

  


  [image: cover]






    

       

    




    STILL DREAMING




    

      [image: titlepage]


    




    

       

    




    First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2010


    A CBS COMPANY




    Copyright © 2010 by Gary Lineker




    This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


    No reproduction without permission.


    All rights reserved.




    The right of Gary Lineker to be identified as the author of this work


    has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and


    78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.




    Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


    1st Floor


    222 Gray’s Inn Road


    London


    WC1X 8HB




    www.simonandschuster.co.uk




    Simon & Schuster Australia


    Sydney




    PICTURE CREDITS


    Getty Images: 1, 3, 5, 9, 10, 12, 14, 15, 18, 20, 21, 23, 24,


    25, 27, 28, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35


    Mirrorpix: 2, 4, 6, 7


    Colorsport: 8, 11, 13, 16, 17, 19, 22, 26, 29




    A CIP catalogue for this book is


    available from the British Library.




    ISBN: 978-1-84737-922-1 (Hardback)


    ISBN: 978-0-85720-149-2 (Trade paperback)


    eBook ISBN: 978-1-84737-923-8




    Typeset by M Rules


    Printed in the UK by CPI Mackays, Chatham ME5 8TD




    

       

    




    STILL DREAMING




    

       

    




    Contents




          Acknowledgements




      1  Qualifying – that was the easy part




      2  Who’s in, who’s out and why




      3  South Africa – World Cup winners whatever the outcome




      4  Rooney’s time is at hand




      5  The Capello factor




      6  The same old story




      7  The American dream is England’s nightmare




      8  Fear of failure




      9  That’s more like it!




    10  Expectation; elimination; humiliation




    11  European champions, world champions




    12  Capello: yesterday’s man?




    13  Looking on the bright side




    

       

    




    Acknowledgements




    Thanks to all at Simon & Schuster, in particular to Ian Chapman, who took me out for lunch and persuaded me that this was a good idea, and to Ian Marshall, for his diligent editing; to Clive White, for putting my words down on paper and coping with the hectic World Cup schedule; to all my colleagues at BBC Sport, producers, directors, pundits and commentators; to my agent, Jon Holmes, for his support and encouragement; to my wife, Danielle, for putting up with the constant football chatter; and finally to the British public for tuning in to the BBC coverage in their millions. Politicians please note that the British public prefer their sport on the BBC.




  



    

       

    




    1




    [image: ]




    Qualifying – that was


    the easy part




    The great thing about England’s World Cup qualifying campaign was that we qualified. The fact that we did so with plenty to spare and in some style was an unexpected bonus. Rarely have England approached a qualifying competition less optimistic about their chances than they did this 2010 World Cup and that may have worked to our advantage.




    Normally the hype and expectation surrounding an England football team is out of all proportion. Never was that more obviously so than in 2002 with the much trumpeted arrival of the ‘Golden Generation’ – a tag for which we have the former FA chief executive Adam Crozier to thank. If it was a bit premature to describe them as such in Japan and South Korea then by the 2006 World Cup finals in Germany their time, it seemed, had been and gone.




    When England subsequently failed to even qualify for the Euro 2008 finals we were all brassed off with the so-called Golden Generation, not to mention the wally with the brolly Steve McClaren, who became a handy target for our frustration. As a player, there was nothing worse than sitting on the sidelines watching a major championship without England in it. And I can tell you, it doesn’t get any easier when you’re a television presenter.




    Someone up there seemed to be having a bit of a giggle at our expense when England were again paired with their Euro 2008 tormentors Croatia in Group 6 of the World Cup qualifiers. Normally expectations would have been sky high because even allowing for the presence of our nemesis it looked a very winnable group. Alright, maybe not winnable, but certainly one from which we could qualify: Andorra, Kazakhstan, Belarus, Ukraine and Croatia. Surely we could at least finish runners-up among that lot!




