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Read Pat Nevin’s first book The Accidental Footballer here
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To Bella, Simon and the Cat. Every day is worth living because you are around.
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Introduction

Maybe I always had unconventional attitudes and these in turn led me to being a natural outsider. In my late teens, back in the early 1980s, I tried hard not to become a full-time professional footballer, then totally failed by subsequently having a 19-year playing career. After being persuaded to join Clyde part-time for a couple of years in Scotland’s lower leagues, while studying for a degree, I was subsequently lured south for a further nine seasons at the top level in the English professional game. Initially I reluctantly signed for Chelsea before moving on to Everton after five years while also representing Scotland, in what to my amazement became a very successful occupation.

I always loved playing football, including the hard physical training. I also curiously enjoyed the pressure from the high expectations at the top level. So why the initial reticence to become a pro? It was because just about everything else surrounding the sport, other than the actual playing, didn’t appeal to the earnest young man I was back then.

I didn’t like the idea of the fame and the notoriety, the weird bubble surrounding the players in the game, the strange way people treated you: with either too much respect or downright disdain or even sometimes open hatred. I also loathed the intrusions of the untrustworthy hangers-on who seemed to survive like leeches on the periphery of the sport’s bloated body, and I railed against the laddish gang-culture attitudes, be they in the dressing rooms or on the terraces.

OK, so it wasn’t that bad most of the time, once I eventually settled into the sport; in fact, it was generally great fun after I’d figured out a few survival strategies. During those years there were many glorious days and fabulous successes at Stamford Bridge and Goodison Park, as well as the inevitable disappointments. I managed to deal with them all, usually with some equanimity, probably due to the loving and happy home and school life I had enjoyed growing up.

My method of surviving during the first part of my career was to keep the ‘football life’ at arm’s length from my real life. I would do the job to the best of my ability and enjoy it, but when I left training or a game, I would sink back into my own little life, rarely considering football until the next training session.

Sometimes the two worlds would collide, which initially led to confusion and misunderstandings, but I quickly decided to take as much joy as I could from the madness of an industry that so intrigues large parts of the planet’s population. Being an outsider looking in provided the perfect vantage point to see its virtuous and glorious sides as well as the grotesque and unscrupulous underbelly.

I was initially bewildered by outlooks that were so different from my own. In what sensible walk of life would you get fined for being sober, especially when your fitness was vital to the success of the job? At Everton Howard Kendall had tried just that, even if I did refuse to pay up in the end.

As a student in Glasgow me and my friends made a silly fun-loving group, but the idea of us regularly fighting with each other, trading blows, sometimes while stark naked in a bath, was unthinkable. Pro football life, on the other hand, delivered that sort of bedlam regularly.

My interests in the arts and music were considered suspect by many, but I refused to be anything other than myself which, fortunately and maybe surprisingly, didn’t lead to me being ostracised. I wasn’t picked on by players for my ‘otherness’, though I admit I was luckier than some who weren’t internally wired to cope quite as well with being an outsider in that enclosed world.

Back then in the 1980s I was a staunch anti-racist activist, but around the game there were many racists on the terracing and even some on the field. To my amazement few others seemed to think that that behaviour was offensive enough for them to speak out against it. My earnest attitudes were seen as unusual, but I came to accept that it was education that was needed, not anger from me towards my colleagues. As the years progressed, the game and indeed our society moved on at least a little way down the road. After a while I came to better understand, like, and even respect footballers and their foibles as I spent more time working and travelling with them.

I couldn’t change every player’s attitudes, though. Trips to learn more about the cultures of the countries we visited while playing were beyond my limited powers of persuasion. ‘If you’ve seen one wall, you’ve seen them all,’ was the reply when I suggested going to see the Great Wall of China while in Beijing!

Back on the pitch I couldn’t get my head around the desire to play long-ball simplistic football when it was supposed to be an entertainment. Surely focusing a bit more on the skilful side of the sport might have been more rewarding. I will admit that, selfishly, it would have been more rewarding first and foremost for me, but I suspected it would be a lot more enjoyable for many of the fans too. That purist attitude had ultimately finished my career at Chelsea, and just being an outsider who was keen on fitness was eventually part of the reason why I was later jettisoned from Everton. I still thought I was in the right, even as I eventually trudged out of those clubs!

