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About the Book

With nearly 20 years as a player – plus almost 25 years as a coach and manager – under his belt, Sam Allardyce is one of the most recognisable figures in British football.

‘Big Sam’ has been a robust defensive general throughout the seventies and eighties, and an imposing touchline presence as a gaffer since 1994. Until he left West Ham in the summer of 2015, he was the second longest-serving manager in the Premier League behind Arsene Wenger.

Over the last 42 years, Allardyce has seen it all. The game he so loves is radically different to that in which he made his debut back in 1973, and in telling his wonderfully colourful story for the very first time, Allardyce talks intriguingly about the changing face of players and managers. His autobiography positively crackles with characteristic insight, honesty and hard-hitting opinions.


About the Author

Sam Allardyce was born in Dudley in the West Midlands in 1954, and supported Wolverhampton Wanderers as a boy.

Between 1973 and 1992, he played for Bolton Wanderers, Sunderland, Millwall, Tampa Bay Rowdies, Coventry City, Huddersfield Town, Preston North End, West Bromwich Albion and Limerick.

His coaching and managerial career has been even longer. As a manager he has served at the helm of Blackpool, Notts County, Bolton Wanderers, Newcastle United, Blackburn Rovers and West Ham United.

As a player, Allardyce won the Second Division with Bolton in 1978. As a manager, he won the First Division in Ireland with Limerick in 1992, the Third Division with Notts County in 1998, the First Division Play-off final with Bolton in 2001 (where he also reached the League Cup final in 2004), and the Championship Play-off final with West Ham in 2012. In addition, he has won the Premier League Manager of the Month award on six separate occasions.

He left West Ham in May 2015.


To Lynne, Craig, Rachael, Harriet,
 Sam, Keaton and Ollie
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FOREWORD 
By Sir Alex Ferguson

Sam Allardyce is one of the great characters of the game, and it’s with the utmost pleasure that I find myself contributing a few words to his long-anticipated autobiography.

Having spent all of my playing career as a centre-forward, I was able to sympathise with fellow Number 9s in England on the day they were due to come up against Big Sam. My God, I wonder if breakfast was in any way enjoyable. There were many centre-forwards in those days who were not exactly shrinking violets, but nonetheless contests against the Big (Man) Brute from Dudley were certainly a test of their courage. 

Whatever Sam achieved as a player could not compare to his long and illustrious career as a manager. His was not an easy route to the top, but I always believed that the learning process is more worthwhile when you start from the very roots of the game, so his first spell as a player-coach at his local club West Bromwich Albion must have felt a great honour to him. 

After a two-year stint in the Midlands, he then cut his teeth as manager of Limerick where he won the league. The next three appointments were challenges which only the best can endure and sometimes tolerate. Clubs like Preston, Blackpool and Notts County have that revolving door for managers that can either kill your career or make you, and those experiences without doubt equipped Sam for greater tests ahead.

It was when he joined his next club, Bolton Wanderers, that I started to take notice of Sam’s achievements, particularly when I came up against his team. When you assess the relative stature of Bolton and Manchester United, we are talking David and Goliath and more than once did David embarrass us.

I remember the first trip to Bolton when they moved to their new stadium, the Reebok. I was more than intrigued by their substitutes sitting on bicycles and pedalling away while the match went on. After the game, to get to Sam’s lounge you had to pass through the video analyst’s room where there were a number of boffins digesting and detailing the previous 90 minutes. Yes, he was ahead of his time and through this exhaustive use of video analysis he was able not only to assess home talent but to scout players from all over Europe who were just coming to the end of their careers with their present clubs. I can think of Okocha, Hierro, Djorkaeff, and there were many more.

Taking a club like Bolton into Europe for their first and only time was one of his major accomplishments, and quite frankly they have gone downhill since Sam left.

If there was ever an unfortunate time to join a football club then Sam’s brief spells at Newcastle and Blackburn were examples of bad timing and bad luck. Both clubs changed ownership and out went Sam. Ridiculous, it seems now, but that is the football industry. 

His recent spell at West Ham was a fine example of astute management, gaining promotion to the Premier League with what you could only call a workmanlike team but one that had all the character of their manager. In his last season there was only one challenge, and that was to consolidate West Ham’s position in the Premier League, which he succeeded in doing so well with his skilful leadership.

