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THE POLE

It started with a black pole in the backyard. There was a four-foot-wide wall behind our terraced house, and a washing line. I used to spend hours and hours in there with Dad, Len, and every time I kicked the ball he’d say, ‘Hit the pole, hit the pole, make sure you hit the pole.’ I became obsessed with hitting that bloody pole. From the moment I could kick a ball I was trying to hit it. I asked my mam, Amanda, when I knew I’d be doing this book, what I was like as a baby. She said, ‘Steph, you never used to sleep, you always wanted to be outside, you always wanted to be running around, you wanted to be involved with everything.’ I think because my dad was playing semi-professional at the time, football was always going to be the sport I was going to play, and his drill was to get me to hit that pole again and again.

It was only a tiny yard, but we lived on a main road and Mam didn’t want us in the front garden with all the traffic going past, and she had a point.

To me that yard was the Stadium of Light, where Sunderland play. I’d pretend I was Kevin Phillips, who was the star striker at the time and my favourite player.

I was born on 23 April 1988, Stephanie Jayne Houghton, and we lived in a three-bedroom house on Jamieson Terrace in a former mining village in County Durham called South Hetton. It’s a working-class area and everyone there was sport mad, whether that was football, cricket or anything else. They still are. We were no different. Dad was an electrician – he still is, and I think he’s going to retire next year – and Mam stayed at home to look after me and my brother Stuart, who’s four years younger than me. If there are storms or bad weather and something happens to the grid or there’s a fault, Dad goes out and fixes it. Aside from his football he also played cricket for the village team, so our lives revolved around sport. We’d always be around the South Hetton welfare when he was playing cricket, and all the kids would be playing five-a-side on the edge of the field.

Mam and Dad got married when they were twenty-one and had me when they were twenty-three, so they were young parents. I know everyone thinks this about their mam and dad, but they were both amazing and I had a great, happy upbringing. Mam didn’t really know anything about football and still has to have the offside rule explained to her. She asked my husband, Stephen, to explain it the other day when there was a game on. I said, ‘Mam, you’ve been watching football for twenty-five years. How can you still not know this?’

Mam really instilled the importance of hard work in us. She also made sure we were humble and nice and polite to other people. I think that might be a North-East thing. That’s the kind of people we are. We work hard and we have good values. Family and community are important to us.

And if you’re wondering, you pronounce it ‘Hoe-ton’. That’s how we say it and that’s how it’s meant to be said!

Mam was always looking after us. She works for the Department for Work and Pensions now, but I think she sacrificed her career to make sure me and Stuart had everything we needed, which says a lot. That’s the kind of person she is. I care a lot about what other people think, maybe too much sometimes, and I’m always trying to make sure people are OK. I think I get that from my mam. She’s very thoughtful, and Mam and Dad were both great for me because he was the kind of person who gave me confidence to do what I wanted to do but he was never pushy. He says he knew from early on that I was going to be good at football, but he never forced it. He was never like, ‘You must play football, Steph.’ It was always my choice. He just wanted me to be happy. Don’t get me wrong, he loved the fact I could play, I think because at the time he was playing himself. But he always said he just wanted me to be active and do the things that I wanted to do. When I got older he would give me advice and a bit of feedback on how I’d played but when I was growing up they both just wanted me to enjoy myself.

I knew that they would always support me and, while they didn’t have a lot of money, they both did whatever they could to help.

While I loved playing cricket, and could give it a whack, it was always going to be football for me. There was a lad who lived across the street from us called Karl who was two years older. He was football mad, and we used to play in each other’s yards. My cousin, Amy, lived two streets away and we’d play kerby, where you try and hit the ball against the edge of the kerb. Everything was football, football, football.

