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  Ronnie Whelan made more than 350 appearances for Liverpool FC and was voted no.30 in a poll of the fans’ favourite all-time players. He was capped

  for his country 53 times.
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  Foreword




  by Kenny Dalglish




  It was a league game against Stoke at Anfield in April 1981 and Ronnie Whelan was a very nervous young man. He was about to make his Liverpool debut.

  Ronnie says he remembers me having a few words of advice for him in the dressing room that helped calm him down. But that was thirty years ago this year and it goes without saying that I

  don’t remember a word I said. Anyway he apparently appreciated it at the time. But it should be said that I had plenty of advice for him in the years after too and I doubt very much if he

  appreciated everything I said – most of it wouldn’t have been quite as polite!




  What I do remember about his debut was the goal he scored to put us one up. We beat Stoke 3–0 that night and it was obvious to me that Liverpool had produced another player who was going

  to be with us for years to come. He had the ability, he had the right attitude and he took his goal with great composure for a lad making his debut. He made an instant impact with the supporters,

  which always helps, and he made an instant impact with us veterans too, which helps even more. Pretty soon he was part of the furniture. We gave him a nickname, slagged him

  about his Dublin accent and I moaned an awful lot when he didn’t play the right ball. In other words, he was made to feel right at home.




  Liverpool Football Club became his home for fifteen years. I shared ten of those years with him, as player and manager. For me there’s no pecking order, there’s no league table for

  the players who made big contributions to the club. But anybody who’s educated in the story of that era knows how important Ronnie was to those Liverpool teams. And if someone plays nearly

  500 games and wins as many medals as he did – those achievements speak for themselves. They are the testaments to a great career.




  A lot of those games back then are a bit of a blur to me now. What I remember in general about Ronnie was his industry and movement, his tackling, passing and running. What I remember in

  particular are the big-game goals he scored. They are vivid memories for me, the goals against Tottenham and Man United at Wembley that swung those League Cup finals our way. He spent more of his

  time setting up goals for the likes of myself and Ian Rush but when the chances came along for himself, he could finish them off with a touch of class. Ronnie was a team player first and foremost

  but he had the temperament and the skills to score goals of that calibre too. In later years he made a huge contribution in a more defensive role, winning the ball back for us and getting attacks

  going with his trademark passes.




  He had a reputation as one of the quieter lads in the Liverpool dressing room but I can tell you he had a fair bit to say, too, if he felt it was needed. He could look after himself in the

  verbal stakes, on and off the field. He matured as a player and as a person in the years after his debut and when I handed him the captaincy at the start of the

  ’88/89 season, it was because he’d become a very influential figure in the dressing room. I felt he deserved to be recognised and I had no doubts he’d be able to show the right

  leadership. Alan Hansen was the senior pro at the time and it was his injury in pre-season that opened the door for Ronnie. Alan made it back for the FA Cup semi-final and final but Ronnie retained

  the captaincy. And I don’t think Alan would have allowed me to give it back to him anyway because Ronnie had done it all season and Alan would’ve wanted him to have the honour of

  leading the team out at Wembley.




  I think it was a reflection of how strong and united the dressing room was in those days – and of how popular Ronnie was, as a fella and as a player. Mind you, it wasn’t all

  sweetness and light between us: I dropped him a couple of times when I was manager. I can’t remember why but I can remember his reaction: he was mad as hell with me! I think he’s just

  about forgiven me for leaving him out of the ’88 Cup Final squad. But he had his moment of glory that day in ’89 when he lifted the FA Cup and I was delighted for him because he had

  well and truly earned it.




  Ronnie earned everything he won at Liverpool. We his team mates saw up close every week how good he was as a player and how important he was to all our success in those years. The fans saw it

  too and I think he will always be remembered as one of the club’s greatest servants.




  

    Kenny Dalglish




    June 2011


  




  
 





  Introduction




  Two weeks after the European Championships in 1988 a letter arrived from a publishing house inviting me to write my autobiography. Shortly afterwards a

  second letter arrived and, within days of that, a third letter from a third company had landed on the hall floor.




  I was a bit baffled by the offers. It had never even occurred to me to think about an autobiography. I thought the timing was strange too: I was twenty-six, I had years left in my career, it

  would be ridiculous to be bringing out a book at this stage. When I did finish playing I still wasn’t keen on the idea – but for a different reason. I had this nagging doubt that anyone

  would be interested: who would want to read my story? Why would anybody care? So any time I thought about it – which wasn’t very often – I knocked it on the head pretty

  quickly.




  It was only in the last few years that I started thinking about it a bit more seriously. A big reason was the amount of feedback I was still getting from Liverpool and Ireland fans. I

  can’t count the number of times that strangers have come up to me, in all sorts of places, wanting to share their memories of some goal I scored or some game I played in. It happens to this

  day. They can tell me where they were, who they were with, why that game stands out for them. It might’ve been twenty years earlier but they can still remember it.

