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About the Book

Theo Walcott is one of the brightest stars in world football. At the age of just twenty-two, he is already approaching 200 appearances for Arsenal and has won a host of admirers for his dazzling play and positive attitude.

It has been a meteoric rise for a boy from a small village who only started playing football at the age of ten. In Theo: Growing Up Fast, he tells the story of what it has been like to live out those dreams: scoring a perfect hat-trick in his first ever game, netting on his first start for Southampton (and his second, and his third!), and then the move to the Premier League with Arsenal and playing with his hero Thierry Henry.

Theo reflects back on his experiences on the highest stage, first as an untried seventeen-year-old with England in Germany in 2006, battling back from injuries and then suffering the disappointment of missing out on the World Cup in 2010. Full of wit, verve, and the pace that makes him such a threat on the pitch, he reveals what it’s really like to be Theo, growing up fast in football with Arsenal and England.
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One

THEY SAY SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD boys only think about one thing. They’re right. I had my mind fixed firmly on cars and passing my driving test on Monday, 8 May 2006, so I was at a driving theory test centre in suburban north London when my life changed.

I had put my mobile phone and a few belongings in a locker on the ground floor of Crown House in Southgate. Then I walked up a flight of stairs into a room full of computers where a group of people were about to sit their exams. It was packed in that room. We all sat at computers that had partitions between them so there was no chance of sneaking a peek at your neighbours’ answers.

I was pretty confident. The practical side of the test had gone well. I’d had plenty of lessons over the previous few months, driving round St Albans. I’d train at Arsenal in the mornings and practise my three-point turns in the afternoons. I’d got the practical test out of the way. The theory was the last obstacle.

Some of the questions are common sense anyway. I remember one about what you should do if you are sitting in your car waiting for elderly people to get to the other side of a pelican crossing. One of the multiple choice answers was ‘rev your engine to make them hurry’. It was tempting but I didn’t tick that box.

It took about half an hour of staring at diagrams of no entry signs and people making hand signals and then it was over. I passed the test. I don’t remember my score but it was better than 43 out of 50, which is what you need. Then I went back downstairs, opened up my locker and switched my phone back on.

It started going mad. There were all sorts of texts, some with long-distance numbers on them, some numbers I recognized and a lot I didn’t. I didn’t read any of them. I called my dad. He was in a state of high excitement. He was babbling really.

‘You won’t believe what’s just happened,’ he said.

‘I passed my test, by the way,’ I said.

‘Don’t worry about that,’ Dad said. ‘You’re going to the World Cup.’

When I signed for Arsenal in January 2006, I never imagined even in my wildest dreams that I’d be going to the World Cup finals in Germany with England that summer. It was daunting enough just thinking about trying to hold my own in training at London Colney with players like Thierry Henry, Ashley Cole and Robert Pires. The height of my ambition at that point was to play a few games for Arsenal in the Premier League. Nothing more than that.

As the second half of that 2005–06 season wore on and I hadn’t yet forced my way into Arsène Wenger’s thinking, it didn’t cross my mind that Sven-Göran Eriksson would be considering me, even at the margins of his options. Michael Owen had been out injured with a broken foot since the end of December but even though his recovery had taken longer than expected he was back in the Newcastle United team by the end of April. Emile Heskey was out of favour at that time but Peter Crouch was doing well at Liverpool, and there was Jermain Defoe, who was in his first spell at Spurs, Andy Johnson at Crystal Palace, and Darren Bent, who was banging in goals for Charlton Athletic. It wasn’t as if England were short of fast wide men either. Aaron Lennon was in great form for Spurs and Shaun Wright-Phillips had played some brilliant games for Chelsea. Both of them were competing with England captain David Beckham for the places on the right of midfield.

Then there was Wayne Rooney. He had been one of the players of the tournament at the European Championship in Portugal in 2004. He was absolutely untouchable out there, extremely hard to mark and running fast and furiously at some of the best defenders in the world, who didn’t seem to know how to handle him. He was an eighteen-year-old phenomenon back then. In fact, we would probably have won it if he hadn’t been injured in the quarter-final against Portugal. He broke the fifth metatarsal bone in his right foot, which meant he had to be substituted. He would have missed the rest of the tournament even if England had beaten Portugal. But we didn’t. I was a fan like everyone else at the time. I just wondered what might have been if he had stayed fit.

