. To @CrispyCollins88, @MrKindle_85 and the many others who asked me about ironing, I’m ashamed to say I haven’t a clue. I don’t even know how to turn it on.

			What I can shed some light on, I hope, is what it’s like being a professional footballer, how it felt to break into the first team at Leeds back in 2002, six months after taking my GCSEs. And I can give some insight into my different experiences with Newcastle, Aston Villa, Manchester City and now Liverpool (not forgetting a six-match loan spell at Swindon) as well as my highs and a few too many lows playing for England. There are still plenty of older lads knocking around – hi Jags – but there isn’t another current one who has been playing Premier League football as long as I have. As the publishers of this book have managed to persuade me, that gives me a pretty rare insight into how the game has changed over the past 17 years.

			And it really has. I’m not saying it was the dark ages when I started, but there were still a lot of very old-school attitudes at that time. Even after making my Premier League debut for Leeds, as a 16-year-old YTS lad, I still had to do all the odd jobs around the training ground – cleaning the first-team players’ boots, picking their dirty slips off the dressing room floor, cleaning out the showers. That would be unthinkable now. There were a few analysts and fitness coaches around at the biggest clubs in those days, but you didn’t have your performance, fitness and diet micro-managed like you do now. Dressing rooms were a very different place back then – louder and a lot wilder in terms of the banter that used to fly around. Mobile phones were common enough, but if you whipped one out in the dressing room or on the bus, you would be in trouble. You walk into any football club dressing room these days and almost all the players are on their phone or wearing headphones. It’s much, much quieter.

			In some ways, it’s more relaxed. In other ways, the pressure now seems constant. Football these days can feel like it’s 24/7. It has become more complicated. There’s so much more swirling around than what happens in the 90 minutes. The media spotlight grew and grew in the first ten years of my career. Since then, it has really intensified with social media. It’s very easy for players to believe they’re the best thing since sliced bread when they win – and to feel useless or inadequate when they lose a match or when they’re suffering from a long-term injury.

			In this book, I’ll try to explain how a footballer’s working week unfolds – what we eat and how we prepare for matches technically, tactically, mentally and physically – and talk you through the ups and downs of a match day. I’ll talk about how we try to stop ourselves going stir-crazy when we’re away for three weeks on a pre-season tour. I’ll answer questions about penalty-taking techniques, half-time team-talks and the differences between playing against Lionel Messi, Wilfried Zaha and Jimmy Bullard.

			I’ll also answer your questions about playing for different managers, ranging from Terry Venables, Peter Reid and Sir Bobby Robson to Martin O’Neill, Fabio Capello and Jürgen Klopp. I’ll tell you what it’s like sharing a training ground and a dressing room with team-mates ranging from Lee Bowyer to Mario Balotelli to Mo Salah. I’ll talk you through the first years of a glorious era at Manchester City and try to persuade @dave_bones that celebrating a goal against them didn’t make me a ‘snake’. I’ll give you some insight into the behind-the-scenes work that went into Liverpool’s Champions League success – and the celebrations that followed – and, at @jerry3089’s request, I’ll try to contemplate what my life would be like if I hadn’t met Divock Origi. I’ll answer one of the many Leeds fans who pointedly asked where I’m going to go if or when the time comes for me to leave Liverpool. There’ll even be a few questions from the man who lifted the biggest trophy in club football on 1 June 2019: Mr @JHenderson.

			This isn’t an autobiography. The whole point of Ask A Footballer is that people can ask me what they like and I can use my own experiences to give a sense of what a footballer’s day-to-day existence is like. It’s mostly your questions, but we’ve come up with various others that enable me to explain different things that I wasn’t directly asked about.

			Of course you might end up thinking I’m even more boring than @BoringMilner, but maybe being boring has helped me keep going in the Premier League for 17 years (and counting). And maybe trying to stay the same over all that time – still the same lad from Leeds, still teetotal, still with the same girl and still with pretty much the same haircut – has made it easier for me to reflect on the changes I’ve seen in the game. It is still the same game, but it does feel very, very different from when I first started kicking a ball around Horsforth.

