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        I’ve been around the world




        Had my pick of any girl




        You’d think I’d be happy




        But I’m not




        Ev’rybody knows my name




        But it’s just a crazy game




        Oh, it’s lonely at the top




        

          (Randy Newman, ‘Lonely at the Top’, 1970, 1975)


        


      


    


  




  ‘When you look at his record, the greatest striker ever. The Michael Jordan of football. He took the ball in the middle of the park, passed everybody and scored a goal

  when he wanted. The biggest talent ever, maybe, in football. He had everything you dream to have in a football player. Highly intelligent, analyses very quickly, great pace, great power, great

  jump. He only used 50 per cent of his jumping power. He could have been a tremendous header of the ball. He didn’t fancy it too much. Still, he managed to be the best goalscorer ever [for

  Arsenal]. In the modern game, what he did is just . . . amazing.’




  

    

      

        (Arsène Wenger, 2007)


      


    


  




  





  Preface




  [image: ]




  





  

    It was late in the summer of 2005. I was waiting for George Best, somewhat anxiously, in the office of his agent, Phil Hughes, just off the North End Road, a short walk away

    from the pubs where the 1968 European Footballer of the Year had spent the best part of the last twenty years downing pints of neat vodka and umpteen bottles of Pinot Grigio. Best was to be a

    guest of honour at my magazine France Football’s forthcoming celebration of the Ballon d’Or’s fiftieth anniversary. His own trophy had long been sold to a

    collector, and the cash raised by the sale frittered away on booze, birds and failed business ventures. My task was not to prise anecdotes from him, tragi-comic stories which hundreds of others

    had already been told and which were at some points in his life the only things he could sell to survive. On 2 December, I was to accompany the footballer whose photograph had been pinned above

    my boarding-school bed to Paris, where a replica of the golden ball would be presented to him in the presence of most of its other recipients. I had been granted the privilege of arranging the

    details of that trip.


  




  The man who finally stepped out of the taxi (late, naturally) looked frail but still exuded the charm that had seduced so many, men and women alike. He was also chatty, witty, engaging in a way

  that came as a wonderful surprise to someone accustomed to the aloofness of today’s ‘star’ footballers. There was no way one could have known that the interview he granted me

  – for free – would be his very last. You may have seen some of the pictures we took that day: Best, unshaven, his greying hair unkempt, clad in a black leather jacket, his back resting

  against a rust-coloured brick wall. They’re not easily forgotten.




  A couple of weeks later, Best’s exhausted body finally broke down, and a heart-rending death vigil began in front of of the Cromwell Hospital. George would never make it to Paris. The

  replica of his Ballon d’Or was passed on to Manchester United FC instead, where it is now exhibited in the club’s museum. The engraved invitation I was to pass on to him lies

  unread in a sealed envelope, a mournful memento of the most poignant afternoon in my career as a journalist.




  Thierry Henry’s life followed a course that is so markedly different from George Best’s that you might wonder why I choose to begin a book about Henry there, on that afternoon in

  West London. I do so because of what Best said as we were about to part: ‘I don’t recognize myself in the players I see today,’ he told me (I’m quoting from memory, as my

  tape-machine had been switched off already). ‘There’s only one who excites me, and that is Thierry Henry. He’s not just a great footballer, he’s a showman, an

  entertainer.’




  These words have come back to me time and again over the past couple of years. It should have been easy to write about a footballer whom I had seen and spoken to regularly throughout his stay at

  Arsenal – the club I’ve supported since 1979 – a footballer who had contributed so much to the Gunners and to my national team. But I found that the more I learnt about Henry, the

  more I talked to people who had known him far better than I had, the less I felt drawn to him in the way I had been drawn to George Best – or Liam Brady. My awe at the scale of Henry’s

  accomplishments hadn’t waned, but I soon realized that I was falling out of love with the prodigious striker who had made me forget all press-box etiquette and leap out of my seat, screaming,

  when he scored that goal against Real Madrid at the Bernabéu in 2006. What was happening was the exact opposite of what I had experienced whilst researching my biography of

  Éric Cantona, when I had fallen under the spell of a player whose outbursts of violence and pompous pronouncements had often repelled me previously. It had been clear then that, despite his

  sulphurous reputation, which he had done everything in his power to cultivate, Cantona was ultimately a man who had been truly loved, and had been – in his own bizarre, paradoxical and

  sometimes unjustifiable way – worthy of being loved that much.




  That much was clear: writing this book would be a much more arduous task than recounting Éric’s life and career had been. In that case, I had started from the assumption (a modus

  operandi, if not an absolute truth) that a biographer should assume the role of an explorer whose duty was to question the maps that have been drawn before him. These maps – profiles,

  interviews, essays, earlier biographies – presented a tormented, even chaotic, landscape in Cantona’s case, full of accidental breaks and faultlines placed there almost at random. It

  certainly made for an interesting journey.




  But Thierry? If you’ll forgive the image, whilst previous accounts of Éric’s life could be compared to a messy (but tasty) millefeuille of contradictory opinions,

  there was very little to bite into as far as Henry was concerned, even if his collated interviews ran to thousands of pages. Only one account of his career has been published so far, in 2005:

  Oliver Derbyshire’s optimistically subtitled Thierry Henry: The Amazing Life of the Greatest Footballer on Earth. In an age when footballers who’ve yet to reach their

  twenty-first birthday put their names to ghosted autobiographies, this absence of books about Henry struck me as very odd indeed – and revelatory, too, of his puzzling image and status within

  the game. If he were indeed ‘the greatest footballer on earth’, why had no one bothered to scratch the veneer of the glossy picture he had presented to us for so long? And why were men

  who had routinely been described as his ‘friends’ proving so reluctant to praise him unequivocally when I spoke to them? Why was there always an element of reserve in their

  appreciation?




  I had fond memories of the man myself, but the further I delved into his past, the more these memories appeared to lose their relevance. It’s not that I dug up previously unknown scandals

  in his quasi-perfect ascent to the top of his profession. Up to the infamous ‘Hand of Gaul’ incident that might well, in the longer term, define him in the collective psyche – far

  more than the titles and honours he’s coveted and collected so assiduously – Henry’s career had been almost devoid of public controversy. I wrote the following piece shortly

  before France faced Ireland in Paris to decide which of these two teams would play in the 2010 World Cup:




  Footballers often live on in the game’s folk history through the iconisation of a single moment in their careers, regardless of how much or how little that moment

  captures of their individual brilliance. Marco Tardelli is better remembered for his celebration of Italy’s second goal in the 1982 World Cup final than for the goal itself. Éric

  Cantona will forever launch himself in the crowd at Selhurst Park, and Ferenc Puskas juggle the ball like a cheeky schoolboy in the centre circle of Wembley, whilst Diego Maradona punches the ball

  past Peter Shilton ad infinitum, his mesmerising run through the English defence – almost – reduced to a sideshow in that particular melodrama. Charlie George still lies on his back on

  the Highbury pitch. Pelé has already offered the ball to Carlos Alberto and strolls on, casting a casual glance to his right: the slowness of his pace tells us more about his art, and his

  mastery of it, than any of the 1,281 goals he scored himself.




  Of Thierry Henry, however, there is no such image. He may have been called ‘the greatest striker in the world’ by his mentor Arsène Wenger, beaten all manner of records

  – and records which carry genuine significance – collected every single major trophy that domestic and international football has to offer, ravished huge crowds with a game that is

  simultaneously spectacular, explosive and graceful – but the truth is that the ‘icon’ of Arsenal FC and ‘legend’ of Les Bleus has yet to provide one of these

  ‘moments’ which, for some obscure but compelling reason, elevate a great player beyond simply how ‘good’ he was.




