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  the worst moment of my life




  Footballers, particularly those like me who are lucky enough to play for one of the more glamorous clubs, have a great life. Don’t let anyone kid you otherwise. You want

  tickets for a show? Someone will get them for you. You want to eat at the best restaurants? Someone will get you in when you want. You want to go to a night-club? Someone can arrange it – no

  waiting, no problem. You feel that nothing can touch you. You feel somehow totally protected. Then something happens to let you know you are just as vulnerable as everyone else is. No matter how

  much money you have, no matter how successful you are, you are still open to things outside your control. And that is exactly what happened to me on 13 March 1995. That day I experienced the

  longest and most terrifying one hour and fifty minutes of my life. It was the day I thought I was going to jail. It was the day that changed my whole approach to everyday living.




  Five months earlier I had been involved in that row with a taxi driver. You might have read about it in the papers. At the time it seemed like nothing, just a minor row that had happened on a

  night which had started in very normal fashion with me and a couple of friends enjoying a good time at Terry Venables’s club, Scribes. It was a Saturday night and it was all going well. We

  decided to go to a party over on the west side of London and we left the club to get a couple of taxis. Myself and the girl with me crossed the road and hailed a cab that was going in the direction

  of Hyde Park Corner. We had to go to Shepherd’s Bush first to pick up a friend of mine called Barry and then we were going on to Boston Manor.




  We jumped in and the driver was fine about going to Shepherd’s Bush but as soon as I mentioned Boston Manor he didn’t want to know, ‘Sorry, I’m not taking you

  there,’ he said. I said that, as he was willing to let us in the cab to go to Shepherd’s Bush, so now he had to take us on to Boston Manor. He told us to get out but I said,

  ‘I’m going nowhere,’ and refused point-blank to move. We had what you might call a right argument. As I saw it, he had his light on to say that he was free and had picked us up.

  But because we weren’t going exactly where he wanted he ordered us out. But I wasn’t going to budge just because we weren’t the easy fare he thought we were going to be.




  ‘Alright, if you won’t take us to where I want to go, then take us to the nearest police station and we will sort it out there,’ I said. I was confident of being within my

  rights to do that but he said, ‘I’ll tell you what, I’ll take you to the East End and I’ll drop you off there.’ I told him he could please himself. He drove off

  quickly but suddenly braked. We both shot forward in the cab. The girl with me started to get out, he drove forward quickly again and she got caught in the door. I screamed at him to stop and

  banged on the partition window because I thought there was a real danger she would be hurt. The window smashed and I got him round the neck because I was so furious at what he had done. The police

  arrived and I was handcuffed and taken to the police station. It was a really miserable end to what had started out as a great evening. I had just been called up by England and that day Chelsea had

  beaten Leicester 4-0 in a league game.




  The seriousness of what I was facing was brought home when I had to return to the police station two weeks later. I was told I was being charged with causing criminal damage and assault. I was

  sick to my stomach when they said that. I had been to police stations and in court before. But on those occasions it was for drink-driving offences. I’m not suggesting for one minute that

  that’s clever. It isn’t. But this was different. I had to give my version of what had happened in an interview. Everything was very formal and not at all friendly. And there was the

  first mention of the possibility of prison. Now that does frighten you. You don’t think an argument that went a bit too far can lead to that.




  The following day I reported for England duty. That evening, the FA’s public relations man, David Davies, came into my room saying there was a problem. Suddenly this five-minute ruck was

  becoming something major. He said that the story was coming out in the Sun the following day. I saw Terry Venables and he was great with me. He said there was no problem as far as he was

  concerned. He also said that the press wanted to speak to me the next day and, although I was reluctant, he persuaded me to do it.




  Leading up to my first appearance in court in February, I wasn’t too worried. No one wants to go to court but my legal people had assured me that, if I pleaded guilty, I wouldn’t be

  going to jail. It was more likely that I would get community service – maybe 100 hours – and a big fine. But I thought about it and decided against pleading guilty. Why? Because I

  reckoned the taxi driver was partly to blame for what happened. I might have reacted more than I should have done but someone with me had been hurt and in those circumstances you do things to

  protect your own. That’s how I was brought up anyway.




