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Risk mode

For national service, I was a fireman for the Danish land army, so I know about emergency drills. And we were right in the middle of ours: Manchester United, at the Nou Camp, 1999, with eleven minutes and ten seconds to go.

We had switched. Without panic or instruction from the manager, we had flipped to what I always thought of as our ‘risk mode’. To a mentality like the educated gambler who goes all-in. We would invest everything to get back in this game.

In risk mode you take all the normal game elements away. You stop caring about formation and tactical convention. You do not worry what it looks like; you ignore the chance the opposition might score again and embarrass you. You shut out negatives; every pass, movement, action is a positive one. You put strikers on, you throw defenders forward. Sometimes goalkeepers too. There is nothing you won’t put on the line.

Risk mode became our routine in 1999. Against Arsenal, Liverpool, Charlton, Juventus and Inter Milan we scored late, broke hearts, won from the brink. There was a method we followed when we were chasing games, although with precisely eleven minutes and ten seconds to go at the Nou Camp, things did not look so good. In that moment, the football was floating over my head and into the open goal behind me – it seemed.

It was chipped by Bayern Munich’s substitute, Mehmet Scholl, a player with top quality. As I jumped, left arm fully stretched, white glove reaching high, I knew he had struck the perfect up-and-down; his effort had the correct weight for the ball to drop under the crossbar. I twisted in mid-air to land facing my goal and watched.

Bayern were hard enough to crack when protecting the one-goal lead they had held from the sixth minute. If they went 2–0 up, this Champions League final was theirs. And down the ball dropped, towards my goal.

Now, I could make this dramatic. I could pretend there were all sorts of thoughts and feelings inside. My situation: Peter Schmeichel. Last game for Manchester United. Captain on the night. Champions League final, playing for a trophy that had become my obsession.

Playing for the club I had loved since being a little Danish boy with Lou Macari and Gordon Hill on the wall of his bedroom in a block of flats on the edge of 1970s Copenhagen.

Thirty-five years old. No clue where the career was heading after this match. No club to go to and no firm plan, just a removal lorry booked to take all the Schmeichel family stuff back from a house in Bramhall to wherever.

Two kids, Kasper and Cecilie, both sitting somewhere among the 90,000 people in this stadium’s steep, curved tribunes. Manager, Alex Ferguson, who at half-time gave one of the great team-talk lines: ‘At the end of this game the European Cup will be six feet away, and you’ll not even be able to touch it if we lose.’

I could say all this was going through my head, but the truth is none of it was. Nothing was. I never allowed myself to have sentimental feelings; not in my football career. How could they help with winning? And, letting any other factors enter your thinking – that is not how risk mode works. It’s about investing everything into the comeback, mentally, physically, positionally, decisions-wise, and the second you go off track you lose. So, you don’t think. You do.

Now, Scholl’s chip is over me and I am watching the ball come down. I know it could go wide, hit the post or creep in, but I do not prepare for this last possibility. Watch the footage; you will see, as the ball drops, I am actually half-turned, ready to get it upfield and start another attack – when it bounces off the post, into the ground and up into my gloves.

The moment I catch the ball Jaap Stam is turning to face upfield and Ryan Giggs, Dwight Yorke and Teddy Sheringham are already on the move, expecting me to find them with a kick or throw. They are in risk mode too. All of us have been in this mindset most of the second half. Six minutes after Scholl’s chip, Carsten Jancker crashed an overhead kick against my bar and this might sound silly, even arrogant, but I was not in the slightest bit rattled. I knew it was not going in. All my experience told me it wasn’t.

That’s risk mode. That’s the mentality. Nothing can hurt me.

Risk mode had started long before the 1999 team came together. Giggsy, Denis Irwin and me, we had been around long enough to remember coming back to beat Sheffield Wednesday in 1993, when Steve Bruce, with his grin and his head, scored in the eighty-sixth and ninety-sixth minutes to give birth to the phrase ‘Fergie Time’. Over the following years the risk mindset grew. Fergie was a risk-taker; I really liked that aspect about him. He would take defenders off, put an extra striker in, stick Giggs at left back, throw Brucey and Gary Pallister up top. It would create an electric wave through the team, an awakening: Now we have to do this. We were comfortable in taking all those chances and gambles because we knew it came from him.

In the Nou Camp we began taking risks quite early. There was a moment, around sixty-five minutes, when Jaap Stam intercepted the ball deep in our half, laid it off to David Beckham and just kept running, over the halfway line and deep into Bayern territory. A minute later, Teddy came on for Jesper Blomqvist, giving us not only a third striker but a magnificent header of the ball, who we could start playing up to. Then our gambling increased. Dwight Yorke went close with a header, Andy Cole tried scoring with an overhead kick, Denis and Gary Neville began pushing right up high, and I was sprinting to take goal kicks and bowling the ball out from hand as fast as I could. You could feel the dynamics of the game shifting. Those Bayern chances meant nothing because we accepted that giving chances away was the price to pay for the chances we were taking ourselves.

The first little crack in Bayern was Lothar Matthäus’s substitution. Matthäus will forever be criticised for coming off in that final, but he was thirty-eight and he was tired; you could see that on the pitch. We had exhausted him. But he was Bayern’s most vocal presence, the one who organised their defence, especially at set pieces. Removing him added to the chaos we created.

Ole Gunnar Solskjær came on for us, seriously annoyed. He was narked by the manager putting Teddy on first. Ole had thought, Twenty minutes to go and he’s making a substitution . . . those are my twenty minutes. Still, what I saw when I watched Ole run on to the field looked good for us. You could see purpose, a certain sharpness in his stride.

Ole worked Oliver Kahn with his very first touch, a header. Then Teddy could not quite wrap his foot around the shot when Ole set him up with a back heel. Yorkey had a couple of near misses, one after a pass from Gary Neville who, like Denis, was now more winger than full back, advanced impossibly high.

We understood precisely the risks and rewards of what we were doing. Get up there, get the ball flying around their area, and we had Yorkey, Ryan, Teddy and now Ole, with his incredible nose for being in the right place. If they headed it out, we had midfielders on the edge of their area who could fire the ball back towards their goal. The more we pushed up, the more they would be pushed back – meaning we could defend with fewer men and push up even further, a vicious circle for them. There was a psychological element. We knew we had created a reputation for late goals and that when we pushed at an opponent this would play on their minds. If they had a breakaway, fine. Come and shoot, I would think, because you’ll just be giving us back the ball. Does that sound crazy? I don’t know. But in risk mode, you can only allow yourself to think about positive outcomes.