    But our spirits were still low. It was as if that sodden night at Wembley in November 2007 when our last remaining hope of qualifying for Euro 2008 was flushed down the toilet by Croatia had seeped into our very souls. Never mind that McClaren had gone as a result – water-proof but not bomb-proof – and been replaced by Fabio Capello, a man with a proven track record at the highest levels of the European club game. He was a product of Serie A just like Sven-Goran Eriksson and we didn’t need reminding how unhappily that union eventually turned out. Also, the group of players that he had to work with were more or less the same that the Swede had, only there was now a suspicion that some may have just passed their sell-by date.




    Fortunately for England, Capello turned out to be exactly what the national team needed. His granite features alone spelled the one word everyone wanted the England players to understand: discipline. On and off pitch, it had declined under Eriksson to the point where he almost seemed to encourage a celebrity culture among his players. It had got out of hand in Germany with the WAGS. The team hotel in Baden-Baden was more like a holiday resort with wives and girlfriends coming in and going out and the paparazzi everywhere. When I was playing for England in the 1990 World Cup finals, as I recall, our families came out just before the semi-finals for half a day and then it was back to business for the players.




    Rio Ferdinand later described it as ‘a circus’ but the new ringmaster was having none of it. It wasn’t surprising that Capello instantly had the respect of the players. Few coaches can boast a CV that includes AC Milan, Real Madrid and Juventus, let alone one with league honours at each of those clubs and a Champions League title thrown in just for good measure. Ferdinand’s comments about the previous regimes were significant. When a player of his stature comes out and says what he did it’s time to take notice. He was clearly disappointed with the progress made under the previous two managers. ‘This squad’s in a different frame of mind to ones I’ve been in for a while,’ he said. ‘It is a very, very professional regime. This manager isn’t shy of telling you what you’re doing wrong. That is a big step in the right direction for the team, and that’s maybe what we’ve needed in the past.’




    What was a little surprising was the clarity with which Capello got his message across given that English wasn’t his first language, or even his second or third, come to that. It certainly wasn’t as good as Eriksson’s. At my first meeting with him, however, I soon understood the key message he was anxious to get across to the players, which was that they should believe in themselves more. We mistakenly sometimes think of international footballers as these flash, super-confident individuals, but the truth is many of them are not. It’s hard to credit, but even world-class players like Steven Gerrard can lack self-belief. You need your great players to be confident because then it spreads through the rest of the team.




    Another important message he wanted them to understand was their specific tasks in the team. It seemed from early on, Capello knew exactly how he wanted England to play, which was with a high tempo and pressing high up the pitch: in other words, in a classic Premier League style. It is amazing that after all these years it has taken an Italian to get England playing like an English team should.




    England were still gripped by the fear of failure at the start of their qualifying campaign, as they had been during Capello’s five friendlies in charge. Looking back, it’s hard to believe that the team that started so nervously in the Olympic Stadium in Barcelona against the part-timers from Andorra would eventually emerge conclusively superior to everyone in their group. So unconvincing was their 2–0 win that the general consensus among the media was that England without the injured Gerrard would do extraordinarily well to get a draw against Croatia in the Maksimir Stadium in Zagreb four days later.




    As for Capello, he was positive from the start. ‘My idea is to win – always,’ he said. ‘I don’t like to play for a draw because it is impossible to prepare a game and speak with the players about a draw. It is a difficult game, yes, but it is more exciting than Andorra. I like the challenge.’




    Slaven Bilic, the Croatian manager, had been in bullish mood, busily sowing seeds of doubt in the minds of the England players by saying that he didn’t think England had improved since Croatia last beat them, at Wembley. Whatever England’s state of health, Croatia’s was rude, particularly at home where they were unbeaten in 35 matches.




    ‘We are much better in every possible way,’ said Bilic, who has never been short of confidence himself. ‘We are simply better players, we are better as a team. We’ve had more training sessions. Before that game in Zagreb [when they beat England], we’d maybe had twenty or thirty training sessions together. Now we’ve had a hundred and fifty.’




