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			1

			Football, Football, Football

			I didn’t choose football. Football chose me. There was a oneness with the ball, an understanding between two old friends, that lifted me out of my shyness as a child. I was never more creative than when I crossed the white line and stepped on the pitch. As soon as the ball dropped to my feet, I had it under my spell. I knew how to manipulate it. How to control it. How to feel it. The ball was like another part of my anatomy. It was pointless trying to prise us apart. I even had a red ball that went to bed with me when I was really young.

			I was eight when my dad Derek took me to a packed White Hart Lane to watch Tottenham play Liverpool. I remember sitting on the barrier at the front, Dad lifting me up and holding me in position. Looking back, it was pretty dangerous. But I was hooked, a complete and utter football obsessive. I watched in awe when I saw the stars on television. Celtic became my Scottish team when I watched them beat Internazionale in the 1967 European Cup final, and I adored George Best, Manchester United’s brilliant snake-hipped winger. It was always an event when United or Liverpool came down to London. Football has always occupied a special place in my heart.

			Luckily Dad spent countless hours with me in the park behind our house in Harlow, just kicking a ball around, and I have a memory of people stopping to watch and talking to him about this little five-year-old boy who was making it look easy. It just came naturally to me, and although Dad was a good amateur footballer, he would tell me that I was better than him by the time I was eight. ‘You could use both feet,’ he said, explaining that there was nothing he could teach me about technique. No point wasting time trying to tell me where to put my opposite foot or how to improve my balance.

			I appreciated that from Dad, who was at Stoke City when he was 17 and then at Brentford. He had no interest in bothering the coaches in all the years I was at Tottenham. ‘They know what they’re doing,’ he’d say. ‘They’re professionals.’ It was different to the other parents, who would be really busy and say, ‘My son plays in this position.’ My parents stood back. They wouldn’t speak up and I wouldn’t ask them for anything. The only thing that mattered was playing football. Poor Dad. He’d come home from a hard day’s work and I’d scoff my dinner down before waiting for him, ball under my arm and one eye on the clock.

			Sometimes he had to leave me crying in that park. I was always trying to carve out a bit more time. I refused to come in if there was a bit more light in the summer, forcing Dad to hide behind some bushes and pretend that he was going to leave me behind. It was only when I panicked, thinking that he actually had gone, that I went after him.

			In all those hours, though, he never coached me. He just offered encouragement, and it was the same with his brother, Uncle Dave, who lived with us. A bit of a flash teenager by his own admission, Dave was an outstanding goalkeeper and spent a year at Tottenham as a schoolboy. He was nine years older than me, more of a brother than an uncle, and he spent hours between these two trees in the park, leaping around and trying to stop my shots.

			That was my upbringing: football, football, football. School was a nuisance as far as I was concerned and if I wasn’t in the park with Dad and Uncle Dave, I was making up games in the garden. I had my own little stadium long before I pulled on Tottenham’s colours and stepped out at White Hart Lane. My imagination was incredible for a young kid. I had a picture in my head. It came to me naturally. I threw a ball against our neighbours’ wall, which must have driven them mad, and when it came down I could visualise a defender, whether it was a family member or a player I had seen on television. I didn’t know what I was doing or how it was happening, but I could almost see these defenders trying to tackle me and a goalkeeper trying to save my shots.

			It was something I took into my professional career. When I lined up a free-kick like the one I scored for Tottenham in our FA Cup semi-final against Wolves in 1981, it was me, the goalkeeper and the goalposts. Everything else faded away: the crowd, my team-mates, the wall. I had this eerie ability to visualise. I loved George Best, even though Jimmy Greaves was my hero as a Spurs fan, and I was always trying to copy Bobby Charlton’s moves. Charlton had this lovely body swerve where, using his upper body, he would pretend to go to his right before veering off to his left. I saw it when England won the 1966 World Cup and then I would be outside, trying to perfect it.

			My imagination was on fire. My parents told me that I played with my food when I was little, lining up the peas on my plate as players and a referee. Once I was done in the garden, I went inside with a sponge ball and aimed diving headers against the record player. I used the legs of the dining table as a goal. It was how I ended up playing: using my imagination to open teams up and make things happen. I could picture what I wanted to do. By the time I looked down at the ball I had already formulated a plan.

			I always wanted to create something different, both as a player and a manager, and later in my life many people wrongly mistook that desire for self-indulgence. I wasn’t understood in England, often being dismissed as a luxury player because the mentality at the time was centred around flying into 50–50 tackles, hitting long balls and playing in rigid lines.

			My mentality was 80 per cent attacking when I stepped on the pitch. ‘What can I create today?’ I’d think. ‘Can I score? Can I create things for the team and play with confidence?’ If I could, then I trusted my team-mates to benefit from my imagination. Everything I did was to help my team win. I wasn’t a show-off. I played with purpose and positive intent.

			I wasn’t going to change for anyone, even though standing out from the crowd isn’t easy. I was strong-willed and had faith in my talent. I wanted to play beautiful football. I wanted to paint pictures, to entertain. I wanted to perform. I wanted to be myself.