 

Like us, Bayern came into the game trying to win a Treble. Their coach, Ottmar Hitzfeld, had outmanoeuvred us with Borussia Dortmund back in 1997. This time, Bayern were the only team we had faced all season and been unable to beat – drawing with them twice in the group stage. They were awkward to play against: good structure, well led. You looked at them in the tunnel: Matthäus, Stefan Effenberg, Mario Basler, Oli Kahn. Fantastic players. Then they lined up and it was in a way that was going to make things difficult for us: five in defence, four in midfield and only Carsten Jancker up front – a clever move by Hitzfeld, this back five and the midfield protection limiting space for Coley and Yorkey.

In the build-up, Fergie had kept things light. Our training session at the Nou Camp the previous evening was probably the most relaxed one we ever had. We did his favourite exercise, a possession game he called ‘boxes’, and he even took part himself, full of joking. The entire preparation was about keeping people happy and relaxed; we did very little tactical work and his team talk, made at the hotel in Sitges before we left for the stadium, was short. It was fifteen minutes of reinforcing our own strengths, telling us how proud he was, telling us this is the best trophy to win: go and win it.

Yet when you played for Fergie for a few years, you got to know all his little giveaways. I knew he was nowhere near as relaxed as he seemed. When he went around whistling and humming, in an apparently easy mood, that often meant he was nervous and covering it up. You almost preferred hearing him coming round the corner making his other sounds, the coughing and clearing his throat. Those were a sure sign he was agitated – but at least you knew where you stood.

There was a lot of whistling and humming and faked easiness around the hotel in Sitges. Watching him closely, I could see that, going into that final, he was probably more nervous than he had ever been for a game of football. The half-time speech about almost touching the trophy – that was about him as much as it was about us. He was in his thirteenth year at Manchester United, his twenty-fifth as a manager, and his ultimate ambition was to win the Champions League. With forty-five minutes to go, but 1–0 down, he had never been closer and yet further away.

Two questions were on our minds going into the game. The first concerned the pitch. It was the talk of the bus on the way back from practice at the Nou Camp. The surface was incredibly firm, gym-hall hard, the kind where you have to take extra care with your touches. How would it affect the game? The other question was: how would we play in midfield? With Roy Keane and Paul Scholes suspended, the manager had lined up with David Beckham and Nicky Butt in the middle in training, so you could guess what the plan might be. Ryan was disappointed. He was right to be.

When Fergie revealed the starting XI, it was indeed with a central midfield of Becks and Butty. Jesper Blomqvist was on the left and Ryan would have to play on the right. There are a couple of ways in which Fergie got a bit lucky in the final, and team selection is one. Ryan would have been better in the middle and David in his normal spot on the right. Although David played well in the centre, keeping going with that incredible work rate of his, Ryan would have done just as well there, and the biggest single problem we had in the match was that we had to do without David’s crosses.

Yorkey has called David the most underrated player, which given David’s fame might sound odd, but I know exactly what Dwight means. The quality of David’s delivery cannot be overstated. It was just remarkable. The game has never seen crossing like that, before or since. Anyone who regards David as just the pretty boy does not know their football.

Coley and Yorkey lived off David’s delivery and without it, plus the fact Ryan could not provide many crosses because he kept having to come inside, there was nothing for the strikers. Clever side that Bayern were, they kept forcing us through the middle, where they had packed the pitch. At set pieces and corners, initially they organised us off the park. They even incorporated the surface into their thinking: knowing back passes would bobble on the hard ground, they had Jancker following the ball in every time it came back to me. From the first whistle we seemed nervous and insecure everywhere, and then came their goal. Jancker bought a free kick and what happened next is the kind of thing you get blamed for by people who know nothing about goalkeeping. Most people, in other words.

The UEFA Pro Licence involves independent study on a topic of choice which you present to the group. I did my licence at St George’s Park and my topic was direct free kicks. There is a Danish system used for ball-tracking in golf called TrackMan which is moving into football and accumulating data on free kicks. I used that data for my study and found something fascinating, which is that, statistically speaking, the perfect free kick travels for precisely one second, no matter from where or with which technique it is struck. What does that mean for the goalkeeper? They have one second to do three things – react, move, save – and the bigger they can make their reaction time, the better they will be able to execute the other two. So, if you are taking a free kick, your principal thought should be ‘How do I limit their keeper’s reaction time? How do I stop them seeing the ball until late?’

I finished my Pro Licence presentation with the goal scored against me at the Nou Camp. Basler, from the edge of my box, and to the right of my goal, curled it low round the wall into the left corner of my net as I stood, flat-footed. I looked the fool – but I only looked the fool in old-school thinking. A goalkeeper can’t be beaten like that, blah blah. Ron Atkinson babbled on about it in the ITV commentary.

But what did Bayern do? This was before the rule change that now prevents the attacking team attaching players to the defensive wall. As Basler lined up his kick, Jancker strolled over to our wall, tailed by Jaap, and Markus Babbel shoved himself onto the end of the wall, shrugging off Butty’s attempts to jostle him away. From having the four-man wall I had asked for and carefully organised, suddenly there were four extra players around its edges, all affecting my view of the ball. Babbel blocked my sightline completely and I had to crouch and step to my right to see the ball. As I did so, Babbel spun and ducked, and Basler curled the ball exactly where I had originally stood. I did look silly, but it was a clever, coordinated free-kick routine – and that’s goalkeeping. So much is not about the big stuff like eye-catching saves, but about the little details like positioning or having your weight on the right foot. You accept certain things that come with the territory: such as, when you look bad you can look very bad. To the uneducated eye, at least.

Did Basler’s goal play on my mind? Not even for a second. Goals never did, nor mistakes – not during games. Analysing was for afterwards. In the moment, I was good at putting stuff out of my mind, and it’s a bit like my approach to living: what’s the point of dwelling on the past? Life must be lived moving forward – Kierkegaard had the right mindset for goalkeeping.

