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Introduction


We didn’t know who this young lad playing up front was but we liked what we saw. He held the ball up neatly with as cushioned a first touch as you were likely to get at this level of the game. He turned cleverly and took on defenders bravely. Above all, he had a heart like a lion, the arms and legs pumping and cheeks puffing as he gamely ran for every lost cause. The socks rolled down to the ankles were a symbolic trademark of the all-action, value-for-money style. Football fans immediately take to such players and forgive them much.


It was Saturday October 12, 1985, and a group of seven or eight of us anoraked nutters from the London supporters branch of Weymouth Football Club, my home-town team, had come to Wycombe Wanderers’ sloping old town-centre ground at Loakes Park for this match in the Alliance Premier League – now the Nationwide Football Conference – unaware of the coltish figure gambolling enthusiastically in the cause of the Terras; so nicknamed from their colours of terra cotta and blue. The opportunities to purchase the Dorset Evening Echo in the environs of the capital were, after all, distinctly limited and we were a few days behind on club news.


A few terrace enquiries to our acquaintances in the travelling band of supporters still resident in our old home town elicited a sketchy biography. Aged 19, name of Steve Claridge. A striker on loan from Bournemouth. Had been an apprentice at Portsmouth, where he was born, before brief spells at Basingstoke and Fareham Town of the Southern League. Weymouth were seemingly flush with money at the time and about to move to a new stadium on the edge of town, having sold for £3 million (to a supermarket chain, of course) their, to me, memory-filled but deteriorating old Recreation Ground, hemmed in by the harbour, gasworks, disused railway line and Department of Health and Social Security offices. As one of the top non-league sides in the country then, having finished runners-up to Altrincham in the Alliance’s inaugural season, they were pushing for the Football League now that automatic promotion had finally been established, and were willing to pay hard-up Bournemouth £10,000 for Claridge. The striker was apparently dubious, however, about dropping out of the full-time professional game to become a semi-pro.


Elated after a 3–0 victory, some achievement at Wycombe in those days and a result we Weymouth exiles pine for in these depressing Southern League times, we adjourned to the bar. This was as much a pleasure of non-league football as the day itself, which was generally free of the rigours involved in supporting bigger clubs. There was no need to get there three hours before kick-off to pay £5 for a parking space; rather an hour early, parking in a safe, neighbouring street, then through a queueless turnstile for a pre-match drink in the social club. And there was no claustrophobic, seated discomfort, but instead ease of movement away from the noisy, abusive and ill-informed nuisance, and unhindered access to the tea bar at half-time. Even if the standard of football and the feeling of isolated inferiority for the non-league supporter did grate a little, the match was always fiercely fought, the heart full of optimism that better days were ahead.


In the bar, post-match, you got to chat to the players, too. Try that at Old Trafford: ‘Tell me, Eric, what was going through your mind that night at Selhurst Park? I have this theory …’ They probably hated it, having to stand there and endure the ignorance and humour the punters, but Claridge didn’t that day. His permanently grinning face seemed to be enjoying all the compliments flying his way as he listened closely without interrupting. What a nice, simple, unaffected lad, you couldn’t fail to conclude.


Come and sign for us, I instructed him. You’ll be better off playing in front of 1000 people at this level rather than a couple of hundred for Bournemouth reserves. More important from your own point of view, you’ll score 20 goals a season and get noticed in the game a lot more readily. Hadn’t Graham Roberts and Andy Townsend gone on from Weymouth to Tottenham and Southampton respectively?


He seemed to take it in. Anyway, within a month he had signed for Weymouth to begin two and half years that yielded 57 goals from 149 appearances and became a part of probably the best team they had had in their history. Soon there would be Peter Guthrie, later to join Spurs for £100,000, in goal; Tommy Jones, who moved on to Aberdeen, Swindon and Reading, in midfield; up front, flanking Claridge, the skilful Tony Agana, who went on to Watford, Sheffield United and Notts County. Another contemporary was the centre-back Shaun Teale, who moved on to Bournemouth then Aston Villa.


In Claridge’s third and what proved to be final season Weymouth should have won the Conference. Now installed in the new concrete and characterless Wessex Stadium on an industrial estate near the Radipole Lake bird sanctuary, they won their first five games, including a 3–0 demolition of relegated Lincoln City in front of 3600, and come November they still led the league. Then a spring burst from underground in the middle of the field making the pitch unplayable throughout the winter months. Home games had to be taken to a variety of grounds in the South-West and the momentum built up was lost. They finished well adrift, Lincoln returning to the Football League, and the chance was gone on the winds around the Wessex. There was a darkness on the edge of town from which the club, a decade later, has yet to recover.


