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1


What we used to be like . . .




We rise by lifting others.


ROBERT INGERSOLL,


American lawyer and politician




Part of the process for many alcoholics once they stop drinking and then get into recovery from the illness of addiction is to give their testimony to their fellows at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting when they feel they are ready. It is what is called in AA ‘a chair’. The talk takes in their experience, strength and hope, telling of – as it says in the ‘Big Book’ of AA, the definitive guide for an alcoholic to getting and staying sober – ‘what we used to be like, what happened and what we are like now’.


The audience will comprise men and women of all age groups, backgrounds, colours and creeds, some of whom may only have just stopped drinking, up to those, like Tony Adams, with many years of sobriety. In Tony’s case, that is more than 20 years after his acknowledgement of his alcoholism in August 1996, following a seven-week drinking spree amid the disappointment of Euro 96 when the England team he had captained lost on penalties to Germany in the semi-finals.


Tony speaks regularly at local AA meetings, or indeed wherever in the world he is asked to speak, even in prisons. The following was delivered in March 2015 to four sportspeople newly arrived at the Sporting Chance treatment centre that Tony founded in 2000 . . .


‘Hi. My name is Tony and I am an alcoholic. It’s a privilege to be speaking to you. I am a grateful recovering alcoholic today but I have been in the same place you are right now – which is maybe full of shame about life with alcohol and fear of life without it. We all have our own experience and this is mine. The only thing I ask is that you listen for the similarities, not the differences. Sometimes I talk more about my recovery, sometimes about my drinking. I’ll talk about both, but you might want to hear what my drinking was like, as you’re new to this like I was once, so that you can get some identification.


My last drink was on the back of a four-day bender. It is very patchy and I had blackouts, so some of it I can’t remember. I do know I went out on a Tuesday but that is a blank. On the Wednesday, I went to a restaurant and nightclub in Chelsea called Barbarella’s and got smashed. I can’t remember where I stayed. I do remember pissing and shitting in my pants and peeling them off and going out again.


I remember bits about the Thursday. I went to a strip club off Piccadilly I used to go to. I would get girls there. You could take them off somewhere and pay them. I was drinking with twin girls. It sounds glamorous, all sex and drugs and rock and roll, but it wasn’t. It was all shit and passing out. I took one of the girls off to a hotel in Kensington.


I was off the planet. I passed out at two, three or four in the morning. I don’t know when. I woke up Friday morning seeing the minibar empty and bottles all over the room. I’d smashed it. I had sex with this girl and it was nothing and I think she could see the pain in my face. I was completely lost. The alcohol wasn’t working for me any more and nor was the sex. Nothing was. I was lost. It was four days of chaos and mayhem.


I got a cab back to a mate’s pub in the East End, then went on to my local in Essex for lunch. It wasn’t really lunch. I got smashed again. The more I was drinking, the less drunk I was getting.


At 5pm that Friday, I am sitting there with a pint of Guinness. I used to put brandy in it. I couldn’t drink spirits straight. Same as Scotch – I would spew it straight up. But the spirits worked quicker. Jack the barman came up to me and said: ‘You all right, Tone?’ I said: ‘No, I’m not, Jack,’ and started to cry.


It felt like my moment of clarity. Something inside me said, ‘You are fucked. You are beat.’ It was my moment of surrender. Big men don’t cry, do they? But I was in floods and floods of tears. Jack said: ‘Have another one, Tone.’ I said: ‘I can’t drink any more.’ Enough was enough.


And then my journey began.


How did I get to that place? It was the 16th of August, 1996. I was 29. I had plenty of issues that had made me pick up the drink and go to the pub in the first place. I had to go back and look at the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous and go through a hell of a lot of therapy to find out what made me tick. And I have done.


I can place it back in my childhood. I was a shy, insecure little boy frightened of everything. Football was my first love, my first escape, my first addiction. That was the thing that I ran to if I had a problem.


I had the worst attendance at my school. I am not proud of that. I just couldn’t handle a classroom. There was too much fear. I used to get panic attacks. I remember once when the book was going round and you had to read. I was 13 or 14. I thought, ‘Oh fucking hell, it’s coming to me,’ and I am shitting myself. When I read it, because I was in such a state, I said ‘wheally’ instead of ‘really’. After that, I was known as ‘the wheally kid’ and everybody was taking the piss out of me in the playground.


I just put on a brave face and said, ‘I’ll go and play football.’ I was so self-conscious and sensitive to these comments. It went to the bone. It really did hurt. I put the mask on as Tony the footballer.


My old English teacher, Mr Beech, used to say: ‘Oh, Adams is here. It must be a football day.’ I would only go in when it was football. My parents were confused, and pulling their hair out, looking back, at this young man who just wanted to play football, making out he was ill some mornings, then getting up at 10 or 11 and going over the park.


This boy was very scared. I had to take my O levels and I had lived in fear through my teenage years of having to take these exams in my last year at school. It absolutely terrified me since the age of 11. I ran away. Luckily – or maybe it might not have been luckily if I had been able to face these things and grow, but I didn’t know anything about it at that age – I had been picked for England Under-16 and there was a tour to Hungary at the same time as the exams. There was no choice. I was gone.


Mr Dury, my headmaster, was a West Ham fan and he was pulling his hair out as well. He didn’t know what was going on. Funny, I met another old teacher of mine not long ago, Mr Allington, the head of year. We used to laugh about him being a West Ham fan and me signing for Arsenal.


One more illustration of how uncomfortable I was at that age – girls. I had this phantom girlfriend in my head. It was a lot safer. I didn’t have to talk to them. I called her Juicy Lucy. One day, I was trying to do a hundred headers in a row outside my house and two girls walked past. One of them said: ‘Katharine wants to go out with you.’


Oh shit. I put the ball down and I walked round the block with Katharine. She kissed me and then said she didn’t want to go out with me any more. Oh no, what have I done? Did I do something wrong? I got the ball, put it on my head and did the hundred and I escaped back into football. I didn’t have to face that any more.


That was the pattern throughout my life. I got lucky with football. I became successful and it was enough. I joined Arsenal at 16. I had my first experience with alcohol at 17. I broke my fifth metatarsal and drank when I was out injured. It healed and I got playing again and, from then on, my football career and my alcohol career went hand in hand.


I was first getting smashed Saturdays after games, then Saturdays and Sunday lunchtimes. I would find little pubs and working men’s clubs that would open on Sunday afternoons. Then it became a nightclub in Islington on a Sunday night.


For six or seven years, I was really struggling to maintain midweek games. I could make it on Saturdays, but then to go again a few days later was becoming difficult. In all the summers when I didn’t have football, I was smashed. Ibiza one year, Majorca the next. Canary Islands, Torremolinos. I was off the planet. There were blackouts, fears, paranoia, things coming out of cupboards. A lot of pissing myself. Women. Sometimes I would gamble – horses, greyhounds, anything.