Long before half-time I was thinking, Let’s get this to the break and regroup. Bayern were shutting us out. Every part of our game was a struggle. It was clear we would have to change something, and at half-time, for the first time all week, Fergie bared his teeth. His speech about the beautiful trophy, the one we had strived our whole lives for, that we should take a good look at on our way back out because, the way we were playing, we weren’t going to get anywhere near touching – it hit home. Yet he did not make the tactical changes we needed and when his first substitution involved sending on Teddy not Ole, it seemed weird. Why wouldn’t you put on Ole in the situation we faced?

Whatever was in his mind, he got those substitutions right. One way of telling the story of the game would be that Fergie chose the wrong midfield, then changed everything, a little by accident, with his substitutions. But who cares what his intentions were? I don’t. If he had picked the perfect team and put on a tactical masterclass to beat Bayern 3–0, we wouldn’t have won the Treble the unforgettable way we did. And isn’t the way it worked for us a mirror of life: that nothing’s perfect, but by trial and error you can work it out?

 

How did we crack Bayern, then?

Everyone knows that it was Teddy who equalised, thirty-four seconds into stoppage time. But who won the corner, do you remember? We won a corner kick on the left thanks to one of our players overlapping and playing a left-footed cross from a left-winger’s position: who?

Nope.

Still no.

I’ll tell you. Gary Neville.

Our right full back, maybe our most obedient, least free-spirited player, Gary Neville – yes, Gary Neville – won a corner by popping up on the byeline, on the left wing. That is risk mode. It may be the only time in his whole career that Gary found himself with the ball by the left corner flag, but in risk mode you go where the game leads you. Gary had sprinted over to the left to launch one of his throw-ins into their box, then stayed out on the flank in case Bayern cleared and possession was recycled his way.

All Gary was thinking about was the positives. If Bayern had counterattacked and scored because he was so chronically out of position, it would have been game over and he would have been forever blamed. But risk mode involved not worrying about the chance of humiliation, and that is why, as David placed the ball on the corner-kick spot, I came charging all the way from my penalty box into theirs. I had a thing going with Fergie’s No 2s – first Brian Kidd, then Steve McClaren – where I would shout to the bench and they would indicate when ninety minutes were gone. I knew we were in stoppage time because Steve had already made the crossed-wrists sign. I knew it was now or never.

My final moments as a Manchester United player might easily have involved embarrassment. Imagine Bayern had cleared David’s corner, gone up our end and scored into an empty goal, with me stranded upfield. I would be the guy whose last act for United was conceding a comedy goal. But when I went up for that corner I had no consideration for anything except getting into their box and creating havoc – just havoc and confusion. Throughout, Bayern had been so well organised that even in those few situations where we could benefit from one of David’s deliveries – free kicks and corners – they had us under control, marked to a T. I wanted to break up that organisation. You’ve dealt with everything, but let’s see if you can deal with me.

Not ‘deal with me’ in the sense that I was likely to score. I mean, I did end my career with one of the better scoring records for a goalkeeper. I managed eleven goals for club and country. That is only one fewer than the career totals of Gary Neville and Jamie Carragher combined. In my very first year as a senior player with Gladsaxe-Hero I scored a goal, a header at a free kick, that made the difference in us avoiding relegation at the end of the season. I scored twice in one game in Denmark – both penalties – and had scored in Europe for Manchester United, versus Rotor Volgograd. But how often had it happened? Not very. Not compared to the number of times I went into the opposition box.

I did not go into Bayern’s box with the idea of scoring or being the hero. I was just trying to throw something different into the mix for Bayern to cope with. David was even waiting for me; he knew I was coming up, the whole team did. Trying my luck in the opposition area, late on as we chased a goal, was simply part of my game, part of our game. It was just another risk-mode ploy, an extra button to press, a different play to enter into the equation.

When the corner came in, I made for the area where David was always most likely to land it. I am not the greatest header of the ball, my instinctive timing is to arrive underneath it so I can reach my hands up and claim it. Pretty much every header I ever connected with, I mistimed. And so it was at that corner. Play the video and you will see I made a wonderful leap . . . wonderful if the requirement had been to catch the ball. I got completely under it, making faint contact with the top of my head, but that did not matter. What mattered was the chaos I created.

Three Bayern players tried to challenge me: Babbel, Jens Jeremies and Thomas Linke. All their orderly and disciplined marking went out of the window as three Germans were sucked towards the big, blond, green-shirted figure who, so illogically, was invading their box. Three men challenging me meant three of our players would be left free and one was Yorkey. He mistimed an attempt to play the ball back across the goalmouth and Michael Tarnat cleared but, off balance, he made a skewed connection. From the edge of the box Ryan miscued his shot. It pinballed to Teddy – another who Bayern left unmarked – and Teddy scuffed it in.

So, what we had was one good corner kick, one mistimed goalie’s header, Yorkey off balance, Tarnat off balance, a crappy shot, then a scruffy finish. Add all that up and it amounts to one thing: chaos. Chaos is what risk mode is about creating. Bayern were devasted. You saw it all over their faces. I remember Becks, after his red card in the 1998 World Cup, saying to the press, ‘It’s only football; it’s not the most important thing in life.’ Well, David was a young man then and I think he was very wrong.

Because if you are any kind of winner, when you are in the thick of competing for something, football is the most important thing in your life; it has to be, you have to make it that way. In Fergie’s post-match interview at the Nou Camp he says that claiming the trophy is the greatest moment of his life. Fergie, who has three sons and several grandchildren. When things go the other way, therefore, it is the opposite – you feel it is the worst moment of your life and there is nothing, absolutely nothing, to comfort you. That is what Bayern were suddenly facing, the possibility that, having been in control the whole final, having hit the post and bar, they might suddenly throw it all away. We saw men in a daze.

Once in risk mode, you do not hit the off button. You stay with it until the job is done. You could liken us to hunters: when we got the smell of blood, we just moved on and on and on and on until we killed. There was no thought of sitting back and waiting for extra time. Ole won another corner and trotted into their box. David delivered again and the chaos we created for the first goal still had Bayern gripped. They were all over the place. Tarnat was on the post but standing up, leaning on it, like a man waiting for a bus – what was that about? They allowed Teddy a clean header and Ole’s golden leg did the rest. Kahn did not even react to the ball going into his net. He looked still in shock from the first goal.