    However, Bilic did have the good sense to guard against complacency among his troops, reminding them that in the 1994 European Cup final the Barcelona team of Cruyff, Romario and Stoichkov had made the mistake of believing their own prematch publicity and were duly thrashed 4–0 by a Milan team that was coached by one Fabio Capello. Little did he realise how apposite that comparison would turn out to be.




    The England squad had not changed so very much since Capello took charge. As expected, Sol Campbell no longer figured and, because of injury, nor Michael Owen, but of the younger players the only notable absentee from Capello’s squads had been Manchester City’s Micah Richards, who had temporarily lost his way. It was inevitable, however, that sooner or later the former captain David Beckham, who was no longer playing top-flight football, would become surplus to requirements. After Walcott’s impressive appearance against Andorra most felt it would be sooner rather than later.




    Nevertheless, for the game against Croatia the majority of pundits thought Beckham’s greater experience and crossing ability would give him the nod ahead of Walcott’s frightening pace and youthful fearlessness, particularly since Emile Heskey was likely to be preferred to Jermain Defoe up front. Also it was a game England dare not lose, so another good reason to go for old heads rather than new ones. Capello could have played both, but he made it clear beforehand that one or the other would be seated next to him on the bench. As it turned out, he opted for the company of the affable Beckham and thrust Walcott into the fray. What conversation there was between him and Beckham could only have been about the young man out on the pitch as Walcott rewarded Capello for his bravery with a performance that neither he nor the player could have imagined in their wildest dreams: the young Arsenal winger ripped Croatia apart with a hat-trick in a sensational 4–1 win. Revenge was never sweeter.




    You can never be sure about young players, I’ve seen so many good ones come and go. Of course, the exceptional ones like Wayne Rooney and Cristiano Ronaldo you know are going to be around for a long time, but I’ve seldom seen a young player take to international football with the ease with which 19-year-old Walcott did that night in Zagreb in his first serious international, having made his first competitive start against Andorra. He vowed beforehand that nerves wouldn’t get the better of him and he was true to his word, turning Croatia’s defenders instead into nervous wrecks with every darting run he made at them. The only downside was that most of the nation wasn’t able to witness live the most inspiring England victory since Eriksson’s England put five past Germany in Munich seven years earlier. That was because the ill-fated Setanta company, which had won the television rights for England games, could not come to an agreement with the terrestrial broadcasters on a highlights package. Highlights were eventually shown on Freeview’s digital terrestrial service.




    It wasn’t just a hunch that made Capello plump for Walcott. He was well aware of how Croatian full-backs love to get forwards and having someone of Walcott’s pace rather than the more static Beckham gave them something to think about. Not that Daniel Pranjic was caught in two minds: he was soon aware what his priority was, which was to stop Walcott, but the trouble was he couldn’t get near the player.




    Of course, it wasn’t a one-man show. There were some good double acts going on at the same time, like that of Frank Lampard and Gareth Barry in central midfield and John Terry and Rio Ferdinand in central defence – McClaren’s ill-advised three-man defence having been consigned to the scrapheap. Also, Walcott needed the right service and in Rooney he found it. Against Andorra, the Manchester United striker had completed his fifth consecutive game without scoring, but Capello wasn’t concerned. Nor Rooney. ‘This was not the best of games for Rooney,’ conceded the coach. ‘When you start the season, the biggest players need more time to find their form. He is just married. He has to find the form. Rooney needs space to run and to work. I hope in the next game he will find the space.’




    And he did. But Walcott had Croatia to thank first for unwittingly providing the service for his opening goal. Pranjic’s hurried attempt at a clearance saw the ball rebound off Robert Kovac and fall obligingly for Walcott who fired it first time past Stipe Pletikosa in goal. It was recompense for not being awarded a penalty earlier when Josip Simunic hauled down Heskey. Andorra had relied heavily on the physical approach in trying to stop England, but it was disappointing to see more capable players like the Croatians resorting to the same tactic. Simunic cynically chopped down Walcott when he was through on goal and although this time he was penalised a yellow card seemed a feeble punishment. If the tactic was meant to stop Walcott permanently, it didn’t work. The winger was soon back tormenting the opposition. Joe Cole was less fortunate when an elbow from Kovac stopped him dead in his tracks. It led to both players seeing red – Cole from the gash on his head and Kovac from the card brandished by Lubos Michel, the Slovakian referee.




