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  Foreword by Jamie Carragher




  The first time Adrian Durham came into my life it’s fair to say we were both at our passionate and angry best. It was a clash of two football lovers who can both get het

  up over the game – I like to think I showed the listening nation that some footballers do care and some presenters do back down when challenged!




  Anyone who listens to Drive on talkSPORT on a regular basis (like I do) will know that Adrian can make you laugh out loud or shout at your radio in despair almost in the same breath.

  That’s why this book is an essential read for football fans throughout the country; he has an opinion, and whether you agree or not, sitting on the fence is something that can never be done

  when Durham’s in town.




  I listen to him and Goughy at least three times a week, when I’m travelling with my dad and son to the Liverpool FC academy in Kirkby. The debates on the show will spark debates in our

  car, and that’s the whole point. My son’s favourite is ‘The Daily Arsenal’ – typical of the show, it’s set up to get Gooners on to vent their spleens at Adrian.

  And when they do, he’s won! That’s exactly what happened to me during a lovely afternoon drive to training in pre-season, when my listening pleasure was interrupted when I heard the

  word ‘bottler’.




  Not sure who this applied to, I was looking forward to hearing until I realised it was yours truly. My blood started to boil. How can I get on? was my first thought. I had to wait for

  the phone number to come on at the breaks while listening to myself getting slaughtered! I eventually phoned in – Quinny was on and his only advice was ‘don’t swear’. That

  was the call that put Adrian on the map! Our ‘chat’ was passionate, funny and entertaining . . . I’m sure I don’t need to go into that as Adrian will have the transcript in

  the book and milked it for all it’s worth.




  This call started an unlikely relationship which consists of Adrian phoning me every few weeks to come on the show. After a Liverpool game, we met up in the players’ lounge and at my

  restaurant in Liverpool to do a radio show, for which he gave his fee to my charity.




  This book is a real page-turner: reading it is like listening to the Adrian Durham I know and you’ll probably feel like phoning him too! That’s the point; he’s always got

  something to say.




  





  Introduction




  FOOTBALL IS BRILLIANT. I love it so much I decided to watch it and talk about it for a living, and that’s why I host radio shows on the nation’s only sports radio

  station, talkSPORT. The Drive show every weekday is all about opinions, and Matchday Live on Saturdays takes me out and about to Premier League grounds to bring you all the goals

  as they go in.




  The beautiful game has been a big influence on my life. I never met my dad, and was brought up in Peterborough by a single mum, so things weren’t easy. Growing up, football was massive for

  me. I got so nervous on World Cup final day in both 1974 and 1978 that I threw up on the living room carpet. In between, I went to my first game in 1976 when I was six – Peterborough United 3

  Shrewsbury Town 2 – after which I was totally hooked on Posh. One of the houses I lived in as a boy had a window at the top of the stairs from which I watched Sunday football matches played

  on the nearby pitches. From the age of four I would commentate on these matches to myself, making up names as I went along. The early signs of a future career in radio emerged right there; I had no

  idea I would go to World Cups and Champions League finals for talkSPORT. I am still so excited to be watching Premier League games every week, and one of my most vivid childhood memories is

  hurriedly writing down the football results every Saturday tea-time and reading them out loud over and over again. I still do that today – it’s my job!




  I’ve had the high of presenting a show from a play-off final won by my beloved Peterborough United, as well as being on air presenting Matchday Live on talkSPORT for the

  devastation of relegation as Posh lost at Palace in the last minute in May 2013. I still don’t know how I managed to hold it together.




  Talking about football on the radio on Drive every day is literally my boyhood dream come true. My other ambition was to write a book. My house is overflowing with books, including

  hundreds on football. I’ve had a burning desire to add my own work to this growing library for a long time, and here it is. It’s been four years of stopping and starting, researching

  and writing, and I’ve loved every second.




  This book challenges some of football’s accepted wisdom – was Sir Alf Ramsey actually a good manager? To quote my own catchphrase on talkSPORT, ‘Is he all that?’ Why

  doesn’t anybody ask the obvious question about Gary Lineker? Did Italy really deserve all four of their World Cups? There are chapters on the kind of thing you might expect if you listen to

  my show regularly: Michael Carrick, Jamie Carragher and of course, Arsenal. And it’s packed with some truly unbelievable facts and stories you might never have found out about the game if you

  hadn’t picked this up.




  Read this book and find out about the dog who barked to tell a top-flight manager not to accept a derisory bid from Real Madrid for one of his players . . . the keeper who claimed he let in four

  goals in a World Cup final to save the lives of the opposition . . . why a top footballer chose true love over a World Cup . . . the FA Cup winner who taped his medal to his forehead for a whole

  training session to prove a point to his manager . . . the England record-breaker who turned his back on his country . . . and why a former Aston Villa manager was searching for alligators.