My first instinct was to charge upfield again and join the celebrations, but I stopped myself. If I ran all the way there, I would have to sprint all the way back and suddenly we were only seconds away from winning the Champions League. Manchester United did not need their goalkeeper with his pulse going at 180 if there was one last attack to defend. Instead, following a random impulse, I did a flip-flop, famously caught on TV when, through a miracle of good judgement, the broadcast director cut to me, but as soon as that was over my stomach was in knots.

From the moment I got back to my box after Teddy equalised, I had been more nervous than ever in my life. I was thinking, It’s extra time, golden goal. I cannot be the one to make a mistake and give it away. I had been taking deep breaths and still trying to compose myself when Ole scored. Nerves, in matches, were very unusual for me, but this was terrifying. And now, at 2–1, with a few seconds still to play as Bayern prepared to take their kick-off, I had all these nasty thoughts: Don’t shoot, Christ don’t shoot, I’m in no state to save the ball. Those few seconds felt like hours. Then Pierluigi Collina blew. Bloody hell. What had just happened?

What just happened?

Then came a second feeling. Yeah . . . but what did people expect? We are Manchester United. Coming back when all seems lost: this is who we are, this is what we do.

We had arrived in Barcelona on an unbeaten run that stretched back to December, bouncing from challenge to challenge and overcoming it, a game every 4.6 days. We had been doing this stuff since that Sheffield Wednesday match in ’93.

‘They never give in. That’s what won it,’ said the manager in his flash interview, following his immortal line of ‘Football, bloody hell!’

The other thing he said was in response to ITV’s reporter, Gary Newbon, who praised him for throwing me forward for the corner where we equalised. ‘I didn’t send him. He went up on his own. But anyway . . .’ Fergie replied.

What happened at the Nou Camp, of course, was beyond scriptable. Yet when it did happen, it felt so fitting: the perfect way to win, given our journey to that point. In the run-up to the final there had been this thought I could not shake out of my head, that we would be playing on 26 May, on what would have been Sir Matt Busby’s ninetieth birthday. Before he died in 1994, I got to know the great man and understand how much living to see Manchester United reclaim the English title meant to him. Reconquering Europe, against a team from Munich, on Sir Matt’s ninetieth birthday, felt so perfectly fitting too.

Me? The last bit of handling I did as Manchester United’s goalkeeper involved receiving the European Cup from Lennart Johansson and – with Fergie holding the other ear – raising that big, old, beautiful trophy to the sky. Roy’s suspension meant that ever since the semi-final against Juventus five weeks earlier, I had known I would be captain and that triumphal moment was a possibility. But never once had I tried to imagine it. Building up to the game, I had not allowed myself a single thought along the lines of My last United game, how will the journey finish? What will this final involve for me?

That is not how our minds worked in that remarkable team. What happened after Collina’s whistle? What was touching the trophy actually like? What was in my mind when I sprinted over to jump on Teddy, when I lifted Raimond van der Gouw in the air, as we goofed about before the presentation? Honestly – I have no idea.

I am blank. Sometimes elite sport is described as like being in a pressure cooker – well, you know what happens when you take the lid off a pressure cooker, all the steam escapes. There is nothing left. My memories of what happened after full time are not my own; all of them are recreated from other people’s photographs and stories, from the TV footage, the newspaper articles and well-known anecdotes. Even the victory party in the Hotel Arts Barcelona that night is something of which I only have vague, vague memories. Except for one thing: Fergie and Martin Edwards scrambling to get me to sign a new contract and stay.

That is a story for later.

 

There is one thing I do have clear recall of from the period in between the full-time whistle and leaving the Nou Camp, disbelieving and elated, on the team bus. And that is my son, Kasper, and Teddy’s son, Charlie, just materialising in our dressing room.

Kasper was supposed to leave the stadium with his sister and mother on one of the official buses. That is how they do things at big UEFA and FIFA games: details like transport for those with special tickets, like players’ family members, are organised with military precision. You arrive and depart on a specific bus, where you have a specific seat allocated to you, which leaves at a specific time, from a specific place and goes to a specific destination. This was the era just before mobile phones became commonplace and so while having our boys turn up and join the dressing-room celebrations was absolutely special, unexpected and unforgettable for me and Teddy, it was also a bit of a worry.

These boys were not on their bus: did their mothers know where they were? How could we even contact them to say they were safe?

We grabbed some club officials, who relayed the message on and on and on until word finally got to their mums. We sorted a lift for the boys to get back to their hotel. Only later did we ask the biggest question of all: how on earth did they even get to the dressing room in the first place?

This was a stadium of 90,000. There was pandemonium. There were also very strict UEFA rules which meant that different parts of the Nou Camp were considered different ‘zones’ and to get into each specific zone you needed specific accreditation. Kasper didn’t speak Spanish and nor did Charlie. They had no money. Yet the lads blagged their way through checkpoint after checkpoint after checkpoint – until they reached the dressing room.

They could have been two boys from anywhere, but then again maybe not. Because have you ever seen them? Apparently, with every security guard they met, they simply pointed to their faces and said, ‘Look, my father is Teddy Sheringham, look, look, my father is Peter Schmeichel.’
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The wild boy

I was quite an unruly boy; born on the wild side, you might say. I was never a fighter, never a vandal or thief. I did not break laws. I was just wild. By the age of fourteen, I had been to a few schools.

I needed outlets for my energy and ways to express the independent spirit that adults sometimes found difficult to control. If another kid could do some physical feat that I had never attempted before, I made sure I could do it too, only better. I threw myself into any challenge.

In Høje-Gladsaxe, where I spent most of my childhood, behind our block of flats were some small man-made hills. In winter, they were brilliant for daredevil sledging, full of holes and craters that the snow would cover. At other times of year the challenge was to climb one of the mounds, take a run-up on the flat ground at the top and launch yourself off the edge to see how far you could jump. You did not know what you were landing in and cuts, scrapes and bruises were inevitable. Of course, the lunatic who could always jump the furthest was me.

There was a little playground for my block and the block next to it, which parents from the apartments had helped build using telegraph poles. It had swings, climbing castles and monkey bars, and I could do all sorts of crazy stunts. I would sprint and jump onto something or leap off from any height, no matter the risk. Deep inside, I know being that boy led to what I became, because the control I had over my body and my physicality, the balance and assertive bravery I possessed as a goalkeeper, it all came from there. But I was hard to handle and my mother might have welcomed me being a little less boisterous and reckless. Parents’ evening was not her favourite date in the diary.

