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    Les Caillols – the village square.


    The sign reads: ‘No Ball Games’.




    







    I’d originally thought of giving this book a different title: The Life and Death of a Footballer. This was not to satisfy a desire for gratuitous provocation. Éric Cantona, the footballer, really died on 11 May 1997, when he swapped his Manchester United jersey with an opponent for the last time.




    Throughout the three years that this book took to research and write, the idea that this ‘death’ – a word Cantona himself used liberally when speaking of his retirement – was also a suicide became a conviction of mine. In January 1996, when he was at the height of his powers, he turned down the chance to rejoin the France team. He chose not to be part of an adventure that would lead to a World Cup title in 1998. Why and how you shall see for yourselves. At this stage, it should be enough to say that this apparently incomprehensible decision fitted in with the strange logic of his progress so far, an eccentric parabola the like of which French and English football had never seen before, and are unlikely to see again.




    There have been many accounts of Cantona’s life, perceived failings, failures and achievements over the years; too many of them published in the immediate wake of his prodigious success with Manchester United to stand the test of time. Some have focused on his ‘troubled personality’, and sought clues to his ‘instability’ and tendency to explode into violence. Others were mere picture books or collections of match reports which could only satisfy the hungriest and most easily sated of fans. Some (particularly in France) were attempts to make a martyr of him, a victim of the establishment or of xenophobia. Others deplored the self-destructive undercurrent in his character, which had prevented him from becoming one of the game’s all-time greats.




    One thing united these attempts at making sense of the man who transformed English football to a greater extent than any other player of the modern age: as I soon discovered, even the most thoughtful and penetrating of them were reluctant to question the mythical dimension of Cantona. To question – not to deny, as so many of his deeds instantly became, literally, the stuff of legend.




    Éric himself helped build this legend. His sponsors exploited it with glee. It provided writers with tremendous copy. A strange balance was thus found: it was in nobody’s interest to look beyond the accepted image of a prodigiously gifted maverick, a gipsy philosopher, a footballing artist who could be exalted or ridiculed according to one’s inclination or agenda. Cantona attracted clichés even more readily than red cards.




    I’ll not claim to have unearthed a truth that had proved elusive to others; my ambition was to write this work as if its subject had been a sportsman (or a poet, or a politician) who’d left us a long time ago. Which, in Cantona’s case, is and isn’t true. It is true because he scored his last goal in competition twelve years ago and because the Éric who still exerts such fascination, the Éric one wants to write and read about, ceased to exist when he last walked off the Old Trafford pitch. What followed – his efforts to turn beach soccer into an established sport, which were remarkably successful, and his attempts to be accepted as a bona fide actor, which were largely ignored outside of France – are part of another life, a life after death if you will, which I will only refer to when it has a relevance to what preceded it. It isn’t true because his aura has not dimmed since he stopped kicking a football. Manchester United fans voted him their player of the century several years after he’d retired, ahead of the fabled Best-Law-Charlton triumvirate. More recently, in 2008, a poll conducted in 185 countries by the Premiership’s sponsor Barclays found him to be this competition’s all-time favourite player. That same year, Sport magazine chose the infamous Crystal Palace ‘kung-fu kick’ as one of the 100 most important moments in the history of sport. Ken Loach has made him a central figure in his latest film, Looking for Éric. The ghost of Éric Cantona will haunt us for some time to come.




    True, legends have a habit of growing as actual memories are eroded by time. But I didn’t want to ‘debunk’ this legend: those looking for scandalous titbits and innuendo will be disappointed, I’m afraid. But I wished to interrogate the myth and chart Éric’s steps from promise to damnation, then redemption and idolatry, with the exactness of a mapmaker. What I can promise is that there will be a few surprises along the way.




    The first decision I took was an easy one for me, even though it intrigued several of my friends, and will puzzle a number of readers. I informed Éric Cantona that I was writing a book about him, first by fax through a mutual acquaintance, doing it twice for good measure, then in person, on the occasion of one of his regular visits to England. I was told that he was aware of my project and that I could consider this an unspoken assent. I had confirmation of this when he thanked me for my undertaking during one of his visits to England, and that was that.




    He had, after all, already put his name to an autobiography published shortly after he’d won his first title with Manchester United in 1993, Un Rêve étrange et fou, which was so haphazard in its overall conception, and so inaccurate in its detail, that it clearly showed that the idea of going over the past made little sense for him. I was also wary that his entourage might try to exert a control over the finished work that I wouldn’t be willing to accept. Éric’s previous chroniclers have all encountered the same problem: their subject has been demonized to such an extent that those who love him feel a natural urge to protect him with a fervour bordering on fanaticism. To achieve what I’d set out to do, I had to refuse to choose a camp, something which would have been impossible had Cantona himself been looking over my shoulder. In fact, he’d have been holding my pen.




    I must conclude this short foreword with a word of apology and a recommendation. I know that it is not customary for a biographer to appear as transparently in his narrative as I do in these pages, but I strongly felt, mutatis mutandi, that my own experience of England, where I settled five years before Éric, could inform what is also a reflection on exile in Britain. Following Erik Bielderman’s advice, I also took the liberty to extract from my original draft a number of digressions – some of them of an anecdotal nature, others more akin to essays – which, whilst giving a sense of context to Éric’s story, would also have interrupted the narrative flow: the first of these is both a coda to this foreword and a prelude to what follows. The reader should feel free to skip these asides and peruse them at leisure should he or she feel so inclined, which is very much my hope. But I must now leave the stage to the man who really matters: Éric Cantona, and start where it all started, a rocky spur above Marseilles, a city unlike any other, where a footballer unlike any other was born.




    Marseilles often appears not to be part of France at all. A Parisian friend had told me: ‘Marseilles is the only city in France where you don’t feel you’re in province’. I, coming from Rouen (Flaubert’s home town), know all about the province – the cafes which empty at 9pm, the picturesque town centres with their gothic churches, markets, maisons de bourgeois and opulent civic buildings. Beyond the city walls, space has been found to house those who have less money, the immigrants in particular. For them, concrete tower blocks and, should they be more affluent, bungalows and pavilions have been built, dotted on land which was cultivated not that long ago, with not a shop in sight. A drive away, hypermarkets and vast branded warehouses are selling anything from sportswear to cheap leather sofas. This drab, mind-numbing template is repeated from Lille to Strasbourg, from Nice to Bordeaux. Marseilles, however, seems out of place on this map of prettiness, pettiness, anonymity and boredom. My friend was right: to the first-time visitor, Marseilles does not look, smell or feel remotely like it belongs to La République. Tourists hardly ever visit Cantona’s hometown. Holiday-makers, wary of its reputation for excess and violence, troubled by the extraordinary number of ‘foreigners’ who walk its streets, might stop briefly in one of the dozens of restaurants which serve approximations of the traditional bouillabaisse around the magnificent old harbour. They then move on to the more reassuring surroundings of the Riviera resorts, unaware that they’re leaving behind the most beautiful and vibrant of cities.




    There’s a whiff of danger about the Massalia of the Greeks, their first settlement in the western Mediterranean, which has been inhabited far longer than almost any other region in France. When Marseilles makes the national news, you can pretty much bet that the news is not good. Torched cars. Corruption scandals in the local administration. Drug traffickers and mafiosi. Local rap artists preaching insurrection (or something similar, but oddly incomprehensible, because of the ‘funny’, unsettling nature of their speech). Supporters of Olympique de Marseille throwing flares on the pitch, beating up visiting fans, reprising their thirty-odd years’ war against Paris-Saint-Germain. Éric Cantona.




    So Marseilles and its 1,600,000 inhabitants are pretty much left alone, which suits them fine. Cantona is truly one of a breed: Marseillais care little for their reputation. Their sense of dignity, the conviction that they are, somehow, not just different from, but superior to the rest of France, feeds on the unease they sense in those who come from the outside. Half a century ago, their image, shaped by the novels, plays and films of Marcel Pagnol, was more benign. Pagnol’s Marseillais played cards, drank pastis, told tall tales with an endearing, song-like accent. The sardine that blocked the harbour of Marseilles was one such story, which I heard many times around respectable tables in my youth. ‘Ah, those Marseillais . . .’ – only there was a note of affection for the Southerners. Their amusing pomposity somehow redeemed their tendency to listen to the hot blood rushing in their veins rather than to the cool voice of reason. How things have changed since then. All because of the immigrants, of course, whom non-Marseillais are quick to call ‘foreigners’, missing the point that Marseilles’ cosmopolitanism is of a unique kind. Whoever comes to the old Phocea takes root in its fluid, amazingly fertile soil, and that includes the hundreds of thousands of ‘pieds-noirs’ and ‘harkis’ (the predominantly Muslim soldiers who remained faithful to the Republic throughout the war of decolonization) who fled Algeria in 1962 and disembarked at the Vieux-Port. Most of them had left with nothing; but public opinion did not see victims in the refugees who carried their belongings in cardboard suitcases. They were the cause of all their own problems, and of those they had inflicted on the métropole – the terrorist attacks, first by the independence fighters, then by the OAS loyalists. This first wave was soon followed by the mass immigration of Arabs from the Maghreb, who had been invited by the French government to lend their arms to the manufacturing and construction boom of the 1960s and early 1970s. Quite naturally, like the banished colons, the formerly colonized settled in vast numbers in the Marseilles region, mostly in the huge housing estates that sprang out in the eastern and northern parts of the city. Zinédine Zidane would be born in one of those ugly, featureless ghettos.




    Such was the hostility towards the new arrivals (‘they’ve kicked us out of Algeria, now they come to eat our bread’) that the perception of Marseilles changed markedly over less than a decade, and not for the better. It shouldn’t have, or certainly not to that extent. Every Marseillais’ ancestor had, once, been an exile himself, and the Cantonas were no exception.




    A matter of history, perhaps. From the day the city was founded – some six hundred years before the birth of Christ – Massalia’s doors have always been open to the populations of the Mediterranean. Some came there in search of trade; others sought a refuge from poverty or persecution. At some point in the eighteenth century (no one knows exactly when), Catalonian fisher-men had established a small colony on one of the hills surrounding the harbour, not far from the Pharo and the Fort St Nicolas: it bears their name to this day (‘Les Catalans’). Closer to us, tens of thousands of Italians, mostly from the impoverished South, had made a beeline for Marseilles. Reminders of this constant flow of population are everywhere to be seen, including in the village where the Cantona clan built a home, Les Caillols, which is where I found myself in search of Éric in the autumn of 2007.
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    Éric’s studio at home in Auxerre.