			I have often wondered where that imagination came from. Instinctively, I assumed that I inherited my ability from Dad. Now, though, I think about Mum. Her name was Terri – short for Leticia Theresa, which we used to tease her rotten about – and she was fierce. She didn’t hesitate if I needed disciplining and she hated injustice, which I get from her. Yet she was also extremely creative and loved performing. She was a great amateur actress. ‘With this name,’ she’d say, ‘if it wasn’t for meeting your dad and having you early, I’d be out on the stage.’

			A beautiful soul who would do anything for anyone, Mum was a good athlete in her day and was excellent at the long jump. It’s her acting that intrigues me, though. When you act you pretend you’re someone else. You visualise. Your imagination comes alive and that’s exactly what I was doing in the garden. I had a whole arrangement, an imaginary crowd cheering me on, and I even provided my own commentary, much to the amusement of our neighbours. They told my parents that they used to peer over to check where the noises and voices were coming from, only to find that it was me playing.

			I might as well have been in the theatre: ‘Here’s Hoddle … he’s gone past Bobby Moore, brilliant skill … and it’s another goal for Glenn Hoddle … what a player!’ It was a bit bizarre, but I liked to put on a performance. One day I bunked off school with three mates, went home, rolled out the carpet and made goals at both ends of the lounge before starting a two-on-two game. I wasn’t expecting Mum to come home early from work. She was livid when she opened the door and found the lounge in a state of utter chaos. Our pleas for mercy fell on deaf ears. Mum kicked us out, even though it was tipping down with rain and we couldn’t exactly go back to school. We had to keep a low profile for the rest of the day.

			Football influenced our family from the start. I was born in Hayes in 1957, out in west London, and Dad played for Hayes Football Club. If we had stayed there throughout my childhood, everything might have turned out differently. But when I was four we moved east, across London and out to Essex, ending up in Harlow New Town. Dad was a toolmaker, and the chairman at Hayes, Jack Kavanagh, had just become the housing developer for Harlow council. Somehow this guy managed to swing it so that eight players from teams around west London moved with him. There were council houses and jobs waiting for them when they arrived – and, most importantly of all, places in Harlow Town’s squad.

			My primary school was St Alban’s, which was a quarter of a mile away from our house and next to my comprehensive, Burnt Mill. It was a quick walk to both in the morning, so I started to test myself when I was 11. It was me, the road, a small ball and a piece of chalk. The challenge was simple: juggle the ball all the way down the road, never letting it touch down the ground. There was a slightly busy road to cross, which was the trickiest spot, and every time I dropped it I used the chalk to mark the spot on the pavement, giving myself a target to beat the next day, then the day after that. Then I did it on the way home.

			It wasn’t easy but after about a year of persevering I reached the holy grail without making a single mistake. You should have seen my face when I reached school. It was an achievement, even though I was late for class. That’s what I was like. I wanted a challenge, even though people thought I was mad.

			I was always looking for something to keep off the ground. If I found a tangerine, I took it into the garden and practised keepy-uppies. If I could keep a grape up 10 times, great. I loved playing with smaller balls and it was something I introduced when I started to coach in England, where they never used it. We had 20-minute sessions with a small ball, working on skill and technique. That feel for the ball was rooted in me. I had a gift.

			I was eight when I played my first ever match, turning out for St Alban’s with boys who were 10. Although I didn’t quite realise it, I could sense that I was different. I could use both feet, I could keep the ball in the air, and people were stopping on their bikes to watch me in the park. The only skill I wanted to master that was beyond me was catching the ball on my neck. It kept rolling off, which really annoyed me. Otherwise I had everything under control and I liked it when people stopped to watch. I knew they were talking about me and it gave me confidence, although it was all internal. I knew I was good, but I needed to compare myself against other players. I needed competition.

			I had to start somewhere. I joined Potter Street Rangers when I was 10 and must have impressed the manager, who nicknamed me Georgie Best because I could go past opponents easily, although I thought that I was more like Charlton. I was an attacking midfielder, usually starting on the right, but it wasn’t too structured in those days. We had a goalie, a back four, a midfield and two strikers. It was nothing special tactically and all I cared about was having as much of the ball as possible. That was it: give me the ball. It always annoyed me if my team-mates didn’t pass to me and I carried that mindset into my career, often getting frustrated when I found myself on the fringes while playing for England.

			I had a lovely, balanced childhood. I adored my little brother Carl, who was born when I was nine, and Mum and Dad always came to watch me play, even in the wind and snow. More importantly, there were other people keeping an eye out for young talent. There were these twins who refereed in the Harlow Recreational League, Jim and John Higgins, who had a job on the side scouting for Tottenham. They spotted me when I was 11 and one day there was a knock on our door from Jim and John, who wanted to see if I fancied coming to train at Tottenham.