Sam is enjoying his rest at the moment, but football is at a loss without him. For me, there is no way he can leave this great game as it needs its characters. Thankfully, his Scottish lineage won’t allow him to quit, so on that note I await his return with great anticipation.

Good luck, Sam.


INTRODUCTION 
11 June 2015

What a view. The hills of Moraira here on the north-eastern tip of the Costa Blanca in Spain hold an eternal fascination for me. The sun burns down on the dusty yellow landscape stretching towards the coast. When the clouds drift over, they bring out the green in the trees, and even on the occasions lightning flashes across the mountain tops it’s a spectacular sight. 

The dragonfly is buzzing across the swimming pool. He arrives at 10am almost every day and was a pest at first. But the grandkids named him Hector and he’s become our adopted pet. He might be a she, but I’m not sure how you tell with dragonflies. Hector didn’t turn up one day last week and we were in a panic. I actually went looking for him. That’s all I have to worry about these days, wondering what’s happened to the dragonfly. 

This is the life. We built the villa where I’m sitting as a refuge from the madness of football. It took two years but it was the best investment we ever made. The builder was a bit naughty though. He carved out a sandstone sign in the shape of a football which reads ‘Big Sam’s Villa’ and nailed it to the wall between the first and second floor. My wife Lynne wasn’t happy and is convinced it was my idea. ‘Your bloody villa, is it? What about me? Have I got nothing to do with this family? Is it all you?’ Lynne is threatening to get a ladder and pull the sign down – or get the builder back to carve out another one underneath which will say, ‘And Lynne’s too!’

A reporter wrote that we’d named the villa ‘Casa St James’’ claiming it was constructed with the proceeds of my pay-off after I got the sack at Newcastle. That infuriated Lynne as well. She wouldn’t want any memories of our time in a place where she never settled. Lynne is my rock. She’s the foundation of the Allardyce family which also comprises our two children, Craig and Rachael, and four grandchildren Harriet, Sam, Keaton and Ollie. I’ve spent 45 years playing, managing, and being completely absorbed in football, with so much time away from the family that if Lynne had her way I would never go back into the game again. She’s felt like that for the last few years and didn’t want me to go to West Ham, the club I left this summer after four years in charge.

She wants us to enjoy life, to go on more holidays, to take the cruise to Hawaii that she’s always wanted and to spend more time with the grandkids. For the first time in my life, I might be starting to agree with her. Sunderland offered me their manager’s job two weeks ago. I couldn’t discuss it because we had the grandchildren with us and I wanted to concentrate on them. They offered to come out this week instead to talk about a deal. I’m sure the financial package would have been tempting and, having played for Sunderland and been an academy coach there, I know what the place is about even though they’ve since built a new stadium.

In the past, I could never have imagined turning down such a special, historic club with its huge fanbase, but now I have no hesitation in doing so. I thank them for their interest but tell them the job is not for me. I don’t need the money or the hassle. If I’d taken it, I’d have been packing to fly to the North East to prepare for pre-season training. Instead we’re off to Portugal for ten days, then on to Dubai and after that I will be doing some TV analysis for BeIN Sport in Doha. Maybe being in the studio will get me yearning for the smell of the dressing room again, although that isn’t always the most pleasant aroma, let me tell you. On the other hand, it might confirm what I feel today, that I’m happy out of it.

Football has given me a brilliant life and I’ve loved every minute of it, with all its ups and downs. But even those with the sweetest tooth get to the point where they want to try something apart from chocolate cake. I’ve turned 60 and I’m proud of my career. I played until I was 39 and I think it’s fair to say that I’m acknowledged in the game for having a good track record. I turned a small club like Bolton into a Premier League force that was feared by the biggest teams in the land. Arsene Wenger at Arsenal never stopped complaining about our tactics; he was so embarrassed when little old Bolton got the better of him. 

When I left West Ham, I was the second-longest serving Premier League manager behind Wenger. Not bad for someone who was flat broke, and not knowing where I would end up. We feared we’d lose our house which had been put up as insurance against a pub business that was going under. We were seriously struggling. I reckon that gave me the extra fight to make a go of management. I literally couldn’t afford to fail. Perhaps if I’d been earning the money that players do today, I wouldn’t have had the same drive. Even when a BBC Panorama programme about transfer dealings could have broken our family, we stayed strong. I still don’t know how they were able to throw the mud they did, but I was grateful for the support of many friends.

