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To the Cantona family










CHAPTER 1 Teenagers in Auxerre



As with the beginning of many a great friendship, my first encounter with Eric Cantona came about by chance. The memory makes me smile. It was 9 November 1981, and the football team my brothers Roger and Basile were playing for, CA (Club Athlétique) Romainville, had a match in the Championnat des Cadets (the Junior Championship). It was against l’Association de la Jeunesse Auxerroise, generally known as AJ Auxerre, whose team featured a 15-year-old Eric Cantona. The match was tight, intense, some of the play fabulous. Ultimately, Romainville won it by two goals to nil, with Roger scoring both goals – hence my smile. The yellow-and-blues of Romainville battled magnificently with the blue-and-whites from Auxerre. Yes, the first time I saw Eric, he was playing for a team that was wearing Manchester City’s colours. Life can bring all kinds of surprises…





My name is Claude Boli. I come from the Ivory Coast, a former French colony, and at the age of nine I moved from Abidjan, the capital, to France to continue my education. According to the Boli family, academic success was the only way to climb the social ladder. My father and mother came from families that had no material assets: no land or money. Both of them lost their parents when they were babies, so I never knew my grandparents. Orphaned at such an early age, my parents had to work hard to escape the spectre of a miserable life, both starting work young and having several jobs. In due course my father opted to join the army, and my mother became a small market trader selling fabrics imported from Holland and England (including Manchester).


My father, Jean, who could hardly read and write, was a former ‘French Empire’ soldier who fought in the Second World War in France, where he was one of the African soldiers called tirailleurs sénégalais – Senegal was where these soldiers, infantrymen in the main, were initially recruited from. He was a keen sportsman and especially enjoyed boxing, which he learned in the army, and football, which was imported to Abidjan by French nationals in the 1930s and ’40s. For her part, my mother, Clémentine, married very young and never went to school. Her father had also been a soldier, who had fought with the French during the First World War.


When I arrived in France I lived with one of my elder sisters, Elisabeth, who had the difficult task of looking after the whole Boli family, which included my two footballing brothers, Basile and Roger, and me, the youngest member. Elisabeth was an executive secretary at the Ivory Coast embassy in Paris, and living with her was a big change for me compared to our extremely modest home life in Abidjan, where, for example, we didn’t have running water in the house and couldn’t eat meat every day. In Paris I discovered bathrooms, hot water, lifts, shoes that were my size, supermarkets, the Métro… We lived in a middle-class building in Paris’s 19th arrondissement, at the Porte des Lilas.


Like many kids born in Africa, and particularly in Ivory Coast, football was the main focus of our leisure time. My older brothers both wanted to take this passion for football further than just kicking a ball around in the streets, and so they joined a club not too far from the Porte des Lilas. That club was CA Romainville, which was located in the capital’s suburbs. Although the name might not be familiar to most fans, Romainville had a reputation as one of the best junior clubs in France and played in the French Championship at that level. This meant that Roger, Basile and their teammates came up against almost all the most promising players in France at that time, including playing France’s best club at that level: AJ Auxerre.


During this period, Roger and Basile were contacted by representatives of several clubs – FC Nantes, FC Sochaux-Montbéliard, Paris Saint-Germain and others. But in the end they decided to sign with Auxerre, partly because the town was comparatively close to Paris, lying about 150 kilometres away to the south-east. But the main reason my two brothers signed for Auxerre was the presence of one particular person: Guy Roux, a former player for the club who had taken over as player-manager in 1961 when they were in the Burgundy and Central Area regional league, four levels below France’s top division. In 1980, with Roux still at the helm, Auxerre had been promoted to Ligue 1, joining France’s biggest teams.


A major factor in that rise through the divisions was the strength of Auxerre’s academy and junior teams. They had players from all over France – from Paris, like my brothers, from Marseille, from Nîmes, from Strasbourg. It was heartbreaking for Eric Cantona to leave his family in southern France and travel a thousand kilometres to the north, to a small town where it was much colder and the character of the people quite different from the Latin temperament in Marseille. What’s more, Auxerre had a population of around 35,000-40,000, nothing like the big city environment that Eric was used to as a kid.





AJ Auxerre was created in 1905, an important date in France because it was the year the state and the church were split apart from each other under the terms of the Loi de la Laicité. It was what was known in France as un club de patronage, that patronage coming from local Catholics, which also explains why the ground is called Le Stade de l’Abbé Deschamps, because he was the priest who founded AJ Auxerre as a sports club, initially embracing all kinds of activities in addition to football, including gymnastics and tennis.


There was definitely a sense of Catholic rigour within the club when Eric was playing there. Before the training centre was set up, the young players used to live in an establishment called Le Patronage, the name offering another reminder of its roots. The club was a bit like a YMCA or even the Catholic clubs established in England, often known as lads’ clubs, where the approach to the youngsters was quite Victorian in manner, although not as strict: there were no punishments or sermons and church attendance wasn’t compulsory. The people who ran it viewed sport not only as a way of bringing young people together, but also as a means of moralising. There was very much a social side to it, just as there was in some clubs in England, such as Manchester City, which had similar beginnings as Gorton AFC, and Birmingham City, clubs that emerged thanks to the church or to men linked closely to the church.


Auxerre was also remarkably well placed from a geographical perspective. There was no other club nearby that played in the first division. The towns that were relatively close – Bourges, Troyes, Dijon, Orléans – didn’t have a team in the first division, and so within Burgundy and the Centre region all the attention was concentrated on that little club that had been forged by Guy Roux.