Gradually this illness was taking me over. And it is a progressive illness. It always gets worse, never better, if you continue to drink. It was taking my football career away. From 1994 and ’95 to reaching my rock bottom in ’96, it was becoming very difficult to play football to a high level. I had a certain amount of talent and I could disguise it and thought I was doing OK, but there were periods where I couldn’t control it, where I missed the timing. I remember three games I played pissed.


One was against Swindon Town and the manager pulled me off and we made out I was ill. One at Everton I hadn’t timed it right. I thought, ‘Let’s have another drink’ and I had one the day of the game but I came off knowing I hadn’t done well. I wasn’t well. The other one at Sheffield United was hard work physically. It really was.


Still, at that time I could justify it as we were still winning, and comfortably against Swindon. Against Sheffield United, I was man of the match and got awarded some cutlery. That was confusing to me.


These were tough days. The game that I loved and which gave me everything was no longer my first thought. I was spending a lot of time in pubs and clubs, so what did I do? I married a barmaid.


I met her during a blackout and was told I went back the week after and saw her again. I couldn’t remember the previous week. I had sex with her the week after. I brought two children into the world with her. Her drug of choice was coke, but I didn’t know that at the time. Using addicts attract other addicts. I was too busy getting smashed anyway to worry too much about her problem at the start.


The arrangement worked for both of us. It propped me up. Then when I did come to realise her addiction, I could say, ‘You’re the druggie. I’ll never be a druggie like you. At least I’m not a cokehead.’ It justified my drinking behaviour. She went on from coke to crack so I sent her to a treatment centre because she needed help. I drove her down one Saturday morning to Clouds in Wiltshire and basically threw her in there.


Two counsellors then sat down with me, not with her there, and said, ‘How are you, Mr Adams?’ They asked me about my behaviour in the relationship. I went, ‘Hold on. I don’t get this.’ One part of me was scared and wanting to cry and the ego side of me was, ‘Hang on. I am Arsenal and England captain. Why are you fucking questioning me?’ I really wanted to say, ‘Help . . .’


I got back in the car and ran for home. That was January ’96 and it coincided with my cartilage coming out. I couldn’t get my football and I couldn’t blame my wife any more. My life circumstances changed and, for the first time in 11 and a half years of drinking and using it to suppress my feelings, I didn’t want to drink and I was still getting pissed. It frightened the life out of me.


I didn’t want to do this but I had no tools to do anything different. I was sitting in the hospital after a knee operation and my situation and my fears hit me hard. So I had a drink. It was a private hospital and I ordered two bottles of Chablis. I’d also had a pethidine shot up my arse and I was on the roof.


But everything that goes up has to come down.


My wife was away in treatment and I thought, ‘I can’t do this any more.’ I passed out one day at home, with the kids there. I had a stepdaughter aged 11, a son aged four and a little girl aged 18 months. The stepdaughter had the presence of mind to phone my mother-in-law and she came round. She called me a drunken bastard. She took the kids and part of me said, ‘Hallelujah. Party time.’ Another part said, ‘Shit. What’s happened?’


I had pissed on my sofas, my beds. The house was a complete khazi. I didn’t want to drink but I was still getting drunk. I managed to stop for a few days here and there in the February and March. Four days, five days. I got to three weeks on willpower. Then I got pissed again. I thought I was Superman but I couldn’t beat this. I had no mental defence against a drink. That progression of the illness again.


April came and my knee was OK. I had used football to suppress feelings and deal with things and so I threw myself into it. England had a big tournament, Euro 96, and I concentrated on getting fit.


Before the tournament, we went to Hong Kong and we were in a hotel. The lads went on the piss to a bar and there was that incident with the dentist’s chair. The pictures went round the world. I knew if I went with them I would be on the piss and gone. The tournament would be gone for me.


That night, I locked myself in my room and couldn’t wait for training the next day. I was shaking with the fear of whether I would take a drink. It was a massive hotel. I was there on tour with Arsenal the previous year, and I went out to bars with a couple of the lads and got involved in an incident that involved the police, some of the locals and all sorts of shit.


Some of the boys were wondering, ‘Where’s Tony? He’s the lad . . .’ I said to two guys, Robbie Fowler and Steve McManaman, ‘When we win the tournament, I’ll go out and get pissed again, I’ll be the first to the bar, but I am going to focus in for now.’ It was my excuse to get them out of the way. I wanted to play the games.


Soon as that last game against Germany was over, I had no mental defence against a drink again. Nothing to keep me sober. After Gareth Southgate’s penalty miss, I went down the tunnel and had a drink in the dressing room. It felt fantastic, I have to admit. In the next seven weeks, I did everything – pissed myself, shit myself, hallucinating, things coming out of the cupboards. I was up and down and sideways.


All the 12 years of drinking came out in those seven weeks. I slept with people I didn’t want to sleep with. It was just shit. During those 12 years, I had gone to prison for drink-driving, had 29 stitches in my head after falling down steps drunk, been in intensive care. That’s where alcohol took me.


That Friday in August in my local in Essex at 5pm was my rock bottom. That’s when it all started. I threw in the towel. I was beaten. I gave in and asked for help. I got some fish and chips, ate them in bed and stayed there over that weekend, detoxing. It wasn’t really a safe one. I was shaking badly. I got up on the Monday and got a cab into work at the Arsenal training ground at London Colney.


I went in to see if I still had a job. Paul Merson was there and I had ignored him before. He was clean and sober for 18 months and wasn’t part of the groovy gang. Now he’s well and it was weird. He looked at me and I looked at him with like, ‘Help’, in my eyes. He said some funny things about getting sober then said there was an AA meeting in St Albans the next week.


I went to one before that, at Dawes Road in Fulham. We had a guy in the club who was in Gamblers Anonymous and was helping Paul. He told me about this meeting in Dawes Road. I was sitting outside in my car and shitting myself, wondering whether to go in or not. I was frozen. I wanted something and didn’t know how to stay sober.


I went through the door and it was a meeting about Step Nine of the AA programme, about making amends to people. I heard stuff that made sense to me. I heard me. I heard somebody share about football, about the old phrase ‘win or lose, on the booze’. Still, I wasn’t sure if this whole thing was for me or not and I needed more meetings to find out.


But I felt all right that night and I didn’t have an alternative. I didn’t know where else to go. The next week, I went to a lunchtime meeting in St Albans with Paul after training and loved it. I opened my mouth and just said my first name and a few sentences about my drinking and why I was there. I had made a start. Then I got to another meeting soon after and loved it and just got on with it.