Having ridden the football rollercoaster and come to a stop, be it temporarily or permanently, I cannot remember being so at ease with life. I might not feel like this in six months’ time and might get the bug again, but we’ll deal with that if we have to. Of course, it depends if somebody offers me a job, what it entails and whether it’s right for us. The beauty is, coming to this stage of life, I can make better choices for myself and the family. A job in MLS in the States appeals and Lynne might like that. We’ve always enjoyed going to the USA for our family holidays in Florida, and I played there for Tampa Bay Rowdies in the early 1980s where I couldn’t get enough of the Fannies – and they loved me too! Nothing sordid you understand, that was the name of the Tampa Bay supporters. America taught me so much that stood me in good stead for my managerial career, from diets to training techniques. They were light years ahead of us, and that summer on the other side of the Atlantic was one of the most important moves of my life.

Being a national team boss intrigues me too and that could be what entices me back. I had a shot at the England job back in 2006, impressed in an interview but missed out to Steve McClaren. I should have got it and, as I’m a better manager now than I was then, I believe I should be in the running whenever it comes round again. That’s not vanity or being full of my own importance. My track record entitles me to being considered. Of course, I could manage a different country altogether. We’ll see what opportunities come along.

Whether West Ham said they were getting rid of me or I said I was leaving, doesn’t matter. We both came to the right conclusion in the end. Four years is long enough in any management job these days. Everything moves so fast, there’s no time to build a club properly. Chairmen get fed up with their managers, managers get fed up with their chairmen, the fans want someone new and it’s impossible to keep all the supporters happy all of the time. Social media pummels you constantly. Even if you win three in a row, they’re on you the minute you lose. Lynne never watched a single game while I was at West Ham, she didn’t even watch us on TV, yet she had a morbid fascination with the fans’ website ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’ which she consulted daily to find out what new insults were being fired in my direction. It upset her but she couldn’t keep away from the screen; I don’t understand why she put herself through it. 

Yet I never met one West Ham fan face to face who gave me any stick – all they wanted was a selfie. They were always supportive, thanking me for what I’d done for the club. Last night, I met a season-ticket holder while we were in Moraira having dinner. He was a dyed-in-the-wool Hammer and was all over me, insisting he was never one of those shouting abuse or willing me out of the club. Sometimes you wonder who the hell they were.

Slaven Bilic is the new man in the hot-seat and good luck to him; he’ll need it. He’s been told to play the ‘West Ham Way’ but you won’t find two Hammers anywhere who agree on what that is. I once called the supporters deluded about the so-called ‘West Ham Way’ and I stand by that. I’ve talked to my predecessors Alan Curbishley, Alan Pardew and Harry Redknapp and they don’t know what it is either. They got it in the neck from the crowd as much as I did, so I don’t feel that any of the flak I got was a personal thing against Sam Allardyce. It was a West Ham thing.

Is the ‘West Ham Way’ about playing entertaining football? Is it about winning all the time? Is it about commitment? Is it all of these rolled into one? I don’t know who invented the phrase, but it’s a millstone round the club’s neck. If I was to try and guess what it is, I’d say it’s about passion and showing the crowd you care. For the most part, we fulfilled those criteria and played some quality football along the way too, while taking a team which was on its knees after relegation back up from the Championship at the first time of asking and re-establishing it in the Premier League over the next three years.

I did a bloody good job. West Ham is in its best shape for ages. I’ve just been reading vice-chair Karren Brady saying that Slaven’s first task is to stabilise the club. Seriously? It already is stabilised, that’s where I put it. Now it’s about taking it on to bigger things, which is a monumental challenge with the move to the Olympic Stadium, one of the most iconic sporting arenas in Europe, coming at the start of next season. That must be a big anxiety for the owners, David Gold and David Sullivan, who need to fill a 54,000-seater ground with entertaining and successful football. The fans won’t turn up if West Ham are playing fantasy football and losing 5–3 every week. They’ll soon be demanding a winning team and wanting to know why they are leaking goals.