It was Roux who managed to convince my brothers that it would be the best club for them. It wasn’t too difficult a task, as AJ Auxerre had established an excellent reputation for helping young players blossom. So at the end of the summer of 1982 my two brothers moved to Burgundy and into the accommodation at Auxerre’s training centre.


I stayed in Paris and carried on going to the local lycée. I used to go down to Burgundy quite often to see them and would see Eric Cantona when I did, but we only used to say ‘Bonjour’ to each other. Gradually, though, my personal circumstances in the capital became more difficult and the environment I was living in was deteriorating. Finding myself a long way from the discipline my parents would have imposed, I was hanging around in neighbourhoods that weren’t suitable for a kid of my age. I became a bit of a lout. Realising how bad things were getting, my two brothers decided, with the full agreement of my sister, that I should join them in Auxerre.


Like many of the footballers who had made the pilgrimage to Burgundy hoping that Guy Roux’s magical ability to bring through young players would rub off on them, when I arrived in Auxerre I was rather overwhelmed by the culture shock. Everything seemed tiny and the pace of life was very slow. In Paris I could travel quickly from one arrondissement to another using the Métro, and the shops weren’t concentrated in one place. In Auxerre, everything you needed was in the town centre. If you wanted to be seen, you had to go to the town centre. The heart of the town, and its greatest pride, was AJ Auxerre. The club’s success meant a huge amount to this small town in the Yonne. For many Auxerrois, the highlight of the week was the Saturday night football match at the Stade de l’Abbé Deschamps on Route de Vaux. Those who played for AJ Auxerre were local stars. For me, an urbanite, this was totally new. As I settled into life in Auxerre, I found myself enveloped in the atmosphere of a country town, with its rites, its habits, its charms.


Best known for the local wines, and particularly Chablis, Auxerre had also become renowned as a conveyor belt of French footballing talent, with an organisational set-up that was well in advance of its rivals at that time and probably among the best in Europe.


Guy Roux had established a scouting system that reached into every French region, and enabled them to spot and then court the best young players across the country. Not a single young prospect slipped beneath the radar of Roux and his scouts. Their first-team players came from every corner of France: north, south, east and west. Guy Roux was more than a coach for his players. He was their mentor, and for some certainly a father figure. He was completely dedicated to these young players, a number of whom in some cases had left their families at the age of thirteen or fourteen in order to try to become professional footballers. Some managed it, but the majority failed to take the big step up to this level. It was very hard for kids of that age to leave their parents and travel hundreds of kilometres to Auxerre and then find themselves competing for places in the team with the best young players in France.


Eric had made the long trip from the south, from Marseille and the SO Caillolais club that had produced several other big names, most notably Jean Tigana, and would later produce Christophe Galtier, who would go on to become a successful manager at Saint-Etienne and, more recently, LOSC Lille, France’s Ligue 1 champions in 2020/21.


In 1982 Auxerre won the Coupe Gambardella, which features the best under-18 teams in France. Eric was an important member of the under-18 team at that time and a very good player, but he didn’t stand out as extraordinary. There were other players in the team who looked as if they were going to make more of an impact on the game than him. Yes, he was good, but he wasn’t shaping up to be in the class of Diego Maradona, Pelé or Lionel Messi, who were exceptional when they were teenagers. He was maturing much more steadily, a bit like Zinedine Zidane did, or Michel Platini. By the time they were twenty-four, twenty-five, twenty-six, they were recognised as being among the world’s best, but not when they were in their mid-teenage years.





I started to get to know Eric a bit better early in 1983. Right from the off there was a special something between us: a smile to start with, a look of mutual regard, a degree of complicity. In short, we clicked. As we began to talk more, we realised we both loved Ajax of Amsterdam and the Dutch national team that featured Johan Cruyff and Johan Neeskens in the 1974 World Cup. We liked the Brazil team of the 1970s too that featured Pelé, Tostao and Jairzinho. We also talked about and revered Garrincha and other Brazilian players from the previous era, and the likes of Sócrates and Zico from the 1980s, players that personified the kind of beautiful football we both appreciated.


Music was another pillar of our friendship. We listened to lots of different types of music, from the Doors to the French singer-songwriter Christophe to jazz, and also lots of British music as well. We loved the new stuff from Britain – groups like Eurythmics, Simple Minds, Orchestral Manœuvres in the Dark, Tears for Fears, Talk Talk – but also other musical genres – Supertramp and Dire Straits, for instance. One group we both particularly liked was Genesis, and especially the vocalist, Peter Gabriel. We were big fans of the guitarist Carlos Santana too. Talking about these passions for Holland, Brazil and music brought us closer together, and made us realise we had a lot in common, that we enjoyed many of the same things.


That we became very good friends was down to one incident, though. Like all of the other members of the academy team, Eric lived in the accommodation provided for young players. After he’d been at Auxerre for a couple of seasons, Eric decided for reasons that weren’t all that clear that he wanted to leave the training centre where the fifteen or so academy players were based. His mood had changed, and he wanted to live away from the other players. So he went to see Guy Roux, who was the head of the academy as well as the first-team coach. Eric told him that he would like to move out on his own – remember, this is a 17-year-old kid. Guy Roux wasn’t happy, but he’d got to know Eric well, and so he decided to help him find an apartment. As a result, Eric become one of the first players, if not the first, to leave the training centre where my two brothers and the rest of the young players lived.


