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About the Author

Born in Hampshire in 1973, Jamie Redknapp made his debut for Bournemouth at the age of 16.

He signed for Kenny Dalglish’s Liverpool in 1991 and stayed at Anfield until 2002, in the process making more than 300 appearances, scoring in excess of 40 goals, and winning the League Cup in 1995 and both the Charity Shield and UEFA Super Cup in 2001.

Redknapp subsequently played for Tottenham Hotspur and Southampton, and won 17 caps for England. He retired in 2005 on medical advice. Jamie is a principal pundit on Sky Sports’ football coverage, writes weekly columns for the Daily Mail, and is a team captain on Sky’s two-time BAFTA-winning sports panel show A League of Their Own.

He has two sons and lives in Surrey.




Praise

Praise for Me, Family and the Making of A Footballer:

‘A beautiful book about football, family, friendship and finding out who you really are.’ Jack Whitehall

‘One of the best books I’ve ever read about what it takes to become a pro.’ Frank Lampard




About the Book

I’m Jamie Redknapp. Chances are my surname rings a bell. In this book I want to introduce you to a colourful cast of characters from my formative years.

Growing up, Dad and grandad ‘Pop’ told us tall stories from London’s East End, but there was no artistic licence needed when I was actually kicking a ball about with legends like George Best, Bobby Moore, and Geoff Hurst.

This is the story of my childhood and adolescence, but it’s also the tale of a journey through an extraordinary obsession with football. One minute I’m reading Shoot! magazine, the next I’m playing for Bournemouth. Not long afterwards, I got my move to Kenny Dalglish’s Liverpool. I was living the dream, desperately hoping it was the start of something special.

Me, Family and the Making of a Footballer has helped me discover so much about myself. This book is my way of explaining who and what have made me . . . well, me.




Dedication

For my wonderful sons Charley and Beau.
I hope this book will bring you enjoyment and maybe teach you a little about your dad.
I’m so glad you’re my boys.

And for my dad, my hero and my inspiration.
I’d never have made it as a footballer if it hadn’t been for you.
I’m very lucky to have you as my dad.




1

THE BEGINNING

I open my eyes and step out of bed and there’s always a football there. Four years old, a football on the floor of my little bedroom, another on the landing, walking past my brother Mark’s bedroom. Bumping down the stairs and running through the hall into the kitchen and out into the back garden.

Palmerston Avenue in Christchurch does not stand out. Pale-brick terraced houses in neat rows, semi-detached if you’re on the end like us. Identical white doors on every one, each house with a bay window downstairs and three small bedrooms up top. A couple of scrawny trees; stumpy bushes between the tight front gardens. Not many cars about because once you turn right out of our front door there’s only Pelham Close, which is a cul-de-sac, and if you turn left and go out onto Russell Drive that’s only another quiet residential street in a quiet residential part of a place no-one comes to unless they’re going home.

More footballs lie about in the worn-out grass of the back garden. It’s not big out here, about the same as an adult-sized goal laid out on its side. You sprint it and you’re slowing down as soon as you’ve got started. There’s a brick wall at the back, which is ideal as a goal if I’m playing against my brother Mark and perfect to knock the ball against if it’s me on my own, though a wooden shed in the corner stained dark with creosote mainly gets in the way. Not many flowers in the flowerbeds, because anything that sticks out or gets in the way is going to get trampled or squashed or lopped off.

Mum knows what happens when we get into games in the house. It’s why she insists on us using only a sponge ball if we’re inside, or at least she tries to. Too many smashed vases, too many ornaments teetering on the mantelpiece, me and Mark suddenly struck silent, staring at each other in frozen shock.

Out in the garden it’s hard footballs – plastic ones from the garage, the ones that swerve everywhere no matter how you kick them, a couple of leather ones Dad’s brought back that have gone a bit soft and heavy from having been left outside. There are perks of having a dad who plays professional football, and this is the first. There’s nothing from his days at West Ham, and Bournemouth, being in Division Four, are hanging on to every decent ball they have, but there’s a beauty from the North American Soccer League, where Dad spends a chunk of each year playing and coaching for the Seattle Sounders. It’s made by Adidas, with the three stripes on one of the hexagonal white panels and red stars on a blue background on another and the words ‘Official NASL’ in between.

We can bomb down the alley that runs down the right-hand side of our house and get into the space by the garages out the back. More room out there for bigger games, a peeling metal door for one goal, the one opposite for another. No-one uses their garage for their cars; it’s all boxes of old stuff and maybe some bikes and unwanted furniture, so you can muck about for ages and no-one will bother you.

But it’s concrete out there, and concrete is not the same as grass, which feels just right under your feet, and perfect if you’re sliding, and soft like the lounge carpet if you’re tripped and falling. Concrete doesn’t smell. Grass and mud do. As soon as I get in the garden and that wet damp earthy aroma is all around me, I feel calm and I feel safe. It’s the same if me and Mark take a ball and run down Disraeli Road and along the cut-through that takes you onto the playing fields towards the sea. There’s Stanpit Marsh out beyond, all grey and salty, and then the sandbanks and tides out across the water towards Mudeford, but the patchy grass is all I notice. Me and a ball on the grass, running with it, clipping it, flicking it up and keeping it up. Passing it to Mark, chasing him down, getting a foot in, running off with him coming after me.