			I swear that I was doing somersaults. I was over the moon at the thought of playing for my team, and my parents were so excited. But six months passed and we didn’t hear a thing. I was absolutely distraught. I was lost in the system and my parents were too reserved to try and find out more. That was it. My career as a Tottenham player was already over.

			When I was 12, though, I moved to Spinney Dynamos because Potter Street Rangers were starting to fall apart. It was pure at Spinney. We were a really good team and everything changed when we reached a cup final in Harlow, six months after that first conversation with Jim and John.

			There was a buzz before the game because two Tottenham players, Martin Chivers and Ray Evans, were coming to watch as somebody at Spinney knew Ray. Suddenly I had a second chance and I made sure that I took it, scoring twice as we won the final 3–1.

			My performance was enough to wow Martin, who had broken the British transfer record when Tottenham signed him from Southampton for £125,000. He went back to the chief scouts at the club and told them that they had to check out this kid in Harlow. They asked for my name and because it was unusual it rang a bell. They went back to check the files, found me buried away in all that paperwork and got back in touch with the twins, who made sure that I didn’t slip through the net this time.

			‘Right,’ they said. ‘You come every Tuesday and Thursday night, 5.30pm at White Hart Lane.’ My life was about to change.

			At 12 I was too young to sign on schoolboy forms, but Tottenham had me and another kid, Andy King, training with boys who were 15. My technique was already better than theirs and it was clear that school was going to take even more of a back seat. It had never been high on my list of priorities and now it was even more of an inconvenience. I didn’t boast about training at Tottenham or even tell many people about it, but people knew that something was up when I started to rush for the exit when class finished at 3.55pm on Tuesdays and Thursdays. I had somewhere else to be and a train to catch at 10 past four.

			The problem was whether I would make it in time. Thursdays were fine because Mr Thomas, my history teacher, was a football fan and let me leave five minutes early. Tuesday afternoons, though, were pure torture. Ironically it was geography, one of the few subjects I enjoyed, that stood in my way. My stomach would be churning throughout the lesson because I was worried that Mr Levitt was going to hold us back. If someone was talking in class, I was in trouble.

			I was so nervous. If I missed the train, I missed training. I only had 15 minutes to rush to the station and I was ready when geography finished, ready to sprint across the pitches and across the park, busting a gut to get my seat.

			Mr Levitt was fairly bewildered by my behaviour. But when he asked me one day why I was always in a rush, I finally had a chance to curry some favour with him.

			‘I have to get across to the station,’ I said, thinking that he might treat me differently if he knew I had a 5.30 appointment at White Hart Lane.

			But Mr Levitt wasn’t much of a sportsman. ‘Ah, football,’ he said. ‘You want to be a footballer?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Hoddle,’ he replied, ‘you’ve got no chance of being a footballer. Get your head on your lessons and knuckle down.’

			It was a bit of an own-goal on my part. It was different with Mr Thomas, who used to give me a wink to signal that I could leave, which always wound up my classmates. But Mr Levitt would not budge and I was distraught whenever I missed the train. At that age I couldn’t see things in perspective and realise that it didn’t matter if I was absent for one session. I thought they were going to forget about me if I wasn’t there, which is ridiculous given that I was already training with 15-year-olds. It was because I wanted it so much. My dream was becoming a professional and I was scared stiff that Tottenham were going to discard me. My parents had a difficult task trying to lift my spirits on the afternoons when I came home distraught after missing the train.

			I couldn’t relax on Tuesdays. The journey, which involved getting to Edmonton before catching a connecting train to White Hart Lane, wasn’t simple. If everything went to plan, I would arrive with 15 minutes to spare, make my way down Tottenham High Road, reach the ground and change into my kit. Then I was in my element.

			Even the journey gave me a bit of fear, though. I was doing it on my own when I was 12 and it wasn’t pleasant. There were skinheads and prostitutes on the train, and I saw plenty of fights. If I had been more of a cheeky chappy, the type to answer back, I would have got a pasting. It was a bit of an eye-opener, and I couldn’t wait to get to the safety of the stadium.

			Once I was there, I was at ease. I might as well have been back in the garden, kicking a ball against the wall. We trained in the gym at White Hart Lane and the coaches gave us various tasks to complete. There were circles, squares and lines on the wall and the floor in the gym. One exercise was chipping a ball above the line when it came to you. We spent ages aiming half-volleys or volleys into the circles and squares, doing the drills in pairs.

			It all came naturally to me, and the only time when I really doubted myself at that age was when we watched the first team on a matchday. Tottenham used to put the schoolboy talents on the benches in the front row at White Hart Lane, which was either because they didn’t want to waste the good seats on us, or because they wanted to give us a proper taste of the real thing – a coach saying, ‘Put them down there, let them see what a real game’s like.’

			Either way, it was a brilliant education. When United came to White Hart Lane, I was sitting by the touchline, right behind Best when he took a throw. The physicality of the game was incredible. I can still remember the smell of the liniment on the players’ legs. You heard the clashes between the players, the collisions, the thud of studs going into shinpads.