  So as far as I was concerned, he didn’t help the situation and it wasn’t all down to me. I shouldn’t be pleading guilty and he shouldn’t be getting away with it. So in

  went my plea – not guilty. I gave my evidence, so did he and so did the police. But I did have some reservations going into court. It wasn’t so much about my innocence or guilt. As I

  said, I didn’t think I was guilty. No, it was because of the timing. I was worried that the authorities would make an example after the recent Paul Ince and Eric Cantona incidents at a

  Crystal Palace v Manchester United game. Cantona had reacted to insults thrown at him by a Crystal Palace fan and had dived into the crowd with the infamous ‘karate kick’. Ince was

  charged later after another incident in the same match. Neither had gone to prison but I didn’t feel all that secure because of it. It seemed to me there was a distinct danger of someone

  trying their best to make an example of a footballer that they reckoned had stepped out of line and I had this nagging feeling that it would be me. I was right, as well.




  It seems to me that the better known you are, the more of a target you are. I often get fierce verbal abuse during games but I never see anything happen to the people giving it. I sometimes get

  hassled when I am out but nothing happens to the people who are giving that hassle. It just seems to me that people who are well known never get the benefit of the doubt and that often the

  authorities want to make an example of you. Frank Leboeuf and Franco Zola have told me that in France and Italy, if there had been a case similar to mine, the police would have given me the benefit

  of the doubt. But they didn’t over here. I know people from my childhood who have been to court on several occasions for what are more serious offences than my row with the taxi driver and

  they have been given community service.




  When the judge gave his verdict, guilty on both charges, I was gobsmacked. The judge told me that I would have to come back on 13 March to hear the punishment. The effect was immediate. It was

  decided that I would be left out of the England squad for the match against the Republic of Ireland. Suddenly all this wasn’t going the way I was assured it would. The worst was to come,

  though.




  When I went up to hear the sentence I was still convinced that all I would get was a fine or possibly community service. From what I had been told and advised, the prospect of going to prison

  never came into the equation. It soon did, though, and I can’t tell you how horrified, shocked and distraught I was. When the magistrate, Geoffrey Breen, started talking it was like he was

  speaking to someone else, ‘Three months on each count, to run concurrently.’ I didn’t even understand what concurrently meant. It is not the sort of word you hear every day at a

  football club training ground. All I knew was that I didn’t want to spend one day in jail, never mind three months.




  My legal people asked for bail and he refused. Then they went to Southwark Crown Court to appeal against the sentence and the conviction and hoped to get unconditional bail. But it was like all

  this was happening to somebody else, not me. I remember thinking, ‘Just what is going on here? I was told I would be walking out of the court no matter what and here I

  was going down to the cells.’ No way would the magistrate give me bail. I was in the loneliest spot in the world. In short, I was terrified. All I could hear was my legal people telling me

  beforehand I would be out and all I could see was two policemen saying that I had to go with them down to the cells.




  I remember going through this huge iron door and walking down these stairs? Then one of them said, ‘Do you want a cell on your own or with other people? Actually, probably better on your

  own, don’t you think?’ I answered by saying that I didn’t want to go into a cell at all and said, ‘If it’s alright, I’ll sit outside. I don’t need to go in

  that cell, do I?’ I wasn’t being flash and I wasn’t suggesting I was too important to be put in there. Nothing like that. ‘I mean, I won’t cause any trouble or

  anything like that if I sit outside. I promise.’ Basically, I just didn’t want to go in that cell. When they looked at the state I was in, I think they were a bit worried I might cause

  them a problem. I wasn’t going to, though. I just didn’t want to go in there. In my mind it was like a huge mistake. I kept thinking, ‘What is going on here? This has all gone too

  far.’ All the police said was, ‘Sorry, you have to go in a cell.’




