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Born in County Durham in 1975, Mark Clattenburg is one of the most highly-rated and recognisable football referees of modern times.

He started officiating in the Premier League in 2004 and over the course of the next thirteen season he took charge of very nearly 300 games in the top flight. During his career he refereed the 2012 League Cup final and Olympic Men’s final, and in 2016 the finals of the FA Cup, the Champions League and the European Championships.

In 2017 Clattenburg left the UK to take up a role as Head of Refereeing for the Saudi Arabian Football Federation, and in 2019 he became a referee for the Chinese Football Association. He is currently Head of Officiating for the Greek Football Federation.




About the Book

The outspoken and hard-hitting autobiography of one of the most highly-rated, recognisable and controversial football referees of modern times.

Mark Clattenburg found himself in the centre circle, whistle in hand, at the start of 450 Premier League matches during a highly eventful 13-year career in football’s top flight.

He has shaken hands with, issued red and yellow cards to, and been sworn at by hundreds of players. He has been screamed at and shared jokes with dozens and dozens of managers. And he’s felt the wrath of thousands upon thousands of irate fans.

His autobiography is the ultimate guide to what it’s really like to be in the referee’s spotlight. It offers numerous intriguing insights into the daily trials and tribulations, the acute stresses and strains, of a top-flight referee. Clattenburg takes the reader into the referee’s room, the players’ tunnel and out on the pitch to experience precisely what a referee goes through on match day.




To Claire, Nathan and Mia, and Thomas and Anne Lindley.




PREFACE

I AM Mark Clattenburg. To some of you, I will be an arrogant prick. To even more of you, I’m the bloke who has cost your team points. You might be right on that score. But I am rarely anything other than the fella in black who was up his own backside. That was me. The world knew exactly what I was.

Yet, I got to forty-two years of age and had never spoken publicly. If you asked any of those who returned judgement, ‘What does his accent sound like?’, they would not have a clue. Surely, it is not possible to make a balanced character appraisal without hearing from the subject himself?

That is why I am here now, committing my story to print. I hope, in part, it is why you are here. Will you finish this book and think, ‘He’s not an arrogant prick after all’? I hope so. But I also hope you come to understand why you thought that in the first place.

I know why a certain picture of me was portrayed in the press. I accept how I was perceived. On the evidence available, it was probably fair. But no one ever heard my side. Opinions were based on what I did in my place of work for an hour and a half once or twice a week.

Only when I quit the Premier League in 2017 was I able to present myself in the media. Since then, I would like to think that people have seen a different side. I do not expect everyone to say, ‘Oh, isn’t he a great guy.’ Not at all. You might still dislike me, just for different reasons. That is fine. But dislike me for who I really am.

I have not varnished my story to shine an unnatural light on it. These are my words and my feelings. I have told it how I saw it, and I have not held back. There is a lot of conflict, it is the theme that underpins my career. I have fallen out with a lot of people and there is a lot of me believing I am right. Maybe the others involved would tell a different version.

I am aware that I often portray myself as the wronged party in my various clashes with authority. I hope you will realise why I felt like that – I was a football-mad kid from a council estate who found himself in a world of former public schoolboys, geeks and back-stabbing bullies. I was different to them. I did not conform and they did not like it. But being different was my biggest strength.

What you saw on the pitch was, in many ways, an act. I was not being false. I was simply adopting a character to survive. I needed to don this cloak of supreme confidence to mask my insecurities. I became a different person. At least different from the one you would find at home or in the pub.

I will always refute the ‘arrogant’ tag, because anyone close to me will tell you that is not true. That is not to say you misread my refereeing persona. A brash exterior was my thing. It was why, I believe, players generally liked me. Over time, and with more success, I slipped into that role with absolute ease.

Of course, it was not a person alien to myself, I had the skills within me. Hell, that brash exterior is something I make no apology for. But, as a referee, it was always with the motivation of creating an aura that won me respect and allowed me to control a football match.

Away from the pitch, I have made mistakes and found myself in situations that could have been avoided. So much for newspapers being ‘fish and chip paper’ the following day; those stories from the past now reside online forever. None of them, though, are ever accompanied by my version, and people tend to believe what they read.

