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Chapter 1

Start Me Up

If you were buying or selling a house would you want all the twists and turns of the process covered by the media for months and months? Would you want the details of every offer on the back pages of the papers? Would you want people you had never met arguing on TV, radio and social media about how much your house is worth and whether it is a good investment?

Buying and selling a house is a stressful experience. Now imagine what it’s like buying and selling a living and breathing human being. A human being who is so good at his job that lots of other people are fighting to pay millions and millions of pounds for him so he can work for them.

And unlike a house, this human being has feelings and he wants to have a say in who is going to buy him. His agent wants a say as well and so do his representatives and his advisers and his lawyers and his accountants – and don’t forget his family.

Now, a house is a pretty solid investment and, all being well, it will be worth more than you paid for it when the time comes for you to move. There’s also no chance of it collapsing in a heap, forcing you to buy another house to take its place while the house you spent a fortune on goes to Dubai to get better.

The human being you buy is going to have to be paid and you will have to indulge his every whim. And he may turn out to be not very good at his job. He may not settle in the area, his wife might not like the weather, his kids might not like the food and he might not like getting kicked by other human beings every weekend.

On top of all this, you are not buying this human being to keep. Despite the fact that you have paid millions of pounds for him and the same again in wages, he will be free to leave for absolutely nothing in about four years.

And don’t forget, you won’t be buying or selling just one human being. Every January and for three months in the summer you will be buying and selling lots of them. And the only thing that is guaranteed is that at least half of them will turn out to be a total waste of money.

Welcome to the wonderful world of transfers. They have been a big part of my life for more than twenty years and most of the time I absolutely love them. Some people hate transfers and some people love them, but deep down I know the people who hate transfers secretly love them too.

Don’t get me wrong, I can see why in this day and age, with all the problems in the world, people think spending tens of millions of pounds on young men who do little more than kick a ball around is immoral. I get that. I understand why some fans think football is in danger of losing touch with reality, why it is now more business than sport. That is nothing new though. Football has been changing and evolving since the day it was invented.

I fell in love with football long before the days of transfer windows and £100 million deals and VAR and WAGs. I fell in love with the glory game, I looked up to the players, I idolised them and I felt an enormous thrill standing on the terraces with my father watching my heroes play for pride and their fans and the badges on their shirts.

The world moves on and everything changes and football is no different. What am I supposed to do? Give up on football because it has changed and moan and groan about what has happened to the game I fell in love with all those years ago? That’s not in my nature. I still love football and I am naturally a very enthusiastic person.

Sure, there are lots of things I would change about the modern game if I could, but changing football is not my job. I don’t own a club, I don’t work at UEFA or FIFA, I am just a journalist who works hard and loves his job.

What gets me out of bed every morning is that inner drive to find things out and tell my viewers and listeners what is going on in the world of football. I love my job because I love football and I love journalism. There is no way you could do this job if you didn’t love the game.

I understand the criticism, I understand the people who have fallen out of love with the game, the people who think it is all about money now. I understand the people who are irritated and bored by never-ending transfer sagas which dominate the headlines every summer. I can see why people think the sums being spent on transfers and the wages being paid are absurd. Believe me, I get all that. But at the same time, why should I be ashamed of what I do? Football, as someone once said, really is the most important of the unimportant things in life. It is for me and for millions of others as well.

I first got involved in transfers back in the eighties, when I was a young reporter at Scottish Television (STV). In those days there were no transfer windows and, for a period of time, Glasgow was the place to be. After the Heysel Stadium disaster in 1985, English clubs were banned from European competition. Rangers, under new player-manager Graeme Souness, embarked on a strategy of signing players from England. Playing at a magnificent stadium like Ibrox had always been a big draw but Rangers could also now offer English players the opportunity of playing in European competition. The club spent big money on players like Terry Butcher, Chris Woods, Mark Hateley and Trevor Steven.

I made sure I got to know as many players, managers and agents as I could so I could stay across all the comings and goings. That’s when I first got to know Ally McCoist, who seemed to know everything about everybody, and an agent called Bill McMurdo, who looked after players like George Best and Mo Johnston. There were no mobile phones in those days so if I wanted to get in touch with someone like Bill I had to try my luck by calling him at home or at his office.