Steve knew too that the moment had passed. Now 21, he felt he had to move on if he was going to make headway in his career. The way he was allowed to leave said much about how Weymouth was being run at the time and how the club was slipping. Due to an oversight, he never received a letter retaining his services and, out of contract, was permitted a free transfer. After considering offers from Barnet and Wycombe Wanderers, he could not resist the approach of Steve Coppell on behalf of Crystal Palace, then a Second Division club, that summer of 1988. His desire to be a league footballer seemed about to be fulfilled.


I too drifted away from Weymouth, my work having changed at my then employers the Guardian from a production journalist to a football reporter, which demanded duty and attention elsewhere on the Saturday afternoons that had previously been days off. I always kept half an eye on the Claridge career, though, as you do with a soft-spot favourite player who has meant something to you in some way.


Crystal Palace was not for him; Mark Bright and Ian Wright barred the way and he lasted only a few months – beset by fines for frequent late arrivals at training and reserve team matches that anyone who has negotiated the south London streets around Selhurst Park will sympathize with – before fetching up at then Third Division Aldershot, who paid £14,000 for him. After eighteen months slumming it at an ailing, paint-peeling club going out of business, he was sold to Cambridge United for a desperately needed £75,000 that kept the wolf from Aldershot’s door for a while longer. Superficially, all seemed well there as John Beck’s on-a-roll team threatened the top flight of the game with their ugly and brash brand of long-ball football, though, unhappy, Steve was in and out of the team. In all, he spent four years at the Abbey Stadium, interrupted only by a few months at Luton, more miserable even than his first spell at Cambridge as he failed to settle and played, according to him, the worst football of his career.


Then, in January of 1994, the ebullient Barry Fry bought him for Birmingham City for £350,000 to signal what was an exciting, never-a-dull-moment spell at the hub of the publicity-hungry, soap-opera regime of David Sullivan and Karren Brady, soft-porn publisher and his right-hand woman. Brum went down to the new Second Division in his first season but bounced back into the First the next with Steve becoming the first City player in the two decades since Trevor Francis to score 20 league goals in a season.


It was during this period that I encountered him again, after covering an FA Cup tie against Liverpool at St Andrews, from which Birmingham emerged with a creditable 0–0 draw. We nodded recognition when he came up to the press box to do a radio interview, then chatted for a few minutes about the good and bad old days at Weymouth, whose current plight saddened him.


A year later, in the winter of 1996, Birmingham reached a Coca-Cola Cup semi-final against Leeds United and I recalled Claridge’s undulating – ‘much-travelled’ being the standard description – career when I was seeking a subject for an article as preview to the game for the Independent on Sunday, whose football correspondent I had become. I rang Barry Fry, always one of the football writer’s standard contacts, who gave me Steve’s phone number in Luton, where he had bought a house during his brief career with the town’s team. It was a start of three days trying to nail down a jelly, a period that said much about his hither-and-thither, at times chaotic, way of life, but eventually we coincided. It became one of the best interviews a footballer had ever given me and one that spoke volumes about the life of a professional in the modern era, a time which has seen the game explode with money, intrigue and interest at the top level but remain villagey in its everybody-knows-everybody-else’s-business elsewhere.


It was midday on the Wednesday before publication when, having been trying the number every half hour for two days, I finally got through. ‘’Ullo?’ enquired a voice that knew not what time of day it was and whose bleary eyes and dishevelled, cropped hair you could picture without the need for any new-fangled videophone. He was sorry, he said, but he had been staying with his parents in Portsmouth, between where, Birmingham and Luton, he commuted. It sounded like a central England triangle into which he frequently disappeared. Meet me in the gym at Birmingham University tomorrow at two o’clock, was the best sense I could make of him.


I duly turned up to watch training, snow having driven City indoors to the university. ‘We’ll do it at the end,’ he said even before I could finish my ‘Hello, Steve. I was just wondering …’ introduction. At the end, he was in a rush to get away. ‘Bit of business to sort out with Karren down at the club,’ he offered by way of explanation, scribbling down an almost illegible address on a scrap of paper. ‘Come to my house in Luton at eight tonight.’ By now I was beginning to get a feel for his character. ‘You will definitely be there, won’t you?’ I asked pleadingly.