What exactly do the board and the fans think they can achieve? Champions League football? A top six finish? I doubt that will come in the near future. It will take a long time and patience is required. Unfortunately, patience and football don’t sit well together. Everyone wants a quick fix, but that’s unsustainable. Instant success is built on sand and ebbs away just as quickly. To be sustainable you have to grow steadily, without risking it all collapsing and sending the club into a spiral from which it might never recover. 

Given the time and a certain amount of resources, I’ve proved I can build a successful football club anywhere. Nobody can argue with that. As a rugged centre-half, I occasionally made my mark on the game by taking out the opposing centre-forward. As I relax with a glass of wine here in Spain, I’m content that I put my mark on the game as a manager too – for all the right reasons.


1

JUMPERS FOR GOALPOSTS

The best day of my life was when I left school. Every day after that was a hundred times better than any day at school ever was. 

I didn’t know how life would pan out, but I couldn’t spend another minute at Wren’s Nest Secondary Modern in Dudley. I was no academic but there was a reason for that. I was dyslexic, although I didn’t know it at the time. Nowadays I would have had lots of help, but back then you were regarded as a bit thick. If you couldn’t spell, the teachers told you to practise more and gave you endless tests. However hard I tried, I couldn’t put the letters in the right order. I could just about read or write the little words, but with bigger ones I was in trouble. Once I got beyond ‘the cat sat on the mat’ I was stuck. I was good at covering up, I just copied what my less-challenged mates were doing. I could remember the word and how it looked, but if I had to spell it without it there in front of me, I was beaten. My work was all misspellings with bright red rings across the page, even if the content wasn’t too bad. 

When I became a footballer and travelled on the team bus and we had quizzes where you had to read questions out, my response was always, ‘I’m not doing that stupid stuff, leave me out of it.’ I couldn’t do crosswords either. As there were no video games or films to watch back then, it was a pretty lonely journey. Nobody ever discovered the real reason for me not taking part though. When I did the theory work for my UEFA coaching badges, I had to ring Lynne each night to ask her how to spell everything. 

I’ve gradually learned to cope but it hasn’t been easy and I’m an interminably slow reader. No matter how hard I try, I will never get the difference between know and now. They have totally different meanings but I cannot tell you which is which. Texting was a nightmare until auto-correct was invented, and the spellcheck on the computer is a godsend. But reading and writing are still not easy, which is why I needed help putting together this book. It wasn’t until my thirties that Lynne read an article about dyslexia and it all fell into place. You cannot imagine the relief at finding out my problem had a name. I’ve always found it funny though that dyslexia is one of the hardest words to spell of all. It’s not easy for us dyslexics.

I became a patron of the Dyslexia Association and linked up with Johnny Ball who took a keen interest in the subject. Johnny was a famous figure on children’s TV in the 1970s and ’80s and a clever mathematician who is probably best known today as the father of DJ and presenter Zoe Ball. We worked together to promote the fact there was help out there for those in my situation. I’m fortunate that I didn’t need to be reading or writing all day, but I don’t understand how there are so many dyslexic actors. How on earth do they remember their scripts? 

The upside is that a lack of ability in one area heightens the senses in another, and I’m an exceptionally good listener. I can retain information instantly. So much of our learning is by listening and visuals on our iPhones or computers that I find myself becoming more educated than when I was a kid. When I was playing I could remember everyone’s positions at set-pieces because I only had to hear it once and it stayed with me. Nobody else could do it, and that might be one of the reasons I was captain at lots of different clubs. So many dyslexics I know are successful in what they do, so I can only assume it makes you extra determined to succeed.

Given my handicap, it will come as no surprise that I didn’t pass a single exam. Not that I took any. There was no point. My dad, Bob, couldn’t hide his disappointment. He was a clever man who came from Scotland where the education set-up was considered so much better. He wasn’t impressed with the English system and what it had, or rather hadn’t, done for me. I wasn’t stupid though. I was in the B-stream, which was the second class of four and, if the teacher was good, I was good. I could do maths, technical drawing, art and pottery. I was quite interested in history too. But the thing that made school bearable was PE, thanks to a brilliant teacher. He didn’t only do it within the timetable but in extracurricular hours.