Modern technology has made all our lives a lot easier and more convenient but I sometimes still miss the thrill of the old days. In August 1991, I got wind of the fact that Trevor Steven could be moving from Rangers to Marseille in a £5.5 million deal. That was a seriously big transfer in those days so there was only one thing to do – get in my car and find him.

I made a few calls and managed to get a rough idea of where he lived in Edinburgh. I didn’t have the exact address but that wasn’t going to stop me. An hour later, I was in the beautiful suburb of Cramond with a cameraman in tow asking anyone who would stop to talk to me if they knew where Trevor Steven lived. Luckily enough, one of his neighbours pointed me in the right direction and a few minutes later I found Trevor in his garden.

‘Trevor, it’s Jim White from STV. Do you mind if I grab a quick word?’

Not for the first – or last – time in my career perseverance paid off and Trevor, after getting over the shock of finding me in his garden, gave me a few minutes of his time for an exclusive interview. It is more than thirty years ago now, but if Trevor’s neighbour is reading this – thank you very much, sir. I still owe you a drink!

The world has changed enormously since those days and so have transfers. The really big change happened in 2002, when transfer windows were introduced in the Premier League. A window meant a deadline and that meant drama and wonderful theatre.

One of the reasons I still get excited about transfers is I am a fan myself and, like all fans, I want my club to sign the best players and my rivals to miss out on their targets. I think hope is the essence of transfers. I don’t want to get too deep, but people need to have dreams. It’s human nature to want tomorrow to be better than today so no matter how terrible your team have been this season, there is always a chance it will change when the window opens and they bring in a few new faces.

Of course, I am old enough to remember when transfers used to happen out of the blue, before summer and winter windows and deadlines. For instance, Manchester United fans of a certain age almost certainly remember the mornings they woke up and read in the paper that their club had signed Eric Cantona or Andy Cole.

I have to go a bit further back and to Scotland for my first transfer memory. It was way back in 1968 when my father Robbie told me that Rangers had signed a prolific forward from Hibernian called Colin Stein. To this day, I remember how exciting it was that Rangers had signed a goal machine like Stein. He turned out to be a brilliant buy and he scored the opening goal in the Nou Camp in 1972 when Rangers won the European Cup Winners’ Cup by beating Dynamo Moscow 3–2. It’s good to know that Stein is still part of the club to this day, working in hospitality at Ibrox on match days.

I was just as excited about transfers in those days as I am now. I understand how people feel when they stop me in the street to ask me who their club are going to sign or whether a particular deal is going to go through. It is actually astonishing how much people seem to know, especially the younger fans, about players and deals all over the world. When I was at a Liverpool game in 2022, all anyone seemed to want to talk to me about was whether they were going to sign Aurélien Tchouaméni. I had heard about the Monaco midfielder and I knew he was a hot property, but these kids seemed to know everything there was to know about him.

Unfortunately for them, Liverpool missed out on Tchouaméni because he moved to Real Madrid that summer in an £85 million deal. The kids knew what they were talking about, though, because Tchouaméni looked like a real player when I saw him score the opening goal in France’s 2–1 win against England in the World Cup quarter-final in Qatar in December 2022.

Speaking to fans who stop me on the street or at games is a big part of my job and it is something I enjoy the vast majority of the time. I am not kidding when I say that, on some deadline days, I get stopped twenty or thirty times. It’s no hardship for me to find time for people and engage with them, no matter who they are or who they support.

I can count on the fingers of one hand the times anyone has stopped me to say anything negative about transfers or deadline days. I think even the people who don’t like transfers realise that a lot of it is just harmless fun. Not everyone likes everything. I understand transfers are not for everyone. It’s a matter of taste and it’s a matter of choice. If people don’t like me or what I do, that’s not a problem as far as I am concerned, they don’t have to watch me or listen to me.

I find it funny how often people who stop me out and about ask me if I am really like this in real life. I’m not sure I know the answer to that question but I tell them that, unfortunately, I think I am. I have always been naturally enthusiastic and exuberant. We all only have a limited amount of time on this planet so what’s the point of living your life with a glum face? You have to go for it, make the best of every situation, try and enjoy life as much as possible.