    







    I AM THE KING!
I AM THE KING!




    ‘As soon as I walked, I played football. My parents have told me: as soon as I saw a ball, I played with it. This is something I have in me . . . Maybe, on the day I caressed a ball for the first time, the sun was shining, people were happy, and it made me feel like playing football. All my life, I’ll try to capture that moment again.’




    To find the house in which Éric Cantona was born, you board a gleaming, air-conditioned tram that takes you uphill from the heart of Marseilles’ Old Town. Just before La Palette, ten minutes at the most from the quayside of the Vieux Port where fishmongers sell live sea bream on a multitude of small slabs, you find yourself suddenly in Provence. The trees growing alongside the boulevard will bear olives in the autumn; the road’s gradient becomes steeper; and the pine-covered hills of the Garlaban, the backdrop to Marcel Pagnol’s Jean de Florette and Manon des Sources, draw nearer. A few modern housing estates are peppered between tile-roofed villas enclosed in small walled gardens.




    Once in the village of Les Caillols, the names on the mail boxes tell their own story. Hardly any of them sounds ‘French’. Italian, yes; Spanish, too. Every Marseillais has an ancestor who was once an exile, and the Cantonas were no exception. No French city is more truly cosmopolitan; the social division of the city does not prevent an easily carried elegance in the rapport between the communities. Only in London have I seen so many friends and lovers cutting across racial and ethnic distinctions. Marseillais we are first, French second – maybe. In a video he shot in 1995, shortly after the end of the eight-month ban which nearly precipitated his second and final retirement from the game, Éric Cantona chose to address the camera clad in a T-shirt on which can be read: ‘Fier d’être Marseillais’ – Proud to be a Marseillais. Alone among the conurbations that have doubled or trebled their size in the last fifty years because of the influx of North and Western African immigrants, Marseilles exudes the sense of vitality and youthful exuberance one would associate with cities where new lives can be made.




    As I walk along the dusty alleyways that arrow from the Grand-Rue, each of them leading to a modest house set in a clump of small trees, a lady – Madame Ferrero – calls from her doorstep. She’s seen me jotting a few words in my notebook, and I realize that I must look out of place. In Les Caillols, no one wears a suit when summer lingers so warmly in October. There is curiosity in her voice, but no abruptness. Am I looking for something? she asks. When I tell her I have come to see the place where Éric Cantona grew up, she points out to a hill in the distance. ‘You see that white house, there?’ It’s hard not to. It is already halfway up the mountain, pink and white against the green of the pines; gigantic compared to the modest dwellings in the village. ‘That is where they lived.’




    In fact the house is still theirs, even if they have now acquired another home in the Basses-Alpes, and Éric’s brother Joël has moved towards Notre-Dame de la Garde. The postcode tells us we haven’t quite left the great city; everything else, the plane trees, the monument to the dead of the Great War, the unpretentious church, the ground cleared to play boules or pétanque, all this speaks and smells of Provence. Marseilles is a peculiar city: its dozens of villages have been swallowed by the metropolis over time, but, once there, the air you breathe still carries the fragrances of the countryside. The Marseilles Éric Cantona grew up in had little if anything in common with the concrete jungle that gave some shade to Zinédine Zidane and his friends when they hit a football in the Castellane quartier. It is a ‘poisoned city’, where unemployment tops 50 per cent and firemen hesitate to answer a call, as they fear being stoned by feral youths. But if La Castellane speaks of a fractured city within a fractured country, Les Caillols sings with a Provençal accent. The breeze that freshens its few streets carries the scent of tomatoes gently simmering with garlic at lunchtime. What Zidane kept of his tough upbringing is a volatile, sometimes violent temperament. But Cantona’s rebelliousness flowed from a different source – certainly not from his own environment, which was loving and, in many ways, idyllic.




    According to Éric’s father, Albert, ‘this land didn’t cost much, because no one thought it would be possible to build a house on such rocky terrain’. After a long search, in 1954 or 1955 (depending on which member of the family is speaking) Albert’s mother Lucienne had found this site located on the border between the 11th and 12th arrondissements of Marseilles, all stones and weeds. This, she decided, is where the future home of the Cantonas would be built. Come the weekend, picnicking families would unfold their tablecloths on the slope to enjoy the magnificent view, as yet uncluttered by tower blocks – from there you could see the Garlaban mountains and the rugged outposts of Cassis, rising as if they were close enough to touch; on clear days, the first houses of Aubagne, St Marcel and La Vierge de la Garde could be glimpsed on the horizon. Later, when the young Éric walked onto the terrace, he could watch players kicking the ball some 500 yards away on the pitch of the Arsène-Minelli stadium, the home ground of his first club, Sports Olympiques (‘SO’) Caillolais.




    But view and price aside, this piece of land had little to commend itself. Local tradition had it that the German army used this promontory as a look-out in the last months of the Second World War; but if they had, no trace of their presence is left. All that Lucienne’s husband, Joseph (a stonemason by trade), could find as shelter when he embarked on the huge task of building a house on the face of the hill was a small cave, covering a bare nine square metres, which the couple protected from the elements with a curtain in winter. Contrary to legend, Éric himself never lived the life of a troglodyte, but his teenage father most certainly did. Nicknamed ‘la chambrette’, the cave survived the erection of the family home, a memento of the hardship Joseph and Lucienne had to overcome.




    It’s true that hardship had long been a companion of the Cantonas. Joseph’s roots were in Sardinia, whose odd language, with its ghostly remnants of Phoenician and Etruscan, was still spoken at home when he grew up on the Boulevard Oddo, the first port of call for transalpine immigrants. To his own parents, Marseilles had been what the New World represented for the Italians who could save enough to pay for their passage overseas. Money was hard to come by; when winter came, with no electricity, proper heating or running water, Lucienne had to cook pasta in melted snow; but her husband’s energy and the fierceness of her determination overcame shortcomings like these and, slowly, a house rose from the dust. This was followed by a second one, built on top of the original to accommodate Albert’s young family.




    Albert was nicknamed ‘Le Blond’ (‘the Fair One’), not because of the colour of his hair, but because of his eye for the ladies. He had fallen in love with Eléonore (‘Léonor’) Raurich, the handsome daughter of Catalan refugees named Pedro and Paquita. Poverty and exile looked over her side of the family too, with a measure of tragedy. In 1938, Pedro, a republican partisan, had suffered a serious injury to his liver while fighting the Franquist forces in Catalunya. He sought medical help across the Pyrenees, only to be caught by the Vichy police two years later and sent to a detention camp set up for the ‘undesirables’ of the collaborationist regime. Upon his release, after a forced stay in the town of St Priest in the Ardèche, the passionate anti-fascist finally settled in Marseilles – accompanied by the much younger Paquita. Pedro would never see his parents again. With such a background, which combined fidelity to one’s own and almost constant displacement to an inextricable degree, is it surprising that Éric understood the attraction of nomadism better than most?




    In 1966, with already her four-year-old son Jean-Marie to care for, Eléonore (a seamstress by trade), was about to have a second child. Their house was nowhere near ready to be lived in but, contrary to the legend that would have Albert taking the family to Paris (where he had found a job as a psychiatric nurse), it was in Marseilles that she gave birth to Éric Daniel Pierre Cantona on 24 May. A third son, Joël, would follow in October 1967, completing the family. Work had now sufficiently progressed for all of them to occupy the home that Joseph built, though it was by no means finished. The three boys would jump over heaps of concrete bricks and bags of cement until they became teenagers. Their house, as if carried on the shoulders of the grandparents’ home, cut a striking silhouette on the hill. Like the family who lived in it, the house was different, which enhanced the status of the boys and their parents in the small community of Les Caillols.




    A singular presence on the rocks, surrounded by dark trees, the seat of the clan spoke for the values it shared: hard work, stubbornness, pride, and reliance on each other. The Cantonas were by no means outcasts; their diverse origins held nothing exotic for the neighbours for whom, as we’ve seen, settling in Marseilles was still part of living memory. Nevertheless, it took time for ‘outsiders’ to gain their confidence and be invited to the huge table where three generations of Cantonas sat, always eating together, laughing at the ceaseless jokes cracked by Albert. As Éric’s brother Joël recalled to one journalist, ‘These Sardinian and Catalan roots, adapted to Marseilles, [had] created an unusual mix. Our parents had a strong personality, which everyone respected, as my father was a natural leader. So, yes, there was [a sense of] honour, but also the typical warmth of Mediterranean families.’ Despite Albert’s strong sense of discipline, there was also mayhem, more often than not involving Éric. The little boy ‘loved playing, but loved to win above everything else’, Jean-Marie told L’Équipe Magazine in 2007, thinking of one incident when, having been beaten twice in a row at table tennis (which the brothers somehow managed to play in the attic which doubled up as a painting studio for Albert), the younger Cantona, beside himself with fury, managed to jump on the table with such force that it broke in two. And ‘ping-pong’ mattered little to Éric compared to football, of course.




    Éric’s father, Albert, had been a decent goalkeeper himself, not quite good enough to cut it in one of the better clubs of the area, but sufficient to become the coach of his three sons. The situation of the house made playing with a proper ball quite a tricky exercise; the patio offered a bit of space, but a misdirected kick easily sent the ball rolling all the way down the hill, where it would be fetched and brought back by a grumbling neighbour. The brothers were so caught up in their game that they’d crumple old newspapers into the semblance of a sphere to carry on playing, rather than run down the slope themselves. Other matches were played at night, in their bedrooms. The legs of a wardrobe became goalposts, and rolled-up socks were close enough in shape to the real thing to kick and argue about.




    ‘We could hear them talk all the time,’ Albert recalled. ‘“Did the ball cross the line? No, it didn’t!” We sometimes had to pick one of them up by the scruff of their neck to make the others stop.’ Stop – but not for long.




    The passion for football that ran through the three sons ran through the father as well. He could have punished the unruly children by preventing them from attending Olympique de Marseille (OM) games at the Stade-Vélodrome; in fact, he took them there himself, to watch Josip Skoblar (‘the Yugoslavian goal-machine’) and the Swedish winger Roger Magnusson, who produced some of the most ravishing football seen in Europe in the early seventies. On one of these early visits to Marseilles’ stadium, on 20 October 1972, Éric, perched on Albert’s shoulders, was one of 48,000 spectators who saw Ajax, the European champions, beat Marseille by two goals to one. The beauty of this Dutch exhibition struck the six-year-old boy to such an extent that, to this day, no other team (not even the Brazilians, ‘who pass the ball as if it were a gift’) has taken the place of Johann Cruyff’s in Cantona’s pantheon. Cruyff, ‘a real artist, a visionary’, inspired such a devotion to the Oranje in the young boy that when, in the autumn of 1981, France met the Netherlands for a crucial World Cup qualifier, he prayed for the defeat of his countrymen. France won 2–0. Marseillais first, footballer second, Frenchman a distant third.