You can do things with a ball that fascinate me. It only does what you want it to. A little nudge to set it up in front of you. Toe down and coming down hard on the underside to ping it. Foot on top to stop it, then studs scraping down to bring it spinning sharply back and roll it up onto your laces and get it up in the air.

Brothers are meant to compete. Mark loves his football too so he comes at me hard, but there’s never any malice with Mark. He’s three years older and he’s different. He’s normal. He plays football for an hour and then he gets bored and wanders off to do something else. He goes in when it starts raining and watches Jim’ll Fix It on telly.

I don’t. I play football for an hour and then keep playing. When it rains, I don’t notice. When my mum invites other kids over who are also going to start at the same primary school, I ask them if they can go and play with Mark instead.

Mum doesn’t mind. Football wasn’t her thing when she was a girl growing up in Barking. When she first met my dad she knew about West Ham, because you couldn’t grow up in east London and not, but she didn’t know at the start that this Harry was the Redknapp who played on the wing for them. But she lets me get on with it. Two boys mean she can’t worry like she did when there was only one. There’s not time. She goes from man-to-man marking to zonal. They’re in the garden, fine. They’re by the garages. Look out for each other, yeah?

And Dad? He’s happy that I’m happy with a ball. Dad’s telling stories because that’s what he does. He’s not making the tea. He’s not even making a cup of tea. Mum does that. Mum does everything important, the stuff a family needs – breakfast, lunch and tea, the getting up early, like her dad used to make her do, the tidying up, the packing when we go away. The organising, the listening.

Dad does the football and the stories. And there is always a story, about everything and anything.

The shout first, to me and my brother. Sitting out in the garden in a summer evening’s sunshine, sitting on a ball. Socks pulled up. Always socks pulled up.

‘Jamie! Marco! Look around you. This is class. Did I tell you where I grew up, Barchester Street, up in Poplar? Boys, it was a bombed street, half the street weren’t there. The ends of the street was rubble. That was our playground when we was kids, just bomb sites, air-raid shelters, rubble, bricks. That’s where we grew up and played.

‘Boys, you know where Nan and Pop are? That was it, same neck of the woods. When they moved us to this estate off Burdett Road, new flats, 18 blocks of them around a school in the middle, we thought we’d made it. Nothing like this. A bit of grass round the back we called Wembley, out there every night until it got too dark. We’d wait for the call to come round – “Big game at Wembley, lads!” – and we’d all pile down. Boys, it was amazing!’

We know where he means because while football has taken the family from east London to the south coast, all the old connections are still there. Dad’s mates are his West Ham mates. Mum’s sister Pat is over that way, married to Frank Lampard, who’s doing well at West Ham, winning the FA Cup just before I can remember. Dad’s old pal and team-mate Bobby is over all the time, and even though I’ve never seen any of the games or read any of the programmes, I know what he did at the World Cup in 1966, because when other people are over and they clock him they do the same sort of shocked face that me and Mark do when Mum’s vases hit the deck.

All those connections, holding the family tight to the East End, and none of them as important as Pop and Nan.

Nan is the first one you see when you go and stay in their council flat on Salmon Lane. Standing on the little balcony, two storeys up the dark-brown brick building, waving as we park up under the elm tree on the street outside. Always a pinny on, big glasses, same gingery hair as Dad but much more of it.

Nan is the cook. Nan works in the cake factory down the road and then cleans offices up in the City, but when we arrive she’s the cook. The lift in the flats smells like someone couldn’t get to their toilet in time, and so when you come out on her floor you get a noseful of Dettol too, and then the two smells mingle and fight.

In through her front door and a crackling sound from a cut of meat cooking away in the kitchen. Fresh mint from the little pot hanging on the top railing on the balcony. Radio Two on, if it’s during the day, Jimmy Young her favourite show. Waiting for the pips so she can shush us for the news, Coronation Street on the small telly if we’ve come up in the evening after Dad’s had a game.

Nan’s mum had been the wild one. She was the one who used to collect all the bets from the others on their street and pass them on to the proper bookie, Cyril the Paper Boy, when he came round to collect them. She was the one responsible for getting Dad so into the horses, letting him pick one out of the paper as a nipper, rubbing his red hair for luck when she made her own selections.

So our Nan is the sensible one. She’s got the discipline. She stays in that tiny kitchen and sorts everyone out. A big pot of tea with proper tea leaves, always bringing the bone china out for the adults, everything done right. In the bathroom, a flannel folded on the side and a big bar of white soap. Everything is spick and span. Everything is clean and precise. When she makes chips, she uses a metal cutter so that they come out crinkle-cut, all the same size.

I like how organised she is, closer in character to my mum than Dad. Dad, in the best possible way, is all over the gaff. You step out of line with Nan and she’ll always start with the same thing, whether it’s me or Mark or someone twice our age: ‘Listen, boy . . .’