The truth was that for all the distance I kept from my fellow players, it didn’t mean I disliked them – quite a few became lifelong friends. But I admit that there was an attitude from one or two who saw my non-conforming ‘otherness’ as me thinking I was ‘better’ than them. This never came from me, but I did understand that being different from the group could breed fear or distrust. I knew it was something I would have to work on as I got older, but my instinctive path was always to stick to my guns. By the time I finished at Everton and signed for Tranmere Rovers I was finally ready to at last grudgingly accept that football was my career, for a little while longer anyway. By then I had started to seek out and enjoy watching, if not always embracing, some of the peculiarities of the sport’s attitudes, players, and coaches.

From a distance, with a slightly skewed perception, the first half of my career had been exciting but also fairly standard in at least one way. I’d started with a small Scottish club after being spotted at youth level, then had forged that initially accidental football career all the way to the top of the game for the best part of the next decade. Now, however, in the early 1990s, I was at Tranmere Rovers, living in provincial Chester far from the swinging rock ’n’ roll, gig-going life in Chelsea just five years earlier. The whistle was about to blow for the second half of my career, and different considerations had to be faced. I was less focused on hanging out with John Peel and going to see lots of bands and more dedicated to my new family and fatherhood; they were the most important things in my life now, way above the music or, indeed, playing football. Annabel and I had now been married for three years and our son Simon had recently turned one, so me toddling off regularly to gigs would have to wait until he stopped being a toddler.

If this sounds to you like it might not make for a very interesting read, don’t worry, because it was from this rather safe existence that my life and career took several unpredictable and wild turns.

Football and How to Survive It is about what happened next, when I played for my slightly less glamorous clubs – Tranmere, Kilmarnock and Motherwell. Some people thought that my real football career finished on the eve of my 29th birthday when I left Everton and indeed the top level in England in 1992. As it turned out, there was more extreme madness, higher levels of fun and deeper levels of pain to come.

The initial challenge facing the young me at the start of this book is that I was working in an industry where your 30th birthday is considered a day of mourning, and I was closing in on 29 at an alarming rate. The nagging was certainly already there in the back of my mind. I would eventually have to consider what would follow the inevitable retirement a few short years later, and start wondering if it was finally worth having a vague plan for the next stage of my life.

Fortunately, I didn’t put a strict plan in place as it would have been pointless considering some of the insane curve balls that would fly towards me over the coming decade.

The conclusion I had reached was that I absolutely loved playing football, even if I had no great desire to spend a lifetime within the business. So, as long as I was playing every week, I’d be happy. But the reality is that the older you get the harder it is to stay in the first eleven, especially at the higher levels.

What was important to me was that I wanted to leave the industry at the end of the career with my love, passion and enthusiasm for it still intact. This had been ingrained in me by my dad, who coached, helped and watched me through my entire career. With any luck surviving would be easy enough, but I knew that surviving without resentment or regret might be trickier. I had watched too many other players come out of the game scarcely able to hide a bitterness that seemed to gnaw at their souls, often for years, sometimes for the rest of their lives.

That is what I meant when I told myself I wanted to ‘survive’ football. I didn’t want to be defined by the job, I just wanted to enjoy it, be as successful as possible and then move on. I had always been fiercely determined that the sport wouldn’t take over my entire life; if I could continue to grasp the joy, the glory and the opportunities to be creative then, I reasoned, I would be fine.

But, as it turned out, that would be a much tougher test than I – or anyone else – would have expected.


PART ONE

PRENTON PARK


1/
UPSIDE DOWN

I am not the first ex-professional footballer to openly admit that I had an alcohol problem during my career. Some people in the game thought that I didn’t drink enough, and that was a problem. The drinking culture was one of the things that infuriated me during my time at Everton but now that I had left to join Tranmere Rovers I was looking forward to a bright new dawn at their delightful, homely little stadium, Prenton Park.