Rooney had a guaranteed place in the World Cup squad two years later, but then the metatarsal curse struck again. This time it was the fourth one in his right foot, which he broke at the end of April in a tackle with the Chelsea defender Paulo Ferreira during Manchester United’s league match at Stamford Bridge. That made him a serious doubt, but England were desperate to get him fit, even if it meant they would be without him for their opening couple of games. They clearly felt that was a gamble worth taking. The situation was very similar to when Beckham had broken a metatarsal a couple of months before the 2002 World Cup in Japan and South Korea.

Rooney had burst on to the Premier League scene when he was even younger than me, but in many ways he was better equipped to make his mark. I was still growing into a man when I arrived at Arsenal but Wayne was already fully developed and as strong as a bull when he burst into Everton’s first team. He could hold his own with Premier League defenders from the moment he made his debut for Everton.

I’d turned seventeen in March 2006. Arsenal were going well in the Champions League at the time and I was included in the squad for the first leg of the second-round tie against Real Madrid at the Bernabéu. But I didn’t get off the bench and I didn’t really get close to getting a chance in the Premier League that season.

I knew the World Cup was coming up and a couple of people had mentioned to me that they thought I might have an outside chance of being included in the initial thirty-man party. My dad started going mad with the speculation of it all but I just couldn’t see it happening. I thought it would be ridiculous to put someone in the England squad who hadn’t even played in the Premier League.

There was no precedent for it. Not really. Other players had played for England without playing in the top flight. Steve Bull had won England caps in the late eighties and early nineties when he was turning out in the lower divisions for Wolverhampton Wanderers, but he had established a record as a phenomenal goalscorer by then. He was untried at the top level but he had earned his call-ups with consistent scoring. That had all happened fifteen or so years ago, anyway. Football had moved on. I thought my chances of making the squad were minimal.

Then something happened that made me think all the speculation wasn’t quite so unfounded. A couple of weeks before the final squad announcement was due, I was playing in a match in training at Colney, which is just inside the M25, pretty much due north of London. It wasn’t even a match on a full-scale pitch. It was a short-sided game, the type that Arsène Wenger uses to try to put the emphasis on technique and control and fast passing, the type that hones Arsenal’s beautiful football. Some time during the game I looked over towards the touchline and saw Mr Eriksson talking to Mr Wenger, who is universally known at Arsenal as ‘the Boss’. I still didn’t think much of it. I presumed the England manager was there to check on Sol Campbell and Ashley Cole.

Sol had clattered me a couple of times, which had been his habit since my first day of training, and I did quite well against Ashley but I didn’t do anything spectacular. I was beginning to feel more confident in training against players of that calibre and I had the thing that young players have when they are first emerging: no fear.

When we got back to the changing rooms, Sol and Ashley started teasing me about how Mr Eriksson had been there to watch me. Gaël Clichy, who was Arsenal’s reserve left-back then, wound me up a bit about it too. I thought they were all joking. But then the Boss called me into his office and told me that, actually, they were right: Mr Eriksson had been there to watch me and gauge my progress as he weighed up his options for the summer. I felt a bit scared.

The Boss was totally straight with me about it. He didn’t joke or tease. He never gives out any signs. He just told me what Sven had said. There was no question of any club versus country conflict for him at that point. I imagine he felt that if Mr Eriksson did take me to Germany, it would be great experience for one of Arsenal’s young players. I’d benefit from being in close proximity to the country’s established inter nationals. I had hardly been a regular in the Arsenal side so it wasn’t as if I was going to come back from the World Cup exhausted if I made the squad.

I told my dad what had happened and it sent him into a bit of a spin. Actually, it sent him into a lot of a spin. But then, after that training session, everything went quiet again. I never saw Mr Eriksson at Colney again. I still hadn’t even spoken to him when 8 May came round and he announced the names of the twenty-three men who would be travelling to Germany.