The Daily Mail ran a headline in 2014: ‘Controversial Clattenburg is drawn to both the high life and the headlines.’ I know why it was written. I was a referee, not a footballer, and I left myself open to such accusations with the expensive cars, private number plates, tattoos, a hair weave. Some of those things I look back on and think, ‘What a dick.’ Others, I will defend fiercely – I had to get the hair replacement, I was starting to look like Friar Tuck, especially on those elevated tactical cams!

So maybe there are two Mark Clattenburgs. The dad, the husband and the friend. And then the referee. I hope you come to understand both of them.

Oh, and by the way, it is a Geordie accent.
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END GAME

‘You know what, I don’t give a fuck any more’


Wednesday 15 February 2017.

Gibraltar International Airport.

There is no turning back once I get on this flight. I can see the Rock of Gibraltar, just beyond the runway. I suppose that’s fitting. I feel like I have been staring at a rock face for the past few weeks, grappling with the decision in front of me. I cannot eat. I cannot drink. At the other end of this journey is a piece of paper that will change my life. Financially, I will be made. But it comes at a cost. I will be giving up everything I have worked for, everything I have fought so hard to keep. Last call for the flight to Jeddah.



HERE I am in the summer of 2016, the number one referee in Europe. I have just taken charge of the FA Cup, Champions League and European Championship finals, yet I am only thinking about one thing – quitting the Premier League.

I know that to do so will risk losing my Champions League and international matches. But I feel empty. I have achieved almost everything I wanted to. What else is there for me now? The World Cup Final? Absolutely, that would be a dream come true. I know I will be going to Russia 2018, but there is close to zero chance of getting the final. Politics will make sure of that. No one has ever refereed the finals of the European Championship and World Cup. That would make me the most successful referee in history. The powers-that-be among the refereeing hierarchy at FIFA would not allow that to happen, no way.

I still have the Champions League, and those nights under the lights at the likes of the Bernabeu and San Siro are magic. But again, I will not be getting another final. I have no goals in front of me. And I am sick of the abuse. I want out.

I started what would turn out to be my final season in the Premier League in August, a goalless draw between champions Leicester and Arsenal. I was bored. I had done every big fixture in this country several times over. What was I working towards? It was starting to feel like a job, and that was never me, I was driven by being the best. Like a lot of things in life, the journey and not the destination is perhaps the most enjoyable part. I was beginning to realise that.

I also knew I could not stay at the same level of performance forever. I was forty-one years old. David Elleray had retired at forty-nine, Dermot Gallagher at fifty and Mark Halsey at forty-five. They did not finish their careers as bad referees, but I think even they would accept their standard was not what it once was. I was worried people would start to criticise me if I was making mistakes, because I did not retire when the time was right. Your brain slows down while the game gets faster, and I would never allow that to be me, an old fella dragging himself around the pitch guessing at decisions. Not that I felt on the decline just yet, but I always had it in my head that I wanted to finish at the top.

Then there were the insults, the constant scrutiny and fear of ridicule and threats made against me and my family. Be it TV, radio, newspapers, social media, managers, players or supporters, they all took aim as if you were some inanimate object – a punchbag would be the most appropriate description. You need a thick skin to be a professional referee, for without that you risk becoming consumed by the negativity. I felt robust in that regard. But are you immune to it? Absolutely not.

Social media took the hate to another level. It went beyond criticism of a decision. There were death threats, and there still are. I have social media accounts now and I don’t even have to check the TV listings to know when one of my games is being replayed – a stream of vitriol in my notifications tells me that.

As a referee, you are never going to be popular. I get that. I chose this path with my eyes open, which is ironic given the number of times I have been accused of being blind. But you have to accept there are maybe only traffic wardens who get more stick than you for simply doing their job. Then again, traffic wardens probably say the same about referees.

There comes a point when the abuse makes something as huge as quitting the Premier League easier to contemplate. The thought of removing that anxiety, the feeling of always being public enemy number one, the fear of being mocked in front of your children – it’s as enticing as any pay cheque that may be on offer elsewhere. For all of that, wanting to quit and having the opportunity to do so are very different things.

