

[image: Cover image: Kammy by Chris Kamara]




[image: Title page image: Kammy: My Unbelievable Life by Chris Kamara]

 

 

[image: Pan Books logo]




Contents

Foreword by Ben Shephard

Introduction

  1 Speechless

  2 In My Defence

  3 The Home Front

  4 Falling

  5 Kick-Off

  6 Secrets

  7 On the Move

  8 Out

  9 Growing Up

10 Ups and Downs

11 Moving On Up

12 Feeling the Love

13 Leeds United

14 Enter the Dragon

15 Boro

16 Lost at Leeds

17 Gary

18 Kammy the Gaffer

19 Lost for Words

20 Sky Calling

21 I Don’t Know, Jeff

22 Soccer AM

23 Goals on Sunday

24 Shep and Steph

25 Be Yourself

26 Hollywood

27 Crooner

28 Brazil

29 Animals

30 Royalty

31 Giving Back

32 A Mountain to Climb

33 Mexico

34 Extra Time

Acknowledgements

Picture Section

Picture Acknowledgements




Foreword

August 2010

World Cup, England v. USA

Rustenburg, South Africa

You never forget the first time you meet Kammy.

For me, it was in South Africa at the 2010 World Cup. England versus USA – not the greatest game of football, and not the greatest atmosphere either. The whole World Cup in South Africa was blighted by the presence of the vuvuzela, an instrument that single-handedly sucked away, suppressed and generally destroyed the atmosphere of any stadium it was allowed into.

Fortunately, I had something very special to distract me – a shining light of joy, laughter and teeth (so many teeth!) in the form of Kammy.

‘Heeeeeeyyyyyyyy Shep!!!’ He’s a bit like a northern Fonz, just without the thumbs and with a bigger, broader, beaming smile.

‘Hi Kammy, how you doing?’ I smiled back.

‘Ahhh, never better!’

It’s an exchange that would become familiar to me over the years. To this day, whatever he’s going through, regardless of how serious or tough life is – and, in the coming pages, you’ll read just how tough it has been – his response is always the same, and he never wavers: ‘Ahhh, never better!’

That first meeting was just a few weeks before we started working together at Sky Sports on Goals on Sunday. Kammy didn’t know it at the time but, after that first meeting, I just couldn’t wait to get started. Kammy was a confirmed legend in the world of football and had been hosting the show since the early 2000s. I was the new boy from a completely different world of broadcasting, and to say he welcomed me with open arms would be an understatement; there was always a fresh pint or two available at the rugby club behind Sky right after the show.

My time with Kammy on Goals on Sunday was one of the most enjoyably instructive, challenging and brilliant experiences of my career. Of course, I learned so much from him about football – his fascination and joy in exploring the detail analysing any incident is endless. But one of the most telling things I learned from him was the importance of not taking yourself too seriously. Kammy was always the first to laugh at something unfortunate that he or I might have said – of which there were plenty! The shirts he wore in those first few seasons were notoriously loud; so loud, in fact, that the man who sold them to Kammy was thrilled they were leaving his shop, and only sold them to him as long as he didn’t tell anyone where he’d bought them. But, despite this laid-back approach, he never compromised on work. He took immense pride in what he did, what we were discussing and his analysis. No one worked harder or wanted to deliver a better show.

Over the years, I’ve taken great joy in witnessing Kammy’s work move from the world of sports broadcasting to the world of light entertainment. A world of stylists and make-up artists to help you look your best/younger/less tired self (this is a part of TV he’s really embraced!) – all the glitz and glamour that Kammy was made for.

We got the chance to work together again, alongside Rochelle Humes, on Ninja Warrior. The show is filmed in Manchester over two weeks each summer. As Roch always says, ‘It’s like our summer school trip,’ the three of us acting as ringmasters to this remarkable circus of incredibly physically fit and nimble men and woman as they take on the world’s toughest assault course. The fact that Kammy, Roch and I didn’t quite measure up to some of the physical specimens on show was never lost on us. We would struggle to climb the stairs to our commentary tower, let alone swing from ropes, fly through the air or try to ‘beat the wall’. This was illustrated vividly one evening when the three of us had to walk down a staircase together, in front of the live audience of hundreds of people, to our start positions and introduce the show.