  Like many devotees of Arsenal, I was surprised that the club’s fans had voted Henry their ‘greatest of all time’. My vote would have gone to Dennis Bergkamp, who had the

  unique gift of slowing down time on the field of play, and, one night at St James’ Park, fashioned a goal of such bewildering beauty that, no matter how often you saw it, it lost none of its

  miraculous quality – just like the closing stanza of Larkin’s ‘Whitsun Weddings’ never fails to hit its target, whether it is the first time you read it, or the hundredth.

  Even Thierry’s astonishing pick-up, pivot and volley against Manchester United appeared locked in the two dimensions of TV replays, when lesser footballers had taken us beyond these

  bounds.




  Then Thierry used his left hand, twice. His moment had finally arrived.1 And I had to start this foreword all over again.




  It was a moment of injustice: injustice towards a fine, superbly organized and combative Irish side for whom qualification would have been a fair reward, but injustice, too, towards a

  magnificent player whose previous on-field behaviour had been almost blameless, and who was vilified to such an extravagant degree that he found himself turned into a figure of hate, even in his

  own country, for a ‘crime’ he had the courage to confess almost immediately after he had committed it. I devote a whole chapter to this ‘defining moment’ in Thierry’s

  career and, anyway, this is not the place to dwell upon it. I’ll just say that on that evening I had been invited to take part in a discussion of the ‘scandal’ on a popular radio

  programme, and that I was surprised by how difficult I found it to control my anger. It had been the most shameful night in the history of French football, I said. Not you, Thierry, please, not

  you. The next morning, Henry Winter opened his Daily Telegraph column using almost exactly the same words. ‘Say it ain’t so, Joe.’ But it was.




  I then realized that there was no contradiction between these events and what I had written before they happened. My own reluctance to elevate Henry to a status comparable to that of Bergkamp

  told its own story: Thierry was not an easy footballer to feel genuine affection for, regardless of how much you admired, even revered him. He was not an artist in Éric Cantona’s

  mould. He had shown touches of genius, but seemed impervious to the inner torment that defined his countryman, for better or for worse. There was something unremittingly efficient about

  his prowess. He was a record-breaker who felt a genuine passion for his craft, and an admirable ambition to write (or rather, kick) himself into the history books. A Roger Federer rather than an

  Ilie Nastase, a Don Bradman rather than an Archie Jackson, except that the summits which Federer and Bradman ascended ultimately receded before him: Thierry never truly reached the horizon, which,

  for us spectators, is the same thing as going beyond it. He never scored in a World Cup, a Champions League, a Euro or even an FA Cup final. He still won all these trophies, but he didn’t

  seem to ‘own’ them, somehow.




  There was his demeanour, too, which he himself has called ‘arrogance’, familiar to anyone who’s ever heard NBA stars being interviewed, or who has engaged in conversation with

  the children of the French banlieues, where what would be construed as rudeness in more polite circles is first and foremost a mechanism of self-protection, a telling sign of apprehension.

  Then the pendulum would swing the other way: I would feel compelled to talk about another Thierry, whom Robert Pirès described with one word, adorable, and whom I had seen on more

  than one occasion. Others would use different adjectives. Among those I heard were manipulative, machiavellian, selfish, calculating, and I would think: hold on

  – what allows you to speak of him with such hostility? One of my overriding memories of that ‘selfish’ man was Thierry coming out of the players’ tunnel, long after the

  final whistle, when there were only a couple of rain-sodden journalists left by the touchline at Highbury, cursing under their breath, ‘The bastards have all gone.’ The superstar

  emerged and apologized for having kept us waiting. ‘Sorry, guys,’ he said, ‘you must be freezing, what bloody awful weather.’ (Wrong – no ‘bloody’ –

  I never heard Thierry curse, not once.) Then Titi spoke, at length, eloquently, as always when it was football we talked about – no footballer loves football more deeply than he

  does, none that I’ve come across anyway. We had our story after all. We all loved Thierry then.




  I am not a friend of his, however, and could never have become one. I was always taken aback by his reluctance to open up and show a modicum of trust to outsiders; he could give it, I am sure of

  that, but to earn that confidence, you had – as a journalist – to accept his word as final and repay it with an almost slavish kind of loyalty that I couldn’t accept. Whereas a

  Cantona often struck privileged relationships with people who had stood up to him, it was obvious that this was not the way to Thierry’s heart. He craved assent and praise as no other

  footballer I have come across did. A few sycophants placed themselves in his trail, but they ultimately found themselves meandering behind, as there was no harsher critic of Henry – as a

  player – than Henry himself. No fool he.




  I had already written over 120,000 words of this book when I finally accepted that I would be unable to complete it in the form I had initially chosen. This form – a

  chronological account, augmented by ancillary essays – had served me well when Cantona had been my subject, but I soon felt that I was drowning in a flood of minutiae and losing track of my

  original purpose – losing track of Henry himself. The devil is in the detail, certainly; but only if that detail has a synecdochic quality. Otherwise, one finds oneself as disorientated as

  Orson Welles’s character in the last reel of The Lady from Shanghai, when he’s looking for Rita Hayworth in a gallery of mirrors. The denouement can only occur when a bullet

  shatters the glass.




  To carry on with this simile: a biographer holds a mirror to his subject, not necessarily the most flattering one. Through trial and error, he’ll adjust the light, in the knowledge that

  what will eventually show will belong to the realm of verisimilitude rather than truth. But what else can we aspire to? In the case of Éric Cantona, this mirror was regularly smashed to

  smithereens, as grappling with such a tempestuous personality was sometimes akin to holding water in a sieve. I had to pick up the pieces of that mirror and reassemble them as best I could. But the

  more fragmented the image, the more complete it looked to me. Thierry Henry posed a different problem. That word, ‘posed’, actually gives that particular game away, as, almost all the

  way throughout writing this account of his life, I felt as if I were dealing with a series of ‘poses’: Thierry’s public persona was as smooth as the surface of the mirror I

  endeavoured to present to him. No matter how many pebbles I threw in that placid pool, the ripples soon faded away. A sign that he belonged to another age, perhaps, when every hint of rugosity in a

  footballer’s character had to be carefully planed to a glass-like shell by the hands of paranoid media consultants, press officers and image-makers anxious to protect a precious commodity.

  Cantona, a master at milking the public’s perception of, and fascination with, his extravagances, never truly lost his essential humanity, even when he exploited it for personal gain. Henry,

  as loquacious and knowledgeable an interlocutor as you could wish for among modern-day footballers, hardly engaged the heart in a similar fashion.




  To start with, there were no ‘stories’ to tell, not of the kind that lead you to warm to their main protagonist, when he’s seen laughing at his own failings. Henry’s

  career path was remarkably linear from a very young age, especially for a young man driven by what he called his ‘anger’, and could be compared to that of a very bright student whose

  natural position is at the very top of every class he’s in, enters Oxbridge and continues his progress almost unchecked. He has often been referred to as ‘a graduate from the

  Clairefontaine academy’, and, for once, the word ‘graduate’ seemed apt when applied to a footballer. Talent, personal dedication and superb schooling played their part in his

  progress – but luck? None, unless you call luck the happy coincidence that Thierry emerged precisely at the moment when France’s youth programme was taking wing. From then on: Monaco,

  the prelude; Juventus, the mistimed rehearsal; Arsenal, the symphony; Barcelona, the soap opera; and finally New York, the coda in search of a forgotten tune – the tune I have tried to

  transcribe, whose first notes were written by a man other than himself: his father.
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    ‘I wouldn’t have wanted to grow up anywhere else.’




    Back at Les Ulis, 1996.


  




  





  

    

      

        IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER


      


    


  




  

    

      

        ‘Who do I owe, and for what? I don’t think about the word “owe”. I owe something to my dad, yes, who put me on this planet.’