  Like I said: Football is brilliant!
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  PART 1




  ‘It was clear to Mourinho that despite walking into the Bernabeu and finding he had a stack of cash as well as the world’s most expensive

  player at his disposal, he needed to start a fight off the field to become successful on it.’




  





  Arsene Wenger – a great football manager?




  It’s often said that Arsene Wenger is a great manager, but for me the evidence doesn’t confirm that.




  If you want a manager guaranteed to tell his team to play entertaining football then he fits the bill. The quality has been breathtaking at times. If you want a manager prepared to take a

  teenage boy from abroad (Fabregas, Anelka, Clichy etc) for next to nothing (because he hasn’t signed a professional contract with the club who taught him how to play), and turn him into a

  footballer worth millions, then Wenger is that man.




  But he is no trophy machine. Arsenal great he may well be, but not an all-time great. And he is not a born winner.




  Wenger has reached three different European finals, and three times he’s failed. He’s the only manager with that dubious record. At least he’s consistent. The first time was

  with Monaco in the now defunct Cup Winners’ Cup. In 1991–92, they thrashed Welsh Cup winners Swansea, then a lower division side, 10–1 on aggregate. Easy start. Swedish side IFK

  Norrkoping were next – another easy tie. They overcame a tough hurdle in the quarter-final, squeezing past Roma 1–0. They couldn’t get the better of Feyenoord in either game of

  the two-legged semi-final, but they won through on away goals. In the final Monaco faced Otto Rehhagel’s Werder Bremen; Rehhagel would go on to manage Greece to their unlikely European

  Championship success in 2004. Wenger had some serious talent at his disposal at Monaco: Manu Petit, George Weah, Youri Djorkaeff and Lilian Thuram, who was an unused substitute; keeper and captain

  Ettori had played at the 1982 World Cup for France (he was in goal when Bryan Robson scored after 27 seconds in England’s 3–1 win in the first game of the group stage); and Rui Barros

  was a Portuguese international who had won the UEFA Cup with Juventus.




  Weah was the jewel in the team. Wenger brought him to Europe, and Weah credits Wenger as a huge influence on his career. But it was only after Weah moved on to Paris St Germain and then AC Milan

  that he started to win the honours his talents deserved.




  But Wenger’s Monaco were comfortably beaten by Bremen. It finished 2–0 – Klaus Allofs on 40, and Wynton Rufer on 55 minutes scored in Lisbon, with sloppy defending to blame for

  both goals.




  To be fair to Wenger, France as a nation had been rocked by the Bastia tragedy in which 17 football fans died, and hundreds were injured, when a temporary stand built for the French Cup final

  collapsed. This happened 24 hours before Monaco’s final in Lisbon.




  Wenger won the title with Monaco, and the French Cup, and he took them to the semi-finals of the old European Cup and the Champions League. But in the end he was sacked when Monaco finished

  ninth in 1994–95. Despite reports that he was wanted by Bayern Munich and the French national team, the best job he could get was in Japan. He was awarded manager of the year in Japan, won

  the Cup but not the title.




  So let’s fast forward to Highbury. Unknown when he arrived, he won the double in his first full season,1997–98, which is impressive.




  But in 2000 Wenger’s Arsenal were in the middle of three years without a trophy. He had assembled an amazing team: Petit, Vieira and Henry all had World Cup winners’ medals; Dennis

  Bergkamp had won the UEFA Cup with Inter Milan; Marc Overmars and Nwankwo Kanu had won the Champions League with Ajax; Davor Suker had won the Champions League with Real Madrid; Tony Adams, Ray

  Parlour, David Seaman, Lee Dixon and Nigel Winterburn had all won the Cup Winners’ Cup with Arsenal under George Graham in 1994. In short Arsenal were a team of winners, while their UEFA Cup

  final opponents Galatasaray had Gheorghe Hagi, his brother-in-law Gheorghe Popescu and that was about it. Hagi was 35 and Popescu was 32 – both were past their best. Actually they did have

  World Cup winner Claudio Taffarel in goal, but honestly, a Brazilian keeper?




  The game was poor, and despite the creative qualities of most of their squad, Arsenal ran out of ideas. It finished goalless after 120 minutes and the Gunners lost the penalty shoot-out. Two

  foreigners – Vieira and Suker – missed for Arsenal. The only Gunner to score was the Romford Pele – Englishman Ray Parlour, one of my favourite talkSPORT colleagues. Maybe Wenger

  should have put more of his faith in English players over the years. With an incredible team, Arsenal failed to beat an average Galatasaray.