At least those few months training with the Arsenal first team gave me a bit of experience of playing with elite footballers. It was good just to be around big players, stars, players I used to watch on TV. Dennis Bergkamp was still at the club when I joined and I was able to watch him in training in his last six months as an Arsenal player. He was amazing. Just watching him was a great education for a young player like me. In fact, when I first joined Arsenal, training took me aback. It was such a good standard. It was so much quicker than what I had been used to before. At first, I wondered if I would be able to cope with it. But the other players reassured me and told me to play my normal game. When you start training with the first team, you just want to get the ball to the best players. You don’t want to take any responsibility. You don’t want to risk making a fool of yourself. But as the months went by I grew more confident and the other players grew more confident in me and began to trust me.

I didn’t really feel part of Arsenal’s run to the Champions League Final that season but there were aspects of travelling with the team that helped me. When we played Real Madrid at the Bernabéu, I met David Beckham for the first time in the tunnel. He came over, shook my hand and wished me all the best in my career.

So when my dad dropped me off for that theory exam in Southgate I was only vaguely aware that the announcement for the England squad for the World Cup was being made that day. Dad told me later that he had persuaded himself there was an outside chance of me making the reserve list of five or six players who would provide cover if any of the initial twenty-three dropped out. But I didn’t think there was any chance of that.

Then I came out of the exam, switched my phone back on and spoke to Dad. I tried to take it all in. There were people all around me when he told me so I couldn’t have whooped and hollered even if I’d wanted to. People would probably have thought it was rather an excessive reaction to passing the theory part of a driving test. But I was too shocked to do that anyway. Too shocked and too daunted. So I just left the test centre in a bit of a daze and wandered over to where Dad had been listening to the radio in his car outside a petrol station.

Dad and I had this kind of Lassie moment. He got out of his car and ran towards me with his arms outstretched and gave me a big hug. It was quite embarrassing actually.

I got in the car and we drove back to the flat where we had been living since I moved to Arsenal. It was on The Ridgeway in Enfield and it had belonged to Edu, Arsenal’s Brazilian midfielder, who had moved on to Valencia. I was very quiet. I didn’t say a word the whole journey. I felt very scared and intimidated. I didn’t have any experience of the pressure of Premier League games every week, let alone the World Cup. I hadn’t got a clue what to expect, except that I’d be spending a minimum of three weeks trying to hold my own with the best players in the country, and then maybe pitting myself against the best players in the world.

I’d played a handful of games for the Southampton first team. That was all. Until a few months earlier I’d been living in digs on the south coast, sharing a room with other scholars in the Southampton youth set-up, having a laugh with my mates, playing in youth-team matches in front of fifty or sixty people. I was a late developer, too. I’d only even been interested in football for about six years. It all seemed fast, fast, fast.

I soon got to know that there was a degree of astonishment among the press and the public about my selection. Well, I shared it. Mr Eriksson had picked Rooney, Owen and Crouch as three of his four forwards. But he had left out Bent, he had left out Johnson, he had left out Wright-Phillips and he had left out Defoe. And in place of all these proven Premier League players he had picked me.

It was such a surprise choice that some people looked for other motives in the manager’s decision to select me. In January 2006, Mr Eriksson had been duped by the ‘fake sheikh’ from the News of the World and had talked to him, hypothetically, about being interested in the Aston Villa job. He had entered into a long conversation which was reproduced in the paper. Sven had had to apologize to a couple of the England players he had mentioned. It was embarrassing for everybody and Mr Eriksson was furious that his privacy had been invaded and that he had been set up. After that, the FA decided they would part company with him after the World Cup.

Some said that the knowledge that he would no longer be England manager after the World Cup, no matter how well or how badly the team performed, made Mr Eriksson gung-ho when he was selecting his squad because he felt he had nothing to lose by taking a big gamble. They said he would never have picked me if he’d felt he had a chance of being in charge of the England team in the years after the tournament.

There was also a suggestion that because he had been forced out of the job against his will, maybe he wanted to leave some sort of legacy for the future, something that would make a point to the men who had discarded him, and that picking me was his chance to leave his mark in years to come and claim a slice of credit for future England successes.

His own logic, which he only talked about after the tournament, was based on damning the more established strikers available to him with faint praise. He suggested he knew that the other forwards who might have gone in place of me were not ready to challenge the best defences in the world so he might as well go with a kid who was an unknown quantity.

I was happy in a bewildered kind of way, but I was surprised, too. I had never kicked a ball in the Premier League, I’d never even been out of the country on my own. And Mr Eriksson had never seen me play in a proper match. Actually, he’d never seen me play in a proper practice match. Just an eleven-a-side on half a pitch. It all felt a bit unreal.