        (Thierry Henry, April 2006)


      


    


  




  The name of Robert Camelot is all but forgotten today, a footnote in the history of twentieth-century modernist architecture. Like so many young men of his generation, he wished to build a

  better world over the ruins left by the First World War. His country had to turn its back on that awful butchery, and in order to do that, the mud would be covered in concrete. Driven by the

  noblest of motives, supported by authorities trying to keep up with the pace of industrialization, Camelot (irony can be found everywhere, even in a family name) set out to turn the featureless

  expanses that surrounded major French cities into high-density ‘urban projects’ – the vast high-rise developments that, today, house millions of Frenchmen whose lives are lived

  away from the gaze of most of their countrymen, unless trouble flares up, as it regularly does: the banlieues.




  Les Ulis, where Thierry Henry was born and grew up, was one of those grotesque creations, one of Camelot’s last. At the time the first tower blocks were erected in the Vale of Chevreuse,

  in the early 1960s, France was experiencing an unprecedented economic boom, and it was hoped that this hitherto ignored suburb of southern Paris, so unimportant that it didn’t even have its

  own train station (it still hasn’t), would become a hub for two of the country’s most successful and symbolically charged industries: IT and nuclear power. Companies like

  Hewlett-Packard moved into a purpose-built ‘technology centre’; the Nuclear Energy Commission had preceded them by ten years, choosing the nearby town of Saclay as its headquarters; but

  as the first residents of Les Ulis took possession of their new homes – in May 1968 of all times, when France was convulsed by a social upheaval that was aimed precisely at the

  ‘values’ that had driven Camelot’s paymasters – a number of the just-finished flats were still without running water. Les Ulis didn’t even have a town council: the

  local authority was established in the year of Thierry’s birth, 1977, as was the football club he would register with as a six-year-old, CO Les Ulis. The white-collar, middle-class workers

  the planners had tried to attract were quick to realize that they had been sold a pipe dream; as soon as they woke up, and it was very soon, they moved out to more genteel environments, leaving

  behind them empty tower blocks. Less-fortunate occupiers were sucked into this vacuum. In a matter of years, Les Ulis turned from social utopia to a zone sensible, literally

  ‘sensitive zone’, a euphemism that should fool no one. In 2010, 40 per cent of its population paid no income tax whatsoever: they were no richer when Thierry’s life began.




  The population of Les Ulis was young, very young. Thierry’s parents, Tony and Maryse, were in their early twenties when they settled there and, like many of their new neighbours, they

  hadn’t been born in la métropole. They were French citizens, certainly, but, because of the colour of their skin, were also indistinguishable from the ‘guest

  workers’ who had been called in their millions from the former colonies of northern and western Africa to work in factories and construction sites, thousands of whom had settled in Les Ulis.

  Tony hailed from La Désirade, a tiny island off the eastern coast of Guadeloupe, whose inhabitants have a reputation for fierceness of temper and independence of mind; Maryse, who already

  had a son from a previous relationship, Willy,2 was born in Martinique, a gentler environment, where the descendants of slaves and their owners, whilst not

  making peace, had come to live in greater harmony. Tony would later insist on how much playing a World Cup in South Africa meant to his son, whom he called ‘an African’. This was a

  Guadeloupéen speaking. Thierry, however, used subtly different words on one of the few occasions when he spoke publicly of his West Indian roots: ‘A man looks to find himself,

  and when I was trying to form myself, despite being born in Les Ulis, I didn’t forget that my parents came from Martinique and Guadeloupe. I knew the music, the culture, the food; my parents

  spoke to me in Creole. One always looks for one’s roots, and when I travel there I find peace. When I go [there] I feel naked. Nobody looks at me. When we won the World Cup with France I went

  to Guadeloupe. There were celebrations, but the look on people’s faces is different. It’s normal. The day I arrived there was a meal, we played the bongos, everyone came to my house to

  sing – but the next day it was all over. [There] I go out barefoot in shorts, on a Vespa. It’s paradise.’




  A paradise that has become more remote for Thierry as the years have gone by, however. He hasn’t visited his father’s island (where he still has numerous relatives3) since 2005, three years before he confided the above, something for which he has expressed regret – and which, according to a friend of Tony’s who is also one

  of mine, has much to do with the loosening of the relationship between Thierry and the man who has been his constant advocate and harshest critic for so many years. The son hasn’t forgotten

  the debt he owes the father, and still supports him: Tony lives rent-free in a comfortable flat that his son purchased in Pointe-à-Pitre and, at least until recently, received frequent

  invitations to watch his son play for Les Bleus, Arsenal and Barcelona. But a point came in Thierry’s career when he had to shake off the influence of his well-meaning, devoted, but

  also overbearing father. I’ll come back to that pivotal decision, taken when he left Monaco for Juventus in 1999. All that needs to be said at this point is that it must have caused Thierry a

  great deal of pain and exacerbated the feeling of loneliness that had been a longstanding companion of his since childhood, and especially since the age of eleven, when his half-brother Willy was

  called up to do his military service, and he found himself ‘an only child’, with his mother Maryse for sole company.




  But Tony and Maryse were still together when the young family moved to a new two-bedroom flat in 1977, a few months before Thierry was born on 17 August. Its windows overlooked the Avenue de

  Saintonge, near the western border of the city, a short walk away from the two football pitches of the Jean-Marc Salinier Stadium. They would stay there until Tony and Maryse separated in 1985. The

  name chosen by urban planners for Thierry’s quartier was misleading, to say the least, almost cruel in its delusionary overtones: ‘Les Bosquets’ means ‘the

  copses’. Trees were and are scarce in the area – a few mournful specimens dotted in a ring of concrete, when I was last there. The architects had dreamt of a city where cars would only

  be used to drive to the workplace or the local Carrefour hypermarket. In order to fulfil that dream, they linked the housing estates by a network of pedestrian bridges and underground passages

  which almost immediately turned into a haven for skateboard fanatics, graffiti artists and small-time drug dealers – and a no-go zone for the rest of the population.




  Les Ulis wasn’t quite the ‘urban hell’ later described by some profile-writers, however. ‘Growing up, it didn’t feel poor at the time,’ Thierry recalled in

  2007. ‘It was all I knew.’ ‘Complicated, but not a slum’ was another of his descriptions for the suburb he grew up in; he said on numerous occasions that, ‘should [he]

  be given the choice, [he would] wish to grow up in the cité again’. It’s worth noting that, more often than not, his home town was spared the eruptions of violence that

  have sporadically shaken the Parisian banlieues and encircled the capital with a necklace of burning cars for the last three decades at least. For one thing, the colour of one’s skin

  didn’t matter. ‘In Les Ulis, everyone came from everywhere,’ Thierry explained. ‘France, Spain, Africa – so I didn’t notice any racism.’ It’s only

  when he ‘started to move out of [my] neighbourhood that I noticed that people would give me funny looks, like “What are you doing here?”’; but these were isolated incidents,

  which mostly occurred when he played with French youth teams in ‘the middle of nowhere’, as he put it, in small provincial towns where darker faces were hardly ever seen. By his own

  account, it is only in April 2001, when he heard the awful monkey grunts which greeted him and his black Arsenal teammates at Valencia’s Mestalla Stadium (an experience which he relived two

  years later, in the same arena) that Thierry became truly aware of how the racist disease had infected large swathes of the football world. He had ‘to do something’ – and he did,

  in a very Henryesque way.