  Arsenal had become a bit of a joke in the Champions League up to 2006. As kings of England, they went out in the group stages in 1998–99. They did the double over Panathanaikos, but

  couldn’t beat Lens and Dynamo Kiev, even somehow losing at home to the French club. Manchester United won the final that year.




  In 1999–2000 the Gunners again failed to get out of the group stage. Once again the minnows – AIK Solna – were beaten home and away, but having done the hard work of drawing

  away to both Barcelona and Fiorentina, Wenger’s team lost to both at home and went out.




  The following season Arsenal won their first three games comfortably, seeing off Sparta Prague, Shakhtar Donetsk and Lazio. Progressing smoothly through to the second group stage (although a

  3–0 thrashing in the Ukraine on matchday six was a concern), the Gunners started off by being hammered 4–1 away to Spartak Moscow. In fact they won only two of their six games in that

  group, but it was enough to progress by virtue of the fact they beat Lyon in the head to head. Arsenal beat Valencia 2–1 in the first leg of the quarter-final, but went out on away goals

  after Tony Adams momentarily lost John Carew and the big Norwegian scored the only goal in the Mestalla.




  The next season Arsenal lost to Schalke, Mallorca and Panathanaikos in the group stage but still scraped through. But in the second group stage they lost home and away to Deportivo la Coruna,

  lost to Juventus and went out.




  Arsenal won their first three group games in 2002–03, but then lost at home to Auxerre, were beaten in Dortmund, and couldn’t beat bottom club PSV at home. Thankfully they’d

  already done enough to get through. A Thierry Henry hat-trick in Rome kicked off the second group stage in style. But they didn’t win another game and went out, defeat in Valencia in the

  final game sealing their fate.




  The 2003–04 European campaign started terribly for Wenger – thrashed 3–0 at home to Inter Milan. Arsenal were so bad even Andy van der Meyde scored, and a new viral swiftly did

  the rounds on the internet showing Arsenal’s new shirt sponsors to be O3 rather than O2. The Gunners would answer the critics with a stunning 5–1 win in the San Siro later in the group.

  Before that stunning win in Milan Ashley Cole’s late goal had actually saved Arsenal from going out at Highbury against Dynamo Kiev. A comfortable matchday six win against Lokomotiv Moscow

  sealed their passage.




  Arsenal had no problems seeing off Celta Vigo in the first knockout stage, but then came Chelsea in the quarter-finals. A 1–1 draw at Stamford Bridge looked like being followed by a

  1–1 draw at Highbury until Wayne Bridge popped up to score an excellent goal late on to take Chelsea through. Even Blues fans say Arsenal were brilliant in the first leg, but that is exactly

  the point. They played brilliant football, had brilliant players, but still the manager couldn’t shape all this into a formula resulting in domestic and European domination. With the players

  he had, Wenger should have turned Arsenal into the best team in Europe.




  The following season Arsenal went unbeaten in the group stage (drawing four and winning two). But they were beaten 3–1 in Munich by Bayern in the first knockout stage, and could only win

  1–0 at home. Liverpool performed miracles to win the final that year.




  Then we come to the season they eventually made the final. After just two quarter-finals, and no semi-final appearances, the Gunners got their act together in 2006. In an easy group stage

  Arsenal were brilliant and won five out of six. The first knockout stage saw them go to Real Madrid and win 1–0. A goalless draw at home was enough. Fabio Capello’s Juventus were easily

  seen off 2–0 on aggregate. And in the semi-finals Arsenal were extremely fortunate. They beat Villarreal 1–0 at home, and drew 0–0 away, although Juan Riquelme saw a late penalty

  saved by Arsenal keeper Jens Lehmann.




  Arsenal made it to the final and Lehmann was a hero. But some serious questions had been raised over the years about Lehmann’s temperament and his decision-making. Wenger stood by him, but

  was he really the top-level keeper Arsenal needed? In fact, after being gifted David Seaman when he arrived at Highbury, Arsene Wenger’s ability to pick a good keeper had been flawed. Arsenal

  never had a Van der Sar, a Cech or a Reina; and Lehmann was about to cost the Gunners dear.




  In the final in Paris Lehmann came charging out of his goal to bring down Samuel Eto’o. He became the first player to be sent off in a Champions League final. It was a poor decision from

  the German. To be fair to Wenger, a manager has a quick and unexpected decision to make when a keeper is sent off. Almunia would go on, but who would come off? Wenger took off Pires, a potential

  match-winner. I remember sitting in the press box wondering how the Arsenal manager thought that was a good idea. Either Ljungberg or Hleb would have been my choice.