That started from when I was six. I never went to kindergarten, so my first taste of anything like organised learning and play was pre-school. Halfway through the first grade the teachers called my mother in and asked if she could enrol me somewhere else. I was too restless, too untamed, too cheeky. My mum found a nice way to tell them to go **** themselves.

She did move me, by the way. But that was because she thought the teachers were no good.

If I am like my father in looks, in character I am most like her. Think about the girl who ignored the rules and just hopped aboard that boat to Poland; who boldly strode up to a stranger to score a theatre ticket. The independent spirit, the willingness to follow instincts wherever they might lead: that is her, and that is me. She is the kind of lady who would say, ‘I need a break,’ jump on her bike and not stop cycling until she felt like stopping. Once she kept going all the way – 120 kilometres – across the breadth of Zealand. She is tough and headstrong, but considerate and a brilliant mother. She tells me that as a child she was on the wild side too.

At the State University Hospital she was not just any nurse; she was a nurse in a children’s cancer unit, in charge of four wards, and the work could be harrowing. The staff needed to be not just caring but brave. She looked after terminally ill kids and coped with their loss, and two of the children she watched pass away were from families in our social circle. Big heart, tough core: that’s Mum.

The self-reliance that was another quality which helped in my career was forged early in childhood. Our family were outliers, and not just because we were one of the very few in the estate to be mixed in nationality and culture. My parents’ working patterns made home life unconventional. My mum’s shifts were in the evenings, seven days on and seven days off. My dad’s gigs were in the evenings and at night. From a very young age, us kids were left in the flat to look after ourselves, with a neighbour looking in to check all was okay.

I would have been four years old, five at most, when this routine began. My older sister was six or seven, my middle sister two or three. Mum left for her shift at four o’clock and Dad fed us before leaving for Tivoli at six. We were then alone. We would play for a couple of hours, then take ourselves to bed. In our block were neighbours with children of similar age and the spirit was that everyone looked out for each other. It was a safe place. These were the early to mid 1970s, the hippy era, when living in bigger groups was a social aspiration – and if the manner in which we were left to fend for ourselves seems wrong by modern standards, it was in keeping with the ideas of the time.

My very early years had been in Buddinge, a suburb in north-west Copenhagen. We moved to Høje-Gladsaxe when I was seven. Høje-Gladsaxe is all concrete, glass and landscaped greenery and was one of the largest housing projects in Denmark. It was regarded as an attractive place to live in the late 1960s and a little more expensive than other estates. It comprised five wide tower blocks of fifteen floors, two eight-storey buildings and ten three-storey buildings. We lived in one of those small three-floor blocks and these sat behind the high rises, with green space, including football pitches, in between.

I crossed the pitches to get to school. Then the development grew, the planners built another school and my whole class relocated there. I was restless in class but happy in general, comfortable among kids I had grown up with. When we moved again, this time to new-build housing in Smørumnedre, another 20 kilometres out of town, it set me back. My parents had a dream of living in a house and my sisters and I liked the idea of having our very own garden, so our move was a dream for everyone . . . that didn’t work out for anyone. None of us settled. My parents were caught up in the financials – the value of our house decreased and their mortgage interest was something incredible, like 19 per cent. They were trapped and we were stuck.

It was a disaster, schools-wise. We were part of a large influx of families to the area and there was a new school, far bigger than my old place in Høje-Gladsaxe. So many kids. There were twenty-eight in my class and eight classes in my year, and we were children arriving from all parts of Copenhagen, all fighting for position in the pecking order. I learned nothing. There was so much noise, so much fighting and disruption, and the teachers gave up on many of the kids – while the kids’ mentality was sod the teachers, sod homework, sod rules. I fell in with that and was virtually kicked out after an argument with a religious studies tutor. I made no real friends and played up to my personality, trying to be one of the loud ones, one of the dominating guys. That was my seventh and eighth grade: a waste.

Conventional school was just not for me: sitting still, learning things slowly and repetitively. I prefer to go by instinct, and after the school in Smørumnedre I was at a crossroads. My older sister, Kathrine, got involved. She had heard about a school run by the state which headhunted outstanding teachers and tasked them with developing new materials to roll out across the Danish curriculum. It was called Statens Paedagogiske Forsogscenter (SPF), which translates as the National Innovative Centre for Education, and it was in Islev, west of Copenhagen city centre, about 15 kilometres away. My mother was keen; the drawback was I would have to redo eighth grade there, but we had some long heart-to-hearts, I applied and I got in.

This was 1978. I was fourteen and a half. Every summer my mum took my sisters and me on holiday to Thisted, to stay for two weeks with her parents and for one week with her aunt. It was a long drive to the north of Denmark and we borrowed the old van my father used to ferry his instruments and equipment to gigs. There was always competition to sit at the front beside Mum. In the back, there were no windows or seats, just mattresses we slung down to perch on for the whole long journey.

Ten days before our annual trip I woke with a terrible pain that spread from my hip to my thigh and down the right side of my leg. It was so powerful. My mother gave me some tablets and it briefly disappeared, but then it returned with full force. The pain would come in waves, sometimes with a few hours between them, sometimes just an hour, sometimes only twenty minutes. The waves were relentless. I had never experienced such agony before, nor have I experienced it since.

Mum took me to A&E, where I had blood tests and X-rays, but the doctors found nothing. I was back at A&E the day before our holiday, the pain absolutely excruciating – but still the medics could not pinpoint anything wrong. They said it was okay for me to travel, but the five-hour drive to Thisted was unbearable. I lay on a mattress, the soreness intensifying. I felt no better once we got there and spent days lying on a sofa, barely able to move. When I needed to get up and go to the toilet I had to use my aunt’s old walking stick.

Three times, my mother called doctors out to see me. On each occasion they recommended I should go to hospital, but I refused: there was no way I wanted to be stuck there. Then on the last day of the holiday something crazy happened: all my discomfort just disappeared. I was outside my aunt’s house, playing a ball game we called ‘kerby’ with the other kids. I was so elated. I don’t think I had been so happy in my life to that point.