			James Milner, Cheshire, October 2019

		

	
		
			Early Days

			How did you start playing footy? @Rampagingorange

			I started playing at my school, Westbrook Lane Primary. It was absolute mayhem in the playground, with about ten different games going on at once and balls flying everywhere, but I must have been quite decent at that early age because we would often have games where it was me taking on the rest of my class. I then joined a local team, Westbrook Juniors, but becoming a professional footballer was the furthest thing from my mind. I was just playing because I enjoyed it.

			My first ever game was a disaster. I was about eight years old, playing for Westbrook Juniors, and we lost 16–2. How can you lose 16–2? Well, it was the first game any of us had ever played. We had all kicked a ball around, but we had never even had a training session. We went with our mums and dads and we all met up in a pub car park somewhere. One of the parents said, ‘Right, what position do you all play?’ None of us had a clue. ‘Who wants to be a striker?’ That sounded great. Everyone put their hand up. ‘Oh, right.’

			We turned up at this place in Colton, on the other side of Leeds, and walked out onto this pitch that looked bigger than Wembley. Honestly, it must have been a full-size pitch with full-size goals, which is absolute madness when you’re talking about under-nines. And we got absolutely spanked. I know I scored one of our goals and set up the other, but I don’t remember anything else about it except feeling slightly bewildered. I’m pretty sure we only won two games all season. It wasn’t a great start to my career.

			When you were a kid, whose goal on the ‘101 Great Goals’ VHS tape did you try to replicate the most down park whilst doing the BBC commentary? @bully185

			Actually, my favourite video was Leeds United: 180 Goals, which was exactly what it said on the box – 180 Leeds United goals from the late 1960s all the way to 1990, so there was Billy Bremner, Alan Clarke, Mick Jones, Peter Lorimer and all those guys. I used to watch that all the time. My favourite goals were the two worldies that Eddie Gray scored against Burnley – one an outrageous chip from long distance and the other the maziest dribble you’ve ever seen. Eddie had been retired a long time by then and I ended up being lucky enough to play under him at Leeds. I don’t think I ever told him I tried to recreate his goals.

			I was totally into Leeds. My mum and dad took me to Elland Road from a very young age – so young that I can’t remember what my first match was. I was only six when Leeds won the league in 1992. My memory of that is my dad going mad and whirling me around the living room, telling me to remember it because it might never happen again in my lifetime. I didn’t have a clue what he meant at the time, but I understand now (although hopefully it will happen again one day).

			We got season tickets a couple of years after that. They were great tickets, bang on the halfway line, halfway up the East Stand. I loved everything about it – the noise, the atmosphere and obviously what happened on the pitch too. One game that really sticks out in my mind was against Derby. We were 3–0 down early on and ended up winning 4–3, with Jimmy Floyd Hasselbaink equalising and then Lee Bowyer scoring the winner in the last minute. I didn’t appreciate back then that there was such a thing as a Leeds–Derby rivalry – yes, it goes back a lot further than Marcelo Bielsa – but the place was bouncing that day. It was a brilliant game and an incredible atmosphere.

			We went down to Wembley to watch Leeds in the Coca-Cola Cup final, which they lost against Aston Villa. We also watched Guiseley at Wembley in the FA Trophy final. We used to go to watch Guiseley quite a lot and we enjoyed it. But really it was all about Leeds for me.

			Whose name did you have on the back of your shirt when you were growing up?

			The first one, you probably wouldn’t guess. It was Tony Dorigo. I told Andy Robertson that recently – and Robbo hadn’t heard of him. Mind you, Robbo won’t have heard of anyone unless they played for Celtic. But yes, Tony Dorigo. I’m starting to wonder whether I had some deep-rooted desire to be a makeshift left-back, but on reflection I think it was just because he was fast and he was a good player. I had Tony Yeboah after that. He was a real hero of mine. He scored a few worldies – the volley against Liverpool at Elland Road, that thunderbolt away to Wimbledon. I had a Lee Bowyer shirt at one point too. Alan Smith was one of my favourites, a local lad who had done what all of us in the academy wanted to do. I really liked Jimmy Floyd Hasselbaink, but I never had his shirt. You had to pay by the letter in those days, so maybe that’s why my dad, a proper Yorkshire fella, steered me away from it.