He gave every kid a chance but wouldn’t accept any messing or trying to duck out. If you didn’t have your kit he would find some, and if it didn’t fit properly then tough. There were no excuses for not taking part. Kids nowadays give it a miss and get away with it, and we wonder why they aren’t fit.

We don’t pay enough attention to giving time to physical education like we do to the academic side. Consequently, we don’t develop the top sportsmen and women that we should, including in football where participation is dropping at an alarming rate. For a while, there was a dedicated push by the government to support elite athletes to make sure they didn’t fail in the 2012 Olympics. That’s all gone now. Without physical education, you put your life at risk. Parents have been brainwashed and are obsessed with their kids being academics which is not as important as living your life as long as you can. We need a proper physical education curriculum back in schools, because I wouldn’t have made it as a footballer in the education system today. 

I represented my school at football, basketball, athletics, swimming and gymnastics. Basketball helped develop my spring which benefited me when it came to heading the ball and it gave me tactical awareness. You had to think on your feet, when to dribble, when to pass, when to shoot, how to protect your zone with the five men you had, or when to mark man to man.

I was a triple-jumper, strong over 220 yards, and could throw the javelin and spin the discus. I used to swim a lot, the incentive being that if you completed your 16 lengths badge, which was the quarter-mile, you got free tickets to the baths in the summer. If you did 32 lengths you got even more tickets, so we spent plenty of time there. The pool had a springboard and a high board. The first couple of times I did the high board, I almost knocked myself out. If you don’t go in right it’s dangerous, and they probably don’t even let kids do it now for health and safety reasons. But diving was another valuable skill. I can still do a nice pike off a springboard. I was on the table tennis table at the youth club for hours and I tried boxing too but got punched in the kisser and thought, ‘I’m not having that.’ Gymnastics was more me. I could vault a pommel horse and do back and forward-flips on the trampoline where I learnt to keep my feet level with my shoulders and bring them back together on descending. Then I got shown how to flip over the pommel horse using a trampette which combined the two. 

[image: Image Missing]

Sport was my thing from the day I was born at 1 Ash Green, on Old Park Farm in Dudley, which was a neat and tidy council estate where the houses were built in a semi-circle with grass in the middle. It was perfect for the kids and big enough for our regular 14-a-side football matches. We were typical children of the time, playing until it got dark and sometimes beyond under the street lamps. We’d have challenge matches against Beech Green and Oak Green and played home and away because they had pitches just like ours. When there weren’t enough kids for a game we’d practise crossing and finishing, and we really did use jumpers for goalposts. As a Wolves fan, I was Derek Dougan when I was shooting and Ernie Hunt or Dave Wagstaffe if I was crossing. One day, when I was about ten, Dad asks, ‘Do you want to go to Molineux?’ You bet I did. It was a magical place, and I made up my mind there and then I had to be a footballer. Dad was a sergeant with Dudley police and could always get tickets for the games. Wolves were on the slide, having been one of the top teams in the 1950s, but they could still pack in a big crowd. I didn’t go too often though, because I was playing for either the school, the youth club or the town team, so I didn’t have the time to play and watch.

I’m not sure how the family ended up in Dudley, because Mum is Scottish too, and I never asked my parents, but I assume it was because of Dad’s job. He was a tough disciplinarian. When he wasn’t dishing out a bit of corporal punishment he was working shifts before going out drinking. He was a founder member of Parkes Hall Social Club, which he built with his mates on a piece of land near our house, and though it began as a wooden shack it grew into a concert room and lounge bar with a football pitch behind it, all done with the profits they made. It’s still there today. Dad was a proud committee member; it was his escape from work and the family. Most men were the same: working hard, going to the club, sinking seven or eight pints, falling into bed then going off to work again.

My mum, Mary, looked after the family and worked part-time making golf bags. We weren’t well off but we weren’t skint either and never went without. She was a good cook and smelt everything to check it was okay to eat. There were no sell-by dates then and we only had a pantry because we couldn’t afford a fridge – they were for posh people. Mum wouldn’t hear of using a tea bag. ‘Tea tastes funny out of those,’ she would say. She had to use a tea strainer, it was the only way. We didn’t have central heating, although strangely we did have two toilets, which was quite a luxury, one upstairs and one down, and we had a black-and-white TV. There were three children: my sister, also called Mary, was 15 years my senior, and my brother Robert five years older. I was a mistake, apparently, after Mum had a rare night out with Dad! We didn’t see a lot of Mary, as she joined the army when I was four and then got married, but being the youngest, I was a mummy’s boy, there’s no doubt about that. She was always telling the others, ‘Leave our Sam alone, stop picking on him.’

