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Prologue

Football was always what I wanted to do. I played for two decades in the professional game and when someone asks me what was the most important thing I won, I always say an England cap. Individual medals didn’t matter so much. Playing for England was the pinnacle of my career and every cap carried the same weight for me.

But there was one experience of playing for my country that I loved more than any other. That was playing for England in the 1996 European Championship. It is a rare honour to play for your country in a home tournament, to be at the core of all the hope and patriotism and unity that floods through the nation, and that was what it was like to be an England player at Euro 96.

So many things came together for me at that tournament. I was 34 by the time it began, so I always knew it was likely to be my last hurrah on the biggest stage and I savoured every minute of it. I rode my luck a bit in terms of keeping my place in the side, but I started every one of our five games and surfed the wave of emotion all the way.

I wasn’t actively seeking redemption for missing the critical penalty in the shoot-out at the end of the 1990 World Cup semi-final against West Germany, but redemption found me anyway. It found me at the end of the Euro 96 quarter-final against Spain, when there was another penalty shoot-out and I took another penalty.

It found other people in that side, too. Paul Gascoigne had been ridiculed and pilloried by the press before the tournament, but he emerged from it, just as he had in 1990, as a national hero. Alan Shearer was surrounded by doubts before the tournament and he finished it with the Golden Boot. Tony Adams was facing personal demons but he was a lion of a captain.

It took a little longer for Gareth Southgate to find his redemption, not that he had anything to be ashamed of. But when he took England to the World Cup in 2018 as manager and led them to their best performance in a generation, uniting the country in the process, his football life came full circle.

There were wider issues at Euro 96, too, that made it special to be a part of. Our success in the tournament seemed to create a moment of national catharsis. Sixteen years before the London Olympics, it was an event which allowed us to feel good about ourselves for a little while and abandon ourselves to a happy kind of patriotism unlike the brand our football supporters sometimes took abroad.

I played on for a while after those Euros but, in a way, that tournament defined me. It cemented my reputation among the supporters as one of them, I think. It underlined my image as someone who would give everything for their country, because people could see it written on my face. Some people pay lip service to being proud to represent their country, but I don’t pay lip service. I was a hard-nosed bastard, someone that people liked to call ‘Psycho’, but playing for England was at my core.

 

I’m not sure I’m a psycho but I did want to give everything and I never wanted to show I was hurt. I suppose that came from my upbringing. My parents were married for fifty years and so I had a really stable background. My eldest brother, who is fifteen years older than me, was into football and boxed at amateur level and he was like an auxiliary dad to me.

My old man was there for pretty much every football match I ever played as a kid. He used to work in hotels and restaurants in London as a head waiter, places like The Savoy and Quaglino’s. He got us out of Shepherd’s Bush, which was a bit rough at the time, and we moved out to Kingsbury, in north-west London, which was a nicer area but more expensive, so he had to get a decent mortgage.

He didn’t drive because he had no patience, so my mum drove him to central London to go to work in the morning and then picked him up from work in the early hours. He did that every day until he had paid the mortgage off. The day he got the money for the final payment, he packed his job in.

He got a job in the local post office that finished at 1 p.m., so he could come and watch me play school football, district football, county football or whatever. I always knew he was there when he was on the touchline, but he wouldn’t say a word. He just gave me a look. 

It was always pumped into me to never let the opposition see you were hurt. Some of that probably came from my eldest brother being a boxer, too. If you show any vulnerability in a boxing ring, you are in big trouble. It makes the opposition come on to you. The old man was similar with me. Never show the opposition you are hurt. If you are hurt, get up. That was drummed into me.

All of a sudden, twenty-five years later, I am playing for West Ham and I break my shin and I get up and walk off – because of his words. That was his influence. You get on top of the opposition and you don’t show weakness and you grind them down. My parents were fantastic role models to me in terms of values.

 

I used to put too much into the preparation to get on to the pitch to be rolled over by somebody because I hadn’t given my all in terms of determination or I didn’t want it enough or didn’t have it in my heart.

I fed off anger. That’s part of my personality. A refusal to be cowed. Sometimes things happen in games and you get an almost superhuman energy from somewhere. You can’t play ninety minutes in a state of rage, of course, but if someone has wronged you in a game, that little burst of energy you get from the anger can turn the tide.

I wasn’t stupid. I didn’t let rage rule me. If I felt somebody would get the better of me physically, I wouldn’t take them on. I wouldn’t back away from a challenge or a tackle. But I wouldn’t have taken on Mick Harford or John Fashanu, because there would only have been one winner. I wouldn’t make it a physical encounter as that plays right into their hands. I had a little bit of know-how about me.

You fight on your terms and use your strongest card. It’s like Top Trumps. If I felt I could intimidate someone to make my life easier during a game, then I would do so. If that individual was stronger than me, then, apart from the times when the ball falls between the two of you and there is no backing down, I wouldn’t turn it into a physical encounter. Why would you?

I saw something written in the paper the other day and the question was ‘Are you motivated more by love or hate when you play football and which is the more powerful?’ Interesting question. Really interesting. If it were me, I would lean towards hate.

I remember the former Liverpool defender Neil Ruddock talking about this and he said, ‘If I want to play better in a game, I just lose my temper.’ You find this extra surge from somewhere. As long as you can control that, you can use it and you can profit from it.