  Down to ten men, Arsenal went ahead before half-time with Sol Campbell heading in from a free-kick, although even Wenger admitted afterwards that Eboue had dived for the free-kick. Wenger

  actually told the press: ‘It is clear there was no foul. I condemn and regret the attitude of Eboue. I have always risen up against cheating. I detest simulation.’ (His policy on

  simulation seems to have changed by the time Eduardo was ‘fouled’ against Celtic in the 2009–10 qualifier.)




  Arsenal were leading with 16 minutes left. Some think Henrik Larsson’s introduction on 61 minutes changed the game. Others look at Juliano Belletti replacing Oleguer on 71. But for me the

  turning point was Wenger inexplicably taking Cesc Fabregas off on 74 minutes, and putting Matthieu Flamini on. It was a change which invited Barcelona to attack. Arsenal’s midfield consisted

  of Gilberto Silva and Flamini – they could win the ball, but couldn’t create anything with it. Consequently Barça kept getting the ball back. Two minutes later Eto’o

  equalised, four minutes later Belletti got the winner. (Almunia should have saved this, the ball going through his legs at the near post. Almunia is another keeper Wenger stuck by with no reward.

  Like Lehmann he is not a bad keeper, but he is below the standard Arsenal require to dominate domestic and European football.)




  The final whistle went and Arsenal were left complaining that Barcelona’s tackles had been nasty. It was pathetic. No Arsenal fans seemed to want to mention that while the game was being

  thrown away by Lehmann and Wenger, Dennis Bergkamp and Robin van Persie – both had won UEFA Cup finals at their previous clubs – stayed on the bench unused. Wenger’s reasoning

  behind that would have been double Dutch. A football crime.




  The following season Arsenal didn’t make the quarter-finals, losing to a PSV side who were then thrashed by Liverpool.




  The Gunners were beaten 5–3 on aggregate by Liverpool in the quarters the next season. And then in 2008–09, Arsenal reached the semis before being totally outclassed and humiliated

  in their own stadium by Manchester United. In 2009–10 they were outclassed by Barcelona in the quarters, and have failed to make the quarter-finals since.




  In short, at the time of writing, Arsenal have never won the Champions League under Wenger. In his years at the club he has had truly world-class players in his team – Henry, Pires,

  Gilberto Silva, Vieira, Bergkamp, Van Persie, Overmars and Petit among others. These players should have been the tools any great manager would need to produce a team capable of dominating the

  Premier League and the Champions League. But Wenger did neither.




  If we look at his signings his record gets slowly worse. It seems to me he had a list of top players to sign when he came to the club, but once that supply was exhausted he ran out of ideas.




  Andrey Arshavin had a great Euro 2008 for Russia, so Wenger signed him for huge amounts of money, and he turned out to be a shocking buy.




  The signing of the Brazilian midfielder Denilson was bizarre. As a teenager he hardly played for Sao Paolo, and if someone tells you he was a key part of their success when they won the World

  Club Championship in 2005 (beating Liverpool 1–0 in the final) they’re wrong – he didn’t play a minute.




  Denilson arrived at Arsenal for £3 million in 2006 but was never special. In the summer of 2013, after two years on loan at Sao Paolo, he went back there permanently (he actually won a

  trophy there during his original loan spell). So the Brazilian Under-17 captain went to Arsenal, and his talent either didn’t exist or was completely flattened out by Wenger. To date,

  Denilson has never played for the full national team. Did Wenger sign a player just because he was a junior representative captain? That is not a great reason to spend money on a footballer in my

  book.




  Denilson is one of many thought to have earned wages of around £45-50,000 a week at Arsenal. Almunia, Djourou, Squillaci, Bendtner are others on what is apparently a long list of very

  average players who in my opinion are paid far more than they were worth at the Emirates.




  Wenger has had success, but has he had enough success? World Cup winners, and world-class players have been and gone. And although Chelsea and Manchester City have taken transfer fees and wages

  to amazing levels in the Premier League, the budget has been there for Wenger. When Arsenal should have been dominating Europe, Vieira and Campbell were two of the top three earners in the Premier

  League.




  If you don’t believe that Wenger had the budget, and the board were to blame, then maybe the manager should have said something about that. He arrived in 1996, so had built up enough

  ‘credit in the bank’ to be open with the supporters. Working with a tight budget always makes it difficult to compete for major honours. But nobody told the fans this, so they carried

  on paying top price for season tickets year after year.




  In February 2013 Arsene Wenger went on a rant about how Arsenal fans will ‘miss him’ when he is gone. It was days after the club lost at home to Blackburn in the FA Cup, and just

  before they lost at home to Bayern Munich in the Champions League. It was a season in which the Gunners had also gone out of the League Cup thanks to Bradford of League Two.