    Around the time he conceived this violent passion for Ajax’s ‘total football’, at the age of six, Éric was old enough to sign his first registration form. Just as the elder Jean-Marie had done, and like Joël would do, he joined SO Caillolais, where he was asked to go in goal. This was a logical choice for Albert’s son, but did not hold much appeal for him, and was a waste of his prodigious gift. How prodigious that gift was soon became apparent. In any case, he’d had the good fortune to grow up almost next door to the very best football school Marseilles could provide.




    Sports Olympiques Caillolais was already an institution by the time Éric joined in 1972. Founded in 1939, a few months before France declared war on Germany, it had established itself as a feeder club nonpareil to the best teams in the Provence-Côte d’Azur region, including the ‘giants’ Olympique de Marseille and OGC Nice. Its youth teams regularly made mincemeat of what opposition other quartiers dared to enter in local competitions: the mass of cups and medals that greet the visitor to the club today bears witness to this enduring success. Its most famous product, until Cantona became ‘Canto’, had been Roger Jouve, a midfielder who was capped by France seven times in the seventies and won the national title with RC Strasbourg, having been the heartbeat of OGC Nice for thirteen seasons. The great Jean Tigana joined the club the same year as Éric, though he was his elder by more than ten years; and to this day, no fewer than eleven Caillolais have progressed through the club’s ranks to become professionals, an astonishing number considering the not-for-profit association’s lack of resources, and its complete reliance on the generosity of unpaid coaching and administrative staff. Cantona could not have wished for a better footballing education.




    One of his teammates at the time, who also sat with him at the desks of the local école communale, was Christophe Galtier, no mean player himself.1 Cantona did not take long to make an impression. Galtier recalled how his friend, having played just one game between the posts, insisted on joining the forward line. As was their habit, the cocky Caillolais had scored some fifteen goals without reply, and their new ’keeper hadn’t had as much as a touch of the ball. Football was not supposed to be that boring, something Éric articulated in loftier terms once he had retired from the game: ‘Even as a footballer, I was always being creative. I could never have played a defensive role because I would have been forced to destroy the other players’ creativity.’




    A few weeks after the massacre to which he had been a frustrated witness, the reluctant goalie got his way and was deployed upfield at a prestigious under-twelve tournament held in Cannes. Les Caillols won (naturally), Cantona earning the distinction of being voted the competition’s best player. The young Éric still put the gloves on from time to time, however, when his team was practising penalties on the rugged pitch, or when the three brothers (joined by Galtier) hit the ball in one of the club’s two car parks, a battered bus shelter having become the goal. Like Maradona and Platini, Cantona learnt the game ‘dribbling with tin cans in the street’; he would always feel that these impromptu kickabouts not only helped him refine his skill, and taught him how to exploit the most exiguous of spaces, but also represented a more noble, more authentic form of the game he loved. As he told a French journalist in 1993: ‘My luck is that I have kept the spirit of street football. In the street, when I was a minot [‘a lad’, in the patois of Marseilles], if a player had a red shirt, and I had it too, we played together, in the same team. There was no strategy, no tactics. Only improvisation. And pleasure. What I have kept from this time is pleasure, the uncertainty of the result, and spontaneity. Whatever else is said, in today’s football, despite everything, a player remains more spontaneous than artists who claim to be spontaneous themselves.’ Not everyone shared these convictions, as he was to discover later.




    Albert didn’t mind Éric deserting the net. He knew enough of the game to realize what a special talent the second of his sons possessed. ‘It wasn’t necessary for my father to tell me I was good, I could see it in his eyes. It’s better if it’s not said but shown in other ways.’ Of the 200-plus matches Éric played wearing the blue and yellow of SO Caillolais, only a handful were lost. Nobody knows quite how many goals he scored. But, without giving in to the Marseillais penchant for embellishment, it must have been hundreds, and this when the bob-haired youth often played against much older opponents (‘at nine, he was already playing like a fifteen-year-old’ is a comment that I have often come across). The quality of his first touch, his assurance in front of the goal and, above all, the confidence he had in his mastery of the ball set him aside from what, even by Les Caillols’ high standards, was the best generation of footballers the club had ever seen. Yves Cicculo, a man whose life has been enmeshed with SOC for six decades, from playing in the youth team to assuming the presidency, has often commented on the ‘pride’, ‘the natural class and charisma’ of the little boy he first saw shortly after his sixth birthday: ‘That attitude is not for show – that is the real Cantona. He was one of those rare players you knew would become a pro. He made us dream even when he was a small boy. He didn’t need to be taught football; football was innate in him.’




    His family did nothing to discourage Éric from feeling ‘special’; far from it. Albert provided extra coaching; words of advice too, as when he told his son after a rare defeat: ‘There is nothing more stupid than a footballer who pretends to be more indispensable to the game than the ball. Rather than run with the ball, make the ball do the work, give it and look quickly. Look before you receive the ball and then give it, and always remember that the ball goes quicker than you can carry it’ – words that Cantona claimed to remember verbatim when, in 1993, he dictated his somewhat eccentric (and factually unreliable) autobiography, Un Rêve modeste et fou2 (‘A Humble and Crazy Dream’). But Albert was not the only Cantona to position himself on the touch-line when Sunday came; in fact, the whole family gathered behind the railings. Éric’s paternal grandmother, Lucienne, was never seen without an umbrella; the story goes that she didn’t use it just to protect herself from the light of the sun, but also to accompany her diatribes against whoever had had the cheek to rough up her grandson.




    Whether because of jealousy, or out of genuine concern for the child’s well-being, not everyone took kindly to the Cantonas’ behaviour. In 1995, immediately after Cantona’s infamous assault on a thuggish fan at Crystal Palace, the Mail on Sunday dispatched a reporter to Marseilles with a clear brief: to find out whether there was a cloud of darkness over Cantona’s childhood, which might explain his life-long conflicts with authority and outbursts of violence. The journalist didn’t come home empty-handed. Jules Bartoli, who had been Éric’s coach in the under-11s team of Les Caillols, painted a picture of a child who was far too easily indulged by his parents, Albert in particular: ‘In French we say ‘chouchouter’ [‘pamper’] – he had special treatment and was obviously his father’s favourite. There were three sons, but the father seemed interested only in watching Éric. He was very systematic about it. Maybe Éric received too much attention from his parents.’ More interestingly, Bartoli is quoted as saying: ‘Éric did not know how to lose because his team simply never lost. In one season, he scored forty-two goals and the team didn’t suffer a single defeat. If he had learned how to lose, maybe he wouldn’t do so many stupid things now.’ It is tempting to add – ‘and he may not have scored so many goals either’. Yves Cicculo, usually so full of praise for his most famous player, concurred, up to a point: ‘If Éric had enjoyed a more normal adolescence, he might have had more serenity. But he started with our club at six and had left home by fifteen. Parents don’t think of the sacrifices their children must make. Some children crack straight away. Éric didn’t, but the experience may have destroyed his youth. It certainly changed his character.’ Perhaps there is an element of truth in these opinions, provided Cicculo’s ‘may’ is understood not as a figure of speech, but as a mark of genuine uncertainty. Whenever Cantona himself has spoken of his childhood, which he has often done, it has always been in nostalgic terms, as if the higgledy-piggledy house on the hill had been built in some Arcadia. This idealized vision was not exclusively his; the few who were allowed to enter the inner circle of the clan, like Christophe Galtier, have spoken of its ‘love, warmth and lack of hypocrisy’ with fondness and a deep sense of gratitude for having been accepted within it.




    Even if one concedes that Bartoli ‘may’ have had a point, Les Caillols was not the kind of nightmarish place inhabited by many other gifted athletes in their youth. Éric did not become a performing monkey dancing to his father’s tune. He did suffer from bullying, however, not at the hands of those closest to him, but when he was singled out by the son of his very first schoolteacher, ‘someone you knew was very unhappy’ – Éric’s words – when he was only five years old. The teacher’s son, a leather-clad biker, visited his mother from time to time in the classroom, and used Éric as a target for his own anger. The form this bullying took can only be guessed at; but the little boy never once complained, and only betrayed his disarray when he was asked by the bully’s mother to stand up and read a poem or a story in class. Éric must have complied, but with such unease that one of the lasting effects of his trauma was a phobia of speaking or reading in public. He only confessed to this three decades later, when he had already embarked on an acting career. Trust him not to do things by halves, even when it comes to catharsis.




    Exceptional as Éric’s talent was, and keen as his parents were on pushing him to the fore, his childhood was not just a long game of football played in the bosom of a proud and protective family. Marseilles might have been the country’s third largest city; but the boy’s and the teenager’s desires were more attuned to what the scrubby woodland of the nearby Garlaban had to offer – the walks, the daydreaming, the shooting parties in the company of his father. Rising at dawn, the two of them would look for ‘larks, thrushes and woodcocks’, Éric simultaneously pacified by the hush of the forest and inebriated by the scents of the undergrowth. From a very early age, silence and solitude held a strong appeal for him, an inclination which, coupled with his boisterousness and frequent explosions of temper, made him something of an enigma to his schoolmates. Christophe Galtier has described him as ‘a bit of a poète’ in the classroom. Éric’s mind easily drifted into a world of his own creation, with little regard for the consequences this might have on his work or on his teachers’ judgement of this unusual child. He could be charming one minute, appallingly rude the next; he wouldn’t harm anyone out of sheer viciousness, but could cause serious hurt nevertheless. One of his first football coaches is said to have been so shocked by a public attack on his tactics and team selection that he resigned his position there and then.




    Yet there was always the other Éric, the playful, mischievous, exuberant Éric, who was never more in evidence than when the family uprooted from Les Caillols for the Christmas and summer holidays. The Cantonas had two favourite destinations, the Provençal Alps and the Côte Bleue, a stretch of coastline between L’Estaque and Martigues where Éric’s paternal grandparents owned a cabanon – a wooden hut – right on the shore of the Mediterranean. The whole family, Joseph and Lucienne included, seven people in all, crammed into a Lancia which had seen better days. The drive was mercifully short, and as soon as they had arrived the three brothers set up camp on the beach. The first object out of the boot was, more often than not, a football. Jean-Marie remembered blissful days spent diving from rocks, swimming and fishing for whatever Lucienne needed for the evening soup, then sitting round a bonfire, listening to the Gipsy guitarists who had been invited by his grandfather Joseph. Éric relished these regular escapades, which also gave him a chance to indulge his passion for scuba-diving, though not of the usual kind. Buying the requisite equipment was out of the question; but using one’s imagination cost nothing and could be just as rewarding. So Éric collected empty water bottles, and tied them together with a piece of string. Once he had thrown this apparatus on his bare shoulders, it was easy enough for him to pretend the bottles were filled with oxygen, and that he had joined the crew of Jacques Cousteau’s ship, the famous Calypso.