He’d never seen Rooney play for Everton either, apparently, when he first included him in a squad for a friendly against Australia in 2003. People accused Mr Eriksson of being a cautious manager over some things but he certainly knew how to take a risk when it came to blooding youngsters.

Somebody tried to calm my nerves about my inclusion later on by pointing out that Owen Hargreaves, who was also in the World Cup squad, had never kicked a ball in the Premier League either. That was absolutely true. But there was the small matter of him having played in a Champions League Final with Bayern Munich. He was an established regular in a top team in the Bundesliga, one of the best leagues in the world, and he was about to be courted by Manchester United. That kind of experience counted massively in his favour when it came to pedigree. So it wasn’t a good comparison.

Dad and I got back to the flat and he went straight over to the television and switched it on. I told him to switch it off. I knew there would be a lot of stuff about the squad announcement and about this kid nobody had ever heard of and I didn’t want to see it all. If I didn’t see it, there was more of a chance I wouldn’t have to cope with the enormity of it.

So Dad switched the telly off and we played a bit of World Cup Monopoly. I lost. I was the gold boot; I think Dad was the football. It was a good laugh but my mind was pinging around everywhere. Dad was like a little girl, giggling. My phone was still going mad but I didn’t reply to anyone. I spoke to my girlfriend, Melanie Slade, and she was as excited and bewildered as me. But that was it.

I didn’t turn the television back on. I went to bed early. Dad switched it on as soon as he heard my bedroom door close. The squad announcement was on the ten o’clock news and my inclusion in it was one of the main items. There was footage of Mr Eriksson at a press conference at the Café Royal on Regent Street. A lot of journalists were flabbergasted that he had picked me. Their questions were laced with astonishment.

They pointed out that Rooney was a gamble anyway because of the lingering doubts about whether he would recover in time from his broken foot. They said that Owen was still short of match fitness because he had been out injured for so long that season. They pointed out that he had also become worryingly injury-prone. They said it was madness that if England were taking only two fit strikers to the World Cup, one of them should be a seventeen-year-old boy who had never played in the top flight.

Mr Eriksson said he had only made up his mind to include me in the squad that morning. He tried to convince the media that he had not taken leave of his senses. ‘I don’t know if other managers will think I am crazy, but I don’t think I am,’ Mr Eriksson said. ‘If you expect Theo to have the impact of Pelé at the World Cup in 1958, we are absolutely talking about the wrong thing. I am excited about it, that’s good, and I think Theo will be a happy man today.’

Other people mentioned Pelé too. James Lawton, the chief sports writer of the Independent, said the decision to pick me was irresponsible. He said it was foolish in the extreme to compare my selection with that of Pelé in 1958. He was totally scathing about the idea that I could make any real contribution to England’s campaign in the tournament. ‘No, let’s not play around with words,’ he wrote. ‘The theory here is that Eriksson has committed a scarcely believable act of football illiteracy. He has broken the most fundamental rules of the game by investing so much in a boy who has not yet had one chance to show how he might cope in a real match with real pressures and against the quality and experience of players likely to be encountered in a World Cup. Comparisons with Pelé, or even Wayne Rooney when he galvanized the England team so brilliantly in his first game, have to be discounted with maximum contempt.’

I’m glad I didn’t read that piece. I’m also glad I didn’t watch the news that night. It wasn’t that the television reports were negative. It was just that I knew they would be going big on the shock element of my inclusion. It would have freaked me out.

When I got to the training ground the next day, Ashley Cole and Sol Campbell both said, ‘Told you, mate.’ All the English staff were very happy. Sven didn’t call. I still hadn’t actually spoken to him.


Two

THE DAY AFTER the squad announcement, Dad bought all the papers. I didn’t look at them. Any of them. Good job. Apart from going to training, I didn’t go out that day. In fact, I didn’t go out for a few days. I just wanted to get away from everything. I stayed in, locked away, with the curtains drawn. We weren’t besieged by photographers because no one knew where we lived. Arsenal had kept that quiet.

Arsenal looked after me well. They arranged for me to do an interview with a couple of journalists from the national papers that would be pooled for everyone. And I did a photo shoot where the photographers got me to hold up the flag of St George. That was pretty much it in terms of publicity.