			Who was your football role model when you were younger? Whose playing style did you try to emulate that most aligned with your abilities or growth? @TuelLogan

			I wouldn’t say I had any one particular role model, or a player that I tried to emulate. There were different players I liked and I probably tried to take bits from all of them. I’ve mentioned Yeboah, Hasselbaink, Bowyer and Smith, but away from Leeds, I was a massive fan of Alan Shearer, particularly after Euro 96, and Gazza. I used to love getting up on Saturday mornings to watch Gazza playing for Lazio on Gazzetta Football Italia. Channel 4 was great on Saturday mornings: kabaddi, then Transworld Sport, then Gazzetta. They don’t make Saturday morning TV like that any more.

			How did you get signed by Leeds? Were other clubs interested?

			The first club that showed an interest was Everton. I might even have ended up signing for them if my trial hadn’t been called off because of snow.

			I had carried on playing for Westbrook Juniors and I ended up moving up to the under-12s because they didn’t have an under-10 or under-11 team. I was a lot smaller than the other kids, but I was very quick, believe it or not, and I didn’t feel out of place. I scored a lot of goals and I must have been doing okay because when it came to the end of that season, there were parents from some of the other teams complaining that I shouldn’t be allowed to play against them because I was ‘too young’. Looking back, I’m not convinced that was the real reason they wanted me to drop down to my own age group.

			I then got into the district team, which was Airedale and Wharfedale – ‘Aire and Wharfe’ to us. I played a district match in Crosby and I was told afterwards that an Everton scout had been watching and wanted me to go on trial.

			That was the first time I had even thought about the possibility of being a footballer, but then the trial game got called off because of snow. We kept waiting for another phone call, but it never came, so I thought my chance might have come and gone.

			Then, towards the end of that season, I was invited for a trial at Leeds. I had been doing well for the district team. I went along, was given the Leeds kit to play in and I played a trial game. That felt amazing. I was just starting to get into my stride when I was taken off. I thought, ‘What have I done wrong?’ My dad reckons they just wanted to give the opposition full-back a break.

			I was invited to go back again, so I went in some casual gear, thinking I would be given the kit to play in again, and they told me, ‘No, you were supposed to bring your own gear.’ So for my first proper training session at Leeds, I had to wear some random-ass gear. Thinking about that, it’s the kind of thing I would hammer a team-mate for these days at Liverpool. Turning up for training in the wrong gear would get you a massive fine. Luckily, at Leeds, I got away with nothing worse than a few strange looks.

			I ended up signing schoolboy forms for Leeds. Not only that, but when I was 12, they told me I would get a four-year contract that would start on my 16th birthday. We were playing against all the other under-12 teams from all over the north of the country – Liverpool, Manchester United and so on – and it all suddenly felt very serious. I had played a lot of cricket before that and I was doing a lot of cross-country running, but it reached the stage where I became totally focused on trying to make it at Leeds.

			What are some of the things your parents did to help you become so successful as a footballer? @el_guapo_blanco

			My parents have been brilliant every step of the way. I know a lot of players didn’t have this luxury, growing up in different parts of the world or even in the UK, but my parents always made sure I had boots and they used to drive me all over the place, which is something you don’t even begin to appreciate at the time. When I was in the academy at Leeds, my dad would rush home from work in the evenings and then drive me to training at Thorp Arch, half an hour away, watch me train and then drive me home again afterwards. My mum always used to come and watch me play in school matches. I can remember one game, playing in driving hail, and seeing mum standing on the hill, getting pelted with hailstones as she watched me. Again, it’s one of those things that you take for granted at the time, but appreciate more when you get older.

			I spent a lot of time in the car with my dad and we would talk about the game, how I was doing and so on. He gave me positive feedback when I played well, but he also knew how to gee me up. One of my coaches, Colin Morris, said that if I didn’t end up playing for England, he would eat his hat. It felt mad to hear a coach say something like that about me, but my dad always wanted me to keep my feet on the ground. He kept telling me I needed to carry on improving. He said that anything I could do with my right foot, I needed to be able to do with my left foot too. I spent so much time working on my left foot. I’ll always be primarily right-footed, but I’m comfortable on my left now, which has made me a much better player and able to operate in several positions. A lot of that is down to my dad. It might just sound like basic advice, but I always felt that gave me an edge.