  A community officer then came down and I asked him what would happen next. ‘What happens now,’ he said, ‘is that you have been sentenced to prison and that is where you

  are.’ I answered, ‘I thought I was going to get community service,’ and he said, ‘That is what he should have given you.’ I was worried, confused and upset. How could

  all this be happening to me? Then my brief came down and I said, ‘Look, you have got to get me out of here. It has all gone too far.’ He explained they were going to a higher court to

  ask for an appeal but that it had to be done by 2 p.m. that day. ‘Or what?’ I asked. The answer was not what I wanted to hear. ‘Otherwise they will take you in a van to Brixton

  prison, maybe for a couple of days.’ I was terrified.




  All sorts of things went through my mind. Since the conviction the month before, I had been receiving all sorts of sick mail and faxes. The threats were clear and explicit: if I went to jail, I

  was going to be raped, beaten up and probably both. They upset me before but I didn’t give them much thought because I had been told all along that I wouldn’t be

  going to prison. Now I could recall them all too vividly. It had all the makings of a nightmare becoming reality. At first those threats were laughable; now I was nearer to crying than laughing. It

  was the unknown that was frightening. I remembered going to see a pal of mine in prison. I took his girlfriend along so she could see him. I couldn’t believe the state he was in – a

  busted nose and two black eyes. He had dropped some water or something and the screws had given him a right seeing-to. It was his first time in jail and they wanted to make sure he wasn’t

  coming back, so they really gave him a going-over. The idea was to make prison such a horrible experience that he just wouldn’t allow himself to go back and would steer clear of trouble in

  the future. It was supposed to be a dreadful and painful deterrent. He was sitting there, crying his eyes out. I was petrified that would be me in the next couple of days.




  I thought, ‘Sod this, I don’t need it.’ I began to think that even my football career would be in jeopardy because I had a nasty thigh injury and there was no way I would get

  the proper treatment in prison. I began praying that I wouldn’t get put away. At Chelsea I would sometimes moan if I had to go in to get treatment on a day off – suddenly that treatment

  seemed a pretty good idea to me. It’s funny the things you complain about, just silly things really. Then you have something really important to contend with and very soon you develop a keen

  sense of perspective.




  That cell was the loneliest place on earth. It was cold. It was desolate. This woman, the duty officer, looked through the hatch every now and again to see if I was alright but she said nothing

  to me. I kept asking what was happening but she just blanked me. She was really cold – very aloof and very stand-offish – but I accept now that she had to be like that with her job. One

  of the police officers brought me a cup of tea and an apple and I asked him the same question I’d asked my brief, ‘What’s going on, what’s going to happen?’

  ‘Simple,’ he said. ‘You go to Brixton and you do your three months.’ I remember going back to the seat in the cell, sitting there and just putting my head in my hands and thinking, ‘What are you doing here, Dennis?’ And, yes, I was tearful. I was scared. I am not ashamed to admit it.




  It dawns on you how lucky you are outside. You feel you can basically do what you want, have a joke and get away with it and that nothing will ever happen to you. Now all this was out of my

  control and I was not used to it. I realised that I could lose everything through five minutes of madness.




  That two hours I had in the cell was the longest of my life, no question. I was shaking and forever banging on the door, just wanting to know what was happening. And they kept saying the same

  thing, ‘If you are not out of here by 2 p.m., you’re going to Brixton.’




  At eight minutes to two the court received a fax. ‘Dennis,’ the policeman said, ‘you are out.’ The appeal was granted and I was out on unconditional bail. I was shaking

  with relief. It was all so emotional when I saw my family, my agent Eric Hall, and my close friends Andrew Dale and Vaughan Ryan. I started crying – lots. I see nothing wrong in owning up to

  that. You have no idea the emotional turmoil I went through. It is such a scary situation when you don’t know what’s going to happen to you.




  Up until then, whenever anything had gone wrong, I was able to fight back. Like the time when Southampton let me go as a player or if I was ever in a tight corner on a football field. This time

  I was in the hands of other people. For once in my life I wasn’t in control and that made me panic, it made me anxious. I was totally reliant on somebody else and I felt so helpless. I never

  ever want to be in that position again. I want my fate to be in my hands, not someone else’s.




  Over the following weeks I got plenty of hassle from the media. The pressmen were everywhere – at my house at Gerrards Cross, and I just didn’t need it after what I had been through.