He got his own place, and the next time I saw him he said, ‘Would you like to share the apartment with me?’ That was when our joint story really began. I found out later that he’d already been to see Basile and politely asked if he could find out if his little brother would share with him. We were both very young. Eric was seventeen and I was just fifteen. Initially we were only together in the flat at weekends, because I was a boarder at a school in Avallon, a small town about 50 kilometres from Auxerre. I would board there during the week and return to Auxerre every weekend, and the two of us would then spend a good deal of that time together.


We lived in two different places in Auxerre. The first was in what in France they call the ZAC, the zone d’activité commerciale: a small district just outside the town centre where a lot of workers lived. It was a pretty basic apartment, a small place with two bedrooms, what in France is known as an HLM, in other words a council-owned property. It was quite rare to see youngsters like the two of us living there, unless they were young couples who had just set up home together. It was almost unheard of to find two teenage boys sharing a place in that part of town. It was pretty close to the training centre, however, and Eric would travel there and back on a motorbike, sometimes with me as his passenger. It was a pretty simple life. The second place we shared was a two-room apartment that had the advantage of being nearer to the Stade de l’Abbé Deschamps. We were close to the River Yonne and a beautiful park, the Parc de l’Arbre Sec.


While it was a little peculiar for two adolescents to be living like that, one of the things about football at that level is that players join the set-up when they’re very young and become quite mature pretty quickly. Without their parents close at hand they have to become responsible for themselves and their actions, and figure out how to get by. It’s a hard life, and not normal at all for a kid of thirteen, fourteen or fifteen. It’s a paradoxical situation: on the one hand, you’re a footballer who is still only hoping to turn professional; on the other, you’re already effectively living the life of a professional footballer. The bottom line is, you have to behave like an adult.


Although I wasn’t a footballer myself, because I was very close to several promising players I stuck to the same regime as them, or at least I tried to. I attempted to make that switch from child to adult. Being with Eric made this easier. Our relationship was based on an extremely simple approach to life. I used to do the cooking, and Eric really liked the food I dished up, which was based on the meals I’d seen being prepared when I was a kid back in Ivory Coast. My usual meal, called maffé, was a stew made with peanut sauce that was served with rice.


Eric was privileged, I suppose you could say. He was already doing things in his own way and not following the routine laid down for the other players. But I don’t want to give the wrong idea. We were two kids living what was really quite an innocent life. At the same time, we had to behave responsibly. Although Eric hadn’t yet signed a full professional contract with AJ Auxerre, he still lived in a disciplined manner. We didn’t have any alcohol in the flat, for instance. There was no hint of the lad culture that was the norm among young English players at that time. We were quite serious, by which I mean we were comparatively mature, not that we were straitlaced. Our life was very much organised around our passion for culture, as well as football, of course. Those were the things that really mattered to us, that stimulated and excited us.





What I remember more than anything about that time is the match days. At that time, Eric was playing for Auxerre’s reserves in the third division. I’d attend most of the home games, and every time the B-team was playing away I used to listen to the game on the radio. It was a bit like being in the 1950s, listening in on my little transistor radio, just as I had back in the Ivory Coast. When we went to the stadium to watch a football match, we would take our transistor radios and listen to the enthusiastic commentary while we watched the game. I can remember being very happy when I heard that my brothers and Eric had played well or scored, which they generally did.


If AJ Auxerre had been playing away, Eric would usually get back to our apartment very late in the evening, towards midnight or even half-past. I’d always have a meal waiting for him and he’d tell me how the game had gone. He didn’t talk a great deal about it, but he’d pick out the most significant moments. Beyond that he wouldn’t go into much detail, and quickly forgot what had happened – he was always looking ahead to the next game rather than dwelling on the last one.


At that time Eric really liked Olympique de Marseille, but also some Italian players, such as Giancarlo Antognoni and Paolo Rossi, and the Argentinian genius Diego Maradona. He used to talk about his parents and family a lot, about his life growing up in Marseille. His father worked as a nurse in a psychiatric hospital, and his younger brother Joël was also on the road to becoming a professional footballer as a member of the academy set-up at Olympique de Marseille. I would be captivated by his stories about his home city, because Marseille was multicultural, and also where my father had arrived in France during the Second World War, which gave it real resonance for me.


Eric was very close to my two older brothers, but over time the two of us become closer still, despite our difference in age, which was quite significant given we were still so young. Our bond did stem, of course, from our mutual love of football, but there were other aspects to it as well beyond the sporting – literature, painting and, above all, music were the cement in our relationship, were at the very heart of it. We were also both just naturally very curious about things.


Early on, Eric told me about his passion for African art and for African masks. Their mystical nature really fascinated him. He also talked to me about his desire to travel in Africa – not the Africa that tourists see, but the enchanted and unreal side of the continent. He loved talking about it, finding out all he could, exchanging ideas. He wanted to meet people who lived in little villages, people who knew about the plants in their local countryside, people who handed down their culture in the stories they told, and the memories that we in turn passed on.