  They usually remember these games better than I can. Like most players, I spent my career looking forward not back. You couldn’t afford to look back. As soon as it was over, you forgot about

  it. Winning games, winning cups, scoring goals – it was all great but you didn’t dwell on these moments. You didn’t really think about them at all. You knew they made the fans

  happy but you had no idea that you were helping to create memories for them which one day, all these years later, they would want to relive with you.




  It was these encounters that got me thinking: well, maybe I did do something that’s worth talking about. Maybe I did get people off their seats at a football game, or off their

  settees watching the telly at home. Maybe I did help to spread a little joy around. It dawned on me, I suppose, that what you did for a living had an impact on people that went much deeper than you

  ever imagined. And if so many people wanted to share their memories with me, maybe I could share mine with them.




  It was in 2010 that I decided it was time to write it down. I was going on forty-nine, I would be fifty in September 2011, and it just felt like the right time. I felt I was ready. I was a

  different person to the young lad who’d spent the 1980s tearing around football pitches. The distance between then and now has helped me look back and see things in a different light. I have

  a perspective on my career that I couldn’t have had back then. It’s a much more mature perspective, I hope, and I think it has made for a better book. This was important to me: I wanted

  it to be a good book – as good as I could make it. It needed to be honest; it had to reflect truthfully on all the ups and downs that came my way. What’s in

  the book is what I felt at the time – and I know I felt it because I still feel it to this day. Going back over those times evoked a lot of memories but it also stirred a lot of feelings that

  surprised me, they were still so strong. It was a pleasure to revisit old games that made me happy and old incidents that made me laugh all over again. And when I turned over various episodes that

  were painful at the time, I realised I still felt a bit of hurt, even after all these years.




  Setting out to write this book, I wanted to explain to people how I made my way from a childhood dreaming about professional football to playing in European Cup finals and all the rest of it.

  But I think I ended up explaining it to myself as well, and understanding it better too. And if some young lad out there with the same dream happens to read it, I would be pleased if it helps him

  understand how much commitment it really takes – and that it can become a reality if he wants it badly enough.




  And I wanted to try and tell the story to my daughters too. They know bits and pieces of it but this was a chance to start at the beginning and take them right through the journey of my life in

  football. I wanted to give them a glimpse of the old days, before the Premier League, when there wasn’t half the hype and the glamour but there were still good teams around and great times to

  be had. I wanted to put it down on paper so they could have it on their bookshelves and, who knows, maybe pass it on to their own kids in years to come. I suppose basically I wanted to leave a

  record of some sort.




  And I also wanted to put on record my gratitude to all the people who helped me along the way. I’m glad I’ve been given this chance to do that.




  When I started out on this project I still wasn’t sure if I had a good story to tell. Now that I’ve finished it, I think I do. It’s been a brilliant

  experience going back over it all. I hope you the reader will enjoy going back there too.




  

    Ronnie Whelan
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  The Two Ronnies




  We were watching Match of the Day one Saturday night. I can’t remember who was playing, but the ball flashed across the box and it was just a matter of tapping it

  in the back of the net. But the player got his foot under it and somehow put it over the bar. So the next day me da decided to re-enact the incident in our back garden. Paul stood in goals because

  he was the younger brother and that’s what younger brothers are for. Da got ready to cross the ball and I got ready to turn it past Paul.




  I was a forward in those days and we spent a lot of time in the back garden, Da teaching and me learning: how to side-foot them in and volley them in and head them in. This one was a tap-in, or

  it would’ve been if I hadn’t connected with fresh air when the ball came across. Missed it completely. Paul burst out laughing and Da was going, ‘Stand back now and let a man at

  it, I’ll show ye how it’s done.’ So this time I crossed the ball – and it’s Match of the Day all over again. Da puts it ten feet over the fence and into the

  garden two doors down. And next thing all three of us are rolling around the ground in stitches, and Ma is watching from the kitchen window and she’s doubled up with

  the laughing too.




  That’s forty years ago now. I hadn’t been back much in recent years to the house where I grew up. My parents had both passed on and Paul and the girls had long since moved out to set

  up homes and families of their own. But in October 2010 the house was just about to be sold and I paid it a final visit. I stood in that garden and the memories came flooding back. Our home was at

  48 Abbotstown Avenue, Finglas West, on Dublin’s North side; and it was a really, really happy home.




  Marie and Ronnie Snr were city Dubs. They both grew up in Cabra. After they got married they moved into the tenements in Gardiner Street in the heart of Dublin’s inner city. The tenements

  were ancient, a lot of them were being torn down, but it was all they could afford at the time. I wasn’t born there but we’d pass it on the bus from time to time as children. Ma would

  point it out to us and tell us about the time Rosemarie, the eldest, had a lucky escape when she was a child. She was playing out in the street one day when one of the balconies overhead started to

  fall down around her. The tenements were so dilapidated the walls were crumbling and part of the balcony just gave way. By a miracle Rosemarie escaped without a scratch.