			If people talk about good standards, I would say that was drummed into me by my dad. He would always insist I did my homework, cleaned my boots, all that kind of thing, and he knew how to motivate me. Sometimes he would say I wasn’t dedicated enough. I had some really talented team-mates in the academy at Leeds. One of them, a lad called Ian Douglas, had amazing technique. He was small, but he was an Adam Lallana type and he could do kick-ups all day, that sort of thing. My dad used Ian as an example to motivate me. If I was watching TV, he would say, ‘Do you think Ian Douglas is watching TV? No, he’ll be out practising.’ So I would go outside in a rage, booting the ball against the garage, and all that time spent practising made me an even better player. My dad wasn’t doing it nastily or anything like that. He just knew how to give me a gee-up.

			Who was the best player you played with or against at youth level?

			Everton had a really good team. Their star player was a stocky centre-forward who was incredibly talented and was also one of the most physical players I had ever seen. We must have been playing under-12s when he was involved in a nasty collision with our centre-half, who got a horrific deep gash on his leg. For us, aged 11 or 12, it was sickening. It wasn’t his fault, but we always remembered that kid at Everton and, because he was so good, we found it weird that, when we played against them the next year and the year after that, he was nowhere to be seen. It turned out he was already playing for the under-16s. Yes, you’ve guessed. Wayne Rooney.

			The other one was Luke Moore, who went on to play for Aston Villa and West Brom. When I got called up for the England under-15 and under-16 squads, Luke was the star of that team. He was really talented and he was prolific at youth level. He already had a boot deal with Nike at 15, which to me was just amazing. Also in that team was Tom Huddlestone, who went on to play for the England senior team. He was one of the youngest in the team, but he was already massive and his passing was so good, it was just a joke. He could receive a bouncing ball and, first time, with either foot, hit a perfect 30-yard daisy-cutter out to the wide man. The captain was Steven Taylor, who was later a team-mate of mine at Newcastle. There was Tom Heaton, Jamie O’Hara, Grant Leadbitter and Dean Bowditch as well as Aaron Lennon, who was in the year below me at Leeds. I wasn’t a regular starter in that team. When we played the Victory Shield, I came on for the last 15 minutes against Northern Ireland at Rushden & Diamonds’ ground. I didn’t play at all in the second game against Wales. The first time I started was against Scotland at Inverness. That was the first time I had ever encountered a hostile crowd away from home. They were booing the national anthem – at under-16 level! I’m guessing it was a seven-year-old Andy Robertson in the crowd who started it.

			What were you like at school? Were you the teacher’s pet or were you totally distracted by football?

			I wouldn’t say I was distracted by football. I wasn’t allowed to be. My parents always said I wasn’t allowed to play football unless I’d done my homework. I was training with Leeds at Thorp Arch two or three times a week, but I still had to find the time to do my homework.

			I did pretty well in my GCSEs. I got something like one C, one B, six or seven As and an A*. The A* was in PE, which probably isn’t that surprising. I enjoyed IT. I was okay at German – good enough to get an A. I remember bits of it, but I don’t think I would try using it when chatting with the manager. Not unless I had to ask the way to the Bahnhof or the Kino, anyway. My worst subject was English. There was far too much essay-writing for my liking. I would always try to put it off until the last minute. I’m not sure I can blame that on being distracted by football. It’s just human nature when you’re a teenage boy.

			What was your YTS apprenticeship at Leeds like?

			I started at Leeds that summer, after my GCSEs. All the YTS lads lived at the training ground during the week. Those of us who lived locally came home at weekends. We had to do all the odd jobs around the training ground – cleaning everyone’s boots, pumping up the balls, cleaning the showers, sweeping the dressing room and so on, all the things that young players these days aren’t allowed to do because it’s considered demeaning.

			We had to grow up very quickly. But that YTS year was a bit different for me because, having started out training with the rest of my age group in the under-17s, I was then sent away to Scotland for pre-season with the under-19s. Then I was sent home after one game. One of the coaches said to me, ‘It’s just because you’re going to be playing a lot of football this year.’ That didn’t seem to make sense. I thought I must have done something wrong.

			To cut a long story short, I started training with the reserves and then Terry Venables had me training with the first team. I was training alongside Lee Bowyer, Harry Kewell, Alan Smith, all these great players I had idolised, and I was thinking, ‘I cannot believe I’m in a passing circle with these guys.’ The size of that jump, going from youth team to the ressies to the first team so quickly, was just ridiculous. The training was so much faster and more intense. I was fit, but I was blowing after five minutes. It was a huge step up, as a 16-year-old lad who had only just started his YTS, but I managed to get used to it.