			There was a night game against Chelsea, a proper London derby, and their striker, Peter Osgood, going up against our centre-back, Mike England. I was a young kid watching Osgood challenge for a ball and elbow Mike right in the face, who retaliated by raking his studs down the Chelsea forward’s calves. The players got away with so much in that era and the verbals were incredible. Joe Kinnear, our right-back, was an expletive machine. He did it to put the opposing winger off.

			It’s impossible to explain this to a 12-year-old. Tottenham needed us to feel it for ourselves, even though it was the worst view in the ground. It was real football: no open spaces like there are on television. It was a shock to the system. ‘I don’t know if I’m going to be able to make it,’ I told Dad after one particularly rough game. ‘I’m really worried. I can’t believe how physical it is.’

			It made me realise that the game wasn’t just about technique. I would have to be strong as well. If I was thrown in at a young age, nobody was going to leave me alone just because I was a teenager. There were points to fight over and livelihoods on the line.

			At least Dad, who had played amateur football, was under no illusions. Typically, he didn’t panic. He was always a steady hand. ‘Look, it’s good that you’ve seen it,’ he said. ‘You’re going to have to deal with it.’

			It takes immense dedication to make it as a professional. Those years from 12 to 15 were harder than when I became an apprentice. Anything can stop you in your tracks, as I discovered when a freak injury on a cricket pitch almost ended my football career when I was 13.

			All I remember is a red blur coming my way before I hit the ground. A decent all-round sportsman, I was captain of our school cricket team and was looking to seize the initiative during an away game against Mark Hall. We had one fast bowler, Dave Tait, and I decided that I needed to put myself at silly mid on, in position to catch anything off their batsman.

			Dave was such a good bowler, but this time he delivered a full toss. There was a bang and this red blur hit me just under the eye. I was out stone cold. There was no blood but I don’t know what would have happened if it wasn’t for Mr Godsman, the assistant headmaster. He drove to my house once I got home to check on me and he took charge as soon as Mum opened the door.

			‘Get him to a hospital now,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to get him to a hospital.’

			I’m not sure if my parents would have taken me without Mr Godsman’s insistence. They might have tried to let it settle down overnight, which would have been a disaster. The enormity of the situation was clear when I arrived at Harlow hospital and they said that I had to be taken to the specialist eye unit in the hospital in Bishop’s Stortford, because they suspected a haemorrhage behind the eye.

			It was horrendous. There was no open wound, but everything was happening beneath the surface. I felt out of it. I remember the ambulance moving so slowly, a 20-minute journey that took an hour, and the doctors at Bishop’s Stortford confirming the original diagnosis when we got there.

			I was in that hospital for two weeks, under strict instruction to lie in bed, keep my head still and do nothing other than stare at the ceiling. ‘If he moves his eyes he loses his eye,’ the doctor said to my parents.

			Although I knew that I was in trouble, I wasn’t yet aware of the haemorrhage. When my parents came back the next day, I wasn’t doing my job. There was an old guy in another bed and we were talking about cricket. I was lying down, but my head wasn’t still and Mum broke down.

			‘You’ve got a haemorrhage behind your eye,’ she said. ‘There’s a 50–50 chance you’re going to lose your eye.’

			That got my attention. Nobody said it out loud, but my first thought was that my football career was over. The fear of God went through me and I immediately changed my attitude. I had an eye-patch over the injured eye, and all I did for two weeks was lie on the bed, staring at the ceiling and drifting in and out of sleep. I thought about Tottenham and I wanted to cry, but it would have hurt my eye. People visited, but I was on my own a lot, staring, scared to move, in total fear of losing the thing I loved most in the world.

			I couldn’t lift my head or feed myself. It was so boring. The old guy had cricket on the radio, which I liked, but I couldn’t study or do a crossword. It was just me against the ceiling.

			Sometimes I thought about my old matches or training sessions at Tottenham, and that just got me going. There were so many times when I nearly broke down. But I had to stay positive, and it taught me discipline. ‘I have to do this,’ I thought. ‘I’ve got to do it.’ It became like breathing; keep your head still and, as Dad kept saying, the injury would calm down.

			With encouragement from my parents and the doctors, it healed after a fortnight and I was allowed to go home to recuperate. Initially my vision was impaired because of the swelling. There was a strain on the eye and it was months before everything got back to normal again. The first time I went in the garden was a bit nerve-wracking.

			But the haemorrhage had cleared up and because it was the summer holiday there was no training at Tottenham anyway. They had no idea. There wasn’t as much contact as there is these days. It was up to me to feel my way back and decide when I was ready to return, a huge challenge for a 13-year-old.

			Setbacks teach you valuable lessons about life. If you’re prepared to learn from bad experiences, you can turn negatives into positives. I recovered from my eye injury and continued my development at Tottenham, confident that they were going to give me an apprenticeship. My parents weren’t particularly worried about my education. The general consensus was that I was going to become a professional footballer.