  In the late 1950s they moved to Abbotstown Avenue. It was one of the new housing estates that Dublin corporation had built on what was then the edge of the city. Finglas was still rural. Many

  more housing estates would be built there but for now it still had fields and hedges and country lanes. Years later, when the kids were reared and money was a bit more plentiful, my parents would

  buy their house from the corporation.




  But in the meantime five children would have to be fed and clothed. We weren’t poor but we weren’t flush. Money was always tight, but there was always food

  on the table too. Da was a sheet-metal worker, he had a job at the Unidare factory on Jamestown Road. In later years he packed that in and worked for ALSAA, the Aer Lingus Social and Athletic

  Association, looking after the sports and leisure complex there. Ma always went out to work too: Cadburys, Gateaux, Cleeve’s Toffees, Eason’s book shop, she had loads of different jobs.

  She never didn’t work and at home it was the same: making clothes, cooking meals, running the house and bringing up her children. Rosemarie arrived first, then Ann, myself, Paul and Janice.

  There were arguments, probably a lot of it down to money problems, but they did a remarkable job between them. We were brought up really well, we’ve all done well in life, and it’s down

  to the loving childhood our parents gave us.




  Ma was the disciplinarian, she was more likely to shout at you if you were out of order. Da was more laid-back, he loved a singsong and a few drinks and a laugh. But he brought in a bit of extra

  cash too from his second job, which he loved a lot more than his first one.




  It might even have become his full-time job, had he stuck it out when Chelsea FC invited him to London for a couple of weeks in the early 1950s. He was by all accounts a very talented young

  prospect. But London was a big city and he was fifteen or sixteen and felt very alone. The homesickness got to him and he came back before he gave himself the chance to show what he could do. But

  he went on to have a long career in the League of Ireland and it was one of the first things I learned about me da: he was a footballer, he was well known in football circles, his name was in the papers. He won two international caps in 1963/64. He had a long spell with St Patrick’s Athletic where he won two FAI Cups in 1959 and 1961 before eventually

  moving on to Drogheda FC towards the end of his career.




  But he had to learn the game first and he learned it at the famous Home Farm football club where they produced some of the best schoolboy players in Ireland. He was taken to Home Farm on his

  first day by a young man who went on to play for Manchester United. Liam Whelan was one of the Busby Babes who lost his life in the Munich air disaster of 1958. We shared the same name although we

  weren’t related. But our families were close, they both lived on Attracta Road, and I often heard Da talking about Liam Whelan: how good he was as a player, how proud they were of him in

  Cabra when he made it at United and how shocked the whole neighbourhood was to hear of his tragic death.




  Ten years after Munich Manchester United came to Dublin and it is one of my favourite childhood memories. It was August 1968 and they were over to play an exhibition game at Dalymount Park. They

  were playing a League of Ireland XI, just ten weeks after their famous victory in the European Cup final at Wembley. The excitement was unbelievable; those United players were absolute stars. The

  crowd at Dalymount invaded the pitch at the final whistle. But I was just seven years old and it might all have gone over my head if I hadn’t ended up in the United dressing room afterwards.

  Shay Brennan and Tony Dunne played for United that day. They were Irish internationals and Da knew them so he was able to sneak me into their dressing room. I stood in a corner, quiet as a mouse,

  and saw right in front of me George Best, Bobby Charlton, Denis Law, Paddy Crerand, Nobby Stiles and Matt Busby. They were shouting and laughing and talking. They were gods

  and I was dumbstruck.




  Da had been bringing me to games since I was knee high. I can actually remember him playing for Drogheda. We were a bit older then, Paul and me, and we would sometimes travel on the team bus

  with him on a Sunday morning. They had a trainer/physio, Gerry Martina, a big man; Gerry had represented Ireland in the Olympic Games in wrestling. He used always to give us a bag of the glucose

  sweets he’d have for the players. In 1971 Drogheda got to the FAI Cup final having shocked everyone, including themselves I think, with a 5–2 drubbing of Shamrock Rovers in the

  quarter-final. Da was described in the Irish Times match report as ‘the flying Ronnie Whelan’; he got the fifth goal with a powerful header but I have no memory of that at all. I

  do remember the buzz in the house for those few weeks of the cup run. They went on to beat Cork Hibs in the semi-final in a replay, after extra time, while the final also went to a replay. I think

  the Drogheda lads were shattered by then – Limerick beat them 3–0.




  Two players from that team still stick out in my mind, Dave Shawcross and Dick Jacenuik. Shawcross was magnificent at taking penalties. A left-footer, if memory serves, he’d run up, feint

  to kick, the goalkeeper would go and he’d roll it and it’d just about trickle over the line. But the reason I remember them is because they had English accents. Mick Meagan, the

  Drogheda manager, had brought them over from Halifax Town and I remember that Mick had a bit of an English accent too from his time as a player there.




  I was nine during that cup run and I guess I remember their accents because even by then I had this plan to go and play professional football in England. If you could call it a plan. I

  suppose a nine-year-old has dreams rather than plans. So it was my dream to go to England and be a footballer. I wanted to be part of that world. Something about it had

  clicked in my brain as a child and stayed there.