			Around the same time, Wayne Rooney broke into the Everton team and scored an unbelievable last-minute winner against Arsenal, five days short of his 17th birthday. Two weeks later Everton came to Elland Road and Wazza came off the bench to score a brilliant goal in front of the away supporters. I just remember thinking, ‘Wow. He’s doing it. Fair play to him. I just wish that was me.’ I had just started training with Leeds’ first team and I had actually been in the squad for that game – not the official squad but we had five subs and I was the 17th man in the squad in case anyone picked up an injury. One of the coaches turned to me at the end of the game and said, ‘You’re desperate to do what he’s doing, aren’t you? You’re not far off, you know.’

			The weekend after that, I was in the squad for a Premier League game at West Ham. It was the first time I’d been away with the first team and this time I was going to be on the bench. I was nervous as hell. We had started the season badly and were towards the bottom of the table, so I thought the only possible way I would get on was if we were winning comfortably or if we were losing so heavily that we had nothing to lose. We rushed into a 4–1 lead by half-time and I thought, ‘I’ve actually got a chance of getting on here.’ Then they pulled it back to 4–2 (‘Probably not getting on’) and then 4–3 (‘Definitely not getting on’) and, although the match was unbelievably frantic and tense, I probably started to relax a little bit on the bench, thinking I wasn’t going to be needed.

			And then, with us hanging on at 4–3 up with six minutes left, Terry Venables told me I was coming on for Jason Wilcox, which, looking back, was the sign of an incredibly brave manager. I stripped off and came on for my Premier League debut at Upton Park. I’m certain that none of West Ham’s players – the likes of David James, Michael Carrick, Joe Cole, Jermain Defoe and Paolo Di Canio – had the slightest clue who I was. I’m not even sure some of my team-mates knew who I was. My dad, who was in the away end, said that even the Leeds fans were saying, ‘Who the hell is this kid? He looks like he should be at school’ – which a few months earlier I had been.

			I had only just come on when Lee Bowyer passed it to me, to give me a nice early touch of the ball and settle me in. I tried to knock it back to him first time and – oh, jeez – it went straight to Di Canio 35 yards from goal. Di Canio pounced on it, dribbled forward and hit a shot that whistled just over the crossbar. I breathed a sigh of relief and the rest of the game passed without incident as we held on for a much-needed win. In the showers afterwards, Lee Bowyer said to me, ‘F***ing hell, geez. Did you have a bet on 4–4 or what?’ But the players were great with me afterwards. So was Terry Venables. He didn’t have the best time of it at Leeds, but to throw on such a young player in those circumstances takes some balls. Eddie Gray was great with me too. I still had to pick everyone else’s dirty slips and socks off the dressing room floor, though. Welcome to the big time, eh?

			How did it feel to go from being an unknown 16-year-old to being all over the back pages when you became the youngest goalscorer of the Premier League era with that goal at Sunderland? Paul Handy

			It felt mad. It still feels mad now, looking back at it. Over the next four or five weeks, I came on a few more times, but Terry Venables, Eddie Gray and the senior players were very good at helping me stay on an even keel. I had barely been mentioned in the media, which suited me down to the ground. It was the complete opposite of what Wazza was getting at Everton. I didn’t envy him that.

			On Christmas Day I travelled up to Sunderland with the first-team squad for the Boxing Day game. I was still a week away from turning 17, but I had played a few games and I didn’t feel as nervous as I had at West Ham. This time my chance came early when I went on for Alan Smith in the first half, just after Sunderland had taken the lead. I had more time to get myself into the game, playing on the right of midfield as we pushed for an equaliser. And I just remember making a run across the near post as Jason Wilcox whipped a ball in low. I slid in and scored and went running to celebrate in front of the Leeds fans. I don’t know how to describe my emotions at that point. It was a ridiculous feeling. Ridiculous.

			Afterwards I was told that I had broken Wazza’s record by five days to become the youngest Premier League goalscorer – 16 years and 356 days. It’s hard to get your head round something like that. Thinking about it now, it’s just weird. I saw a clip of that goal not long ago and my wife Amy said I looked like I was 12. I would have said more like 11, given how massive and baggy the shirt looked on me.