He was and the mad motorway dashing proved worth it. I knew I was on promising ground when I began with a bit of idle chatter about the training that afternoon and mentioned that Birmingham was the largest campus university in Britain with some 14,000 people. ‘Only a few more than we’ve got, then,’ he replied, talking of his club, who under Barry Fry’s manic transfer dealing policy that season would break the English league record for the number of players used: 46. The previous record was held by, um, Barry Fry and Birmingham, with 43 the previous season. In all, more than 100 players either came or went under ‘Baz’ – 63 of them incomers – though Claridge mostly remained one of the favoured, regularly chosen few.


With complete candour and charming wit, Claridge trawled through his amazing life and career, beginning with his adoption as a baby of six weeks, the heart defect discovered when he was 12 and now controlled by medication, his jobs as a gardener (sacked three times) before making it to some of football’s twilight zones and boot camps, forever on the fringe of the big time. ‘People have said to me: “Don’t you regret not doing any better?” ’ he told me. ‘But I have been in some unbelievable scrapes, met some great characters, played at some mad clubs and I wouldn’t swop any of it. It’s just been a barrel of laughs right from the off.’


There was Aldershot and training on dog-fouled public parks, where the central midfield player Giorgio Mazzon had a disabled sticker on his car and Claridge sold fruit and vegetables from the back of his own car to the other players to supplement his income. At Cambridge United there was the hard-line regime and the rigorous routines of John Beck with his ninety-minute one-touch training sessions, punishing fitness programmes and bizarre philosophies. And Birmingham, where pre-season training on Dunstable Downs resembled a scene out of the film Zulu (‘There were that many of us coming over the hills’) and he played with 23 different striking partners in his two-year spell for a club he loved for its passionate, working-class supporters, with whom he had much empathy. What summed up his often haphazard, unplanned life, he said (proposing an interlude in the interview at this point while I took him for a fish-and-chip supper), was the fact that he had only ever bought two houses, one in Wimbledon when he joined Crystal Palace and the other in Luton. The first he never lived in, the second was while at a club with whom he spent only three months. ‘He was a difficult player to coach,’ his manager there, David Pleat, told me. ‘So unpredictable.’


It all combined to form not only a portrait of one of the game’s most colourful characters but also a fascinating, unseen picture of life in the lower divisions, one to which my 1200 words for my newspaper could barely do justice. There had been, after all, spells with eleven different clubs, and in fourteen seasons as a professional he had only ever five times finished a season at the same club with which he began it. One of his previous managers, Harry Redknapp at Bournemouth, now of West Ham, had once said that you could write a book about Steve, familiar as Harry was with all the tales surrounding him – and indeed party to some himself. The thought occurred that Steve deserved one.


When I put the idea to him he readily agreed, wanting to give people an insight into the life and times of a pro beyond the back-page headlines and behind the slick Sky television images that attend the multi-million-pound Premiership. ‘There may not be much money in it,’ I warned him. ‘That’s all right. I’m not Bryan Robson, am I?’ he replied. I believe, however, that not even the best paid, or most fêted or famous, have tales like his. Neither can many tell them with the affectionate but challenging frankness Claridge ventured. Some of this must be far-fetched, I thought, at points during our conversations. I decided to speak to a collection of former colleagues and managers. They confirmed it all, even adding anecdotes of their own.


He was determined to be rigorously honest about himself as well as others, and volunteered readily what football’s grapevine had known for some time but was barely ready or able to print: that a serious gambling addiction had coursed its draining and depressing route through his career. It had, he told me, cost him at least £300,000 in the past ten years and had got him into some serious and miserable situations. He once considered robbing a supermarket, so desperate was he. ‘I’ve earned a fortune in my career and sometimes I haven’t had a pot to piss in,’ he said as we talked at his home, where the kitchen had bare boards, a patio was half-built and the living room was furnished sparingly as he divided his time between this footballing base and the warmer family farm at Titchfield Common, near Portsmouth, where his wife Mandy, whom he married in June of 1995, also lives and indulges his career patiently.


Shortly after the unsuccessful Coca-Cola Cup semi-final against Leeds, in which he was still cheered by Birmingham fans despite missing a penalty, an acrimonious transfer around his thirtieth birthday took him to Leicester City for £1.2 million. With the gambling now under control – though he admits that, as with any addictive illness, he may only be in remission and may need help finally to overcome – and following a thyroid problem that debilitated him for nearly three months, he played a crucial part in Leicester’s late run to the First Division play-offs.