			But every aspiring footballer faces times when it seems that the world is against them. The most innocuous incident has the potential to ruin everything and I found myself back at square one when I was 14, in absolute agony after injuring my knee during a training session on a summer’s evening at Spinney Dynamos. I went in for a tackle, only for my foot to get caught in the ground, giving me no time to react as the other player came in hard, bending my right knee backwards. The pain was excruciating and for days I could barely walk. The end of the season was approaching and I was back on the treatment table. So much for the people who reckon I was a luxury player.

			I went to see my GP, who reassured me, saying it was nothing more than badly strained ligaments, but his diagnosis was way off. After four weeks there was no sign of any improvement and I could almost see my leg disappearing. The muscle was shrinking because I was hardly using it, which should have been the cue for my parents to contact Tottenham and ask them to check me out. In the end it took Jim and John, the scout twins, to get in touch with my parents, who told them that I’d been out of action with a knee injury.

			There was no hesitation from Tottenham, who wanted to examine me straight away. I went down there and met the physio, Cecil Poyton, and the doctor in the first-team treatment room. I was in agony while they were checking me out. It was obviously worse than strained ligaments – I needed an operation to remove the damaged cartilage.

			At least Tottenham’s concern showed that they wanted me to stay. Not all players would have been treated that way, but they looked after me. They did all the tests and booked me an appointment with a specialist in London. Dickie Walker, the chief scout, joined Mum and me on the day. We took the underground into London, an alien place to me at the time, and had some time to kill when we arrived.

			‘I’m taking you to the shops,’ Dickie said, directing us down Regent Street and stopping at a place with the Queen’s coat of arms above the front door. ‘Look, the Queen shops here. You can choose anything you like. I’m buying.’

			I picked out a polo neck, a burgundy number, and it was honestly the only gift that Tottenham ever gave me.

			Dickie, a great character and a proper cockney lad, must have wanted me to relax before the appointment with the surgeon, who looked at the X-ray before saying that I had a bucket-handle tear of the cartilage. The whole thing had to come out and I couldn’t go home straight after the operation. I was stuck in hospital for almost two weeks, during which time I wasted a lot of muscle. I could hardly lift my leg and I had an unforgiving physio, who didn’t care that I was desperate to go home.

			‘You ain’t leaving this hospital until you can lift your leg up and do these exercises,’ she said, refusing to take no for an answer.

			The pain was excruciating and I was terrified that the stitches were going to give way, but I knuckled down and did the exercises. My character was being tested; I might as well have been staring at that hospital ceiling again. Tottenham told me that I had to build my muscle up before I could kick a ball. They had me working with weights and gave me a sandbag to put over my foot before swinging it up.

			I wasn’t sure why they were asking me to do it, but now I know that it was vitally important. Your muscles have to be so strong and my legs were already thin after I’d had a growth spurt. I had to work tirelessly, putting myself through the pain and the monotony, and I didn’t feel great when I played again after six months out.

			It was touch and go for a while. I was very fragile, so it probably wasn’t ideal that I took a big risk when I was 15, leaving Spinney Dynamos and moving into men’s football to play for Longmans, Dad’s team.

			Tottenham would never have allowed it if I’d told them. But after seeing that battle between Mike England and Peter Osgood at White Hart Lane, I had outgrown youth football and needed to test myself at a higher level. It was too easy for me at Spinney as I could score six goals in a game if I was in the mood.

			Men’s football was tougher. After watching Dad when I was a little kid, it was fantastic turning out with him as he was a cracking player. I was in midfield and he was at the back. It was emotional for both of us – Dad was so proud, although he had to have a word after the first game.

			‘Don’t call me “Dad” on the pitch,’ he said. ‘Call me “Del”.’

			I thought that was great – ‘Del, give us the ball!’ – although Dad wasn’t happy when I tried it on when Mum was serving us Sunday lunch after we got home.

			‘Del, pass us the salt!’

			‘I ain’t on the football pitch now. Call me “Dad”.’

			‘Oh, come on, Del.’

			Mum wasn’t impressed either, but I cherish those times playing alongside Dad. He was so placid, so unassuming, but when it came to me he was cautious. Paternal concern took over when he asked if I was sure that I wanted to join him at Longmans, although I was certain it was a good idea. Uncle Dave was on my side, arguing that I was in danger of picking up bad habits if I stayed at Spinney.

			Despite Dave being more fiery than Dad, he was right. Footballers have to get out of their comfort zones and push the limits. I wasn’t going to be able to beat five or six players at will anymore. That’s why players like Diego Maradona and Lionel Messi are incredible – they can do it as and when they please.

			The rest of us mortals have to pick and choose our moments to shine. For me, it was another chance to learn a valuable lesson about the game’s harder realities, and I had to figure out when to take risks. There was one game, down at the Bank of England pitch in Loughton, when I discovered that some players weren’t going to take kindly to a skinny teenager making fools out of them.