  In December 2004, Thierry called on the support of his sponsor Nike to launch the Stand Up, Speak Up campaign, which proved spectacularly successful with the public, at least in terms

  of the number of black-and-white interlocked wristbands sold. Six million of these bracelets quickly found a buyer, generating a £6 million profit that was channelled to the Belgian Roi

  Baudouin charitable fund, then split between 238 projects over the next three years. Two months later, Sepp Blatter – wearing one of the wristbands for the first and last time in his

  never-ending presidency – announced that Henry had been appointed a ‘FIFA fair-play ambassador for the fight against racism’. Then, in 2007, Thierry teamed up with couturier Tommy

  Hilfiger to start the One 4 All foundation (his Arsenal number, fourteen, translated by merchandisers), ‘designing’ and modelling a collection of preppy garments to raise cash for a

  variety of football-related projects. It is easy, and sometimes proper, to be cynical about operations of this kind, and at least one of Henry’s fellow footballers – Manchester

  United’s right-back Gary Neville – voiced concerns about Nike’s involvement in the Stand Up, Speak Up campaign, which he feared ‘cheapened’ the project, as

  the sportswear giant was, in his eyes, primarily using it as a promotional tool. What cannot be doubted is that Thierry himself genuinely believed they could make a difference. It would be easy to

  see this as an example of modern celebrity hubris – Bono saving the world, Gwyneth Paltrow converting the planet to natural childbirth and vegetarianism – and forget how awful it must

  have been for a black Frenchman to hear the abuse spat out by football crowds, especially when this kind of behaviour was almost unheard of in his native country. Thierry later recounted how

  shocked he had been when one of his primary school teachers brought an English book into the classroom, the cover of which featured a famous photograph of John Barnes kicking away a banana that had

  been thrown at him from the stands. ‘I didn’t know that sport could tolerate such things,’ he said, ‘and that a great player like Barnes could be treated like that. It is at

  that moment that I became aware of the problem.’ Maybe that is also one of the reasons why Thierry could call the bleak tower blocks of Les Ulis a ‘paradise’ without irony: at

  least one very modern evil was kept at the gates of that cité.




  He often reminded journalists that, contrary to legend, he ‘had the chance to have a good education, good parents and some good facilities around me, somewhere where you

  could play football and basketball’. Especially football, which Thierry and his friends, many of whom had first got to know his half-brother Willy and were older than he was, played not on

  one of the council’s fields, but on whichever improvised surface could pass as a pitch. A bedroom would do, that of his cousin Gérard Grandadam for example, the child of Maryse’s

  sister. Two-a-side, shoes off, Gérard (eight years Henry’s elder) and his brother Daniel in one ‘team’, Willy and Thierry in the other. The aim was to kick a tennis ball at

  the space between a window and the bedroom door, closed of course, so that Gérard’s mother, who was also Titi’s godmother, couldn’t hear them play. At other times they

  would head for the city’s outdoor handball court, where as many knees were grazed on the tarmac as goals were scored. ‘Thierry was already playing up front,’ Grandadam recalled,

  ‘and our opponents, from the quartier des Amonts, weren’t soft with him.’ This said, they always lost, with Thierry inevitably being their main tormentor.




  Other games would see the children assemble on a concrete esplanade bordered by four incongruous fir trees, very close to the Henrys’ flat. There, teams of up to fifteen players would

  assemble after school hours, challenging each other to parties-pizzas, thus named because the losers were expected to treat the opposing side to a cheap feast at the local Italian

  restaurant. No jumpers for goalposts – more often than not a couple of supermarket trolleys which had been dumped on the pavement. And there, standing or, rather, jumping up and down,

  shouting and gesticulating, was the ever-present Tony, a man who, according to our mutual West Indian friend, ‘knew everyone in the cité’, especially those

  good-for-nothings that Willy and, especially, Thierry should avoid.




  Many years later, in a suite of the Landmark Hotel, one of his favourite London haunts, Tony’s now-famous son told me and some of my France Football colleagues

  how, taking his newborn in his arms, Tony had announced that ‘one day, Thierry [would] play for France’. I’ve never forgotten the expression of incredulity in Thierry’s eyes

  when he told us this tale of family folklore. Tony would often repeat this prophecy throughout Titi’s progress from street footballer to Clairefontaine scholar, much to the annoyance of those

  around him, including, once, a police motorcyclist who stopped him for speeding, and to whom he exclaimed: ‘Don’t you know who I am? I am Thierry Henry’s father!’ Thierry

  was thirteen at the time.




  Stories like these are legion. One of Henry’s first coaches told me: ‘Once, at the Parc des Princes, when Thierry was still very young, Tony addressed somebody to say: “You see

  that kid next to me [his son]? Remember his name. One day, he’ll be a pro, and he’ll play for France.” You had to have some nerve to say that in the middle of a crowd at

  the Parc!’ But the belief Tony had in his son’s destiny as an international footballer was absolute, as everyone I’ve talked to has testified, whether they approved of his

  obsessiveness or not. Unless one is willing to accept that Tony had powers of second sight, it showed a fierce determination to shape his son’s life according to his own plans. It was all

  about football – playing it, and watching it. One of Thierry’s earliest memories is of his father’s joy when Marius Trésor scored the second goal for Les Bleus in

  their heart-stopping World Cup semi-final against West Germany on 8 July 1982 in Seville – when Thierry had yet to reach his fifth birthday. Trésor, whom Tony idolized and called

  ‘le monument’, was born in Guadeloupe, of course. Unsurprisingly, it was Trésor’s team, Bordeaux, for which Thierry felt the keenest attraction even if, later,

  after Tony and Maryse had separated, father and son would go to PSG’s Parc des Princes or to Colombes. Colombes, formerly France’s unofficial national stadium, was now home to the newly

  founded Racing Paris Matra, which was attempting to redraw the power map of French football with imported stars such as the German winger Pierre Littbarski and the Uruguayan ‘magician’

  Enzo Francescoli, who also happened to be the childhood hero of one Zinedine Zidane. At the summit of Thierry’s own Olympus was another player, however: Milan’s supreme striker Marco

  van Basten, whose style the ten-year-old Henry strove to replicate – with some success – and whose shirt number, twelve, he adopted when he became a French international. As Tony

  recalled: ‘the way he hit the ball was based [on van Basten’s method]. Today, he does it exactly as he did it when he was a boy.’ Speaking of shirt numbers, a quick aside: it is

  not to celebrate another Dutchman (Johan Cruyff, of course) that Thierry picked fourteen at Arsenal. The truth is far more prosaic. ‘I was in the locker-room, and they gave it to me. It went

  well, so I kept it.’




  To turn Titi (a nickname his father gave Thierry when he was still a toddler) into Thierry Henry was the mission Tony assigned himself from the very beginning, and not even his divorce from

  Maryse could change that. Woe betide anyone who might doubt him or set obstacles, real or imagined, in his way; at which point it must be stressed than this one-man crusade was ultimately proven a

  success. Tony might not have been able to predict the future, but he undoubtedly did everything in his power to make sure it would be as close to what he had hoped as possible.




  Titi’s father had been a decent footballer himself, playing – in defence – with the seniors of Les Ulis and Marcoussis, and once harboured the dream of turning professional

  himself, a dream he quickly projected on to his son with all the considerable strength of his own thwarted ambitions. It has also been said that one of Thierry’s uncles had been a French

  champion hurdler at 400 metres, though I haven’t managed to find any tangible record of this. Thierry, however, showed no sign of such athleticism in his early youth. He was blessed with

  natural speed, but his health was precarious. ‘He was very fragile,’ Tony recalled in 1998. ‘He was born with “duck feet”. He kept getting very bad colds and, because

  of that, had to avoid sweating too much when he played football.’ Thierry’s condition was so severe that he had to pay regular visits to the Saint-Vincent-de-Paul hospital to undergo

  tests that made his father sick with worry, to the point that he stopped attending these appointments with his son. Willy took over, Willy, the guardian angel of these first years, who was

  instructed to keep a watchful eye over the younger Thierry. ‘I always had a towel with me,’ he said, ‘to wipe away the sweat, so that our parents wouldn’t know he had

  played.’