Therapy was also important to me and I had been going to see a man called James West on a recommendation. I thought at first I was going to see him about my wife’s problems, not about me. To understand her. It was those one-to-one sessions that took me into the AA rooms. And those one-to-one sessions are still a part of my life today. At first, I went to see James on a Monday and was pissed by the weekend. I said maybe I needed to see him on the Thursday as well. James said: ‘I think I’d better move in with you.’


I’ll never forget what I told him, and he reminds me of it to this day: ‘I know how to get drunk and how to play football but I don’t know who I am.’


I kept going to AA meetings and kept going. They suggest 90 in 90 days when you start out and I probably went to more. My knee had suffered during the European Championships and needed a clear-out and I had another op, so I had time off work to throw myself into AA and into therapy. Into changing. Because I knew that if I didn’t get some tools, something was going to take Tony down the pub again. I needed something to deal with all this stuff.


The AA rooms and the therapy and the books about recovery and the friends I made gave me the tools I needed to stay off drink. That and all the things I heard, like ‘stick with the winners’, those people who had proved how to stay sober. I jumped in and changed. I dropped pals that I had only drink in common with.


My wife had gone by now. She came out of treatment earlier in the year when I was still drinking and said, ‘I don’t want to be with you any more. You are a drunk. Get out.’ The rejection fuelled my drinking at the time. I can see now why she didn’t want me but, at the time, my pride ate at me. How dare she?


Self-loathing was getting to me: ‘You don’t deserve this woman,’ it told me. But there was also my ego – she’s mine. My life was built then on competition. Win, lose. So I tried to win her back. I wrote letters but it never felt good.


I moved home and was sober three weeks, going to meetings and working the AA programme, and then she told me she had met someone else. That went to my heart. At the time, I couldn’t play football and now I can’t get drunk either. Drink doesn’t work any more. I thought, ‘I’ve just got to deal with this,’ but it was dark, it was winter now. Sometimes I would be over the house we had lived in and see the curtain closing and thinking, ‘He’s up there with her.’


Listen, guys, I know I didn’t want her back but it killed me. The green-eyed monster of jealousy took me over. Along with the red mist. I wanted to go in and punch him. I drove over Putney Bridge and went to an AA meeting in Wimbledon where I shared it.


I was told to pray for them. What, pray for my wife who’s rejected me and the bloke who was sleeping with her? In a house that I was paying for? But I did and I got through that day without a drink. And I grew another day. Gradually the feelings passed.


That’s been my story. Any situation that’s arisen since, today I don’t have to drink. That’s fucking amazing. What happened in my life with alcohol makes me feel sad but also grateful that I found a way out of it. I have so many tools for coping today.


I’ve had both parents die since I’ve been in recovery and not had a drink. I’ve got married again. I’ve had three more children with a beautiful new wife and I can do a job now. I’ve had highs and lows in and out of football, given up playing and gone into coaching and management. Not had a drink through any of it. My self-esteem has come back and I am all right.


For years and years I used to think I was a piece of shit and not worthy of good things. Fear affirmed everything. Now I know that fear stands for ‘face everything and recover’, but not then. I thought I had AIDS. I thought I was going to die. I thought about suicide but I was too scared to kill myself. I was too afraid of dying. I was in that no-man’s land.


I still go to AA meetings and I am in therapy. The simple slogans still work for me: one day at a time, first things first, live and let live, keep it simple, easy does it. Having a good share-up like today with fellow addicts and alcoholics helps keep me sober. Hearing back about their stories and getting their wisdom and insight. There’s a saying: mad, sad or glad – share it.


I can forget as time goes on and think, ‘Was it really that bad?’ Yes, it was. ‘Did I really do that, piss myself, behave like that?’ Yes, I did. But there is a way out and you guys are in the right place. We can forge new lives. I have such a fantastic life today. Today is a wonderful day. Thank you for listening.’
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A New Player




If we are painstaking about this phase of our development, we will be amazed before we are halfway through. We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness.


ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS, page 83




Distance lends enchantment to the view, they say. As I look back now on my playing career, from the vantage point of 20 years of not having taken one drink of alcohol one day at a time over that period, it clearly falls into two categories for me: the drinking years and the sober years.


I will always be proud of what I and Arsenal – and to a sadly lesser extent England – achieved during the period from making my debut at Highbury less than a month after my 17th birthday in November 1983 through to my retirement in 2002. The bare statistics tell of leading the club to 10 trophies, 13 if the Community Shield is included, with four league titles across three decades, making 669 appearances and scoring 48 goals. On top came 66 international caps, with five goals.


I am less proud, however, of some of the scrapes I got into and the way I treated some people during that time, not least myself, when I look back. And I never want to forget them. Part of the reason I keep going to AA meetings these days is to remind myself of what it was like and so avoid complacency.


But if the past is a foreign country, as LP Hartley said, to me it now seems one on the other side of the world. Crashing my car and serving 58 days of a four-month sentence in Chelmsford Prison over Christmas and New Year 1990/91 for drink-driving, for example, now seems such a minute period of my life. I have long since dealt with all the pain and shame of the old days and ways, and no longer live like that. After my retirement came coaching and management at home and abroad, and I believe I am a very different being to the snarling defender of my early days, though retaining the drive and determination.


The times were as they were. Back in the 1980s, and even through the early years of the Premier League in the 1990s, drinking was part of the culture of the game. I drank and I played football. It may be hard to picture now, with the intensity of the modern game, but I was not alone and it made it easier to hide, and justify, my behaviour. Most players could stop, or it didn’t affect their lives. I crossed a line and couldn’t get back.


In 1987, after winning my first trophy with Arsenal, the Littlewoods Cup, I went on a bender and lost my club jacket. In 1989, after winning the First Division with that amazing 2-0 victory over Liverpool at Anfield, I went on a bender and lost my dignity. That night, I stayed at my colleague Paul Merson’s house and wet the bed. It might have been acceptable if it was just the once, but it happened too often.


With England too. The death of Graham Taylor in January 2017 reminded me of the time in the early nineties when, as England manager, he urged me to sort myself out after I had knocked down a bedroom door in my drunken state, at the team hotel at Burnham Beeches in Buckinghamshire. I wasn’t ready for his advice at the time, though I would remember it.


Graham was a lovely, intelligent man, a gentleman, and he gave me a lot of confidence by saying that he was going to make me his number one choice as centre half after Euro 92, for which he had not picked me. We had something in common too: sections of the media branded me a donkey in my early playing career and some fans threw carrots at me during games. Graham was portrayed as a turnip in the Sun. Who would have thought that root vegetables could hurt so much?


To top all those episodes, my jail sentence came when Arsenal won the title again, in 1990/91, but could perhaps have gone unbeaten. We lost one match, however, at Chelsea, when I was inside and we ended up with David Hillier alongside Andy Linighan in defence. Who knows what might have been? What I do know is that when Arsenal’s team of 2003/04 did become the Invincibles, they had their captain Patrick Vieira with them all season.