Eric loved painting, and would devote every Sunday to it. His father used to love painting as well, which is where Eric had picked up his passion. It shaped him in a significant way, as he could express himself through art. Looking at his paintings, I could see he’d got inspiration from all kinds of artists. There was one that was mainly red with a dollar symbol and really resembled pop art. He also liked the Expressionists and Post-impressionists. He painted landscapes in a style quite similar to Cézanne, and abstract works that were like Kandinsky’s. He spoke to me with real empathy about Vincent van Gogh. He knew a lot not only about van Gogh’s paintings but also about his life, and would talk a great deal about him being an artist who had lived in total penury and only really become famous after his death. Eric was truly fascinated by the Dutch painter. He also bought a lot of works by both well-known and less renowned artists: Pierre Ambrogiani, Antoine Ferrari, Auguste Chabaud…


While Eric was painting and I was engrossed in my schoolbooks, there would always be music playing – Miles Davis, Pink Floyd, Yes, Santana, Peter Gabriel. During these periods, Eric would be very introspective. I guess this time we spent together was a major contribution to the philosophical side to Eric that everyone readily associates him with now, as was his father’s artistic bent, of course. Eric was still only seventeen and had finished his formal education a year or two earlier, so he was exploring all kinds of ideas.


He wasn’t an extrovert who would chat to anyone. He was more reserved, as I was, but when we were together we could and did talk about anything. People used to think he was quite distant, but that was only because they didn’t know him. It wasn’t like that at all between him and me. We really got on well and understood one another.


I don’t want to give the impression that we were totally focused on culture and the arts to the exclusion of everything else. Our friendship was also forged via others in our peer group. AJ Auxerre wasn’t simply a football club: it was a family, drawn together by so many different ties. Away from the football pitch, we also had a variety of extra-curricular activities to distract and engage us. Being teenagers, we were interested in girls and would talk about the ones we’d met and fancied. Romance offered the chance to escape from the pressures of being an apprentice in professional football. They were magical moments, quite innocent rites of passage that all youngsters go through: first date, first kiss, first love, first disappointment, first musical souvenir…


Eric rarely spoke about his girlfriends, but I remember there was one he was quite scared of. ‘Your friend doesn’t say very much,’ I remember her saying to me one day. ‘Is he shy?’ But most of the girls who were part of our social group we knew either because they were friends with other players, or because their parents came to see AJ Auxerre play. Some of the parents were very proud to see their daughters going out with a footballer – Auxerre was, after all, a small town, and the football club was at the very centre of life there. The local paper, L’Yonne Républicaine, was almost obliged to cover it because of the attention it brought the town, and so the footballers were extremely well known.


Eric met the first big love of his life while he was at Auxerre. Her name was Isabelle Ferrer, and she was the sister of his teammate, Bernard ‘Nino’ Ferrer, who also went on to play for Marseille. They met in 1985 at Bernard’s wedding. Eric was nineteen and Isabelle twenty-two. She was studying psychology at the University of Aix-en-Provence, near Marseille. As soon as he saw her, it was love at first sight. I remember the first thing he said to me about her: ‘Claudio, I’ve met a real woman. She’s Nino’s sister. She’s beautiful, intelligent, composed, gentle. She’s at the University of Aix. You’ll see, she’s absolutely nothing like the girls here. She’s so charming! I liked her from the very first moment. It’s really serious between her and me. Her eyes shone with happiness.’ I couldn’t wait to meet this ‘extraordinary’ woman. He fell for her in a big way, and within three years they were married.


When Eric got back to our flat on Saturday night after he’d played, we’d go out to nightclubs. There was a particular one we’d go to about 25 kilometres from Auxerre, and all our friends would be there as well. But, as I’ve already mentioned, the big difference between France and England was the attitude towards alcohol. In England at that time, players would go out and have a lot of beers, but in France that simply didn’t happen. That’s not to say that the players didn’t drink: they would have spirits in moderation – vodka, gin and tonic – but they didn’t take it to excess. They’d sip at their drinks rather than go out with the aim of having a skinful.


Because the team wouldn’t get back from away games until midnight or one in the morning, we’d go out very late and stay out until the early hours, until half five in the morning, knowing we could sleep in and chill out on the Sunday. Thinking back, I can’t ever remember Eric the worse for wear as a result of drinking too much. All we were interested in was having a good time with the other players and our friends. We really enjoyed those nights out with Roger, Basile, Daniel Dutuel, William Prunier, Jean-Marc Arena, Ferhat Khirat, Franco Vignola, Jocelyn Monate, Gaetan Laclef and others.


As I got to know these young players so well, what stood out for me were the sacrifices they’d made in coming to Auxerre from all over France. They had such passion for football, but they were still very young men who had to deal with all kinds of unforeseen issues and difficulties, and above all the knowledge that one stroke of bad luck – most probably an injury – could mean the end of a playing career.


Consequently, they had to be psychologically very strong. They couldn’t let themselves become downhearted by one bad performance, because there was so much competition for places. Auxerre’s extensive scouting system meant that new players, the latest crop of France’s best talent, would be arriving regularly. During the mid-1980s the team had a reputation for winning everything, for competing at a higher level than their rivals, and this was why. Burgundy would always win the French Regional Championship, but Auxerre were always favourites to win the championship at youth level. Like several of his teammates, Eric also showed his talent in the French national side at junior level.