  If Tony is to be believed, the frail child was eventually cured of his condition on one of his regular visits to the West Indies, where holidays were spent alternatively in La Désirade or

  Fort-de-France. There, his father recalled, Thierry was nursed with ‘a kind of tea that his grandmother made with a herb called mallomé, which gives out a special milk when

  you cut it’. The effect was instantaneous: ‘since then, he’s never caught a cold’. Maybe he had learnt to be a bit more careful as well. Jean-Claude Giordanella, one of

  Henry’s first coaches, remembers the coughing fits of the slightly built boy he looked after at CO Les Ulis (of which he is now the vice-chairman), but offers a different explanation.

  ‘Thierry wasn’t an outstanding athlete,’ he told me. ‘He was very quick – because he weighed nothing! – but, physically, he wasn’t that strong. A shoulder

  charge, he was down. It’s true that he kept getting colds, but it was partly down to him. He wouldn’t shower after the games, he didn’t get changed, he sweated, he got caught in a

  draught or in the rain, et voilà!’




  Fortunately, Willy was there, Willy ‘who dressed Titi from head to toe, put his boots on, laced them up, and took his brother home after every game’, as Giordanella recalls it. Poor

  Willy, guardian angel and scapegoat. ‘We had to be careful,’ he said. ‘Once, I was chatting with a girlfriend on the esplanade, and Thierry had gone off to play. My father came

  down and asked: “Where is the little darling?” He wasn’t there any more, and I was given a right dressing-down. I had no problem finding Titi – he was on another football

  pitch.’ Tony was appalled by the behaviour of some of the youths who drifted around the estates, many of whom paid regular visits to the police station and, later, jail. Protectiveness drove

  him as much as vicarious ambition. He wanted to make sure that neither Willy nor Thierry could be led down the self-destructive path that was so easy to follow in Les Ulis. Let’s be clear: he

  was not one of these abusive parents that you come across far too often in the world of sport,4 but he didn’t always stop at a verbal reprimand, and

  Willy was almost always the target. ‘I took the hits,’ he said without bitterness; which doesn’t mean that Thierry himself escaped the paternal wrath. On one occasion, feeling

  rather pleased with himself after scoring six goals, he had to endure a tirade about the crosses and the chances he had missed; much later, however, he could say: ‘I am who I am thanks to my

  father. I saw very hard things in my childhood but, fortunately, I had parents that were very straight. I couldn’t understand why my friends could go out at night. I could see them from the

  window. It frustrated me. While they were having fun outside I was asking my mother why I couldn’t go out. It hurt a lot. Almost all of my friends from that time are now in prison. It

  wasn’t easy to get out of that life. If you’re a father you have to be hard in a suburb like that.’




  As Willy puts it: ‘My dad pushed him. [Thierry] had no choice: he had to succeed. He told me: “I’ve had enough, dad gives me a bollocking even when I’ve been

  good.”’ The young Thierry genuinely wanted to please his father, however, even if football was not uppermost in his mind to begin with. ‘I started playing thanks to my dad,’

  he recalled much later. ‘Every child wants to do something for their father . . . I was only trying to make him happy. He took me to the ground, and I could see that when I played he was more

  happy than me.’ Because Thierry was good, almost too good for his half-brother’s taste, not that this ‘half’ ever mattered to either of them. ‘He never wanted

  to play in my team [Willy played in goal], as I kept having a go at him: he never let go of the ball.’




  It says a lot about Willy’s affable character that, when he could have felt envy and rancour towards his sibling, he fully accepted his supporting role in Thierry’s upbringing and

  ascent. The bond between the two youngsters strengthened into unshakeable trust. ‘With him,’ Thierry confided to Onze magazine in 1997, ‘it goes beyond sport. I love to

  be with him, because we rarely speak about football – ten minutes about the game when I come home, then it’s over. We talk about the stupid things we did when we were kids. With my dad,

  he can’t help it, we always come back to football.’ Once he had become an outstanding footballer, Thierry relied on Willy to serve as a conduit between himself and a world from which he

  grew increasingly remote, whilst wishing to exert ever more control on how it interracted with him. To gain access to Titi, who changed his mobile phone number with maddening frequency, one called

  the jovial, gregarious Willy, who would pass on the message. Friends, journalists, former teammates would ring the elder ‘brother’ to ask for tickets, jerseys or an interview. They

  still do.




  Willy, however, wasn’t and is not an ‘adviser’ in the mould of Nicolas Anelka’s notorious brothers Claude and Didier. Thierry rewarded him for his help, made sure his

  brother was all right, but Willy, despite Thierry’s generosity, never sought personal benefit. He still drives trains on the Paris Métro (‘Nothing to do with football,’ he

  said, ‘except that we sometimes take passengers to [the Stade de France in] Saint-Denis’). Willy didn’t have to ask: the two brothers shared, as they always had.




  Their son was only eight years old when Tony and Maryse separated and seems to have taken this upheaval in his stride; in fact, when he later referred to his parents’

  divorce, it was to insist that it didn’t have as great an emotional impact on him as outsiders might have thought, and there is no reason to believe he said this to hide a deeper scar. Those

  who knew the couple were not surprised by the break-up of the relationship. One of their friends described Tony and Maryse to me as ‘chalk and cheese’, adding that the biggest surprise

  had been that they had been together at all, such was the contrast between their personalities. Parental duties were divided with a minimum of fuss, in a way that suited everyone. Tony went off on

  his own, to turn up whenever and wherever there was football to be played, no one being quite sure of what he was up to between his appearances on the touchline; Maryse later moved to the nearby

  city of Orsay, where her employers – the local university, for whom she worked as a receptionist – had provided her with a flat on the campus. There she looked after her son from day to

  day, instilling in him a sense of discipline and a respect for ‘good manners’ that would serve Thierry well in the years to come. Those who’ve known Maryse invariably describe her

  as ‘discreet’, ‘softly spoken’ and even ‘shy’, but she must also have been a woman of great strength of character to raise her two sons as she did, providing

  them with a simple but comfortable enough existence in an unforgiving environment. Hers was a home run on strict rules: Thierry couldn’t pin posters of his favourite footballers above his

  bed, as it would have damaged Maryse’s wallpaper; at the age of eighteen, Willy still had to abide by her rigidly enforced curfew (no coming home after midnight, even on a Saturday night). If

  Tony was the spur that drove Thierry throughout the first decade of his footballing life, Maryse was the rock on which he could count at all times, the one person who did more than anyone else to

  shape his attitude towards the outside world: distant, sometimes, if not withdrawn, but also unfailingly polite and respectful in his dealings with strangers. As for football? That was Tony’s

  remit, and Tony’s alone.




  The young Maradona was filmed juggling a ball in the centre circle of the Boca Juniors pitch; but there are no images of Thierry Henry wowing a crowd at the Parc des Princes at

  the same tender age, only a few amateur VHS tapes showing him celebrating a goal in front of a smattering of spectators. He was much better than any of his teammates (and opponents) – anyone

  could see that, even if the players around him were more strongly built and older than he was. By 1989, approaching his twelfth birthday, Thierry had spent six years at CO Les Ulis under the aegis

  of Claude Chezelle, who, whilst he recognized the exceptional ability of the youngster, wasn’t entirely convinced that he had all the qualities required to fulfil Tony’s ambitious

  plans. ‘Lots of [players] at that age are really good,’ he recalled in 2006, ‘but many give up along the way. In Thierry’s case, his father was there to guide him; he came

  with him to every single match at the club. Tony was someone who liked things done properly, he never let him slack off.’ Tony felt the minuscule banlieusard club was holding back

  his son back, and that he would have to move on to a bigger team if he were to exploit his gift. Willy too was convinced that his half-brother had in him ‘the potential to turn

  professional’, and Giordanella agreed with them – up to a point. ‘Thierry was gifted,’ he told me, ‘but no one could have guessed what would happen. He was also very

  selfish. It was all for him. He never gave the ball to anyone else. Thank God there weren’t any bonuses for the goals you scored – he would have gobbled up the whole lot. That’s

  why a number of his teammates didn’t like him very much. It was all about him. He took the ball, and ran away with it. And when he wasn’t given the ball . . . I wouldn’t say he

  cried, but he wasn’t happy.’ Unless Tony was there, Tony who had no time for sulkers and divas. Nevertheless, ‘towards the end, the team played for him and him only. He was so

  much above the others.’