  They were even at my sister’s house, banging on her front door all hours of the day and night. That really got to her because she had just had a baby. And there was still the appeal process

  to deal with and I had no idea what the outcome would be. It was still possible that I would end up in prison and that filled me with dread, I can promise you. Now I knew what less than two hours was like, how could I face two or three months? The thought made me shiver.




  Glenn Hoddle was the Chelsea manager at the time of the incident. When I got back to the club after the court case a few people asked me if I had seen him and I said I hadn’t. Then Hoddle

  said he wanted to have a chat with me. We were standing out in the middle of one of the pitches at the training ground at Harlington. He said, ‘I need to tell you that I’m going to take

  the captaincy off you.’ I asked for the chance to explain what had happened from my point of view. He just said, ‘No, I have made my decision and that is what I am going to do. I am

  going to take the captaincy away. I feel this is what I have to do.’ He didn’t let me explain or, in fact, say anything and all I could say was, ‘Fair enough. It’s your

  decision. Please yourself.’ I just walked away. But I was really disappointed that he wouldn’t listen to me. That hurt. I love being Chelsea captain; it’s one of the greatest

  honours I’ve ever had.




  But the club were great. When I got sentenced, they decided to intervene and help me. It was all going wrong for me at the time. As well as the threat of prison, I had a bad thigh muscle injury

  that stopped me from playing. While the appeal was being prepared, they made sure they got me on the treatment table. Although that was good, not playing matches meant that I had no diversion to

  distract me from the threat of prison. Before that, getting out on the pitch was an escape from all that was happening. I could leave all the problems behind in the dressing room and I could lose

  myself in football. It was two hours of escape. Now I didn’t even have that.




  I was given a choice of dates for the appeal, April or June. I chose June because, if the sentence was upheld, I could do my time during the close season. I think that’s what Glenn and the

  club wanted.




  Some important evidence came our way before the appeal was heard. I don’t think the taxi driver, Gerald Graham, wanted the matter to go as far as me going to prison. I think he just wanted

  money, some kind of compensation for the aggravation he had suffered. He had submitted an invoice at the original court case. But when I saw what he was claiming for now, it was incredible: new

  handbrake, new window, new upholstery, new bumpers . . .! Basically, he was claiming for the complete refurbishment of his cab. But I had hardly done any damage, and when a

  new invoice was compared to the first one the difference was huge. His lawyers thought I would just pay it without comparing the two. But they were wrong and the discrepancy was spotted. That was

  bound to count in my favour; it was a godsend.




  Then there was the issue of a pair of glasses. He said in the original claim that I had broken them. But when photographs of the damage inside and outside the cab were taken, there, on the back

  seat, was a pair of glasses – the ones I was supposed to have broken – looking, as far as anyone could see, in perfect condition.




  The conviction was overturned at the appeal. The most worrying time of my life was over. But I never want to go through anything like it again and, believe me, I won’t. Some lessons never

  leave you and I can assure you this was one of them as far as I am concerned.




  Through it all the players at Chelsea were great. And I have to thank Craig Burley in particular. When I was back at the club waiting for the appeal in June, the first few days were awkward.

  People were a bit wary of what to say – you know, acting very edgy and not wanting to say the wrong thing at the wrong time to upset me. I would have been the same. It was Craig who broke the

  ice. While all the players, including me, were sitting at the table at the training ground one lunchtime, he said, ‘Right, I’ve had enough of this. Who wants to hear about Wisey in

  Brixton Prison?’ He then proceeded to tell the following joke. To many it will seem a bit crude but you have to remember this is football club humour. Humour is such an important factor with

  a squad of players – it’s like a safety valve to get rid of the tension. And it really helped to eliminate the tension around me and the rest of the squad.




  ‘Okay,’ said Craig. ‘So Wisey starts his three months in jail. He is led down to the cell and the screw beams this big smile as he locks the door. Wisey looks round and there

  at the other end of the cell is this six foot, eight inch guy standing by the wall. ‘Hello Dennis,’ he says, ‘I am your room-mate for the next three months. Now shall we sort out

  who’s going to be mummy and who’s going to be daddy?’ So little Wisey thinks on his feet and decides that, if everything is in proportion to the guy’s

  height, then he will be better off being daddy.




