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FOREWORD

by Phil Neville

When I signed for Everton in 2005, Baz was the first person at the club I met. I arrived at the training ground and the manager wasn’t there, so I went for my medical and it must have been the quickest in the history of football. Baz looked at my medical records, lay me down and did a few stretches and then he just said, “You’ve had one injury in 11 years and you never miss a game. I think you’ll be OK won’t you!”

So that was that. I signed, of course, but the rest of the players weren’t in the next day so he said I should come in for some light training. He said, “We’ll just do about 20-30 minutes, you won’t even get a sweat on.” So I turn up the next day expecting an easy workout, and I’m not joking me and Baz ended up doing the toughest session I’d ever done in 15 years at United!

Apart from being just about the fittest man at the club, he had this incredible enthusiasm and energy for the job. When a player was coming back from injury and needed to get fit again, Baz would be out there on the training pitch doing it with them – the running, the weights, the bleep tests. And because he had been a player himself and had had most of the injuries himself, he understood the psychological side of injuries.

I think that side of things was his real strength. He understood what a massive part the mind plays in recovering from injuries. He’d just be so positive. I remember one week I was playing for England and I pulled my hamstring in the warm-up. I pulled out of the game but stayed and watched. When I switched on my phone later there was a message from Baz which just said: “Phil Neville does not get hamstring injuries. You’ll be fit in two days!”

I was thinking ‘Baz, you’re mad,’ but he had realised that as my game is not based on speed and I had no history of problems in that area it was most likely to be a fatigue injury and, sure enough, after a couple of days rest I played against Middlesbrough the following Saturday with no problems.

He just had this incredible energy and enthusiasm for the job which made an impact on me straight away. And I soon learnt that although he was the physio, or head of medicine which I think was his correct title, in fact he was so much more than that. He was David Moyes’s first lieutenant, really, almost like an assistant manager.

On match days he really came alive. He’d be in the dressing room cracking jokes and telling funny stories about his time at Birmingham and Blackburn. He knew which players to leave alone and which players to put his arm round. We knew from his stories that he’d not reached the level of football that perhaps he should have, but you could see on a matchday his eyes would light up and he was revelling in being in the Premier League environment and taking on the likes of Manchester United and Liverpool every week. He was like a kid, it was as if he was saying to himself that he was going to enjoy every minute.

And because of this great attitude and his humour, not to mention being a great physio, the players leaned very heavily on him. I think that because he felt that the environment he’d experienced when he started in football had not been great, he made that special effort to be positive and encouraging all the time to create the kind of environment that maybe he didn’t have as a player.

He joked about his time at Birmingham when he had confidence issues, about the fear he had when he had to cross balls to Trevor Francis, and how on the bus to games he’d be praying there would be an earthquake so the match would have to be called off. It was very funny, but there was also a message to us that we were very lucky to have made it to the top level and that we should enjoy every second. That made him a great guy to have around the place and a key reason why we had such a good team spirit.

But, perhaps because of his insecurities, I’m not sure that Baz realised his standing at the club and how everyone felt about him. I used to joke that he was running the club. He could never take a day off, I mean even in the summer, and it was almost as if he came to work every day feeling that he had to prove himself all over again, like it was a trial.

I used to say to him: “Baz, relax, take a break.” But I think that perhaps even though he was head of medicine at one of the biggest football clubs in the world and was loved and respected by everybody, he still had a daily battle to fully believe in himself. But he did belong there and he was there because he was good, no brilliant, at what he did. And we all miss him...

I’m sure you will enjoy Baz’s book because it’s a great read, and anybody who loves the game will get a real insight into football and one of its true great characters.

Phil Neville, Everton FC, July 2011


PROLOGUE

The condemned man sits quietly in the small Spartan room. Bare walls and uncarpeted floors making it feel appropriately cold and austere.

The only sound is the relentless, remorseless ticking of the clock – tirelessly and inexorably counting down to his date with destiny.

How has it come to this?

What decisions, random choices and quirks of fate have culminated in him sitting in this sparse room, watching these final precious seconds slip away?

Is he scared? Yes, of course he is. Who wouldn’t be scared in the face of such a horrific situation?

Try to black out the terror, try to be philosophical, try to accept your fate with dignity.

Still the clock ticks – time and tide wait for no man. Then the footsteps approaching. Nearly time now.

He gets to his feet under his own efforts – too proud, even now, to ask for help.

The footsteps get closer and then stop outside the door.

A simple light knock and the door opens.

There in the doorway stands the man in black – the man who has come for him.

The man in black approaches him and asks him to turn around with a politeness that is at complete odds with the gravity of the situation.

Now the fear, now the realisation it is about to happen.

There is no escape now.

He is asked to lift his feet – first the left one and then the right one – and show the soles of his shoes to the man in black.

“OK, that’s fine, son, your studs are fine. Remember, no jewellery to be worn, no bad language and no arguing with the officials.”

He blows his whistle and off they go.


PART ONE

PLAYER

(1975-91)


Chapter One

INNOCENCE

Some things stay with you for life. Events so momentous that time can neither diminish nor distort them.

They remain burnt into the psyche, available for precise instant recall, no matter where, no matter when. So vivid are these memories that 35 years can melt away in a split-second. One such experience is indelibly etched into my memory and survives as an instant focal point to summarise a particularly significant period of my life in a brief moment.

This earth-shattering event happened on my first day as a professional footballer. I will say it again – my first day as a professional footballer. July 31, 1975.

Can you imagine what it felt like to sign for the club you supported? Think about it for a while. People talk, superficially, about “dreams coming true”, a convenient and well-used phrase but seldom with any substance. But not in this case. I had truly stepped off the terrace and into the dressing room at Birmingham City.

I was, as the Americans would say, “living the dream”. Look, the facts don’t lie. Virtually every kid on the planet has played football, but only the best of the best of the very best can ever be good enough to earn a living from it.

The incident in question happened early in the morning of that very first day. Standing at the edge of the training ground, I became aware of a presence next to me. I don’t know whether I had actually half-looked across or it was a psychic moment, but I just knew it was him – the man from my bedroom wall.

To people who didn’t frequent St Andrew’s during that period, it is so difficult to convey the demi-god-like status this man enjoyed. He was Rooney, Gerrard and Lampard all rolled into one. His cult status was probably even greater than those players because, while they were superstars in teams of superstars, Trevor Francis was a superstar in a team of relatively ordinary British First Division players.