In November 2016, I took a call from Pierluigi Collina, my boss at UEFA. He said I had been shortlisted for best referee at the Global Soccer Awards. It was a prestigious prize. The ceremony was in Dubai between Christmas and New Year and the Premier League gave me permission to go.

I won the award – which was mind blowing, to be considered the best referee in the world – collecting my trophy on the same night as Cristiano Ronaldo was named the world’s best player. It was the perfect end to the perfect year, and I felt at the peak of my powers.

But in that environment, chatting to people involved in the world game, you realise there is a life beyond the Premier League. I had options, China being one of them. I flew back home with so many thoughts populating my head, none of which involved me staying in the Premier League. My agent, Rob Segal, started talking to Chinese agents but nothing materialised. But by initiating that, my mind was now elsewhere.

One thing I had noted in the press was that Howard Webb, the former Premier League and World Cup Final referee, was leaving his position in Saudi Arabia, where he was head of refereeing. He was set for a new job in the United States. I gave him a call at the end of January and asked if Saudi would be interested in me. He could not hide his delight; this was ideal for him. He could nominate a successor and leave quietly for the States.

In one phone conversation this idea that had been with me for months, an improbable thought that would not go away, suddenly became something real. That chance call had left me trembling when I hung up, and I did not know if it was excitement or fear.

I knew the money in Saudi could set me up for life. This would not be about leaving for a better league or furthering my career on the pitch, I realised that. This, now, was about securing my family’s financial future at a time when I felt ready to do so.

It started to move quickly. The Saudis arranged a flight and I met with Howard and the president of their football federation in Riyadh. I never told anyone beyond my wife, Claire, and my agent. In that one meeting, we were close to agreeing a deal.

The money, as I suspected, was life-changing – £525,000 a year, tax free. In the Premier League I was earning £100,000 plus bonuses, which came to around £30,000, all of which went into my pension. To put that into context, one year in Saudi would be the equivalent of around eight in the Premier League. I would defy anyone with a wife and two children to resist that temptation.

The arrangement suited me – three weeks in Saudi, one week back home. I would still be refereeing but would also be responsible for the development of Saudi referees. This would get a management role on my CV and that is where I saw my future. I left Riyadh and landed back in the UK with my head battered amid a storm of conflicting emotions.

I returned to referee Arsenal 2 Hull 0 on 11 February, in which Sam Clucas would become my last Premier League red card. I had VAR training at Stockley Park the following day, where I told Mike Riley, my boss at the Professional Game Match Officials Limited (PGMOL), about the Saudi offer for the first time. I told him I was giving it serious consideration. I saw in his face that there was genuine shock. Good. Not having to answer to him anymore was definitely a tick in the Saudi column.

But sitting there in Stockley Park’s VAR headquarters wasting my weekend, it did not interest me at all. This could be the future – refereeing on a Saturday then staying down south to spend Sunday in a studio surrounded by television screens. I am a big advocate of VAR – it will, with time, prove for the betterment of the game – but this just was not for me. I always wanted to be in the thick of the action, not fiddling about with buttons in a darkened room.

I told Riley that, even if I did take the Saudi role, I still wanted to referee at the 2018 World Cup. I asked him if it would be possible to do some Premier League games the following season, leading up to the tournament. Saudi were happy for me to do a total of ten matches and that would have been enough to keep me involved with the Champions League and on track for the World Cup.

Collina, my mentor and the one person in authority who I trusted, was also the chairman of FIFA’s Referees Committee, and I was sure he would be happy with this arrangement. Everyone seemed on the same page. I should have known that would change.

I flew out to Spain with Claire for a short break that same week. It was one last chance to think things over. Nothing had been signed and I was still undecided. I needed Claire during those few days – someone to listen, someone to challenge me, someone who cared. My dad had passed away twenty years earlier and I had not spoken to my mam for five years. Any advice from Riley and some of the others at the Premier League would have been laced with self-interest. Claire had to deal with it all, and I was throwing a lot at her.

The euphoria after the initial offer from Saudi had now made way for trepidation. I was on the verge of sacrificing the career I knew so well, the job that defined me. My head was saying yes, go and secure your future, escape the hate. My heart, in many ways, was telling me to stay – you are a referee in the best league in the world, you would be crazy to give that up.