Durham is a bit of a mixed bag in terms of who people support because it’s near Sunderland and Newcastle. Our village was Sunderland, although my cousin, who’s my best mate, is a Newcastle fan. Dad was one of seven boys and only one of my uncles is a Mag (the nickname for a Newcastle supporter). One of my other uncles, Keith, had a Sunderland season ticket and my earliest memories are of going to Roker Park, the old stadium, with him whenever I got the chance and then to the north stand when they moved to the Stadium of Light. I remember seeing the red-and-white stripes they played in for the first time – although one memory that stands out is the 1998 play-off final at Wembley when Sunderland played in their gold away tops against Charlton. We were in the cricket club, and it was absolutely packed with people watching it on television. The winner got into the Premier League, and it was a crazy, intense game that finished 4–4. I was there in my gold shirt – with Kevin Phillips’s name and number 10 on the back – and it went to penalties. All thirteen were scored but then Mickey Gray missed his and we lost. I remember me and my best friend Lauren – she had her gold top on too – were absolutely devastated. I cried my eyes out. I’ve never been so upset over a football game even now, having lost in World Cups and Euros. We were inconsolable. But within half an hour we were both out on the street with a ball, pretending we were Phillips or Gray and taking that penalty again.

One of my other memories with Lauren is the time we were ball girls when Sunderland played Manchester United. I was obsessed with David Beckham and so when they asked us where we wanted to be I bagsied the corner because I knew he took corners and there would be a chance of me throwing the ball to him. He was literally five metres away from me during the game, I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t want to throw it to him – I wanted him to come and get it!

At half-time the groundsman gave us forks to go out and repair the pitch, two little kids. We thought we were very important.

I went to the local school, South Hetton Primary, and there were three girls who were into football. Me, Amy and Lauren, who’s a year younger than me. We would play with the lads in the school yard. It never felt uncomfortable, but it obviously wasn’t thought ‘normal’ for girls at the time. I just wanted to play. We had a top yard which we used to turn into a five-a-side pitch, so as soon as the bell rang we’d be sprinting out of class to get on to the top yard because if you were there first, you’d be on first. You’d need to get your team together quickly: I’d always pick Amy, and would try to get some of my lad mates to play.

The caretaker, a guy called Gary Quin, used to organise little five-a-side tournaments for us and to this day I have a lot of respect for him because he gave us girls the opportunity to be a part of that. There was never an issue because we weren’t boys. For him, it probably could have been easier just to go, ‘No, girls, you can’t play,’ but he really encouraged us to get involved, which I guess was pretty rare back then.

That then rolled into us making a school team, which I was in, so at first I was playing with the lads. When I was about eight, there started to be a bit of a pathway for girls-only teams, so we set a six-a-side team up. We would mainly play against boys’ teams – it was only in actual tournaments that you would play against other girls – but I was still playing for the lads’ team at school.

You didn’t really get any grief from the teams that you were playing against for being a girl. Though I can remember one game quite clearly because I’d been getting named as substitute but this time, I was told I’d be starting, and the lad whose place I took refused to speak to me. I remember thinking that was a bit weird. I waited to play out with him afterwards and he still wouldn’t speak to me. I think there may have been a few snide remarks from his parents along the lines of ‘Why is this girl playing instead of our son?’ It annoyed me, and made me determined to play well because even at that age you want to prove a point. I wanted to say back to them, ‘This is why I’m playing.’ I remember scoring my first two goals for the school in that game. For one I did a Cruyff turn in the box and put it past the keeper, so I think I managed to prove the point.

I don’t want to make it sound like it was difficult, though, and that there were lots of bad experiences, because that was one of the few times it was a problem. Some of the lads might have got a bit jealous when they saw that I could play but it was never a massive issue.

Because I loved Kevin Phillips, I wanted to be a striker. Everyone wants to score goals. You always want to be the hero, don’t you? That was the case with me. I loved Kevin and I also used to watch Michael Owen loads – I absolutely loved him when he was playing for England and for Liverpool. He had a soccer video out, with the old Everton goalkeeper Neville Southall in net, and I always remember this clip where he used to practise free kicks and show some of the kids who were there how to do striking the ball. I used to rewind it and watch it time after time after time. My mam would be like, ‘Are you watching that video again?’ My parents got so bored of it they bought me a telly and a video for my room, so I could disappear into there and watch it and they could put Coronation Street on.