Back in Copenhagen, we kept an appointment for me to be checked out at hospital that had been made before our trip. The pain had not come back – weirdly, it never did – but this seemed the sensible thing to do. We were there for six hours. They took blood tests which had to be examined in the lab and looked at by specialists. Finally a doctor delivered the bad news. I had an extremely serious infection somewhere. My levels of a certain indicator were a crazy number like 120 or 130, whereas in a healthy body they would be between two and eight.

I was placed in a hospital bed and ordered to lie there, as still as possible, in case moving helped the infection spread. In the meantime they would try and determine exactly where the infection was. I was kept like that for two and a half weeks, while staff tried different investigations and antibiotics without success. I was more miserable than I had ever been in my life to that point.

For my mother it was hell. Years of nursing children with cancer had given her some frightening ideas about what my problem might be. Finally, the doctors decided on an operation. They bored right through the bone into the centre of my hip and took a sample – which told them that the source of the infection was right there. Antibiotics were prescribed, but they had to be given by injecting me, three times a day, with an enormous needle. The pain when the needle plunged into my muscle was beyond description.

During the op, they had also inserted a drain to collect and pump away the pus, but the procedure was not done properly. The drain was misaligned, meaning the poison stayed there, bubbling up over its sides. One day a doctor came in and was furious with his colleagues’ handiwork; he took out a pair of scissors and cut my skin open and all the pus came gushing out.

Two weeks later, I was allowed home on crutches. I was forbidden to put any weight on my leg for fear the hip bone might crumble and collapse because of the hole from the operation. But there had been eight weeks of this nightmare; I’d had enough. I was nearly fifteen; I was supposed to be a big, strong football player. I could walk normally – nobody needs to know I have crutches, I thought. The day after getting home, I decided to go to the youth club and hobbled on my sticks all the way there, a distance of one kilometre. I hung out with my pals and milked the attention, before hobbling back. The next morning, I woke, completely drained, with red spots all over me and a fever of 40 degrees. A combination of no exercise in almost two months and the pills I was on had knocked me over.

I was taken straight back to hospital and they wanted to keep me in again, but I couldn’t face that. What saved me was my mum being a nurse. She promised to look after me using her professional skills and the doctors said okay. They also changed my meds: it turned out I had an intolerance to the first ones. It took me six more months – through to February – to be completely better, and I wasn’t able to play football the entire time. When I think back now, I guess it was as close as I came to an injury or physical problem robbing me of my career: until it healed fully, the fragile hip could have gone.

Not that I saw the big picture back then. I just hated my crutches. And I would have to start my new school late and, for the first few weeks, hobble in like some weedy guy on them.

 

My new school was incredible. The lessons were different. It wasn’t quite, ‘Hey, let’s sit outside among the flowers all day,’ but the educational methods were experimental. The teaching was fresh, the classes were small and the teachers cared about the pupils. My tutor, Ib O. Petersen, was also the headmaster and he taught general education – about how society works. He understood me straight away. He saw this boy who, yes, had an untamed nature but who also showed promise in many things, like maths, music, drama. What this boy was not good at was listening. So he got through to me. At football, I was starring for my Gladsaxe-Hero boys’ team, and the Danish newspaper Politiken had a comprehensive Monday sports section which printed every result from the Copenhagen area, right the way down to the smallest kids’ games. Every Monday morning, Mr Petersen would wait for me at the school gates, say good morning and make some comment about our result. It forged a connection. For a kid of my type, he had found the ideal bit of psychology to deploy. I felt responsible to him. I felt, I’m not going to let this guy down.

I began to love school. Every Wednesday you pursued an optional subject. I was in a small group who loved music and theatre. Wednesday mornings, we practised music and Wednesday afternoons we did drama, and in the evenings the school opened to the general public for various night classes and we persuaded it to keep the theatre open so we could effectively spend the entire day – from 9 a.m. to 10 p.m. – creating or rehearsing shows. My role was usually that of music director, and in one of our productions I used a melody my father had composed. When we performed the play for our parents, he was so very proud.

Early in my time at SPF, we had an exchange programme with a school in Milton Keynes called Stantonbury Campus. I loved Milton Keynes. It was not too different from the planned, concrete villages I had lived in and, most important, it was in England. It’s weird, but from an early age I always felt a connection to Britain. Denmark imported a lot of BBC and ITV shows and they were my favourite television: Fawlty Towers, Monty Python, Not the Nine O’Clock News, Benny Hill, Tommy Cooper, the David Attenborough nature documentaries.

I stayed with this brilliant family in Milton Keynes. It pains me that I cannot remember their names, because I have thought about them a million times. I think the boy might have been called Mike. He was cool. One of my first conversations, around their dinner table, was about football. Who do you support? Manchester United. It became a theme; to them it was fascinating that this kid from Denmark had such an obsession with all things Old Trafford. I loved rock and pop – Supertramp, Dire Straits, Toto, Led Zeppelin, ABBA – and one day all the kids on exchange were scheduled to go to London, with the highlight being a trip to HMV on Oxford Street. It was all we had talked about for months and I had been as excited as anyone about visiting the store, but my biggest obsession was getting my hands on a Manchester United jersey. My host family, bless them, drove me to a sports shop in Northampton so I could buy my shirt.

They were lovely folk. They took me to a pub and to visit the castle in Nottingham, where I went to a market for the first time. I bought a trick deck of cards, a Manchester United scarf and a mirror with the Manchester United crest on, which went up over my bed at home. The idea that England was where I wanted to be just got multiplied after that exchange.

 

Football was my anchor. It gave a shape and focus to my pre-adult years that school only belatedly did. On the pitches of Høje-Gladsaxe there was a sports club of the same name and a number of my classmates began playing for its boys’ football team, with their parents getting involved in the organisation. I went to a training session and the coach, a guy called Sven-Erik, watched me for a couple of minutes and said, ‘Try going in goal.’ It was immediately clear that I was a natural. We played in full-sized goals, but I was tall, agile and brave as hell. There were no linesmen, so you just shouted, ‘Offside!’ and I proved a natural at winning those decisions too. I didn’t have a clue about the rule – but I did have a very loud voice.

My first proper match was in a tournament on a pitch in front of my apartment, on 7 August 1972. I know the date because my mum was getting ready to go to hospital for the birth of my youngest sister, Hanne, who arrived the next day. Mum packed her overnight bag while looking out of our window, watching me play. At the end of the tournament, a few of the parents began telling me how talented I was. Some even said, ‘You’ll play for Denmark one day.’ Before long, giving me a lift home in his car after a school game, a teacher told me the same thing and I was quite prepared to believe all the compliments.