  At the time – the very end of the 1980s – French professional clubs had yet to set up the far-reaching scouting networks which are taken for granted today. They relied on hearsay,

  private recommendations and informal relationships, which is not to say they were necessarily less effective in detecting young talents. They got there in the end, as Monaco finally did with

  Thierry, but not before he had carried on his apprenticeship in clubs which were far below the prestigious ASM in the country’s footballing pyramid. Tony might have believed that his son had

  it in him to make it to the very top of the game, but didn’t go knocking on Paris Saint-Germain’s door to request a trial. Nor did he choose Henry’s next club, US Palaiseau. In

  fact, Thierry got there more by accident than design, when Jean-Marie Panza, the coach in charge of the club’s thirteen- to fifteen-years-olds, was told of ‘a good little player at Les

  Ulis’ by one of his closest friends, Christian Fuoco. Panza, though not a scout himself, was always on the lookout for a player who might strengthen a particular position and had numerous

  contacts in the area, which he had mostly made by following his own son Mathieu each and every weekend. Fuoco – who died a few years ago – then introduced him to Tony Henry;

  fortunately, the two men struck up an instant friendship, and Panza didn’t have to wait long to be convinced of the eleven-year-old footballer’s potential. Some time in 1988, Les Ulis

  came across Palaiseau in a minor seven-a-side tournament; Palaiseau won 6–5 – and all five of Les Ulis’ goals had been scored by Titi. ‘His qualities were already

  eye-catching,’ he told me, ‘speed, placement, finishing. A year later, he had joined us – not because I had poached him, but because Christian [Fuoco] and Tony requested it, as

  many people did anyway: we were well known for the high standard of our youth teams. Without detracting from the qualities of Les Ulis, Palaiseau represented a big step up for Thierry, and it

  wasn’t long before other people were alerted to his talent.’ In the meantime, USP could provide an ideal base for his development. Orsay, where Thierry now lived with Maryse and Willy,

  was less than five miles away from his new club. He nevertheless had to be ferried between home, school and training ground, a task that was taken on by Tony and Panza on an almost daily basis, and

  for which they could expect no other reward at the time than the fulfilment of the child’s promise.




  As Panza puts it, ‘Thierry doesn’t owe his career to his father, if you’re talking about his intrinsic qualities as a player. But he owes his career to Tony in other ways. I

  won’t go into details, but the father made huge sacrifices for the son.’ These included Tony quitting a regular job to devote himself fully to his son’s progress. Money was so

  tight that there was sometimes none left to fill the tank of Tony’s car and drive Titi to the training ground. It had to be found, somehow. This hardship was the price Tony had chosen to pay

  to fulfil his mission: to make a great footballer out of Thierry. ‘He took him to training,’ Panza told me, ‘he picked him up at school, he did everything so that Thierry would

  have the best possible conditions to be a footballer. Within his means – which were very modest – Tony did his utmost to help him realize his ambition.’ Saying ‘his’,

  Panza meant ‘Thierry’s’, but he might as well have alluded to his father, not that Thierry was reluctant to comply with Tony’s demands. ‘Titi was totally committed to

  football, despite his young age,’ Panza says. ‘And Palaiseau was right for him, inasmuch as we were committed to our youngsters as well. We organized training camps, tournaments; we

  played teams like Nantes and Angers. This kid lived football, 100 per cent, which doesn’t mean he lagged behind at school . . . It’s clear that his parents had instilled a very strong

  sense of respect and discipline in him. And he was lucky enough to be surrounded by people who were passionate about the game.’




  Panza, who now trains the young ’keepers of Ligue 1 club Montpellier, was not alone in recognizing that Thierry possessed a very special talent. Not only was he blindingly fast, his

  tactical awareness was already well developed, and his movement on the pitch caught the eye as readily as his composure in front of goal. In his first – and only – season with

  Palaiseau, Henry scored on fifty-five occasions, enabling his club to win both regional League and Cup with ease. Not for the last time in his career, Thierry was also fortunate in that his own

  progress was matched by that of several of his teammates. A number of these later became professionals, one of them, Jonathan Zébina, having a fine career with Cagliari, AS Roma, Juventus

  and Brescia in Italy’s Serie A. Fittingly, Henry would be on the pitch when the defender earned his solitary cap for France against Sweden in February 2005. A measure of Palaiseau’s

  strength in depth was that, out of sixteen registered players in Thierry’s age group, all but three were selected to represent their département (the Essonne) in the 1989

  inter-regional competition. The local ‘giant’, PSG, who had a virtual monopoly over the whole of the Parisian banlieue, took notice and tried to sign Panza’s own son

  Mathieu, to no avail. ‘There was no need for that,’ Jean-Marie says. ‘The kids were training three times a week and played at weekends. They knew and liked each other. There was

  no need to send them to a big club’s academy.’




  Palaiseau, however, soon became too small for Thierry or, more to the point, for his father. Panza euphemistically speaks of Tony’s ‘big personal investment’ in his son’s

  progress and of an ‘unusual environment’. On one occasion, to the great embarrassment of his son, Tony staged a one-man pitch invasion to protest against a refereeing decision. Aside

  from this incident, which was bad enough in itself, some members of the club’s directorate (and a number of parents whose sons played alongside Thierry) couldn’t countenance the

  behaviour of Henry’s entourage and felt that its involvement with the team’s affairs was having a detrimental effect on the group as a whole. ‘Why did Thierry not play?’

  they would be asked by Titi’s protectors. ‘Why wasn’t the ball passed to him?’ Listening to Panza, I couldn’t help but think of what Robin van Persie would later say

  of the player from whom he had sought – and got – advice as soon as he arrived at Arsenal, in the late spring of 2004. ‘Thierry could be very demanding,’ the Dutchman

  recalled. ‘He could never understand why a player would give him a bad pass and he would give them that look. You know the one I mean.’ I don’t think it is too far-fetched to

  guess where, or rather from whom, Thierry had learnt that particular look.




  It had become obvious that, as far as Tony was concerned, Palaiseau represented a springboard for the prodigy and little else, which the club couldn’t possibly accept. Sadly, but

  inevitably, the Henrys – and the Panzas, fathers and sons – were shown the door. No blame could be placed on Thierry himself, who was having fun banging in the goals while his father

  glowed with pride on the touchline. Another club, Viry-Châtillon, was all too happy to welcome him – and those who followed his every step. As Panza recalls, ‘I’d told

  Palaiseau, “There’s no way I can stay if you don’t want to keep a kid like that, whatever his environment may be.” So I joined Viry, with Thierry and my son Mathieu. Think

  of that what you want! One thing I can assure you of is that money never came into it.’
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  Again, it was a logical step forward, which had only been precipitated by the degradation of Tony’s relationship with Palaiseau. Thierry Plet, the head coach of Viry’s under-15s and

  under-16s, already was a good friend of Panza and had been told enough about Titi to welcome him with open arms, as did his club as a whole. Crucially, whilst both Palaiseau and Viry played in the

  same regional division at Henry’s age level, only the latter took part in national tournaments. As a result, youngsters – from Les Ulis as well – would often hop from club to club

  to club in order to get their first taste of proper competition, Viry being the logical destination in their progress. Panza, who never sought and never got financial reward for his work, only

  wished the best for his ‘kids’. As Plet puts it, ‘If one of them had the potential to play in the national league, he wouldn’t try to keep him, contrary to what many others

  do, who only think about their team being the best in their area.’