Then came the crowning moment in front of a full-to-capacity, sun-drenched Wembley Stadium. Barely a minute of extra time remained against Crystal Palace, who had let him go almost eight years previously, with the score locked at 1–1 when the ball sat up invitingly for him on the edge of the Palace penalty area. ‘It was winking at me,’ he told me later. In an instant he had despatched it past Nigel Martyn for the goal that took Leicester up. Joyously, all exhaustion forgotten, he set off on the celebratory run of his life as the blue-and-white half of the faded but still grand old stadium erupted. The venue of legends had a new one; well, at least Leicester did. It meant millions of pounds to the club and a chance to dream anew for their fans.


When he had calmed down – about a month later – Steve told me: ‘Just think. That goal means we are going to play at Old Trafford against Manchester United while Palace will be going to Grimsby.’ It duly happened. The fixture computer arranged for the two clubs to take their widely disparate journeys on the same day in the November of the next season. (Poor Grimsby, incidentally; they seem to have replaced Oldham as the epitome of the unglamorous. So disparagingly referred to, so often, are they that their name seems unofficially to have been changed to Thelikesofgrimsby.)


After all this time, Steve’s fifteenth season as a professional was going to see him play in the Premiership, a fitting reward for a worthy, persistent career, one that has improved with maturity. He was to go on and, astonishingly, score the winning goal in the Coca-Cola Cup Final against Middlesbrough. ‘The way it’s gone I’ll sign for Manchester United on my fortieth birthday,’ he said. Perhaps by then his gambling will be long gone and he will have banked rather than squandered the financial rewards that came his way so late in his career. He deserved his move to Wolverhampton Wanderers before going home to Portsmouth.


All the while, Steve has been seen as just a journeyman player, one who could do a good job for a lower division team. Seen, too, as football’s Just William with his collection of old muddied boots that he insists should not be cleaned (make that football’s Imelda Marcos), socks at half-mast that have most referees telling him to pull them up or face a booking, and a spiky-haired, scruffy appearance allied to a mischievous, winning smile. Danny Baker’s Radio 5 programme once noted that he resembled the American comedienne, Joan Rivers.


He has always been realistic about his abilities but slightly resents the image, believing it overlooks the fact that he has a touch of quality too. But for the early immaturity, notorious timekeeping and penchant for punting – drawbacks, granted – he might have made the top sooner, though things in life often happen when they are meant to, when people are properly equipped to handle them. Perhaps Steve would not have been ready before.


‘I did come close to signing him a couple of years ago,’ one Premiership manager told me, ‘but he’s mad, isn’t he?’ Yes and no. Unconventional and erratic maybe, but an honest, skilful player who is the lifeblood of English professional football; a salt of the earth who deserved his day in the sun. Steve Claridge’s story, as unusual as it may be, is an example of why the domestic game is such a rich, deep and diverse competition, one unmatched anywhere in the world. Few anywhere will match the way he tells it, either.




1 A Gambling Man


There was once a football manager who asked a player straight up when they were discussing a possible transfer what his problem was: women, drinking or gambling. ‘You may as well tell us, son, because we’ll find out soon enough,’ he said. These days, with so much time on their hands and money in their pockets, most players are supposed to have at least one expensive, high-profile vice. That has not been my experience, generally, and I can only hold my hands up to my own problem. Most of the managers who have signed me – twelve of them now – have known what my passion was, or became aware of it pretty quickly.


With me, it has always been gambling, mainly on horses, and I know the word has spread about me on the game’s bush telegraph. Some have seen me as a bit of a joker, as a character, the gambling a big part of me. It has probably put some managers off signing me, especially at the highest level, although I believe sincerely that I have always given every ounce of me on the field. There, I have always felt in control of myself and my life, doing what I do best. I heard Paul Gascoigne saying once that the pitch was the only place he truly felt free and, although I have never had the same glare of publicity as him, I know exactly what he meant.


Off the field it has been a different matter. The gambling has often controlled me, bringing a misery far beyond the £300,000 or so I reckon I have ‘done’ during my career. In the past few years, it became such a problem, going up from £10,000 a year to £50,000 as I earned more, that I knew eventually I would have to do something about it. Admitting to it is the first step. I think my friends and family will be staggered by the amounts involved. They have known little beyond the fact that I have always liked a bet. When you are ashamed of something, and I know I haven’t done the right thing, you try to keep it hidden. I think it is fair to say that I have been gripped by a gambling addiction.