    England hardly needed the extra man advantage to press home their superiority in the second half but since they had it they thought they might as well use it. A fluent crossfield move involving Rooney, Lampard, Heskey and Rooney again ended with the United player teeing up a second goal for Walcott. Rooney then brought his barren run to an end with a side-footed finish. Mario Mandzukic pulled one back for Croatia but it was only fitting that Walcott should have the final word, courtesy of another exquisite Rooney pass.




    Walcott’s substitution gave the travelling fans the opportunity to show their appreciation and although his replacement by Beckham may have seemed like the changing of the guard in reverse no one seemed in any doubt about who was on their way out and who was on their way in, even if news of Beckham’s ‘death’ proved to be slightly exaggerated. I always felt that Beckham was worth his place in the squad, if only as an impact player. He is a wonderful crosser – I would love to have had the opportunity to be on the end of some of them – and a dead-ball specialist supreme. What Walcott’s arrival did mean was that England were now very well served in the wide-right position with three players of similar pace and quality in Walcott, Aaron Lennon and Shaun Wright-Phillips in addition to the more calculated qualities of Beckham and David Bentley.




    By comparison, Walcott’s club career had so far been something of a slow-burner. His final ball, like a lot of young wingers, was still lacking. The modest youngster hoped that this performance would ignite it. ‘Before the season started, Arsene Wenger told me that he wanted me to be more aggressive on the pitch, win the ball back, get at defenders and not to show any fear,’ said Walcott. When he was taken to the World Cup finals in Germany, largely for the experience – and to the disapproval of some of his team-mates such as Gerrard – it was as a central striker. Here he had found his niche. ‘Virtually every match I have played right-wing for Arsenal and it is starting to come naturally to me,’ he said.




    After the 85 minutes the winger had spent flying, it was about keeping his feet on the ground, but Capello need not have worried. ‘He has very good potential,’ he said. ‘Arsene is a very good manager for him. We have created a problem for Arsenal, not for me. Theo is young with a good future, but we have to help him. The national team is different. If you decide to put one of the young players in the national team it is sometimes a risk for the player, not for the manager. This time it was good.’




    The 4–4–2 formation used by Capello sat happily with the England players as it usually does, but it was clear that he would remain flexible on shape. What he won’t be flexible on is any looseness within the structure. He is a stickler for players keeping their position within a unit. They must always remain ‘compact’, as he was fond of saying. One position – or more like two – where England sometimes lacked discipline was in the central midfield pairing of Lampard and Gerrard. Many critics were convinced that the two couldn’t play together. Gerrard would be recovered from his groin operation in a month’s time when England received Kazakhstan. Perhaps then we would found out whether or not Capello could get them to work happily in harness. If not, unlike his predecessors, Capello would have no compunction about dropping one or the other. Of that we were sure. Team considerations always came before those of individuals with the pragmatic Italian.




    The Kazakhstan players took in a sight-seeing tour of London before the game. It was a pity for them it didn’t stretch north to London Colney in Hertfordshire so they could observe first-hand what Capello had in store for them – and for regular England-watchers. At least Capello was clear in his own mind where best to deploy the returning Gerrard. If a free rein for Liverpool’s rampant midfielder was far too liberated a role for a disciplinarian like Capello to grant, it surely had to involve a more attacking, preferably central function. ‘I know the best position for Gerrard,’ said Capello confidently. ‘He plays where I think it’s better for him – always. He’s an important player, for sure, but he’s only one of the eleven.’