			It got even better. Two days later I scored again, this time at home to Chelsea. People always talk about my goal at Sunderland, but the Chelsea one meant more to me because it was at Elland Road, in a big game, in front of our supporters. And also because it was a really nice goal. I turned away from Marcel Desailly and curled it past the keeper from just outside the box. My dad says everyone was going mad in the stands. Every fan loves to see their team score, but they love it even more when it’s one of their own.

			I had people asking for my autograph at the players’ entrance afterwards. And then my mum and dad drove around to pick me up and take me home. We came home and watched it again on Match of the Day and at that point it was just, like, ‘Ping, ping, ping, ping’ on my phone as the messages came in. I was still 16, straight out of school, still earning £70 a week on YTS, and I was suddenly playing – and scoring – in the Premier League. Looking back now, that just seems ridiculous.

			The phone didn’t stop ringing. My parents’ number was in the phone book, so anyone could track us down. There were journalists ringing up and knocking on the door, hoping for an interview, which I was never going to give, and there were agents clamouring to try to represent me. A few turned up at the cricket club over the road, asking whether James Milner lived around here. ‘James Milner? No, never heard of him.’ If they’d really been switched on, they might have noticed there were some pictures on the wall of me in the cricket team.

			A few days after that, on my 17th birthday, we had an FA Cup game at Scunthorpe. The Leeds fans behind the goal were singing ‘Happy Birthday’, which was quite surreal. In the dressing room afterwards I was putting my trackie bottoms on and suddenly . . . ‘Hang on, what’s gone on here?’ My tracksuit and my trainers had all been cut up by the senior players. As strange as it will sound, it made me feel more accepted by them. But it was massively embarrassing. The kitman wouldn’t give me any other gear, because he was in on it too, and the timing couldn’t have been worse because there was a bit of a buzz about me after the goals I had scored that week. I had to go backwards and forwards from the dressing room to the bus about five times because, as a YTS lad, I was helping the kitman with the slips and the kit. I walked out in the corridor and all the Scunthorpe ball boys were staring at me, as if to say, ‘Look at the state of him.’ When I walked out, there was a crowd outside next to the bus. I’d been in the headlines that week, but people hadn’t really seen me before, so they were looking at me as if to say, ‘Is that tramp the kid who has just scored two goals in the Premier League? What’s going on?’

			It would have been a fair question.

		

	
		
			Training Ground: Nutrition and Fitness

			What was it like to be part of the transformation when football went from players eating Mars bars and smoking at half-time to PhD nutritionists and personal fitness regimes so good that even the back-up goalkeeper is now able to run 10 km for 90 minutes? @Antonstotle

			Smoking at half-time? I’m not quite that old – although I’ve heard that Tugay used to like a half-time fag at Blackburn. And what a player he was. If I think back to 2002, when I started as a scholar at Leeds, things were a lot more advanced than they had been ten years earlier, when there were still some players having steak and chips for pre-match meals. By the time I started, there was a lot more emphasis on protein, steamed vegetables and so on, but there have still been a lot of changes over the past 17 years. Even if I consider how much it has improved over the course of my time at Liverpool, since the club brought in Mona Nemmer from Bayern Munich as our nutritionist, it’s a big, big difference.

			At Leeds there was a canteen at the training ground, which was probably pretty good by the standards of that time – lots of pasta, chicken, fruit and vegetables. But we would also have iced fingers for an afternoon snack every day and think nothing of it. And because, as YTS lads at Leeds, we lived at the training ground – yes, literally lived there – we would always head over for toast and cereal late at night. Or the lads would go to the garage down the road for a bag of sweets or crisps, which they would then go and eat in their rooms. I’m sure that kind of thing still happens at times, but nothing like as regularly as it did back then.

			We have always seemed to go through different phases and fads with different nutritionists. At one of my previous clubs, we had one guy who came in and gave us all these supplements. It was the first time I’d experienced that. I found it way over the top. He would give us two different shakes – one was your fruit intake and one was your veg. The first was horrific and the second was even worse, the nastiest thing I’ve ever tasted. I could only manage it for three days. I remember struggling to force it down, standing over the sink before I went to bed. It was like one of those bushtucker trials. I feel sick even thinking about it.

			The same nutritionist said we should only eat protein and no carbs. One player would rock up for training every morning and have a big steak for breakfast. It worked for him – he felt great on it – but I didn’t feel so good and I went back to having carbs.