  ‘Okay,’ said the guy, ‘That’s fine by me. Now come over and give mummy a blow job!’




  I know it sounds awful but it’s the kind of banter that is part and parcel of life among players. And to be fair, it was like clearing the air and the jokes started coming thick and fast.

  Little John Spencer was one of the worst, always asking if he could have the use of my BMW while I was inside. I couldn’t complain at being the target. I’d pulled enough stunts myself.

  Thankfully, it all came out well for me in the end.




  But there were plenty of moments in my career when I didn’t think it would.
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  childhood




  The area of London that I grew up in, around Shepherd’s Bush and Notting Hill, was tough. Basically, you had to learn to look after yourself. It doesn’t help if you

  are accident-prone . . . which is exactly how I would describe myself. Not clumsy, but if anything was going to happen to anybody it would happen to me. If someone was going to get knocked down by

  an ice-cream van it would be Dennis Wise. If anyone was going to fall off a tree over in the park, it would be me.




  I can think of two true examples that summed up how it was for me as a kid. We were living on a council estate in Shepherd’s Bush and there was a road into the part where our houses were

  arranged in a circle. I was about 12 or 13 at the time and my parents had just given me a chopper bike. I was with my sister Kim and a couple of mates, Victor and Barry, and we would have time

  trials around the square to see who could go the fastest. But it was important that you slowed down when you came to the side of the road leading into the square, in case there were cars

  coming.




  But one afternoon I wanted to win so badly that I didn’t bother stopping because I thought it would gain me a few extra seconds and that would enable me to win the race. The problem was

  that there was a car coming up the road and I shot straight over the bonnet. Thank God I was alright – but then I saw the driver getting out of the car . . . it was my dad. My mum was in the

  car with him and she got out and was going mad with worry. Then my dad saw it was me and just shouted, more with relief than anger, ‘You silly bastard!’ Me? I

  just got up and ran home as quickly as I could.




  Another time Kim and I were playing with a tennis ball up in my mum and dad’s bedroom. The ball ran under their bed and I crawled underneath to try and find it. It was too dark down there

  to see anything, so Kim had an idea. She ran downstairs and got my mum’s cigarette lighter. She flicked the lighter and the flame caught the underside of the mattress. It proceeded to go up

  in flames with me underneath. I was struggling to escape the flames when, thank God, my dad came in, lifted the bed up and freed me.




  My dad, Dennis, was a painter and decorator before he and my mum, Pam, took over a pub, and they made life as good as they could for Kim and me. Both my parents were West London people and they

  married when they were 19. I was born on my mum’s 21st birthday. Mum was as strict as she could be and tried to keep me out of trouble, but it wasn’t always easy. I remember her

  catching me playing truant once. I was with a gang of mates who had skipped off school to miss the PE lesson. She stopped her car, wound down the window and asked me where I thought I was going.

  When I said we were going round my mate’s to get his PE kit, she didn’t believe a word and made me go back to school. She gave me a right telling off when I got home that evening.




  The council estate where I was born was pretty run down but at least there were plenty of places to play football. I was always mad keen on football and it was in the blood too, because my dad

  used to run a kids’ team called Bellevue. With Dad running them I was able to do what I loved doing best most of the time – play football. He taught me a lot, and although he ran the

  team and I played for it, he wasn’t in any way biased towards me. If anything, the opposite was true. He was the other way where that was concerned and made me work even harder than the

  others. He was always on to me to improve and, although I may not have appreciated it at the time, I was a better person for it.




  At that time my team was Queens Park Rangers because my hero was Stan Bowles. He was a good friend of my dad’s and one day, when I was about seven years old, Dad

  brought him down during a training session for Bellevue. I had a kick-about with Stan and then had my photo taken with him. I prize that photograph to this day. It was amazing for me to meet a real

  footballer and he really showed an interest in what the Bellevue lads were doing. To me that showed a lot of thoughtfulness and it made a big impression on me. Stan immediately became my favourite

  player and, because he was at QPR at the time, they became my club.