  Wenger promised that when he retires he will reveal a list of top clubs who have wanted to appoint him in the years he has been at Arsenal. He added that after so long at Arsenal, he deserves

  some respect.




  Fans only want you to be loyal if you’re good. There is no doubt Wenger has shown loyalty, but in the period after the Champions League final in 2006 you could question how good he has

  been in the job. Some Arsenal fans still stand by him and defend his record. Others don’t. I suspect that Wenger’s astonishing salary might be a reason he was reluctant to leave.

  Reports range from £6 million to £7 million a year. Not many across Europe could match that salary. Not many would want to pay Wenger such a salary given the trophy-less years

  he’s forced the fans to endure at the Emirates.




  No back-to-back Premier League titles, no Champions League, years and years without a trophy in the second half of his reign in north London but a host of highly paid, world-class players at his

  disposal for a large chunk of his time at Arsenal. Is that the sign of a truly great football manager?




  
The 2003–04 Invincibles





  This Arsenal title-winning side were officially hailed as the best ever Premier League team but I think that is an absolute joke. In fact it’s an insult to those who were

  better.




  The Arsenal Invincibles – the side that went unbeaten in the 2003–04 season – saw that campaign out with tedious draws at Spurs and Portsmouth and at home to Birmingham to

  preserve the record. Arsenal played for draws – not the mark of a great side. Hard to criticise them going unbeaten in a season (and I won’t mention Pires’ dive for the equaliser

  against Pompey early in the season), but defeats in the FA Cup to Manchester United and in the Carling Cup to Middlesbrough (Toure, Parlour, Keown, Edu, Gilberto Silva, Ashley Cole, Reyes and

  Vieira all played a significant part over the two legs, so Wenger didn’t ‘play the kids’) actually mean Arsenal were not totally unbeatable that season. They also lost to Chelsea

  in the Champions League. So the ‘Invincibles’ lost to three Premier League sides.




  They weren’t invincible then.




  In that season Arsenal scored 73 goals. 20 less than champions Man City scored in 2011–12. Not impressive.




  Arsenal ended up with 90 points at the end of their unbeaten campaign, five points less than Chelsea accumulated the following season. Makes a mockery of the Gunners’ 2003–04 side

  being nominated as the best side in the first 20 years of the Premier League. How can they be the best when the following season another club amassed more points?




  It’s not hard to go unbeaten – New Zealand did it at the World Cup in 2010. Technically a side can get relegated if they go unbeaten in a whole season – 38 draws means 38

  points and that spells relegation from the Premier League.




  The Invincibles’ greatness is a total myth. The 2002 Arsenal champions were a better side in my view.




  
David Beckham . . . was terrific





  I’m writing this chapter on the evening David Beckham announced his retirement from football. On talkSPORT today we devoted the whole three hours of Drive to

  him, and from the announcement onwards the station’s airtime was wall-to-wall Beckham.




  I’ve been watching some of his best moments, and I wish we had a young English player of that quality coming through now. During the show I watched his first United goal – at Aston

  Villa on the first day of the season in 1995 (the game which inspired Alan Hansen to say Fergie ‘won’t win anything with kids’ – they won the title). A square ball from the

  left reaches him in the middle of the pitch, Beckham controls it in an instant, is aware he has the space to flip it out of his feet, and he tees himself up for a 30-yard shot that flies past the

  goalkeeper into the back of the net.




  In Manchester United’s first game of the following season, Beckham launched himself into the football stratosphere. Receiving the ball just inside his own half, Beckham looked up, saw

  Wimbledon keeper Neil Sullivan off his line, and fired the ball into the net. It was a stunning goal. His body shape, the technique, the connection with the ball all contributed to making it the

  perfect strike. Imagination and execution both faultless. In 1999 Manchester United won the treble, and Beckham was runner-up to Rivaldo as World Player of the Year.




  Beckham played in central midfield in the Champions League final against Bayern Munich because Scholes and Keane were both suspended. Many felt Beckham didn’t play well, but not Sir Alex

  Ferguson who said in his autobiography: ‘Unlike many reporters, I was happy with my decision to use Beckham in central midfield and Giggs on the right. Anybody who doesn’t think Beckham

  was the most effective midfielder on the park was taking a strange view of the action. By comparison Stefan Effenberg was anonymous.’




  Beckham took the two injury-time corners that led to the goals which won the Champions League for United.




  Two years later he was World Player of the Year runner-up to Luis Figo, with the intricacies of the voting system failing to fully acknowledge that Beckham received more votes as the best player

  in the world. This was the year of the goal against Greece.