The example my dad set was that you should strive to be the best and expect it of yourself. He felt he was the best pianist around: while he never made that claim explicitly, it was implied when he talked about all his competitors. The way he saw it, they were rubbish compared to him. So, I grew up in an environment where to be the best was important and it became a driver in my football career.

Another was a feeling of being accountable to those who told me I would go far. Because of their faith, I should therefore look after my talent and make the most of it, I believed: otherwise, I would be letting people down. That sense of obligation followed me every day for the rest of my career, as did the sense that I was special. As a kid I felt the other boys would never score: Come on, shoot – I’ll save it. And I felt that every day until I finished playing.

I threw myself into becoming a footballer. Høje-Gladsaxe were a new club, starting in the bottom division, and the level was too easy. In our first season we won every game, scoring 267 goals, thrashing opponents 35–0 while I stood against a post watching the fun. How many did we concede that season? Seven. Disappointing, hey? In one game, the opposition coach just walked off rather than stay to the end of the hammering. ‘Sorry, boys, I’m going home for dinner,’ he said. Another time, one of the opposition was playing in wellies.

A bigger club played on the other side of the tower blocks. They were called Hero and after two and a half years with Høje-Gladsaxe, where we never lost a game, Hero invited me and my best pal, Peter – Peter K. Nielsen – to join them. People from our area remember Peter for two things. One, he was the only black kid where we lived, and two, he was both a football and handball player of jaw-dropping talent. He idolised Pelé and he was my first real friend and my best friend. I often slept at his place. He lived with adoptive parents in a nice house with a garden on the edge of the estate, and we shared a lot of our youth together.

Peter’s story is both sad and beautiful. National team footballers of my generation ask after Peter. He was a left-footed midfield player and his talent was widely renowned, but he went off the rails after his adoptive parents divorced and he moved with his dad to one of the tower blocks, then somewhere else, from where it became complicated for him to get to training. He dropped out of football but stuck with handball and was beginning to break into the best team in Denmark when he started getting involved in serious trouble. Soft drugs, car theft, petty crime. He spent time in prison, he met a girl called Ae. They had a daughter, Tatiana. One New Year’s Eve, Ae fell backwards, hit her head on a kerb and died, leaving Peter to look after this tiny girl. He made a decision: to put Tatiana’s life before his own – and the pair of them made it. It was never easy for them. Peter had to take menial jobs, educate himself and stay out of trouble – but he now works as a security consultant, while Tatiana grew up to be a wonderful young woman.

I played handball too and, in winter, indoor football. I loved that game. In Denmark, it is popular. You play four v four, shooting into a handball goal, but can only defend with two players and the goalkeeper. One of your players must stay in the opposition half. It means that you always defend a man down and the keeper must organise the players in front of him tactically and look to throw quickly to the man upfield to counterattack.

This helped develop my style in the outdoor game. Handball shaped it as well. In handball, nobody except the keeper can step inside a semicircle in front of the goal, but outfielders are allowed to be in the air inside that zone as long as they release the ball before they land. So, you defend that goalmouth using your presence. If an attacker jumps into the zone, they might be three metres in the air and with just a slight turn of their wrist can throw the ball either way, at speeds up to 100 mph. The keeper has very little control. The only thing you can really do is try and trick the attacker into putting the ball where you want it to go, and you learn to do that by making your own movements first, to trigger their throw. It is all about being proactive and you save with any part of the body that you can. There are also rules to stop time-wasting, so when you are in possession it is about mounting fast attacks and you rehearse running certain patterns for when you break. The keeper is a real playmaker.

We practised so that as soon as the opposition took a shot, my wingers would start running and I would catch and immediately throw the ball to one of them. So many of our goals were scored on the counter, and the guys on the handball team were basically the same as the guys on the football team. That handball style of play naturally filtered into our footballing game. I played both indoor football and handball almost up until I turned pro with Brøndby.

Hero had an excellent team. As well as Peter and me, there was Lars Schöne, whose son Lasse would play for Genoa and with Kasper for the Danish national team. Lars was a big talent too and the first of us to graduate to the Danish top flight. I have mentioned the national cup semi-final we played against KB and their star player, Michael Laudrup. Torben Piechnik was also in their side. In the game, we were winning 2–0 when our player who had been man-marking Michael got injured. After he went off, Michael scored twice to force a replay, which KB won.

Following a merger, Hero became Gladsaxe-Hero. The club belonged to the Zealand football association and we won its youth championship, the YKS League, my first significant honour – I was sixteen. The club’s senior side were in the Danish third division and were relegated to the Danish National League with five games to go in the 1980 season. Its new coach, Svend Aage Hansen, decided on a clear-out and to promote seven players from our youth side – but not me, at least not for the first match. This was despite telling me I had a big future. Although he promoted me for the game after that, for years the humiliation gnawed at me, until I finally asked, ‘Why on earth did you not pick me that first game?’ He explained the opposition were the side who had run away with the title and he hadn’t wanted to expose me to a potential hammering on my debut. When I did make it, I got Man of the Match, so perhaps he knew a thing or two. He became my father-in-law: Bente, my first wife, was his daughter.

Svend Aage managed us for two seasons. A team-mate was Christian Andersen, a classy defender who had played in Belgium and was now thirty-six and winding down his playing career while taking over his father’s business. He was a great influence and with him playing in front of me, I could learn from someone who really knew the game. My best performance for Gladsaxe-Hero was a relegation-decider on a miserable day and I was flying left, right and centre, saving everything. We won 2–1 and when I meet with Christian now, he still says, ‘Bloody hell, what about that game?’ Our winner came when I saved a penalty, gathered the ball and threw it up the left wing to the eventual scorer – who was a mate from my handball team. An absolute handball goal.

I played two full seasons in the first team. Svend Aage had contacts at Hvidovre, a club with a record for developing young talent, and spoke to Jørgen Henriksen, their goalkeeping coach. He started scouting me. Jørgen had played in Holland with his best friend, John Steen Olsen, and when they returned to Denmark both opened shops on the same street in Copenhagen, next-door-but-one to each other. Jørgen’s was a fashion boutique, while John Steen’s was a sports shop. They were quite a duo. After watching me for a while, Jørgen invited me to meet him at John Steen’s shop and I sat in the back room waiting for him. I looked at a massive photo on the wall and it was of John Steen scoring an overhead kick – against Jørgen.