And so it’s Pop who is the entertainment, just like his one and only son.

Pop is not a big man. Even as a kid I can tell that. But it’s like he’s got electricity crackling through him all the time. He buzzes around like a sparrow in spring. He can’t keep still. He’s on the sofa in the living room when you arrive and that’s the last time you see him sitting still.

Every morning he walks the mile and a half north from Limehouse to Roman Road in Bow for pie and mash, up the towpath or along Burdett Road. Hair Brylcreemed back, a natural bounce in his step. He seems to know everyone. When people spot him they give him a shout. ‘Alright, Harry?’ In return he calls everyone John, unless they’re tall, in which case they’re Lofty. He’s in his fifties but fit as a fiddle. Nan making all that food and Pop looking at her like she’s mad.

‘Violet, what do I want to eat all that food for? Cheese sandwich and a cuppa tea’ll do me. Now Jamie, how’s the football?’

He’d boxed and he still plays darts but football has always been Pop’s first love. He’d played non-league and then gone off to the war and got himself stuck in a prisoner-of-war camp. When he came back, he told us that a different team would ask him to join them every week, but he preferred messing about with his mates, couldn’t settle down. Too much action to be had, too many schemes.

When he takes me out with a ball to Victoria Park or Mile End, I can see it in him still. He’ll do skills on the walk there, juggling the ball, doing keepy-ups from left foot to right foot and back again, always flat-out fast, always killing himself laughing as he does it. There’ll come a time, 20 years on, when he’s doing the same to me when I’m in the England team, and my younger cousin Frank is all grown up and doing the business at West Ham just like his dad, and Pop will keep nicking the ball through Frank’s legs, and Frank will get so annoyed that he’ll say, ‘Harry, you ever do that again, I’m going to have to boot you up in the air.’

Pop wants to play football and he wants to talk about it. When Dad gets his move into management, Pop will watch youth team matches and recommend him young players, and it will be Pop who notices a teenage Rio Ferdinand, wandering around a little lost in midfield, and Pop who tells Dad he’s just spotted potentially the best central defender he’s ever seen.

When Dad had been young, Pop had taken him to watch Arsenal, a couple of buses up across the city to Highbury, even though everyone else on the estate was West Ham. He loved players like Jimmy Bloomfield and Danny Clapton, tricky inside-forwards and wingers, the sort of footballers he fancied he could have been. He also loved seeing the big names like Stanley Matthews and Tom Finney, so if Preston were playing somewhere in town, it might be a few more buses for him and Dad, or a long trek west to see Stoke at Chelsea.

No-one from the East End goes to see Chelsea, but that’s how much Pop loves his football, and those are the tales he tells us when we’re over, and those are the tricks he shows us down the park. All dribbles and feints, teasing us with the ball never quite within our reach, drawing us in and then flicking it away. Magic tricks and sleight of foot.

Nan has her stories too. She’s never been further afield than Bournemouth. She’s certainly never been on a plane. But she is all yarns, sitting me and Mark down round the table and telling us about the war back home, the air raids, how when the sirens sounded you ran for a shelter and just hoped you were going in a different direction to the bombs. About legging it up towards Bethnal Green to safety and finding out later that the shelter the other way, the other 50/50 option, had got wiped out; about her school getting a direct hit and her seeing two rows of her classmates laid out neatly on the pavement the next morning.

There are yarns and there are strange pearls. ‘Listen boy, never trust anyone without any lips.’ I don’t really know what that means, but you listen to Nan because she is a strong woman, and Pop, for all his jokes, does exactly what she tells him as soon as she does.

Pop has had it hard. Growing up as one of ten kids, not all of them making it through the early and dangerous years, time spent in a children’s home, his big sisters looking after him afterwards. Working long days down the West India Docks on the Isle of Dogs with his brother George, sticking Dad down for a job there too when he was a lad before West Ham got involved and saved him from that preordained fate.

He’s also enjoyed himself, as me and Mark find out in another of Dad’s stories in the car on the long drive up.

‘Boys, every Christmas Eve, all the dockers like Pop, they wouldn’t come home right after they’d finished work, they’d go out on the booze with their mates. One time he’s supposed to be bringing the chicken home – we didn’t have turkeys, Marky, we had chicken. No-one had turkey.

‘Anyway, there’s no sign of my dad, so we’d have to go and find him round the pubs, looking with your Nan. There was about five or six pubs they’d use, and I’d have a look in one and come out again.

‘“Can’t see him in there, Mum.”

‘“Right, let’s go round the Earl Of Ellesmere.”

‘That’s where I found him, the Ellesmere. He’d been there with all the old dockers. They’re all having a dance with the birds from the cake factory across the road. They’ve still got their turbans on – my mum always had a white turban, like a scarf, that’s what they used to wear working with food.

‘“He’s in there, Mum!”

‘“Is he now. Call him over . . .”

‘I’m at the door with Dad, he’s boozed up. As he comes out, my mum gets hold of him, bosh, and she boots him all the way home. Every time he stopped and argued, she’d kick him up the arse again. She might be quiet but she’s chunky, your Nan. She kicked him up the bum all the way home. Brilliant.’