  I’d been immersed in a football culture from the beginning. I’d see Da polishing his boots and preparing his kit for training and games, practically every day. I ’d hear him

  talk about football all the time with his brother, my Uncle Christy. Christy went to loads of games that Da was playing in and when I started playing he started coming to my games too. I realise

  now that if you had potential as a footballer, this was the perfect hothouse environment. Even Nanny, my da’s ma, she was really into football as well. She was great when I was growing up.

  Nanny lived on another road near ours and we used to visit her after games when I was a kid and gather round her bed; she’d been paralysed for years. And if I’d scored a goal that day

  she’d put a few coins in a jar and by the end of the season she’d have a jar full of money for me. We had our own little ritual, Nanny and me. After the last game of the season

  we’d all call round to her house but when it came to handing over the money, she’d shoo everyone else out of the room. Then she’d empty out the jar of coins and together

  we’d count it up; she’d put them in a little bag and hand it over to me.




  The games I played, the games our da played, the constant talking about it, the travelling with him on the team bus and the getting into the dressing room afterwards. I was taking it all in,

  without knowing I was taking it all in.




  But the England thing, that was my own little secret. I don’t know when it clicked but it was there at the back of my mind all the time. We never talked about it, my parents and me, until

  I was in my teens and English clubs were starting to send them letters, inviting me over for trials. But it was in my head long before that.




  I think television had something to do with it. The only thing I really liked on telly was Match of the Day, The Big Match and Sportsnight with Coleman. I loved Sportsnight,

  especially when they showed footage from the European Cup games. Those games were usually played at night and there always seemed to be fog and mist hanging in the air. To this day I still have an

  image in my head, in black-and-white, of the clouds of fog lit up by the floodlights. The games were played in strange cities by players with strange names a long way away from our little world in

  Dublin. The names were brilliant. Ajax of Amsterdam, Bayern Munich, Standard Liege, Red Star Belgrade, Borussia Monchengladbach, Real Madrid, Dynamo Dresden, Anderlecht, Saint Etienne. There was a

  magic about it that hooked me. I was twenty-three years old when the tragedy at Heysel happened. I never played another club game again in Europe and it is one of the biggest regrets of my

  career.




  The only problem with Sportsnight was that it was screened on Wednesday nights, a school night. I shared a room with Paul and we had to be in bed by a certain time and if he was asleep by

  the time it came on, I was allowed down to watch it. But if he was still awake and saw me leaving, he’d be wanting to come down too. I’d be lying in bed, really quiet, getting all

  annoyed and frustrated if he was still awake. I’d wait to hear the theme music from the living room and then sneak out of the bedroom and down the stairs. My parents would let me because they

  knew how much it meant to me, even then.




  I made my League of Ireland debut on my sixteenth birthday. The day before the game, Da was quoted in the newspapers. ‘From the time he was only three years old he

  started kicking a ball about with me in the garden. He was mad about soccer ever since he first kicked a ball and naturally when I saw there was a bit of ability there, I encouraged him in every

  way I could.’




  And it was true; he did encourage me in every way he could. It was unbelievable what he did for me, the way he nurtured me along, not just in football but in life as well. But all the

  encouragement in the world wouldn’t have worked if my heart wasn’t in it. But it was – I was obsessed. With both parents out working I spent a lot of time on my own, kicking a

  ball against the wall at the front of our house. A lot of the time it was just me and the ball and the wall. Kicking it off the wall and trying to control it on the way back. Kicking it hard

  off the wall and trying to control it. Kicking it off the jagged parts to make it go different ways and trying to control it. Kicking it off the kerb and trying to control it. I was out there from

  early morning till late at night, before school and after school, lost in my own little world. Once I had a ball I was content. I think it was a sort of comfort blanket for me. I’d bring it

  everywhere, down to the shops, over to Nanny’s, round to Foxy’s van where Foxy sold sweets and cigarettes and household items. There was always a ball in the house, any sort of ball.

  And if the ball was burst or lost, Da would bring a new one home on Friday after he got paid.




  And if he was in from work and having his tea, he’d tell me to go out and keep it up on my right foot as many times as possible. He’d set little goals for you. I’d come back in

  and tell him how much I’d got and he’d tell me, ‘Do the same with your left foot. Keep it up twenty times with your left.’ I would spend hours

  trying to do it twenty times in a row. If I got up to seventeen or eighteen and broke down, I’d start again. I suppose I could’ve come back in and told him I’d got twenty but it

  never occurred to me. England was planted in my head. And I was going to stay outside for as long as it took to do it twenty times because it would help me get to where I wanted to be.