Mary was occasionally left in charge when she came back from the army, and Robert and I drove her mad by fighting. It was a typical bust-up between young boisterous lads. Mary would try to drag us apart but we carried on scrambling, and then she’d give up and go to bed. Mum would come home and ask what was going on and I’d be there with my shirt in tatters, pleading with her not to tell Dad. Even when I was the innocent party, I still got walloped for fighting. We didn’t have a car but Dad would hire one for the holidays. We once went to Aberlour in north-east Scotland where he was born. It’s on the whisky trail and it felt like a week to get there, one of those ‘Are we there yet?’ trips, while Mum and Dad argued about the right route to take. Whenever we were in the car, if Mum said turn left when we should have turned right, there was hell on. The most exciting holidays were to my aunt’s in Scarborough or to Blackpool. But, even on the way, Dad couldn’t resist a drink. Mum and us kids had sandwiches in the car while he went into the pub for a couple of pints. 

I went to Sycamore Green Primary School, which was only two greens away from our house so it was a short walk, and I had to go on my own to Sunday School with a threepenny bit for the collection. I don’t know why I had to go because Dad was an atheist. I’m still not sure whether I’m religious or not. I’m not entirely convinced by it, but I’m not against it either, and as I got married in church and go to funerals, I suppose I must be hedging my bets. I played football for the school team in the last two years I was there and we won the cup but obviously I didn’t pass my 11-plus to get into grammar school so I moved on to Wren’s Nest Secondary Modern, so called because it was set in a conservation area. Underground was the Severn Sisters Cavern which was dug to mine minerals, and at the bottom was a canal. It was all fenced off with a sign saying ‘Do Not Enter’ so naturally we did. Our Robert protected me from the bullies, but by year two I was bigger and tougher so could look after myself. I got the cane a few times and learned that the trick was to pull your hand downwards at the last minute to stop it hurting. If you didn’t get it right, it stung like hell. You don’t get discipline like that any more which is not a good thing. I didn’t like being punished but it taught me to respect my elders, which is something lacking in a lot of teenagers today. I once came home with a letter from school for being naughty and Mum and Dad had to go in and see the teacher. I can’t remember what I did, but I’ll tell you what, I made sure I was never naughty again once Dad got hold of me. He had to be seen to be administering discipline to his own kids because he was the number one bobby on the estate who everybody came to with their problems. He would go round and sort it out, even if he was off-duty. 

Mum wasn’t scared of Dad but I’m sure she got fed up with him taking her for granted. She got her money off him every week to look after us, and he kept the rest for his fags and his booze. She always made sure his meal was on the table when he came home, and on a Sunday when he’d been to the pub he’d go straight to bed when he got back. When he got up, Mum warmed his meal up for him. When I look back, it was an empty relationship but I doubt there was ever a question of them splitting up. It wasn’t the done thing. We never sat round together as a family. Dad would be in his own little world reading the paper and wasn’t interested in what we’d done that day. He never watched us play sports and poor Mum was always too busy. 

If Dad had bothered to get out of the armchair, he would have noticed me playing a year above my age group because I was so well developed and catching the eye of George Pearson, a top bloke who managed the Dudley and Brierley Hill town team. He recommended me for the county and I got England Schoolboy trials, although I didn’t make the team. I never represented my country at any level, which is why I was so excited to be interviewed for the England manager’s job in my later career. You should never give up hope and I still haven’t. 

I was always a centre-half and a dirty bastard at that. I was playing semi-professional with Robert for Dudley Town at the age of 14. This was the school of hard-knocks and the instructions to me were simple – kick their striker: ‘Let him know you’re there, son.’ Ideally you wanted to take ball and man and it didn’t matter in which order, and refs were a lot more lenient then. You had to break someone’s leg to get booked, and kill them to get sent off. I don’t know how but I didn’t have one serious injury in all my playing days. You would have thought with me kicking lumps out of opponents they’d do the same to me, but somehow I survived. 