Every morning, when I opened my eyes, I saw Trevor staring down from my bedroom wall. Trevor scoring, Trevor shooting, Trevor gliding, Trevor flowing, Trevor magnificent in the blue-and-white penguin kit Birmingham City wore during that period (there were also a few pictures of Linda Lovelace, Deep Purple, Charlie’s Angels and those two blokes from Easy Rider riding Harley Davidsons).

It had become a lifetime quest just to get the autograph of my hero, let alone play in the same team as him. How many times had my brother and I waited, to no avail, outside the players’ entrance at St Andrew’s after matches? And now? Well, I could actually have reached out and touched him. Talk about surreal. It is almost impossible to put into words what that experience was like to someone such as me – the fan from the Tilton Road End.

In some ways, what happened next would play a major part in the formation of the rest of my life. Sometimes small, seemingly unimportant events set in train a course of actions that ultimately shape and affect one’s life. Incidents in some way trivial, yet with long-term ramifications. Now, as I sit back and reflect upon my life and the key points which shaped and altered it, this one, of all, is the most profound, although it wasn’t until much later that I was truly aware of the significance of what was about to happen.

I was standing next to my hero and it seemed a conversation must ensue. It was a truly incredible and momentous experience. I was, however, becoming aware of a series of unpleasant physiological responses, presumably a result of being in the vicinity of this legend. I had butterflies in my stomach – well, more like a flock of seagulls picking at my insides. Nausea overwhelmed me. I felt that sudden release of sweat on my forehead and then, in quick succession, my armpits and finally the palms of my hands.

It was quite a warm day, but not hot enough to provoke such a severe reaction, and my mouth became much drier than it would be in two hours’ time after we had completed the first cross country.

My heart was racing. My body was telling me to move away and seek respite from the emotion of the occasion, but my legs had become heavy and resistant to movement. Looking back now I suppose I was having some kind of panic attack – in fact, I may indeed have invented the panic attack as there was really no such thing in those days. I think the simplest thing is to refer to it as a Trevor attack!

It’s quite easy to explain. Let’s be honest, I have spent enough time reliving it over the past 35 years. I had elevated, in my mind, this man to such a level of adulation that now, as he stood next to me in flesh and blood, his metamorphosis from bedroom wall-occupying icon to potential team-mate who I might conceivably become friends with or, even more unbelievably, play in the same team as, was simply too much for my adolescent mind to handle, hence the alarming reaction. Or to put it more simply and in layman’s terms – he was God and I was an insignificant, incapable of being in his company, hence the collywobbles.

This uncomfortable impasse lasted for minutes (probably seconds). Fucking hell, if he speaks to me, I think I might possibly drop dead with shock, let alone engage him in small talk.

But he didn’t speak; he just sort of drifted away – well, anyway, he wasn’t there any more and my heart returned to normal and my legs regained the ability to move.

Sadly, that would not be my last Trevor attack. We were team-mates for four years, though I doubt if he even noticed. Every day when he did speak to me, even if it was just a brief “good morning”, I would clam up and end up stuttering and stammering some unintelligible reply. And as for actually passing the ball to the guy, forget it, not a chance. I would look up, see it was him and, as if by magic, my leg would lose all its sensory input and he would curse me as the ball evaded his touch. I don’t know what he really thought of me. Presumably that I must have been retarded mentally and physically. Of course, I was neither (I don’t think); I just couldn’t take him down from the bedroom wall.

We went our different ways – eventually. He became the first million-pound player and I slowly but surely drifted down the leagues. I am not blaming Trevor for that, of course, but in many ways he was unknowingly responsible, in small part, because our mismatched relationship highlighted the difficulties I encountered when trying to ‘make it’ at my local club.

The struggle to make it at your ‘home’ team, when all your family, friends and old schoolteachers are watching you, kicking every ball for you, praying you will play well – or, more pointedly, some of them praying you will not play well – can be a crushing experience.

An interesting footnote to the Trevor Francis experience happened about 20 years later when I next spoke to him.

I was the physiotherapist at Preston North End and we were about to play Arsenal in a live televised FA Cup tie at Deepdale on a Friday night. I had, on many occasions, told stories about my inability to pass or kick the ball to Trevor, taking advantage of my gift of accurately impersonating his distinctive Devonian accent when he would bollock me as my passes evaded him. My best friend, Brian Hickson (the Preston kit man), had enjoyed them many times over the years.

I was in the medical room at about 6.30pm with the door slightly ajar and could hear Brian, who was outside in the corridor, saying, “Good evening Mr Francis, there is a bald-headed bloke behind that door who knows you very well and speaks very highly of you, and I am certain he would love to meet you again.”

The penny dropped – Trevor was the Sky Sports commentator for the match and, more to the point, was about to walk into the room. It was surreal as the door slowly opened and once again I felt the sweat start to break out – even after all that time. It had been almost a quarter of a century since my last Trevor attack.

What happened? Well, surprisingly little. We chatted and reminisced and laughed and, more to the point, spoke (without the stammering) as old pals and ex-team-mates do. What a nice guy. I wish we could have had more time to talk. I could have explained I wasn’t retarded and, what’s more, was actually a very good player who simply could not cope with that extra pressure which playing for your hometown club brought, but still ended up having a decent career at a respectable level.

But I didn’t explain any of that. How can you ever really relate to anybody the implications of that incident on that warm summer’s day all those years ago – especially the man himself?

So began my career at Birmingham City. The Blues were in the First Division (in the days before the First Division became the Third Division). I really was the boy next door, and walked to training every day from the family home in Sheldon singing Bohemian Rhapsody and walking tall in my platform shoes. This was the era of the ground staff – the apprentice who spent as much time cleaning boots as actually wearing them. In what was probably the last vestige of the slave trade and in return for our £16 per week and cheese sandwiches at lunchtime, we were expected to clean the baths, boots, training ground, manager’s car, St Andrew’s, coach’s car, etc. I had six pairs of boots to clean every day – 14, 16, 29, 32, 39 and 42 (we had more than 50 professionals at the time). Later, I retained those ‘lucky’ numbers as my lottery numbers and, surprise surprise, over the last 15 years have never won so much as a sodding tenner. Maybe that was a portent of what was to come.

The environment the young apprentices operated in then was totally different to that which today’s ‘academy students’ enjoy. Notwithstanding the fact today’s hopefuls don’t do any jobs while we spent at least 50 per cent of our apprenticeship performing – let’s say – off-field duties, there was also a vast difference in the senior players’ perception of the role of the young players and, more importantly, their perceived status at the club.