I didn’t really think that I wanted to play football for a living. I just knew that I loved watching football and the feeling I got from playing it. It might be hard to believe now but I was quick back then! I was also pretty confident, and I liked to get stuck in, which probably made me stand out a bit. I was this girl who wanted to get the ball off the lads and prove people wrong.

Our team did pretty well. We never got to any cup finals, but we got to a semi with the girls’ team and lost. I never forgot that feeling. I hated it. I’m a sore loser and I think when you’re younger and used to winning and you lose, you absolutely fume about it.

Playing football made me feel important and I liked knowing that people were relying on me in different games. I think that’s a feeling I have always had. I think I had an idea that there may be barriers along the way. There was nothing that I could see that made me think that this could be a career for me because there were no women’s games on TV. It didn’t feel like an option. I didn’t see it on the telly, and I couldn’t go and watch a women’s game because there wasn’t anyone near us who had a team. I wasn’t really aware that there was women’s football. You kind of just took it for granted that if you wanted to go to a game, you would go and watch the men. Sometimes we’d get free tickets at school to go and watch Sunderland and I’d pester Dad, who would always take me. I think if someone had asked me if I wanted to go and watch Sunderland women then I’d have definitely gone, but there just wasn’t the opportunity to do that. You never got a chance to go.

Watching Sunderland at the time was great. They eventually got to the Premier League and it was harder to get tickets but any time I could go it was unreal.

The club would also come to the school and do coaching sessions, and in the summer holidays they would put on soccer schools. We were a close-knit community and all the families got on and knew each other because they would all go to the cricket club together. They would help each other out and when it came to the soccer schools there would always be a parent who would be able to take us all.

When I was ten, I ended up getting scouted at one of those schools. I almost didn’t go: it was at a two-day Easter camp but most of my mates were on holiday and I didn’t know whether I wanted to go on my own or not. At the last minute I decided to go and Mam, as she always did, drove me there in her red Peugeot 306 and gave me a packed lunch. The schools ran from 10 a.m. to 3 p.m. so I got out and walked over with my Sunderland kit on, which I always wore. I was a bit shy. With none of my mates there it was a bit weird, but I just concentrated on trying my best in the drills. It was a mixed camp, boys and girls, and they split us into groups. On the second day I’d kind of found my feet and was trying to impress as much as I could.

At the end of every soccer school you would get a certificate of attendance and maybe you’d get a medal. The sessions finished and I’ll never forget this because I’ve got a picture of it in the house – Mam had arrived, and she was on the hill waiting for me. All these names were being called out apart from mine and I thought they’d forgotten me. It seemed to go on for ages and I was nearly crying. I was upset because I’d been there for two days and thought I wasn’t going to get anything to show for it. Then they said: ‘And the player of the camp is . . . ’ and they read out my name. I couldn’t believe it. I looked over at Mam and could see she was crying a little bit. I went up to collect a trophy and my certificate, and a guy came over to Mam and asked if he could speak to me.

He told her that he was from Sunderland’s women’s side and that they’d like me to go and train with them if I’d like to. He asked me if I wanted to go and play for Sunderland. I turned to my mam and said, ‘Mam, can you take us?’ She said we’d sort something out and that was that.

I remember waiting for Dad to come home and when he did, I could tell he was buzzing but he was also his usual down-to-earth self. He wanted me to keep my feet on the floor. He said, ‘Look, we don’t know what it’s going to be like. You’re going to be playing with Under 16s and it’s going to be a lot. Let’s just see how you get on.’

That was a great message and it set the tone for what was to come later in my career. Mam and Dad could have shouted about it from the rooftops but they’ve never, ever done that. And I like the fact that they’ve always kind of said, ‘Just stay humble about it and, no matter what, keep doing what you do.’ That’s never changed.

It was always my obsession to play for Sunderland and this felt unreal, like a dream.
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