    As it turned out, the Gerrard–Lampard alliance failed again and Walcott was less electrifying than in the highly charged atmosphere of Zagreb, not that it made much difference to the outcome. England were eventually far too strong for the team from the central Asian republic. After a dull opening goalless half, in which Rooney was uncomfortably deployed on the left spike of a 4–1–2–3 formation, England ran out 5–1 winners once Rooney switched to the middle in a 4–4–2 set-up. Even Capello had to admit: ‘When he plays in the middle he is better. With Heskey he is better. Rooney is an extraordinary player.’ But Capello still wasn’t satisfied and he clearly didn’t expect the two-goal Rooney to feel satisfied either. ‘It is possible for Rooney to be better,’ he added. ‘He has to work every day. I spoke with him when I started. I told him technically he was very good. There are no problems with the head or feet. His movement and pace are excellent. He is an example to the other players. He runs, he comes back to win the ball. He does everything. [But] When he arrives in front of the goal, sometimes he shoots too quick. He has to be more patient. He is so young – like Walcott.’




    It became a recurring theme of England’s qualification programme that they performed better in the second of their double headers – such was Capello’s influence – and the match away to Belarus four days later was further evidence of that. Ashley Cole, who had been senselessly vilified by England fans at Wembley, and Terry missed the trip through injury. Whatever Capello may have thought about Lampard’s and Gerrard’s reticence as a mid-field duo he was taken aback with their humility off the field. Gerrard may not have quite concurred with Lampard’s overly frank admission that their failure as a pair cost England qualification for the European Championships, but he did think he needed to be more assertive in an England shirt, more relaxed. ‘I do feel tenser when I join up with England,’ he said. ‘I’m more relaxed at Anfield. I’m not going to say I’ve done it for Liverpool, but I can afford to have a one-off bad game in a way I can’t for England.




    ‘I think Fabio is a manager who’s going to change personnel and change tactics and formations, both before and during games – so I don’t think it’s always going to be me and Frank there. But if anyone can improve this partnership and make us play together, it is Fabio and his team. As a manager, he doesn’t scare me, he excites me.’




    Nowadays, more than ever because of the money players earn, a manager needs some sort of aura about him in order to motivate the players – he can no longer do it by intimidation – and I think Capello has got that. Sir Alex Ferguson has got that, so has Arsene Wenger maybe in a different way. Likewise Jose Mourinho. You have to get the players’ respect and to get them to do what you want. Players will respond, if only for selfish reasons because they know if the manager knows what he’s doing they have a good chance of being successful, which is what they all want. I was a pretty self-motivated individual as a player but you need to believe in what the manager is trying to do. Not all players know exactly what they are supposed to be doing. They need to be told. It sounds a bit strange but believe you me that’s exactly how it is, even at international level. Some of them even need to know what they should do in certain circumstances. The great players can usually work things out for themselves.




    Gerrard must have excited Capello with his performance against Belarus. He and his fellow Merseysider and good friend Rooney combined to devastating effect in destroying the opposition 3–1, scoring all three goals between them. The thought occurred to me that, against the better teams, Capello might regularly play Gerrard further forward in support of Rooney, but here Rooney was again indebted to the selfless efforts of my fellow Leicester lad Heskey. They say that a forward is judged by the goals he scores but every now and then a player comes along who proves an exception to the rule and Heskey’s one of them. It was the same with Peter Beardsley whom I played alongside for many years in the England team. Without him I would never have been half as prolific. He sacrificed himself for the good of the team, just as Heskey does.




    Lampard is a selfless individual, too. He is also a more responsible player than Gerrard. As devastating as he is going forwards, he is more than happy to anchor the midfield as he did here alongside Barry. Without Ashley Cole and with Gerrard moving infield whenever possible, England did want for width down the left, as Wayne Bridge proved no replacement in that respect, nor Matthew Upson for Bridge’s Chelsea colleague Terry. As usual, Capello sang everyone’s praises but above all those of Gerrard. ‘It is important that one player is willing to be critical about himself,’ he said. ‘I remember a lot of players who criticise the managers, the coaches. You need players with humility and that is important. It is about respect for other players, for managers.’