  I really enjoyed those years with my dad’s team but I was already showing signs of the competitive streak that was to get me into such trouble in the years to come. It first showed when I

  was seven. I was playing for the Under-11 team and we were involved in a six-a-side tournament. Our club produced the two best sides in the tournament. We both got through to the semi-finals where

  we played each other. It was the A team against the B team and I was in the A team. We thought we were the bee’s knees and it was a real crunch game. They beat us; I was devastated and acted

  like a real spoiled brat. I thought we should have beaten them and gone through. Their captain – a lad called Dave Cracknell – came up to me at the end to shake hands and I threw a

  moody and walked off. My dad saw it and came storming over. ‘Get yourself here!’ he screamed and, when I got there, he gave me one almighty clout round the ear. Then he made me shake

  Dave’s hand. And it got worse: the B team went on to win the final.




  That was a lesson I learned but nothing changed my attitude about wanting to win. I hated losing. I did then and I do to this day.




  When I was young football was the only sport in which I had any interest. In my first year at secondary school – the Christopher Wren school in Acton – we had to play rugby and

  football was banned. I would frequently miss PE, which didn’t interest me, and rugby which I hated. When we moved into the second year, we moved to another part of the school, in White City.

  And it was there that I first met someone who was to become one of the most expensive strikers in England – except in those days Les Ferdinand was the goalkeeper for the school team. I think he played there because he wasn’t too keen on running about. He was a very quiet bloke and didn’t say much at all. He was very placid and it took a lot to

  rile him. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t handle himself if someone went too far – as I saw for myself.




  There was a bully in our year who started to pick on Les. He probably thought the same as the rest of us – that Les hated trouble and confrontations and would do nothing about it. One day

  he went too far and it was probably the worst mistake the fellow ever made. Les proceeded to absolutely batter him. He had the whole year cheering him on as he laid into this bully. After that Les

  was everyone’s hero and he was also the bloke no one dared to upset any more.




  Our school team was doing alright at the time and, when I was 12, I got noticed by the Southampton scout in the London area, a man called Bob Higgins. I was asked to go to their training centre

  in Slough, and my mum and dad would take me twice a week. It was good there. I really enjoyed it. At 14 I was old enough to sign for a club on associated schoolboy forms. A few clubs were keen on

  me: Queens Park Rangers, Tottenham and Chelsea all wanted me to sign for them. But I had been happy in the Southampton set-up and I had made some good mates at the centre. I didn’t see any

  reason to move, so I signed for them.




  Two years later it was time for apprentice forms. A couple of London clubs offered my mum and dad money for me not to stay with Southampton and to sign for them. I won’t say which clubs

  they were, or how much they offered, because what they were doing was strictly illegal. In those days, officially, if the club that had you on schoolboy forms offered you an apprenticeship, you had

  to take it. But despite the rules it was easy to get out of if you wanted to go elsewhere. You just had to say that you were homesick or something.




  Anyway my parents told me about the approaches from other clubs and explained the situation. I knew the money would be more than handy for them but they said all along that they wanted me to go

  where I wanted to go. If all my mum and dad were interested in was money rather than my welfare, they could have picked up a tidy sum. But I said I was happy at Southampton. So Southampton it

  was.




  During that time, I had been noticed by the England schoolboys’ team. But my chance of appearing for the team disappeared after a train journey I took with Tony

  Adams. We were part of a group of 28 who had made it to the final trials for the England team. We were all 15 years of age and there were about half-a-dozen of us travelling up to Lilleshall for

  the last stage of the selection process. Tony was with us as was Michael Thomas, who went on to play for Arsenal and England. Six of the 28 were to be left out – and we went some way to

  helping the selectors make up their minds!




  On the train we started to mess about. It all got a bit loud and one of the lads started throwing crisps about. Then one had a mock fight with me. There was nothing serious about it all, just a

  bit of laugh. But one of the passengers got annoyed by our antics and came over to ask us to keep the noise down. He saw that we were wearing blazers with school badges and said he would report us

  when we reached the end of the journey. One of the lads just said ‘F . . . off’ to him as he walked away. It so happened that the man was a headmaster and when we were getting off the

  train he went up to one of the ESFA officials and told him what we had been up to and complained about our behaviour. He said we had been a disgrace and there was no way in the world we should be

  allowed to represent England at anything.