The FA and League Cup double of 1992/93 was another cause for celebration, naturally, but while others went home to their families after any parties, mine would just go on. And on . . . I was drunk after winning the European Cup Winners’ Cup by beating Parma in Copenhagen in 1994, drunk after losing to Real Zaragoza in the final in Paris the following year. It was the drabness of life that followed the highs that got me. The booze calmed and changed me. It dulled any pain I was feeling in my private life, gave me respite. If I could have bottled that feeling, I would have been OK. But I couldn’t.


Some of the incidents off the field were frightening, looking back, like crashing the car into the front wall of a house in the Southend suburbs and going to jail, or falling down the concrete steps of a nightclub and needing 29 stitches in my brow. Some of them were funny, but only really because I survived them. A club tour to Hong Kong in 1995 embraced both the laughable and the dangerous.


One night, I was out with all the guys and, playing the big shot when I’d had a few, I went behind the bar and took over the DJ’s role for a while. Then, when I left, I jumped into a taxi – except there was already a young woman in there. It terrified the poor girl. After getting out, I somehow found my way back to the hotel – and it is amazing how drunks have a homing-pigeon instinct for returning to base – where I passed out in my room. In the morning, Ray Parlour knocked on my door. When he came in, he wondered if I’d felt hungry during the night, and I suddenly noticed a trolley-load of untouched sandwiches that I must have ordered in blackout.


Dear Ray. He has made a living out of telling drinking stories about me and him, so I have little hesitation in telling one that has him at the centre. It’s not the one about us being drunk in a pizza restaurant – and our old manager George Graham disciplining him but not me as I was more of a first-team fixture at the time. Nor is it a tale about Ray writing off a car owned by the Arsenal scout Steve Rowley when he was just 16, that after having persuaded Steve to buy it off his brother, who was a car dealer. No, it comes from another night out on that same tour of Hong Kong.


As I left a bar in the notorious Wan Chai district with Ray, I noticed a row occurring on the other side of the street. I could see it involved our striker Chris Kiwomya. Chris had apparently got talking to a girl and it all kicked off, with her boyfriend taking offence. I went over to try to sort it out, as Ray walked on. As it calmed down, I turned to look back across the street where a local was coming at Ray and I could see the guy was carrying a machete. Undeterred, Ray decked the bloke, who was a taxi driver who had taken exception to Ray apparently lobbing prawn crackers into his cab. I dragged Ray away and we began to hurry off, only for the police to appear at the end of the road. I turned into a side street but Ray got picked up, as did Chris, who had begun fighting again with the girl’s boyfriend.


Drunk again, but beginning to realise the seriousness of the situation after I got back to the hotel, I went and knocked on the Arsenal chairman Peter Hill-Wood’s door. He stood there in his dressing gown and slippers. He was smoking a big cigar. I told him about the trouble and that Ray and Chris had been arrested.


‘Don’t worry, Tony,’ he said. ‘I know a good barrister out here. He’ll sort it out.’


And it was sorted out. Chris got off and although Ray was fined HK$4,000 (around £300 at the time), he was lucky to avoid a jail sentence, the barrister apologising to the people of Hong Kong on Ray’s behalf. Arsenal were not about to let Ray escape that easily, however, and he was presented with a bill for the lawyer, which came to £12,000. He was on £600 a week back then and it took him several seasons to pay it off. I remember that Stewart Houston was the caretaker manager at the time and it was probably one reason why he didn’t get the job full time.


That all happened the year before I got sober and the year before I returned to Hong Kong with England ahead of Euro 96. The memory played a big part in me shutting myself in my 15th-floor hotel room and declining the chance to take part in all that dentist’s chair stuff with Paul Gascoigne, Teddy Sheringham and the rest, as I knew if I did, I might well jeopardise being able to play in the tournament.


As it was, I gritted my teeth – white-knuckling it, they call it in AA – and stayed off the drink during that tournament, playing some of my best football, as Terry Venables’ captain. That came between more of the injuries I was sustaining, as we reached the semi-finals only to go out on penalties to Germany. Cue that seven-week bender. Guinness was always my favourite, about four pints an hour when in flow, but anything would do; lager, even the spirits I hated but which worked fast. I would pour them into the beer to dilute the taste.


When I did hit my rock bottom in my local in Essex that day in August 1996, it had all become too hard, overwhelming in fact, physically and emotionally. The more money I earned, the quicker my drinking and the illness of alcoholism had accelerated. And football had become irrelevant to me. For a man who loved the game, felt free on the pitch, that was desperately sad.


I guess for a footballer being destroyed by alcohol, I wasn’t that bad a player. I did have some talent and also a great squad around me. ‘Your mother and father made you a fighter,’ George Graham’s successor, Arsène Wenger – the two of them huge figures in my life and career – said to me early on, after he took over in October 1996.


It was true. I had some great assets that I could use in my recovery from my addiction. For a long time, I thought it was the booze that was making me durable, keeping me strong. But in the end it was tearing me apart. What I thought was my medicine became my poison.


I’ve heard it said that many creative people and celebrities believe that if they give up drink and drugs, or whatever their flavour of addiction or damaging behaviour, they will lose their mojo, what makes them what they are. In football, the example always cited was my dear old friend Gazza. Try to change Paul Gascoigne, the argument went, and he wouldn’t be the player he was. I’ve never subscribed to that line of thinking and my encounters with celebrated, creative people show that their work – not to mention their lives – gets better and takes on a new level of quality when they get sober.


I can only really speak for myself, though, and say that when I quit drinking, I became a better footballer for the six years of my career that it would prove I had left in me. I was calmer, smarter, and even more successful. I felt free, played free, as Arsenal’s captain and Arsène Wenger’s field marshal.


I never really worried about not being as good as before. I knew I had the ability, and I knew I had not done full justice to that ability previously. It had been exhausting trying to combine top-level football for club and country while an active alcoholic and keeping up a chaotic lifestyle.


It was Neil Ruddock, the Liverpool and England centre back, who has had his own struggles with drink, who said to me: ‘Tony, you were a good player when you were drinking. When you gave up, you were a great player.’


The comedian Jack Whitehall would also sum it up when I appeared years later with him on the Sky panel show, A League of Their Own: ‘You are,’ he said, ‘the donkey who became a champion racehorse.’ Not that I personally thought I was a donkey, of course.


What I did lose was that need in me to laugh and joke and entertain everybody. In the old days, I had been the social secretary, the old leader of the Tuesday Club for the drinkers in the team, but I no longer felt I had to be that person who needed people to like him all the time. We all want to be liked but now I felt more that I preferred to be respected.


