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To Alice Irene Davies, better known as ‘Gran’.

I will never get my head around how a parent can give up a child. Luckily there are people in this world willing to take on someone else’s responsibility, and more importantly, give a child a chance in life.
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Foreword by Gary Lineker

‘What a waste of money, what a waste of money.’ That was the chorus that reverberated around the decrepit stands of Filbert Street, and their target was me. My first appearance for Everton was at my old club Leicester City, in my hometown. My humiliation at walking into the wrong dressing room at half-time with us trailing was bad enough, but by the end of the game not only had we lost but my replacement at the Foxes, a certain Mark Bright, had scored two goals, one of them an absolute pearler into the top corner – something I hadn’t achieved in my more than two hundred appearances for the club. ‘What a waste of money,’ sang my family and friends when I got home.

Given this history, and knowing Brighty’s sense of humour, I am pretty sure that’s why he asked me to write this foreword. He knew I would have to mention it. The ignominy continues. To be honest, they were about the only goals he managed that season with Leicester (never peak too soon, Brighty) and he was soon on his way to Crystal Palace. There, of course, he made his name as the straight man in a truly wonderful striking partnership with Ian Wright.

Wright and Bright were unstoppable. Wrighty provided the flair, the speed, the goals. Brighty provided the . . . erm . . . work rate, the . . . heading, yes, heading . . . and hold-up play, definitely hold-up play. Do you have to be kind when writing a foreword to someone’s book?

I jest, of course. Brighty was the sort of striker every Wrighty wanted to play alongside. A man to fight your battles, a man to do the hard yards, a man with the intelligence in his game to make things easier for you. Sounds selfish, but strikers, well, our kind of strikers, are selfish and rely on partners like Mark Bright to make us look good, to make our goal-scoring statistics better.

Brighty did all these things and more during a career that really started at Port Vale, his hometown club. But he also scored goals himself, plenty of them. His career record is mightily impressive, scoring better than a goal every three games. At Crystal Palace he netted 91 goals in 227 league matches and at his next club, Sheffield Wednesday, he maintained that ratio with 48 goals in 133 league games. How much would that cost you these days? He even managed to notch a few for Charlton at the end of his career when he was about forty-nine years old (slight exaggeration).

The highlights in an outstanding career, though, were many. A Second Division Golden Boot with Palace in the 1987–88 season with twenty-four goals. Promotion via the play-offs came the next season. A season of stability in the old Division One was followed by Crystal Palace’s best ever season in the top flight when they finished third (a confession, I had to double check that stat). There was an epic FA Cup semi-final victory and an all-important goal against the then dominant Liverpool, and another FA Cup goal in the all-Sheffield semi-final.

After football Mark became a regular on our television screens, where his endearing personality, intelligence and understanding of the game shone through. These days he’s back at Crystal Palace and is frequently seen alongside their chairman, Steve Parish. You could say he’s become the best man-to-man marker the game has witnessed since Des Walker.

In all seriousness, though, Brighty is more than just a footballer, he’s one of the good guys. Having played with him, played against him, worked alongside him in television, I feel proud to count him as a close friend and have forgiven him for one of the worst days of my professional life. ‘What a waste of money.’ Well, almost.



 

The dressing room was huge and the fact that I was sitting in it sent a tingle of excitement down my spine. I always thought that, one day, playing in a final at Wembley was realistic for me. I believed European Cup finals were really for the elite, the great players, but getting to a FA Cup final always seemed like something I could achieve, something I could strive for, a goal that could one day come true. That day arrived in May 1990. I was twenty-seven years old and had worked hard to make sure I used every ounce of ability I had as a footballer since I had become a full-time professional seven years earlier. Against all the odds I was part of a Crystal Palace team who were about to play in an FA Cup final against Manchester United. I knew that it was, without doubt, the biggest day of my footballing life.
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What Do You Want to Do?

As a kid I knew I had enough about me to play the game at a decent level, even if some people questioned that along the way. I was naturally athletic and always loved kicking a ball about. Like so many other kids I wanted to be a professional footballer, wanted to earn my living from playing a game I loved. It was always a dream, but turning the dream into reality proved to be a lot harder than I could ever have imagined. I wasn’t the sort of player who had fantastic natural gifts. Yes, I had talent, probably more than a lot of other would-be footballers when I was young, but I think I realised pretty early on that you had to work hard in life if you wanted to achieve things, and the main thing I wanted to achieve was to have a career as a footballer. I had enough self-confidence and belief to think it could happen and, as I got older, I became more single-minded about the whole thing.

At school I wasn’t the sort of pupil who mucked about too much or was a disruptive influence in class. Academically I suppose I was average, although I always used to do pretty well in English, but it was always sport that was really my best subject. In school reports PE was where I got my best marks and the most praise from my teacher. There was one particular report in which my sports teacher used a line about me that I have never forgotten.

‘A budding athlete, if ever I saw one,’ he wrote.

I was lucky enough to have the physical attributes I needed to play sport well, and apart from playing football whenever I could, I would also work hard at making sure I was fit enough to compete in matches, and give myself the chance of getting to where I wanted to be. I never saw it as something that was out of my reach: I thought it was there for me, it was just a case of working out the best way to get the chance I wanted. The chance to break into the professional game. I was desperate to get an opportunity to show what I was capable of and to let people see the potential I had. By the time I became a teenager, I was pretty confident I had the ability to get what I wanted. The whole idea of being a footballer was never really far from my thoughts. I not only worked at improving myself as a player, I also used to spend a lot of time thinking about what it would be like when I finally achieved my goal. Unfortunately, I never quite showed the same obsession I had for football when it came to my school work. I remember being in a French lesson once, just staring out of the window and imagining myself playing for Port Vale or Stoke City, who were my two local teams, and my teacher, Mr Llewelyn, came over and banged the window pole on the desk in front of me, asking what I was doing.

‘What was the last thing I just said, Bright?’ he asked.

‘Bonjour, sir?’ I sheepishly replied.

Of course, it was a complete guess because I’d been in a world of my own, and the answer did me no good at all. He sent me out of the class, which wasn’t good, but it did allow me to carry on day dreaming as I stood in the corridor.

Another teacher at the same Maryhill Comprehensive School in Stoke was Mr Arkle, who took us for geography and, like a lot of other teachers back then, he also taught other subjects as well, in his case woodwork and metalwork. He was a big man who loved his rugby and was one of those guys who genuinely cared about the kids he was teaching. He took a real interest in all of us and cared about our futures and the lives we were going to have when we left school. I think he liked me, but probably also thought I could be a bit cocky and lazy in the classroom at times. One day after a lesson he made a point of going around everyone in the class and asking us all the same simple question: what did we want to do when we left school?

‘Bright, what do you want to do?’ he asked.

‘Play football, sir,’ I told him, as everyone in the class began to laugh.

‘Bright, what are you going to do?’ he asked again, only this time there was a definite sign of irritation in his voice.

‘I’m going to be a footballer, sir. I want to be a professional footballer,’ I replied.

‘And what’s plan B if that doesn’t work?’ he said with a slightly amused smile on his face.

‘Plan B, sir? There is no plan B!’ I told him.

Once again there was laughter from the rest of the class, and Mr Arkle clearly thought I was enjoying playing the cheeky kid in front of my classmates, but that wasn’t what I was doing. I wasn’t trying to be cheeky, I wasn’t playing the class clown and I wasn’t trying to make my classmates laugh. I was being deadly serious with him. He dismissed the rest of the class and asked me to stay behind. I thought I was in for a telling off at the very least but, as it turned out, that wasn’t the case. Instead, he sat me down and told me how concerned he was about me, and my expectations, which he obviously thought might ultimately end in disappointment.

‘I’m worried about you,’ he said. ‘I look at you in class sometimes and I think you’re a bit of a dreamer. When I was your age, I wanted to be a doctor, but I wasn’t good enough or clever enough to do that job, so then I decided to focus on becoming a teacher. The fact is, life isn’t always the way we planned it or wanted things to turn out. I’m really worried that if you don’t achieve your goal of playing football for a living, you don’t really seem to have given any thought to what might happen, or have any idea about what else you might do.’

‘Sir, you don’t have to worry, I’ll be all right,’ I told him. ‘I know I’m going to be a footballer.’

I think he probably felt frustrated by the fact that I appeared so naive. He knew that very soon in my young life I would have to leave school and face the outside world, when I would be hit by the reality of actually having to find a job and work for a living, but at the same time I think he realised it was pretty hopeless to try and get me to consider any alternatives. The fact of the matter was, I was absolutely certain that I was going to be able to make it. I had a one-track mind as far as a future career was concerned, and as I left the classroom and Mr Arkle that day, I walked out continuing to dream about becoming a professional and earning my living as a footballer. It wasn’t just that day: I thought about it every day. I thought about what it would be like, how it would feel. I even began practising how I would sign my autograph. I was obsessed with the whole notion of becoming a professional footballer.

Happily, that dream did eventually become a reality. It was by no means easy for me, but through a mixture of ability, hard work and persistence, I eventually made it, and getting to that FA Cup final with Palace seemed to make it all worthwhile. I’d had the dream of getting to Wembley and realised I was one of the lucky ones who would be able to say their dream came true. On that day in 1990 I was about to take part in one of the showpieces of the English game, which was also a global event that was going to be watched by millions of people in different countries around the world. As I sat in the Wembley dressing room desperately trying to take in everything that was happening around me, I suddenly noticed a pile of what looked like yellow envelopes on one of the tables. Someone was going through them and started handing out little bundles to individual players. I wasn’t sure what they were at first, but soon realised they were good-luck telegrams sent to us by family and friends, wishing us well for the match. Little messages that meant a lot because they gave you a nice mental boost before what was going to be the most important game of your life. These days players would be getting texts or emails from well-wishers, but it was very different then. There weren’t too many mobile phones about in 1990. If you did happen to own one, they were about the size of a brick, with a screw-in aerial that was about six inches long, and they were for making calls, nothing else. How times have changed!

The pre-match ritual of getting good-luck telegrams was traditionally all part of the big day for the players who were taking part. Although the FA Cup is still a big deal today, I think it’s fair to say that twenty-nine years ago it was a lot different. The final was something that was eagerly anticipated, even by people who hardly watched a football match throughout the season. The build-up for the game went on all week leading to the match on the Saturday, and the interest and excitement seemed much greater then. The players who played in the match were all of a generation that had grown up watching the final on television, and dreaming about playing in one. It was the showpiece game in an era when there were very few live matches shown during the course of a season. The FA Cup final dominated television from the morning of the game right through until the result had been decided. I was determined to try and enjoy the whole experience and take everything in.

There was a lot going on in the dressing room, with each player going through their personal preparations, just as they would on any other matchday, but at the same time, we all knew this was no ordinary match, and no ordinary day for any of us. You get used to your own ground and the home-team changing room, and there’s also a familiarity about a lot of the other dressing rooms you use throughout the year when you play at different grounds, but Wembley was different and so was FA Cup final day. The telegrams were one of the things that made the day so different and special. Just like all the other players, I began to go through the yellow envelopes that had been handed to me. It was great to get all the good-luck messages, and then I opened one which made me feel incredibly emotional. Even to this day, it has the same effect when I think back to the message it contained.

‘Mark. I’m the proudest man in Stoke-on-Trent. I’m glad you realised your dream. Be a winner.’

The telegram came from Mr Arkle. I was immediately transported back to that classroom and the conversation I’d had with him the day he’d asked me what I wanted to do when I left school. I was so pleased I had been able to make it as a footballer, and equally pleased that he had followed my career and wanted to let me know on such an important day that he was back in Stoke willing me on to do well in the biggest game of my career. It meant an awful lot. I had been a kid with dreams when he taught me and, as I sat in that Wembley dressing room, I realised I was about to turn one of those dreams into reality.
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The Note

I was too young to actually know about what was happening at the time, but I later found out that it was a note pinned to a door that was the trigger for the direction my life was to take from a very young age. I had a brother and a sister, a mum and a dad, just like so many other kids, but the note signalled the end of any real hope there might have been for all of us to have anything approaching a normal family life.

The note had been left by my mum, and it was read by my dad on the night of Saturday 21 November, 1964, less than two-and-a-half years after I was born. My parents weren’t exactly on the best of terms at the time and were living apart, and they had already separated on and off not that long after I was born. I had little idea of what was really going on with their marriage. I was just a young kid and so was my brother Philip, who was about a year older than me, and our sister, Marie, was a year older than him. The three of us never really had a clue about what was happening, and we certainly had no idea of what was to come our way. How could we have at such a young age?

On that Saturday we were being looked after by our dad while my mum went to a wedding. At the time the three of us were living with her at our maternal grandmother’s house. That day the arrangement was that he would return us at 10 p.m. to our grandmother’s house, but when he turned up and knocked on the door there was no answer, and there was no sign of our mother either. Instead, there was a note, and in it she basically told our father that she’d had enough. She was fed up with her life, and was going away, telling him that he would have to look after the three of us, which was clearly a non-starter as far as he was concerned. At the time, he rented a place with one small room downstairs and a bedroom upstairs. He worked as a labourer for a local clay company, driving a fork-lift truck, and the thought of having to take care of three children on his own completely panicked him.

Things moved pretty rapidly after that. He left the three of us with a friend on the following Monday, and he went off to see the local authorities, asking for help and telling them that there was no way he was going to be able to cope on his own. They apparently agreed with him, because four days later my brother Philip and I found ourselves in a new home, being looked after by a woman who was a complete stranger to us. She was very nice and extremely kind, doing as much as she possibly could to welcome us into her house, the place that was going to be our new home. It was the start of a completely different kind of life for the two of us, and for our sister who didn’t go with us, but would instead end up living with our dad. It was a crazy situation for all of us to have to cope with, but even before all of this happened, our lives could hardly have been described as normal, mainly due to my parents’ troubled relationship.

My mum and dad were from Stoke-on-Trent, or at least my mother was. My father was originally from the Gambia and had travelled to this country in the 1950s. It was probably partly for the adventure of going to another country, and perhaps it was partly the fact that he thought he could find work in England. I’m not entirely sure how a guy from the Gambia ended up in Stoke instead of somewhere like London, but that’s what he did and that’s where he met my mum. Being black in Britain at that time could not have been easy and I’ve heard all sorts of stories about how landlords wouldn’t even allow black people to rent rooms or flats. I’m sure it was not the easiest of times for a black man, and it must also have been very difficult for my mother, who was a local white girl. I’ve been told that the two of them had to endure things like openly being taunted by people and spat at in the street when they went out together as a couple. My mother was actually chased around the house by her own brother when he became aware of her relationship with my father.

‘You’re not going out with a black man!’ he screamed.

I’m not sure how you deal with incidents like that. It must have been pretty horrible for her and I’m sure the sight of a black guy with a white woman wasn’t exactly a common thing back then, but to have your own brother reacting so strongly to the relationship probably shows just how difficult it must have been for her to carry on seeing my dad. Things are not perfect even now, but times have changed an awful lot, and I can’t really say I ever experienced that level of intolerance. Throughout my life, the relationships I’ve had have not been dictated by the colour of a girl’s skin: it has always been about the person, what their personality is like and the mutual attraction we’ve had for each other.

Perhaps the easiest thing for my mother to have done, all those years ago, would have been to walk away from the relationship and in doing so avoid all the prejudice and hassle that came her way because of it, but despite the problems they encountered, their relationship endured, and so on 28 November 1959, Maureen Clarke married Edwin Bright at Stoke Register Office. This was despite a pretty stark warning of what life might be like for my mother if she went ahead with the marriage, because on their wedding day a woman apparently turned up at the door with her daughter and told my mum that the girl’s father was Edwin Bright, the man she was about to marry. The visit by the woman that day didn’t stop the wedding, but it was certainly an indication of what was to come and of how difficult and complicated life might be in the years that followed.

I can see that it might have been difficult for them to maintain their relationship, particularly when you consider how different their backgrounds were. My mother came from a very ordinary white working-class family in the Potteries. My dad had come from the Gambia and was apparently called Eddie Oakes-Bright, but the Oakes part of his name got dropped when he somehow made his way to England. The fact that they got together at all in the climate that existed at the time when it came to mixed relationships is pretty remarkable, but they did and by the time they got married my mum was already pregnant with Marie, who was born in May 1960, six months after the wedding. Phil came along a year after that, and I arrived thirteen months later.

In the first couple of years of my life I was simply too young to realise what was going on, and I don’t have any strong memories from that time. I don’t recall exactly what life was like before that note was left on the door of my grandmother’s house. As a child I think I was always very self-contained. By that I mean that from a very early age I seemed to be able to accept what was happening around me and just get on with things, even if I didn’t fully understand what the true situation was. It was part of my personality and probably helped me when it came to coping with the circumstances I had to face so early on. Even though my early years may have been confusing, it was as though I never let the problems totally intrude on my life. As a kid I think I was pretty happy and quite outgoing. Stuff happened, good and bad, but I just got on with life and sort of steered a course through it all. I can’t say the break-up of my parents had no effect on me, it must have, and certainly from a practical point of view my future was set on a different course because of their split, but I wasn’t the only one affected by it.

Whatever was actually happening in my parents’ relationship when I came along, it seems clear that things were crumbling. The fact that they separated for about a year when I was very young is an indication that they clearly had problems long before the note on the door. Before then, my mother left my dad after she found out he’d gone off with another woman, and during the time they were apart she lived with another man. Even though she eventually returned to live with our father, it seems that the move was just papering over the cracks, which were getting bigger by the day. The truth is that neither of them were exactly faithful to each other, and when my mother returned to live with my father, she told him she was pregnant with a baby she had conceived with the other guy. Initially, it seems that he was willing to accept what had happened and the two of them stayed together, but the relationship with the other man continued, and eventually my mother and father split up. Marie, Philip and I went to live with him, and with the help of an Italian couple who owned the property where he rented rooms, he somehow managed to look after the three of us. My mum refused to get back together with our father, and by the summer of 1963 she was heavily pregnant and living at her mother’s house. In July of that same summer our dad was sent to prison for twelve weeks for non-payment of debts, which triggered a new upheaval for Marie, Phil and me. Suddenly we didn’t have anyone to look after us and the authorities had to get involved in order to make sure we would be taken care of. They spoke to our mum and she agreed to have us move in with her and stay at our grandmother’s house until our dad returned from prison, but that arrangement was cut short after just a few weeks when she gave birth to a baby girl ahead of her due date. With my mum in a maternity home with her new daughter, my gran was simply unable to cope with three young children on her own, and we had to go to a residential nursery for a few days before going back to our gran’s once our mother had returned with our new baby sister, Sharon.

The period that followed the birth of Sharon was a relatively stable one for all of us. I was only fourteen months old when she came along and have no real recollection of any of the events I described, but through looking at official documents and piecing together what went on with the help of my family, I have been able to get some idea of what was happening and when it happened. After the birth of Sharon, it seems it was my mum who had the main responsibility for us, and that lasted right up until the date of the note, 21 November 1964. As kids none of us really knew what was going through her mind when she wrote it but, clearly, she found the situation she was in overwhelming. She’d had enough and was quite possibly depressed. Whatever it was, there were consequences for all of us and, at the age of two years and five months, I found myself suddenly having two families. The one I had been born into, and a new one, with a woman I had never seen before.
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