Back in the mid-’70s things were very different. (There was no naughty step at home – if you misbehaved you got a bloody clip around the ear.) Discipline in the workplace, schools and football clubs was much tougher than in today’s liberal environment; the young players just did not go into the senior players’ dressing room uninvited and did not initiate conversation with them. They were generally treated with disdain by the senior players. Similarly, some of the coaches seemed to enjoy exerting their authority over the young boys. I will stop short of using the word bullying – but only just. I think some of the treatment we were on the receiving end of might be described in those terms by some of today’s more liberal thinkers.

It was tough. The club seemed to purposely create an unnecessarily harsh environment. Maybe their theory was that one day you would be going out into the hostile atmosphere of a first-team game where the criticism could be vocal and fierce, and perhaps they thought in treating us that way it would toughen us up and prepare us for that day. Perhaps they were right. Survival of the fittest, natural selection and all that. But I didn’t like it, didn’t thrive on it and it didn’t make me a better player.

Let me try and be a little bit more specific about the social dynamics in place at a soccer club in those days. If you had the wrong type of jeans, the wrong width of tie, a lisp or a big nose (which I did), then it was open season on you from the other players – and that included the coaches and other staff. However, it was done not with good humour but with malice, and every comment was designed to cause maximum hurt. And God forbid if you gave anybody a bad pass. Things like that were seized upon voraciously by the pack and the fragile self-confidence of the young players was ripped to shreds.

There was a really dark side to the whole proceedings and I admit I was terrified of going into the first-team dressing room. I remember in my first pre-season one of my fellow newcomers had started a week after us because of a family holiday, presumably booked before he was offered an apprenticeship at Birmingham. When he reported for his first day, the second-team coach started screaming at him for not being in the previous week. Really aggressive and unpleasant, and to what purpose? Well, I don’t know – maybe he could tell us – but that just seemed to be the norm at the club then with a permanent open season on the young lads.

One thing, though, that was better back then was that the clubs didn’t start getting interested in talent-spotting young players until they were 14 or 15 years old. Unlike today where we have the crazy system of scouting four and five-year-olds. For Christ’s sake. When I was four years old, I was more concerned about getting my first cubs uniform and saving up my 10p-a-week pocket money for the latest Action Man than being invited to join a football academy. Back then, everything went through the schoolboy football system; the best players got picked for the school team, and then the best players in the school team got sent for trials for the Birmingham schools team, and then the best players in that team got selected for the county team (Warwickshire, not the West Midlands, in those days). And that was it, nice and simple. No pressure stuff but, more importantly, absolutely no thought or suggestion of becoming professional footballers. It was just about the honour of representing your school, city or county and designed solely for physical recreation. If you didn’t get picked, it was no big deal, or if you got into the county team, it was pats on the back and well dones all round, but no feeling you were anything special or destined for stardom.

I went through all those trials and ended up captain of both Birmingham and Warwickshire schools – I was very proud and pleased of this, but didn’t have any grandiose ideas about the future. The point is this: I was allowed to play all my junior football up until the age of 15 or 16 with no pressure at all. At the excellent school I went to, Sir Wilfrid Martineau, you were expected to partake equally in all the sporting activities, so I played a lot of rugby and did a lot of cricket and cross country and athletics and enjoyed all these sports.

Naturally, we all loved soccer the most and dreamed of being professional footballers, but without any of the associated pressures that, dare I say, are heaped on to today’s talented younger generation. It was only in the final years of school that a few scouts from the local clubs dropped by at the county games and started to express an interest in the better players, and this is how it was – almost perfunctory.

I was invited to sign apprentice forms for a host of local clubs but opted for the Blues because I supported them and it also meant I could continue to live at home. It was only really at that stage that the excitement and realisation that I was on the verge of a career in professional football grabbed me. The beauty of that system – although it wasn’t really a system as such – was when you got to the club on your first day it was all new, exciting and even a bit daunting because you hadn’t had the exposure to this environment since you were four. Nowadays you could get a testimonial on your 14th birthday.

At 4pm every afternoon, the young apprentices would congregate in the boot room at St Andrew’s, waiting for the ritual inspection of the jobs we had done by one of the senior coaches. If I close my eyes, I can still remember all the smells from that little room – polish, leather from the room itself intermingled with the Deep Heat and Vicks Vapour Rub from the physio room and the smell of drying kit from the laundry. Throw in the stench – and I use that word advisedly – of the lads’ aftershaves of that era (Blue Stratos, Brut and Old Spice) and you had a heady mix. Those smells are implanted in my memory.

However, there was a degree of tension to proceedings as the jobs were thoroughly scrutinised in a sort of parody of the national service era – you know, fingers running along edges, skirting boards, studs of boots, rim of toilets (my job), before inevitably finding fault with some small aspect of the work to justify making us all get changed into our kits again to redo everything. That guy, who we all hated, would then walk away muttering the immortal words, “Sloppy off the pitch, sloppy on the pitch.”

As I said before, it was probably not overtly bullying, but more just a case of him being a twat, and for no other reason than to make everybody miserable for an hour or so and to show us what a big man (wanker) he was.

Despite all the child labour, my first season in a football life of more than 35 years was the one I enjoyed the most – not because it was the first and not because I was a Birmingham City player (or cleaner). No, it was a time of intense happiness and genuine joy to get up and walk to our Elmdon training ground with the same thoughts going through my head constantly: “You are being paid to play football, you are being paid to play football, you are being paid to play football”, or to paraphrase good old Freddie Mercury: “Is this the real life, or is this just fantasy?” It took me about six months to come to terms with this marvellous situation I was in.

I grew up in a typical working-class, close, happy family. Dad had a shit day job in a factory and Mom worked a shit night job in a factory. They were the best parents ever and my greatest sorrow is that my dad died at 47 and never saw me play (for Blackburn Rovers, not Birmingham City, as you’ll quickly realise), especially when I consider my joy at watching my own son play.

My childhood, my life, was football. Every opportunity to kick a ball was eagerly accepted. Before school, morning break, lunchtime, afternoon break, after school, evening practice, Saturday morning match, a break to watch Blues in the afternoon, and two games on a Sunday. And guess what (and this goes to all the fitness gurus)? Nobody got injured and nobody got burnt out. Why? Because we were left alone to enjoy it, that’s why. Not a coach in sight; just the teacher picking the teams. Of course, I wanted to be a footballer from the day I first walked and so did all the kids I grew up with. Is it still the case today? I doubt it. I think the PlayStation has prevailed.