They had some great young players at Auxerre then: the likes of Patrice Monier and Eric Villa – some of them, indeed, more highly regarded as future talents than Eric. My brother Basile was certainly more precocious as a player than him. He made his first-team debut at sixteen, on 29 April 1983, lining up in central defence away at Monaco. Eric found it a little harder to break through because he was in direct competition with Patrice Garande and, in particular, a very good Polish centre-forward, Andrzej Szarmach. He’d played in the 1974 World Cup when Poland had finished third, and in the 1978 finals too. Although he was very much a veteran compared to the youngsters in the Auxerre team, he was still the main striker and a regular goal-scorer. He’d joined Auxerre in 1980 as the French realised that, coming from the Eastern Bloc, he wasn’t going to cost them that much. He turned out to be an absolute bargain. Szarmach gave Eric a lot of advice about the game, about the positions he needed to take up as a striker, the runs he needed to make.


The other player who really stood out, much more than Eric, was Jean-Marc Ferreri, who was four years older. The team leaned on him in a big way. As he was their number 10, he was dubbed the next Michel Platini. He was a member of the French team that won the European Championship in 1984 and is remembered for the likes of Platini, Alain Giresse and Jean Tigana. Ferreri was also in the squad for the 1986 World Cup in Mexico, where France finished third.


The relationship between Eric and Guy Roux was a special one, because the Auxerre coach knew Eric had a lot of potential. It wasn’t what you’d call a father–son relationship, as was the case between Roux and my brother Basile. The two of them really were close, while Jean-Marc Ferreri was probably even closer to the coach, not least because he lived in Roux’s house. With Eric it was different, but they still had a lot of respect and time for each other. Guy Roux also realised that Eric perhaps needed to be treated slightly differently. Allowing him to live outside the training centre was proof of that: Roux could see that Eric wasn’t happy, needed his own space, and that it would probably be better for both player and club if they could work out a different arrangement.


Within the group of young people we hung around with, there were the highs that came from playing in the first team but also plenty of lows: injuries, setbacks on the pitch, the fear of never signing that all-important first contract as a stagiaire (a triallist) and, of course, the biggest fear of all, of never signing a professional contract. These thoughts obsessed a lot of the players – with good reason, because many of the players who were part of the academy set-up in 1982/83 didn’t end up signing pro forms. But Eric was one of those few players who signed a pro contract and made it into the first team.


Witnessing them achieve these landmarks made this period particularly special. Not only did I see my brothers excelling at Auxerre, but I also saw my best friend doing so, and as a result earning his first caps as a junior international. I used to watch him playing for the youth and B-teams, and also remember his occasional games for the first team – even some of the goals that he scored, including his first for Auxerre’s first team. It was on 14 May 1985, in an away game at Rouen. He scored a superb goal that proved to be the winner in a 2-1 victory. Two weeks later, he scored again in what was a vital game for Auxerre. They were playing away again, this time at Racing Club Strasbourg. It was an intense game that eventually finished as a 1-1 draw, Eric scoring from 25 or 30 metres out with a tremendous shot. That result meant Auxerre qualified for the UEFA Cup in the following season.


I recall another game quite clearly. It was also in 1985, the final of the Coupe Gambardella, the youth cup final. That year Auxerre were playing Montpellier l’Hérault, whose team featured Laurent Blanc, who would become one of Eric’s best friends as well as a future Manchester United player (2001-3). The match took place in Bourges, about 150 kilometres from Auxerre, and the first half was fiercely contested. Gradually, though, AJ Auxerre took control of the game. In the team were my brother Roger and two other players who would go on to have great careers at the top level: striker Pascal Vahirua and goalkeeper Lionel Charbonnier, who was the team’s captain and later featured in the French squad that won the 1998 World Cup. Auxerre won the game 3-0, with Eric scoring all three goals.


When the 1985/86 season got under way, Eric got a few more opportunities in the first team as Andrej Szarmach had moved on. But he still wasn’t a regular starter, and at the end of 1985 he was loaned out to Martigues, who played in the second division. Naturally, I continued to follow his career very closely. It was very hard for a young kid like him to make an impression at a team in the second division: it’s a tough league to play in, and he only got a dozen or so games, but nevertheless it was a turning point. After six months he returned to Auxerre and over the next couple of seasons became a first-team regular. In the 1986/87 season he was Auxerre’s top scorer in the league with thirteen goals, as the team finished fourth and qualified for the UEFA Cup again.


By then, my brothers had both signed professional contracts with Auxerre and had moved into a new place together, and that was when I started living with them. When Eric came back from Martigues we were soon as thick as thieves again, but circumstances were changing for both of us and our lives were about to go in different directions, with radical consequences for our relationship. Eric started living with Isabelle, and in 1987 they got married. Two years later they had their first child, Raphaël. Then, following another good season for Eric in 1987/88, we were destined to drift a little further apart. Several teams expressed an interest in signing him. He had a choice between AC Milan, Monaco, Paris Saint-Germain, Racing Matra de Paris – a big club then, which doesn’t exist any more – and l’OM (Olympique de Marseille). He decided, not too surprisingly given that he is from Marseille, to join the club that had always been close to his heart. It’s difficult for any player who comes from Marseille to resist the lure of OM; it’s such a big club, with a huge and very fervent following.


In 1990, my brother Basile left Auxerre to join Eric at Olympique de Marseille. I was doubly satisfied: Basile was going to play in one of the best teams of the time, and I was going to see Eric more often. That same year, I passed my baccalaureate and decided to stay on in the south of France at the University of Montpellier, studying sociology. That season, I went to the Stade Vélodrome a few times and met up with Eric. He seemed happy and had the confidence of a coach he liked and respected a lot – ‘the Kaiser’, Franz Beckenbauer. During the matches, I would sit and talk with Isabelle and notice how Raphaël was growing up. Although it wasn’t often, Eric and I were always pleased to see each other whenever the opportunity arose.