Everything was set: the director queued the theme music; the audience were screaming and shouting; and the voice-over announced, ‘Please welcome your hosts, Ben Shephard, Rochelle Humes and Chris Kamara!’, to even louder cheering. It was at this point we started descending the stairs . . . only to reach the bottom and realize that Kammy, who had been distractedly high-fiving kids in the audience, had missed a step and ended up rolling down the final few stairs to settle in a heap on our start position. Although it wasn’t the most ninja-like manoeuvre, in typical Kammy fashion, he styled it out beautifully – with a broad grin and of course a huge laugh. The audience loved it, and we still laugh about it when the three of us are together now. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever laughed as much as when we were filming Ninja Warrior. We were so lucky to work with such a great team on the commentary, and they really let Kammy and me bounce off each other.

You can’t begin to know how loved and recognizable Kammy is until you go out on the street with him. Honestly, it’s like going out with Justin Bieber. Everyone wants to say ‘hi’ and have a picture taken and, Kammy being Kammy, he never says no. As a young boy, he once waited for hours for an autograph from a footballer who, when they eventually emerged from the stadium, just walked past him. This stayed with Kammy and he promised himself that, if he ever became famous and was asked for an autograph, he would never say ‘no’, because he knows what that feels like to the fan.

It really speaks to who he is and what’s important to him that he stays true to that ethos to this day. It can get a little frustrating, however, when we are already late and he’s stopping for every single person in the street to have a picture and shout ‘Unbelievable!’ What is unbelievable is that we ever manage to get anywhere on time!

In the past few years, Kammy’s health has really affected him and his TV work. For someone whose career has been built around spontaneity, quickness of wit, pace and energy, to be suddenly robbed of that for seemingly no reason has been really tough. His confidence took a huge hit. Even though, for me, Kammy firing on one cylinder rather than eight is still better than the average person firing on ten, me saying that and him believing me are two very different things.

As you’ll read in the pages that follow, Kammy came to a serious crossroads in his professional life. We discussed him stopping broadcasting entirely as, in his own words, he suddenly ‘felt like a fraud’. It was something I was always convinced was not the right thing to do, but Kammy needed to come to his own conclusion, so I was very honoured when he trusted me and my production company to make a documentary about his diagnosis, Chris Kamara: Lost for Words. The documentary set out to share what he was going through, the treatment, other cases, and the journey that would hopefully allow him to make a decision about his future broadcasting career.

Kammy’s frankness about how apraxia has affected him made the programme immensely powerful. We have both seen the positive impact of his honesty on children, teenagers and adults – and their family members – who have the same or similar conditions. We were in Lake Como, recording our podcast for BBC Sounds, when a couple approached us. There we were, in Italy, miles from home, and these people came up, excited to meet Kammy and thank him for the documentary. They had a family member with apraxia and the documentary had really struck a chord with them; they said it would make a massive difference to the understanding and awareness of the condition. This was a really moving moment for both of us, and one of the many signals that helped Kammy realize the public that love him don’t want him to stop broadcasting – despite what he’s battling. Crucially, he concluded that he really doesn’t want to stop either. He spent his footballing career taking on the trickiest opposition and never giving an inch. Apraxia may be his toughest opponent to tackle yet, but his journey and battle to do that could well be the most important match of his life.

Kammy is unique. Professionally, it’s been a dream (and occasionally a nightmare) to work with him; I’ve learned so much from him. Personally, it’s an absolute privilege to call him a dear friend, and a true pleasure to see how becoming a grandad has filled him with as much joy as he creates in others.