  In fact, Panza had alerted Plet some time before the rift with Palaiseau made Thierry’s early departure inevitable, and Plet himself had already seen with his own eyes what the ‘very

  slim, lithe figure’ was capable of on a football pitch, when a friendly between the two neighbouring sides was organized on a small pitch next to Viry’s main stadium. He remembers a

  teenager who ‘wasn’t bigger than the others in terms of bulk; taller, though. But I wasn’t on the lookout for a player. Thierry still had two years to go before he could play with

  me. He scored a few goals that afternoon, but I didn’t think too much about him. You have no idea what a thirteen-year-old will be like two years later. You can’t tell how growth will

  have an impact on their mobility and their coordination. What’s more, Jean-Marie told me his parents had divorced, which made things even more complicated. His mother Maryse couldn’t

  take him to Viry. So JM [Panza] said, “OK, I’ll add my son Mathieu – he knew I rated him – and I’ll take care of transport as well.”’




  All went smoothly for a year or so. Thierry’s father was busy elsewhere, it seems, though no one exactly remembers at what. Maryse, who feared seeing her son get injured, never attended

  his games, then as well as later. Incredible as it may sound, and even though she visited Titi regularly once he had gone to England, then Spain, Maryse never saw him in the flesh in a Monaco,

  Arsenal, Barcelona or France shirt. Football was a dialogue conducted exclusively between men in his family, which is why it is Panza, not Maryse, who stepped in to fill the void left by

  Tony’s temporary exit from the scene, partly driven by the fear that Thierry could fail at Viry, drift back to a smaller club and disappear, as happened to so many young men of his

  generation. In 1998, at the instigation of France Football, the newly crowned world champion paid a rare visit to the town of his birth, which he had left for good less than ten years

  previously. It didn’t take long for him to come across some of the friends he had challenged to parties-pizza: young black and Arab men named Anderson, Idrissa, Mourad, Ali,

  inhabitants of a world that had been Henry’s in another life, but one that, by now, could as well have been someone else’s. The talk drifted to those who had almost made it, like Ahmed

  El Awad, who had got himself a contract in Belgium, or Cyril Ebouki, who was trialling with AS Cannes. These were the lucky ones. Most had retreated into an obcure existence in the

  cités. Some had fallen into petty criminality and ended up in jail. Thierry might have left Les Ulis behind – to the point that the artificial pitch which bears his name

  there, paid for by one of his sponsors’ charities, still awaits its official inauguration, the dedicatee having been unable to find the time to do it in person – but he never forgot how

  easily he too could have been sucked into that downward spiral. Talent mattered less than luck, it seemed.




  Thierry had both, and it wasn’t long before other, more powerful figures heard about the super-quick centre-forward who was scoring so freely for Viry’s under-15 team – and

  this when he was a year younger than all those played around him, and when his coach was reluctant to ‘burn’ him out against physically stronger opponents. Plet’s caution was not

  to everyone’s taste, however; certainly not to Tony’s, when Thierry’s father finally reappeared on the touchline, as forceful and voluble as ever. Plet was torn between his desire

  to see Thierry blossom as quickly as possible, his inclination to protect him and the need to field a competitive team in which a bulkier, if less talented, centre-forward could sometimes prove of

  more use than the slightly built West Indian teenager. Tony would have none of it. Thierry was the best, Thierry had to play. And to those who asked why the father was so damn sure that his son

  really was the best, Tony could now reply: of course he is – he’s just been accepted at the Institut National du Football of Clairefontaine. What he didn’t add, not yet anyway,

  was that one of the top clubs in the country – AS Monaco – were hot on his son’s trail, and that he knew it. The situation got out of hand in a matter of weeks. In this instance,

  circumstances rather than personalities precipitated what could be described as a ‘tug-of-war’ for the youngster’s future. Choices had to be made, and quickly. The first one could

  easily be agreed on by all parties: Thierry had to make the most of his chance at Clairefontaine.




  The academy in which the rest of the world would later see one of the foundations of France’s rise to the very top of the international game hadn’t acquired its prestigious

  reputation yet. It was still a full-scale experiment, rather than the finely tuned production line it would soon become; and when it is said, as is so often the case, that Henry (and Nicolas Anelka

  and Louis Saha and so many others) were ‘products’ of the French Football Federation’s (FFF) École Normale Supérieure de football, it could also be argued

  that the exceptional quality of the school’s intake in its first two years, which also included future internationals Jérôme Rothen and William Gallas, was one of the main

  reasons why the project took wing. Yes, Clairefontaine made Henry, up to a point. But the opposite is also true to an extent, just as the debt owed by Thierry to Arsène Wenger is shared by

  his mentor as well.




  The institution had been functioning for barely three years when Thierry sat its entrance exam in the spring of 1991. Lucky Titi: until then, twelve- to fifteen-year-old apprentices were

  excluded from the recruitment process. Lucky Clairefontaine: this change of policy would totally transform a structure which fitted well enough in the organizational skeleton of French football,

  but with not much flesh attached to its bones. The arrival of youngsters who were – as extensive research had demonstrated – at an age where receptivity to coaching is at its highest,

  and motricity at the most crucial stage of its development, gave a new focus to the project. The DTN (National Technical Directorate) had long known that French football suffered from a

  ‘skills vacuum’ in youth football which clubs were not necessarily inclined to fill, as their priority was not to teach football but to train footballers. These two

  visions are not mutually exclusive, of course, but a policy which aims to produce results for a collective entity will not concern itself with the individual as a Clarefontaine could. The new

  academy would never be an employer; it aimed to complement the work done by the clubs, not to be a substitute for it.




  The way it went about its business was typically French; it stuck to the principle of selective meritocracy which had driven the country’s education system since the reign of Napoleon I,

  when most of the grandes écoles were created or acquired the pre-eminence they’ve preserved to this day. Just as prospective top civil servants were and still are picked from

  the École Nationale d’Administration, the French footballers of the future could now be fast-tracked to their own elite school. Christian Damiano, Claudio Ranieri’s assistant at

  Monaco at the time of writing, after helping Gérard Houllier at Liverpool and Jean Tigana at Fulham, was a key member of Clairefontaine’s technical staff from the academy’s

  inception. Listening to him, it was clear that this was a top-driven initiative, built on the pyramidal system so beloved of French administrators. ‘At the head is the National Technical

  Director,’ he explained. ‘He is assisted by seven or eight national coaches, of which I was one; then you have the regional technical advisers, who themselves supervise the work of the

  coaches based in the départements. The coaches – at district level – make recommendations which are passed on to the upper echelons of the hierarchy. They put forward

  the names of the best young players they’ve seen in their small clubs; these are be invited to sit the entrance exam – there is and was no question of someone, anyone, making an

  unsolicited application.’ However fortuitously, Thierry’s emergence was timed to perfection.




  The laborious selection process entailed a series of physical and technical tests, followed by a trial game, a process which was repeated at every level of the pyramid from January onwards. A

  shortlist of thirty to forty players was eventually drawn up in every département, covering the whole of the Paris region (the main reservoir of talent in quantitative terms,

  hitherto left more or less untapped due to the lack of top-level clubs in the area) and neighbouring Normandy. These youngsters were then invited to go to Clairefontaine, where, from April to June,

  they were submitted to further tests, ever more narrowing the size of the funnel. By then, the FFF’s inspectors and examiners had reduced a field of over 50,000 potential candidates to a

  final group of just twenty-two. Is it that surprising that those who were successful felt that they were part of a ‘chosen few’? It was a heady notion for a thirteen-year-old like

  Henry, as it was for each of his new teammates. He derived great pride from his success, as he had every right to, and perhaps, back at Viry, showed it too eagerly for some who were less talented

  or had been less fortunate. Thierry soon found out that his remarkably swift and smooth progress inspired envy and jealousy as well as admiration among the players with whom he had trained and

  performed almost every day to that point. But no one could tell how far the ‘chosen few’ would go. The more select the company they had to keep, the more competitive, the crueller the

  environment would be, as Thierry reminded the scholars of his old club AS Monaco when he paid them a surprise visit before the 2009 European Supercup. ‘That’s the toughest thing in

  football,’ he told the starstruck teenagers, who were probably expecting quite a different message from the Barcelona striker. ‘Only one of you guys will make it as a pro. Maybe. When

  you arrive in an academy, you think you’ve made it. But you’ve achieved nothing yet. Nothing at all.’