  I was at Old Trafford for talkSPORT covering that World Cup qualifier. England were useless but David Beckham was keeping everybody’s head above water. He covered every blade of grass that

  day; he worked non-stop, he was fantastic, the perfect captain. England were trailing when Beckham twisted and turned, taking on two Greece defenders down the left. He was fouled, he floated in a

  perfect ball, right-footed, inswinging towards the goal, really hard to defend and the keeper couldn’t come for it. Teddy Sheringham got his head on it, and that was the equaliser.




  But Greece went in front again and England had 20 minutes to find the goal to send them to the World Cup finals. The clock ticked by.




  A 60-yard pass from Beckham to Andy Cole led to an England free-kick. Beckham grabbed the ball, but fired wide into the side-netting, when the crowd thought it was in.




  Then another foul, this one close on 30 yards out. Beckham grabs it again, despite Sheringham’s protests. It’s in a central position; as he steps up the Greek keeper watches the body

  shape of Beckham and thinks he’s going to put it to the keeper’s left. So he steps that way, but Beckham’s unique ability to disguise the direction comes to the fore again. He

  almost wraps his right boot around the ball and swings it to the keeper’s right. Brilliant. Deceiving the keeper from those free-kicks became his trademark, especially at Real Madrid. If

  keepers didn’t anticipate, they were dead. If they anticipated, he sent them the wrong way. To an extent, those Beckham free-kicks became unsaveable.




  Also in 2001 Manchester United found themselves 3–0 down at half-time at Tottenham. Beckham came out for the second half like a man possessed. He passed to the overlapping Neville who

  crossed for Andy Cole to pull one back. His corner was headed in by Laurent Blanc for 2–3. And Beckham capped a superb display with a fearsome strike to complete the scoring –

  Solskjaer’s pass, Beckham hanging out at the edge of the box having lost his marker, chests it down and fires home. United won 5–3.




  Fast forward to 2002 at Upton Park and another 5–3 away win for United. This is probably my favourite Beckham goal. Scholes passes it perfectly into Beckham’s path as he runs down

  the right. Just as he meets the ball on the corner of the box, he slows up, straightens his back, and lobs the ball over David James into the net. I could watch it over and over again. As the

  commentator said at the time: ‘Just brilliant from England’s captain, just brilliant.’




  Big goals at big moments in big games from David Beckham. I’ve not even mentioned the passes and the crosses yet.




  Over the years Beckham must have caused more arguments on talkSPORT than any other player. I think he’s been a world-class footballer, and I get fed up with people having a go at him. Some

  ex-professionals are just jealous of Beckham – his money, his profile, his looks, his ability or his England caps. Whatever the reason it is obvious they don’t like him and it’s

  also blindingly obvious that it’s down to pure jealousy. Maybe they didn’t make the most of the talent they had and are jealous of someone who did.




  Chris Waddle, for example, is one of my favourite players ever. He claimed Beckham wouldn’t make it into the top 1000 Premier League players ever. I’m still waiting for him to name

  the long list of players ahead of Beckham. It’s a ridiculous statement that cannot be backed up. He’s entitled to an opinion, but he needs to name all those better players and back up

  each claim for his view to be taken seriously. Dare I suggest Waddle played at a time when he didn’t earn the kind of money his talents would have commanded in the modern game? Let it go,

  Chris, you were a terrific player, don’t bring others down for no reason.




  But I do accept there are also some who actually don’t think Beckham was a very good player. They’re totally wrong though. I could point to medals and trophies but then the cynics

  might argue team-mates contributed more than Beckham. I could point to the fact that he played for three of the world’s biggest clubs – Manchester United, Real Madrid and AC Milan. But

  then the cynics might say he was with those clubs to sell shirts.




  If you’re looking for the speed and skill of Lionel Messi then Beckham isn’t your man. If you want a player who can torment defenders with his blistering pace, that’s not

  Beckham.




  But he had serious qualities.




  He was heavily criticised after England’s failed attempt to win the World Cup in 2006, but apart from a stunning display from Owen Hargreaves (he even scored a penalty, the only England

  taker to do so) after Wayne Rooney had been sent off against Portugal in the quarter-final, nobody played well. But let’s focus on Beckham, who had to come off injured during that

  quarter-final.




  In the opening game for England they played Paraguay. Beckham’s free-kick was touched in by a Paraguayan defender and that was the winning goal.




  In the second game we played a Trinidad & Tobago side who had held Sweden to a goalless draw in their first game, and who had absolutely no intention of doing anything but defend. The most

  negative side the World Cup has seen. They didn’t score a goal in their three games, but shut up shop enough to take that draw against the Swedes. So England were frustrated until Peter

  Crouch broke the deadlock with a header towards the end of the game. David Beckham’s cross was perfect. Beckham then passed to Gerrard who slammed in the second goal.




  For England the stats read two games, three goals, three assists for David Beckham. England had qualified for the knockout phase.