Believe me, I know that’s not always feasible – but that’s what I try to do. It sounds like a very simple philosophy but it seems to work for me. I know I’m not going to be doing this job for ever so I may as well try and enjoy myself while I can. Whether the audience enjoys it as much as I do is not for me to say.

The number one question I get asked on the street is where a certain player is going to go. Every year there are names which seem to be on everyone’s lips. In 2022, it was Erling Haaland and more recently it has been Kylian Mbappé and Harry Kane. Haaland scored a lot of goals in Norway but it was in 2019, when he moved to Austrian club Red Bull Salzburg, that everyone started talking about him. It was well known in football circles that he would be leaving Austria in January 2020 and I really got down to work reporting on him when he started being linked with clubs in England.

Part of my job is to get to know people around up-and-coming players so I can get information about them as their career progresses. It took some effort and time, but I was able to make contact with people close to Haaland in 2019 and, over the years, I have had some pretty good information about his transfers.

In 2020, Haaland turned down the opportunity to move to clubs like Manchester United and Juventus and signed for Borussia Dortmund instead in a €20 million deal. I think United missed out on him then because they would not agree to have a release clause in his contract, whereas Dortmund thought it was worth taking the risk of being used as a stepping stone. That’s because Haaland was the type of striker who would guarantee goals and, even with a release clause, you would make a big profit when you had to sell. In April 2022 Borussia Dortmund’s chief executive Hans-Joachim Watzke was asked about the deal by German broadcaster Radio 91.2: ‘We gave Erling Haaland a release clause … otherwise he would have gone to Manchester United.’

Sure enough, two years and more than fifty goals later, everyone was talking about Haaland’s next move before the transfer window opened in the summer of 2022. All the biggest clubs in Europe wanted him, especially because his release clause was only £51 million. Real Madrid, Barcelona, Paris Saint-Germain, Manchester United, Liverpool and Chelsea were all after him but I had known for a long time that he would be signing for Manchester City.

How did I know? I had been told by people close to the player, but it was not the kind of information that I could shout from the rooftops. I had been told, in confidence, that he was heading to City, and I had to be discreet about how I let that information get out. This was not something that could be reported as breaking news, it was more a case of me stating, as forcefully as I could, that he would be heading to City whenever his name was being discussed on my radio show.

That is something that people looking in from the outside may not always appreciate about what transfer reporters can and can’t say. A fair amount of the time, the information you are getting is ‘for background only’ and that means you cannot give away where the information is coming from and you cannot make a big headline out of it. It can be frustrating at times – especially when people are accusing you of making things up or not knowing what you are talking about – but we just have to grin and bear it and keep trusting and respecting our sources. I am glad to say Haaland has been an absolutely fantastic signing for City and he has been worth every penny they paid to bring him to the Premier League. I think it’s fair to say his move to City already deserves to be regarded as one of the best transfers of all time. In his first season he scored fifty-two times and City won the Treble. He is going to have a long career at City, but if he does decide to move some day in the faraway future, say to Saudi Arabia or Real Madrid, I am confident I will be able to get the inside track on what is happening. That’s assuming of course that someone still thinks it’s worth paying me to do this job I love so much.

As for Haaland, you can only imagine what people at Manchester United think about all the goals he is scoring and the trophies he is lifting at City. Not only did United miss out on him when he moved from Salzburg to Dortmund in 2020, and again in 2022 when he moved from Dortmund to City, but they could have signed him for a bargain £4 million in the summer of 2018 when he was eighteen and playing in Norway for Molde.

At the time, he was being managed by the former Manchester United striker and future United manager Ole Gunnar Solskjær, who was so impressed with the way Haaland was developing he called his old club to tell them they should sign him. ‘I called United and told them that I’d got this striker but they didn’t listen,’ Solskjær said, speaking at a dinner in Manchester in May 2023. ‘I asked for £4 million for Haaland but they didn’t sign him.’