During his final two years at Olympique de Marseille (1989-91) Eric had his ups and downs. He suffered a serious injury that sidelined him from playing for several months, and he was suspended by the club after ripping off and throwing away his shirt when he was substituted during a friendly. Following this incident, he was loaned out to Bordeaux and then to Montpellier, where he contributed significantly to the club’s first French Cup win in 1990.


While I was studying, I kept up with Eric’s progress through the press and my brother Basile. In 1991, he signed for Nîmes, which was only thirty minutes away from Montpellier. Although the team didn’t have the stellar reputation of Auxerre, Marseille or Bordeaux, and despite the fact that he’d also had offers from Paris Saint-Germain and Olympique Lyonnais, his choice of a smaller club like this was certainly linked to the esteem in which he held the club’s president, Michel Mézy. The other factor was beautiful Nîmes itself and its surroundings, especially the Camargue, with its tracts of empty wilderness and expansive plains where magnificent white horses galloped, and the Roman city’s amphitheatre where bullfights were held during its famous Feria des Vendanges festival.


Unfortunately, Eric didn’t stay long at Nîmes, and we only managed to see each other once when he was playing for them. We didn’t have time to talk much, but he told me he was enjoying his new life. On a sporting level, the club was doing well, and Eric was also performing very nicely in the French team. However, as was getting to be the case with Eric, a beautiful relationship with his team sometimes came to an unexpectedly abrupt end. This time it was a league match between Nîmes and Saint-Etienne: Eric protested about a decision the referee had made and, in a fit of pique, threw the ball at him. He was sent off, and subsequently given a long ban.


The sanction made Eric decide to retire from professional football. However, thanks to the prompting of Gérard Houllier and, particularly, Michel Platini, who both told him he was too young to end his career, he decided to reverse his decision. Houllier and Platini used their contacts to help him find a new club, where he could show that he was a great footballer. England, they decided, would be best suited to welcoming Eric Cantona. So his move to England came about by accident, but it was one of those marvellous twists of fortune life can bring about.


My friendship with Eric had developed gradually and was cemented by those two years living together in Auxerre. That sealed our friendship, our loyalty, our bond, and it was what enabled us to rekindle our friendship when our paths crossed once more in Manchester. We’d got to know each other when we were very young, which was crucial, because it’s such a significant part of anyone’s life. It’s transformative. When we became close friends again, it was largely because he already knew me, and I already knew him. That’s often the way with friends you make when you’re young: despite all that life throws at you they stand the test of time. This second time round I was a PhD student and he was married with a child, both of us young men well set on our career paths.










CHAPTER 2 Two Frenchies in Manchester



In November 1993, I left Montpellier and the south of France for Manchester in the north of England. My new home was in the Victoria Park area in the south of the city, in a small but attractive Victorian house a short walk away from Rusholme with its famous Curry Mile, where some of the best Indian, Pakistani and Sri Lankan restaurants can be found. I found myself fully immersed in multicultural England, its population testament to the reach of the country’s former empire.


The different communities intermingled, the result a mixing of the flavours of Asia and of England. Rather than being a barrier, food brought them together. It was perfectly acceptable, for instance, to buy beer in an off-licence and take it into a Pakistani restaurant where the sale of alcohol was prohibited for religious reasons. There were plenty of pubs in among the restaurants. Every Thursday at the Clarence, one of the preferred drinking establishments for Manchester City fans, there was an Irish music night. The club’s ground was not too far away from Rusholme.


I was sharing the house on Conyngham Road with my girlfriend, Anne, an anthropology student specialising in African textiles, also known as wax prints. It was, in fact, down to her that I decided to continue my studies, and specifically here in Manchester. When, after three years at the University of Montpellier, I discussed my desire to continue my studies in England with her, she said she was happy to go with me on the condition that we went to Manchester. Perhaps there was a sense of destiny too, stemming from a political science lecture I attended in Montpellier when I found myself captivated by the work of the English historian Eric Hobsbawm, which dealt with the economic and social history of Great Britain. The Victorian era and the Industrial Revolution started to become an obsession, and drew me from one lecture to the next. I wanted to find out all I could about Victorian England. Although it didn’t matter to me where I ended up, it was entirely fitting that I was able to immerse myself in the place at the very heart of this global upheaval: Manchester, the embodiment of the modern industrial city, according to Karl Marx in his classic 1845 work The Condition of the Working Class in England. Consequently, I left France for the land of the Beatles and UB40, hoping to understand how the Industrial Revolution had come about.


Why did Anne choose this city? She knew a lot about its industrial history, and told me that the city once known as Cottonopolis still played an important role in the textile world. Indeed, Manchester was one of the two places, along with Helmond in the Netherlands, where wax fabrics were still manufactured for the African market. I knew these products very well as they’d been familiar to me since childhood. My mother was a wax seller at the Abidjan market in Ivory Coast. So Manchester Cottonopolis it was to be.