    The victory in Minsk made it England’s best start to a qualifying programme since 1971: four games, four wins. They didn’t need reminding, though, that it’s how you finish tournaments rather than how you start them that ultimately matters. I seem to remember England started rather well in their buildup to the 2002 finals, beating Germany in Germany, but it was our old enemy who reached the final long after England had packed their bags and headed for home.




    Coincidentally, England’s next match, a month later, was against Germany in Berlin. Capello had hinted after the Belarus game that he wanted to have a look at Gabriel Agbonlahor – another one with phenomenal pace – and his Villa team-mate Ashley Young, but it didn’t meet with their club manager’s approval and Martin O’Neill was withering in his criticism of international friendlies, describing them as pointless.




    A good old-fashioned club versus country row seemed to be well and truly brewing when Capello exercised his right and insisted that the fitness of Gerrard and Lampard, who had been withdrawn due to injury, be assessed by his own medical staff. In the event both were excused the trip to Berlin. One manager who might have had cause to complain was Wenger upon learning that Walcott had dislocated his right shoulder in training and would be out for three months. But the player obviously has an inherent weakness in that area of his body, having already had an operation on his left shoulder. It was a blow to both club and country and meant that England were without as many as eight senior players for the match, including the United pair, Rooney and Ferdinand. What Capello happily discovered, possibly to his surprise, was that his squad strength was more than up to scratch as England pulled off a surprise 2–1 victory, thereby inflicting upon their hosts their first defeat in the Olympic Stadium since Brazil won there 35 years earlier. So much for a ‘pointless’ exercise!




    Perhaps it was the presence of Sir Geoff Hurst that inspired England, although they didn’t need a sympathetic Russian linesman to secure victory and thank goodness it never went to penalties. The personnel may have been drastically different but England’s style was still the same, which must have particularly pleased Capello – full of pace and purpose. It was a perfect example of how a successful team can make changes, even several, and still succeed and that’s because confidence still courses through the dressing room. You could see it in each of the performances of Stewart Downing, Michael Carrick, Agbonlahor, Wright-Phillips and Young, all of whom put pressure on the first choice. Why, England could even afford a defensive cock-up between Terry and Scott Carson that enabled Patrick Helmes to wipe out the early lead given them by Upson’s close-range stabbed finish. Characteristically, Terry soon made amends with a winning header.




    If England were getting a bit carried away with their success, their next game, another friendly, brought them down to earth with a bump. Spain, for my money, are head and shoulders above every other team in the world so it was no disgrace to lose to them. However, in losing 2–0 England were completely outclassed. They contributed enormously to their downfall by being downright careless with their possession, but Spain were good. No, they were brilliant. Winning the last European Championship has given them great self-belief. This is a completely different Spain team from those in years gone by. I should know, I played against one of them when I was with Barcelona.




    I remember well how I flew down to the game at the Bernabeu in Madrid with a group of my Barcelona team-mates who teased me about how they were going to punish England in this friendly. We ended up beating them 4–2 and I scored all four goals. It was an interesting flight back to Barcelona. Funnier still though was something that happened immediately after the game. Barcelona were coached by Terry Venables at the time and obviously a few of the players had picked up the odd English phrase. After the game Andoni Zubizaretta, who was both Spain’s and Barcelona’s goalkeeper, came into the England dressing room, walked up to me, shook my hand and said in a perfect Cockney accent: ‘Fuckin’ ’ell.’