I was torn to the point of insomnia, although the more thought I gave it, the less sure I became. But then I would consider all of the shit that went with the job. Driving four hours from Seaham down to St George’s Park every fortnight for our referees’ meetings that lasted an hour. We would then train for a couple of hours before coming inside to build paper fucking castles. Seriously, this was the crap they made you do. I was bored, it was mind-numbing. You weren’t allowed to be your own person. You were in this bubble where it was a case of, ‘Do as you’re told and wear what we tell you.’ It felt like a religious cult at times.

Claire and I met up with my agent in Spain. We talked through every angle. I would be giving up my Premier League career. It was everything I had worked for since the age of sixteen, when I first refereed my dad’s junior team on a park in Newcastle. It was everything I had fought so hard to keep when I was suspended and sacked by the PGMOL in 2008, and later in 2012 when I was wrongly accused of racism by Chelsea. I will detail both of those periods later.

But the fact I was here, giving such serious consideration to walking away, that told me something. Bang. I’m doing it. That’s it. I’m signing with Saudi.

I got a flight from Gibraltar to Jeddah that same night. Once the plane took off, the decision that I was about to commit to felt bigger than it had done at any stage. My gaze was locked on the flight map – Jeddah, my life changes there. It was like my body was being carried along by someone else. Every noise and sight beyond my own head was a blur.

I landed in Jeddah and began to think more clearly. Being on the move was a welcome distraction, rather than trapped in a window seat. I had agreed to tell Riley and Collina at the same time if, and when, I signed. I thought that was fair and I wanted to keep them both on-side. I still thought I could go to the World Cup in sixteen months’ time.

And there it was, the contract in front of me. There was no going back now and nor did I want to. I scribbled my name, trying to disguise my tremor. How did I feel? Relief, that was my overriding emotion. Total and utter relief that I no longer had to wrestle with the decision. Relief that I was leaving an organisation, the PGMOL, that I no longer enjoyed working for. Relief that I had taken care of my family.

It was announced the same day, 16 February 2017, that I would be leaving the Premier League for Saudi Arabia. Career-wise, a lot of people said I was making a mistake. They could not fathom why I would do such a thing while still in my prime. If I had quit twelve months earlier – before the three finals – then yes, I would agree. But not now. Once I signed the contract, it felt so right. I felt free.

Offers from elsewhere started flooding in. Suddenly, I had a voice. Over the course of the next year I signed with TV2 in Norway, there was TV work in the United States, a column with the Daily Mail, a podcast deal with Paddy Power. It was liberating. I’m Mark and I’m a Geordie! No one had ever heard me speak before.

First of all, though, I told Riley I would see out the final few months of my Premier League contract, taking me up to the end of the 2016/17 season. He appointed me to West Bromwich Albion versus Bournemouth on 25 February. Bloody hell, he could not have made it any more obvious, a crap game as punishment for leaving.

I later sat down with him to negotiate the ten games I thought I would be refereeing during the following season, as we had discussed previously. Little did I know what was already going on behind my back. The PGMOL had been sharpening their knives. Riley said the ten games would not be happening, they just wanted me to leave. I was gutted, angry and upset. Riley knew this would cause me problems with regards to the World Cup. I should have seen it coming.

I still thought FIFA and Collina would find a way to get me there. I was already one of fifty-three pre-selected officials for Russia 2018, and the only one from England.

In early April, I flew to Florence for a FIFA course to prepare for the World Cup, which was now fourteen months away. I did not like the vibe I was picking up. I could not get much out of Collina at all, and that was unusual. I considered him a father figure, I wanted him to reassure me that I would still be going to Russia. I expected FIFA to tweak the rules so that I could be registered in Saudi but still be England’s representative. Why shouldn’t a referee be based abroad? Players are. I honestly thought they would find a way.

I was starting to feel anxious. I could sense a change in their mood. It felt like I was being shut out, as if they thought, ‘How dare you leave the Premier League and leave Europe.’ I finished the course and, as I headed for the airport, I knew then that the World Cup would not be happening for me.

Maybe I had been naive and presumptuous to want my cake and eat it. I don’t know. But I do know how sad I felt during that journey home. It felt like a vindictive and needless act from all of those who did not help me get to Russia.