			It was a fantastic pitch, smooth like Wembley, perfect for my style of play. It was a hard game, full of verbals, but we were 2–1 up and I fancied myself. I picked the ball up on the halfway line, dropped a shoulder to beat their midfield destroyer, went past four players, skipped round the centre-back and left the goalkeeper on his backside before tapping into the empty net.

			I was feeling pretty pleased with myself. Our fans were on the touchline, clapping and laughing at the audacity of the goal, and even their big centre-back tapped me on the backside to congratulate me. I was on top of the world – until I came face to face with the midfielder I’d left on the floor at the start of the move.

			‘You fucking do that again, son, and I’ll break your leg,’ he said.

			I thought he was messing around and tried to laugh it off.

			‘No, I fucking mean it,’ he said. ‘You do that again, I’ll break your fucking leg.’

			I felt like telling Dad, but I had to learn to handle it myself. Instead, I asked our coach how long was left. Twenty minutes. Twenty very long, dangerous minutes. The guy was on a mission. He was trying his best to injure me, and that was when I learnt how to play one and two touch.

			‘You know what?’ I said to Dad when we were driving home. ‘That fella’s done me a right favour.’

			‘I wasn’t happy,’ he said. ‘If he’d done something I think I would have lost it.’

			‘Dad, it made me play one and two touch. I just played one and two.’

			Dad saw my point. The higher you go up the ladder, the more the good play is between one and three touches from the best players. Messi’s Barcelona were like that at their peak – ones and twos, bang, bang, bang, no messing around. For me, a skinny teenager, it was a fabulous way to learn that football was a tough game.

			It was slightly different when I started playing youth team football and for the reserves at Tottenham because I was playing against better players, who held back and made me think more. But that one angry guy taught me so much, and it stayed with me. If it was a really physical game, I started playing one and two touch. It was about adapting to the circumstances. Sometimes I would be looking to pass and an opponent would dive in, allowing me to skip round him. Then the next move would be a pass.

			Footballers have to see pictures quickly. My vision was going to be an asset. I had it as a young kid, ever since those days on my own in the garden, and it was going to help me achieve my dream at Tottenham.

		

		
			2

			To Dare Is to Do

			I was never going to relax after recovering from my knee injury. Although Tottenham were making encouraging noises about offering me an apprenticeship by the time I was 15, my dream had almost died on two occasions. Having seen the harsher side of life, I knew that it was going to take more than natural ability to succeed at the highest level. It was also going to be about character and mental fortitude, hidden qualities that are difficult to quantify but just as important as the ability to hit a 50-yard pass or whip a free-kick into the top corner.

			I could take nothing for granted as it only takes one bad tackle to ruin everything. My world almost caved in on me twice and although I believed in myself, I was not immune from self-doubt. My fingers were crossed as the moment of truth drew closer, and it was an overwhelming feeling when, six months after turning 16, I signed as an apprentice for my boyhood club. That day, 17 April 1974, is etched in my memory. I could not have been prouder.

			It was reward for all of those Tuesday and Thursday night sessions, not to mention the frantic dashes to make the train to White Hart Lane after geography with Mr Levitt. At home, though, the reaction was typically steady. Dad wasn’t one for popping open a bottle of champagne. The focus was less on celebrating my achievement, more on the importance of keeping my feet on the ground. It was a quiet chat in the garden, with Dad matter-of-fact in his advice, telling me that I had to work towards earning a place in the first team.

			He was right. The apprenticeship was hardly a walk in the park. It was another challenge, only this time in a harsher environment, and there was more to it than training with the ball. They gave us unappetising jobs, tasking us with cleaning everything from the toilets at White Hart Lane to the muddy boots scattered around the first-team dressing room. No job was beneath us. One summer we painted all the crash barriers on the terraces at the stadium. Mum took one look at me when I got home one day, covered in silver paint, and said, ‘I thought you were training to be a footballer, not a painter and decorator.’

			It was hard to explain to an outsider. The jobs were menial but the Lane became like a second home. We were earning the right to play and building our connection with the club. I didn’t even mind it when Johnny Wallace, the first team’s boot man, told me and another player to climb up to the top of the East Stand at White Hart Lane and clean the cockerel on the roof during the summer.

			It wasn’t exactly health and safety friendly. We had to climb up a ladder at the back of the stand on a hot, sunny day, and when we were up there we could look all over London. Being Tottenham apprentices, it crossed our mind to see if Highbury really was within spitting distance. We had a laugh and didn’t mind that the cockerel clearly hadn’t been cleaned in years.

			The experience stayed with me. That beautiful cockerel looking over the pitch was a reminder of my roots once I broke into the first team. I looked up at it when we ran out of the tunnel to warm up before games, and I told myself not to forget my upbringing.

			They were character-building times and it could be tough inside that dressing room. I wasn’t the type to come barrelling through the doors, cracking jokes and having pops at people. I was more likely to be on the receiving end. We were all climbing up the same mountain and it was inevitable that some of us weren’t going to make it to the top.