There is nowhere safer than Nan and Pop’s, so that’s where me and Mark are allowed to stay for weekends. Nan takes us to Stratford Market and feeds us massive cream cakes and toast cut like doorstops with butter falling off it, everything that is supposed to be bad for us. She dips her toast in her tea, so there’s a layer of liquid butter bobbing along at the top of her cup.

It’s fuel for the afternoon, when we stagger down the stairs at the flats to avoid the stinking lift, Nan standing on the balcony watching us go, and head to the little caged-in pitch off Salmon Lane. Pop comes with us and joins in. There are more streetwise kids, because we’re from Christchurch and these lads are East End all the way. But everyone knows Pop and so there’s no trouble. Just football, from the time we wake up, all through the long day. Talking and playing, playing and talking.

•


Sandra Redknapp: He was always the stubborn one, Jamie. He’d sleep better than Mark, who was always up to something, but everything with Jamie had to be exactly right. He wouldn’t eat mashed potato. He wouldn’t eat baked beans, like all the other kids did. If I did them eggs he would only eat the white. Mark would eat the yolk. That’s how the two of them were.

All he wanted was bacon and chips, every single night. On his birthday I’d do all the classics – jelly-moulds the shape of animals, a crocodile made out of sliced cucumber pieces, cheese and pineapple stuck out of a big fat potato so it looked like a hedgehog. He’d push them around and then ask for bacon.

It was the women who brought the kids up in those days but it was always the threat of Harry that kept them in line. I couldn’t smack them when they messed around. My heart wasn’t in it, and they knew it. I might try to land a glancing one on the back of their legs when they ran off upstairs but I’d always end up hurting myself more, so I’d use words instead – ‘Wait ‘til your dad gets home . . .’

That was the promise and it sort of worked, when they were karate-chopping each other’s legs, or when they smashed an ornament. I had these lovely Lladro porcelain figures, brought over from Spain. Everyone did, we all collected them in that bit of the 1970s. Harry’s mum used to come down from the East End on the train to babysit so that Harry and I could go out for dinner. And nine times out of ten something would get broken. A beautiful ornament all in pieces, and the boys knowing what was coming their way.

Harry never really lost his temper, but he didn’t have to. The expression and the words were enough. One night Jamie and Mark managed to smash the glass coffee table in the lounge. The wait for Harry to get home was the real punishment. And then the serious look and the calm, angry question: ‘Jamie, what you done?’
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THE CARAVAN

Bedtime stories are different on Palmerston Avenue. There aren’t loads of children’s books lying around. I get Match and Shoot! magazines delivered every week, with their posters and fact files and Q&As with top players (Favourite meal? Steak and chips. Favourite TV show? Starsky & Hutch. Best car? Ford Capri 2.8 Injection) and I read them in bed, but it’s when Dad gets home that the real good stuff kicks in.

There is only one topic in Dad’s stories: the Ellises. The Ellises are a family in east London. Loads of boys, all of them up to all sorts, proper terrorising everyone in the neighbourhood but in a sort of good way.

Dad tells me they are real, that he knew them growing up on the Burdett Estate. I believe him, but I also know that the real Ellis family are only the rough basis of the tales he tells me, because while the idea of seven boys being amazing at football makes total sense to me, the fact that they’ve just won the FA Cup Final with an overhead kick in the last minute does ring a few alarm bells.

I don’t mind because the tales are all belters. The Ellis boys have nicked a load of stuff, but only to give it to the Home for East End Orphans for Christmas. The Ellises have taken a team-load of football boots off the posh boys who play in the Regent’s Park League, but only because they’ve been playing in army boots and jeans and that’s all that is stopping them from becoming champions of the whole of London.

In my mind, the Ellises are super-human. Dad will sit himself on the edge of my bed, the superstars on my Match and Shoot! posters looking down from the yellow-painted bedroom walls, and he’ll start somewhere normal and end up somewhere fantastic.

‘Dad, tell me what the Ellises have been up to.’

‘Yeah, well, Johnny Ellis was bunking off school one day, and . . .’

‘Johnny Ellis? I didn’t know there was a Johnny Ellis.’

‘Yeah, Johnny was the other brother.’

‘Another one? Is Johnny older than the other seven?’

‘Yeah, yeah, there’s eight.’

I’m a little bit scared of the Ellises. They’re doing stuff that if I tried I would get Mum’s threat of Dad and then the face and voice from Dad that makes your guts go soft. They’re slightly like the Krays in my mind, because that set of brothers also pop up in Dad’s stories a fair amount, the Blind Beggar and Jack the Hat and all, as well as occasional guest appearances from Bobby Moore. But they do sound like the most amazing characters, and I would quite fancy hanging out with them. They’re a bit older than my Dad, but they like him and look after him, so that’s a good sign. They’ve never been less than nice to Dad or to Pop, when he appears in the stories, and this makes me feel better too.

I would definitely like them on my side. I’d love to play football with them, not least because Brian Ellis is an amazing finisher, if his match-winning goal in the Cup Final is anything to go by, and I could see myself slotting in quite nicely to that midfield, a lone Redknapp in a sea of Ellises.