  On to Stuttgart for a game against Ecuador. England can’t get their game together at all, there is no fluency. Ten minutes into the second half, with Sven-Goran Eriksson considering

  changes, England get a free-kick on the edge of the box. David Beckham has been in this situation before, and he takes responsibility again. His curling shot beats the keeper and goes in off the

  inside of the post, and Beckham’s goal wins the game for England.




  So he ended the tournament with three assists and a match-winning goal. Not a bad return for someone who had a poor tournament. The truth is no England players performed at the World Cup in

  2006, but for me David Beckham’s contribution was a positive.




  And this to me is the mark of a great player: even when he wasn’t on top of his game, even when he wasn’t fully fit, David Beckham still made a significant contribution.




  Somehow there are people who ignore that, and focus on the fact that he hasn’t got blistering pace, and it’s as if they believe you cannot be a top player unless you’re

  lightning quick. Or they go on about the so-called ‘Beckham circus’, or ‘Brand Beckham’. Let’s judge him on his football ability. Top player. And after being

  jettisoned by Steve McClaren in 2006, Beckham never gave up on England, never spat his dummy out. He was prepared to play for the foolish McClaren once the manager had admitted his mistake. By then

  it was too late to save England’s Euro 2008 qualifying campaign.




  Beckham gave up valuable time with his family to follow Fabio Capello’s orders and play in Europe (for AC Milan, twice), after his main season with LA Galaxy had ended.




  Total commitment to the England cause – and don’t tell me he did that for ‘Brand Beckham’. He’s a multi-gazillionaire and one of the most recognisable men on the

  planet, so money and profile play a part but are not the motivation. He loves football and he loves England. Passionate England fans appreciate that, and that’s why Beckham always got the

  biggest cheer at Wembley for England games. No one else came close. Even if he was just a sub warming up, the England fans at Wembley loved him.




  Some Manchester United fans debate whether he is a legend at Old Trafford. The sceptics point to the fall-out with Sir Alex Ferguson and question his commitment to the club.




  The truth about his relationship with Sir Alex is clear: United were knocked out of the Cup by Arsenal, Fergie blamed Beckham for the second Gunners goal, Beckham felt bullied and swore at the

  manager who then kicked a boot which hit Beckham above the eye, causing it to bleed. Beckham lunged at Sir Alex and had to be restrained. The boss apologised to Beckham as he left the dressing room

  after getting changed. But a few months later he moved to Real Madrid. Both parties behaved in a way which was unacceptable. Beckham’s lasting issues were two-fold: firstly he wanted the

  apology from Sir Alex to be public, not just a quiet word in the dressing room. Secondly Sir Alex had told Beckham’s mother Sandra around that time that ‘the trouble with David is that

  everyone sucks up to him now.’ Beckham felt the Manchester United manager was no longer judging him on his football ability.




  He may have fallen out with Sir Alex but I think it’s hard to make a case supporting the belief that Beckham isn’t a Manchester United legend. I was at the Champions League tie at

  Old Trafford when he came on as a substitute for an already well-beaten AC Milan side. The United fans gave him a fantastic ovation and sang ‘Fergie sign him up!’ After almost

  setting up a goal for United with a poor backpass, Beckham then forced a decent save from Edwin van der Sar with a well-struck volley. The United fans were almost willing it to go in. As he walked

  off the field, Beckham returned the applause he was given, and then in a moment of unplanned spontaneity, he picked up a green and gold ‘anti-Glazers’ scarf that had been thrown onto

  the field and wrapped it round his neck. He knew what it meant. True United fans acknowledge his legendary status at the club.




  At Real Madrid the club was desperate to win something. They had been European Champions in 1998, 2000 and 2002. They had won La Liga in 2001 and 2003. Beckham arrived in the summer of 2003 and

  the trophies dried up.




  His England career seemed finished after the World Cup in 2006 when he was left out by Steve McClaren, his coach at Manchester United during the treble season in 1999, and his coach with England

  for the previous six years. Beckham decided that with no international commitments he was free to quit Europe and head for the USA two years ahead of schedule. The decision was made around

  Christmas 2006 and Real Madrid were so angry, Capello was ordered to drop him by the President Ramon Calderon, and the Sporting Director Predrag Mijatovic. But with Barcelona on course for the

  title, Beckham was recalled by Capello and Madrid went on a run to seal the title on the final day, the club’s first major title for four years.




  His contribution to the run of form was unquestionable, and he was popular with fans and team-mates for his work ethic as well as ability. The sceptics sneered when he hobbled off in the crucial

  final game against Real Mallorca, and was replaced by Jose Antonio Reyes, whose two goals confirmed Madrid as champions. But most fans thought it was tough luck on a player who had shown character

  on and off the field.