But now I was truly living the dream. Pinch yourself, you are being paid to play football with Trevor Francis, Kenny Burns and Howard Kendall – OK, fair enough, they didn’t really know I existed. We were training at the opposite end of the training ground, we weren’t allowed into their changing room (except to clean it), we weren’t allowed to talk to them and were only getting £16 per week, and there was this unpleasant atmosphere of intimidation that pervaded the place, but so what? I was technically a Birmingham City player and nobody could take that away from me.

I was one of 16 or so other apprentices – half of them my age, half a year older. Those second-years were greatly experienced in giving all the shit jobs to the new crop. It always surprised me that the majority of the lads came from all over the UK and few from Birmingham itself.

We reported to the training ground at 9am to start getting the kits and boots ready for the senior players who would arrive at 10am. We had a big drying room to hang the wet kit in overnight as, in those far-off days, the keepers wore woollen gloves and the players wore big woollen jumpers over their training kit on cold days. Sometimes, wet boots were left in there with newspaper inside them, and I used to love that smell – the smell of damp leather, damp wool and damp paper. I can still recall those smells even today.

After the pros’ needs were met and if we had any energy left, then it was time for our own training. Training which can only be described as fantastic. Ken Oliver, the youth-team coach, took us every day – warm-up, crossing and shooting, and five-a-side. Perfection. They were halcyon days. We played matches on a Wednesday afternoon and on a Saturday morning. We had a mediocre team but Ken never bollocked us. He cared for us, looked after us and provided a tranquil nurturing environment well away from the angry ‘others’. Thanks for everything, Ken. I will never forget your kindness.

In that wonderfully sheltered and protected environment, it was almost an age of innocence – free kit, free boots on demand, free cheese sandwiches in the afternoons and, most importantly, free entry to the home games (to do the jobs). We were young, fit and happy – baggy pants, platform shoes, kipper ties, Slade, Gary Glitter (I told you it was an age of innocence!), Babychams, Cherry Bs, Ford Anglias, Capris and Cortinas, Steptoe and Son, Till Death us do Part, Parkinson and Crossroads, Watergate and the Ali/Frazier trilogy, Black Power and troops out of Vietnam. A historic period worldwide and a historic period for me. The world was our proverbial oyster and we thought the sun was going to shine all day.

I vividly remember my second day at the club when Ray, the kit man, took me down to St Andrew’s and unlocked the door to a hidden room. I gasped in amazement and my eyes lit up like a child’s on Christmas morning. This room was filled from floor to ceiling with hundreds of blue Adidas football boot boxes emblazoned with those legendary names – Santiago, 2000, Penarol, World Cup. Every model in every size.

We are talking about the mid-’70s here and I, like the majority of kids my age, came from a working-class background. We couldn’t afford boots like that. You wore what you could afford, often the ones your older brother wore last season. Talk about an Aladdin’s Cave – and that deep, rich, almost intoxicating smell of brand new leather.

“OK,” Ray said. “You are getting three pairs. What size are you?”

“Right, thanks, two eights and a nine please.”

“Yeah and how does that work?”

“Well, just in case my feet grow.”

“Here,” he said. “Here’s three eights and tell your brother to fucking well buy his own.”

But that’s what it was like in those days; most kids went to school in jumpers knitted by their moms. Can you imagine that happening today? In fact, do people even still knit today now that Primark has landed?

But, as I was to discover the next season, the real reason why we were so ridiculously happy was we had not tasted any real pressure – the pressure to win. In fact, the pressure to win at all costs, any cost, or otherwise feel the wrath of the manager, fans, other players or press.

Sadly, over the next couple of years, I would come to realise how the whole thing worked – we weren’t really being paid to enjoy playing football at all; we were being paid to win games, and I came to realise, with dismay, just how diametrically opposed these two things could be.

But, at that time, in the 1975/76 season, life was achingly good. Magic moments like cleaning the away team dressing room after a match at St Andrew’s when stars of the likes of Lou Macari, Malcolm Macdonald and Kevin Keegan spoke to me. Mind you, they were usually in a good mood as they were frequent winners – the Blues were crap that season (and the next and the next... in fact, pretty much every season until a couple of years ago). Often the away teams would allow us to start our cleaning jobs while they were still getting changed.

Oh, to be invited into that most sacred of places – the dressing room, the footballers’ inner sanctum. Steam from the bath, the noise of the players and, above all, those marvellous smells – leather, Vicks, Deep Heat, shampoo and soap. I would go into so many dressing rooms over the next 35 years at every level of the game and in every role in the game, and one thing always remained reassuringly the same – those smells. But back then, rubbing shoulders with those legends (when I was mopping) was truly miraculous. Once Steve Kindon of Wolves was drying himself and asked me to pick up his flip-flops. As I bent down, he farted in my face and everybody laughed. What joy. What an honour to be included in one of Big Stevie’s jokes.

One thing I did notice at this time was I seemed to be progressing a lot better than the rest of the other lads of my age and the word from above was that I was destined for the first team at an early age. Wow, that actually scared me to death – all the piss-taking from the senior players and stick from the fans – which on reflection probably wasn’t the correct reaction from a supposedly aspiring young player.

A couple of things stick in my mind from those days. We were each given a bottle of full-fat milk after every training session. Some of the modern nutritionists might be surprised to discover not only did nobody drop dead, but we could still manage to run around for 90 minutes without obvious harm or hardship. Nothing tasted as good as ice-cold, full-fat milk taken from the crates at the side of the training pitch as soon as training was over.

Sometimes though (probably because of the milk), you did get injured and then you were well and truly fucked. Being injured was probably a bit like the classic analogy of war – 99 per cent boredom and one per cent terror. You hung around all day while the senior players got their treatment and then had short periods of intense discomfort as they stuck needles containing this new wonder drug Cortisone into you. I had a couple into my groin and it bloody hurt.

Did it cure me? Yes it did, because there was no fucking way I was going back for another. If you weren’t getting jabbed, you received a deep massage to the area, which was all the rage at the time (in fact, it’s probably been in and out of vogue four or five times since, which tells you a lot about sports medicine). Basically, it consisted of the physio sticking his thumbs, with all his bodyweight, into your most tender area until you thought you would pass out with pain.

Before I got the injection, I had undergone this brutality on my poor adolescent groin. I had been trying to play through the injury for ages because I knew exactly what the treatment consisted of, but it hadn’t worked and I was booked in for the torture.