My relationship with Collina changed after that, a man who had invested so much time in me and made me the best referee in the world. But he was different with me in Florence. I knew him well enough to know when those eyes were staring straight through you. I had mistakenly thought he would respect my decision. He had done things in his career to look after his family, I had to do right by mine. The price I paid was missing out on a World Cup. Collina either could not or did not want to find a solution for me.

Even now, I cannot get over the pettiness of the PGMOL and Football Association in not pushing to get me there. I was their one and only nominee. But instead of me, they thought they could try putting forward Martin Atkinson, who had always been their preferred choice – a square, like them. But Atkinson was too old to be selected. It was brainless what they did, it backfired and we ended up with no English officials at the 2018 World Cup. That was a crying shame – for me, for them, for English refereeing.

Politics and backstabbing were never more obvious than within the PGMOL and FA, only this proved to be an act of self-harm. To think, people could not understand why I was walking away from it all.

Mike Riley asked where I would like to referee my last Premier League match. ‘I would love it to be at Spurs, at White Hart Lane,’ I told him. My family could go, we could get a nice box and have a weekend in London.

That happened for every referee, they always chose their last game. After the service I had given to the Premier League, I assumed my request would be granted. What a stupid assumption to make.

I ended up back at West Brom, where your guests are stuck on the far side of the ground. It is not the best experience for them compared to the hospitality elsewhere. But that was Riley in a nutshell in my experience. He had no respect. To do that to me was snide, it was insulting.

So after thirteen years in the Premier League, my family were not even there for my last game. After all that time – the lost weekends, the trials and tribulations and the good times – I am refereeing my final match with my family 200 miles away.

There was one positive to take from it. The whole episode made my decision to quit even easier to live with. It served as justification. I knew I had made the right call when I was given that match.

So Saturday 29 April 2017 was my final game as a Premier League referee. West Brom 0 Leicester 1. Richard Scudamore, the Premier League chairman, called beforehand and thanked me for my service. I have a lot of respect for Scudamore, especially how he supported me when others tried to get rid of me in 2008. I owe him a lot, and it was kind of him to call.

Riley was there before the game at The Hawthorns but there was no sign of him afterwards. It was sad that he did not have the decency to thank me. But you know what, fuck you. Every incident like this was making me feel better about myself, not worse.

I then discovered that David Elleray – the former Premier League referee and now technical director of the International Football Association Board – was trying to get my international badge stopped with immediate effect. Other referees, in the same situation, had been allowed to carry on longer. Elleray was slippery, a sly toff. He just could not help himself.

The Australian FA had been in touch to ask if I could referee their friendly against Brazil in Melbourne in June. Absolutely, I said, and I was searching for flights before the end of the call. But because of Elleray, this dream fixture had turned into a nightmare to organise. I had to negotiate a way to do it. I am so glad I did not give in to him and that I pushed to make it happen. What a way to finish your international career, refereeing Brazil in a 4–0 win in front of 50,000 at the famous MCG.

I blew for full-time and could not get a handle on how I felt, I did not know if I was happy or sad. Was this the end or the beginning? I regained my focus and emailed ‘Lord Elleray’ after the match to tell him that I had quit the international panel. Better to jump than allow that prick to push me.

There were a couple of other examples during this period of how shoddily I was treated. There was an FA initiative in which referees who took charge of international matches received a velvet cap when they retired, much like the caps given to England players. It had the year that you started and the year you finished embroidered on the peak. It was a nice gesture. Only it would have been had I not been forced to chase mine.

Elleray, who was also chairman of the FA’s referees committee, did not reply to my messages on the matter. I went above him to Martin Glenn, the FA chairman, and he sorted it. He asked me to come to Wembley and presented me with it. But why did they have to make it such an ordeal?

The PGMOL then held their annual conference. I was not invited, not that I was bothered about that, it was a lucky escape. But they introduced a new PGMOL Hall of Fame. My two assistant referees and two additional assistant referees from the Champions League and Euro 2016 finals were inducted – but there was no mention of me. That was an embarrassing error of judgement, it was pathetic. Without me, those officials would not have been in those finals in the first place. But that’s Riley, his bitterness blinded him to the bigger picture. Those who were there on the night could not believe it, and it was no surprise when the newspapers pounced on it and made a mockery of the situation.