I guess the Tuesday Club disbanded with the arrival of Arsène. If it did continue, I certainly wasn’t invited and wouldn’t have wanted to be. Over the coming years, although I would always feel close to them on the pitch, I would slip away from many of my colleagues who still liked a drink – and that was fine; they lived their lives whichever way they chose. I think some of the guys were probably relieved that the Tuesday Club did end, actually. I dragged Ray Parlour round all sorts of drinking places and it probably contributed to his expensive divorce.


My team-mates were always respectful towards me and never took the mickey out of me or, to my knowledge, told jokes about me. I appreciated that. My closer friendship with Lee Dixon in my last years was evidence that you see people in different lights and are drawn to different people when you get sober. Lee is a thoughtful man with an open mind, interested in people and behaviours – interested in life.


Others? I travelled to the odd away game with Dennis Bergkamp on the train because we shared a fear of flying but never really got close to him. Towards the end of my time, the game would change – as I did – with more and more overseas players coming into the Arsenal squad, and they tended to stick together by nationality: Dennis and Marc Overmars, Patrick Vieira and Thierry Henry. It was understandable. I guess it’s the same with Brits abroad.


There was also the age thing, with the younger ones obviously not sharing the same conversation topics and interests as a back four who were well into their thirties. Plus the language barrier. The Brazilian Edu was a good player and a lovely guy, but his English wasn’t great and my Portuguese non-existent. It is true that you don’t have to be close to your team-mates as long as you respect them and appreciate them on the pitch.


Acceptance of a changing dynamic within the group, both on their part and mine, probably stemmed from the day when I sat them down in the dressing room after training soon after quitting drinking and acknowledged my alcoholism to them. They all heard me out in silence, broken at the end by Ian Wright apparently saying: ‘You’ve got some bottle, Tone.’ I say apparently because it was reported and I can’t say I remember it, so bound up in my own zone was I at that moment. Ian would later say that the group was grateful to have back the captain they had been lacking for a while, and I too would soon feel like I was back.


This respect and new way of life was open to Gazza too, another alcoholic who had this desire to please people, and to his own detriment. I may have been a defender and him a more creative player, but it still boiled down to realising potential and making the best of your God-given talent. I look back and remain convinced that Gazza would have gone on to even greater things, made better decisions in his life and career, if only he could have stayed stopped after one of those many times when he quit drinking for a while. But it was not to be. His path was not my path.


I did have ups and downs as I learned to deal with my emotions – getting sent off twice, at Derby and Newcastle – and I was still finding my way off the field as I learned to settle down in my new life. I had found out that life is unmanageable with drink. Now I was discovering that, without it, it can take a while still for it to be manageable.


Less than a year after getting sober, for example, I decided to take the kids to St Lucia on holiday. I probably felt guilty at having not been a proper dad during the last days of my drinking and thought I should take them on a grand, expensive trip. Due to an electrical storm, the plane was diverted to Antigua, however, and we had to wait in the airport there for seven hours. I was not a great flyer and my anxiety levels rose.


Even with a nanny along to help me – by now I was separated from my then wife, Jane, who had decided she didn’t want to be with me any more and was then in her own early recovery from cocaine addiction – I was going spare looking after my three children, Clare, Oliver and Amber, who were then 12, five and two. They were active kids and other passengers were getting annoyed. I glugged Coca-Cola from a machine. The only place open was a bar – and so I went over there and bought a packet of cigarettes. I had never smoked before, nor would I after, but I had that addict’s desire to change the way I felt when anxious that seems so intense in early recovery, although I was desperate too not to give up my hard-won sobriety by drinking alcohol.


I smoked four of the cigarettes before deciding I’d had enough. I then took the kids out on to a patch of tarmac in the pouring rain and did something I knew how to do: played football with them – using an empty can of Coke. They got tired, the episode passed and I learned more about staying off drink during stressful moments. And about being practical. The following year I took them to Portugal – along with my mum and dad for help. Such common sense didn’t mean, however, that I couldn’t still behave insanely even without the stuff.


At that time, I had two cars, including a nice new Jaguar that had caught my eye, three homes and a boat. There was the old family home in Essex and a new one I bought in Putney, southwest London, to be near to Clare, Ollie and Amber, who were all living in Fulham with Jane. Then there was a flat in Hampstead, which I rented to look cool, thinking it might even impress Jane enough to come back to me. It cost me £27,000 for six months and I never spent one night there.


On top of that was the boat, a speedboat, which I’d noticed in a showroom in Finchley, north London, one day when I decided to drive home from our London Colney training ground through the city rather than round the M25. I thought that it might be fun for the kids, for when we went to stay at my caravan on Mersea Island in Essex.


I picked it up on a trailer one day and decided to take it down to the Thames at Putney Bridge, where I had seen people launching boats by the slipway of a rowing club. I backed the Jag and the trailer on to the slipway and uncoupled it, jumping on as it began to float into the river. As I did so, people asked me if I needed any help.


AA had taught me to ask for help but in those early days my pride was still prevailing. ‘No, I’m fine,’ I lied.


Pretty soon, as I looked back towards the bank, I realised I had left the front door of the car open. It was too late. The current was now taking me upstream. I vainly tried to start the engine. I knew nothing about boats. All I got was a puff of smoke. I had never taken the trouble to find out that an engine needed to be run in before the boat went into the water.


Soon I was being carried past Fulham Football Club, rowers now asking me if I was OK. Of course I was. I daren’t tell them I was getting a bit worried. Fortunately, some reeds in the shallows near Kew intervened and the boat came to rest. There I waited for four hours until the tide turned. There was one paddle in the boat and, with the tide in my favour, I finally managed to get the boat back to Putney Bridge in another couple of hours.


The good news was that the Jag was still there, despite me having left a door open. The bad news was that the water had risen from the river and flooded the car. Finally, lesson learned, I was forced to ask for help and some people kindly helped me load the boat back on to the trailer and get it and the car somewhere out of the way.


It didn’t quite end there. I still needed to learn a further lesson or two. Trying to be the doting dad, I took the kids down to Mersea with the boat and slowly drove car and trailer carrying the thing on to a beach there, with Clare, Oliver and Amber all excited sitting in the boat. The idea was that I would push it gently off the trailer into the sea. The reality was that the car stuck in the sand and I couldn’t budge it. Thankfully, all this was observed by a local farmer and I started waving to him for help. He brought down his tractor and dragged the car out of the soft sand. He was pretty angry with me, as well.


‘What the bloody hell were you thinking?’ he asked. ‘You should be using a slipway. And haven’t you seen the weather forecast? There’s hailstones and high waves coming in. You might have killed yourself out there.’ In fact, it was a good job I hadn’t used the slipway and instead got stuck in the sand. If I had gone to sea, I might have endangered the kids.


There is a passage in the Big Book of AA that says something about God doing for us what we could not do for ourselves . . .