I might have been dropping down a division after spending nine years at the top level of English football – there would be no more Shed End at Chelsea to impress, just the Cowsheds at Tranmere – but I was happy and excited by the new challenge and by the surprisingly high quality of my new teammates. The manager Johnny King was on my side because he loved attacking instinctive skilful players, even if his team talks and attitudes were unconventional, sometimes even baffling but always colourful. While trying to talk me into signing from Everton, he had prepared one of his classic idiosyncratic lines that no other boss would have considered. ‘Tranmere Rovers may never be able to compete with Liverpool or Everton, Pat – they are big liners, like the Queen Mary. However, I see Tranmere as a deadly submarine, attacking them silently from beneath with a torpedo.’

My first league game under Kingy for the Rovers was away at Roker Park, the home of Sunderland. We stayed overnight in a local hotel, which was the professional thing to do, and after dinner there was a short team meeting and a pep talk by the coaching staff. Tactics talks weren’t high on the agenda with Kingy – his attitude was straightforward and deliciously refreshing when asked about it: ‘Some managers spend weeks on complicated tactical plans and formations. We just sign good players and let them play.’ Some of those off-the-cuff remarks probably took him weeks to invent!

As the team walked out of the meeting together I made to turn left and upstairs to the bedrooms, but everyone else languidly swerved right towards the hotel exit. ‘Oh, of course,’ I thought. ‘An evening stroll after dinner to loosen the legs. Very sensible.’ I joined the rest of the team and casually asked one of the players, ‘Where are we walking to?’

‘To the pub, obviously.’

I couldn’t believe it. ‘What?! You mean the night before an away match, everyone goes down the pub? That’s mental, even Everton didn’t do that!’ My heart was sinking fast. Had I jumped out of a gentlemen’s drinking club and landed up in Club 18–30? Two hundred yards later we reached the pub with pints immediately being ordered all round. I turned to John Aldridge, the former Liverpool and Irish international striker, for an explanation: ‘Is this really happening? Is this a regular thing with this lot?’

He shrugged and explained that, ‘It’s pretty normal for them. But, to be fair, most of the lads don’t overdo it.’

‘Well, that’s a relief. What about the manager, what if he finds out?’ Aldo nodded towards the bar, where the boss was casually getting the first round in!

In truth, the lads generally only had a couple at most. Hypocritically, St Patrick here wouldn’t be against having a glass of wine with a meal the night before a game, so perhaps, I said to myself, I just had to start easing up a bit on the moral judgements. There were others on the team who didn’t drink much, or at all, and they seemed to have a laidback attitude about the pub visit. Maybe it was time for me to relax a little and just enjoy the ride without worrying too much about the curious culture at my new club this time.1

The year is 1992 and lots of things have led to me choosing Tranmere Rovers. There was a good group of young players there and the more senior ones were impressive too, notably striker John Aldridge. I had played against Aldo many times before, memorably when he scored against us while I was playing for Everton in the FA Cup final of 1989. Before I came to Tranmere I thought he was a very good goalscorer; after playing alongside him for a few weeks I realised I was very wrong: he was a world-class finisher.

I was convinced I was now playing at a level below my capabilities – to my mind circumstances had conspired against me – but what on earth was a talent like his doing outside the Premier League? He might have been 33 years old, but he was still lightning-quick and as natural a goalscorer as I had ever worked with. If I put the ball in his area in the box and he got on the end of it, then it invariably landed in the back of the net. He could score every type of goal, and his numbers were off the scale year in, year out. Often compared to Liverpool legend Ian Rush, his scoring averages throughout his career were even better than the iconic Welshman’s. Scoring goals in training seemed just as important to him. He would be furious if his team didn’t win in the small-sided games, and it was even worse if he hadn’t scored the most goals. That, however, was a rarity.

There was a lot of fun to be had at the club with a variety of unusual characters in the team, so wind-ups were part of their daily routine. When choosing the teams for those small-sided games, particularly at the end of the week, just like back in the school days, nobody wanted to be last pick. It is embarrassing enough at school, but this is your job, and the implication is that all the others rate you as the worst player in the team if you are chosen last. For a time at the club, it was the accepted practice that the rest of us would select Aldo last, just to annoy him – and it did, particularly when kids, injured players or an extra goalie would sometimes be picked before him.