    England’s players must have been similarly gobsmacked. In fact, England in Seville were more outplayed than Spain in Madrid. With players like David Villa, Xavi and Fernando Torres, Spain were clearly operating at a different level. Capello hinted at a lack of intelligence among the England players and one comment from him seemed particularly damning: ‘Our style is good against some teams,’ he said, suggesting that it didn’t work against the best. ‘But when you play against the South American style you have to understand what you have to do. You have to change something.’ And that is the question: How much can England change? We cannot ‘out-guile’ teams as much as some people would like us to do. We don’t have midfielders like Xavi and Andres Iniesta – well, we had one in Paul Scholes, but of course he’s now retired. More’s the pity. We have to play to our strengths. The Premier League is unquestionably the strongest in Europe. I know it contains numerous foreign players but the style of football they play is a high-tempo English style that foreign teams find difficult to cope with. When the United States beat Spain in the Confederations Cup last summer they got in Spain’s faces and pressed them all over the pitch, which is what an England team can and should do. To win the ultimate prize you have to take a gamble and trust your own style of play. One thing is certain: we cannot win it playing what they call a Continental style.




    A month later England returned to winning ways in beating Slovakia 4–0 in a friendly that was used to fine-tune the team for the qualifier four days later against the Ukraine. It was not a famous victory but it will live long in the memory of Beckham because it was the day he passed Bobby Moore’s outfield record of 108 caps, which will have disappointed many people. I don’t understand why because it’s inevitable that these sort of records will be broken simply because international teams play many more matches nowadays due to the larger qualification programmes. Besides, the position of the peerless Moore in the game’s history is assured no matter who passes him in caps won. I think Beckham has been a wonderful ambassador for English football for a very long time. He’s been an integral part of some great moments in English football and some not-so-great moments, but he always rose above the less distinguished ones like the stylish individual he is. He could never be accused of being a prima donna, even though his lifestyle – probably more than any other player in history – lent itself to that sort of behaviour. Above all, it has been clear that he loved the game passionately. If there is one player of this generation I would love to have played with it is Beckham.




    I am sure if I had equalled or overtaken Bobby Charlton’s record of 49 international goals it would have been treated in much the same way. People would have bemoaned the fact that I wasn’t half as good a footballer as Charlton and they would have been right. To be perfectly honest, I was just a pretty decent goalscorer. I wasn’t the wonderful footballer that Charlton was or indeed Beckham is, but records are meant to be broken or, as in my case, got close to and failed miserably when on the point of drawing level! Much as it might surprise some people, missing the penalty against Brazil in a friendly prior to the 1992 European Championship that would have put me level with Bobby did not rank as the greatest disappointment of my career – or being brought off prematurely by Graham Taylor in my final match, against Sweden. When I look back on it my greatest regret by far was losing the penalty shoot-out to Germany at Italia ’90 because I thought we were that close to winning the World Cup. Individual prizes, nice though they are, are not what we play the game for.




    If the Slovakia match was noteworthy for any other reason it was because it proved once and for all that Lampard and Gerrard can play together in the same team, as I had always believed they could. It had only taken six years and three managers to arrive at that conclusion. Were Eriksson and McClaren guilty of not being firm enough with each over their roles? Probably. It was obvious that both players didn’t have to be used in the same way as they were for their clubs to function effectively. Here, Gerrard started on the left but roamed inside in a 4–4–1–1 system and dovetailed quite splendidly with Rooney, who bagged himself another two goals. He should be past my haul for England – and that of Charlton’s – in the not too distant future and I don’t expect such a hue and cry when he does!




    ‘Rooney is one of the best players in the world,’ remarked Capello, who said he reminded him of Raul ‘for the movement, for the passion, for the leadership on the pitch.’ I have never quite understood Raul’s appeal and I personally don’t place him in the same league as Rooney. For me, he never stood out in the major championships as great players ought to and it’s interesting that Spain’s rise to power has come after he stopped figuring as an international player.




    Capello’s generosity towards Rooney was understandable, though, and one little anecdote was interesting. Said Capello: ‘I remember when Sir Alex Ferguson bought Rooney I saw him at a Uefa meeting in Nyon and he said: ‘Fabio, I have just spent an awful lot of money on a very young player.’ Now he is happy because he has spent a lot of money on a very important player. He can play first forward, second forward, left-back! I don’t know about goalkeeper! I like second striker – because he’s free. He runs a lot. He needs to touch the ball, to be in the centre of the team’s movement.’