    Then there was art or, more precisely, painting. Albert, again, would be a perfect guide for his son through the mastery of his craft, his culture and, above all, his sensitivity. ‘He was passionate about many things,’ Cantona told L’Équipe Magazine in 2007. ‘He explained something to you and then he would start to cry. He gave us this passion and love for life. That’s very important: when your education is built around that, it is solid. And you can cry, even when you are a strong man. You can find something beautiful and cry simply because it is so beautiful. You can find emotion in the beauty of things and, to me, that’s love.’ Albert had obviously been a convincing teacher. Éric would sit by his side when he mixed his colours and painted brightly coloured landscapes in the style of the école marseillaise, with post-Impressionist Pierre Ambrogiani a favourite of both. Albert could see a bit of himself in Ambrogiani, a self-taught Provençal of working-class extraction who had worked as a postman for many years, before the patronage of Marcel Pagnol had launched a career spent exclusively in Marseilles. Albert, who also introduced Éric to Van Gogh’s work, was by all accounts ‘an accomplished amateur’, someone who had mastered his craft to a far greater degree than most Sunday brush-pushers. Éric watched, and learnt.




    Judging from an early photograph, taken in his first two years at the communale of Les Caillols, the cherubic little boy possessed a strong sense of colour, using vivid blues and yellows eerily evocative of Joan Miró, a painter he would idolize later on. Though he never lost his admiration for the Ambrogianis of this world (his father included), his taste soon moved away from the figurative. Éric’s need for ‘expression’, and his somewhat naïve belief that ‘expression’ represented the be-all and end-all of the creative act, pushed him towards darker universes, such as the ‘spontaneous’ creations of the short-lived CoBrA school and the astonishing still-lifes of Nicolas de Staël – an inclination that should be proof enough that there was nothing pseudish about his visceral response to art. Cantona never felt much affinity with painting as production of imagery (think of Magritte); he instinctively responded far more to colour, rhythm, abruptness of manner as well as harmony of composition – in short, what is most ‘painterly’ about painting. Yes, Éric Cantona was an unusual child. So what could be done with him?




    The answer lay a few miles away, at La Grande Bastide college, in the Mazargues quarter. If Éric was serious about becoming a professional soccer player, this had to be the place to put his dedication to the test. La Grande Bastide housed a sports-études section, which was open to talented local athletes, provided they passed a stiff admission examination (three-quarters of all applicants failed). The college’s purpose was to ensure that the natural sporting ability of its pupils could be nurtured by dedicated staff, while the children, aged twelve to fifteen, followed the national curriculum as any other student would have done in a normal secondary school. Institutions like these were dotted all over France in the 1970s and had already proved extremely successful in producing elite sportsmen, tennis players in particular. La Grande Bastide provided a superb environment for an aspiring footballer to make the transition from youth club to apprenticeship in a professional context; should he fail to make the grade, he could rely upon a solid preparation for vocational training; reintegrating into mainstream French state education was another possibility. The scholars’ routine must have seemed like paradise for Éric, who had no trouble securing a place at the college. After a couple of early lessons, mornings were set aside for training, from 11:30 to 13:00, and afternoons for study, with the odd coaching session thrown in whenever possible, which left long evenings for kickabouts in the schoolyard and weekends to terrorize whichever opposition was thrown in the path of Les Caillols. What’s more, Cantona had not just found a school ideally suited to his needs and aspirations. Luck also gave him one of the best teachers he could have been blessed with, a man who had the experience, the nous and the warmth of heart to deal with as ill-disciplined a boy as the 12-year-old prodigy was at the time.




    The name of Célestin Oliver appears in few French football encyclopaedias, which says more about how little France cares about its sporting past than about what Cantona’s first real mentor had been worth both as a player and a coach. Oliver was forty-eight when Éric enrolled at La Grande Bastide and had retained much of the athleticism that had made him one of the main artisans of Sedan’s rise to the elite of French football in the late fifties. He won the French Cup with them in 1956, just one year after Les Sangliers (‘The Wild Boars’) had achieved promotion. A lean, muscular midfielder who could look after himself on the pitch (his black belt in judo might have given him a measure of protection), he had travelled with the French national squad to the 1958 World Cup in Sweden, together with far more celebrated players like Just Fontaine, Raymond Kopa and Roger Piantoni. There, the first ‘golden generation’ French football had ever known gave a perennially under-achieving sporting nation its first taste of international success. This group of players finished in an unhoped-for third place in the tournament, and everyone was of the opinion that they alone had provided a genuine threat to Brazil, the future world champions. Oliver himself hadn’t played. His talent was not in doubt (he had featured in two of the qualifiers), but squad rotation and substitutions weren’t part of the game in those days. Once back in France, after three disappointing seasons with Marseille, and a further three years spent with Angers and Toulon, he turned his hand to coaching, and had just left second-division Toulon for La Grande Bastide when ‘the player who gave [him] the most pleasure in [his] life, an absolute joy to coach’ stormed into his school. And ‘storm’ is no hyperbole.




    When I met the dapper, elderly gentleman his friends call ‘Tico’ and everyone else ‘Monsieur Oliver’, age and illness hadn’t dampened the impression the youngster made on him when they were first introduced to each other. We were sitting a stone’s throw away from his ‘home from home’, the Stade Vélodrome, at one of the buvettes where OM supporters gather on match days. Madame Oliver, who had accompanied her husband to many dinners at the Cantonas’ house on the hill, was there too, perhaps apprehensive that ‘Tico’, who was ill at the time, would struggle to find the right words to describe how much he had loved, and still loved, this impossible boy. She needn’t have worried.




    New to his job, Oliver had not heard of Cantona’s talent – or reputation – before the boy’s arrival, which must have made the discovery of such an exceptional footballer even more exciting for the new coach of Mazargues’ sports-études. ‘He had huge qualities already,’ he remembered. ‘He was already top class at the age of thirteen. He might have been a little less powerful – physically speaking – than the others at the very beginning. But he could do exceptional things without thinking about them, as if they were normal.’ Soon, however, a spurt of growth changed the spindly teenager into a superb athlete. ‘Aged fourteen, he could control the ball on his chest; none of the others could do it. He really stood apart.’ And this, when the group of twenty-odd young footballers Oliver took care of was, by his own reckoning, the strongest he would ever see in his career. There were still flaws in the teenager Oliver considered to be ‘not a football player – but a footballer’. He could dribble past defenders with such ease that he sometimes took the ball too far, carried away by his own ability. But ‘he had two feet, he could head the ball, control it, pass it, he could do everything!’




    So the former international gave Éric far more freedom than he granted others. Some rules were inflexible (‘I first taught my youngsters to behave on the field. If someone insulted the referee, or showed a lack of respect to his teammates or his opponents, I’d take him off’), but Oliver, drawn by Éric’s smile, and astonished by his ability, was willing to bend others to enable the teenager to blossom. He let him practise on his own. He forgave him minor infringements against the school’s regulations, certain as he was that he would be repaid tenfold for his forgiveness. Encouraged by his own delight in Cantona’s gift, Oliver chose not to ignore what his heart was telling him. Éric was tricky and overreacted when he was needled by his schoolmates, but the only way to have access to what was best in him, the human being as well as the player, was to trust him. Is it any coincidence that the managers who got the most out of Cantona in his career – Guy Roux, Marc Bourrier, Gérard Houllier, Michel Platini and Alex Ferguson – all made the decision, driven by their affection as much as by their judgement, to do precisely the same, and trust him, even when his behaviour must have sometimes felt like a betrayal?




    Célestin Oliver didn’t wish to wander round the darker alleys of Cantona’s character; his sense of shared loyalty prevented him from fishing out an anecdote or two which might have clouded his judgement of ‘a charming, adorable boy’. I felt this very keenly, but opted not to find out how tautly the string could be pulled. This is something I noticed very early on when talking to people who had fallen in friendship, or in love, with Cantona at any stage in his and their lives. It is as if they had signed a pact in which, it must be said, Cantona hated to relinquish the upper hand. Célestin Oliver himself admitted as much when he said that, should he miss one of the beach-soccer tournaments the Cantona brothers regularly organize in the area, ‘ooh-la-la . . .’ – and he wasn’t referring to the song they would sing in Leeds or Manchester.




    An extreme example of this is given by Bernard Morlino, the author of Manchester Memories – a loose yet riveting collection of Cantonesque reminiscences as yet untranslated in English, which is a pity. Morlino, a disciple of Surrealist poet Philippe Soupault (whose path we’ll cross again), justified his forgiveness of what others judged unforgiveable (the Crystal Palace kung-fu kick, for example) by quoting the novelist Roger Nimier. ‘If a friend of yours commits a murder, you do not ask “Why did you do that?” but “Where is the body?”’ Admirable, foolish, foolishly admirable, or admirably foolish, others can be the judges of that.




    Oliver made his decision early. His reward was to gain the confidence of a man who didn’t pick his friends lightly, even if he sometimes withdrew this confidence for the flimsiest of reasons later in life. ‘For me, he was a pure centre-forward,’ Oliver recalled, ‘but he could also be deployed in many other positions, which he did with good grace. “We’ll give it a go, Monsieur Oliver!” and, oh, he certainly did.’ From the outset Cantona, this most individualistic of players, was keenly aware of the collective nature of his sport. The personal urge for self-expression which alone could justify considering football an art form, in the romanticist sense of ‘art’, remained a worthless impulse if it was not inextricably, almost incomprehensibly, wedded to the victory of a team. Maradona had to be the greatest of all footballers not because he danced past scores of English and Belgian defenders in the 1986 World Cup, but because his virtuosity made Argentina world champions. Cruyff’s only blemish was that the Dutch team of 1974, his team, didn’t win the trophy. Just as revealingly, the ‘emotive’ adolescent (which is how Cantona was described in a school report his parents received during his first year at La Grande Bastide – not just sensitive, but unafraid of showing how his sensitivity had been hurt) could take justified punishment with equanimity. And what greater punishment could there be than to be cast aside from the first XI?