One afternoon, late obviously because all the senior players had to get looked after first, I was given the dreaded friction massage. I screamed so loudly that Lionel, the groundsman, came rushing into the medical room brandishing his scythe, fearing, in his words, “somebody was getting fucking murdered!”

In a strange way, that extremely painful ordeal stood me in good stead for the future and taught me a valuable lesson for when I became a physio myself. That was to ensure all the players under my care, whether the most famous international or the humblest junior, were treated identically in terms of respect and consideration, and were treated in the most professional way possible by the best people available, notwithstanding their value to the club. Most importantly, I can categorically state, in all the years I was a physio at a professional club, I never urged any player to take a steroid injection, and I certainly didn’t friction-massage the players until they were passing out with pain. (I’ve always been far too lazy for that.)

And so that magical first season slipped away in a blur, but a blur of pure joy. Unfortunately, virtually all the second-year apprentices were released and I remember looking at their tear-stained faces as they emerged from the coach’s office one by one with the realisation they would never fulfil their dreams of becoming professional footballers. So near yet, at the same time, so far. It might sound cruel and heartless, but I don’t even remember feeling too sorry for those lads – when you are young and insensitive it doesn’t really register too much. It was nearly 20 years later – when I would be that man, breaking the same bad news to a different generation – that I was at last able to understand the pain of the occasion.

But now, to more important things – holidays. I had just spent ten months getting paid for playing for the Blues; now I was going to be paid for going on holiday for two months. Surely it couldn’t get any better than this? Sadly, it couldn’t.


Chapter Two

INNOCENCE LOST

Pre-season training – just three simple words, but words to strike fear into even the most hardened pro. That six-week period dreaded by all when the players are dragged, pushed, kicked and tortured back into shape. In the 1970s, the close season was much longer than in today’s football and I remember we seldom reported back before mid-July. Add to that the fact the season used to finish a week or so earlier back then, and you ended up with a good couple of months off.

Over the years, the close season has been gradually eroded down to about six weeks (even less if some players have been involved in international football). The fitness coaches, sports scientists and nutritionists are arguing, and winning the case, for a shorter break based entirely on physiological grounds (maybe they are right), citing the dangers of de-conditioning if the players are given too much time off. The result, these days, is that most players go off for the summer break armed with sets of exercises and drills to perform to maintain their fitness. Then, before they know it, they are brought back to the club after an ever-decreasing break from the mental pressures which so sap the modern player.

From my point of view, I always felt it was important to have as long a break as possible to recharge the psychological batteries. Forget the body-fat tests, the blood tests and the bleep tests; give the players extra time off and you will probably get much more from them. Drag them back too soon and they won’t be as fresh and eager to start anew.

When you’ve played 50 or 60 games in a season, trained every day and been under huge pressure to perform day in and day out, trust me, by the end of the season you never want to see another ball as long as you live. But then, as June slips by, you slowly feel that old hunger returning, all the aches and pains have gone, you find yourself going for a couple of runs, or a game of tennis, maybe a kick-around on the beach, and slowly but surely the freshness, hunger and enthusiasm start to return. Eventually, you can’t wait to play football again.

Back in the ’70s, though, players certainly did relax and take a breather. There were two things synonymous with the first day of pre-season – it was always the hottest day of the year and everybody gathered around the scales for the annual pre-season weigh-in. Quite frankly, some of the players were fat when they came back. Not slightly overweight or slightly above their ideal playing weight – no, they were fat. Some had gained so much weight that they looked completely different from when we last saw them back in May and everybody, from coaches to groundstaff, congregated around the scales to witness the ritual humiliation of these porkers. Nowadays, all any player would expect to gain would be a couple of pounds maximum.

When all the laughing had died down and the new training gear had been issued, it was time to commence pre-season training and that meant just one thing – cross country. All Blues players, including apprentices, had to walk the short distance from our training ground to Elmdon Park, the big adjacent country park. On the walk, the young players were told by a cartel of the most senior players that any young player showing up a senior player on the run, i.e. going past them in the race, “will get their fucking bollocks chopped off!” So, a bizarre sight gradually unfolded over the three-mile race. All the fatties were comfortably holding their own mid-pack, running surprisingly well for their new-found girths, and amazingly keeping up with the younger, lighter and fitter apprentices.

If the manner of the pre-season training came as a surprise to me (a lad who had won numerous school cross countries and athletics medals), then what came next would be an almighty shock. I had been selected, as the most promising apprentice, to accompany the senior squad on their pre-season tour of Holland and Belgium in August 1976. Fuck me, what an awful thought – me, all alone with them.

I should point out it did disturb me greatly that this was my reaction to what was a great honour and privilege, but that was the truth of it – a combination of the vicious piss-taking, the aloofness of the coaches and players, and my complete inability to perform even the simplest motor function in the presence of Trevor Francis reduced me to a trembling wreck. I know it was a million miles from any kind of normal reaction but that was just how I felt. This wasn’t the way it should have been.

There were two stand-out incidents from that trip which would have long-term ramifications. The first happened after the opening friendly match, back at the hotel in the room of a player called Tony Want. As the debutant, I was invited to Tony’s room for a nice friendly game of cards. Well, a game of cards, but with a drinking game thrown in.

Tony had the pack of cards and on the table there was a bottle of vodka, a bottle of whisky and a bottle of Coca-Cola. The game went like this: Tony dealt one card at a time to the eight or so players sat around the table. The first player to receive an ace had to name the drink (not too difficult given the paucity of choice), the second ace poured the drink – hey, steady with the coke, don’t drown it. You can just imagine it, can’t you? Third ace sipped the drink and finally the last person to receive an ace from the deck had to drink the whole fucking lot down in one go. “Oh no, Mickey Rath again, third time on the trot. What are the odds of that?”

Up until then, I had never drunk more than a single pint of Ansells Bitter; now I had just drunk more than a pint of spirits. Suffice to say, by the time the penny had dropped, so had the contents of my stomach, and I finally passed out and spent the next three days in bed.

During that era, the post-match refuelling was very different, but nobody seemed to mind when the players had a few drinks. In fact, you could get pissed and drive home and nobody seemed to mind about that either. The upshot of my rather harsh initiation ceremony was that, to this day, I still can’t stand the smell of whisky.

The other life-affecting experience was a good deal more sinister. When I finally emerged from my alcoholic coma, I had to train, of course, and for the first time it was just me alone with all the senior players and senior coaching staff, and I was really, really nervous. One bad pass with these twats and you would get it. I just about got through the first session without making myself look too bad – mainly because my many bad passes were not put down to me being a shit player, but more to the fact I had been at death’s door after the whisky incident.