Everyone feels that they know Kammy – and, to a certain extent, you do – but once you’ve read his story and got to understand what makes him tick, what makes him smile and what makes him laugh, you’ll not only know him better but you’ll love him all the more – maybe even nearly as much as I do.

Ben Shephard

September 2023




Introduction

THERE WERE TIMES WHEN I’D WONDER WHERE HE’D GONE. Kammy, that is. You know Kammy? Always there with a quick quip. Happy grin. Making Jeff Stelling laugh, wince, or weep on Soccer Saturday. You must know Kammy – ‘Unbelievable Jeff!’ and all that.

I used to know Kammy too. But then he disappeared. I’ve spent the past three years trying to find him again.

Don’t get me wrong, there is a Kammy out there, but recently he hasn’t felt like the real one. He’s felt like an embarrassment. A fraud.

He’s been slowed down, like someone’s put an old 45 on the record player and then realized they’re listening to it at 33.

At the same time, words have become muddled, or even sometimes totally impossible to say.

When he woke up, the first thing Kammy used to think was, ‘What did I say last night?’ Now it’s, ‘Am I going to be able say anything today?’

Somewhere between brain and mouth, the Kammy that everyone knows had been lost in translation.

That’s not great. For Kammy, the voice is everything. For good or bad – mostly good, I hope! – millions of people know him the minute he opens his mouth. His voice is his trademark.

Sounding like someone completely different is no use to him. He sees it as the death knell to the life he’s come to love. If his voice isn’t working, how can he carry on?

Slowly, creepingly, apraxia, a rare neurological disorder, has arrived at Kammy’s door. It doesn’t only affect speech. It affects balance, dexterity and strength. Away from the cameras, Kammy has been falling down a lot. He’s changed the way he dresses so doesn’t have to deal with button-up shirts. His laces are so loose a little kid might as well have tied them. He’s stopped eating things that mean having to unscrew lids off jars.

To be honest, Kammy would live with the odd stumble, a bit of difficulty with a button, for the rest of his days if it meant getting his voice back to normal. The voice would make everything fine again.

Kammy, you might recall, was someone who used to talk at a million miles an hour, pretty much saying whatever came into his head. In fact, until now, the only problem Kammy’s ever had with his mouth is how often he’d put his foot in it.

Then he became the complete opposite, clamming up because he couldn’t keep up with the conversation, let alone add anything off the cuff. A bit of banter would be in his head but by the time it reached the tip of his tongue the moment had gone.

It felt like he’d gone for a run with friends only to find they were permanently fifty yards up the road. In the end, he’d just sit there and say nothing. The only conversation was with himself: ‘How has this happened? What did I do?’

People are very nice. They say that 25 per cent Kammy is good enough, but he doesn’t want to be half, let alone a quarter of what he was. He wants to be the complete Kammy. That’s why he’s been ready to walk away from it all. Simply disappear from public life. Maybe even disappear from life altogether. If he can’t be Kammy, what’s the point?

That’s why Kammy, ex-footballer, bit old school, kept his fears to himself, made out he was just a bit tired and overworking. Professionally, he became very good at covering up the problem. To get through performances on screen, short words and even shorter sentences helped to disguise the issue. I know better than most how Kammy thinks, and his attitude was very much ‘I don’t want it to be there, so I’m going to pretend it’s not there.’ I know also that wearing a blindfold is only going to lead to a collision with a brick wall. Getting away with it? The only person Kammy was kidding was himself.

Kammy has no idea why apraxia has come to visit his brain. Was it all those years heading a ball? Maybe. Or perhaps it’s totally random. Either way, he’s come to see that asking ‘Why?’ is utterly pointless. No one can provide the definitive answer. The more relevant question is ‘How?’ – how can it be fixed? He hopes there’s something out there that can help him in the long run. In fact, he’s travelled the world to find a solution.

Those are the lengths he’ll go to in search of the person he was before. The one who could walk into any situation – showbiz, sport, audience with royalty – and not worry. Who had a natural confidence about him. Whose life-embracing motto was, ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’

Kammy’s had enough of feeling trapped, of being stuck inside someone he doesn’t want to be.