It started off pretty small-time, as most addictions do. When I was 10 or 11, my dad would let me join in the sociable, small-stakes card schools he used to host on Friday nights on his green baize table for a neighbour, Jim Shanley, and three or four policemen of his acquaintance. It was a bit like the Keystone Kops, really. Sometimes they would get a call-out but would only go if it was an emergency. Otherwise they would say they were tied up. It was all pretty friendly with my dad, who has never been a big gambler, letting me use the small amounts he paid me for helping in his market gardening business. Nobody ever won or lost very much, with perhaps a big ‘pot’ being £30, but I suppose it gave me a taste.


My first real bet, with neighbour Jim placing it for me, was at the age of 11: £1 on Virginia Wade to win Wimbledon in 1977. She duly romped home at 16–1, with me having skived off school to watch it on television. I also recall winning quite big on Ben Nevis in the 1980 Grand National at 40–1. The Derby was an annual occasion when I used to stay home from school, pretending I had a sore throat. ‘Got the Derby throat again, have we?’ my mum would ask. With Jim, I also used to do a regular Saturday bet of 36 doubles, trebles and accumulators, my share being £18. It doesn’t seem a lot of money now and even then it didn’t seem much to me, just a bit of fun and no more, but I suppose to others it would, especially with it being a 14-year-old involved. My dad knew, but he didn’t seem to mind. He thought it was just a youthful diversion, I suppose.


During my teenage years I was betting only what I earned off my dad or from selling strawberries by the M27 on days when I bunked off school and tagged along with traders I knew. I suppose I was losing £20 to £30 a week but I was doing nobody any harm – not even myself, I thought. I didn’t really get that much of a kick out of it then, and I had no responsibilities.


Neither was it a problem during the apprenticeship I began with Portsmouth at the age of 16. We were far too busy all day and I was scratching a living on £25 a week, having my bed and board provided at home, so the habit could hardly get out of control. I did venture into the bookie’s now and then on the days when I should have been on a day-release course at Highbury College. Then came the day when Alan Ball told me I was not going to make it at Portsmouth, fifteen months into something I had so desperately wanted. The club, naturally enough, had taken a dim view of my non-attendance at college, and coupled with timekeeping that sometimes saw me late for training, they were going to release me. When Bally, then the youth team coach, had me in his office to tell me, I was upset. But it was a strange feeling, because at that age of 17 I didn’t really understand the consequences. I thought to myself, Well, if I don’t make it here, I’ll make it somewhere else. It was the same with the money, I always thought I had earning potential and would have enough for my needs, which included betting.


Alan Ball handed me a cheque for £500 as six months’ pay-off, and it should have seemed like a huge sum I suppose, but that wasn’t how I saw it. It wasn’t money to cushion the blow or tide me over until I found a new club or something else to do with my life, as most sensible people might decide; it was just there to be spent. A cheque was no good to me so I just got the club to cash it and I went immediately back to Titchfield to a bookmaker’s there. Within three or four hours it had gone on several horses whose names I have long since forgotten. It was my way of dealing with no longer being a professional footballer. I needed some relief and consolation. As I walked out of the shop I can remember feeling a little bit gutted at losing the money. Not gutted enough, obviously.


It’s a strange thing, but you lose your grasp on the value of money when you are gambling. If I had spent £500 on clothes, which would have seemed a real extravagance, I might have been concerned. But when you go into a bookmaker’s, it feels like being a character in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe: you’re going through the wardrobe into another world. It’s just like a fantasy. Time doesn’t matter. You can be in there four hours but it feels like four minutes. There always seems to be something happening, with races going off every few minutes on, nowadays, a whole bank of television screens. If you are a sensible punter, you might pick one horse a day, or back nothing for a couple of weeks, and you can do fairly well. The mugs are those who stay there all day. That’s the way it gets you. I became a mug.


Not immediately, though. After I left Portsmouth, when I broke my ankle as an 18-year-old playing for the Hampshire county youth team, I was on the dole for nine months and struggling financially. Only when I got back into the game with Bournemouth, then Weymouth, did I become a regular punter again. I remember at Weymouth getting a tip for a horse called Aquilifer several months before the Cheltenham meeting. One friendly bookmaker – yes, they do exist, though only when you are offering them money – let me have 8–1 ante-post and pay for the bet in instalments. I decided I wanted £1200 on it, and it took me eight weeks to pay it off. I won more than £9000. It’s funny how you remember the names of the horses that win for you but only very rarely those many losers.