I thought I had got away with it until the boss, Willie Bell, decided we would have a game of tunnel ball to finish. You know the game – two teams compete against each other, first man runs out from the back of the line ball in hand, around the cone, before volleying it to the next man who passes it back through the team’s legs, and then the next man goes until everybody has done it. Simple game, easy skill, difficult to mess up.

But then it was announced the losing team would have to do 50 press-ups so, all of a sudden, there was a bit of pressure on and I felt the familiar feeling of muscle turning to jelly. Even worse, I was the last man – the key role.

What happened next was the absolute confirmation of all my worst fears and a marvellous example of the power of catastrophic thinking. We were winning by miles when the ball was tunnelled back to me. As last man and with a huge lead, I just had the simple task of picking up the ball and racing out and around the cone before completing a simple volley back to our team leader, saluting victory and going back to bed because I still felt ill from the drink.

The only problem, though, was my colossal fear of ballsing up the whole task, so I took my time, concentrating fully on the admittedly simple job in hand. Yes! The ball was through the tunnel and safely in my sweaty hands. I ran out to the cone on unsteady legs but still got there OK. Phew, so far so good, I believed I could do this – I could make it. Just one simple little volley and I would have survived the day. But, oh my God, no, it couldn’t be. Oh please God no. To my absolute horror, I realised that the man who I had to volley the ball to a mere six feet away and thus win the race, save my team from the press-ups and be greeted as the hero and saviour, was none other than my arch-nemesis, my very own bête noir – Trevor Francis. And he was yelling at me in that West Country accent to hurry up because the other team were catching up. Fuck, what a dire situation.

The rest is now enshrined in football folklore.

Due to the pressure of having to pass to ‘TF’, my leg suddenly ceased to function and I was unable even to make the slightest gesture of kicking the ball.

Everybody was screaming at me to just kick the fucking thing. Finally, by recruiting the muscles of my hip (a trick that is used by lower limb amputees, for fuck’s sake), I made some vain attempt to propel the bloody ball to Trev, but it just bounced on the grass in front of me. The game was lost, to the fury of my team-mates and great amusement of everybody else.

Sadly, that incident would have great significance regarding the future of my career.

I will never know how on earth I got through that bloody week – drinking a full bottle of scotch, the tunnel ball debacle and the general difficulties I had establishing myself as a player or just a functioning human being among those former heroes of mine.

Even such simple things as meal times were an ordeal. Basically, everybody waited with bated breath for my next faux-pas. We had just finished our main course and I remember somebody took the piss out of the way I chewed. Well, the laughter had only just died down from that latest “harmless bit of banter” when the sweet trolley arrived and halted next to me. My turn to order first. All went quiet, everybody in the room straining their ears to catch the latest hilarious uttering from the village idiot, and I didn’t disappoint – I never did. I looked at the variety of delightful desserts and fixed my desires on the brown blancmange-like substance. I cleared my throat to order as people leaned forward to enjoy the latest offering from Birmingham’s new idiot-savant.

“I would like some of that brown trifle please.” Well, the whole room erupted into hysterics which seemed to go on for ages. How was I to know it was mousse? I had never even heard of fucking mousse. We used to have bananas and custard where I came from. But that’s how it was back then and it was slowly but surely destroying me.

Two days later, I returned to the Blues’ training ground and back into the bosom of Ken and those great five-a-sides and cleaning boots and cheese sandwiches, pool comps in the afternoon, and happiness and confidence. Away from the senior players and my nemesis Trev. The only problem, though, was it wasn’t the same; it could never be the same again. The age of innocence was over. This was the new order. Now I had one foot in the youth team camp, where I was the star player, and the other foot in the first-team squad desperately trying to get the ball to within ten feet of Trevor.

Every morning, depending on the numbers of players fit and available to train with the first team, I was just a short shout from Willie Bell away from being pulled in with the seniors to make up the numbers and cruelly taken away from my mates and the good life with Ken. To my undying embarrassment, I had designed a strategy to overcome this problem. As soon as the senior players trooped out on to the training pitch and just as Willie, having counted the numbers and realised they were in need of a make-weight from the apprentices, started to seek me out, I would blast a ball over the perimeter hedge into the farmer’s field next door, so I was forced to go and retrieve it. Thus I disappeared from the manager’s view and avoided being recruited into ‘the killing fields’ of the professional squad.

Over the last 35 years, I have made it my business to ask dozens of other players and former players what they were like for them and if, in similar circumstances, they reacted the same as me. And guess what? Many admitted to similar problems and similar feelings. Let’s face it, many people are sensitive and don’t thrive on being shouted at and bollocked every time a pass goes astray.

At that time, I was greatly troubled by my mindset. Of course, I had mouthed all the usual words about being “desperate to get my chance” but, to be brutally honest, I didn’t want a chance. Certainly not at that stage, at just 17 years of age; I just wanted to stay with my mates in the youth team and enjoy my football. Don’t forget, I had stood on those terraces on a Saturday when the team were struggling and the abuse was raining down on them. Notwithstanding the fact that among that baying crowd would be all my own family and friends – I couldn’t subject my mom to that.

From a purely footballing point of view, things were going really well. It was autumn and I was a regular in the reserves – quite a feat with such a big squad at such a big club. I had been made to play left back because I could use both feet equally well. This was to become my biggest regret professionally as I was to spend the next 20 years at full back. I didn’t think that position was ideal for nervous types like me, with its close proximity to the touchline and the boo boys. But, to be fair, I was playing extremely well in the reserves and enjoying the games on all those famous grounds – just don’t put me in the first team yet.

A few months later, I played for the reserves down in London – at Crystal Palace, I think. It was definitely somewhere in London because we went to the Hendon Hall Hotel for our pre-match meal. We had huge fillet steaks at about noon, three hours before kick-off – the real highlight of the whole day. Coming from a working-class family during that era, you just did not have food like that at home – no way. The steaks were delicious and washed down with pints of full-fat milk; we were led to believe it gave you strength for the game.

Over the next couple of decades, though, once the nutritionists had appeared and got their teeth into the menus (no pun intended), and managed somehow to convince everybody if you didn’t eat the right kind of food you couldn’t play football properly (which was odd really because, during that period on that diet, English clubs were dominating European football), everything changed. A magic food was invented with magic powers – pasta. That was it. Pasta was the word and pasta was the future. It could transform you from a non-league player to a full international with just a couple of helpings. Not potatoes, not rice, not bread, even though they are virtually the same foods – no, pasta ruled, pasta was the word.