The idea we peddled was that Aldo, like many centre-forwards, should be treated with utter disdain by the rest of us ‘real’ footballers who could actually play a bit. After all, the only thing the strikers can do is put the ball in the net after all our combined hard work and creativity. Technical stuff, skills and tactical acumen are clearly beyond their ability, knowledge or even interest. So why would we pick these crap footballers in our seven-a-side team when technical ability was needed? Strikers do not have the spatial awareness to be midfielders, or the game awareness to be defenders; complex team tactics fly over their heads, they are selfish beings – and, as such, creation is something that is provided for them not by them.

As soon as the training game started, Aldo would vent his anger by haring around diving into tackles and risking injury, which just made it all the more likely we would do exactly the same thing the next week.

There were intriguing, funny characters everywhere I looked at Tranmere Rovers. Our two centre-halves at the time were Dave Higgins and Steve Vickers, an impressive double act on and off the field. This left little or no room in the team for the talented and classy sweeper Mark Hughes. He was unlucky not to be getting a game and wanted to move to another club so he could play every week. But the manager needed him in case his first choices were injured, so there he languished, on the bench or in the reserves.

‘Yosser’ reacted to the disappointment in a singular way. Every day, as he entered the dressing room at the training ground, he would sing loudly and very passionately to everyone at the club, in his pleasantly rich Welsh baritone, ‘Please release me, let me go/For I don’t love you, any more . . .’ I think he was channelling Tom Jones more than Engelbert Humperdinck, though it was a close call. Unsurprisingly, some of the youngsters didn’t get the reference.

The two players in his way, Higgins and Vickers, were the club surrealists and spent most of their time together thinking up ways to take the rise out of anyone and everyone. As a new player, but one who was an established international, obviously I would be given some respect. Yeah, right! They were straight on the wind-ups, and Higgy eventually christened me ‘Buffy the Vampire Slayer’. If you don’t know who ‘she’ is, then Google the name. I reckon I wasn’t getting the respect that most in my position would have expected, and luckily I loved it.

During one evening game early on in the season, our resident Dadaist defender Higgy went down screaming in our own half after what appeared to be a fairly robust challenge on him. The play thundered on up field, but he sounded so badly hurt that I ignored our attack and raced over to him as fast as I could to make sure he was OK. As I got there, I could hear his scream as he pointed towards something in the middle distance, ‘Aaaah! Aaaah, Aaaah . . .! Ah can see my house from here.’ The rest of the team knew there was nothing wrong with him, physically anyway, but I fell for it hook, line and sinker. But who goes for laughs during a tight league game, while play is still raging on?

After a sluggish start to the season, we quickly began to improve. Making chances for John Aldridge wasn’t difficult: he was always hungry to score, in fact he was insatiable. This wasn’t a bad thing, but he was always frustrated if he didn’t get precisely the pass he expected, which is the classic attitude of most strikers. Even so, soon it was so much fun that, like a young kid, I couldn’t wait to get to the matches to play.

One noticeable difference surfaced for me on the pitch because Tranmere already had a talented and extremely popular right-winger in Johnny Morrissey, which created a problem. Me coming in to take his place looked like it could annoy some of the fans but, even more likely, antagonise quite a few within the team group.

Manager John King figured it out after a few weeks. He called me in to the office: ‘Pat, do you think you might be able to do a job for us on the left wing? I know it is not your usual position, but it would help balance the team with Moggsy on the other side. It could be bloody exciting with both of you providing ammunition for my gunslinger.’ That was his pet name for Aldo. Kingy loved to serve up a metaphor, usually badly mixed.

‘Of course, I can do that. I couldn’t care less if I am right, left or central. As long as I get enough of the ball in the final third it doesn’t really matter to me where I am on the pitch.’