I’ve got to have a happy ending. I don’t like the dark, which is why I asked to have the walls of my bedroom that bright yellow colour, because it makes me think about sunlight and sunshine and being outside with my football, and I don’t like darkness in stories or in films when we go to the cinema. I don’t want to hear about someone getting hurt. Stuff gets in my head, ideas of something going wrong, or something bad happening to Mark or Pop or Nan, and it gets stuck in there.

It’s the same when I start primary school, getting in the back of Mum’s car with Mark like I’m used to but this time getting out at the gates with him. I never liked playschool, being left by Mum with a load of kids who I didn’t know. There’s something about other kids’ birthday parties that upsets me too, all that noise and chaos, knowing that I can’t eat the food because I don’t know who else has touched it. And so now Mum is dropping me off at school, where there are more children and more noise and more things happening that I don’t understand, it feels far worse. I cry in the car on the way there. I won’t stop until Mum promises to come in before lunchtime and pick me up then, or unless she turns the car around and says I can just do the afternoon.

Dad never finds out any of this. He’s busy with football. I just think, I’m different. I’m not like the other kids. I’m a weirdo.

I try to deal with it by keeping everything else neat and orderly. Making sure all the marbles I collect are in the right pots and the different colours aren’t mixed up. Taking the little blue plastic Smurf figures I keep and lining them up on the set of drawers in my bedroom so they are in a sensible order – Grandpa Smurf first, then Papa, and Nanny, Brainy, Dreamy and Lazy. When you’re in control, then the bad stuff is less likely to happen to you.

I don’t go to Dad when I feel that way. I don’t want to tell him if I’m feeling really scared. Dad is football and stories. Mum is the one I speak to about these things. Softer. The listener. The one who mends the broken figures and glues it all together.

•

Pop and Nan had owned their caravan on the Isle of Sheppey for years. It was the part of Dad’s childhood that he looked forward to the most – going down to the bus-stop on Aberfeldy Street on a Friday night once Pop had finished in the docks at 6 pm, jumping on the Green Line bus and spending four hours on those plastic seats messing around and swapping tales. Out through the Medway towns, stopping at a halfway house for a cup of tea and a sandwich, probably because the driver had been slipped a few quid to make sure he pulled in at that particular establishment. On through Sittingbourne and Kemsley and across the marshes onto the island and Leysdown-on-Sea on the eastern side, to see all the same people they lived around in Poplar all lined up in their own tiny caravans. A circle of grass near the wash-block which became the football pitch, all the kids gathering there at the start of the day for games that changed in numbers per side as meals came and went but never really ended until the light had gone. All the light.

Fifteen years on, Leysdown hasn’t really changed. It’s still flat fields behind, cold sea breaking on a rocky beach, amusement arcades and fish and chip shops and wind. All that’s different is that Pop and Nan have now got an orange second-hand VW Beetle, so the backs of our legs can stick to the seats of that rather than the bus, and the M2 has been built, so we can get there in time for the last knockings of Friday’s big match rather than needing to wait for Saturday morning.

The Beetle makes a right racket. It smells too. It is nothing like the Love Bug, and driving in it to Sheppey is about as far from Herbie Goes To Monte Carlo as you can get. But we don’t care. Our car, the one that Dad uses to drop us off in Poplar, is a lime-green Fiesta, so we’re not fussy. We’re also so excited about going to the caravan that we’d walk there if we had to.

The caravan has been upgraded from Dad’s time. It is now plumbed in, so you don’t need to nip over to the wash-block unless there’s a queue for the bathroom. There’s the caravan, the access road and then the grassy area, otherwise known as Wembley.

As soon as we arrive, all the other kids start knocking, looking for Pop. ‘Harry, what time’s the game?’ All queuing up, five years of age, eight and nine-year-olds. ‘Harry, can I play, I’m four now.’

The games start off as an intra-campsite thing. Then a couple of adventurous ones come over from the campsite across the road, and suddenly it’s Us against Them, England v Rest of the World, all organised by Pop. The pitch is a right state. The ball bobbles as it comes to you. At peak times there are kids everywhere, chasing you from all angles. Kids who are twice the size of you, trying to muscle you off it, kids who are tiny and on you before you know it.

It’s like being swarmed. All shouts and yells and flying feet going everywhere. The cage up in Poplar is an unforgiving place to play football because it’s so cramped, but this is something else again. Your first touch has to be perfect or you won’t get a second one. You need eyes in the back of your head to see where the next tackle is coming from and you need an almost supernatural peripheral vision to pick out a team-mate to pass to, because there are no bibs to denote teams, just a random mix of West Ham and Spurs and Millwall kits, sweaty t-shirts and tops off. You’ve got to be strong, putting your arms and elbows out to hold off the opposition right and left, sticking your backside out to buy yourself a fraction more room on the ball. And you need stamina, because it’s summer time in the south of England and it won’t get dark until 10 pm if the rain holds off and the wind doesn’t make it too cold by then.