John Steen became Ajax’s Scandinavian scout, discovering, among others, Zlatan Ibrahimović. Jørgen, I guess, can say he found me. When he arrived at the back of the shop, he said he liked what he had seen of me and I had to sign for Hvidovre. He fixed up a meeting with their board, who had a contract ready for me, and that was that: I became a Danish top-flight player. Jørgen would be my goalkeeping mentor for the rest of my career, and by a lovely coincidence he lives 400 yards away from me now. When Denmark play at home, the national team are based in our vicinity and he, John Steen and I meet up to go and watch training.

 

I had a connection with Jørgen immediately. He believed in me from day one and coached me in precisely the way that fitted my personality: he was original, unconventional and positive in his thinking. I went straight into Hvidovre’s first team and in my debut was full of confidence, making my saves, coming for crosses with total self-belief. The headlines were along the lines of ‘who is this guy?’

My second game wasn’t so good. It was a four o’clock kick-off against Aarhus and the sun shone straight down the field into my eyes, so I wore a cap. Aarhus played a ball over the top and as I ran out to meet it, the wind whipped the cap off my head. I reached for it instinctively. That split second was enough to make me mistime everything. The ball went past me, past the leg I flicked out in one last desperate attempt to knock it away, and this little shit of a striker ran round me and just rolled it into our goal. Seriously embarrassing. The next set of headlines was ‘who the **** is this guy?’ That little shit of a striker is one of my best friends today: Tommy Christensen, who played for Leicester and Portsmouth and ended up as my team-mate at Brøndby.

After that mishap I calmed down and played better and better. I became a star of the team. However, at the end of our second season we were relegated. We were all part-timers and my job in the real world, at that point, involved selling adverts for a local newspaper. One of my customers owned a small supermarket. He called and asked me to come and meet him, and when I arrived, another guy was there – a member of the Brøndby board. This guy said, ‘We want you, can we do something?’

The trouble was that just one week previously, I had signed a piece of paper promising I would stay with Hvidovre. I could have forced the issue and ignored it, because in my actual contract there was a clause saying I could leave if we were ever relegated. Brøndby was the biggest opportunity going – Denmark’s only fully professional team and runners-up in the league that year. I went to see John Steen Olsen, who was Hvidovre’s chairman then. I said to him that this was a big, big opportunity and I really wanted to take it. He said he would not stop me but that he was very disappointed: I had put a promise in writing and Hvidovre needed me in order to try and get immediate repromotion. I thought about things and turned Brøndby down. I had to keep my word. I would like to think I am a person who always does.

Maybe it was another of the several decisions I have taken in my life that were a little unusual, but the independent spirit has served me well. I think back to how I was at fifteen, when I started with Gladsaxe-Hero and was in my first year at the National Innovative Centre for Education. To get there for lessons, I had to be on a bus at 6.56 a.m. in order to catch a train, ride three stops and jump on another bus. An hour’s journey. It was an hour’s journey back. And Gladsaxe-Hero was an hour in another direction.

I trained three nights a week and every time faced a choice – do I go home










Acknowledgements

 

 

One is the child of one hundred: 100 hours of conversations with Jonathan Northcroft about my life and career, which began at the end of March 2020. The book became our lockdown project. It brought enjoyment and shape to those very strange weeks when life as the world had known it stopped in the first wave of the coronavirus pandemic. Jonathan and I spoke almost daily during that period: me from my house in Denmark and he from his home in Leicester. So the first person to thank, I guess, is the guy who invented Zoom. 

From those many chats, we were able to shape the outline of this book and we continued to flesh it out and refine the story over the ensuing twelve months. Jonathan’s patience, empathy, research skills and quality writing made him the ideal collaborator. I remember being at a Pink concert when she introduced the director of music and said, ‘He makes all this **** sound good.’ As I said to Jonathan – ‘that’s you.’

Thanks, Jonathan, not only for One, but for two decades of great friendship and working relationship.  Thanks to Roddy Bloomfield, for his masterful editing, assisted by Tim Waller, Phil Shaw and Morgan Springett. Thank you to Jamie Hodder-Williams, for believing in this project so passionately, and to Kim Hundevadt and his team at JP/Politikens Forlag, for their work on the Danish version of my story. 

To Melissa Chappell – none of this would have been possible without you. With your energy, wisdom, sharp humour and patience you keep me pointing in the right direction and organised. Thanks for that and for pushing me to stop talking about this book and finally write it. I’ve had some pretty good managers in my time, and Mel is one. Thank you also to Ross Connolly, Kerr McRae, Cliff Butler, Walter Di Gregorio and Andreas Houmann – for the time you spent, help you offered and parts you played in getting One to this stage.

 I am indebted to Eric Cantona, for nearly thirty years of friendship, for helping us all realise our dreams on the pitch at Manchester United – and for so generously taking time out from the many passions and activities in his life to write an inimitable Foreword. Thank you to my mother, for having to undergo my interrogations and my insistence on ripping up the past, if I can put it that way. And, of course, to Kasper and Cecilie.  

Finally, to Laura: thank you. Thank you for your patience and your proofreading, for your advice, for listening and – for everything. 



OPF/toc.xhtml


  One - My Autobiography



  



  



			Cover



			About the Authors



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Foreword by Eric Cantona



			Preface



			1 Risk mode



			2 Tolek the spy



			3 Old Trafford at last



			4 Mr Hectic



			5 Champions



			6 Double, then zero



			7 Eric and Selhurst, me and Ian Wright



			8 The long, mistaken leaving of Manchester United



			9 Treble



			10 The wild boy



			11 Brøndby



			12 Euro 92



			13 Denmark



			14 Portugal



			15 Had better days



			16 Three bad endings



			17 Life after football



			18 So, I tried to buy Brøndby



			19 Goalkeeping is not about saving



			20 Kasper and Cecilie



			21 Legacy



			Epilogue: One good ending



			Acknowledgements



			Picture Acknowledgements



			Picture Section 1



			Picture Section 2











  



OPF/cover.jpg
OBIQGRAPHY

/
; g
j
.2
Yl
)
'
¥
;
¢
>

.=
MY AU