    The Ukraine game saw the best and worst of Rooney inasmuch as his temperament remains the only flaw in his make-up. He was fortunate not to be sent off for one reckless challenge. The Ukraine posed a much more substantial test than Slovakia but the absence of Heskey or in his place a forward of real pace meant that the opposition were never stretched. There is much more to Peter Crouch than just a tall presence in the box, as he showed when volleying England ahead, but his lack of pace is a serious worry for England if they have to depend upon him from the start of matches. Andrei Shevchenko will have enjoyed his 40th goal in 86 internationals more than most, given that it came at English football’s expense, but, appropriately, Terry, his former Chelsea colleague, had the final word to earn a 2–1 win that made it five wins out of five qualifiers for England and removed the Ukraine as a contender in the group.




    Ten goals in two games without reply, against Kazakhstan and Andorra, during June put England practically out of sight in Group 6. The first of these games saw the return of Walcott after four months’ absence but his performance was typically fitful, seemingly a lifetime away from his explosive start to this campaign, but the injury hasn’t helped. On the plus side as far as the wide right is concerned, Lennon enhanced his case for inclusion in the squad that was surely South Africa-bound. Crouch may be ahead of Defoe in the strikers’ pecking order but I personally like the latter who came off the bench to score a brace against Andorra. Capello is fortunate to have a player like him up his sleeve, as he must have been reminded in England’s very next game, a friendly away to Holland. As against Spain, England were given a lesson in the art of possession but credit Capello for again getting England going when they’re struggling – and Defoe for coming off the bench to score another brace and earn England a 2–2 draw. Capello seems to have some reservations about Defoe’s size, but that’s seven goals he has scored in nine games now for Capello, all but one of them after the break. Capello’s substitutions are generally inspired – unlike those of Eriksson.




    A 2–1 win against Slovenia at Wembley preceded England’s reverse fixture with Croatia, a match that if won would seal England’s qualification for the finals. How appropriate was that? And England did it in style with another thumping win, by 5–1, against Bilic’s boys. Two goals from Lampard and two from Gerrard seemed apt, too. Qualification for a major finals with two games to spare? England have never had it so good! I thought we qualified pretty impressively in ’86 without losing a game but our four wins and four draws didn’t compare with this. It was interesting to see how in England’s moment of triumph Capello kept his distance from his euphoric players. Like a seriously good manager he remained aloof. If that had been McClaren he would have been out there on the pitch whooping it up with them. Capello knew the hardest part of the job was still to be done.




    England’s first competitive defeat under him a month later was not without extenuating circumstances, which had nothing to do with the fact that England were already past the winning post in terms of qualification. The dismissal of goalkeeper Robert Green early on in the 1–0 defeat to the Ukraine presented England with an uphill task that most teams in their situation would have succumbed to, but not England. They fought on as if qualification depended on it. Such spirit should serve England well in South Africa, whatever shortcomings they may possess in terms of ability.
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    Who’s in, who’s out and why




    Begging Fulham’s pardon, but it wasn’t a great season for English club football in terms of European honours. For the first time in seven years, we were without representation in the last four of Europe’s premier event, the Champions League – and yet the national team still managed to put the finishing touches to the most impressive World Cup qualifying campaign in their history.




    In 1966, an English club was still two years away from winning the European Cup for the first time – indeed even reaching the final for the first time – and at the time of the1990 World Cup English clubs weren’t competing in Europe. Instead, they were enduring the last year of their five-year ban from Europe (Liverpool were banned for a further three years, reduced to one, for their part in the Heysel Stadium tragedy of 1985). As a result, English football – it appeared – had fallen dangerously behind the rest of the world in terms of tactical development. I remember my old club Everton being thrashed 6–1 by Real Madrid in a pre-season friendly in 1987 – and they were arguably the best side in England at the time. And yet in 1990 England went on to reach the semi-finals of the World Cup, their best finish in the competition since winning it, at home, in ’66, and dare I say could very easily have won it, which would have eclipsed ’66 because playing at home was a massive advantage.
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