So when people ask, ‘Do you regret quitting the Premier League?’ I can honestly say, ‘Absolutely not’. I have made a career out of making decisions, and that was the best one I ever made. Howard Webb told me it would be.

‘Mark, it feels strange at first. But after a few months, it feels like the best thing ever,’ he said.

He was right, but he was also wrong – I felt wonderful straight away. I started to enjoy life again, spending time with my family without my mind replaying a penalty decision from the previous day. I started sleeping properly. I sacrificed a World Cup, but it was worth it.

I worked for BT Sport for the first time and I had to laugh at the reaction on social media to my accent. My favourite was, ‘Mark Clattenburg has the voice of a fourteen-year-old extra from Byker Grove.’ But the fact that ‘Clattenburg voice’ was trending on Twitter tells you everything about the existence of a referee – seen, abused and ridiculed, but never heard.

I hope my decision to leave the Premier League gives others the confidence to do the same if they are feeling like I did. You can feel trapped, I have been there. But there are opportunities, if you have the will and the want to look for them.

And England did end up having a referee at the World Cup in Russia. Me. I went as a pundit for ITV and I loved every minute. Even my ITV colleague Roy Keane was nice to me, and that was a first. I felt on top of the world.

I am often asked if there was one particular match that persuaded me to quit the Premier League. What follows is as close as I can remember to a definitive moment when I thought, ‘You know what, I don’t give a fuck anymore.’

It was Stoke versus Manchester United on 21 January 2017. Being sent to Stoke can make you feel like that at the best of times, let alone when you are at breaking point. It is no myth, Stoke is always freezing and it is always windy. It is noisy and you get loads of stick.

For all of that, on this particular day, I thought I had a good game. I came off and was pleased with my performance. The tunnel in the corner of the pitch at the Britannia Stadium can be brutal, with home fans on one side and away supporters on the other. This time I wandered towards it without any fuss. Wayne Rooney had just broken Sir Bobby Charlton’s Manchester United scoring record with a late free-kick for a 1–1 draw. The focus would be on him.

It was not long after full-time when there was a knock at my dressing-room door and United manager Jose Mourinho came in. I was just taking my boots off.

‘You must be happy this time,’ I said. ‘You can’t blame me for that draw, can you?’

‘I can,’ he said.

He started going on about a handball in the penalty area by Stoke defender Ryan Shawcross.

‘What you on about?’ I said. ‘I got that right, I know I did.’

‘No. I’ve seen the video. You were wrong.’

He was going on and on. Shut up man, will you? I picked up my boot and launched it against the wall next to him.

‘Fucking get out of my dressing-room. Get out!’

Mourinho froze. I lost it with him. I did not give a shit anymore. I knew I wanted to quit the Premier League, not that I had even spoken to Saudi at this point.

‘Tell you what,’ I said. ‘If I’m wrong, I’ll quit. I’ll wrap up tomorrow. I’m sick of this.’

He did not know what to say. I was so fed up with all of the ridiculous mind games. What he said had got inside my head. I drove home while going over and over the Shawcross incident. I watched it on Match of the Day and I was right, the ball hit him flush on the chest. So why was Mourinho playing funny buggers with me? Why did he say he had seen a handball on the video?

I went to bed that night and I knew I’d had enough. ‘You know what,’ I thought, ‘I can’t be bothered with idiots like that anymore.’ I had worked so hard to get to a position where I thought I would command more respect. But no, don’t be daft, you are still the referee. You are still only there to be abused. I was done with this rubbish. I just needed the right opportunity.

I woke up the next day and scrolled down through the contacts in my mobile phone. There he was . . . Howard Webb. Maybe Saudi Arabia could be my ticket out of here.


ops/images/author.jpg





ops/images/logo.jpg





ops/images/title.jpg
MARK
CLATTENBURG

WHISTLE
BLOWER

MY AUTOBIOGRAPHY





ops/images/9781472282040_FC.jpg
MARK s\“
y CLATT BURGA

» WHISTLE
BLOWER

MY AUTOBIOGRAPHY