I do believe that my gambling never affected my football – the way I played that is – but I have to be honest and admit that it has come close to infringing on it on the odd occasion. At Weymouth I once turned up for a game at the appointed time an hour before kick-off but nipped out to get a bet on at a bookie’s near their old Recreation Ground (the new one in the town’s suburbs later presented a problem). Other players also wanted me to lay their bets, with me becoming a sort of unofficial runner, as was also to happen at subsequent clubs, and I made it back only five or ten minutes before kick-off, having stayed on to watch the race. Everyone knew where I had been. My reputation was developing. I earned a roasting from the manager Brian Godfrey as I changed hurriedly, but I still went out and performed up to standard, I believe.


After Weymouth, in my brief spell at Crystal Palace, I never really had any time for gambling. I was preoccupied with trying to get a league career off the ground so the bookie’s took a back seat. Also, I seemed to be spending the whole day in the car travelling up from Portsmouth; that and losing most of my wages in fines for turning up late for training and reserve games. I didn’t have a great deal to spend. Most of my pay was taken out at source.


The problem really started to kick in at Aldershot. I was earning £300 a week and getting paid monthly. Or was supposed to be. Sometimes, when the club was going through a rough patch, we didn’t get paid. When I did get paid, it would usually disappear in two weeks, but that was good for me, with all the craziness that would come later. The rest of the time I was living on the money I got from the fruit and veg stall I set up after training from the back of my car, selling produce to the other players. As soon as that was done, I would get straight down the bookies’. There were three or four right next to the ground around the High Street and we never trained beyond 12.30 p.m., so I could generally be there when racing started.


I can remember once racing to get a bet on and in my rush having an accident in my car, one of at least eight I have had (though not all of them have been gambling-induced). It was my fault, pure and simple. I drove into a lorry, and I wasn’t going to argue with the lorry driver, who was a burly bloke. At first I was angry and impatient as I realized the race time was approaching and I wasn’t going to get the £1500 on the horse. Then later when I heard it had lost, I was grateful. The bill for the damage to his lorry and my car came to £800, so I figured that crash saved me £700. The driver couldn’t believe I was so willing to pay and seemed a bit baffled by the smile on my face when I took the money round to his house a few nights later.


I also got to know professional gamblers barred from betting at racetracks by the on-course bookies, as you do when you become familiar with the twilight world of bookmakers’ shops. One asked me to run an errand for him, saying he would make it worth my while. As an unknown face – which is not difficult when you play for Aldershot – I went up to Windsor races one night just to put a bet on one race. I was in and out in ten minutes. The horse won and I left there with £13,000 in cash. My share as courier was a welcome and easy £1300.


It was after my move to Cambridge United, when my wages increased substantially, that things got really bad. The football wasn’t going well. I was stuck in a contract for two and a half years with a manager, John Beck, who I despised and who didn’t like me. He wasn’t going to let me go and it became a personal thing. The squad was also thin but no matter what, I wasn’t going to get in the side regularly. He was very stubborn. I turned to regular, expensive punting as a release from the gloom of it all. In a betting shop I felt I could escape from the pressures of the football and there was no one there to bawl me out.


At first Cambridge put me in a hotel, then digs, but after a while the club decided they had paid for me for long enough and told me to find a place of my own. The problem was that I was gambling all my money and didn’t have enough money to find anywhere to live. I didn’t want to waste it on accommodation and the non-essentials. I even slept in the Cortina I then had on loan from Dad for a couple of nights. Now I was doing all my money a month in advance. I had a mortgage on a place I had bought in Wimbledon when I was at Crystal Palace and that was being deducted at source, along with some bills, because I would just let arrears pile up if I had been given the money. One month I remember having £3.19 left after deductions. I did try to change some cheques with the club but mostly they bounced.


One of the directors had a flat that he let to one of the players, who had to get out when the director decided to sell the place. The player concerned and I had a spare key made and I moved in as a squatter. They knew someone was in there but nobody cottoned on it was me. It went on for about two months until one day I was sleeping on a mattress and heard the front door go. It was an estate agent showing someone around the place. I had to jump up, hurriedly put on my trousers, stash the mattress and climb out through the window carrying a sleeping bag.


The gambling had a grip on me. Because Beck was often having me working out after the others as punishment for not giving in to his methods, I was going to training with my money in my tracksuit trousers, in a zipped-up pocket, so that I could get straight off to the bookie’s. Then it was hotfoot to get the money on, not bothering to shower or change until I got home at about six o’clock.