Gradually, I decluttered my life, getting rid of the Hampstead flat and selling the old Essex house. Along with the boat and a second car. And as life became simpler, so football became easier. Sobriety also quickly gave me back the competitive edge that was in danger of dissipating in drink. I was so glad and grateful. I desperately wanted to make up for lost time and win things. And I did.


It helped that Arsène was creating a new approach at the club that was right for a new me. ‘Just go and play,’ was his instruction. He was fortunate that he had inherited George Graham’s back four – Lee Dixon, myself, Steve Bould (with Martin Keown as back-up at centre back) and Nigel Winterburn – just as George Graham had been lucky to inherit a clutch of players from the youth team, such as me, Paul Merson and David Rocastle, who would go on to be full internationals. Meanwhile, we were fortunate that Arsène helped prolong our careers. It was a good deal all round, with Arsenal the winner.


We were, admittedly, sceptical at first of this professorial figure we nicknamed Windows on account of the spectacles he wore, but we soon bought into his then innovative methods as we recognised that they could extend our playing days.


Much has been made of his dietary regime, but we were already eating well and I recall our midfield player Paul Davis bringing in a book on nutrition back in 1986. What Arsène did introduce was the ‘layering’ of food – eating the chicken first then the pasta, in the belief that protein followed by carbohydrate, as opposed to being consumed together, released energy more slowly and therefore was better for a player’s constitution. One thing he couldn’t change, though, was my treat of fish and chips on a Friday night. It held comforting memories for me of eating the good old English dish the night I quit drinking . . .


Arsène was also big on ensuring that players’ bodies were in good condition externally too, and he brought in a man called Philippe Boixel, an osteopath with amazing healing hands who would massage feet, legs and backs. He even realigned my jaw as he thought it was affecting my posture and causing ankle injuries.


Philippe also had a unique method of dealing with some back pain I was suffering. On telling him that my tailbone hurt, he put on some rubber gloves, inserted a finger up my anus and promptly massaged my prostate. I was in agony – the lads outside the room having a good laugh at my expense – but when I left that room I was pain free.


Then there was nutritionist Dr Yann Rougier, who would oversee supplements such as creatine and vitamin B12 and whom Glenn Hoddle, having taken over as England manager from Terry Venables after Euro 96, would also use before the 1998 World Cup in France. Arsène’s other little trick was to provide us with sugar lumps and caffeine tablets as energy boosts at half-time in matches. The sugar was even coated in alcohol, though naturally I had mine without. Otherwise, Arsène was not in favour of the peaks and troughs that sugar could bring and did not want players to use it.


Arsène was certainly the best physiologist I have ever encountered and was a man open to ideas and dialogue with you. All of that, combined with the talent of the existing players and ones he recruited, made Arsenal a renewed force over the rest of my career.


That first full season after I got sober, in 1997/98 – which was also Arsène’s first full campaign – brought another celebrated Arsenal league and cup double, the FA Cup secured with a comfortable 2-0 win over Newcastle United in the final. We had a very fine blend of players, from the solidity of that defence, through a midfield that now had Manu Petit arriving to partner Patrick Vieira, and Nicolas Anelka and Dennis Bergkamp magnificent up front. Chistopher Wreh also weighed in with some important goals and performances.


I got over an ankle injury to lead the side in the final home league match, a goal of mine when I half-volleyed home from Steve Bould’s through-ball against Everton to seal a 4-0 win being a memorable personal highlight. My final pose of arms outstretched in a moment of pleasure and serenity would form the image used when the club decided to put up a statue of me outside the Emirates Stadium nearly 14 years later.


It’s a goal and moment I’m still asked about . . .


When I was a young player at Arsenal, Kenny Sansom would often make a run from left back and demand the ball with a shout of, ‘Stick me in. I’m gone.’ I always had it in my mind that I would like to do that one day. The time arrived at last. ‘Stick me in. I’m gone,’ I shouted to Steve Bould. He did and I was.


The moment was all the more magical because it came via my weaker left foot, on which I had worked hard since the age of 10 or 11. That aftermath of the goal embraced bliss and a oneness with myself that verged on the spiritual.


‘That sums it up,’ the Sky commentator Martin Tyler said in his commentary on the day, and indeed it did.


Afterwards, I had to be a little careful not to get too close to the champagne celebrations, as would happen more times over the next few years. I did get sprayed a little but while I was a bit uncomfortable, I wasn’t going to let it bother me. Nor did I want others not to enjoy the moment. I’ve always wondered about Formula One drivers spraying the bubbly about after a Grand Prix and ask myself what message that sends out about drink-driving.


The euphoria of that title-winning day was up there with that moment not long after quitting drinking, and the physical obsession to drink had been taken from me, when I came to believe that there was a Higher Power in my life – some people choose to call it God – as outlined in the AA programme. It felt like a force looking out for me and which could help me enjoy a sober life. It meant I need never feel alone and while on bad days I may not have been able to recognise it, it was always there. On my good days, its presence is obvious to me.


I am sure it was watching over me that day when I was stressed with my kids in the Caribbean, even if I was preoccupied and anxious. And it would mean in the future that I could tap into it in tough times. Thinking it through, too, why would I take again the very drug that had been destroying my life? Why, if you’ve been burned by fireworks, would you go near them again?


Mostly, my life was a series of enjoyable moments in early recovery. I can remember, for example, feeling an overwhelming sense of gratitude and peace in the October of 1997 when in Rome with England. It came the day before the game when I was at the team hotel reading M. Scott Peck’s self-help book The Road Less Traveled and just had this sense that all was, and would be, well. I went on to have one of my better games for my country as we drew 0-0 with Italy in that backs-to-the-wall game where Paul Ince finished with his bloodied head bandaged.


The result meant that I finally went to a World Cup with England – and we could and should have gone beyond that France 98 last-16 match against Argentina when we drew 2-2 but lost on penalties. We had a young and exciting Michael Owen coming through – though the defender in me always thought the Argentine defender allowed himself to get a bit square on as Michael raced past him to score that wonderful goal, running from almost the halfway line.


David Beckham’s red card for the lightest of retaliations towards Diego Simeone was a turning-point moment, but he was unfortunate and did not deserve the vilification that came his way. It showed the immense character that he has that he went on to achieve so much in the game. That day, as I consoled him in the dressing room afterwards, I knew he would be a big part of England’s future.


Perhaps things would have been different had we had a fit and firing Paul Gascoigne, as he had been at Euro 96, but before the tournament came that notorious episode at the Spanish training camp in La Manga when Glenn left Gazza out of the squad.


I, along with Paul Merson, who was then also not drinking, had tried to get Paul sober enough – by talking to him, filling him with coffee, getting him in the swimming pool – to enable Glenn to pick him, but we were powerless and in retrospect I feel that both England and I, in my last World Cup, were cheated. France would go on to win the tournament they hosted, with Zinedine Zidane pulling the strings for them. Gazza could have been our Zidane. I personally may have been sober but the reach of alcoholism was still besetting English football.