If anything, playing on the left suited me and my style slightly more than playing on the right-hand side. It also led to me developing a fantastic understanding with a line of left full-backs over the coming seasons. Fellow Scot Stevie Mungall played there for a while and was one of the footballers I most enjoyed playing with throughout my career. Throughout his over 650 appearances for Tranmere over the years Mungy slotted in efficiently just about everywhere on the field – think of James Milner of Liverpool and England and you will not be far off a decent image of the versatility and the perfect professionalism of this rugged but friendly Scotsman.

I had played against him for Everton in pre-season games and well-remember those first welcoming words he said to me: ‘Dae that again, ya wee bastert and I’ll hoff ye in two.’ How pleasant to hear a fellow, friendly west-of-Scotland accent warning me of the dangers the future may pose. In fact, it was said with a smile and although most wouldn’t have noticed the kindly lilt behind the gruff Bellshill (home of Teenage Fanclub) brogue, I smiled and laughed back. We were kindred spirits clearly, even if, yes, us Scots do have an odd way of showing it.

Following on from him at left-back was a youngster signed from local part-timers Marine, Ian Nolan. I explained to the eager colt, ‘You just overlap using that searing pace and don’t worry about defensive positioning while I’m on the ball. I’ll deliver it at the right moment near the byline. If I lose it, that’s my problem.’ He followed the instructions unquestioningly to the letter and between us we created a whole load of goals with that one move. He was eventually sold on for £1.7 million to Sheffield Wednesday. His replacement in time was Alan Rogers. I explained the same concept to him and off he sped merrily to the byline at every opportunity. I would beat a player or two, draw a couple of others before slipping it into his path in the space I had developed near the byline. All this was very impressive as his more natural left foot created as many goals as his predecessor’s, so in time he was also sold on, this time to Nottingham Forest for around £3 million.

Did anybody actually notice who was the brains behind this particular operation?!

Ged Brannan filled in behind me at left-back quite a few times, and although a much more complete player than the two specialist full-backs mentioned above, being a real class act in midfield, he was also later sold on for £800,000, this time to Manchester City. I tried not to take being overlooked by the Premier League teams too personally! I did, however, feel I was helping make the club some very good money by training these lads up, which I was delighted to do.

It all slotted into place in that first season and soon enough we became a hugely attractive team to watch. We were scoring plenty of goals while delighting our fans and the local media with our devil-may-care approach and non-stop attacking style.

It was nothing less than glorious for me, something I desperately wanted. After a less than joyous last year and a half at Everton, I had rediscovered my boyish love of playing. I liked everything about this club, particularly its curious, homely, mad-cap personality. The ground itself was tight: a real old-school stadium that needed less than 10,000 fans inside to have it rocking, but when it was busier than that the noise could be earsplitting. The club had been in the fourth tier as recently as six seasons earlier, only missing relegation to the Conference by two points, but John King had already built a side that could make a decent challenge of getting into the Premier League itself, generally accepted as the Holy Grail not only at Tranmere but for every club outside the top division. With the money on offer in the Premier League, it felt more financially valuable than finding the original chalice from the Last Supper, though the lads would probably have filled that with lager given the chance. This was an unthinkable rise in such a short time, for a small club with limited financial resources and no history whatsoever in the top flight.

We also had another unique advantage: we often played our home games on Friday nights. This was originally a ploy to attract some fans who would otherwise go to Liverpool or Everton on a Saturday afternoon, those giants being only six miles away across the Mersey, after all. The upshot was that our games under floodlights had a special quality: the atmosphere could feel twice as good as a daytime fixture with the same attendance. This after-dark ambience is not uncommon in football, and there was also the fact that the darkness hid some of the few empty spaces in the stands and the enclosures. We had plenty of those floodlit home games, far more than all our competitors, and we made good use of the advantages; of how it lifted us and added to the oppression of our opponents. Some Everton and Liverpool fans would come to Prenton Park to start their weekends on a Friday night, and plenty told me they became regulars after enjoying our style.2

A classic example of our cavalier style came against Brentford on a mid-November evening. Two-nil down and struggling, the fans got behind us and we roared back to an impressive 3–2 victory. I managed to score a couple, for once beating Aldo’s tally on the night, but the feeling in the ground was electric and ecstatic. I think some of us, fans and players alike, began to think then, less than halfway through the season, that maybe, just maybe, we could make this miracle happen. It moved us up to third place in the league, a third place that was thrilling to watch.