The new caravan is still not that big. The beds pull out. There’s no telly. But it feels like we’ve turned up at a hotel and got the best spot in the resort, because the pitch is right there and 10 yards the other way is the ice-cream stall. Each afternoon Nan will send me across with the money for a raspberry Mivvi, pulling open one end of the red packet and blowing into it to free the lolly inside, a thin layer of sweet fruit ice that you can chip away with your teeth to get to the vanilla ice-cream underneath. You feel thirsty because the last drink you’ve had was a cream soda or lemonade that Nan has stirred a couple of teaspoons of extra sugar into to take the fizz out, because you’ve been running about so much you just need to get it down you fast.

In case our sugar levels are in any danger of dropping below red alert, Nan will give us a couple of hard-boiled lollies each when Pop takes us off down Shellness Road to go cockling when the tide is out. She’s already had a sugar sandwich, brown sugar sprinkled on the buttered bread and folded over, so we’re all on the same page here. Why wouldn’t you want more sweetness?

The three of us – me, Pop and Mark – walk out onto the beach and past the last few lonely cafés towards the Swale Nature Reserve. There’s an abandoned World War II pillbox down there, a grey concrete block with thin slits looking out over the low fields and the drainage ditches cut through them, mudflats beyond and ships coming round from the mouth of the Thames estuary towards the English Channel.

On a still afternoon it’s the quietest place in the world. Just the sound of the dark green marsh grasses swaying and the odd bird zipping about, Pop digging away at the mud with the fork he’s stashed in his pocket, me and Mark taking the cockles out of his hands and lobbing them in the bucket. At the caravan Nan has had a big pan of water boiling, and the cockles get chucked in with a bit of salt and eaten out of their shells as soon as they’re done.

These are our summer weekends and for three weeks in August these are our summer holidays. It’s what we always want to do. There is no sense of thinking, oh, not again, or of wanting anything more sophisticated. If it’s the holidays, Mum might join us at the weekend. Dad will be training or going to pre-season friendlies or the opening matches of a new campaign. We see the same kids every year, grown slightly bigger, and we play the same matches, only harder.

•


Mark Redknapp: When I was six years old I looked at Jamie playing football and saw it. He was so good you couldn’t miss it. There were no other kids doing what he could do with a ball.

When he connected with a football it just made the sweetest sound. It sounded different to when the rest of us kicked it. It was like standing next to a golfer on the range when he nails a drive with his one-wood, or a batsman when he clouts a fast bowler off the meat of the bat.

We were closer than any other brothers I knew, going out the back to the garages, going down the caravan. I never felt jealous of him, even when I realised he was beating me, and that he was going to keep beating me, at football and at the other sports we tried. I wasn’t going to beat him at table-tennis, and it wouldn’t be long until I couldn’t beat him at snooker.

That was okay. I just felt proud of him, and I looked after him. He would do things better than me but I would do them first, and I could show him how it was done. I twigged early on that it was amazing to have a brother like him.

No-one needed to push him. The environment around him was perfect: a dad who knew more about football than anyone, a grandpa who was only a fraction behind. An elder brother to test himself against.

Dad spotted what I spotted, which is why he started taking Jamie everywhere with him from the age of six. He wasn’t pushing him in the back garden. He wasn’t taking him on in one-on-ones or dribbling, or giving him a list of things he needed to work on and a set of drills to get him there. He didn’t have to push him because from the moment he could run at a ball, Jamie was pushing himself.

I would go out in the garden for 20 minutes. Jamie would be out there for two hours.

That was it. Dad already knew Jamie was going to be good. We all knew.



•

Dad’s football is taking us places. That summer he gets the usual deal with the Seattle Sounders. He’s still playing at the start, although he’s begun coaching too, helping out Jimmy Gabriel, the old Everton and Southampton midfielder who’s moved into management. You move to America when you’re a kid and there’s so much to take in that it’s almost too much. If we want a pizza, Mum can phone someone up and they actually bring it to your house. I’ve barely got my head around what a pizza is, and they suddenly start appearing on our doorstep with a bloke on a motorbike and a slightly forced smile. This doesn’t happen when we order a Chinese in Christchurch.

Then there are the Star Wars figures. I’ve started collecting them back in England, the main ones like Luke and Vader and Princess Leia and Chewy. In America, you can get figures that just don’t exist back home. Lando Calrissian. Admiral Ackbar. You can get a Millennium Falcon but you can also get an Imperial Troop Transporter and a Land Speeder. You can even get a radio-controlled Jawa Sandcrawler.

It’s comforting for me to focus on the football stuff. Dad is happy to have me around him all the time and I’m happy to be around him. And the team, and the training pitches, and the ground. The Memorial Stadium on 5th Avenue North isn’t big by the standards of Division One in England, but it does have AstroTurf. When Dad sends me off with a football as he chats to his team-mates, I can’t get over the bounce and the smooth roll you get on the artificial grass.