    ‘Once,’ Monsieur Oliver told me, ‘after he hadn’t done, well, what he should have done during the week, I didn’t put him in the team that was to play Nice – the biggest game for us. I put him on the bench. With ten minutes to go, the score was nil-nil, and I sent him on. Of course, he scored the winner with a tremendous header. He asked me after the game: “Monsieur Oliver, why didn’t I play from the beginning tonight?” I just looked him in the eye and replied: “You know as well as I do, Éric.” “I understand,” he said. And that was the end of it.’




    Not everyone could untie the knot of Cantona’s conflicting impulses as adeptly as his coach. He grew up in one of the largest cities in France, yet felt himself drawn to the countryside. He loved the parties his grandparents improvised on the beach, revelled in their gregariousness, sang with the Gipsies, and then dived into the ocean, alone with his fantasies. Most adolescents experience this duality of character, halfway between the secret garden of home and the jungle that lies outside, but few have as great a talent as Éric, and the confidence that flows from it. Only within the cocoon of his family could he truly be himself. Even then, his shyness would sometimes get the better of him. He would retreat to his room, just as he did at La Grande Bastide, without warning or explanation. Christophe Galtier, who was as close to him as an outsider could be at the time, remembered Éric leaving the communal table in the middle of supper to listen to music (The Doors were a favourite of his then and still are, as was Mozart, who had ‘been a great friend for many years’; ‘In Mozart,’ he said, ‘there’s art) or he’d go to the cinema on his own. ‘He had to be by himself’, Galtier said. ‘He never said why, and we didn’t ask.’ This need to withdraw from the company of others, this capacity to isolate himself when surrounded by a crowd, would remain with him all through his life. My friend Jean-Marie Lanoé, who had been assigned the task of following Cantona for our magazine France Football, at Auxerre, Marseille, Montpellier and the under-21 national team (at a time when ‘following’, for a journalist, meant sharing rather more than five minutes in the car park of a stadium), has never forgotten how, on the evening of a 2–2 draw against England at Highbury in 1988, the two of them ended in a deserted London nightclub. With no one but a journalist to talk to, Cantona got up and walked to the dance floor and ‘started to move alone, rapt, unaware or uncaring, for what seemed like hours. The oddest thing is that others would have seemed ridiculous in this situation, whereas Cantona was simply Cantona.’ Célestin Oliver insisted on the ‘maturity’ of the teenager he looked after so sympathetically. Whether the teenager matured much further is not that clear. His models, after all, had been part of his life from the very beginning.




    Joseph, his Sardinian grandfather, embodied loyalty – even more than Albert, in Oliver’s perception. Pedro, the free-spirited Catalan who had as little time for the surplice as for the army uniform, personified something different from rebelliousness for its own sake. Defying authority was a matter of honour, as experience had written in his flesh what instinct had whispered to him before: authority’s main purpose was to crush the individual, to extinguish the dream within ourselves. If Pedro had stood up to Franco, Éric might as well tell anyone else what he really thought of them. In one of the most telling passages of his autobiography (one of the few paragraphs in which I feel that his voice rings true),3 he remembers how, in the summer of 1978 – immediately before becoming a boarder at Mazargues – Les Caillols, having already won the Coupe de Provence, were on the verge of completing the double; all they had to do was beat Vivaux-Marronniers in the final of that competition. The match didn’t go according to plan, however. With five minutes to go, Vivaux-Marronniers went 1–0 up, and deservedly so. ‘We’re playing added time,’ Cantona recounted in a tone that reminds me of the mythical Finn MacCool’s superhuman exploits, as told by Flann O’Brien. ‘It is the moment I choose to spring from the back and run towards goal, having dribbled past a good half-dozen opponents, as in a dream. I am alone, a few metres from goal, and if I score, maybe we’ll be champions tonight.’




    But Les Caillols would not add the 1978 championship of Provence to the list of their trophies. The referee blows his whistle. Éric’s bootlaces have come undone, and the regulations are clear: a footballer’s laces must be tied. ‘The game is over. Tears flow in the dressing-room.’ That day, Cantona had ‘discovered stupidity or injustice, whatever you wish to call it’. The tale’s most revealing trait must be that neither the child nor the grown man could tell the difference between the two. There was, of course, nothing ‘unjust’ about the referee’s decision. Call him a bigot, a cretin, any name under the sun, but ‘unjust’? No. ‘Unfair’, yes, as when a child complains of something ‘unfair’ when he’s not given what he thinks he deserves. Had the goal been scored, and validated, the victim of the ‘injustice’ would have been Vivaux-Marronniers, not Les Caillols. But I doubt that anyone could persuade Cantona that his perception of right and wrong in what is, after all, one of the most regulated areas of human activity – team sports – was and remains deeply flawed. To him, when the official signalled a foul, it was as if he had killed a butterfly for no other reason than it was a butterfly, regardless of its beauty and harmlessness. To him it was a crime. Justice is an instinct, not a rulebook. No rules should circumvent invention. Those who have the ability to imagine beyond the rules have a right, maybe a duty, to break them, and damn the consequences.




    For those who were satellites around the family sun, it was more a matter of ‘managing the unmanageable, sometimes in impossible circumstances’, as one of them told me, of finding accommodation with a fascinating, endearing and ‘emotive’ young man who could charm and exasperate those who cherished him most within a matter of seconds. His English teacher at La Grande Bastide, Evelyne Lyon, adored Éric, yet felt compelled to warn him that he ‘had better watch out, because talent was not enough, and if he didn’t change his character, he would have problems later on’. He was ‘someone you always had to keep an eye on’, she said. But this she did with as much gentleness as she could muster, even when her pupil ran riot outside her own classroom. Oliver chuckles at the recollection of Cantona dashing through the corridors after a training session, ‘shouting in English, “I am the king! I am the king!”’ Célestin Oliver could see the surprise on my face. Others would call him that later, wouldn’t they? ‘I think it had to do with Muhammed Ali,’ he says, with another smile. How he loved his boy.




    Cantona was thriving at La Grande Bastide, but word of his achievements on the field hadn’t spread – yet – beyond Marseilles and Provence. OM had had a look at him, but, according to Oliver, their management had decided that Cantona was ‘too slow’ and passed on the chance to add the fourteen-year-old centre-forward’s name to their books. Jean-Marie and Joël, who also entertained dreams of becoming professionals,4 were similarly unsuccessful. Such a rejection cast a threatening shadow over Éric’s future career; if a child of Les Caillols couldn’t make it in his home-town club, who could he turn to? Thankfully, and not for the last time, luck lent a helping hand.




    The French FA had divided the country into districts whose borders mirrored the country’s départements and regions. These constituted the foundations of a pyramid, at the top of which sat national teams for each age group; a system of filters, if you will, a distillery of talent, one which would prove remarkably efficient at identifying and supporting emerging players. The chronic lack of success of Les Bleus in major tournaments, their inability to build on the exploits of the 1958 national squad, had prompted inspired administrators like George Boulogne and Fernand Sastre to undertake a complete reorganization of the detection system. Judging by the paucity of their results in European competitions, clubs couldn’t be trusted to identify and develop promising footballers – the Federation would have to take care of that. To that end, regular tournaments or ‘test-matches’ were held at every level, in Provence as elsewhere.




    Cantona may have failed to attract the attention of OM, but at fourteen-and-a-half was still good enough to be considered for selection in this context. The then technical adviser for the Marseilles region, Henri Émile, had been in touch with Célestin Oliver, who had warmly recommended Cantona for inclusion in a ‘Mediterranean squad’, a group of thirty-five players who were then separated into two teams, the ‘possibles’ and the ‘probables’. To his amusement, Émile, who would become one of the most pivotal figures in Cantona’s career, can’t remember which of these two teams the boy was assigned to. ‘Éric himself has a very vivid memory of the occasion, which we often talk about when we’re travelling together,’ Émile told me at the French FA’s Clairefontaine headquarters, ‘but was he a “possible”, or a “probable”? He doesn’t know. He had no idea what these terms meant!’ It hardly mattered, as Cantona produced a magnificent display that afternoon in the spring of 1981. What mattered was that the match had been watched by a couple of scouts from Auxerre, an up-and-coming club from northern Burgundy which had risen quickly through the divisions under the tutelage of the wiliest of managers, Guy Roux. They had made the trip to the ground in order to monitor another player, whose identity has been forgotten by everyone. But they had seen Éric, and that was enough.




    No one was keener than Roux to poach the best young talent available; his club had only acquired full professional status a couple of years earlier and its ground, the Stade de l’Abbé-Deschamps (named after the Catholic priest who had founded the Association de la jeunesse auxerroise, or AJ Auxerre or AJA), was minuscule by first-division standards. Roux had to scrape for every penny, which, it should be said, agreed with the parsimonious nature he had inherited from his peasant roots. Twenty-seven years later, as we sat down to a distinctly non-frugal lunch in one of Chablis’s restaurants (after a lengthy visit to one of the area’s most renowned cellars), Roux recalled how his chief scout’s report – his name was Jean-Pierre Duport – had been glowing enough to convince him that Cantona’s trail should be followed by the club’s second-in-command, assistant manager Daniel Rolland, in whom Roux had total confidence.




    So it was that Rolland repeatedly drove down the autoroute du soleil to judge for himself. ‘Everybody could see he was “above” the others,’ says Roux – but no one as clearly as the astute coach from Burgundy, who, feigning innocence, called Oliver to ask him what he really thought of ‘this lad . . . Éric Cantona, yes?’ There was some risk attached to uprooting an adolescent from sunny Marseilles to one of the sleepiest towns in the sleepiest of regions. As Henri Émile says, ‘You never know how far a player can go at this age. You can feel a potential. But there are things you cannot control. Psychological things – as when a player thinks he’s “made it”, too soon. They can stall. You can see a great player’s potential but you don’t have certainties. Competition alone reveals whether the player masters all the criteria of the highest level.’ But – and it is a crucial but – the way that the OM reject had seized his one opportunity to shine showed that there was steel in his character as well as skill in his boots. The importance of the occasion had not fazed him. Still, Émile cannot help thinking of a ‘what if’: ‘Éric’s told me on several occasions that, if he hadn’t been picked in this team to start with, he might not have had the same career. Maybe he could have slipped through the net . . . which just goes to show!’