The club and the FA protected me as best they could, but there were some occasions when they couldn’t help me, when we had to look after ourselves. When the Premier League season ended, I went back to my family’s home in Compton, near Newbury in Berkshire, and there I began to realize the scale of what was happening to me. The villagers had put flags up that said things like ‘Come on Theo!’ and there was a lot of excitement. A lot of people wanted my autograph, and one day I just sat at the dining-room table signing stuff. Before long, there was a queue snaking up our pathway and out of our garden gate. Mel got plenty of attention, too. The papers found out where she lived in Southampton and she was easy to track because she was at college. Quite a few photographers followed her around constantly. A couple even camped outside her house.

When I was in Compton, she came to see me and one of the paparazzi followed her there the whole way from Southampton. He parked outside our house and stayed in his car all night. It was like he was a sentry keeping watch. No one had got a picture of me and Mel together yet, and because no one had taken much interest in me before there were none on the files either. Suddenly I was the flavour of the month for the media, the whole Wags thing was in full flow, and I suppose there was a lot of money on offer for whoever got the first picture of me and my girlfriend together.

It freaked us all out a little bit because it was the first time we had been exposed to that kind of interest. We’d met at a shopping centre in Southampton less than a year before so we’d only been going out for a short time. We were both only seventeen and it all felt as if it should be happening to somebody else.

After one day behind closed doors, wondering what to do about the bloke outside, we decided we wanted to go for something to eat in Newbury. The photographer had spooked us a bit and we found his whole approach kind of aggressive so we felt determined that he wasn’t going to get the first picture of me and Mel together. It was a bit evil, I suppose.

Dad phoned a load of the villagers and got them to come down to the house. Mel and I got ready to go out, and just before we got into the car, the villagers surrounded the photographer’s car and refused to budge. We shot off and our friends kept the guy there for at least ten minutes. He was furious. When they finally let him go, he drove round the village like a maniac looking for us, but we were long gone.

A week after the squad announcement, just after the end of the English season, I got my first taste of the England set-up when the World Cup party went on a five-day training camp to Vale do Lobo on the Algarve in Portugal. Arsenal were playing Barcelona in the Champions League Final in Paris in the middle of the trip but Mr Wenger decided he didn’t need me so I flew off with the rest of the lads to the resort.

I had never stayed anywhere as glamorous as Vale do Lobo before. They might have been familiar surroundings for most of the squad – in fact, I think quite a few of them had homes on the Algarve – but not for me. It was all a bit of a culture shock. It also underlined the reality of the situation: I was part of the World Cup squad. I was on a sunshine break with people like Steven Gerrard, Frank Lampard and David Beckham. I spoke to Mr Eriksson for the first time, too. ‘Relax and play with no fear,’ he told me.

But I felt really low the first couple of days in Portugal. For one thing, I was with all these great players who were household names and I was wandering around feeling like a spare part. There wasn’t even that bridge between me and the rest of the squad that Sol Campbell and Ashley Cole would have provided. They were with Arsenal in Paris.

Most of the rest of the lads knew each other well. They had all been part of the set-up at one time or another. They had come up through the ranks together. They had played against each other in the Premier League. They were established stars who knew what it took to succeed. I didn’t have any of that history. And quite understandably, a lot of them didn’t have a clue who I was.

Most of them had their partners with them, too, and some had brought their kids, so there was less mixing than there might otherwise have been. Being by myself just made the whole thing seem that bit more daunting. I wasn’t totally innocent in these matters: I’d lived away from home when I was a young teenager with Southampton. But we were kids who were in the same boat in the scholars’ quarters at The Lodge. This time I was way out of my comfort zone.

Everybody in the squad stayed in their own villas on the complex. For the first part of the trip, I shared one with Aaron Lennon. He and I got on well, partly because he was the closest in age to me. Nigel Reo-Coker was brilliant to me as well. I didn’t know him before I got to Portugal but I think he realized that I was feeling a bit unsure of myself and a bit lonely so he looked out for me. He’d ring me up and ask if I wanted to join him and whoever he was with for lunch. Stuff like that. It might not seem important but I really appreciated it.