  It sounds a bit like Tiger Woods and his dad, that you have to be regimented and do this all the time, but it wasn’t like that. If he hadn’t said go out and practise, I’d have

  gone out anyway. He didn’t get upset, he didn’t go screaming and shouting at me, and he didn’t complicate it. I was very lucky, I had a League of Ireland player teaching me the

  basics of the game, and he was a very good teacher. Left foot, right foot, how to head the ball, how to control the ball, how to pass it long and short. Many years later I scored a goal with my

  left for Liverpool. Jimmy Hill remarked about my ‘natural left foot’ that night on Match of the Day. I had to tell Jimmy that actually the right was my natural kicking foot.




  Recently I came across this idea of the 10,000 hours: that if you want to reach a high level in a chosen discipline, be it music or sport or science, you have to put in three hours of dedicated

  practice every day for ten years. I don’t know how right or wrong this theory is but I do know that by the time I signed for Liverpool on my eighteenth birthday, I had without knowing clocked

  up the 10,000 hours – and an awful lot more.




  My first competitive games were in the local road leagues. Abbotstown would play a team from Cardiff Bridge Road, and Cardiff would play a team from Mellowes Road, and so on. We’d play

  some of those games on the pitch belonging to Raven Athletic, a local junior football club; it’s a halting site for travellers now. There were pitches on Cardiff as

  well and we once lost a road-league final there. I was in tears afterwards and Da carried me home ’cos I thought the world had ended. I was the ripe old age of six.




  The next time I cried at a football game was the night of Heysel.




  I was eight or nine when Da brought me to the Home Farm mini-leagues. The club had one of the best underage structures in Ireland at the time. It had a reputation as a sort of academy for young

  players. Parents from all over the city would bring their kids there. Players were graded according to their age and ability and we’d play against each other in the mini-leagues. Matt Butler

  says I ‘stuck out like a sore thumb’. At nine I should’ve been playing for the under-10s but I was drafted into the under-11 and under-12 teams. I was small and skinny but I

  must’ve handled it OK because pretty soon I was playing against twelve-year-olds in the Dublin league, which was the biggest league in Ireland. It was a big step-up in standard, playing the

  likes of Stella Maris, St Kevins, Shelbourne, Belvedere and St Joseph’s in Sallynoggin.




  Matt was a great pal of Da’s. He coached our teams right the way through from eleven to sixteen. We won loads of leagues and cups with him. They had strict standards at Home Farm and Matt

  was one of the people who drilled them into us. We were taught manners, we were taught how to behave off the pitch as well as on it. You had to be on time. You had to be neat and tidy. Your boots

  had to be polished and your kit had to be clean. You tucked your shirt inside your shorts. There was no bad language, no backchat to referees and no messing about in the clubhouse. It was a very,

  very good upbringing at Home Farm, and I thrived there.




  Matt Butler: The first time I saw Ronnie it was in the mini-leagues and I recognised him straightaway from his da. The whole posture, very upright, chest out

  – the run of him was the exact same as his father’s. Ronnie Senior was a lovely, easy-going man. But it used to amaze me the things he’d point out on a football pitch, the things

  he’d see in a player. He was my helper for many years and I can say without fear of contradiction that he was the most knowledgeable person that I’ve ever come across in schoolboys

  football.




  Off the pitch young Ron was totally introverted, you hardly knew he was there in the dressing room. But the minute he went onto the pitch he started lording it, running around, bossing everyone.

  He was a natural on the pitch.




  And any time I was stuck for a player I’d always go and get him, not because he was so good, but because I always knew where to find him. He’d be playing football down at Patrician

  College. A lot of other very talented lads fell by the wayside. The difference between Ron and them was that he was always, always playing football.




  I can remember one time down on Mobhi Road, I happened to be standing behind the goal with nothing else to do but look down the pitch. And he was on the ball down the far end and I was giving

  out that he wasn’t passing it out wide to a player who was unmarked. But he played it through to someone just in an inside-right position, threaded it along the ground, and the lad scored

  from it. Ron was thirteen at the time and he could see a better pass running with the ball than I could see doing nothing.




  Da was there on the sideline for most of those games. Year in year out he was there. In the car home we’d talk about it: how did it go today, what did I do well,

  where could I have done something better? I remember only one time when he got really angry with me. It was a game at Home Farm, I must’ve been twelve or thirteen, and basically I was acting

  the eejit. I probably was thinking I’m a bit ahead of these players, or it was coming too easy to me or something. So I started being silly, doing daft things, trying to beat everybody

  and then giving the ball away and thinking it was funny. Da had been watching this from the sideline. Half-time came and he called me over, away from everybody else, and he was fuming. ‘If

  you don’t stop that nonsense I’m going to take you right off. Cut it out now or I’m gonna take you straight off this pitch.’ I was shocked. It was a major kick up the

  backside. I went out for the second half stung and embarrassed, desperate to make amends. After the game it was just, ‘That’s how you should do it. Don’t ever mess about like that

  again.’




  And I never did mess about like that again. I don’t know what came into me that day because I was never one for showboating, I was usually too nervous to be messing about. Far back as I

  can remember, I was always nervous going to play a match. I don’t know whether it was a thing of trying to please people, but I was always afraid of playing bad. I didn’t like playing

  bad, I didn’t like letting the team down, I didn’t like letting the manager down. And I brought that into Liverpool with me. There was no talking to me if I played bad. There was no

  talking to me on the bus, there was no talking to me at home – just thinking about it and turning it over in my head for days. And that went all the way back to the mini-leagues in Home Farm.