			The ferocity of competition made us suspicious of each other at times. Team-mates were forced to view each other as rivals, as obstacles blocking their path to the first team, and this juxtaposition caused mixed emotions. It was dog eat dog during training, even though we had to play as a team in the FA Youth Cup or South East Counties games. Everybody was fighting to keep their place and it was a natural human reaction to worry when a newcomer arrived.

			Some players were too keen to catch the eye. I noticed that when I was a young apprentice and some of the older players refused to give me the ball, presumably because I represented a threat. They tried to do too much and eventually came unstuck. Unless you’re going to beat three or four players, there’s no point trying to play as an individual. Football is a team game, and although I had to be better than the other midfielders, I reminded myself that I also had to play alongside them. 

			After all there were enough teams capable of making me doubt whether I was going to reach the right level. I had a jolt when I was a raw 16-year-old and came up against an older, stronger Arsenal side, who were more than happy to hand us a footballing lesson.

			We were an inexperienced team, while they included players who were going to be signing as professionals. It was the cream of Arsenal’s crop – Liam Brady and David O’Leary played and they destroyed us, barely allowing us a kick. We were left chasing shadows and Arsenal were merciless, beating us 7–0. I went home utterly deflated and opened up to Dad, saying that I feared that I wasn’t going to be good enough.

			I was, of course, overreacting. Two years later the boot was on the other foot when a younger Arsenal team played us at our training ground in Cheshunt. This time we handed out the punishment, winning 6–1, and I knew how those Arsenal kids were feeling. If they had played for anyone other than Arsenal, I would have told them not to worry. In fact I brought up that story a lot after becoming a coach, reassuring nervous youngsters by telling them that I’d had doubts too when I was their age.

			Every footballer has those negative thoughts after a bad game, and it takes a lot of mental strength to overcome them. It happened to me, even though I was naturally talented, and it’s why I really admire players who compensate for their lack of skill by making themselves invaluable to the team through sheer grit and application.

			John Pratt had that ability to dig in for Tottenham. John was a youngster trying to break into the first team when I joined as a 12-year-old, and he used to come down on Tuesday and Thursday nights because he was studying for his coaching badges. He taught me so much. He was a decent player but he wasn’t the most skilled, and the crowd always got on his back when he gave the ball away. Some players crack under that scrutiny. Not John, though. He had such a sharp character and the criticism every week was like water off a duck’s back to him. He kept seeking the ball, never hiding, and he won the UEFA Cup in 1972 and the League Cup in 1973.

			Paul Miller, who was two years younger than me, was similar to John. When he came in as an apprentice I admit that I thought he was limited. Who would have imagined he would go on to score in a UEFA Cup final? Paul was shrewd and knew how to handle himself. I always told him that he must have already been nine years old when he was born. Paul was switched on, full of common sense, and his determination meant that he won two FA Cups and a UEFA Cup.

			Ability is not enough on its own. Young players have to show will and desire. And nobody was going to hand me anything for free.

			Games in the South East Counties division weren’t for the faint-hearted. There was a lot of long ball, which wasn’t conducive to my style of play, and some players wanted to shut down my creativity through sheer brute force. It was an era where physicality dominated English football, and I had to work hard to get the ball down and play. At least it was giving me an early taster of what I could expect as a professional; I definitely wasn’t going to be unprepared.

			It was just as well that I was coming through at Tottenham, whose vision of how the game should be played suited me down to the ground. I think it was destiny to start out at a club that placed such a high value on aesthetic qualities, and I could sense the connection between us from a young age. The club’s motto, ‘To Dare Is to Do’, summed it up. Their traditions demanded that players were willing to be brave, willing to create and take risks with the ball, and I found fitting in as easy as slipping my hands into a comfortable pair of gloves.

			Our visions aligned. I saw Holland playing Total Football at the 1974 World Cup and although they ended up losing in the final to West Germany, I knew that Johan Cruyff and his team-mates were playing the game in the right way.

			Tottenham also wanted to play beautiful football, and I was fortunate to have coaches who believed in me. I learnt a lot from Pat Welton, a former goalkeeper who went on to become a first-team coach, and loved playing for Peter Shreeves when he ran the youth team. I had a special relationship with Peter because he coached me at every level at Tottenham, watching me grow from boy to a man. He loved skill, knew his football and was such a creative coach. He had a lovely left foot and made us laugh when he joined in the five-a-sides because he always wanted the ball. ‘Give me the ball, I’ve got a plan,’ might as well have been his motto in life.

			Meanwhile I was able to continue doing my thing. I impressed the coaches with my ability to see a picture on the pitch, which is a major asset for a footballer, and knew that I was on the right track when I was called up to the reserves. Once again it was dog eat dog. Reserve-team football was like a tumble dryer, with everything thrown in together. There were young players like me and then there were older players coming back from injury.

			Some players didn’t want to play because they felt it was beneath them and others treated games like they were in the World Cup because they were coming back from injury. I played against Alan Ball, a World Cup winner in 1966, and with Martin Chivers when he was feeling his way back after a knock. It was very competitive and an interesting way for me to find out if I was ready for the real thing.