  Anyway, the trials went ahead and I had really high hopes that I would be selected for the final 22 – but the six of us got letters saying we would not be selected because of our behaviour

  on the train. Actually, Michael Thomas had his punishment rescinded after it became clear that he had nothing to do with the fooling around, but it was a major disappointment to me that I

  didn’t make it. To this day I have no idea whether I would have got in on the strength of my performance in the trials. But the decision was made based on my behaviour and it was a lesson for

  me, at a very early age, that when you are representing England you have to maintain standards of behaviour. It was a huge blow to me and my parents because I had high hopes of breaking into the

  schoolboy side. But they were more disappointed than angry with me.




  I now know that getting away from the Shepherd’s Bush area did me a massive favour. From the age of 14 or 15 the kids I was hanging about with were starting to get

  into trouble. There were a group of us who went around together and, though we were not hardened villains or anything like that, we just wouldn’t let anyone take the mickey out of us. I

  started getting into fights inside and outside school. Eventually I was suspended from school for two weeks for fighting. I was due to go to Southampton as an apprentice the following August and

  the school thought it might be a good idea for me to go early. Even though I was 15½ and hadn’t taken my exams, the school thought I would be better off in Southampton. They spoke to

  the club and and they agreed to take me early.




  To be honest, I think there were several teachers who were glad to see the back of me. In physics I used to walk into class and the teacher would say I could go if I wanted. I didn’t need

  to be asked twice. They knew that all I was interested in was football, not schoolwork, and they were worried I would get into more trouble if I stayed with the same gang of kids. There was every

  chance of that as well.




  When you are young, you are impressionable. You just do what the others do for a laugh. You think you are just enjoying yourself and it is so easy to get into more and more trouble. There is

  always the danger that you can get into a life of crime and a few of the blokes I grew up with did just that. I was lucky. The chance came to get away and move to Southampton and, as much as it

  helped me in a football sense, it took me away from an area where I could have landed myself in trouble with the police. As for all the fights I was getting into at school and away from it, well

  all I can say is that where I grew up you have to learn to stick up for yourself.




  My last night at home was a sad one. My mum and dad arranged a leaving party for me and all my mates. The kids I had grown up with came along to wish me all the best. I felt really sad

  afterwards at having to leave everything I knew behind me. I moved into digs in Southampton and I was on the road to becoming a pro. Or so I thought . . .




  
 





  
Chapter 3
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  southampton




  Life in Southampton won’t go down as the happiest period in my life, but not because of anyone down there. The family that I first lived with in 1982 – Kay and Don

  – were smashing. Although it was a well-disciplined home, I felt really at ease there. I have some lovely memories, like having my picture taken with Kevin Keegan and meeting people like

  Peter Shilton and Alan Ball. But quite simply I was homesick. My parents used to come and watch me play on Saturdays and I would go home with them. And instead of going back to the digs on a Sunday

  night, I would get the first train back on Monday morning to give me an extra night at home. Although the family were great, I couldn’t help but feel just a bit lonely at times.




  Sometimes the frustration would show out on the training pitch and there was one occasion when I clashed with a bloke called Steve Baker. I was only 16 and he was 26. He was a stocky little

  right-back and we clashed in a training match. The ball was played to me and when I held it up he kicked me from behind, so I elbowed him. As I started to run with the ball he clipped my heels and

  I stumbled. I carried on but slowed down to let him catch me up. Then I turned round and just whacked him in the face. We started fighting and had to be separated. All the older pros were laughing

  because there I was, only a kid but standing up to one of them. Before we were parted he headbutted me and I was sent down to the dressing room with this huge bruise on my head. I didn’t want

  him to think he had hurt me, so, as I had long hair at the time, I pulled it down to cover the bruise.