As well as what I’d read about the city’s industrial past, I also knew that Manchester had long been a hugely influential place when it came to football, thanks to the exploits of both Manchester United and Manchester City. I knew the Red Devils better, though. In 1991, they had knocked Montpellier out of the European Cup Winners’ Cup in the quarter-finals and gone on to win the title following the lifting of the five-year ban on English clubs from European competitions. And of course Eric, one of the stars of the Montpellier team along with Laurent Blanc and the Colombian Carlos Valderrama, had been the architect of the French Cup victory in 1990 that enabled them to qualify for Europe.


The city was also well known to me for other reasons too, especially music. Among the bands I enjoyed were Simply Red, with their fantastic singer Mick Hucknall, who would later become an acquaintance, thanks to Eric. Then of course there were the Smiths. I had begged the English assistant at my high school in Burgundy to lend me her cassette of their album The Queen is Dead. Then there was Joy Division and, later on, New Order, plus the mythical Hacienda club. I knew Manchester too for the Umbro sports brand based there. Consequently, moving to Manchester seemed like the obvious thing to do.


Another decisive reason was, of course, Eric being there. Through various contacts, Eric had initially spent a very short spell with Sheffield Wednesday, but quickly signed for Leeds United, on loan to start with. But, as the Yorkshire team marched towards the title, the move was made permanent. He played a significant role in that championship success. He featured more regularly in the team the following season, but put in a transfer request after being dropped for a game against Arsenal. Realising that he was available, Manchester United put in an offer and the transfer was rapidly completed.





We’d lost touch a bit, but I got news about him from time to time via my brother Basile – they both played regularly for the French team. The physical distance between Eric and me and, to a certain extent, his family life had limited our friendship to occasional messages. In April 1993, a few days before the France vs. Sweden World Cup qualifying match, I called him at the Clairefontaine training centre near Paris where Les Bleus meet before each game. I started telling him about my idea of coming to England, and he interrupted me. ‘Come to Manchester,’ he said – ‘you’re going to enjoy it. It’s a footballing city, a real cultural city, with a big student population, and I’m sure you’ll like it.’ He finished by saying that we would meet again soon, and gave me his two phone numbers, one for the Novotel West hotel, where he was living temporarily, and the other for Manchester United’s training centre, the Cliff.


Our reunion took place in October 1993. After several days of acclimatising to our new English life, I decided to call Eric at the Cliff. He wasn’t surprised to hear from me, and even seemed relieved that I’d called. We talked for barely a minute. ‘Okay, Claudio,’ he said, the nickname taking us back to the moments we shared in Auxerre. ‘I’ll see you this evening. Do you know the centre of Manchester at all?’ I told him I did – since my arrival I had been walking almost everywhere to get to know my new home town. I had rediscovered a fundamental part of my native Africa.


Anne and I walked to the bus stop near our house and took the first Stagecoach bus into the city centre. It was about five in the evening, and we were still not used to the fact that by that hour it was effectively night-time. As strangers in any city tend to do, we went upstairs to the top deck.


I’d arranged to meet Eric at six at J. W. Johnson’s, a chic bar on one of Manchester’s busiest and trendiest streets, Deansgate. The memory of our meeting has stuck with me ever since. We sat at the back of the room, facing the entrance, so I could see him as soon as he came in. Barely ten minutes passed and Eric arrived. In seconds the atmosphere in the bar was transformed, becoming thick with murmuring and unconcealed excitement. I looked around, stunned to see that everyone was following his every step. At the same time, it was also clear that everyone was wondering who the lucky person was who was going to meet the city’s new star. Suddenly every head turned towards Anne and me. Eric sat down and greeted Anne in the typical French style with a kiss on each cheek. Then we embraced each other.


I hadn’t told Anne we were planning to meet an old friend, and she was surprised and a little shaken to see him, to meet the man she could remember holding up the Coupe de France trophy in Montpellier’s Place de la Comédie in 1990. As is generally the case when he’s with people he knows well, Eric was very chatty. He talked and talked, asked us if we’d settled in okay, about the area we were living in, about our plans at the university. I asked him for news of his family, about Isabelle and his son, Raphaël, his parents, his two brothers, Jean-Marie and, especially, Joël, with whom I’ve spent a lot of time and always got on really well with since we first met in Auxerre. Joël was the second member of the Cantona family to become a professional soccer player, and came through the ranks at Olympique de Marseille.


The conversation turned back to Manchester. ‘You’ll soon see I’m fine here,’ Eric said, ‘and the people love me. You can feel the passion for football everywhere. The stadiums are full, in the stands the fans sing and enjoy themselves. They’re always behind their team, no matter what the result is. Home and away, they are there.’ He kept repeating, ‘I’m fine here.’ He was full of praise for the city, for all the possibilities it offered. ‘As someone who loves music, you’re going to enjoy it here. You remember Simply Red, Joy Division? Those guys are all from here. Manchester is a special kind of city, one that has no need to envy London. It’s like it is in France, where there’s Paris and then the rest of the country. But Manchester is just as important as London in every aspect, whether it’s sport, culture, music, literature,’ he explained.


Naturally, we spent some time recalling our memories of Auxerre. We discussed the friends we’d had among the players there – William Prunier, Daniel Dutuel, Miguel Pineda, Franco Vignola, Ferhat Khirat, Stéphane Drici, Jocelyn Monate – and the places we used to go to in the city centre, such as the l’Arbre Sec park. We reminisced about the training centre, the apartment we’d shared in the ZAC, teenage romances, the nightclubs we used to go to – the Mini Cumba, Le Paradisier, Le Number One. We couldn’t stop ourselves from laughing at some of the ridiculous things we’d got up to. Seeing us crying with laughter, the other customers in the bar glanced across, our mirth eliciting little smiles of understanding.