Having said that, I recently read they have discovered a new food called steak. Yes, steak is back – it contains creatine, you see. Move over pasta, steak is back in town.

And the moral of the story? There isn’t one.

Clearly, the steak didn’t have an adverse effect on me as I was having another good game in that reserve match in London and enjoying it. I loved the reserve games with my fellow apprentices. I loved having the ball. I was confident on the ball. Everything was going really well until I committed the ultimate footballer’s crime – a crime so heinous to be deemed unforgivable. I gave a bad backpass. Yes, just that. I underhit the ball, that was all. The grass was quite thick on the flanks and it slowed the ball down quicker than I had anticipated. I knew it was a bad pass because they nearly scored. I was determined not to do it again. Next time I would put a little bit more weight on the pass and avoid making the same mistake twice. OK?

No, not OK. Not in a million years OK. The coach went mad at me at half time. Up close and personal, in my face, calling me a fucker and a cunt. I was totally shocked and, to be honest, scared. Nobody had talked to me like that before. Not the schoolteachers with their Corinthian attitudes, not the Birmingham or Warwickshire schools team managers, certainly not our beloved father figure Ken Oliver. I went out for the second half terrified of making a mistake, not wanting the ball and praying for the end of the game. And why? Because I underhit a backpass on the thick grass.

How could that man in such a position of trust and responsibility working with young and impressionable teenagers in his wildest dreams imagine anybody could ever respond favourably to that kind of abuse? Sadly, though, this guy wasn’t unique. There were other coaches like him, and many of the players too, and the saddest thing of all is it is still going on to this day.

What’s that saying? Give a small man some power and he will show you just how small he is. In all the games I played, I never bollocked or shouted any kind of derogatory stuff at any player (well, maybe the ref a couple of times) and, odd though it might seem to some, I am very proud of that. At the end of the day we were all supposed to be in the same team, weren’t we?

Looking back I must have been an extremely talented player because – despite my severe neurological condition which manifested itself around TF, the disastrous performances when I trained with the senior players and the latest realisation that if anybody shouted at me at half time I would completely crack up – at the tender age of 17 I was called into the first-team squad for a mid-week League Cup game at Second Division side Blackpool.

How did I feel when I walked past the noticeboard that Monday morning and saw my name in the squad to travel to Blackpool? Let’s put it like this: I went straight to the toilets. We had a few suspensions for the game so I tried to reassure myself this was probably just a one-off and by the weekend, with any luck, I could be back scoffing fillet steaks with the lads. Yes, I know, an unbelievable, shocking and pathetic attitude – guilty as charged – but that’s how I felt. Believe me, I didn’t feel good about any of it.

Blackpool were an average side, struggling in the division below, and it should have been an easy night for us but, as you are quickly coming to learn, nothing was straightforward for me as a player.

Here goes. We lost and I played crap – I was at fault for both the goals and, as such, found myself on the receiving end of several tongue-lashings. The only saving grace was, as a young debutant playing in a not very important game, I just about got away with it, just about escaped all the usual vitriol reserved for such disappointing results.

As I was only 17, I managed to avoid any real censure for that night and was still very much considered an outstanding prospect for the future. But let’s not kid anybody; I was a million miles away from being anything like a good prospect for the future. The only good thing to emerge from that night was I was quickly dropped back to the reserves – what a relief.

When I look back, I shouldn’t have been so hard on myself. I had been considered good enough to make my first-team debut at age 17, been a regular in the reserves and played for the England youth team. That was missing the point entirely, however. The fact was I had problems, real problems, and I didn’t imagine them going away any time soon. The stark reality was I had absolutely no confidence at all. End of story.

Still though, I had to endure the morning ordeal of Willie Bell looking across for me and calling me away from my pals and an environment where I was king, to an environment where I just couldn’t do it, just couldn’t perform at any level due to lack of confidence. People talk about pace, skill, touch and technique, and debate which is the most important. Well, the answer is none of them, trust me. It is confidence because, without it, you will never be able to perform any of the others to your maximum ability.

I can’t begin to tell the frustration and really deep unhappiness I felt at not being able to produce a fraction of what I was capable of due to nervousness. One afternoon I was told to cross balls for Trevor Francis and Kenny Burns.

No chance.

Forget it.

I couldn’t get a single solitary fucking cross off the deck. What an embarrassment. What a humiliation. What a shame. They just stood there glaring at me and the real tragedy was that in fact nobody at that club could cross the ball as well as me – and with either foot. I think that was what hurt the most. Fair enough, if you are not good enough, you are not good enough, you can accept it and move on. Give it your best shot and all that. But to be rendered physically incapable due to lack of confidence, lack of moral courage – whatever you want to call it – that was the real heartbreaker.

Amazingly, nobody seemed to notice I was a nervous wreck and they still had high hopes for me. It was mid-autumn when the inevitable happened.

We had loads of injuries as usual and I knew it would only be a matter of time before Willie Bell’s eyes would seek me out again (there was only so much time you could spend hiding in the farmer’s field). We had a first-team match at White Hart Lane. It was a midweek game and I was in the squad. Even worse, I was selected to be on the bench.

I think it was the Spurs debut of a player called Peter Taylor. He was a flying winger and an England Under-23 international – one of the most feared attacking players in the land. He was on fire that night. I sat in the dugout with Willie Bell and Jim the physio praying I wouldn’t have to go on.

In those days, whenever I was sub I used to close my eyes and count backwards from 5400, and then open my eyes and the game would be over.

Pathetic – yes, I know. Well, I was doing well and had got down to about 600 seconds left when our left back, Archie Styles, hobbled over to the dugout and launched my league career with the immortal words: “My groin’s gone, get that cunt on.” I looked around in vain but, sadly, because this was the ’70s, there was only one sub, so if somebody got injured – too bad, pal, you were on.

I climbed out of the dugout with legs like jelly (it was like the scene from Bambi when the new-born fawn was trying to get to its feet) and entered the fray.

And to my surprise, I played OK – actually quite well. I don’t know why or how. Was it because we were already beaten? Was it because I had only gone on as sub? Probably a combination of the two. In fact – whisper it – I quite enjoyed it and some of the players said, “Well played” after the game.