When the Sounders move to a new stadium, the Kingdome, it’s even better. They get almost 60,000 fans in for the opening game against New York Cosmos, who have got Pele and Franz Beckenbauer playing for them. It’s a huge concrete bowl, the roof stretching and arcing away overhead, keeping all that Pacific Coast rain at bay. It’s like looking up at the underside of a vast grey parachute, the stands circling the pitch and cutting in right up close to the corners of the artificial pitch. The Seattle Seahawks play there during the NFL season, but when the Sounders are at home I’ve got the run of it.

We drive over in a car that makes the lime-green Fiesta look like a Corgi toy. No need for seatbelts, me sliding about the back seats as we go round corners, wearing my favourite top, a pale blue football shirt with a big ‘24’ on the front and on the shoulder of each sleeve. Mark is staying back at the rented house with new friends that he’s made. I’m not interested because I like being on my own, and I love watching Dad and the team train. It feels thrilling to be around actual football players, listening to what they say, hearing what Jimmy and Dad are telling them to do. Why would I want to be around kids of my own age when I can be here, where the real stuff is happening, where proper footballers can show me stuff I can’t do yet but so wish I could?

One of the players always has a piece of pink bubble-gum in his mouth. I ask Mum to buy me the same. Another always does his laces up in a particular manner. I ask him why. He tells me it’s because that way they never come undone in a match, so I insist Mum does my own boots up the same way, tight as tight, and then teaches me how to do it on my own. Socks pulled all the way up as always because it looks better. It’s neat. It’s organised.

There is no kids’ nursery at the ground. Dad just digs out a football and throws it my way, and that’s just fine with me. It’s too big and heavy for a kid of my age, but I’ll dribble it around, up and down the sidelines, round the corner flag, round the bottles of Gatorade left out on the grass. I’m not going to be bored. I can’t be lonely because I’ve got a ball.

The matches are always the best bits. I can sit in the dressing room beforehand and then go into the dugout or the best place in the stands once it gets to the serious stuff. The Sounders kit is white with a thin black pinstripe, black shorts and white socks, quite Fulham. There are proper talents wearing it: Mike England, defensive legend for Spurs and Wales, Alan Hudson, former midfielder with Chelsea and Stoke and Arsenal. Bobby Moore is there for one season, and George Best flies up from Los Angeles, where he’s playing for the Aztecs. Geoff Hurst is always around.

They tower over me. Mike England is well over six feet, his thighs as big as I am, great woolly sideburns on him. Alan has a modish curly perm to go with his silver necklace. Dad’s hair is hardly tame, grown long over the ears like a shaggy ginger helmet. Bobby and George just have a golden aura that’s almost like the Ready Brek glow.

I’m star-struck, but at the same time it’s all so normal. There have always been football players round our house. Geoff Hurst might have scored the goals that won England the World Cup. To me, he’s just Dad’s mate. I’m Harry’s son, so they always accept me in return.

Mostly. We have a home game against the Aztecs. We lose 5–4, and the goalkeeper has a nightmare. Almost every goal is his fault somehow. One goes through his legs, another squeezes under his arm. It’s obvious, and I can’t understand why everyone’s not honest about it. If you want to get better, why wouldn’t you acknowledge what you need to work on?

The next day I want to talk to the goalie. I can’t find him anywhere. He’s not in training. He’s not working on his shot-stopping. I follow Dad inside and there he is, face down on the physio’s treatment table. Hiding away, although I haven’t worked that out yet.

I’ve got the bubble-gum in my mouth, so I know we’re in this together. Chomp chomp, big bubble, pop.

‘Gee, Cliff, you really blew it!’

It’s not meant to be sympathy. It’s meant to be analysis. It’s meant to be slightly American, because he is, and that’s how I feel now. But Dad’s reaction tells me I may have got some of that slightly wrong.

‘You what? Shut your mouth!’

I can’t quite work it out. ‘But he did, Dad!’

‘Get out of it, clear off!’

I’m in on other jokes. Everyone says Dad hates heading the ball, that they’ve never seen him doing it. So they have a bet. His mate Smudger, Dave Smith, is over visiting us. He has to buy me and Mark a banana split if Dad heads the ball in that afternoon’s match.

We can’t take our eyes off the ball. Surely this is going to happen. Dad’s going looking for it, coming in off his wing far more than usual, shouting for long crossfield passes that he might be able to get under, but they’re giving him nothing. Plenty of balls to his feet, any number into space ahead of him, but not a sniff of anything above knee height.

We’re starting to worry. The minutes are ticking away. Our banana splits are melting away. And then Dad does it – waits for the next pass fired in at his ankles, flicks it up with his toes, clips it straight up in the air and heads it back the other way. There’s even time for him to look round at us and give us a wink before he jogs off.

These are the things that routinely happen with Dad. The NASL ball, the beautiful Adidas one with the red star on the blue hexagon, has made a deep impression on me and it makes a particular impression on him.

The Sounders are playing the Cosmos of Pele again. The greatest player who has ever lived takes on a long-range shot. My dad, unusually, throws himself in the way to try and stop it. When he gets home, two hours later, the imprint of those red stars is still visible on his thigh. Pele truly has left his mark.