Was I angry with Gazza? More sad for him, really, knowing all about the addiction we share. He has always been a dilemma – how much do you help him, how much do you let him go? Too many have kept him stuck in his illness by enabling his drinking and behaviour, but the anxiety is always what might happen to him if you let his illness play itself out. In the end, you are powerless until somebody decides they truly want help.


The next year – 1998/99 – Arsenal should, in my opinion, have gone on to do a treble, such was the quality of the squad we had then. That group was almost as good as my favourite one of all, that ’91 team of just one league defeat.


In fact, I remember saying to Sir Alex Ferguson in 1999 that it should have been us, rather than his Manchester United, winning the league (in which we were runners-up to them by a point), the FA Cup (in which we lost to them in an epic semifinal) and the Champions League, in which we somehow managed to finish behind Dynamo Kiev and Lens in our group.


Sir Alex’s response? ‘Aye, well,’ he said. ‘We should have done the double in ’98.’


He once, incidentally, called me a Manchester United player in an Arsenal shirt. My response: Sir Alex was an Arsenal manager in charge of Manchester United. Twice he tried to sign me, and both times I considered it but turned him down because I was Arsenal through and through.


The first was in ’91 after we had won the title. It was at an England get-together and Bryan Robson, then United’s captain, spoke to me about it, perhaps having been asked by Sir Alex to have a quiet word in my ear. Tapping up? Yes, of course, and anyone who doesn’t think it goes on in the game informally all the time is being naive. George Graham even once got me to have a quiet word with David Seaman, then at Queens Park Rangers, at an England get-together and David ended up joining us.


At the time, the wages weren’t going to be much better, as they were pretty much on a par at all the big clubs in that era, just before the Premier League started. And, anyway, I was stuck in my drinking and the London life with my mates and family around me. I wouldn’t have had the tools to cope up in Manchester on my own.


The second United approach came in ’96, in the autumn just five weeks after I had stopped drinking and in that period of uncertainty when Arsène was taking over from the sacked Bruce Rioch. I did entertain the idea, I have to admit, given my reservations about a new manager, a Frenchman as well, who knew nothing about English football. I had lost the boss I so respected, George Graham, a year earlier. I was questioning the club’s ambition. We hadn’t won the league since 1991 after all.


I guess Sir Alex might also have wanted me because, as well as feeling he might be strengthening United, he might be weakening Arsenal. The two clubs would become great rivals over the next few years, but then we had many other rivalries – including, of course, our north London neighbours Tottenham, and they were always the ones we wanted to beat. In the 1980s, it was Liverpool, with George Graham forever saying that we were the club that would go up North and take them on. Those were the days when we were so much closer to the fans, in touch with the community, than players are now and so felt it more. We also had big London rivalries, which made it more difficult to win league titles with so many derbies to contend with.


There were personal rivalries as well, such as Roy Keane and Patrick Vieira, though I thought that was more a product of the modern-day media. Paul Davis and Bryan Robson had their battles too, in an earlier era, and some of the confrontations at Old Trafford in the 1980s and early 1990s were much fiercer than in latter days. Whenever we met up for England, we were all fine, even if the United lads always sat together. I particularly got on well with David Beckham.


After the second Old Trafford approach, I met with the ever dignified Ken Friar, the club secretary, and Danny Fiszman, one of the club directors of the old school. Danny was a wonderful man who loved the club with a passion and would sadly die prematurely, from throat cancer, at the age of 66 in 2011. He was a diamond merchant who was generously putting money into the club at the time – around £50 million, I believe. They offered me a contract that more than tripled my wages, from £300,000 a year to £1 million, and it convinced me that Arsenal were going to be ambitious and competitive.


Their assertion that the club was going to invest in high-quality players to support and blend with Dennis Bergkamp was equally important in stopping me going to United and, besides, at this time I needed some stability in my professional career, with a lot of change going on in my personal life. Naturally, the pull of Arsenal was also always overwhelming.


They were such fine margins that spring of ’99. That FA Cup semi saw Peter Schmeichel’s penalty save from Dennis in the last minute that would have won us the game, before Ryan Giggs’ wonderful solo winning goal, me desperately trying to cover and make the final tackle. Then, on the penultimate weekend in the league, having just before won 3-1 at Tottenham, we went to Leeds and lost to Jimmy Floyd Hasselbaink’s late goal. Nelson Vivas made a rare appearance late on as a substitute and made a costly error. Arsène would not have Nelson after that. He hardly played, would go out on loan, and his contract ran down.


That season was also notable for something significant that happened in my private life: my four-month relationship with the model Caprice Bourret.


My old team-mate and friend Ian Wright had retired and had an ITV show late on a Friday night. He invited me on. It was live and I was worried about doing it, but I agreed as I thought it might be interesting – and good for me, having always been so uncomfortable about speaking in public in the past. AA is, after all, a programme of change. And so I did it, and it was good for me. I felt calm and relaxed and able to open up about my former life with drink and new life without it.


I was on the show with Ulrika Jonsson, who slipped her phone number on a piece of paper into my pocket. Given that I had never been much of a ladies’ man, since my early history with girls had been a bit rubbish, I was flattered but I had no desire to follow up her interest. I was more interested in Caprice, who was Ian’s sidekick on the show and who made it plain she was attracted to me. I don’t think it was purely physical – and there were plenty who would say I was punching above my weight. I was aware of that, but I think I was then a more attractive person than I had been, more at ease with myself and open to new experiences.


The next day, Caprice’s people phoned my people. Her PA phoned the agent who had arranged the interview for me, Stuart Peters, to pass on Caprice’s number to me as an invitation to ring her. I did and we arranged to have dinner. Not wishing it to become a paparazzi circus, we dined at my house one night, then at hers, then with friends.


I liked her very much. She was an honest and sincere woman. It was all very romantic early on, especially our first kiss, which happened down the Mall, where I’d stopped my Jaguar, in sight of Buckingham Palace. And, I have to say, I felt like a king in the company of this beautiful woman.


When I got home and thought about it, I could not believe this was happening. How does this drunk go from sleeping with prostitutes and cheating on his wife – due to such a lack of self-esteem generated by the illness of addiction – to being with one of the most attractive women on the planet? It came through more than two years of sobriety, of self-awareness and self-confidence. I was discovering myself, reinventing myself.


It was all a lot of fun. I was a single guy, the divorce from my first wife Jane having gone through two years earlier. Naturally, the relationship with Caprice became public knowledge soon after and the tabloids were all over it. And naturally the boys in the dressing room wanted to know all the details. They didn’t get them.