So without Archie injured, I stayed in the team for the weekend game at Newcastle. But I felt OK. I surprised myself. We lost 3-2 but I played well again. It was quite easy, just like being with the apprentices. What was happening to me? Was I becoming a player? I was picked for the next game too – Bristol City away on a Tuesday night. This time I played very well and we won 1-0. Christ, I was in danger of becoming a regular.

Now let’s just take a second to quantify the situation concerning my fragile mind. I was still terrified of playing, could hardly sleep the night before a game and would have welcomed a serious injury to get me out of the firing line but, at the same time, I was able to play reasonably well and justify my inclusion in the team.

I was just turning 18 and it was time to find out if I was going to be offered a professional contract, so I had to go and see the boss in his office.

Of course, I was sure I was going to be offered one as I had already made my first-team debut at 17 and had represented England’s youth team; it was more a case of what wages I would be paid. The first-year wage for a young pro was normally £45 per week, but I felt I deserved more because I had played in the first team while some of the other young lads being offered the same contracts had hardly played in the reserves. I had consulted some of the senior players (not TF as I still couldn’t speak to him) and their consensus, given the fact I was a first-team squad member, was the princely sum of £100 per week was not unreasonable. Wow. That was big money, especially where I came from – the average wage in the Sheldon area, where I was born, was about half of that.

Having said that, I was only being realistic. I was a professional footballer at the end of the day. I wasn’t asking for anything I didn’t deserve.

I was shaking when I went into Willie Bell’s office.

“Congratulations Mick,” he said. “We are going to offer you a professional contract on £45 per week.”

“Thank you,” I stammered and turned to go out. No, that was just not fair. I turned around.

“Excuse me, Mr Bell, I just thought as I had been playing in the first team and for the England youth team I should get more than the minimum wage.”

“OK,” he said. “Good point, you will get £50 per week, but don’t tell the rest of the lads.”

“Thank you,” I said and just walked out. When I look back it was a joke and a total injustice, but equally I melted as soon as the pressure was on. That became the story of my life in football. If you don’t ask, you don’t get. I never asked and I never got. That followed me all through my career and, slightly ironically, it was only when I became a physiotherapist that I thought I got paid anything near my worth.

Even so, I was now a first-team regular, youth international and professional. That period represented a little golden era for me at Birmingham (my only one, sadly) as I played well enough to stay in the squad. Next came my home debut, against West Ham, and then the thrill of playing in the FA Cup match against Portsmouth just after Christmas 1976.

I played really well in both games and the fans were right behind me. There was even talk of me being awarded the man-of-the-match trophy, but Trevor got it – on both occasions. After the second game I went into the city centre to a nightclub called Snobs (amazingly, it’s still there). I had my best flares on and boogied away to all the latest disco hits of the time while swigging back numerous rum and blacks. Later, TF himself made an appearance and we stood boozing together with the fans flocking around us – two Birmingham legends!

How had this happened? It was most likely the result of a couple pints of Double Diamond in the players’ bar after the match than any illusions Trevor and I deserved to share the same oxygen. It would prove to be a one-night stand.

I didn’t even feel that nervous in those games for some reason; it was as if I had accepted my fate. They were almost like out-of-body experiences. I made some good passes and good tackles, and every time I did something good the applause was deafening for the local lad. I didn’t know it at the time, but it would be downhill all the way from here.

This all too short ‘golden period’ of a few games represented the high point of my professional career at my beloved Birmingham City – first-team regular, England youth international, local lad made good. OK, there was the slight problem that I was terrified of actually crossing the white line but, for this short, glorious period, nothing could touch me.

Invited back to my old school to say a few words, presenting the prizes at all the Christmas dos for the local teams, my mom getting her shopping specially packed at Waitrose in Sheldon – I was living the dream. And oh, the money. In addition to the £50 per week I had courageously negotiated during that epic man-to-man confrontation with the manager, more importantly I was now on the first-team win bonus, draw bonus and appearance money.

It was great – lose and you still got £25 appearance money just for turning out (fancy that, you could lose and get 50 per cent of your wages). If you could scrape a draw, you got an additional £60, and if you could actually perform a miracle and win a game, then the princely sum of £120 was on its way. Sometimes it was so much money it was difficult to blow it all but, by changing my car every couple of weeks and buying lots of clothes, I just about managed it. (Where were the financial advisers?)

I think there were even times during that golden period when I dared to think I could actually do it – put all the terrors behind me and be a success at Blues – but this was usually only after a couple of pints of Worthington E. I knew I had the natural ability, but did I have the mental toughness to face up to that baying crowd when things weren’t going well? (I believe that is what is known as a rhetorical question.) Unfortunately, you can have all the natural ability in the world, but if you don’t have the confidence to express it then you may as well have no ability at all.

So, during that 1976/77 season, I embarked on a long period of either being in the squad or on the bench, and even started the odd game. We won some, drew some and lost most. I was just about holding my own now. The euphoria of those first couple of home games had well and truly worn off and the shortest honeymoon on record was officially over. I was starting to struggle now.

We played at Anfield and lost 4-1. There are two things I will always remember from that game. Firstly, it was on Match of the Day, I was marking Steve Heighway and he scored a hat-trick; secondly, Kevin Keegan spoke some really nice words of encourage ment to me during the game. I really appreciated that kindness and, funnily enough, reminded Kevin of it and thanked him when I saw him not that long ago when Everton played Man City – it meant an awful lot to me.

Now some people might say, “Yes, you got a roasting and yes it was on Match of the Day, but how many youngsters would give their right arms just to be on that pitch?” Well, to all those people, I would have gladly handed my shirt to any of you as Stevie repeatedly skipped by.

Suffice to say, it was an almighty relief when I was eventually dropped back down to the reserves and my mates. Fortunately, due to my age again, I guess, and a few half-decent performances earlier on, I escaped the usual vitriol reserved for the off-form players.

Hallelujah. Back to the ressies and a chance to catch up on three months’ sleep.

In summary then, in the 1976/77 season, the records will show I played about a dozen times for Birmingham City FC and got capped for my country at youth level. Not bad for an 18-year-old and I should have been mightily proud of what I had achieved and enjoyed the rest of the season back in the bosom of Ken Oliver and the young lads.

But deep down I knew it wasn’t right; it wasn’t how it should have been. Instead of celebrating a positive start to my career, I was breathing a huge sigh of relief that I was out of the firing line. I had been on those terraces – the Tilton Road and the Kop – and I knew what that crowd was capable of when a player was playing badly. In all honesty, was I made of the right stuff to repeatedly go out in front of those people week in, week out?

Sadly, I knew the answer to that particular question.
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