That was one that got away, on more than one occasion, for United and there are a few that get away for journalists as well. Something else which people might not know about this job is that journalists who cover transfers really are aware of the fact that a lot of these deals are just not going to work out. Most deals look good on paper, but I would estimate that at least 50 per cent of them turn out to be what you would politely call a waste of money. I know we sometimes get a reputation for hyping up transfers but that is really not the case. In the back of my mind I am always aware, to varying degrees, that a deal I’m reporting on may not work out in the long run, but I still have to be enthusiastic about the way I cover the story, otherwise my viewers and listeners would fall asleep.

I am not a salesman so it’s right to be sceptical when I have doubts about a deal, but at the same time I have to convey some of the drama of the occasion, the theatre of the deal. If you don’t have that energy and drive about you then you are going to find it very difficult to find and keep an audience in this business.

One thing it’s important to keep in mind is that we should not treat players as if they are pieces of meat being bought and sold. They are human beings with feelings so I find it very uncomfortable when they are being talked about as if they are just commodities to trade. I try and stay away from criticising players personally if a move has not worked out. There can be thousands of different reasons why a transfer fails.

As a journalist, it is always better to give people the benefit of the doubt and say the move just hasn’t worked out rather than get stuck into the player and say, for example, that he is not good enough or he has a bad attitude. We don’t know what goes on behind closed doors and I prefer to leave the opinions and the analysis to the experts – former players and managers – although it seems as if social media has given everyone a platform to grandstand about topics they often know very little about.

Of course, not all moves turn out as well as Haaland’s from Dortmund to City. When they go wrong, it hurts club owners – the people who sign the cheques – even more than it hurts the fans. Do I feel sorry for them when things go wrong? You must be joking. I doubt they feel sorry for me when I make a mistake at work so why should I feel sorry for them?

Joking aside, though, I have got to know many owners over the years and I have to say the vast majority of them have their club’s best interests at heart. There are a few bad apples and rogues and I do my best to hold them to account if I get to interview them but, believe me, more often than not, they are not very keen to speak to me, or any other journalists, in public.

When it comes to transfers, some owners love them and some owners hate them. The ones who love transfers love the thrill of the chase, the intrigue and the plotting, the negotiations and secret meetings and the endless messages, emails and phone calls. These men have often made fortunes in business so you would think they would be good at doing deals, but the transfer market has often flummoxed and bamboozled businessmen who have had no problems making millions and millions of pounds in other industries.

There are also some owners who are very wary of getting involved in transfers at all. Some of them think the whole thing is a circus and, no matter who they buy or sell, they are going to get ripped off by agents and intermediaries. I think a lot of them are worried about losing big money in deals and they see warning signs which are not always obvious to people looking in from the outside. It wouldn’t surprise me if a lot of owners didn’t secretly want to go back to the old days when players were basically tied to their clubs for the whole of their professional careers and there was a maximum wage they could be paid.

One player who reminds me of the old days because of the way he plays and the way he carries himself is Jack Grealish. Even his name sounds like a throwback to the black-and-white era. I have known Grealish since he was a youngster at Aston Villa and I got to meet him and his father, Kevin, on a visit to Villa Park when he was starting to make a real name for himself after breaking into the first team in 2015.

Grealish is a real personality with a cheeky chappy side to his character and he is a fabulous player to watch. There had been lots of interest in him over the years and both Manchester United and Tottenham Hotspur had been very keen on signing him. It was in the summer of 2020 that things really started to hot up though. Grealish had signed a new long-term Villa contract amid talk of a move to Manchester United. His new deal had a £100 million release clause which it was presumed nobody was going to pay any time soon.

Now you should never presume anything in football: fast forward to August 2021 and Manchester City let Villa know that they were willing to trigger the release clause. Luckily, I had managed to report the deal was going to happen six weeks before it was announced because I have good relationships with several people who were involved in the negotiations. I did get some angry messages though, having a go at me for saying the deal was as good as done when nothing was official.

‘What are you on about? Jack’s still a Villa player. He’s still a Villa player.’

He wasn’t for much longer and that ended up being good news for everyone because the deal turned out to be one which eventually suited all parties. City got the player they wanted, Jack got the move he wanted, and Villa got a big fee. City and Jack also won the Treble in the summer of 2023 and Villa qualified for Europe for the first time in thirteen years.

If only everything in the world of transfers worked out so well.
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