 

I played with hate for England, too. I played with resentment and anger. I saw criticism coming, so I used the hate as a kind of pre-emptive strike. There was so much hostility from the press, in particular, when you played for your country that it was easy. You tell yourself, ‘OK, what have I got to lose?’ You are in front of a firing squad anyway, so it doesn’t make any difference; you might just as well come out fighting.

At the World Cup in 1990 and at Euro 96, the England players got so sick of the criticism before the competitions had even started that we thought, ‘Stuff you, what’s the worst that can happen to us now? You’ve already had a dig at us, you’ve put a marker down that you don’t like us and you think we’re rubbish, so we’ll just have to show you.’ And in both tournaments, we showed them.

At the other end of the spectrum, you do what Gareth did with the England team and the media before the 2018 World Cup and you build the love. His players felt as though the pressure had been taken off them. They felt that the media were right behind them and, more importantly, the crowd and the supporters watching at home were right behind them, too.

At both ends of the spectrum the pressure was taken off. It is the in-between that is the killer when it comes to adversely affecting the players. It’s the not knowing whether you are going to be slaughtered or whether you are going to be given the benefit of the doubt. It’s the idea that if you make a mistake, there will be people coming for you, but if you do OK, or if you hide, then you might escape.

So I’ve seen Kieron Dyer, for example, say that he was afraid to take risks for England or play his normal game because he was worried about the reaction of the media or the crowd in the stadium, and I understand that. He was caught between two emotions. He never got to the position where he was entrenched, saying it was him against the world, or where he was loved no matter whether he excelled in a game or not and could grow in stature accordingly.

 

In my case, I would motivate myself by hating the opposition. It wouldn’t be outside influences like the media. It was controlled aggression. My game was built on controlled aggression. There may have been other facets of the game that I wasn’t bad at as well, but if you asked supporters what epitomised me, they would say aggression.

I was also cold and calculating. I’m not sure many people saw that. I would do what I could up to the edge of the laws of the game, but I would try not to let the team down by going too far. I would never go over the top and get myself sent off. You have to be quite clinical in your mentality and know how far you can take it and where to draw the line to keep yourself out of trouble with the officials.

That didn’t stop me making things personal on the pitch. I had no problem at all doing that. That motivated me. I have played against people who are really good friends and my attitude was that all is fair in love and war. I would give them no quarter and they would expect that.

Trevor Peake was a mate of mine when we played at Coventry and he was the best man at my wedding, but when I was with Nottingham Forest, every time we played against Coventry, if I had a chance to get involved in a challenge with him, I’d take it. He once got so incensed after one of my tackles on him, he chased me halfway up the pitch. Listen, you’re wearing a different-coloured shirt to me. That’s the beginning and the end of it.

People will bump into me sometimes and we’ll have a chat and they’ll say, ‘I hadn’t realised you were such a nice bloke.’ I’m not a bad bloke. I think I take a lot of people by surprise. But playing football is about winning. It’s about the moment and it’s about the game. After the game, it’s about being a nice person, or the best person you can possibly be.

I didn’t mind being nicknamed ‘Psycho’. I took it as a compliment from the fans. It was funny. But it didn’t mean I was some sort of madman. When I was a coach at Manchester City, Kevin Keegan signed the Germany international Michael Tarnat and when he arrived at the training ground, I introduced myself. He said, ‘Oh, I know you, you’re crazy, aren’t you?’ ‘No,’ I said. ‘No, I’m not.’

I played the game in a certain way, but the stakes were high. I make no apologies for anything I have done on a football pitch. There was a desperation to win and play your strongest card and sometimes my strongest card was aggression and the ability to intimidate an opponent. Don’t ask me not to be aggressive on a football pitch. It’s like asking Gazza not to play a key pass.

I always liked Pat Nevin but he was on the worst end of a lot of things when we played against each other. It was almost a mark of respect from me. People don’t realise it but the players I roughed up the most were the ones I knew I would have to quieten down. If I wasn’t worried about a player, if I didn’t think he might give me a problem, I wouldn’t bother.

If it was Nevin or Matt Le Tissier and I thought, ‘Damn, I’ve got a tough day ahead of me if this fella has a good ’un,’ they would get roughed up. If I was up against someone and I thought, ‘He’s not going to cause me a problem, he can’t beat me, he can’t run away from me,’ I wouldn’t waste a booking on him. It’s just cold and calculating.

 

There were times when I thought I wouldn’t even make it to Euro 96. I knew that Terry Venables, the England manager, didn’t rate me particularly highly and that his first-choice left back was Graeme Le Saux. I knew that age was catching up with me and that some people felt I ought to accept the inevitable, step back and admit defeat.

I didn’t want to do that. I didn’t want to retire. I wasn’t ready. I loved playing for my country, so when Terry gave me the opportunity to go out on my own terms, I declined the invitation. I said I’d take my chances. I knew I was past my best, but I also understood that I knew my craft. And I knew that being involved in Euro 96 was a prize worth fighting for.

After everything that had happened at the 1990 World Cup, and especially that night in Turin, I had a debt to my country that I didn’t realise I owed until the afternoon at Wembley when I paid it back.
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