Picking up my Man of the Match award after the game, however, I already felt ill, just as I had recently in a few other games, but thought nothing of it, just putting it down to 90 minutes of over-exertion. A medic checked me out and said, ‘It could be a number of things, but it definitely isn’t appendicitis.’ Against Swindon a few weeks later, the excruciating stomach pains were back after the game. Again, I was assured I was going to be OK, and, ‘The one thing that is certain is that it is not appendicitis.’

Of course, I was rushed to hospital the next day to have my appendix removed in an emergency operation.

After an appendix removal you would expect a slow and drawn out recovery, but I had two things in my favour. First, I was a weirdly quick healer and, secondly, I had the offending body part removed by what was, for the time, pioneering keyhole surgery. I was back in training by the end of the week and fit to play seven days later. I clearly didn’t want to miss a moment of the pleasure at Prenton Park.

As the season took off, I continued to enjoy the incredibly excited air in the Tranmere dressing room and on the training ground. Although, having said that, the high spirits often seemed to be fuelled at least as much by the upcoming Christmas party as the prospect of promotion to the Premier League. The preparation for the party, organised solely by the players not the club, was discussed more than any other topic, including winning football games.

When I signed for the Rovers, Johnny Morrissey’s first words were, ‘How do you want to pay your costs for the Christmas party? All up front? Or monthly?’ A simple ‘nice to have you here, Pat’ might have been the more customary greeting to a newly signed player, so I knew right away they took their ‘Chrimbo party’ seriously. The Everton bash could be wild, but even before I got to the Tranmere event I knew it would make the Toffees night feel like a dull suburban dinner party in comparison.

One of the odd things about these nights, which was the same for the Liverpool FC party too, was that all the local sports journos were invited along to join in the fun. As such, any misbehaviour was never reported, those nights were sacrosanct. I thought the mafia had it sewn up with their omerta code, but this was a different league. Now, I was far from the biggest partygoer in the football world, but after underestimating it at Everton, a little older and wiser, I now understood the importance of this blow-out for the players. This was their ultimate bonding night; I wouldn’t be able to duck this one with some feeble excuse.

As with the Everton party, it was held at the Continental (‘Conty’) nightclub, the entry tickets were extortionately priced for guys but completely free for the local Liverpool and Wirral girls. I say it was held at the nightclub, but that was only where the team eventually landed at 9pm, having been drinking and partying from roughly 2pm, right after training.

Just as with the other parties for the Merseyside clubs, it was strictly fancy dress. You could tell immediately who was really ‘on the pull’ by what they wore. Those turning up in Navy whites, cowboy outfits and superhero costumes wanted to turn the girls’ heads. Those of us turning up as, say, a particularly impressive version of Michelle Pfeiffer’s Cat Woman character (even if she was also a superhero), were less likely to be on the prowl.

Back in those days it was considered not at all unusual to have strippers as part of the entertainment. Even back then it was something I felt very uneasy with. I couldn’t help but think how demeaning it was to the women and how obviously faked it was as well. I would, and not just because I am writing in a book, quietly absent myself from the proceedings at this point. Maybe in hindsight I should have done more to discourage the behaviour, but this was the players’ affair, and I would have been given short shrift for spoiling the ‘fun’ for my new teammates. I always brought my brother-in-law Liam along for the night and both of us would sit at the bar with our other great friend Danny Lloyd while that part of the ‘entertainment’ was going on.

At one Christmas party I was (shock, horror!) drawn into the room where the girls were stripping, just briefly, simply because I could not believe what I was hearing. Astonishingly, emanating from there, was the sound of ‘Sugar Hiccup’ by the Cocteau Twins, my favourite band, who made the most heartachingly beautiful, sensitive and ethereal music. One of the girls was ‘dancing’ to the track. I couldn’t imagine anything more incongruous. While I applauded her taste in music, I couldn’t at that moment imagine how anyone could love that sound and actually enjoy doing that job. I suspected it was a mournful cry of, ‘If there is anybody with a soul in here, I have one too, just in case you were wondering.’