  The MLS beckoned for Beckham and the attention was, according to his first coach at LA Galaxy, Frank Yallop, ‘wild’. He said that for the first time there were hundreds of

  photographers at games and that ‘everyone’s head was spinning’ and ‘it was difficult to concentrate on the soccer’.




  Yallop’s view is that David Beckham made a ‘bold’ and ‘brave’ move heading to America, and that it was a success. He said: ‘The MLS wasn’t as big before

  David came. I don’t think the interest from non-soccer people was as high. He filled stadiums and made people aware of the game and the Galaxy brand. It was a fantastic move getting him here

  and a big move from David himself.’




  One of Beckham’s team-mates in LA, Mike Magee, said: ‘This league wouldn’t be close to where it is today without him. It’s 100 per cent because of him.’




  On the pitch, Yallop and then Ruud Gullit lost their jobs coaching LA Galaxy, and then former USA coach Bruce Arena arrived and found the formula for success. It included Beckham, sometimes

  wide, sometimes in central midfeld, but always impacting games. The standard of the league is questionable of course, but the quality of Beckham’s contribution isn’t.




  Galaxy won back-to-back MLS Cups in Beckham’s final two years at the club. Bruce Arena said of his on-field contribution: ‘He performed under pressure and the magnificent skill he

  demonstrated in free-kicks and passing was very special and something we’ll never forget.’




  Magee also said this about Beckham: ‘On the field things speak for themselves. I think a lot more needs to be made of the kind of man he is, the person he is, and the father and the friend

  and everything. It’s a pleasure to know him.’




  So after success in the USA with the Galaxy and blasting ‘soccer’ into the consciousness of everyone Stateside including Tom Cruise, Beckham came back to Europe. Signing for Paris St

  Germain might have seemed like an easy choice to make but this club wanted him, and they didn’t need to sell shirts. The previous season PSG had been expected to win the title in France but

  were pipped at the end by little Montpellier. It was a shock, and Carlo Ancelotti didn’t want it to happen again. So he brought in Beckham, a proven winner, to help see PSG over the finishing

  line. And they sealed the title. He wasn’t the standout player, but his experience, his gravitas and his calmness in the middle of the pitch, helped them hugely. In a key game at home to

  Marseille, PSG were leading 1–0, but looked certain to concede; Marseille had them on the back foot. Beckham came on and his first three touches sent Paris forward, they were key balls into

  the opposition half that found a team-mate. That’s exactly what PSG needed at that time of the game, and they went on to win it 2–0.




  The French title was Beckham’s 19th major honour.




  He gave his salary to charity whilst at Paris. Somehow people still contrived to turn that into something he deserved criticism for. What a mean and vindictive world it can be sometimes.




  I’m not bothered about sarongs and mohicans. I’m not bothered who he’s married to. I’m interested in the football. Having said that, I interviewed him once and we spoke

  at length about our children and the joys of fatherhood. He seemed pretty normal to me.




  As he retired, David Beckham said he wanted to be known as a ‘hard worker’. He was that, and so much more.




  We all love football. But we all know some professionals see it as a job and they somehow lose the passion for the game that fans will never lose.




  The story goes that Beckham cried when he heard Manchester United wanted to sign him for six years as a teenager. In his autobiography he says he ‘choked back tears’ after one row

  with Sir Alex Ferguson. Whilst on loan to AC Milan he says he ‘almost cried’ when he heard they had been drawn with Manchester United in the Champions League. And as he walked off a

  football pitch for the final time at the Parc des Princes after captaining PSG to a 3–1 victory over Brest, the tears flowed again.




  Football only makes grown men cry if they really love the game; and despite being worth millions and being ascribed celebrity status, David Beckham truly loved football.




  
Wales’ World Cup side 1958





  The last time Wales reached the World Cup finals was way back in 1958, and the passing of time means that there are people in villages in Welsh valleys who would have you

  believe that the Welsh side in 1958 was the best football team in the history of the game.




  It’s a total myth.




  The truth is astonishing. Sure, in the quarter-final against Brazil injury had deprived Wales of the services of three-times Scudetto winner John Charles, a true great of the game,

  unquestionably. But those boyos who claim that Wales would have thrashed Pele and Brazil had Charles been fit, are living in a dreamland waving leeks and daffodils.

OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
Is He All That?

Great Footballing Myths SHATTERED

talkSPORT®

ADRIAN DURHAM

A

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi
A CBS COMPANY






OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
Is He All That?

Great Footballing Myths SHATTERED

talkSPORT®

ADRIAN DURHAM

A

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney -Toronto - New Delhi
A CBS COMPANY






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg





