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Prologue



There was no mention of a penalty shoot-out. The prospect had simply never crossed the minds of the players and I’m not even sure whether it crossed the mind of the manager. It wasn’t just another game. This was a big one, a very big one, and all of our thoughts were on the 90 minutes ahead. Every player was focused on what he had to do, his role in the team.

In that situation, you just think about the game and nothing else. When the 90 minutes comes to an end, and there’s still another 30 minutes of extra time to go with tired minds and tired bodies, that’s when mistakes are made. The concentration has to be even stronger. When the referee blows the final whistle, the winding down process begins immediately, the jangling nerves begin to relax. The game is over. You have given it your best and it has finished as an honourable draw. Then the realisation dawns – penalty kicks. Everything you and your team-mates have worked for over the past months rests on five individuals taking penalties and a goalkeeper who you hope is going to stop at least one of the opponents’ spot-kicks.

In those two or three minutes before the penalty-takers are announced, you suddenly have to concentrate, regain your focus as quickly as possible, especially if you are chosen or put yourself forward as one of those under the microscope, as I did.

The players gather in the centre circle, encouraging, showing solidarity for each other. There is anxiety among the chosen five and a perceived relief among those who do not have to shoulder the responsibility. The goalkeeper is away at the end of the ground where the shoot-out is to take place, bouncing around knowing that he, above anyone, has nothing to lose and absolutely everything to gain.

I keep my socks up and my pads in to try to stay in game mode. Others prefer to lie down and draw a deep breath, relax those cramping muscles but I stay on my feet, take a drink and keep my mind as sharp as I can. The job isn’t over yet; it’s only finished when we have won on penalties and that is now all that matters.

All you need to do is walk 50 yards, take a penalty and score. That’s the worst part of it, that bloody walk from the halfway line. Why do they make you stand there, so far away? God only knows which masochist decided that. It is clearly someone who has never been in this nerve-jangling position because it heightens the tension to an unbelievable degree. The stadium is a complete blur as you take that seemingly endless walk. I was not aware of the crowd or of anyone talking to me. I had already decided in which direction to shoot. But you talk to yourself. You tell yourself not to sidefoot the ball to give the goalkeeper a chance. It is now down to the simplest of equations – you against him.

When you are in a tight corner like this, a crisis situation, the usual decision is to go for your best penalty, to play your strongest card. Drill it, because even if he goes the right way, if there is pace on he might not be able to keep it out. After this basic concept there are two other choices to make – whether to aim straight down the middle allowing for the certainty that the goalkeeper will move, or whip the ball across him.

Suddenly you’re there. While you have been making the long walk there has been a feeling of detachment that only disperses when you grab hold of the ball, which is either bouncing around or, more often than not, thrown with unnecessary pace by the goalkeeper who is trying to gain a psychological edge. The nerves which have been racking your body disappear when you finally reach the penalty area and pick up the ball. You are on familiar territory, like the seasick sailor who at last sees the land ahead.

But it is still a dream world. There are no individual noises from the crowd, just a muffled blur. You try to flood your mind with positive thoughts. You tell yourself that you are the favourite, that you are 12 yards out with everything stacked in your favour. Make a good strike and if the goalkeeper picks the wrong way it will look like one hell of a penalty.

The pressure is truly on. No one has missed so far and the burden of not only your team-mates and your family, but also an entire nation is weighing heavily on your shoulders. Football is supposed to be a team game but now you’re on your own. There is no hiding place in a football stadium for a penalty-taker in a shoot-out.

You put the ball on the penalty spot. It’s only about six inches in diameter and you put it on the extreme edge nearest the goalkeeper. Silly as it sounds, it gains an inch and every player does it. Much more important is to find a high point. The last thing you want is a sunken penalty spot and you quickly seek an upgrade. You look for every possible advantage, no matter how tiny.

Having finally placed the ball, you walk back, totally ignoring the goalkeeper, taking nothing in, keeping the mind focused. I know where I’m going to put the ball and I won’t change my mind. I never have before and never will, no matter what the circumstances. Any hesitation now is lethal.

I know that the goalkeeper will be hoping for that unnerving eye contact. He has nothing to lose and you have everything. I have to take a quick glance when I reach the end of my run, just to make certain that he isn’t standing by one of his posts or hasn’t gone for drink. You will look a fool in front of the world if you run up and shoot without looking and are called back to do it again. But there is no searching for his soul through his eyes. In most cases during 90 minutes and extra time, I am more than happy to stare into someone’s eyes and throw down the challenge but all I want to see now is his profile. Come penalty shoot-outs, I’m more than a bit shifty. If I look in his eyes, that would move the advantage to him. When you are in combat, you have to play your strongest hand.

I walk back to the edge of the penalty area, just far enough to be able to get the right pace on the ball. Then, at last, you are on your run up, and there is no going back. Half a dozen steps between you and glory or abysmal failure. I know what my job is. I know exactly where I want to hit it. Keep your eye on the ball . . . keep your eye on the ball. One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . . five . . . six . . . and strike. It’s like a golf shot, the moment you make contact you know whether it’s good or bad, hit or miss.


CHAPTER 1

The penalties



Turin, Wednesday, 4 July 1990

The ball flew straight and true and German goalkeeper Illgner dived to his right but he was aware enough to get his legs in the way and the ball rebounded back into play. My world collapsed. I had been taking penalties for as long as I could remember but now I’d missed the most important penalty of my life, in the semi-final of the World Cup.

If the walk from the centre circle had been long and nerve-racking, the walk back was a nightmare as the first onrush of tears pricked at my eyes. I had given away our advantage. We had won the toss and elected to take the first penalty, which Gary Lineker tucked away. Peter Beardsley and David Platt scored, but the Germans were unshakeable. Brehme, Matthaus and Riedle beat Peter Shilton. Now at 3–3, the advantage swung heavily towards the Germans. All I could do was pray that Thon evened the balance and missed his. He didn’t, of course, and it was up to Chris Waddle to keep us in it and at least force the Germans to take their fifth penalty. He put the ball into orbit and we were out of the World Cup, facing a third-place play-off against Italy instead of the final in Rome against an Argentinian team we felt sure we could beat.

I don’t blame Chris. I don’t blame anyone but myself. It was my fault that England were not in the World Cup final. Friends surrounded me; special friends including Des Walker along with my other Nottingham Forest colleagues Steve Hodge and Neil Webb. But it scarcely eased the pain. Mark Wright was the first to come up, quickly followed by Terry Butcher. They put their arms around me and told me not to worry. My Forest team-mates knew me better than the others and knew that I would be in no mood to talk.

I noticed as I walked off that Gazza and a few others had gone over to the fans to applaud them for their support. I would normally have been there with them because I appreciate the effort the fans make, the time and money spent, to come and watch England play. I am from a working-class background and I know it means a lot when the players go over to say thank you. But on this occasion I couldn’t do it. I felt guilty because I’d let them down. Neil Webb threw me a towel because I was sobbing my heart out. I had it over my head like a convicted criminal leaving a courthouse. I had never cried on a football pitch before. The towel hid the tears. I didn’t want them to be seen in public; crying is something you do behind closed doors. Once Chris had missed and I knew that we weren’t going any further, it was a case of getting away from the arena as quickly as possible. I wasn’t running away to hide because I’m not that way inclined. It was just that I could do no more, we had lost, we were out and I didn’t want to shed my tears in front of the cameras and the thousands in the stadium.

As I reached the touchline, our manager Bobby Robson was there. I had let him down too. He was gutted like the rest of us. We all knew that this was our final; get through this one and we would win the World Cup. We knew we had enough about us to go all the way. The confidence was building game after game following a bad start. Bobby came over, gave me a tap and said, ‘Unlucky, son.’ But it’s not always words. Des Walker, who knew me better than most, came over and he didn’t have to say anything to me. He knew how I felt and I knew what he was thinking. It wasn’t a case of ‘how are you doing’ and ‘don’t worry’. Of course I was going to worry. It made no difference that Chris Waddle went on to miss as well. I was the one who missed first and piled all the pressure on him. As far as I was concerned, it was my fault, my responsibility that we lost. Chris Waddle’s penalty was irrelevant. As soon as I missed, if the Germans scored twice we were out.

To this day I admire everyone who goes up to take a penalty in those circumstances, especially the Germans. Every time we have come up against them they have held their nerve, even in our own backyard. Credit to them, it shows a lot of mental strength. I don’t know whether mental strength helps you score a penalty or even whether practising does, but you have to admire teams who manage to hold their nerve more often than not in something they call a lottery. It is not such a lottery for them.

I took penalties for my club so I had not bothered practising. Anyway, in those days penalty shoot-outs were the exception rather than the rule. It changed, of course, as time went on with penalty kicks deciding cup matches at every level from European Cup finals to World Cup finals. As they became more frequent, managers became cuter, putting on good penalty-takers in the final minutes as substitutes.

I could practise 100 penalties in the morning but it wouldn’t help me score from the spot at ten o’clock that night when it mattered. There was a lot of criticism levelled at Glenn Hoddle for not insisting his team practised spot-kicks before the World Cup against Argentina in France eight years on, but I’m not sure that was justified. If I were to level a criticism it would be that the penalty-takers and the back-up were not named before the game. Then it would be up to the individual to go off with a goalkeeper and practise if that was what he wanted. To my mind, a match situation cannot be recreated no matter how hard you try.

In Italy I volunteered to take the third penalty but Bobby Robson felt that the fourth was the most important and wanted me, as a regular penalty-taker, to shoulder the responsibility for that one. The team’s penalty-taker, in our case Gary Lineker, takes either the first or the last. What you need most of all is five people who want to take the penalties, without having to break their arms to persuade them. Then you have to look around for others if it goes beyond there.

The five penalty-takers that summer’s day in Turin really picked themselves. Bobby knew and we knew who would be taking them – Gary Lineker, Peter Beardsley, David Platt, myself and Chris Waddle, all confident in our own ability to score from 12 yards. I don’t think Paul Gascoigne wanted to be one of the five, although he would have taken his place afterwards, offering to take the sixth – a brave option. Des Walker wouldn’t have wanted to take one, not because he was scared but simply because he was not a good penalty-taker. He readily admitted that he had scored just one goal in his entire career. No one in the team had a bigger heart than Tony Adams but he, like Des, wouldn’t be one you would expect to take a penalty. No one has his guts but you would say to yourself surely there is someone better than him. There were those who did and those who didn’t and we all knew who they were without going into great debates. That was not what happened with Glenn in France. His five penalty-takers weren’t the logical choice. But ask anyone close to the team in 1990 and they would say that we had the correct five.

I have often wondered what would have happened had we put Dave Beasant in goal in time for the penalties. He’s a big bloke, fills the goal. He had come out as a replacement for the injured David Seaman and brought with him a great reputation for saving penalties, including in a Cup Final at Wembley against odds-on favourite Liverpool. On the other hand, I couldn’t remember the last penalty Peter Shilton had saved.

Who knows? Maybe the day will come when there’s a specialist goalkeeper on the bench and you bring him on in the same way that you bring on a penalty-taker in the last few minutes. Imagine the psychology of the situation. It would certainly give the opposition food for thought because the move would be a very obvious one and they would be thinking, ‘Oh, oh, what have we got here?’ They would see this big monster coming on and the first-choice goalkeeper, captain as it happened, going off. I know I would be thinking the worst.

Martin O’Neill did it for Leicester City in the League Cup when he brought off injured Tim Flowers and sent on Pegguy Arphexad who had saved penalties in the competition before. He is shrewd is Martin O’Neill. I noticed on the way to winning the competition he made late substitutions to send on penalty-takers.

But it would have been a brave manager who took off Peter Shilton for that reason. He had been magnificent for England for 20 years and had more than played his part in taking us as far as the semi-finals. I still wonder if big Beasant might have saved one of those spot-kicks. Peter claimed he went the right way for every penalty but you can do that once the ball has hit the back of the net! He could offer an even better argument by saying England would have had a better chance if they had taken me off.

As I was leaving the field in Turin, Thomas Berthold, the German right wing-back whom I had been up against for the last two hours, came up and wanted to swap shirts. I wasn’t in the mood to do it there and then and I told him to come into the dressing-room afterwards and I would look after it then. The last thing I wanted to do was to wear a German shirt as I walked off the pitch.

I was massively disappointed for myself and seeing the look on Bobby’s face did not help. It was his last chance with England and he must have thought that he was about to emulate Sir Alf Ramsey and win the World Cup. I had let the nation down, but most of all I had let him down. He was and is a good man. Everyone who knows him and especially those who played for him like him and I have never heard a bad word about him.

As I reached the sanctuary of the dressing-room there was a tap on my shoulder and Doc Crane was telling me that I had been picked for the drug test. My immediate reaction was to hell with it. I won’t do it. I’m not getting involved in that. But it was just the Doc doing his job.

The dressing-room was like a morgue. There were a lot of tears. Myself, Chris Waddle and some of the others were sobbing. I sat there thinking that I had let them all down even though it was evident that they were not thinking that way. The grieving was interrupted when a couple of the Germans came in, including Berthold. They were most civil and polite but a couple of our lads took offence. Steve Hodge shouted at them, ‘Fuck off out of here.’ He was distraught and thought they had come to rub our noses in it but I told him to leave it and exchanged shirts as promised.

Peter Shilton was the other England name to come out of the hat for a drug test and, having taken on board extra fluids, we went to the medical room where we joined the two Germans who had been nominated. Had an outsider walked in they wouldn’t have known who were the winners and who were the losers. That’s how respectful the Germans were. There was no question of them gloating over their victory. Shilts was lucky. He walked in, had a pee and walked out again leaving the three of us sitting there waiting for something to happen. The two Germans said nothing about the missed penalty; they just kept their own counsel and respected my silence. I appreciated that for I was in no mood for chitchat. I wasn’t just low, I was double low. I’m not sure that the English would have behaved as well. I guess if the roles had been reversed, we would probably have been jumping around, laughing and celebrating. I appreciated their professionalism when I thought about it later. They had achieved a massive honour but, at the same time, they clearly knew how I felt. I had my head down all of the time and didn’t take in their faces. I couldn’t say who they were, but right now I would like to thank them.

I learned a good lesson. When we beat Spain on penalties in Euro 96, I celebrated the goal but when we won I went up quietly and shook hands with the Spanish players who had missed. I didn’t want to be rubbing it in. I also congratulated the Germans when they beat us one match later. I cried then, not just because we had lost but because I had made up my mind that I was going to retire whichever way the result went. I thought it was my last international game.

It took the two Germans almost half an hour to give their samples but I was so dehydrated that still nothing happened. I was in there for a good hour and a half and still not able to take a leak. We were probably losing six pounds a game during the World Cup in the heat of an Italian summer, and despite drinking litre after litre of water I was just soaking it up like a sponge. In the end, I walked around the deserted stadium with Doc Crane for company, just the pair of us walking around having a quiet chat. Seventy-five minutes earlier I had been on that pitch in the midst of the action, and here I was now with my belly swollen and sloshing round with water. What I really wanted at that moment was to be with the rest of the team, commiserating and supporting, a group of blokes together in a time of mutual despair that only we could fully appreciate.

When I did finally have that long-awaited leak and returned to join them, they were all sitting on the coach waiting for me. I can’t even remember whether I apologised to them. I was gone. The first to come up to me again was the manager who told me to keep my head up and not worry. I sat down on my own and Terry Butcher came and sat by me. I cried all the way back to the hotel. I was glad that it was Butch. I knew what he said was coming from the heart because he had the same attitude and passion for the game as me. It must have been hurting him as well; he knew that this was his last tournament. Even so, I would have preferred to sit on my own in my abject misery but he sat there for a good half an hour talking to me and doing what he thought was right.

There was a meal laid on at the hotel when we returned but I just went straight up to bed. I was rooming with Des Walker, as usual, and for once it wasn’t him keeping me awake with his incessant chatter. We were old room-mates. He liked to stay up late and talk and I liked to go to sleep. I would usually doze off, wake up every half an hour or so and say ‘yes Des’, ‘no Des’ until he went off to sleep. But it pays to have a friend alongside you to share the load. He knew when to talk and when not to talk – and boy could he talk. This time he kept silent and that tells me volumes about the man.

I couldn’t get to sleep anyway thinking about the game, and having started to pee I couldn’t stop. I was going every half an hour and I didn’t want to keep Des awake. After going half a dozen times I got hold of one of the old tin wastepaper bins and put it by the side of the bed. Every time I wanted to go I just rolled over and urinated out of the bed straight into the tin. Poor Des, it must have sounded like a machine-gun at first and then a waterfall. All you could hear was the noise made by the tin and come the morning I had virtually filled it. All I can say is that it was a good job that the bin had a good seal on it! Des claims he slept through it all.

The next day the management had arranged for the team to meet up with our wives and families at another hotel. I had not seen Liz or my father and mother, Dennis and Lil, since before the game. I apologised to them when we met and immediately filled up again. But that was to be the end of my tears. Football beckoned with a third-place play-off game against the hosts Italy in Bari.

It is always a massive let-down for a player to face what is a consolation match when you feel you should be in the final and this one turned out to be an even bigger disappointment for me because Bobby Robson decided to leave me out. Had I been a bit more experienced and a bit older I would have stood up to the manager and told him forcibly, ‘There is no way you are going to leave me out of this game after what happened to me.’ Certainly Peter Shilton did. Bobby was going to play Dave Beasant instead but this was going to be Shilton’s last game. He said he wanted to play and was reinstated. He had 125 caps and had the right to say it. But I was young and had too much respect for Bobby Robson to start throwing my weight around and he decided for his own good reasons to leave out both me and Chris Waddle, saying that he wanted to give the patient Tony Dorigo a game and that Chris was looking tired.

It concerned me that people would think I had wanted to be left out and was hiding after missing the penalty. Quite the opposite was true. I wanted to go out and show how well I could play. I wanted to prove to everyone that I wasn’t afraid. I believe that had I said so, Bobby Robson would have played me for at least part of the game.

It would have been selfish of me not to let Tony Dorigo play. He had been with us all the way through, his parents were there and he was especially keen to play against the hosts because of his Italian ancestry. Nevertheless, it remains a regret, and I missed a cap.

We all stripped and sat on the bench anyway. The pressure had gone and it was a carnival atmosphere, although we lost 2–1. At half-time we stayed out and had a kickabout and it was so relaxed that I walked over to the touchline and talked to Liz in the crowd.

There was another twist to the tale when the physio came on to the pitch and gave me a shout that I might be going on. Bobby and all the staff were in the medical room with Mark Wright who had one of his socks and boots off. I heard Bobby say, ‘I don’t give a fuck. Get your boot back on and get out there for the second half.’ It was not the first time Mark had complained on the trip and Bobby was adamant that he should go out and run it off. I should have said then, ‘Get him off and get me on. I’m desperate. He doesn’t want to play. I do.’

It was back home the next day and I thought that Chrissie and I were going to be lynched when we arrived back at Luton airport. We had heard a whisper that there were a lot of people waiting for us and I was dreading it. All I wanted to do was to go home to Nottingham because I knew that with my relationship with the people and the football fans I would have no hassle. Nottingham is not a hotbed of football and they would let me get on with my life, leave me alone and let me have my own time.

An open-topped bus was waiting to take us from the airport to the Hilton Hotel at Junction 11 on the M1. Both Chris and I sat downstairs out of the way. We were taking no chances. But we need not have worried. There was not one bad word from anyone. The support was tremendous. What should have been a 15-minute drive took us almost five hours so dense were the crowds. Talking to Chris about it now, it is still unbelievable the way people rallied round. I am sure it is the British spirit. It was just incredible; everyone got behind us and I couldn’t understand it because I expected to be hammered. In Italy, we were insulated from how people were feeling about the World Cup. I am not much of a newspaper reader and, anyway, things are hyped up.

When we realised there wasn’t a lynch mob waiting, Chris and I quickly made our way to the top of the bus. People had turned up to say well done and that we had been unlucky the way we went out. It would have been rude to stay downstairs. At least I wasn’t wearing a pair of plastic tits and a false bum like Gazza at the front of the bus; I preferred to be a little more sedate at the back.

I don’t think you should glorify losers but I have to admit that reception gave me a huge lift. Maybe it was because we lost gloriously and went out trying. I must have received over 500 letters of support and I replied to every one. It was the least I could do but it was still a total surprise. There was not one nutcase nor a single anonymous slagging. I expected at least one from Chris Waddle telling me that it was entirely my fault.

Admittedly, some people made up for it the following season with chants of ‘Pearce is a German’ and I was the one with the target on my back. But I had taken something positive from that dreadful time and had by far my best season for Forest, in fact my best season in football. I scored 16 goals with not a penalty among them; Nigel Clough was taking them successfully at the time. He took over before we went to Italy.

Brian Clough didn’t say a word about the World Cup when we returned. His main concern was that the four of us would come back from Italy thinking that we were big hitters. I can’t remember having any dialogue with him other than asking for some extra days off as there were only eight days between the day we returned and going back to pre-season training. He told me that I couldn’t because he had signed a contract committing us to a trip abroad.

I thought I had cleansed myself of that penalty miss in Turin long before my goal from the spot in the shoot-out against Spain in Euro 96 but watching the video now, I’m not so sure. My emotional reaction was the culmination of several things – scoring a goal for England; the competition being on our own soil; and thinking the tournament was going to be my last for England. Perhaps there was also something lingering deep down from Turin.

When Terry Venables first rang me up, I’m sure he hoped I would retire when he told me that I would not be his first choice left-back. I responded that if he thought I was good enough to be in the squad, I was prepared to sit in the stand if necessary and wait for my chance. I think that shook him. That was in 1995 and I spent a lot of time watching Graeme Le Saux play at left-back. He played reasonably well for his country and it was only his injury that got me back in. I was lucky. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone but so often in football one person’s downfall is another’s bonus. I would much prefer to stand up, fight my ground and put him out of the team by my own form.

Terry left the door open for me to walk away from England but I’m glad I never did. Come that penalty against Spain I was well pleased that I had hung around on the off chance.

This was a completely different situation from that warm, pulsating night in Turin. When I was walking up this time I knew that the entire stadium was behind me. It was tangible. The whole of Wembley was buzzing. But I was also aware that half the people in the stadium were thinking, ‘Oh no, not him again,’ while the other half were probably saying to themselves, ‘Don’t let him miss this time.’

Afterwards Liz asked me why it always seemed to be me on the spot. My response was that I would rather take one than send a mate of mine up for him to miss. Liz was sitting with her brother and they apparently just looked at each other when I made my way to the penalty area. Neither said a word. No one knew I was going to take a penalty that day, not even me.

Terry had told us to practise spot-kicks prior to the game but it hadn’t been sorted out who would take them and in what order. Practice was crazy anyway and far too light-hearted to be of any real use. One of us would put the ball down to take a penalty and Paul Ince would steal up and hit it. It ended up with Incy taking more penalties than anyone else. The only thing we knew for sure was that Alan Shearer would be taking one because he was the nominated penalty-taker. When Terry came off the bench to sort it out, I made a beeline for him and said that I wanted to take the third one.

‘Are you sure?’ he asked.

I had never been surer of anything. If he had said no I would have fought it. I don’t know whether I surprised him but I felt that I had, just as I did when I said I was prepared to sit in the stand and wait my chance.

When I scored, my reaction wasn’t stage-managed. It was a release of pressure and if you looked around the stadium you could see the relief and joy on every English supporter’s face. Like me, they probably celebrated that particular penalty more than any of our others. It was a great feeling of elation but after my initial celebrations it was a case of being a bit humble, remembering how proper the Germans were.

No one deserved credit more than David Seaman, the Arsenal goalkeeper. Not only did he make the save that took us past Spain but he was also our best player throughout the tournament. I congratulated him quickly but didn’t get involved in the mêlée. I went off to find the Spanish lad, Nadal, who had missed and shook his hand, trying to keep a civil head on it because I remembered what had happened to me. I drew the line, however, at going into their dressing-room. I hadn’t been invited and sometimes it can be misconstrued, as it was by Hodgey when Berthold came in for my shirt.

When we went back to the training pitch on Monday morning to prepare for the German game, I already knew my strategy if it went to penalties. I told Terry Venables that I wanted to take the third one again. It would have been extreme cowardice to score against Spain and then not take one against the Germans. I knew that the Germans would be thorough. They would have watched every video of every penalty-taker and noted in which directions they shot. It was my belief that the German goalkeeper, Andreas Kopke, would dive the way we took our penalties against Spain. I sought out our penalty expert Alan Shearer and explained my theory to him and asked him, ‘Are you going to change direction if it goes to penalties?’

‘I’m not going to tell you,’ he replied.

‘Well, cheers mate,’ I said. ‘I’ll watch you anyway as you take the first penalty.’

Maybe he had heard the chants around the grounds that I was a German and didn’t trust me after my miss in the 1990 World Cup.

Of course, it went to penalties. I was sure that my theory was right because a German goalkeeper would be so professional that he would know which way he was going to dive against each penalty-taker. If a player took one which went to the goalkeeper’s right against Spain, he would dive to his right.

Alan took the first and he chose the opposite corner to his penalty against Spain; the goalkeeper went the other way. I thought that was going to throw a spanner in the works. If the second penalty-kicker, David Platt, went for the other corner as well, what would the goalkeeper think then? I was in a quandary until Platty took the penalty. He went the same way as before – the goalkeeper guessed right but failed to save it. That put my mind at rest and I went up thinking if I went in the other direction I would score.

Don’t get me wrong, the pressure was on – it always will be at that level – but in David Seaman we had a goalkeeper who was playing so well. He had already saved Gary McAllister’s penalty against Scotland as well as Nadal’s against Spain and he was such a colossus I just couldn’t see him being beaten. That’s not meant as any sort of slur on Peter Shilton six years earlier; it was just that Seaman was in such prime form I couldn’t see us being beaten if we scored our penalties. I simply couldn’t see him letting five penalties in and even now when I watch it on the video I cannot believe he did not stop one of them.

To be honest, the pressure had lifted in comparison with the game against Spain when I felt the weight of the world on my shoulders. The pressure was still there but it was different, and I had convinced myself that provided I changed corners I could even sidefoot it in. That’s how confident I was of scoring.

I went through the usual routine and hit the penalty with far less force than usual. In fact, if Kopke had gone the right way he would have saved it; it would have been a doddle. He could almost have headed it out. The BBC’s Barry Davies said on the commentary, ‘What a penalty! What a great penalty!’ It was not a great penalty; it was a shite penalty but the goalkeeper had gone the wrong way. I had done my homework and it had paid off. It was a great feeling that it had worked. I knew that this time the advantage was mine. It gave us a chance of going to the final but it didn’t give me the same feeling as the goal against Spain.

Hassler, Strunz, Reuter, Ziege and Kuntz took tremendous penalties and although Dave Seaman got near to a couple he couldn’t save any of them. Our first five were rattled away with equal authority as Shearer, Platt, myself, Gascoigne and Sheringham all scored. Then came Gareth Southgate. How my heart bled for my young friend.

Before we came together with England, we didn’t know each other at all but straightaway we hit it off. He is an excellent professional and that’s something I admire in a player. The way he talks is very mature and he is not a beer-swilling player who is going to be a bad influence on the game. I was impressed with Gareth. He puts his heart and soul into his profession and we struck up a good friendship.

So when he missed his penalty, I went straight up to him to console him. Andy Moller completed the coup de grâce with another fine penalty and we were out. He even showboated a bit, puffing out his chest in a parody of Gascoigne. Who could blame him? They had come in the three lions’ den and bitten our heads off again. I have to give them total credit. They came into our backyard and scored six out of six penalties. You have to applaud their bottle.

I swapped shirts with winger Thomas Hassler and joined the others in a lap of honour that gave me my best footballing memory. Euro 96, with my family there, the atmosphere in the stadium and the closeness of the team, brought a joy greater than I had ever experienced, and walking round Wembley thinking I was never going to do this again or represent my country again brought the tears. I was there as understudy to Graeme Le Saux and only played because of an injury. Every time I pulled on an England shirt it was a bonus to me.

I hadn’t gone straight from school to a football career. I had worked for a living and I walked around Wembley thinking to myself, ‘I’m an electrician and here I am at one of the great football moments in English history.’ This was something I loved doing. It wasn’t a game of football; this was my life. I have a wife, Liz, and a daughter, Chelsea, but this was different and the pride I had in playing for England and the thought it would never happen again made me very emotional.

Gary Lineker made a statement when he retired saying that he had more important things in his life – his wife and his family – and that football was just something he had done. I am not like that at all. I find that attitude as alien as probably he finds mine of football being something far more than just a game that you play for fun. People might find that attitude odd but I’m convinced a lot of supporters and players share it. Anyway, I’m not sure I totally believed Gary. He loved the game. I suppose some love it more than others and some of us have a great passion for the sport. Looking back on my career, I still have that great surge of passion and pride.

We saw our families to commiserate and then we boarded our bus. Just before we pulled out from Wembley I asked Terry if I could say something over the microphone. I told the other lads it had been an honour and a privilege to play with them, it was my last game and that I was retiring. As a footnote, I added that I wasn’t retiring from football and would still be around the Premier Division to kick shit out of them.

Back at the hotel, we ordered beers. Our football had finished, there was no third-place play-off, so we were on holiday. We stayed up for most of the night. Sleep was impossible after that with so much adrenalin still flooding through our bodies. Terry told us we could go home if we wanted to but we all stayed, had a meal together and then got drunk together.

Gareth went straight up to his room to telephone his family and then came and joined us in the bar. As he walked in, Tony Adams booed and hissed at him and that broke the ice. Gareth was under a cloud, an awful cloud, and Rodders (Adams) had done the right thing. Everyone laughed and it lightened the atmosphere.

As everyone finished their dinner and drifted out to the bar I was left talking to Gareth. We had a long chat and I hope it helped him having me there. The others could only imagine what he was suffering but I knew for sure.

There were more than a few who took offence when Chris Waddle and I joined Gareth in a television advert that raised a laugh out of the three of us missing crucial penalties. As far as I was concerned, the penalty trauma was in the past. The ghost had been vanquished and banished when Pizza Hut asked me to do the advert, offering me £40,000, a considerable sum of money for what amounted to one day’s work. I couldn’t really turn it down. To be honest, if it had been straight after the 1990 World Cup I wouldn’t have done it. Wild horses wouldn’t have dragged me within a mile of television cameras.

But in 1996, for me it was just a spin-off of being a professional footballer. I found it very amusing and so did Chrissie. I think Gareth did as well. He had his doubts about doing it but the two of us persuaded him. ‘It’s old hat,’ we said. ‘Everybody misses penalties. Go for it.’

Call me a hypocrite or worse – when he asked me if I would have done it just after the 1990 World Cup, I told him I would. In my defence, in 1990 the entire issue of penalty shoot-outs was new. They hadn’t happened that often. By the time Gareth missed his, there had been lots of such dramas all around the world at every level. Also, if he hadn’t agreed, there would be no fees for Chris and me! Selfish? Maybe, but most people took it the right way and I don’t think it harmed Gareth at all. Sometimes in our game you have to laugh at yourself and this was some sort of relief for all of us.

It was hardest for Gareth in every sense – he was the butt of the joke and he was the one who had to keep eating the pizzas. The pizza he was seen eating in the advert had to look hot and steamy so someone kept blowing cigarette smoke on it. Imagine how awful that was for a non-smoker and fitness fanatic. Chris and I kept cocking it up on purpose so that he had to take yet another bite. We had him on about 20 takes before we relented.

The advert was shot in a studio in Park Royal starting at eight in the morning. I left at seven in the evening. It was exhausting. Gareth had more to do than the rest of us. Chris finished his part and shot off, and when I left the poor boy was still hard at it, shooting the scene where he stood up and walked into a post. He had to stay for another two hours, bumping into two Germans, and he finally went home at around nine, tired and feeling sick from all the pizzas he had to eat.

Of course, the simple way out would have been not to volunteer to take penalties in the first place. Certainly that was Liz’s feeling. Why, she asked, did I continually put myself in this position? It was because I had been taking penalties for so long and I did so because I could strike the ball well. It dated back to my childhood. When you are a kid and you hit the ball firmly, you tend to take all the free kicks and penalties as I did from schooldays onwards. It is also part of my character and I have always wanted to do it. At most of my clubs I have also been captain and it is a natural extension of that responsibility.

It’s easy enough to take a penalty when you’re 3–0 up but the higher the stakes the harder it becomes. One of the first misses I remember was in the County Cup in a Sunday league for a very strong team called Bourne Hall. Apart from me, we had John Humphrey who went on to play for Wolves and Charlton, and Gary Waddock who played for Queens Park Rangers. Most of the others were attached to Watford. I was one of the lesser lights in the side. That day the pitch was thick mud. We were awarded a penalty, I didn’t hit it hard enough and the goalkeeper saved it. To this day the coach will remind me that I missed a penalty that cost us a game when he would have put money on me to score.

At Wealdstone when I was 18 and in my first season, we played AP Leamington with so much on it that the winners would stay up and the losers would be relegated. It was a bigger deal than normal because who went into the newly formed Alliance Premier and who didn’t depended on the result. It was even more massive for me as I was being paid £15 a week for doing something I loved. It was a baking hot day, the last game of the season, we were 1–0 up and cruising. We had a lad on loan from Millwall named Jimmy Swetzer. I had not heard of him before and I have not heard of him since. He missed a penalty; we lost and went down.

That was my first experience of what a missed penalty could do. Had he scored we would have been two up and we would never have lost but he was on loan and probably didn’t care too much one way or another. The rest of us were stuck with the outcome and I was there for 12 months trying to get out of the Southern League and back into the Alliance.

There was a repeat scenario when I was playing for Coventry. We needed to win our last three matches in the 1983–84 season to stay in the top division. Nowadays every game finishes at the same time on the last Sunday but it was not the case then. We beat Luton 1–0 when Brian Kilcline scored a goal in the 82nd minute, thundering one in from the edge of the box. We went to Stoke in the next game and I scored from the spot in the last ten minutes, whipping one across the goalkeeper like the one I took against Spain. Then Ian Painter had a penalty at the other end. He took a long run up, smashed it against the underside of the crossbar and it bounced up so high that our goalkeeper Steve Ogrizovic caught it on the way down. Had that gone in and the game finished in a draw, we were down regardless of our last result.

On the last day we were due to play the league champions Everton on a Sunday at Highfield Road. Everyone else had finished so we knew that a win would keep us up. We won 4–1. You could smell the booze on the breath of the Everton players. We were sure that they had been out on the Saturday night to celebrate. We were trying our hearts out but if the game had been played a month earlier when they were chasing championship points, they would have wiped the floor with us. They had lost seven games all season. We won three games in the last week and yet previously we had won just 12 games all the rest of the season. In retrospect, the two penalties in the Stoke game proved to be critical.

Another crucial penalty in the Stuart Pearce scrapbook was in the quarter-final of the League Cup against Arsenal in the late eighties. We were 2–0 down at the time and I missed from the penalty spot. We scored after that and were playing well enough to have taken something out of the game. I thought we could have won if I had scored. I can be the most philosophical player in the world when someone else is taking and missing penalties.

Free kicks are all part of the same thing but without the pressure of taking a penalty. You are expected to score from the spot but if you score from a free kick outside the penalty area you are hailed as a hero. There is nothing I relish more than a free kick just to the right-hand side of the penalty area. At Forest, Nigel Clough was brilliant at winning free kicks in that zone. He wanted the ball to feet and when he was touched from behind he would go down. We set the wall up so that we had someone masking the ball from the goalkeeper, so I got in a lot of strikes and goals at that time. I scored from one in the semi-final of the League Cup against Coventry City. I curled the ball in from wide and it hit the underside of the bar, beating Oggi. It put us in the final and gave that particular Forest team the first bit of silverware for Brian Clough.

In those days we were being awarded two, three and sometimes four free kicks in good positions every game. Even if the goalkeeper saved from them, more often than not there would be the pickings for the others to follow up on. Nigel wasn’t a diver but he was very clever. He was ahead of his time because that’s how it’s played now when, at the merest contact, down the forward goes. You have to be cute.

I hear and understand the arguments about cheating and diving but to me it’s clever play. I never take a dive and if I did I would probably look such an idiot the referee would laugh and play on, or book me. Much of the time, as the laws stand now, if you are stupid enough to make that lunging tackle, you have to expect the worst. When Paolo di Canio goes down and wins a penalty for West Ham, I would never ever criticise him or any other player for diving. If it were me who conceded the penalty, I would probably blame myself more than the forward. I would probably have a little moan at him at the time but you have to think to yourself that if you can’t win the ball then don’t make the tackle.

People used to say that I wouldn’t be able to cope with the new interpretation of the rules at either club or international level, but you have to learn and adjust. In the end, it makes you a better player.
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