    Roux still had some work to do to land his catch. Cantona’s performance for the Provençal scratch team had not escaped OGC Nice – a club with a reputation and a collection of honours that Auxerre could only look up to. This was the club for which Roger Jouve, another product of Les Caillols, was still playing three seasons earlier, and whose colours had been worn by another of Cantona’s early heroes, the Bosnian striker Jean Katalinski. Oliver himself kept telling his pupil that he should ‘go for it’ and rush down the coast to join Nice for good. By contrast, Auxerre was neither the most obvious nor the easiest choice for a stripling footballer who had not yet reached his fifteenth birthday. The medieval town, built like a low ribbon of stone along the slow waters of the Yonne, had a discreet charm, but few attractions for a teenager who had grown up in the warmth of the Mediterranean. There, in the north-eastern corner of Burgundy, autumns turned sharply to harsh Continental winters, almost as soon as the vineyards had been unburdened of their last bunch of grapes. Fog was common, snow too, often at unseasonal times. Going back to Marseilles would entail long hours on the train or in the family car – the high-speed TGV link between Paris and Marseilles was only completed in 2001. Nice, with ten times the population of Auxerre, had a casino, fine restaurants, nightclubs, beaches, palm trees and girls in monokinis by the seaside. Auxerre, on the other hand, had a few choice charcuteries, splendid white wines and a clutch of cafes which closed early when they deigned to open at all (Sundays are a very quiet affair in this town).




    When it came to football, Nice, again, had dwarfed Auxerre for almost its entire history. Both clubs had been born roughly at the same time – AJA in 1905, OGC Nice three years later – but there the similarities ended. Whereas Nice’s Les Aiglons had won four French championships, two French Cups, and twice reached the quarter-finals of the European Cup, Auxerre owed its small measure of fame to its dramatic rise from the amateur ranks to the final of the 1979 French Cup, thanks to the genius of one man – Guy Roux. Glamorous Nice should have held all the cards in the duel for the acquisition of the exciting but yet unproven Cantona; but it played its hand badly. Perhaps the Niçois, who must have been aware of Auxerre’s manoeuvring, believed that the prestige attached to their red-and-black jersey, coupled with the interest they showed in the teenager, would suffice to overwhelm him. AJA was small fry after all. But Nice totally misjudged the young man’s temperament and hardly bothered to find out what could possibly prevent him from becoming one of their dozens of apprentices. Cantona finally made the trip to Nice as planned, but came back to his family laden with disappointment. He had decided to turn his back on OGCN for what seemed like the flimsiest of reasons – which he daren’t confess to his father at the time. He had asked if he could be given a jersey and pennant of Les Aiglons; quite ridiculously, the club insisted he should pay for them. He paid, but didn’t forget how little his prospective employers appeared to care for him.




    However, when Cantona accepted Roux’s invitation to Auxerre a few weeks later, nothing had been decided yet. The Auxerre manager had behaved with typical subtlety in his dealings with Célestin Oliver. ‘One day’ Tico says, ‘Guy Roux called me, and said: “Have you got a decent player in your class?” I told him – Cantona. “Send him to me.’” Guy Roux is a very, very clever man . . .’ Éric was just to take part in a small, seemingly informal clinic. The date was 1 May 1981.




    The memory of these first few days spent together brings a smile to Roux’s face. ‘We’d just finished our first year as a professional club. I was there, of course. There were quite a few of these youngsters: Galtier, Darras, Mazzolini, all these kids . . . and Éric Cantona.’ The atmosphere was more reminiscent of a holiday camp than of a test which could and did decide the future of these carefree teenagers. ‘They were larking about like toddlers, because we had a pool . . . well, a bath for the players, about the quarter of the size of this place,’ Roux says, gesturing towards the dining room of Au Petit Chablis, which would not have accommodated the larger kind of Bourguignon wedding reception. ‘But there were very few pools of that kind at the time. They were having such fun . . . I chatted with the lad, and, after a few minutes, he tells me: “I’d like a shirt”; at that time, a shirt was something . . .’ When Roux, cunning as ever, slipped a few jerseys in Cantona’s bags when time had come to bid him farewell, builders were still at work finishing the academy’s main hall. Its next recruit, filled with delight by the generosity of his future manager, still had to convince his family that the choice he had made in his heart would feel right for them too. This time, though, he was prepared to be his own man. The first decision he had taken on his own would prove to be one of the best in his whole life.




    Now is as good a moment as any to interrupt the chronological thread in Cantona’s story, to address once and for all the comments his love of painting alluded to in this first chapter, attracted later in his life, when everything he said or did became a target for the cheapest kind of mockery. A footballer who paints – how comical, how ludicrous is that? In the macho world of football, and particularly English football, an artistic inclination, especially as genuine an inclination as Cantona’s, only ranks below homosexuality if ostracism is what you’re looking for. To his enemies, Cantona’s attachment to art brought another proof of his insufferable arrogance. ‘I paint’ meant ‘I am better than you’. This is a profound misunderstanding (one among many others) of the man’s personality. Vanity had nothing to do with the need he felt to look into himself in this way. Later in life, he always resisted the temptation – I would go as far as to say that he never felt it – to use his fame as a sportsman to stage public exhibitions of his work. Painting was a private pursuit, a means to relax, too, when he would take his paintbox and head for the garrigue – the wild coastal scrubland near his home – on his own, with no other company than his two dogs. He was also aware that if he possessed a real gift, his technical ability didn’t quite match Albert’s, and that it would be cheating to pretend that he was as much a genius with a brush in his hand as with a ball at his feet. Insecurity combined with his instinct for self-protection to keep painting an interest that could only be shared with people he trusted. He was not coquettish or ashamed of what he was doing, no; he might organize a private show of some works for the benefit of close fiends and members of his family, but not more than that. The few who had access to this much-spoken-about, unfairly ridiculed and hidden part of his world, and have spoken to me about what they saw, invariably stressed the dark, even ‘tortured’ nature of most of his work. They also insisted on its quality – Gérard Houllier in particular was struck by the originality of what he was shown. Photographer Didier Fèvre, who was among Cantona’s closest friends in the late eighties and early nineties, saw him experiment with supports other than canvas, cutting up photographs which he then half-covered with brushstrokes. It is clear that, moving into adulthood, Cantona was retreating in more ways than one from the Provençal idyll his father had tried to capture. He was also developing an increasing sense of his own mortality, as a hypersensitive footballer-artist could not fail to do; once he had reached the age of thirty, physical decline would precipitate his rapid ‘death’ as an athlete, a subject which became a recurrent theme in the interviews he gave late in his career, an awareness that contributed to precipitate the announcement of his retirement in 1997.




    The language he uses when speaking of the artists he admires today is revealing. Of Zoran Music, a Slovenian painter who left haunting etchings and engravings of the Holocaust he survived: ‘It’s powerful, you feel a power . . . You feel that if he hadn’t painted, he’d have died [the French crevé, or burst, almost carries the stench of death, but has no equivalent in English].’ Of the Catalan Antoni Tàpies: ‘He gives another life to objects which are fated to die.’ His Picasso puppet featured on Les Guignols de l’info – the French equivalent of Spitting Image – was nothing but a gross caricature of the man’s sincerity and talent. It is to Cantona’s credit that he bore these cheap shots at his ‘difference’ with good grace. He genuinely enjoyed seeing his latex alter ego make a fool of himself on television with incomprehensible pronouncements (which, more often than not, concluded with his throwing his shirt away in disgust). And why not? He had long been aware of the absurdty of his public persona. The superb copy he threw away to journalists in his early twenties was littered with self-deprecating quips about his supposed ‘intellectualism’. Some got it, most didn’t. Caught between the urge to be recognized and the desire to be left alone, he laid shoals of red herrings on the slab, finding amusement, and a kind of security, in the willingness of others to gobble up his catch. Talking of which, sardines were not spared in a splendid advertising mini-feature – two-and-a-half minutes long – purportedly shot for the benefit of an electronics manufacturer shortly after the denouement of the Crystal Palace affair, in the spring of 1995. In that film, arms aloft on the top of a cliff, seagulls screeching over his earnest baritone, his whole body shaking in the presence of the Muses, Cantona laughed at Cantona. This was probably the finest acting performance of his career. He might not agree with this judgement. But he would probably smile at it.
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    Cantona and his ‘band of merry men’.




    







    AUXERRE:


    THE APPRENTICE




    Éric’s parents didn’t share his enthusiasm for moving 600 kilometres north of Marseilles – to put it mildly. He had just celebrated his fifteenth birthday; it was one thing to board a few nights a week at Mazargues, quite another to find himself among people he knew nothing of, with only the telephone to link him to the clan. ‘Why not Nice?’ they asked him. ‘We could come and see you every weekend.’ Jean-Marie, the most even-tempered and ‘reasonable’ of the three brothers, also advised him not to pack his suitcase for Burgundy. But Éric stood his ground. Some of the arguments he used when the family discussed his future showed him to be rather more than a stubborn, hot-headed teenager who could be bought for a few shirts. He wouldn’t be the first child of Les Caillols to seek success a long way away from the Provençal sun, he said. Five years previously, René Marsiglia had left SOC for Boulogne-sur-Mer when only thirteen years old, and was now an established professional with Lille Olympique Sporting Club. It was well-known that southern clubs had a perverse tendency not to look after their own, and that local fans easily turned against footballers who had grown up in the same streets as them – as Marseille fans would when Éric joined their club in 1988.




    Éric had a profound respect for Monsieur Roux. He felt at ease in the unprepossessing atmosphere of Auxerre, where he had had such fun splashing about and training with what he knew instantly was an exceptional group of youngsters. Crucially, AJA trusted their young players to represent the club in the third division championship, where the reserves played, whereas he would be likely – no, certain – to be ignored by the management of haughty Nice for such games. And how could he improve if he didn’t play? Thanks to Henri Émile’s recommendation, he had recently been called up by the French under-seventeen national squad. This meant two things: his qualities were now recognized within the game, but he would also need to fight even harder to survive in the football world. Auxerre would provide him with a chance to measure himself against tougher opponents in a competitive environment. Little by little, Éric won over his family. Albert took his son’s decision with good grace in the end. Auxerre wasn’t the end of the world after all.




    So Joseph and Lucienne drove Éric to Burgundy, where they enjoyed lunch with Guy Roux on the banks of the River Yonne. ‘When we were served dessert, I told them, “But you just have to come back to see him!” His Italian grandfather replied, “Oh, Auxerre is far, I’m old, I don’t know . . .” “Listen to me,” I said. “When he plays for France the first time, you’ll have to come and see me.” Well, he was nineteen when he played against [West] Germany – and the grandfather hadn’t forgotten.’