You grow up quickly playing semi-pro when you’re a young teenager, and it was important to my development. It wouldn’t happen now, because if you’re good enough to play semi-pro at 14 you’re snapped up by a club academy and forced to play against kids of your own age. The teacher wasn’t happy about me doing it though. I scored a bullet header from a corner in a West Midlands League game and there was a write-up in the local paper which attracted his attention so I was banned from playing. ‘Carry on doing that and you’ll be finished before you’ve started,’ he said. ‘They’ll cripple you.’ He was right but I was fuming. Dudley paid me ten shillings a game and I was only getting two and six pocket money.

George Pearson tried his best to get clubs interested in me. I trained with West Brom and Wolves, and had trials at Villa, but nothing came of them. I was also promised a trial at Tottenham but they didn’t follow it up. Mum was saying, ‘Never mind, you stick to it, just enjoy it when you leave school, and play semi-pro.’ But I wasn’t giving up. One night I turned out for Staffordshire against Cheshire at Stockport County and knew I’d had a good game by keeping quiet Neil Whatmore, who was a young star at Bolton and would become a team-mate of mine for many years. The teachers warned us not to give our names and addresses out to any scouts if they approached us because they were supposed to go through the school, but I was getting desperate. A Bolton scout called Frank Pickford, who was probably there primarily to check on Watty’s progress, said he was interested in me and asked for my phone number, which was a bit of a problem as we didn’t have a phone. So he took my name and address and wrote saying someone would be down to see Mum and Dad the following week. I do wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t played in that game. Was it a Sliding Doors moment? Maybe there would have been another match where I was discovered, but maybe not.

Dad decreed that Bolton’s visit warranted opening the best room in the house. We lived in a three-bed end-of-terrace, but the best room wasn’t used because there was never an occasion grand enough. It had the smart table and dining chairs and a fire, but we had to live in a small lounge with kitchen and a boiler and a little table which we sat round while watching the telly. When the chief scout arrived, he was shown in while Mum got the bone china out for tea. He wasted no time getting straight to the point. 

‘We’d like to offer young Sam a three-year apprenticeship, but he needs to come up next weekend for a trial first just to make sure. It should be straightforward and afterwards he’ll meet the manager and sign up. Then he’ll start next season and we’ll put him in digs with a landlady.’ 

Dad said to me, ‘Is that what you want then?’ Of course it was, it was my dream. So Dad and I travelled up to Burnden Park on the train to meet the manager, the great Nat Lofthouse, nicknamed the Lion of Vienna for his bravery in scoring a goal for England in Austria. Nat scored 30 goals in 33 games for England and was a Bolton legend who later became club president. The manager did everything and meeting a wet-behind-the-ears urchin from the Midlands was all part of the job. I also met George Taylor, the youth-team coach who became one of the biggest influences on my career.

They handed Dad £150 in expenses but he complained they’d given him too much. ‘Don’t worry about it, Bob,’ George replied, but Dad was adamant. ‘No, no, no. It’s only cost me twenty quid, I only want what I’m owed.’ So he handed back £130, much to their surprise. It was admirable on Dad’s part, I guess, but he could have given it to Mum who was always scratching to make ends meet. Dad watched my trial game, which was a rarity, over at Bolton’s Bromwich Street training pitch. The rain pelted down and I had a shocker, full of the jitters because I was playing with lads I didn’t know. There was me with a broad Dudley accent surrounded by people wondering where on earth I’d come from. I was totally self-conscious and thought I’d blown it. ‘You’ll be alright, son,’ said Dad, which by his standards was quite a morale booster. But he already knew. ‘They’ve said they’re going to give it to you.’ Everything got signed, so they couldn’t have taken much notice of my performance in the triaI. I was on my way to becoming a professional footballer. I was to start on 8 July, but it was only March. I told the school careers officer I was leaving to be a footballer and he laughed in that ‘I know better’ sort of way. ‘You’re neglecting your education, Allardyce. How do you think you’re going to make it in the world?’ I didn’t know for sure, but I was ready to take my chances. Goodbye school and good riddance. Hello the good life.
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