			I’m not great with eating. A lot of the time, I eat because I have to, not for pleasure. What I’ve got much better at is forcing food down after a game because I know how important that is nutrition-wise. You end up finding out what’s good for you. I’ve become more aware of that as my career has gone on.

			The first year I was at Liverpool, the food after the game wasn’t great and quite a few of the lads barely touched it. That was far from ideal because your post-match refuelling is very important. We had a chat about it and the manager and the staff agreed that it was better to eat something – almost anything – than nothing at all. So at the end of that first season, we were having Nando’s brought into the dressing room after games. Nando’s isn’t that bad for you at all if you have the right things, but that was very much a short-term compromise before Mona arrived that summer to overhaul everything.

			Now it’s very different. With the new stand at Anfield, the dressing room is much bigger, with a full-blown kitchen next door, and the post-match spread is top-notch. Again, there will be everything – pasta, fish, steak however you want it cooked, salads, yogurts, fruit and so on. The food is varied and the menu changes every week. We’ll have a protein smoothie prepared for our post-match recovery. It’s measured out, depending on how long you’ve played. And unlike those shakes we used to have at Newcastle, they taste good.

			Ultimately, nutrition is more about looking after your body for the longer term, so that you’re able to recover properly between games and be in the best condition to perform week after week, month after month, year after year.

			It’s not just about keeping the weight off and keeping lean. It’s about eating the right things at the right times in a schedule which, with all the travelling and late nights and different kick-off times, can be very irregular. If you don’t refuel and recover properly, you’ll find it hard to perform at your top level and there’s more chance of getting injured because you’re more fatigued. I’m sure some people will say, ‘Come off it. People have always played every three days. They never needed nutritionists in the past.’ Yes, but players are so much fitter now – partly because of nutrition and sports science and things like that. When the standards of professionalism are so high, it comes down to marginal gains. You need to break it down into the actual science of what the body is doing when you’re running, say, 13 km in matches every few days – and with training and travelling on top of that. You can’t afford to cut corners.

			What do clubs make you eat diet-wise? Do you get cheat days? @Lynchyyy8

			I eat very healthily, but I don’t want to give the impression it’s all steamed fish and protein shakes. I love a good roast dinner once in a while – roast lamb, mint sauce, Yorkshire pudding, veg and, as a proper northern boy, lots and lots of gravy. I love a nice burger when I’m on holiday. Not a McDonald’s (which actually used to be a ritual of mine after the last game of the season) but a proper, nicely cut, nicely cooked burger. Where I go on holiday in Spain, they do a great burger with a fried egg on it, plus cheese, gherkin, proper salad, the works. Tempura prawns and mussels are other favourites when I’m on holiday. I don’t mind ice cream. I don’t mind the odd dessert. Favourite dessert? Apple crumble and custard. Solid, that, isn’t it?

			But those cheat days are rare. Ninety per cent of the time, I eat really healthily. As a professional sportsman, you just have to know when you can treat yourself and when you can’t. In fact, that’s the same for anyone. Even if you’re a very healthy eater, you need your cheat days. I’ll have a chocolate cookie now and then. It’s just a case of knowing the right time for that.

			Have you tried a roll and square sausage yet? @JordanCowan4

			Ha. You must be asking that because of that video I did with Robbo, who was talking about it like it was some kind of Scottish delicacy. The way he explained it, it sounded like a squashed hash brown. Maybe I should have had one when we were in Edinburgh in pre-season, but, no I can’t say I’m desperate to give it a try. Sorry . . .

			What made you decide not to touch alcohol? @ayamashalal

			People talk about this like it’s a big deal, but it was just a decision I made when I was young and I’ve stuck to it. To be honest, it was probably partly because, having broken into the first-team squad just before I turned 17, I was more conscious of my responsibilities – not just about alcohol but clubbing, nights out and so on. Around that time, a few of the YTS lads would go out into town with some of the older lads, like Matthew Kilgallon and Frazer Richardson. They would go into nightclubs and people would look at their faces and say: ‘James Milner isn’t here, is he?’ It wasn’t that I was a superstar or anything like that, but because I had got into the first team and scored a few goals, a lot of people in Leeds knew my name and the whole city knew I wasn’t 18 yet. If it had got back to the manager, I would have got in real trouble. So even if I had wanted to go out drinking or clubbing, I couldn’t have done. And around that time, I just made the decision that I wasn’t going to. When you’re younger, it’s really just a question of whether you’re comfortable in that scene. At that age, I wasn’t.