But already things are changing. Dad gets a move from Seattle to Phoenix Fire in the American Soccer League, and although it all falls through when the owners run out of money, we’re over there for a couple of months, long enough for me to start playing for a kids’ team. The coach is a slightly weird guy. He’s called Butch, which is fine, but he’s come back from serving in Vietnam, and it’s left him a little strange round the edges. He also doesn’t appear to know much about football, because suddenly it’s all, ‘Jamie, how do you take a throw-in?’ and, ‘Jamie, can you show us how to trap a ball?’ A six-year-old boy showing a grown man how to play football. What’s that all about?

These adventures are routine and the superstars normal but it is never, ever boring. When we are back in England, George Best will come to stay at our house. Bournemouth manager Don Megson has signed him on a short-term deal at a point in George’s career when it is only about the short-term deal.

The football at Dean Court won’t really work out for him. At one point he will go to the bathroom before a game and climb out the back window and run away. No-one knows where. Another time he will be seen bowling about trying to sell a canteen of cutlery because he doesn’t have any legitimate currency.

George seems happiest when the two of us are out in the back garden, passing the ball off either foot. I’m showing off, trying to convince him that I’m a player, doing my keepy-ups. George is not as trim as some of the other footballers who come over, like Bobby or Geoff, and he’s got a big black bushy beard. But he’s always smiling and he’s even quieter than I am, demonstrating little tricks with the ball and dips with his shoulder.

I know Dad’s trying to help him out, partly because he hopes maybe he can rehabilitate him a little, partly because he loves him like he loves Bobby. There’s also the test he offers: the bigger the character, the bigger the challenge for a man already thinking about the time he moves from player-coach to manager. I know too that Dad considers him the best player he’s ever seen. Not all the old balance is there, and the willowiness has long gone. But there’s enough for me to watch and study and think about.

It’s not just George. There are Bournemouth players over all the time, men without a fraction of his ability or fame, sloggers who have spent a career being kicked around the lower leagues. I can see what they have too, how hard they train each day and how well they look after themselves, and I can see that in this sleepy south coast town, they are still treated differently. It’s not the cars or the money that make me want to be a footballer. It’s how they live their lives. It’s how other people are around them, how they show them respect, how they stand back a pace and stare at them and hang on to what they’re saying. Everything about my Dad’s world is exciting, and I want every part of it.

There is normality in other parts of my life. Me and Mum walk over to Cuckoos café in Christchurch after school sometimes for tea and scones. Afterwards, she’ll let me get a quarter of pink foam shrimps or cola-cubes from the newsagents on the corner, shaken out into the metal weighing bowl from a tall plastic jar on the shelf and then slid into a white paper bag before being handed over.

Mum’s life is structured around football but she isn’t obsessed with it. Just as when she and her sister Pat used to go on holiday with Dad and Uncle Frank before us kids arrived, the two men would spend all day performing in front of them, doing keepy-uppies or bouncing the ball off their shoulders and heads, and the women could not have been less impressed. She had never watched Dad play when he was at West Ham because she was working with Pat in the hairdressers in Barking, having much more fun. They might stick the commentary on the radio, but that was it.

Then there are the family outings. When Dad asks me and Mark if we fancy going up to London to watch a game in May 1980, it turns out to be the FA Cup Final between West Ham and Arsenal. Uncle Frank is playing at left-back for the Hammers.

We are in the best seats, right on halfway, and in replica claret and blue West Ham shirts, even though they play in their change kit of white that day. It’s baking hot, a proper blue-sky Cup Final afternoon. I’m actually more excited to watch Alan Devonshire on the left side of midfield than Uncle Frank just behind him, who I see all the time anyway, but when Frank brings his winners’ medal over to their house later, it feels like a strange kind of magic has taken place. My uncle has just won the greatest trophy there is, and I’m touching the actual medal. It’s a weird mix of the routine and the extraordinary. These things are not happening to the other boys at school. My world is not the same.

•


Harry Redknapp: When I was a youngster at West Ham, wet behind the ears, I’d listen to all the senior pros talking tactics and strategy when they piled into Cassettari’s Café, round the corner from Upton Park. There’d be Dave Sexton, Malcolm Allison, Frank O’Farrell and John Bond, getting rid of the dirty plates and mugs on the table and using the salt and pepper shakers and the red and brown sauce pots as players. I’d sit there and soak it all up, everything they said. It fascinated me.

That’s what I saw Jamie doing in Seattle. Training with us men aged five and six, listening to the chat from Mike England and Bobby Moore and all the rest. He was around them all the time. You could see it soaking in.

I could see in him too that he was a natural footballer. You can train all you like, but I think you’ve either got it or you haven’t. At six years old, Jamie could just get the ball and play. Move the ball, see the shape of the game, control the pace and movement of it. I looked at him with these adults and thought: you’ve got the talent, Jamie, to be around who you want.

I would have been absolutely fine if he wasn’t into football. I never pushed him into it; I wasn’t one of those parents who stood on the side shouting at them every week. If he played well, great. If he didn’t, he’d learn.

But it was great to see him play. Football had been my whole life. I could see what he had, and I loved how much he loved what I did.
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