  I knew from an early age when I played bad and I never liked that feeling and I never wanted to repeat it.




  During Easter holidays the club would take a load of the underage teams to Blackpool. Home Farm stalwarts like Joe Fitzpatrick and Noel Griffin would organise the trips. We’d play a couple

  of friendlies against local teams but the high light was going to a big first division game, usually in Manchester. I was eleven or twelve the first time I clapped eyes on Maine Road – or was

  it Old Trafford? Can’t remember which. But we got there early, the stadium was empty and I remember walking up the steps and looking down at the pitch and around the terraces and stands. It

  was mind-blowing. And I can remember the thought that was going through my mind: this is where I want to be. This is where I want to be. It was another reinforcement for the dream I had.

  England. I want to play there. I’ve got to go to England to play because that’s what I see on TV. I knew you could get paid to play but money didn’t matter. I was

  too young to know about money. It was more a case of, this could be your job. And what a job to have!




  Back at Home Farm, a few scouts were starting to turn up on the sideline. It wasn’t that unusual – local scouts for the English clubs were frequent visitors anyway. Joe Corcoran was

  one of them. He was Man United’s man in Dublin. He came to the house one day and asked Da if I’d go over. I was fourteen. A letter arrived a few weeks later inviting me over for a

  fortnight. Ma and Da came with me. I have a photo from my first day at Old Trafford on trial. I’m there in my new clothes, wearing a ridiculous pair of parallels, standing in the goalmouth at

  the Stretford End. What you don’t see is the groundsman running over two seconds later: ‘Get off the fucking pitch! You shouldn’t be on the pitch!’ Little did he, or I,

  know that I’d be scoring into that goal years later, and in fairly memorable circumstances too.




  We trained at the Cliff. A fella called Frank Blunstone, a former Chelsea player and England international, supervised our training. I remember being intimidated by the whole surroundings but

  not by the other kids the same age as me. I wasn’t worried that they’d be out of my league, I was more worried that my boots wouldn’t be as good as theirs. The coaching was more

  structured than I was used to at home, they worked a lot on your passing, movement and control. In the canteen upstairs my eyes were popping out of my head: look, there’s Jim Holton; over

  there, Martin Buchan and Sammy McIlroy. Stuart Pearson, Gerry Daly, Dave McCreery, Steve Coppell too.




  You’d be told at the end of the two weeks if they wanted you back or not and I was told that they wanted me back the next school holiday. No one actually told you if they rated you or not.

  That’s the way it was in general at the time. It was just, ‘We’d like to see you back in the summer for another two weeks.’ OK. Grand. That was enough for me. I didn’t

  need anyone to tell me that I was good or bad. Same at Liverpool. All I needed was the manager to put me in the team every Saturday. And if you were playing every Saturday you were obviously doing

  something right and that was all you needed to know.




  After that first visit, I went on my own to Manchester. If there was a home game at Old Trafford you’d be brought along to see the game. One time I was there and it coincided with the

  anniversary of the Munich air disaster. This was probably 1975 or ’76. The bereaved families would usually have a representative there for the anniversary. The kids who’d signed

  apprentice forms with United would act as ball boys for the home games. I hadn’t signed so I wasn’t allowed. I was in and around the tunnel area this day when

  a man came up to me to shake my hand. He introduced himself: he was a brother of Liam Whelan. He’d heard that a son of Ronnie Whelan was over on trial; he made inquiries and sought me out and

  wished me well. It was a very nice gesture that I never forgot.




  There was another very nice gentleman at the club by the name of Bob Bishop. He was United’s scout in Northern Ireland and he was the man who discovered George Best. Bob would regale us

  with stories about finding George and how he told Matt Busby that he had to sign this kid from Belfast. Sammy McIlroy, Dave McCreery, and, later, Norman Whiteside, Bob discovered them all. This was

  music to our ears. We’d be devouring his every word because secretly you’d be thinking That could be me. It happened to them, it could happen to me.




  The two players that I can remember from those days are Andy Ritchie and Scott McGarvey, who both went on to play for United. I was probably more pally with Scott than anybody else when I was

  there. The biggest eye-opener for me was what the apprentices had to do. They had to stay back and clean the showers and the baths, clean and polish the players’ boots, sweep the changing

  rooms and get the kit sorted. I was offered apprentice forms at United but that was one of the reasons deep down why I didn’t really want to sign. The biggest reason was that Da

  wouldn’t let me sign. He wanted me to finish school and do my Leaving Cert. I wonder now if his real reason was to do with his own experience at Chelsea; that he was worried I’d be too

  young and too homesick to stick it out. He said United would come back for me anyway. They didn’t, as it happened, and at the time I was really worried that my

  chance had gone. But a part of me was secretly relieved too, because I knew what the apprentices had to do and I didn’t fancy it.