			You do have to make sacrifices when you’re a professional footballer. The rewards are worth it. Is being teetotal really a sacrifice? I don’t know because I’ve never tried alcohol. Well, I did have a sip of my old man’s Strongbow when I was young, but that’s it. From what I can remember, it didn’t taste like it would be much of a sacrifice. The amount of time we spend away from home feels much more like a sacrifice to me, but it’s also a case of not getting involved in things that your mates are doing when you’re younger. You’ve got a choice to make. I always felt like I was happy to miss out on that side of things because I had a clear picture of what I could gain.

			I do like a night out, though. I’m not a big fan of nightclubs, because I’m not a drinker and I’m not a smooth mover like Bobby Firmino or Crouchy, but I like going to bars and having a good crack with my mates. I don’t mind people around me having a drink. It doesn’t bother me at all. If other players like a drink, and that’s their release, I’m absolutely fine with that.

			The funny thing is when people say, ‘Come on, just have one,’ like they want to be the one who turns me, or they’ll say, ‘Please can I be there when you have your first drink?’ Another line I’ve heard a lot is, ‘Are you going to have a drink if we win the Premier League?’ or ‘Are you going to have a drink if we win the Champions League?’ And in case you’re wondering, no I didn’t. I wasn’t even slightly tempted. To be honest, I would have been more likely to turn to drink if we hadn’t won it.

			When on their end-of-season break, do most players have a fitness regime to keep themselves in shape? Or do they say, ‘Stuff it, I’m on holiday’? @Skidz81202182

			I don’t think you can afford to think that way these days. The days of players putting their feet up for six weeks are long gone, which is why, a couple of weeks after winning the Champions League, I found myself running around the top of a mountain in Spain, in sweltering heat . . . and being attacked by a dog.

			I have a place in Spain, where there are two options running-wise. One is a really long slog down to the beach and the other is really steep, ridiculously steep, running around the top of the mountain. The second is very quiet, with not many houses, so I prefer that one. I was running down from the top of the mountain and there were two women who had six or seven dogs with them. I tried to run around them and, as I did, one of these dogs went for me – actually tried to bite me on the knee – so I tried to hurdle the dog and, as I landed, I fell awkwardly onto the curb and took a tumble and scraped all down my arm. I had to carry on running because I was mid-interval at the time, but I met up with Adam Lallana the following day to play golf and he was saying, ‘What the hell have you done to your arm?’ It could have been serious, but Ads couldn’t stop laughing when I was telling him about it. Neither could I, to be fair.

			A footballer’s summer is a lot shorter these days. This year we had the Champions League final on 1 June and then we were back in pre-season training on 6 July. That’s five weeks. It was a lot less than that for those players who were on international duty, particularly the ones who were playing in the Copa América or the Africa Cup of Nations.

			I enjoy my holidays – I went to America this summer, then to Spain – but I probably only allow myself to be in ‘holiday mode’ for the first week or ten days. And holiday mode, for me, just means taking it easy and doing things with the family, rather than eating or drinking loads. A lot of people will know what I mean if I say that going to Disney World with the kids isn’t the most relaxing way to spend a holiday.

			After a week or so, I feel ready to start running again anyway. But even if I didn’t feel ready, the club gives us fitness programmes for when we’re away. And our programmes are all linked to various apps, so the coaches can monitor what we’re doing. Sometimes I’ll do steady runs, but you don’t often run at a steady pace as a footballer, so the steady stuff is just to build up your base fitness. After that, a lot of it is interval-based. I like to do four four-minute runs with a minute’s rest between each one. Then it might be 45 seconds on, then a 15-second rest, in four-minute blocks. And when I say ‘on’, I mean running flat out.

			One of the difficulties when you’re on holiday is finding somewhere to do it. If you’re on a beach, that’s not easy. I used to run on a treadmill a lot in the summer. These days I prefer being out on the road – but ideally I’d prefer not to have dogs trying to get a piece of me.

			Talking of dogs, there are stories about how, back in the day, fitness coaches used to give out heart-rate monitors so they could track what players were doing exercise-wise over the summer. Apparently some players used to put the monitors on their dogs and let the dog run around for an hour or so to make it look like they’d been running like mad.
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