    Within a matter of weeks, the recruit had become a full-time apprentice, the youngest in his age category, and was training with the reserve team. The summers spent in the shade of Joseph’s and Lucienne’s cabanon belonged to the childhood he had left behind; should he return to the Côte Bleue, it would be like opening, briefly, a window on his own past. But Éric felt sure he could live with the brutality of this break with his former life. He wasn’t cowed by his new surroundings, quite the contrary, in fact. Was it because Albert and Eléonore were not there to keep him in check any longer? The ‘difficult’ teenager turned into a genuine hellraiser. Célestin Oliver had seen in him a ‘born leader’; but maybe not of the kind of gang that soon congregated around the imposing youth. Their misdemeanours were confined to the club – for the most part. Basile Boli has recounted how this ‘gang’, which Roux called ‘Canto and his band of merry men’ (on that occasion, Cantona, Prunier, Vahirua, Basile and his brother Roger), would buy clapped-out cars and organize ‘rodeos’ – lifesize dodgems – in the local rubbish tip. Roux never knew about this, thankfully; had he done so, the punishment would have been severe. A strict disciplinarian, he thought nothing of fining trainees who earned barely anything. Once, several of the youngsters, who’d taken part in a remarkable victory over the reserves of St Étienne, were spotted in a nightclub after the game. Roux was told by one of his many spies, and dug into the culprits’ pockets to buy a billiards table for the academy, which was referred to as the ‘Boli-Cantona’ table for years afterwards.




    On the whole, however, the merry men kept themselves to themselves. They did not vandalize phone booths or terrify the good burghers of Auxerre. But they played pranks, wreaked havoc in the dormitory, and generally brought the coaching staff close to a communal nervous breakdown. ‘These kids were very close to each other,’ Roux told me. A brief pause, then: ‘They were also up to no good most of the time. Daniel Rolland, a lovely man who adored them, and who was probably the best educator in French football at the time, just couldn’t cope with them.’ ‘And what did you do?’ I asked. ‘Me? I was the court of appeal. Éric came to my office when Daniel Rolland just couldn’t bear it any more. Éric was very violent, in his language too. But also charming when he could keep his temper in check. Generous, and hard-working, with a really good heart behind all the excesses. Tell me – between a nicey-nicey lazybones with no talent and a super-worker with an awful temper on him, what would be your choice? Mine was quickly made.’




    Something had struck me: to qualify Cantona’s ‘awful temper’, Roux had used the adjective caractériel. It is a very strong word indeed, one you wouldn’t use to describe a naughty child – a disturbed one, rather, who might need medical attention. Was it really the word he had meant to use? Roux looked me in the eye and said: ‘Yes.’




    Thankfully, most of Éric’s horseplay was ‘naughty’ rather than ‘caractériel’, and Roux noticed a marked improvement once the wrench of being parted from brothers, parents and grandparents was gradually blunted by the comradeship he developed with his new teammates. In that respect, Auxerre had been a wise choice, as no other elite club in France had a better claim to call itself ‘a family’. A husband-and-wife duo took care of the youth team at the time (Roux gave me their names, but omitting them might spare a few blushes, even now), a couple of ex-factory workers who looked after their meals, their kits and, sometimes, their sorrows. Once a week, Mrs X— left home after dinner to attend a late gym class in town. Mr X— did not waste much time in switching on the television and slipping an adult film into the video player. Word got round the academy of what was going on at the X—s’ home, and it became one of the week’s highlights to clamber over the dormitory walls and watch both Mr X— and watch what he was watching. What could Guy Roux do but smile?




    Smiles, however, were scarcer on the training ground. Roux loved skilled players, and stuck to the enterprising 4-3-3 formation which had taken his team to the top division in the country and to a French Cup final two years earlier, in 1979. But he could also be implacable with players who did not show the drive he never lacked himself. There are numerous stories of his ‘breaking’ young footballers who did not possess enough steel in their characters to withstand the toughness of Auxerre’s upbringing. Éric’s teammate Basile Boli, Guy Roux’s other ‘son’, could write in his remarkable autobiography Black Boli: Auxerre [was] a real factory. I’ve seen many kids whose dreams exploded like a football that’s been inflated too much. Formation is a gamble. When you win, you have a career. When you lose . . . you lose everything, really.’ Roux, who had been convinced of Éric’s talent ever since he had laid eyes on him, still waited for proof that the fifteen-year-old had the mental qualities required to put himself in contention for a place in the first-team squad. Both player and manager agree that this proof was shown late in the spring of 1982, shortly before the end of the season. Roux enjoyed pitting his reserves against the first team’s pros; nothing but pride was at stake, but it was proud men he was looking for, and a stupendous second half by the young Marseillais proved to him – and to everyone else – that, barely a year after he had left Provence, the prodigy of Les Caillols was ready to step up a level.




    There was no holding back Éric Cantona, in more ways than one. On that sunny afternoon, the victim of his cheek was Lucien Denis, an experienced defender who, according to Roux, ‘went mad’. Incensed by the youngster’s dribbling, he fouled him crudely on several occasions. But if Denis was not amused, he was in a minority of one. ‘I could see he was already at the level of the pros – and he hadn’t celebrated his sixteenth birthday yet!’ Roux’s delight was shared by his apprentice. ‘Life was beautiful,’ Éric recalled in his 1993 autobiography, all the more so as his first season at Auxerre was to end with a magnificent opportunity to demonstrate his talent to a far larger audience than his club’s management team on a training pitch.




    An international friendly was to be played in Lyon between the France of Tigana, Giresse and Platini and Bulgaria on 15 May 1982, providing the national manager Michel Hidalgo with a last chance to deploy Les Bleus before the World Cup. As was the tradition at the time, the game would be preceded by a curtain-raiser, between the under-17s of France and Switzerland on this occasion. Éric played out of his skin. Everyone now knew that Guy Roux and his scouts had unearthed a gem, who signed off his first appearance for his country with the winning goal. The cadets of Auxerre also won the Coupe Gambardella – the French Youth Cup – that year, putting six goals past Nancy. ‘The kids we then had at the academy were of exceptional quality,’ says Roux. ‘Usually, out of a group of fifteen, if a third of them make it, you’ll be delighted. Well, out of this lot, twelve became pros, and four were capped by France at senior level: Basile Boli, Pascal Vahirua, William Prunier5 – and Cantona.’ Life was beautiful indeed.




    Still, nutmegging Lucien Denis in a seven-a-side game back at l’Abbé-Deschamps hadn’t given Éric a licence to queue-jump his way into the first team. He first had to further his education in the dour and unforgiving environment of the French third division, where upstarts of his kind are choice targets for the dirty tricks of so-called ‘hard men’ – and for the jealousy of teammates not quite good enough to be called from the reserves. Éric survived both tests with some ease, thanks to his irrepressible enthusiasm, his talent and his astonishing self-confidence, creating mayhem on the field of play as well as off it. The lightly built teenager of Marseilles was also turning into a stupendous athlete, and revelling in his physical transformation. The Ivorian-born defender Basile Boli, who had been turned away from Paris Saint-Germain, had arrived at Auxerre at the start of the 1982–83 season and, though seven months younger than Éric (according to his passport), had immediately joined him in the third division team. Both had the bodies of men several years their elder, and constantly looked for occasions to find out who was the quickest, the strongest, the most resilient. To Roux’s amazement, they were way ahead of everyone else in the reserves, and in every single department. A sprinter, held back by his weight and his muscular mass, would normally hit the wall when asked to complete more than a single lap of the track; not Basile, not Éric, who were both built like boxers rather than footballers of that day and age. A dancer needs powerful arms, shoulders and thighs (not to mention a torso like a lumberjack’s) as well as exceptional balance and coordination to perform his art; Cantona’s own brand of ballet should remind us of that truth: he was gifted the ideal body to become himself.




    The speed with which he had adapted to life in the reserves meant it was only a question of ‘when’ rather than ‘if’ Guy Roux would give him his debut with the first team. Quite astonishingly, or perhaps characteristically, when asked by his amanuensis Pierre-Louis Basse to relive the occasion, Cantona would remember the date as 21 October 1984, against Nancy. He had got the opponents right – and the day wrong, by almost a year. In fact, it was on 5 November 1983 that he was at last given a chance to play alongside established internationals such as goalkeeper Joël Bats and striker Andrzej Szarmach, one of the heroes of Poland’s magnificent 1974 World Cup, where they were a whisker away from qualifying for the final (Éric had cried when Beckenbauer’s and Müllers West Germany made Cruyff’s Netherlands pay for the arrogance of their play). Auxerre waltzed past Nancy that day – and Cantona was ‘on a cloud’. ‘I knew little of Szarmach,’ he remembered, ‘but I was reassured by his simplicity, his kindness and his humility. I discovered what it meant to be a footballer of great talent, but also a man who had class.’ The Pole had done everything in his considerable power to offer a goal to the teenager, without success. Cantona’s own generosity to younger teammates, which was to have such an impact at Manchester United, was perhaps kindled on that day.




    Reports published at the time didn’t dwell on his contribution, however. He had done well, well enough to last over an hour; but he was not quite ready yet, nor was he when Roux called on him again for the visit of Lens six weeks later. Lens capitulated 4–0 at l’Abbé-Deschamps, just like Nancy had done, but he would have to wait until March 1985 to join the first-teamers again. Cantona had talent in spades, no question; but it was proving rather hard to bend this precious ore the way the manager would have wished. Cantona’s temper could short-circuit without warning, never more spectacularly than on one evening of this 1983–84 season. Here is how Roux retold the incident, with the same mixture of pride and concern he must have felt all those years ago.




    ‘We were playing against Cournon-Le Cendre on a Saturday night. These guys were tough. They came from a mining town of the Auvergne. One of their central defenders hacks him down, nastily. Éric gets up. The referee says nothing. Cantona is hacked again, and this time reacts. The other guy didn’t finish the game. His teammates were not happy. My assistant Daniel Rolland had already gathered our kit and left the ground, but I was still there, and so was Cantona, who hadn’t left the dressing-room. All the Cournon players are around me, next to the door. I asked them: “What are you waiting for?” “We’re waiting for Cantona.” “Well, listen, in any case, the evening will finish badly for you. If you give him a hiding, I’ll call the police and you’ll end up in a cell; but he might also give you a right thrashing, and you won’t be able to complain.” “There’s ten of us!” “You’ll see!” Then Canto gets out – he sees them – he doesn’t wait. He swings his bag around, and catches one of the guys on the head – out for the count – he punches a couple of others, throws the bag, and starts kicking them – yes, already! I can see a disaster about to happen. And what can I do? I wasn’t much at the time; but, instinctively, I scream “Halte!” at the top of my voice. Everybody stops. “Right,” I say, “enough. If there are any injuries, we go home and treat them.” We all troop back to the dressing-room. I get the first-aid kit . . . Éric had hurt his hands. But he sat with them as if nothing had happened! He was afraid of nothing.’