It got a bit more serious after a couple of months and we had one or two weekends away. I got to see a different, human side to her from the public persona of top model and serious businesswoman. We are all human beings and we all get scared, and she was no different. We put attractive people on pedestals because of their looks but they, too, can be insecure and shy.


Those instances of her opening up were rare, however, and as the relationship continued, I didn’t get the feedback from her that I hoped for. I would often make myself vulnerable, in sharing my thoughts and feelings, but did not get that back in return. Too often I would get the showbiz mask – and the showbiz game.


I remember once we went out to the cinema in the West End, then an Indian restaurant in Curzon Street. The photographers were all outside the restaurant waiting for us when we came out. It was not pleasant, though I knew it went with the territory of us both being in the public eye.


I rang up a press guy I knew and he made some enquiries. He suspected that one of Caprice’s people was ringing up the snappers telling them where we would be. They wanted the publicity for her, whether she wanted it or not. That wasn’t my world, even if I wasn’t naive enough to believe that certain celebrities didn’t like all the attention that was also good for their business. I felt used, yes, but put up with a certain amount of it because being with her was worth it for a while.


In the end, though, I knew I would have to end the relationship due to the lack of emotional connection. It felt like an act, that she was playing a game before and after she met me. The honesty and sincerity I saw initially got lost behind the facade. She was successful as a businesswoman at that time and had so much more substance to her, but I never got that when we were dating. I got much more of the show and the face.


All the while, I was going to AA meetings four or five times a week and conversing intimately with like-minded women without being intimate physically with them. I was learning that there was a difference between emotional and physical connection. I wasn’t getting the same connection with Caprice, wasn’t feeling it. I spoke to my therapist James, after which I knew I had to voice my feelings to her face to face and finish things.


And so I went round to her place just off the New King’s Road in Chelsea. It was scary for me. This was how grown-ups do things: with respect and dignity and in person. I had had short relationships in recovery before and had tried to end one this way previously, only for the girl to tell me to ‘go fuck myself’. That was fair enough. I wasn’t responsible for her reaction and I had been clean about it. Then, so immature and uncertain was I at the time, I contacted her three months later to say I thought I had made a mistake. She told me I must be joking.


Memories of all that meant I was nervous when I went to see Caprice, but I had grown up a bit since then. I have to say she looked stunning and I was tempted to say nothing and stay the night, but I knew I had to go through with it.


‘Look, Cap,’ I said. ‘I can’t go on with this. It’s fucking my head up. I’m not getting anything back from you. I need to put my recovery first. It’s more important than any relationship.’


Her reaction surprised me and she suddenly got emotional, saying that she had strong feelings and thought this relationship was the real thing.


It left me confused; it was probably the first time we had been really intimate in the months we had known each other. If she had been like this before, we may have got through it.


Underneath all the confidence she showed as a model and businesswoman, Caprice had a fragility. Warmth too. I did have second thoughts, and there is always regret when a relationship ends, but I knew it was right to move on. Sex can be such a drug, and could have kept me in the relationship, but part of my recovery was to be the master of that and look beyond the physical to the spiritual and emotional as well. This from a bloke who once dumped a girl because the underwear she wore was, to his eyes, too big.


Not that I felt I could explain any of that to team-mates or anyone outside of an AA room. I’m sure it would have made me sound weird – a charge that I came to know would be levelled at me through my recovery down the years. The lads all wanted to know about why I had ended the relationship, such are dressing rooms, but what could I say? That I thought Freddie Ljungberg, next to whom I had the honour of getting changed, had a better arse than Caprice?


I had relaxed, become less earnest and more light-hearted with my team-mates after the seriousness of the first year or two of recovery, but this deeper way of trying to be was important to me. The one person I could talk to freely about all this was Lee Dixon, to whom I got really close. He got it and would share back as well. I couldn’t imagine that happening with, say, Ray Parlour, my old drinking buddy.


I remember one Arsenal game against Spurs around that time, and naturally there was plenty of winding-up going on. Tim Sherwood was next to me and Lee Dixon and said to Dicko – Tim incredulous and shaking his head – ‘Caprice? Him – Caprice?’


Dicko answered Tim back and I could only smile. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘And he bombed her out.’


A few years later, I was asked if I would be interested – for £50,000 – in going on Celebrity Big Brother. I then read in the papers that Caprice was going on the show and rang her up, as we were still civil towards each other. We both agreed that the producers were probably looking for fireworks between us in the ‘house’, and I told her that it was not for me. I was by then making better decisions, and not based on money.


After the break-up, I got back to playing football, ever my haven, though I had it more in perspective these days, as I also had a life that involved going to the theatre, eating out, even going to jazz clubs. And coming home from nights out, and waking up from them, sober.


As an indication of how much my life had changed, in the summer of 1999 this ex-jailbird and drunk was awarded an MBE, and was delighted to go to Buckingham Palace with his mum and dad to receive the medal from the Queen. She asked me if I was managing to get a long enough rest that summer, after the World Cup the previous year. I was impressed with her absorbing the information with which she had been briefed, what with more than a hundred people receiving awards that day.


I did have an enforced rest due to a double hernia operation and the team also underwent a bit of surgery. Steve Bould departed to join Sunderland for his swansong, but we still had the traditional back four of Lee, Martin Keown, myself and Nigel Winterburn, with David Seaman behind us. Then the dream midfield duo of Manu Petit and Patrick Vieira, one who held and one who drove, flanked by the industry of Ray Parlour on the right and the pace of Marc Overmars on the left. Up front was Dennis, with a new partner following the departure of Nicolas Anelka to Real Madrid. In return, we got Davor Suker from them, as well as a younger player who hadn’t quite clicked at Juventus. A lad by the name of Thierry Henry.


It was one of those meant-to-be events. Arsène had desperately tried to hang on to Nicolas, who was a sweet young boy but had his head turned by people supposedly advising him and who frustrated Arsène. Had Nicolas stayed, we might not have got Thierry.


I first came across Thierry in ’98, just before the World Cup, when England played a warm-up tournament in Morocco and he was appearing for France. He was playing wide on the left in the match I watched and looked to me like he didn’t know how to get on the ball often enough. He was quick but raw; nothing special, I thought then. Even though he played a part in France’s World Cup win that year, I don’t think even Arsène knew quite how good Thierry would turn out to be. Signings are often made up of 50 per cent the manager’s knowledge combined with the talent of the player, then 50 per cent luck.


While he was lightning quick – and he could run faster with the ball than I could without it – there were no early indications that Thierry would become an Arsenal great, go on to be the club’s leading goalscorer, surpassing Ian Wright, and be deserving of his own statue. Indeed, 1999/2000 would be a season of transition for us. Alex Manninger began to get more appearances in goal in place of David Seaman. The Brazilian left back Sylvinho and Ukrainian right back Oleg Luzhny also arrived, as Arsène began the process of replacing the ageing back five.
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