There was also one very strange occurrence at one of the Christmas parties. A girl turned up and sidled over to me, wearing very little indeed. It was impossible not to notice that she was also rather beautiful, but her opening line was maybe a bit more forward than I was used to. ‘I have come all the way up from Essex for this party, just to meet you. I have booked a hotel room, shall we go?’ I had been drinking wine, quite a bit in fact, but was aware of myself enough to say politely, ‘It is a lovely offer and you look lovely as well, but I am actually married and very happily too.’ She made a halfhearted effort to carry on but seemed oddly relieved when she walked away. Some months later another footballer was outed in the tabloids for having a brief liaison with a girl, and in the photos she looked awfully like the same girl to me.

Honey traps were considered fair game by the red tops back then, but I was amazed that anyone would have targeted me. I mean, I was not then and never have been that kind of big star player. But thinking about it later, I suspect it was nothing to do with my playing fame but more likely to have been about my involvement with the PFA and the fact that sections of the press were out to get Gordon Taylor or, indeed, anyone close to him. Does this sound a bit far-fetched? Maybe so, but years later when the News of the World phone-hacking investigation was going on, I got a call from the police to ask if there was any reason why Glenn Mulcaire should have my details in his notebooks. There was no reason why the man at the epicentre of the phone-hacking scandal should have my number, other than the blindingly obvious one that he was trying to get inside information on me and possibly Gordon Taylor, our chief executive. Everyone was fair game for the tabloids using any unfair, underhand or even illegal methods.

I survived the Christmas party that first season and felt better than I had done at any point in my entire career. The appendix had obviously been dragging me down for a while, maybe even years, but at Prenton Park I now suddenly felt as if I was 21 again. I was back in the Scotland international squad, I had the benefit of ten years’ experience in the professional game and, all around me, I could see players playing well and growing in belief.

While our gunslinger was hitting the target every week, the rest of the players were just as impressive in their own ways. Two I particularly liked were the experienced midfielders Neil McNab and Mark Proctor. Both were true gentlemen and superb pros as well as very good footballers who had played at the top level. They were slightly older than me, but suddenly I realised that these were the people I could relate to on a personal level, more so than the excitable youngsters. Maybe it was getting close to the time for my ‘maverick young outsider’ status to be replaced by that of the ‘seasoned sensible old pro’.

I thought I had always been quite level-headed, but there was no getting away from it, having just turned 29, suddenly I was considered more than just a sensible chap: I was now the venerable, sagacious old man to some of these younger players. In that I was also the responsible PFA union man by this point, the 20-year-olds were sometimes uncomfortably respectful towards me, even a little deferential at times, and I disliked that attitude intensely. A frankly disturbing moment came when another young player was drafted into the first team for his debut. He sidled over to me nervously in the dressing room pre-match and, trying not to be heard by the others, plucked up some courage and eventually said, ‘Can I ask for some advice, Mr Nevin?’

I kept calm but internally I screamed, ‘“Mister! Nevin?” Am I that ancient?’

My point of view was that we should all treat each other as equals in a football team. I couldn’t be doing with hierarchies due to age, fame, status, ability or anything else. My legs might have felt just a little heavier as I walked onto the pitch that day. Happily, the football was such a joy that it made up for those moments when I was treated like a distinguished grey-haired old man instead of a scruff whose thatch was just thinning a little on top.



___________________

1 We lost 1–0 the next day and, although it wasn’t a bad performance, I couldn’t help thinking that those one, two or even three drinks for some of the lads might have made all the difference to the tight scoreline.

2 Premier League football wasn’t to everyone’s taste at the time, including mine. The over-simplistic, insular and dated coaching methods inspired by Charles Hughes still held sway with too many. I interviewed Everton manager Joe Royle for GOAL magazine in the mid-1990s, and he was disarmingly direct: ‘The way it has gone with pace and power, there are fewer players coming through like yourself and Peter Beardsley. That’s why we are now importing those creative players; we aren’t developing them here. With the exception of Manchester United, who have the perfect balance of pace, power and skill, many of these players are like professional athletes first and foremost.’
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