  Henry was right. It is too often forgotten how exceedingly small the proportion of promising footballers who ‘make it’ is in the final analysis. Have a look at the line-ups of teams

  who have taken part in any given international under-17 or even under-20 tournament and you’ll see that, in most cases, even among the victors, more than half of these obviously gifted

  footballers had lapsed into obscurity or quit football altogether within a few seasons. To survive in that greenhouse required strength and wits, as well as the capacity to walk alone in a crowd,

  but faster than anyone else. Christian Damiano is quick to point out that ‘we made sure that they wouldn’t be more than ninety minutes away from their homes’, but these ninety

  minutes might as well have been light years.




  The teenagers who had been plucked from the cosy environment of their families and their provincial clubs had to build self-defence mechanisms from the outset, which partly explains why the

  graduates of this elite academy, Thierry most certainly included, often found it almost impossible to drop their guard once they had become professionals. They would only trust those who had grown

  up alongside them, and whom they had seen growing. This wariness is the price Henry, like so many others, had to pay for the privilege of being singled out as an exceptional talent when still a

  boy, transplanted into a hypercompetitive environment for which no child can be prepared. Outwardly relaxed, always willing to ‘take the mickey’ (chambrer, as the French say,

  which happens to be a word quite revealingly related to chambrée – ‘dormitory’), and a bit of a lad by his own admission, Titi learnt how to protect what little

  privacy was granted to him by the Clairefontaine régime, which had more than a whiff of the barracks about it.




  Its pupils spent weekdays in the château. This was not some fairytale labyrinth of ivy-clad turrets and mysterious corridors. Clairefontaine, like hundreds of other aristocratic and grand

  bourgeois estates which have been put to good use by the Republic, is – to my eyes at least – a fairly undistinguished pile of bricks, divided into offices, sleeping quarters and

  communal areas: a boarding-school, in short, and not one of the more exclusive kind. Life within the château’s walls had the harsh predictability you could expect from such an

  establishment. Up at 7 a.m., the boarders filed up to the classrooms an hour later, studied, lunched, resumed studying until 3.30 p.m., and were only given a one-hour break before a team of three

  dedicated coaches worked on their football skills for ninety minutes. It is only from 6 p.m. onwards that they could truly play with the ball as children do. And all this they did in almost

  complete isolation from the world they had just left behind. It must have been hard for Thierry; but it was even harder for his father, who tried ever-more desperate means to keep hold of his

  son’s development. Clairefontaine is set in a 56-hectare domaine within the Rambouillet forest and can only be accessed after clearing a number of security checks. Even allowing for a more

  relaxed attitude in the early 1990s, establishing contact with Titi required an almost comical degree of ducking and diving to avoid detection. Damiano remembers how Tony ‘used to hide behind

  trees’ to catch a glimpse of Thierry, and how he would phone the academy’s staff every single day to pass on advice to his son. But it wasn’t all comedy. Damiano soon grew

  infuriated by Tony’s constant shadowing of Thierry, and Thierry himself, who had quickly forged a relationship with his coach, started to see his father’s role in a new, not necessarily

  flattering light. The Clairefontaine regime suited the young Henry in many respects. For five days a week, at least, there was relief from the constant pressure Tony had put him under, and the

  chance to experience guidance of a more benign nature. Damiano and his assistants were no less demanding than Tony had been in their own way; but what they pursued was technical excellence for the

  sake of it, not ‘success’ in the competitive sense. Not as paradoxically as it sounds, one of the reasons why Thierry and Christian bonded so early was that the coach didn’t

  display favouritism towards any of his charges, including the West Indian teenager who had shot up to 5 feet 7 inches and stood out, literally, head and shoulders over his teammates. Titi was

  ‘the tall number nine in a red bib’ who scored goal after goal, as Christian took great care not to single out one or the other of his charges by calling them by their first names; not

  to start with, anyway, for he rapidly grew very fond of Thierry, whom he describes as ‘very mature, but very sensitive too, and someone who, under the surface, was very docile, eager to

  succeed and to listen to those who could help him’. ‘If Thierry Henry went so high, so quickly, it is thanks to Clairefontaine. It was there that he was given the technical tools that

  would enable him to impose himself at the top level. He seized that chance. He could give the impression of being a little nonchalant, but was highly intelligent – and a very hard

  worker.’




  A hard worker at school too, it seems, where Henry’s academic results improved enough for him to be considered a suitable candidate for the baccaleuréat (his remarkable

  progression in football meant that he had no time to prepare for the exam in the end). They needed to. ‘I was a bandit [tearaway] in the classroom’ was the way a

  twenty-year-old Thierry described a slightly younger self. ‘I wasn’t even asking myself the question whether there was homework to be done or not. But I had to knuckle down [at

  Clairefontaine], so that I could stay there.’ Damiano was there to make sure that Titi learnt that particular lesson. ‘Titi saw me as a tutor and had complete trust in me,’

  Christian says. Not so Tony. ‘His father had a type of behaviour that could not be excused at his age . . . It was not just a lack of humility, it was a lack of respect towards others. He

  talked a lot, sometimes nonsense.’ Damiano goes much further: ‘Thierry suffered a great deal because of it. I asked Tony to stay away: I wanted to work in peace.’




  Ah, peace. But not at weekends, when Henry went back to Viry – and Tony. His second season there was a disaster; not in terms of performances, as he was, again, his team’s top

  goalscorer, but of how the relationship between the three men who mattered most in his football education at the time was damaged beyond repair. His father, who felt his influence diminishing with

  every single day Thierry spent at Clairefontaine, tried to reassert it when he was reunited with his son and took it very badly indeed when Plet decided to leave Titi out of his line-up, which he

  did on a number of occasions. Damiano himself struggled to understand how his star pupil could be left out and didn’t shy from saying so, eventually encouraging him to leave Viry as soon as

  he could. Plet himself was nonplussed. Much as he loved Thierry, as a human being and as a footballer, he hadn’t been entrusted with the development of a single player, but with the success

  of a team that wasn’t quite good enough to accommodate a striker who considered any kind of defending a task best left to others. ‘The first year,’ Plet recalls, ‘when he

  was training with our fifteen-year-olds, he was excellent: he was surrounded by very, very good players who could supply him with great service and he scored a lot of goals. But he didn’t

  like physical contact, he didn’t head the ball. He wasn’t yet the athlete we now know; in fact, compared to some of the others, he was slightly built.’ Plet believed he was

  protecting a special talent. Others were convinced he was holding him back. Thierry himself, pulled this way, then that, couldn’t understand what was taking place. How could he, when he was

  only fourteen? ‘When Tony reappeared, in the second year,’ Plet says, ‘there was a 180-degree turn in Titi’s behaviour. He became sullen, remote. I was on my guard to start

  with, because of what I had been told about Tony. But he is also someone who is very sociable, who’ll sit next to you on the team bus and tell you great stories. He could be lovely on the way

  to the game, and awful on the way back, because we’d lost, or Thierry hadn’t started . . . There were no half-measures. And when you manage a group of footballers, there comes a point

  when, regardless of the kid’s qualities, you can’t play with one player instead of eleven.’
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