But the day after we arrived at Vale do Lobo it all got too much for me. I rang my agent, Warwick Horton, and broke down in tears.

‘I don’t think I can do this,’ I said to him.

In those opening days of the Portugal trip, I felt like this was a Boy’s Own adventure that had all got a bit out of hand. I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to live up to people’s expectations and that the other players in the squad would think I wasn’t in their league. I thought maybe there might be hostility towards me because I had deprived someone else of a place in the squad. I felt out of my depth, on the training pitch and off it. I felt like I was a stranger among a group of people who were each other’s friends. Maybe it sounds ungrateful that I felt so uncertain about everything when I’d been given this amazing chance that every kid dreams about, but I was still trying to come to terms with what had happened to me and I was desperate not to let the fans down.

I told Warwick all this, and about how much I was missing my family and Mel. We had a good chat and he arranged for Mel to take a bit of time out from studying at college to come out and join me the next day.

As I said, Nigel Reo-Coker was absolute class. He offered to give up his villa and share with Aaron so that Mel and I could have a villa together. I felt so grateful to him. He didn’t need to do that but he did it anyway. I think he could sense that I was struggling a bit and he wanted to help. There was a spell a couple of years ago when he got some bad publicity for a transfer or something and I felt it was so unjust. People were criticizing him and making snap judgements about his character and I wished I could ring the papers and the television stations and tell all the reporters what a decent bloke he was.

Mel arrived the next day and everything began to improve. I didn’t feel isolated any more. I began to feel that I was doing OK in training, too. The FA kept me away from the press out there so I didn’t have any media stuff to deal with either.

I met David Beckham properly for the first time in Portugal. He invited me and Mel to his villa. It was a lot bigger than ours. When we walked in, Victoria was coming down the stairs with her hair down and wearing no make-up and she looked absolutely stunning. I know it sounds star-struck, but that is exactly what we were. I know David better now and I think of him as a friend and a fantastic footballer, but back then Mel and I were two kids who were awestruck in the presence of these two incredibly famous people.

They were both very kind to us. They did everything they could to make us feel at ease. David was the England captain and the kindness he showed me in Portugal was an important step in making me feel like I was being accepted. Victoria took Mel off to talk about girls’ stuff. She gave her some of her jeans from her own label and some tops too. Mel loved them. Neither of us were used to that kind of stuff. I mean, they were very expensive jeans. It felt like a real treat.

David was very encouraging. He just told me to try and keep enjoying it. He warned me that there would always be some people who would try to have a go at me but that I’d get plenty of support too. One of the things that struck me about him was that even though he’d taken a lot of criticism for various things throughout his career, he wasn’t bitter or defensive about the treatment he’d received from the media. He didn’t slag off the press or suggest that I should try to avoid them. Nothing like that. He was just very relaxed, calm and positive about everything that was going to happen in the weeks ahead. He had been through situations a lot more daunting than what I was experiencing so he was proof that if you gritted your teeth, you could survive and prosper.

So I started to enjoy Portugal. I loved watching Michael Owen in training. His finishing was unbelievable. He just made it look so easy. Steven Gerrard was a great trainer. John Terry’s commitment was awesome. I got more and more confident as the trip wore on and I got to know the other lads and the coaching staff a bit. When the trip was over, I already felt I was reaping the rewards of being around players of that calibre.

The whirl of excitement and adrenalin continued when we got back to England. I was on the bench for an England B game against Belarus at the Madejski Stadium in Reading. It was a strange match. Hargreaves, who went on to be one of England’s best performers in the World Cup, was booed by England fans who had convinced themselves he wasn’t good enough. Mr Eriksson had played him in a few different positions so he had never really had a settled run in the side. It was obvious to everyone in the squad that he was a class player but he needed to have a run in the holding role in the centre of midfield where he had excelled with Bayern Munich. I felt sorry for him. I was embarrassed that our own fans would do that to someone they were supposed to be supporting.

And for many others, the game was memorable only for the fact that England lost 2–1 and that poor Rob Green damaged knee ligaments taking a goal kick. He was wearing the number 13. His left knee just crumpled underneath him and he had to be carried off on a stretcher in agony. That was the end of his World Cup. It was a cruel reminder of how a random injury can wreck someone’s dreams. To add insult to his injury, one of the Belarus players controlled the ball as Rob lay on the floor screaming and booted it past him into the net for an equalizer.