When Anne excused herself to go to the ladies’, Eric asked me about my relationship with her. He wanted to know about her personality, where she came from, whether she had a career or was a student, how we’d come to be living together – everything a friend wants to know about the person you’re sharing your life with: ‘Where did you meet her? Have you known her for a long time? Does she like football? Who does the cooking – you or her?’


When Anne returned to our table, the conversation turned back to Manchester. I explained to Eric what had driven me to go there. It didn’t take long for us to decide we were going to do all we could to get the best out of this great city. As a result, Eric and I would become inseparable all over again. We stayed in the bar for less than an hour, then Eric invited us to go to another place, a bar on Oldham Street. As we left J. W. Johnson’s, all eyes were on him. I was surprised to see that there was no hint of animosity towards him at all, just lots of smiles and looks of fascination as other customers realised who he was. As soon as we walked in the door of the next bar, three people, including two women in their thirties, rushed to ask for his autograph. A taxi driver shouted, ‘Eric, you’re the best!’ Another fan actually crossed the road to greet Manchester United’s number 7. Within minutes, I’d realised how popular Eric had become. I’d never seen this kind of response to him before. I was aware, too, of his charisma. I turned to him. ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘You’re loved here.’ He gave me a little smile and we walked on.





Sometimes Anne would join us, but most of the time it would just be me and Eric who would wander along the city’s most renowned streets: King Street with its fashion boutiques, Oxford Street and Whitworth Street, the artistic centre that was also one of the hubs of the music and dance scene, including the Hacienda club, and the area around Bridgewater Hall. Oxford Road would become another of our hang-outs, close to the University of Manchester and Manchester Metropolitan University, where the pubs selling alcohol at unbelievably low prices were at the heart of student life.


Sometimes consciously, sometimes not, we went to places steeped in history, in business or politics, or even followed in the footsteps of the Romans. We’d go to the Royal Exchange, the Corn Exchange, the Reform Club, Free Trade Hall, Castlefield Roman Fort. Because we were foreigners, we didn’t have pre-conceived prejudices about anywhere. Our status as ‘outsiders’ was a pass, a kind of licence to access all areas, and our desire to get to know the city was a strong motivation for these strolls. We decided to make Manchester our land of discovery and insight into an England that we appreciated more and more each day.


This freedom resulted in us stumbling into some strange and funny situations. One day, between Whitworth Street and Portland Street, on a glorious afternoon when the sun was breaking through after a brief shower, we discovered a wonderful spot with the Rochdale Canal running through, and decided to stop for a drink. We could see that everyone in the bar was a little surprised to see us there, but they welcomed us with complicit smiles. By that point we weren’t surprised at all by the warm welcome: we were getting used to the fact that Eric was recognised and appreciated even by people who weren’t United supporters or football fans, simply because he was a footballer who was regularly in the press, and a little different from the norm.


But as we sipped our beers, we noticed on the walls a series of pictures of the bodies of beautiful boys. We started laughing. Bloody hell! The bar was called Manto, and was one of the focal points for Manchester’s gay community. Our roaming had carried us into the middle of the gay village, allowing us to see another vibrant part of the city’s life. We carried on chatting without any feeling of embarrassment.


During these walks, I sometimes turned my gaze upwards, a little like Eric used to on the football pitch. I often observed buildings in this way, prompted apparently by some historical reflex hidden in a corner of my mind. When we passed buildings dating from the Victorian and Edwardian eras I’d be on high alert. I quickly got to know and love the Free Trade Hall on Peter Street that was designed by Edward Walters in 1856, the Britannia Hotel on Portland Street, designed by Travis and Mangnall in 1858, the Barton Arcade on Deansgate, a sumptuous shopping arcade built by Corbett, Raby and Sawyer in 1871, Lancaster House and India House on Whitworth Street, designed by Henry S. Fairhurst in 1906, and the Midland Hotel on Peter Street, where Charles Rolls and Frederick Royce had met in 1904.


OEBPS/e9781471199172/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Chapter 1: Teenagers in Auxerre



		Chapter 2: Two ‘Frenchies’ in Manchester



		Chapter 3: Past and Present



		Chapter 4: Saturday is Match Day



		Chapter 5: In the Family Stand



		Chapter 6: Inside the Dressing Room



		Chapter 7: The Man from Govan



		Chapter 8: How the Euro Stars Changed the Premier League



		Chapter 9: New Manchester United, New Manchester



		Chapter 10: ‘We Are the Nineties’



		Chapter 11: Kiss and Tell



		Chapter 12: Allez les Bleus!



		Chapter 13: Back from Selhurst Park



		Chapter 14: Eight Months and One Life



		Chapter 15: The King is Back



		Chapter 16: Iconic Footballer



		Chapter 17: Au Revoir



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Copyright













		I



		II



		III



		V



		VI



		VII



		VIII



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280











OEBPS/e9781471199172/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781471199172/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781471199172/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781471199172/images/9781471199172.jpg
THE KING AND i

ERIC CANTONA
Claude Boli





OEBPS/e9781471199172/images/title.jpg
The King and |

HANGING OUT IN
MANCHESTER WITH
ERIC CANTONA

Claude Boli

Translated from the French by Peter Cossins

SIMON &
SCHUSTER
London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781471199172/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