  More letters were starting to arrive in the post and Noel Griffin remembers being in our house one night talking to Da about it.




  

    

      Noel Griffin: I remember him showing me all these letters from clubs: Queens Park Rangers, Nottingham Forest, Chelsea, Manchester United, Aston Villa, Middlesbrough,

      all on headed paper, there was about twenty letters there. And they were very keen, all inviting him over for trials. Ronnie Senior was very knowledgeable about the situation and, having been

      in England himself and seen the whole thing, he was certainly not going to take any chances with Ronnie. He told me that he wanted to do the right thing for him. He told me that himself. He was

      very, very conscious about making the right decision.


    


  




  We didn’t follow up too many of those invitations, for whatever reason. I did two weeks at Everton but I didn’t enjoy it there, just didn’t feel comfortable.

  And they mustn’t have enjoyed me either because they never got back to me. Coventry had me back a couple of times and asked me to sign as an apprentice. I really liked the set-up there.

  Gordon Milne was the manager. I was keen to make an impression my first time there and one afternoon the lads a little bit older than me were going to do a running session, up and down hills. I was

  told I could stay with the younger group my own age or I could go with the older ones. They would’ve been apprentices and young pros doing a pre-season lung-burster.

  And I figured I’d show the staff a little bit more than whatever ball skills I had. I sort of knew I was OK on the football side; now, go and show them that you can do the hard stuff too.

  I’m thinking I need to show them that I’m a grafter too. So I went running with them and it was the hardest thing I’d ever done. I ended up spewing my guts up and the older

  lads laughing at me.




  I was the same at United, naïve and mad to impress. I was over during the Christmas holidays one year, I think I was fifteen, and we were all told we could go home for the New Year. But me,

  in my stupid wisdom, decided to stay. I told them that I’d go training the next day. Bad call. The halls of residence were in a big old university building and the place was deserted.

  Everyone else had gone home. I could hear my voice echoing around the empty rooms. So there I was on New Year’s Eve, feeling like an orphan and feeding money into a coin box in the corridor,

  crying down the phone to me ma and da in Dublin.




  It’s hard for a kid, when he’s fifteen or sixteen, and all his mates are starting to discover pubs and clubs and girls, and your ambition is to play football and they’re going,

  ‘Yeah, but you’re not really going to be a professional footballer, are you? I mean, realistically?’ And you don’t like to hear that, because secretly you believe

  that you have a chance, even if they don’t. And they’re saying to you, ‘Sure, you might as well come out with us tonight.’ And sometimes it’s hard to say no, even if

  you know you have a game the next day. So one night I came down the stairs, all dressed up in my gear for the school disco, and Da took one look at me. I knew the look, and that was bad enough.

  There were words too. Then he said: ‘Right so. If you feel it’ll make you play better tomorrow, go ahead.’ Then he stuck his head back in his newspaper.

  He didn’t have to say any more. He’d tripped the guilty switch in me and he knew it. It was still my decision but I knew there was only one decision. I trooped back up the stairs,

  changed out of my disco duds and stayed in for the night.




  It sounds a bit sad now, in hindsight, like I didn’t have a life at all. But the truth is, I wasn’t really interested in anything else at the time. School, beer, music – it

  more or less all passed me by. I just had this tunnel vision about England. But I liked being in that tunnel. I enjoyed it, it was where I wanted to be. Noel says he remembers me saying, years

  later when I was at Liverpool, that if you wanted to make it in England, you had to live like a monk growing up. I don’t remember saying it, but I do remember living it.




  It’s why I avoided any trouble growing up in a place that had a rough reputation, although Finglas never seemed that rough to me. It was a proper working-class community where people were

  good neighbours and looked out for each other. There was always horses mooching about, mind you, and at Halloween there’d be massive bonfires on the estate. I remember one day I was standing

  on Foxy’s corner with a girl and there’d been a bonfire on the green patch and a bunch of lads were hanging around it. Next thing this van pulled up and suddenly about ten coppers

  jumped out the back and waded into the lads with their batons. They battered the lads. I think that’s what they called ‘Getting them off the streets’ in those days. But I saw very

  little of what they nowadays call antisocial behaviour. The only thing you didn’t want to be doing was walking past the chipper late at night. You’d usually have some lads there passing

  around the flagons of cider. There were fights, all right, and various bits of vandalism, but this was still the innocent era, before drugs came on the scene, and I felt

  very secure growing up there.




  And all this time I was progressing smoothly through the football grades. In my head I was climbing a ladder; as soon as I reached one rung I wanted to reach the next. In 1977 I hit a few big

  milestones, first of all getting capped for Ireland schoolboys. We beat Holland and Northern Ireland at home and in April we beat Wales 4–2. I scored from the penalty spot. My school,

  Patrician College, also achieved a major milestone that April. It was a small school, founded only ten years earlier, but it won its first Leinster Senior Cup and in May went on to claim the

  All-Ireland colleges title as well. It was a fantastic cup run.