Once, I don’t know how – probably rare winnings from the previous day – I had managed to get together £1000 and put it all on a horse called Presidanimich at even money. I was so sure about it. And it was only a four-horse race. Naturally, it didn’t win, though I remember this loser’s name because of what happened three days later; it romped home at 4–1, though it may have been finishing the previous race. Needless to say I didn’t have anything on it. Just another hard-luck story.


Another time, I was really flush, probably after getting a chunk of a new season’s signing-on fee, and I did the whole £4500 in one afternoon. On the way back to wherever I was living at the time, I ran out of petrol. It had never occurred to me all day just to save a tenner for petrol. If I had cash I was going to spend it on gambling and no other consideration was going to get in the way. I was just caught up in it, couldn’t control it. I still didn’t really realize what was happening to me. It all seemed a natural way of life, just a bit of fun, though in hindsight fun was the last thing it was.


I actually ended up running a book, working behind the counter for a bookmaker who became a friend, though these days, with hindsight gained from bitter experience, I think the two things do not go together. I used to use a little independent in a village near Cambridge. After I moved out of the squat, the owner of this bookmaker’s took pity on me – I suppose I had been good business for him – and let me sleep on his sofa. Later he moved into a bigger house and I had my own room. I rarely had a bet with him after that because it would have made life difficult for both of us. I suppose I thought that working behind the counter taking money rather than being the one handing it over might curb my habit but often I would go out of the shop and bet somewhere else. He still ended up owing me about £13,000 but there was no way he could pay. Both of us were broke. I suppose he was too soft on people. He let too many people bet on credit and kept extending it but they could never pay him back. In the end, we fell out, as people always do over money.


Some nights I used to stay in his shop on my own till ten, just listening to the commentaries on the night racing, having put a bet on somewhere else during the day. I was in the environment all the time. I suppose I used to get kicks out of watching it all. Whether he could let me have any money he owed me for a bet depended on how the punters did, so I would want them to lose all afternoon. If one or two big players came in, I used to enjoy seeing them lose.


I was really down around this time, one particular incident summing up my state of mind. I remember going to a supermarket to do a bit of shopping just before they closed one night. At the check-out a young lad had left the till open. I looked at all the money in there. All of a sudden it went through my mind to push him off the chair and run off with the money. Then sense prevailed, but I realized how desperate I had become. I was basically just living for the gambling. I could get by on my wits and hold creditors off for a month or so with promises, but I always needed money for a bet. I never really had any debts for too long a time, or if I did I would pay them back pretty quickly, but then I never had any money to spare. Gambling money was not spare money.


Most people would have seen my transfer to Luton as welcome, even if the town itself is a bit gloomy, as a chance to get myself straight again. With my money going up from £35,000 a year to £95,000 it should have been. Instead, the more I had, the more I gambled. We went on a pre-season tour to Sweden, the first time I had been abroad with a team. There was a big carnival going on in one town where we were staying and they had a racetrack with a trotting meeting scheduled. I was rubbing my hands with anticipation. I offered to run a book for the lads and when they agreed, I really thought I had a good touch here. There were some good gamblers at Luton at that time, out of fifteen lads, probably six good ones.


After we’d had a meal in the grandstand, the racing started. I thought I could not lose. There were about fifteen horses in each race, it was foreign, no one knew anything about them, their form or about trotting. In the first race, Mick Harford picked numbers 1 and 14 in a £10 reverse forecast. Bugger me if they didn’t come up. I had to pay Mick about £2500. After that, he was betting £100 a race and would have cleaned me out if he had won. Thankfully he didn’t and I got the debt back to about £1500. I thought a week abroad would stop me betting for a while, but I guess I could have found a bet in the Sahara Desert. Camel racing, perhaps.


I did some serious financial damage to myself during the three months I was at Luton. After my accommodation hassles in Cambridge I thought buying a house there would help, but when it came to putting the £10,000 down as a deposit I didn’t have it, even though Luton had given me a £35,000 signing-on fee and £10,000 removal expenses. My solicitor had to lend me the money for a few weeks until I could pay it back.