But I loved the whole occasion. I was the local boy from nearby Newbury and I revelled in that. I started on the bench but I got on midway through the second half in place of Michael Owen. That felt strange, because my first memory of watching football is seeing Owen score against Argentina in the 1998 World Cup when he beat practically the entire opposition. He had been a prodigy himself once, but now he was a veteran and I was replacing him.

Michael had had a tough year. He had signed for Newcastle United at the start of the season but his campaign had been blighted by injuries. He’d broken his foot in a challenge with Tottenham’s goalkeeper, Paul Robinson, in a league game at White Hart Lane on New Year’s Eve 2005. His recovery hadn’t gone well and he had to have another operation. The result was that he was still short of match fitness in the build-up to the World Cup.

I got a great round of applause when I came on and I drew a lot of confidence from the game. I had a half-volley from a long way out that went wide and I generally enjoyed myself. It felt great to get some action and to be playing. I had only been in the spotlight for a couple of weeks and already I felt like I needed the release of getting out on to the pitch where the game was all that mattered.

Five days later, I got another game. Not just any game, though. Because on 30 May 2006, at Old Trafford, I became the youngest player ever to appear for England when I came off the bench, for Michael Owen again, in the friendly against Hungary. This wasn’t a B game. This was the real thing. I was seventeen years and seventy-five days old when I replaced Michael after sixty-five minutes.

Rooney had set the previous record when he won his first cap in a friendly against Australia on 12 February 2003 at the ripe old age of seventeen years and 111 days. Owen was eighteen years and fifty-nine days when he made his debut. Duncan Edwards, the great Manchester United player killed in the Munich air disaster of 1958, was eighteen years and 184 days when he first pulled on an England shirt. It was quite a roll-call.

They say that youth is wasted on the young, and perhaps my England debut was a case in point. I’d love to be able to say that my head was filled with profound thoughts about the great players who had gone before me as I waited on that Old Trafford touchline, but it wasn’t. I was just trying to think about the instructions Mr Eriksson had given me and con centrate on not making a fool of myself in front of more than fifty-six thousand fans. And I was thinking the obvious: that I was about to become an England player.

Being the youngest ever, beating Rooney, Owen and the rest, didn’t mean anything to me. It meant a lot to Mum and Dad, though. They’d got used to me beating records as a kid. They were mainly connected with Southampton, though. This was in a different league. This was the daddy of them all. But all that mattered to me was that I was playing for England. That was the main thing. I wasn’t thinking of the significance of what I was achieving.

I did OK during the game. I had a couple of runs which didn’t come to much but I didn’t let myself or the team down. We were 2–1 up when I came on and Peter Crouch scored a third towards the end to extend our margin of victory. When the final whistle went, I looked up into the stands as I was walking off and saw my family. I felt very proud as I walked over to the tunnel.

We had one more game before we left for Germany. Three days after the victory over Hungary, we thrashed Jamaica 6–0 at Old Trafford. Crouch got a hat-trick and did his robot-dance celebration, but he fluffed a penalty when he dinked it over the bar. Mr Eriksson used five substitutes but I wasn’t one of them, and he left Crouch and Owen on for the entire ninety minutes. I didn’t read anything into that, but maybe I should have done.

I was still trying to shield myself from the reaction to my involvement in the squad. Warwick told me that it had been mixed but he stressed that most people had been positive. Again, I know now that some people were heavily critical of my inclusion. ‘I almost fell over when I heard,’ Steven Gerrard wrote in his autobiography about the moment when he was told I was in the squad. Paul Parker, the former England right-back, chose the aftermath of the Hungary game to make his feelings known. He repeated the argument that Mr Eriksson would never have picked me if he had not been leaving the job after the tournament. He said it was an insult to other players that I had been picked when I couldn’t even get into my own club’s first team. He said the manager couldn’t possibly have been able to tell what kind of form I was in because he didn’t have anything to judge me by.

I’m glad I didn’t know what Parker was writing and what some members of the England squad were thinking because it would have destroyed me. I did of course know that many people had their doubts about my inclusion in the squad, but when I boarded the plane to Germany at the beginning of June I thought I’d just have to prove them wrong during the tournament.
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