  Because I was an apprentice the next thing I had to do was clean his boots and take them to him. When I did, all the other pros were taking the mickey out of him, saying

  how he couldn’t even beat a 16-year-old kid. In the end he was alright about it but the whole thing really got me down. I rang up my mum saying I was fed up and wanted to come home. It

  wasn’t the best atmosphere with the reserves because the older ones didn’t like kids coming along and taking their place in the team. Basically, the club do that to give the youngsters

  the experience of playing against men, but the older ones, in their mid-twenties, didn’t see it that way. They resented it.




  But it wasn’t only on the pitch that I was getting into bother. There were one or two occasions away from the club when I found myself in hot water, like the night I went out with one of

  the senior players, Reuben Agboola. I was only 17 and he was a good bit older than me and on this occasion about nine of us apprentices went out with the older pros. I went to get a hamburger and

  when I came back I saw three or four blokes laying into Reuben. I didn’t even think to find out what had happened – I just ran over to join in and help him out. This was outside a

  night-club in Southampton and what had apparently happened was that Reuben had a row with his wife in the club. He threw her out and her brothers came looking for him. But none us knew this at the

  time and we all steamed in to help him. A lad called Ian Baird, I remember, was with me and it was all going off outside the night-club. Reuben made a dash for it across the road and was hit by a

  car.




  It was in the papers a few days later, and the fact that an apprentice – me – was involved was a main part of the story. Lawrie McMenemy, the manager of Southampton at the time, was

  told about it. There were other apprentices there but I was the only one who got into trouble. He fined me two weeks’ wages and sent me home. It wasn’t my last time in trouble with him

  either.




  The discipline down at Southampton was great, probably the best at any club I have played for in my career. Everyone had their jobs to do – clean boots, clean the baths, clean the dressing

  room. All had to be done and done properly. It usually went well. In my second year I was the head boot boy, which basically meant I was in charge of handing out jobs. I made

  sure that me and my good mate Ian Straw got the best job that summer – cleaning Lawrie McMenemy’s car on Fridays. It was a cushy number . . . outside in the sunshine for a couple of

  hours instead of cleaning little bits of metal in the showers or bath. That used to drive me mad.




  But being in charge brought about another summons to see Lawrie. One day I told this huge guy Mark Blake, who was about six feet one inch tall, to clean the baths. He said he’d done them.

  I said they hadn’t been done very well and he would have to do them again. Then I said that if he didn’t I would put him in the bath. He refused and started to walk away. I grabbed him

  by his shorts and threw him in the bath. I just said: ‘Now clean it!’ As I walked away he grabbed me round the throat and started strangling me. Ian Straw and a couple of other lads

  tried to stop him but because he wouldn’t let go I sunk my teeth into his arm and bit as hard as I could.




  Then came the trouble. Blake had gone to one of the coaches and said I was picking on him. He showed him his arm and a scratch on his face. Next day, we were called in to see Lawrie McMenemy in

  his office. He walked straight up to me and said, ‘Do you want to be a bully?’ I said, ‘What? How can I bully someone who is more than six feet tall when I’m only five feet

  seven?’ But before I could say anything else he had me by the throat and up against the wall saying, ‘Bully me, come on, bully me!’ He said the same thing to Ian Straw but I said

  Strawie had nothing to do with it. I said I had the fight with Blake because he wouldn’t clean the bath. But he would have none of it. He said he was sending us home and that he didn’t

  know if he wanted us back. He said he would think about it.




  They took us back after two weeks and I changed digs to live with another lovely family, Phyllis and Norman Edmondson. Their son Gary was like a little brother to me and it was only because I

  was so happy with them that I stayed at Southampton. I was really fed up with everything that was happening. But a little while later I was moved into different, really

  strict digs where you had to be in by 10.30 in the evening. A minute or two late and the man would really get on to you. It made me feel even worse.




  When the time came to sign as a professional I spoke to a lad at the club called Eamonn Collins who was six months older than me. I reckon he must have told me a few lies about what he was

  earning. So when Lawrie offered me £100 a week to sign for Southampton, I said it wasn’t enough. He raised it to £125 a week in a two-year contract. Then I asked for a £250

  signing-on fee and that was it. He just told me to get out. I went back to see him because I had to tell the club formally whether I was going to accept the offer. I said I was rejecting it, packed

  my bags and went back to my digs. I’d had enough.
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