One amazing day during that period I won £16,000. Or rather I didn’t. It was just one of those runs when I could do no wrong. Nine out of ten horses came up. The bookie didn’t have enough in the till to pay me out though and told me to come back the next day at five o’clock to pick up the winnings. But I got there well before that and started to gamble. At 5 p.m., just as my last horse, called Grey Power I think, was going down, a Securicor man walked through the door with my £16,000. I can still hear the bookie’s words to this helmeted figure chained to a metal case: ‘It’s all right, mate. You can take it back. We won’t be needing it any more.’


On other days, I was going to apprentices who earned £35 a week and asking them to go to their cashpoint to get a couple of hundred quid out for me, for which I would then give them a post-dated cheque. I never did have any credit cards or bank cards because I didn’t trust myself. I would just have run up bills that I would pay belatedly, thus eating into my future stakes. It was the same with bookmakers’ credit and telephone accounts. The one bit of sanity in this whole madness. Anyway, I would never have been able to get a loan because my credit rating was by now so bad.


Cambridge was bad but Luton was worse. At every club I have ever played for, I always felt I earned my money, that I could hold my head up in any town, and that the gambling never intruded on my football. I tried not to have a bet on a Saturday, for example. But Luton remains a big source of regret. I don’t know if it was because the gambling was making my life so depressing, but my game was crap as well – even though I still saw it as release – and I knew after four or five games there I had made a mistake.


It was a relief when Cambridge came back for me and Luton agreed to sell because they needed quick money. By now John Beck had been sacked, with Gary Johnson taking over as caretaker, and I had no hesitation in going back. It’s strange in football how sometimes you can play badly or create problems and get a move that benefits you. It happens in other jobs, too, I suppose; do it badly and you get moved, sometimes to a better one. It had never been my way, however, and I remain sad at the way I let myself down at Luton. I never want it to happen again.


Actually, I think Gary Johnson wanted me back at the Abbey Stadium because he needed someone to take his bets down to the bookie’s, as I had done in my first spell there. This time I kept the house on in Luton and was travelling every day, so the opportunity to gamble was lessened a little, though I was still into it. At the time, I thought I had it under control. In retrospect, I can see this was nothing like the case. I had been doing my money three months in advance, but at least now I wasn’t short of cash, becoming the highest-paid player in Cambridge’s history, on £110,000 a year. It was just that the bets got bigger as the wages did. I became pretty well known as the team’s top punter, and the same reputation followed me to Birmingham, amply demonstrated in one incident before a crucial Third Division promotion match at Brentford. Nearing the ground – I could see Griffin Park as we came along the M4 – racing was on the television in the coach, not that I was paying too much attention, because I was trying to steer clear of the horses on match days, and I was also playing cards with a group of the lads. Then Barry Fry noticed that club owner David Sullivan’s horse Circa was running and asked the coach driver to pull off the motorway so he could get some money on. The horse was 20–1 and I thought it had no chance, so I shouted to Baz, with a display of bravado: ‘I’ll take on that bet.’ He wanted £100 each way. Our midfield player Mark Ward also wanted £20 each way, so I took that as well. There was no need to pull off the road, I was now the bookie.


Now as I recall there was also a good horse in the race, which was over seven furlongs, so I was pretty confident. Too confident. I should have taken into account the fact that because the ground was a swamp and racing was only just possible, form can go out of the window. Circa drifted to 25s then 33–1, which only confirmed my confidence rather than had me working out how much I might lose. I felt pleased that I’d taken them on at 20s, considering myself shrewd. When the race started, I was still not taking too much notice as I had a good card hand going. Gradually, though, there was some noise from the front of the coach as the race got under way and I started to take an interest. Circa began to move up the field and, with two furlongs left, was, along with the favourite, the only horse left with a chance. The cheering got louder and louder, with Baz in full-throated ‘Go on, my cocker’ voice. A furlong out, Circa was on its own and won comfortably. I got off the coach for a big game owing Baz £2500 and Mark Ward £500. Three grand down and I hadn’t even had a bet myself. Thank God we won 2–1. At least something lifted my spirits that night.


I had £400 on Birmingham to win promotion at 8–1 that year but the bloke I laid the bet with couldn’t afford to pay me, so let me keep on betting with him, in the hope that I would lose it all, as I always had done in the past. Instead, I kept winning and he eventually owed me around £50,000. I had to wait for him to sell some land so I could collect. Doesn’t it just always seem to be the way that when you win big, something goes wrong? The only other time I was owed cash was by the bookie in Cambridgeshire, but I suppose I owed him a lot besides money anyway.
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‘Ranks among the best football books.
of recent years’ Duily Tolearaph
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