  Unfortunately, while I got to play for my country, I didn’t get to play for my school. There’d been a clash of fixtures in an earlier round; I had a Home Farm game and the school had

  a game the same day. Everyone told me it was my decision. So I weighed it up and figured that I was only going to have another two years at school but I’d still be playing at Home Farm for

  the next few years if I didn’t get a club in England. So I played for Home Farm. The Patrician coach, Kevin Fahy, who went on to rise through the ranks at the FAI, never picked me again. The

  prize for winning the national title was that Patrician would get to represent Ireland in a World Schools Tournament which was being held in Dublin that summer. It was a sixteen-nation tournament

  and it was very prestigious. I ended up going on the bus with the supporters to watch the team. Deep down I was gutted. I didn’t show it but I was. And I resented the decision for a long time

  afterwards. I thought it was amazingly petty. This big tournament is coming to Dublin and Whelan isn’t going to play in it because I’m the boss around

  here. Maybe he was taking me down a peg or two, knowing there was a lot of talk about United signing me and all that. Anyway, so began my great run of luck at World Cups!




  But still, it was onwards and upwards on my imagined journey to the big time. And, on 25 September that year, I got birthday cards that said ‘Sweet 16’ – and a senior debut

  with Home Farm that afternoon. It was against Drogheda United and that’s about all I can remember. It passed me by completely. I didn’t play a lot of first-team games that season. But

  the word was out about me now and a few of the resident hard men in the League of Ireland tried to do a bit of chopping whenever they got the chance. I didn’t mind and it didn’t bother

  me. I remember getting a good kicking from a defender at Bohemians early on but when we played them again later that season I was well able to handle it. I was still skinny as a rake but I had

  quick feet – and two years in the League of Ireland made them quicker. It made me hardier too. It was a really good grounding in the world of adult football and I think it was what Da had had

  in mind for me all along: rather than being apprenticed at United, he figured I’d get a better apprenticeship this way. How right he was.




  Jim McLaughlin was manager of Dundalk FC at the time. They were a top team and Jim would go on to be probably the greatest League of Ireland manager ever. I’d heard rumours that he’d

  put in a word for me but it was only when I was doing research for this book that I found out his role in my transfer to Liverpool. Jim had contacts at the club. I’d been over for a two-week

  stint during the 1979 pre-season. I had also been to Celtic that year and Celtic had made an offer to Home Farm. Someone at Liverpool got in touch with Jim, wondering

  about the Celtic offer, wondering if they should make a move.




  

    

      Jim McLaughlin: And I said to them, ‘It doesn’t matter what Celtic are offering, just sign him. Sign him now and don’t worry about the cost because

      you won’t regret it.’ I was fairly sure about it because Ronnie was head and shoulders above any other fella in Ireland at the time. I’d never seen a young fella who could

      look after himself on a pitch so well.


    


  




  I could easily have signed for Celtic. My parents went over with me, the club looked after us really well and I loved it there. I played a reserve game alongside Willie McStay

  and Charlie Nicholas, who was already marked out for stardom. Bobby Lennox would pick me up every morning and bring me to training and didn’t seem to mind when Da called him Billy. Celtic

  legend, European Cup winner, Bobby ‘Billy’ Lennox. I gave out stink to Da about that. He just laughed it off, and so did Bobby. It was a really friendly club and I was very tempted to

  sign. But I knew I was going over to Liverpool later that summer and if they didn’t make me an offer, I was on my way to Glasgow.




  I did my Leaving Cert in the summer of 1979 and in August had my two-week trial at Melwood. Things moved quickly after that. We got a phone call from Liverpool. They wanted to offer me a deal,

  when could I go over to sign? This was September, and I was about to turn eighteen.




  We walked into the boardroom at Anfield and I was shaking with nerves and excitement. There was no agent or lawyer in those days, just me and me da. The chairman of

  Liverpool FC, John Smith, and the secretary, Peter Robinson, sat us down at this big fancy table in the boardroom and pushed a legal document across the table to us. They were offering me a

  three-year professional contract at £150 a week. They’d pay for four flights a year back to Dublin and they’d pay for my digs until I found a place to live.




  And I’m thinking That’ll do me, let’s sign this and get it over with. But Da spoke up. ‘OK, that sounds good, but we also want a £20,000 signing-on fee.

  Tax-free, paid into an account in Dublin.’




  Messrs Smith and Robinson looked shocked. Or maybe pretended to look shocked. They said, ‘Sorry, can’t do that, couldn’t possibly do that.’ And Da said they could

  ’cos he’d spoken to people and this would be a legitimate payment for me giving up my amateur status to turn professional. The men in suits looked at each other. Then they asked us if

  we could step outside for a few minutes. We stepped outside and I was really agitated by now. I thought they were going to tell us to go home and never come back. Da was tense too but he was calm.

  He had spoken to Noel Griffin about this. Noel had sat in on the negotiations when another young Home Farm player, Martin Murray, signed for Everton a few years before.
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