    Cantona was also mightily strong, as was proved when Roux took advantage of the long winter break to take his team to the crosscountry ski resort of Prémanon. Éric had by then achieved his transition to the senior level, at least in terms of sporting achievement; boarding with much older pros presented other challenges that he still wasn’t quite ready to confront. ‘But, once on the snow,’ adds Roux, ‘he was half an hour quicker than anyone else.’ The last day of their stay coincided with the French Youth Cross-Country Championships. The Auxerre staff asked the organizers to keep the tracks open and to put their medical facilities at their disposal. Roux then asked his players to take part in ‘our own little race, ten kilometres long, chocolate bars for the winner’. No prizes for guessing who pocketed the chocolate bars. Cantona ran out a clear winner, ‘by a mile’, ahead of Polish international Waldemar Matysik, whom his coach describes as ‘a very tough guy’. In fact, had Cantona taken part in the French Championships, his time would have placed him among the five quickest finishers. This is remarkable for a child of Provence who had never been on skis before.




    Week in, week out, Cantona had to measure himself against the mix of promising youths, convalescent first-teamers and professional journeymen who made up the vast majority of third division teams, many of which doubled up as reserve sides for the elite clubs. Auxerre was the exception; Auxerre was about youth – all-conquering youth. Cantona and his friends took the title with some panache, his future brother-in-law Bernard Ferrer only being outscored by Éric himself, who finished the season with twenty goals to his credit, the last one ensuring AJA’s victory in the championship final. There were only 100 spectators in the Valence stadium to see what the correspondent of L’Yonne Républicaine described as a ‘stroke of genius’ from Cantona. The local paper was the only publication to report Auxerre’s 1–0 victory over the club that Éric might have joined had he not been asked to pay for one of their red-and-black striped shirts: OGC Nice. Cantona lost his marker, started a solitary raid from the halfway line, and scored. He also got a yellow card.




    In almost any other club of Auxerre’s standing – short on resources, long on ambition, but lacking too much of the former to fulfil the latter – Éric would have undoubtedly become a focal point of the team’s attack before the 1986–87 season, when Roux finally unleashed him for good. But the Icaunais suffered from a surfeit of high-class forwards at the time. At nearly thirty-five years of age, Andrzej Szarmach was not quite the force he had been, but was still strong enough to warrant an automatic place in the starting line-up. Patrice Garande, Éric’s elder by six years, was enjoying the most prolific form of his career – which included a gold medal with the French team at the 1984 Olympic Games, a couple of months after having been awarded the ‘Golden Boot’ for his 21 goals in the French first division championship, one more than the Polish striker had scored. For Roux, who never cared much for reputation, Cantona came third in the pecking order, and then only just, ahead of Philippe Fargeon – who would become a French ‘A’ international – and Michel Pineda, a close friend of Éric’s who would soon enjoy some success with Espanyol in the Spanish Primera Liga. It seemed as if all the seeds Guy Roux had sown were flowering at the same time. The under-17s were crowned champions for the second year running. Daniel Rolland led the reserves of the reserves (!) to the fourth division title. Auxerre thrashed Laurent Blanc’s Montpellier-La Paillade 3–0 in the final of the 1985 Coupe Gambardella. Éric scored all three of his team’s goals that day. But even a hat-trick wasn’t quite good enough to enable him to break into a playing unit that delighted the whole of the country with its fast, intricate, inventive, counter-attacking brand of football. Roux still harboured doubts about Cantona’s ability to rein in his self-destructive impulses; hardly surprising given that Éric regularly gave him sound reasons for having such doubts.




    In January 1984 the French juniors were invited to take part in a six-team indoor tournament in Leningrad. Éric had been made welcome in this set-up. His head coach, the late Gaby Robert, enjoyed a very close relationship with him, for Robert was a Marseillais too, a jovial, kind-hearted man who knew when to shrug his shoulders or look the other way, and when to have a heart-to-heart with the ‘unmanageable’ youngster he treated like a son. Robert, however, found himself at the centre of another potential Cold War crisis when Éric, incensed by a refereeing decision, spat in the face of the Soviet official. The official in question was a colonel in the Red Army, who sent him off on the spot in front of an aghast French delegation. Diplomats did what they had to do. Nothing came of it, somehow, and Éric flew home with his teammates; but word of his exploits had already been passed on to the Auxerre manager. Roux quietly dropped him from the first team (with whom he had played two games already, as we’ve seen), and started to work on his next move.




    Éric turned eighteen in May of 1984. For all Frenchmen of his generation, reaching that age meant a call-up to the army. Then again, ‘call-up’ signified many things. For most, twelve months of tedium, loneliness and ritual humiliation in a remote provincial town or, if you were particularly unlucky, in Germany. A few weeks of drill, then the mind-numbing routine of life in the barracks – dodging ill-tempered and foul-mouthed adjutants during the day, downing Kronenbourg beer and playing table football, pinball or billiards in the evening. Students, who benefited from a suspended sentence (conscription could be postponed until they had completed their degree, up to the age of twenty-two), hoped for a posting abroad. One of my friends ended up promoting French cinema on behalf of French consular services in Ottawa, which should tell you everything about piston, France’s answer to the Anglo-Saxon old-boy network. Elite sportsmen dreamed of joining the Bataillon de Joinville, an army in shorts and tracksuits that never saw a gun, and was expected to carry the flag in international competitions instead.




    The Bataillon had, shall we say, something of a reputation. Joinville was conveniently close to Paris, and one-night desertions were tolerated by the military. Roux, an expert in the piston system, usually preferred to have his young players assigned to the local gendarmerie. Conscript footballers were allowed to return to their club for the weekend’s games as a rule; should they become gendarmes in Auxerre or Chablis, they would also be able to attend a number of training sessions – and Roux could keep an eye on them, of course. But is a gendarme a soldier? Not quite. Perhaps misguidedly, the Auxerre manager thought that his rebellious Marseillais would encounter sterner discipline in the Bataillon, and phoned his friend Joseph Mercier – who happened to be the man in charge of this unit’s footballing squad. Mercier, who is now well into his eighties, chuckled when I asked him why Roux had made an exception to his rule in Éric’s case. ‘Oh, Guy always hid his boys at the gendarmerie! But Cantona posed a few problems to Auxerre, because of his well-defined personality.’ (Mercier is a master of the understatement.) ‘He told me, “I’m sending you a top lad” . . . that made me laugh. I knew exactly why he was doing this. To have the lad knocked into shape.’




    When I put this version of events to Roux, I was hit by a barrage of not entirely convincing incredulity. ‘I had no choice,’ he blustered. ‘Éric was already an international footballer with the under-21s [not quite: with the under-19s, but you get Roux’s point]. He had to go to Joinville!’ I could imagine Mercier’s chuckle in the background. Whatever the truth may be, the experience was only a qualified success. The little control Cantona may have had over the wilder side of his character was lustily relinquished. ‘We burned what was left of our adolescence,’ Éric told Pierre-Louis Basse. This ‘we’ refers to Éric and Bernard ‘Nino’ Ferrer, who, though he was two-and-a-half years older, had been conscripted at the same time: Roux obviously thought that Éric needed company. ‘We prepared ourselves to spend a year sleeping during the day, and having fun at night’ – which is precisely what they did.




    Their behaviour would have shocked a hussar of Napoleon’s army. Mercier, a prudent man, had asked to be relieved of his duties shortly after Éric’s arrival at the Bataillon, and only supervised a handful of international games, including one against West Germany, before passing on the baton to Jacky Braun. Braun declined to be interviewed for this book, as he would ‘only have unpleasant things to say’ about Cantona. A pity. He might have shed some light on an eventful tour of Gabon which saw Éric ‘flirt with death’, that is: experience a very nasty trip after smoking the local dope with strangers in the capital Libreville. ‘Fear quickly took the place of curiosity,’ he wrote in his autobiography. ‘The fear of dying. [. . .] I had been looking for artificial paradises, but it is anguish that was waiting for me at the end of such a journey. One does not resist the attraction of the forbidden fruit . . .’ Tellingly, a rite of passage had become a brush with the Grim Reaper. Éric never did things by halves.




    Cantona’s understanding of the logic that led to his being assigned to Joinville differed from Mercier’s and Roux’s. To him, his mentor had connived with an accomplice to give him a chance to sow his wild oats before he settled down with a fiancée or a bride – like most professional footballers do at a very young age – to a life of ‘sleeping, eating, playing, travelling without having the time to comprehend the countries [they] go through’. It’s hard to see in this anything but an attempt to justify the recklessness of his behaviour at the time, which was exacerbated by his visceral rejection of any kind of institutional authority. He knew that Joinville conscripts enjoyed a privileged status. They could do pretty much as they pleased, and get away with acts of indiscipline that would have earned ordinary squaddies a few nights in jail. He exploited this leniency to the full. Roux, who paid weekly visits to the barracks, was appalled by what the colonel in charge of the Bataillon told him. A general had announced his intention to meet the flower of France’s youth; but Cantona had developed an aversion to shaving at the time, and looked like an extra from Papillon. Unfortunately, this particular soldier had very personal views on what constituted an order. His adjutant tried to cajole him into getting rid of his coal-dark stubble, but to no avail. The colonel didn’t fare any better. ‘I do not shave,’ was Cantona’s answer, each syllable of ‘Je-ne-me-ra-se-pas’ enunciated in a low, forbidding baritone. The officers relented. They put Éric in a lorry and sent him on an impromptu trip to Orléans, a hundred and fifty miles away, to collect bags of potatoes.




    This chore must have felt like a victory, another white flag hoisted by the men in uniform. It is no wonder that Éric, unlike 99 per cent of his contemporaries, had fond memories of his time at the service of the nation. Five years later, he crossed Mercier’s path again, when Montpellier played a game in Châteauroux, to where the coach had retired. Coming out of the dressing-room, he recognized his benevolent manager, gave him a mock military salute and exclamed: ‘Ah, Monsieur Mercier, yes, sir!’ – in English. ‘The first thing I told my players,’ Mercier explained, ‘was – do not discuss a referee’s decisions more than a US Marine would discuss an officer’s order.’ Roux’s plan to have ‘the lad knocked into shape’ hadn’t quite worked as planned.
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