			It was also a case of staying with the current that was flowing into the first team. I was making a name for myself within the club and was hoping for an opportunity to impress the great Bill Nicholson, who was managing the first team at the time. The set-up was different in those days. Whereas modern managers can easily check out youth-team players by watching their games back on analysis tapes, I was relying on Bill turning up to watch me in the flesh.

			Although he sometimes wandered over to watch us train, I wanted him to see me in a proper game. My best hope was in the FA Youth Cup, and my chance arrived when we played Middlesbrough. I knew that I had to up my game for his benefit. A legendary figure at White Hart Lane, Bill led Tottenham to the Double in 1961 and was one of the greatest managers in the history of British football. Although I was only 16, I couldn’t go into my shell with him watching.

			I told myself that I had to perform. Fortunately, his presence had a positive effect on me. After drawing the first game at their place, we ran Middlesbrough ragged in the replay back at White Hart Lane, smashing them 5–2 on a cold, wet night in north London.

			I was in my element, scoring three lovely goals, even rounding the goalkeeper when I completed my hat-trick. I was walking on air and was still buzzing when I spotted Bill walking down the corridor at the ground the next day.

			Normally that would have been the cue to dive into the nearest cupboard and get out of the headmaster’s way. But after my exploits against Middlesbrough, I thought it was time to introduce myself properly. I gathered up all my courage, puffed out my chest and nodded at him.

			‘Mr Nicholson.’

			Surely a pat on the back was on the way. Maybe even a ‘Well done, Glenn,’ or ‘You’ll be in my midfield soon, lad.’ A hat-trick in an FA Youth Cup tie – that had to count for something.

			I might as well have been asking Mr Levitt if I could leave school early to get to training.

			‘Ah,’ the manager said in his Yorkshire accent. ‘Young Hoddle.’

			I waited expectantly, prepared for the inevitable compliment.

			‘Your third goal,’ he said.

			‘Yes,’ I said, feeling the excitement rising.

			‘You should have passed it. You shouldn’t have gone round the goalkeeper. You had the last defender. You should have passed it to your team-mate. He was in a better position.’

			That was it. End of conversation. He didn’t wait for me to reply. He just strolled off, leaving me totally deflated. I walked away in a daze, wondering what I was going to have to do to impress this living legend. If a hat-trick wasn’t enough, what hope did I have of playing for him?

			But I think he was looking to teach me a valuable lesson. Those were the standards he set at Tottenham and it was up to me to reach them. From my conversations with Steve Perryman, it seems that Bill never went over the top with anyone. Even players as good as Pat Jennings, Martin Peters and Martin Chivers took notice if they got a ‘well done’ after a game.

			The one consolation was that Bill had noticed me. But it was clear that I couldn’t rest on my laurels if I was going to play for his team.

			Along with waiting in vain for that elusive bit of praise from Bill, I was waiting to sign my first professional contract. I had to hang on until I was 17, and it was so exciting when they finally put that piece of paper in front of me. As an apprentice I was on £8 a week, while Mum received £6 a week for expenses at home, but this was nothing compared with what they were going to pay me as a professional. The jump was extraordinary to a kid from Harlow. I was going to be on £60 a week, a crazy sum given that I probably would have been happy to pay them to let me put on that famous white shirt.

			It was such a buzz when I put pen to paper. Although I’d seen the club release so many kids along the way, I’d worked really hard and the thought of doing something else with my life had never once crossed my mind. I’d had one summer job, helping a neighbour install TV aerials for a bit of cash on the side during the close season, but my parents never put any pressure on me to complete my exams. It was football all the way after I left school at 15, and I felt immense pride at lasting long enough for Tottenham to give me a contract, although Dad still wanted to make sure that my ego wasn’t going to get too inflated. ‘You’re only starting over,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to make sure you make an effect now.’

			Dad had a way of cutting straight to the point. But everything was moving quickly. I hadn’t taken long to become a professional and they didn’t make me wait too long before calling me into the first-team squad for the first time.

			Unfortunately I hadn’t timed my run well enough to make the leap when Bill was still in charge. It was a difficult time for Tottenham. We made a poor start to the 1974–75 season, losing our first four games in Division One, and Bill was under growing pressure. When we lost our fourth game, at home to Manchester City on 28 August, it was the end for Bill, who handed in his resignation the following day.

			Bill’s departure shows how harsh football can be at times. In shock, the club turned to the former Arsenal defender Terry Neill as Bill’s replacement. I just had to keep my head down. I was probably low down the agenda for a new manager looking to establish himself at one of the biggest clubs in the country.

			While Neill focused on steadying the ship, finishing 19th in his first season, I was still doing unenviable jobs around the club. Friday afternoons could be a grind for the young players. We would train in the gym at White Hart Lane, doing a bit of running round the track, but we were kidding ourselves if we thought we were going to be allowed to leave early. We were the ones lumbered with the dressing rooms and it was particularly harsh if you landed the home one, going in to clean up after the first team had finished training
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