He wants to get back to being me.

*

Being me has been fun. I might be struggling to speak at the speed I used to but I still have plenty of tales to tell. And that’s what you’ll find here as well: stories, memories, incidents – many of them as daft as you might imagine – that reflect the person I am.

A lot of them come from the life of a footballer, which I always knew I was lucky to have. I sometimes played with a grimace on my face but every time I was smiling on the inside. To be a professional footballer was simply, well, WOW!

Then when finally I left the game I enjoyed a TV career that was again – yes, I’m going to say it – unbelievable. I became part of some of the biggest landmark football shows around, met some of the greatest names in sport, and had the most amazing time while doing so. If that wasn’t enough, I was welcomed into mainstream TV and even recorded a couple of albums!

All this for a lad from Middlesbrough.

I never stopped long enough to think of myself as an inspiration, but people tell me I am. The only time I’ve ever really paused to consider anything like that was when Prince William gave me my MBE.

At a moment like that, you really do think about the road you’ve been on. If you don’t mind, I’d like to take you down that road too. It’s a bit like the one outside my house. Smooth in sections, a couple of blind bends, and the occasional pothole!

Together I think we’ll enjoy the ride.

Chris Kamara, August 2023




1

Speechless

MY HEART FELT LIKE IT WAS BEATING OUT OF MY CHEST. I was gripped by palpitations.

I’d been doing live match reports on Sky for more than twenty years. My appearances on Soccer Saturday are what I’m known for more than anything. I’d actually been the instigator of this kind of on-the-spot reporting. And yet now, facing Jeff down the camera, my tongue felt as if it had swelled to double its size, as if it was hanging out of my mouth. The famous Kammy smile had disappeared. I was also sweating profusely. Hot prickly heat spread up my back. If no one had been around, I’d have been pulling at the neck of my shirt, trying to get some air in. But of course there were plenty of people around – including an audience of thousands staring at me on their TV screens. All I could think about was getting through what had become an awful and terrifying ordeal.

I’d noticed a change in myself, as if someone had taken over my voice box. Like someone else was talking through my mouth – someone with a slow and increasingly croaky voice. Each morning I’d taken to shutting myself in the bathroom and talking to myself in the mirror to see how quickly I was speaking and if I sounded ‘normal’. At first, it seemed to have no pattern to it. One day it was there and the next day it wasn’t. Or I’d have three days on the bounce when I was suffering and then it would disappear. Other times, I’d feel happy with what I was hearing in the bathroom, but then by the time I got downstairs and started talking to my wife, Anne, I’d sound totally different. If she asked, I’d wheel out the ‘I’m fine – just a bit tired’ excuse. It became a catchphrase, I’d use it so much over the next couple of years.

Of course, in reality ‘fine’ was the last thing I was. The fear that my vocal problems would trip me up, hold me back or be noticed by the Soccer Saturday team would lead to off-the-scale anxiety. When I’d hear that Jeff was coming over to me for the first time, I’d feel properly scared, like something really awful was about to happen – a creeping presence, slowly grabbing hold of my mind until I was barely able to function. Panic is not something I’ve ever experienced. This is me. Kammy. Speak first, think afterwards. Never fazed by anything. And yet nothing – my experience, know-how, nothing – could prevent the onset of a truly horrible feeling of dread that would only get worse and worse. This was something I’d been doing for years – and now the thought of doing it was making me feel seriously ill.

When the cue finally came, all too often I could hear how slowly I was talking. How words weren’t coming out clearly. How I had no power or personality in my delivery. It was beyond devastating. Soccer Saturday meant so much to me, as did my relationship with Jeff, and now I was letting him down – at least that’s what it felt like. Having spent so many years working to such high standards, I was devastated I couldn’t reach those same levels every week.

After one game at Doncaster where I’d clearly struggled with a couple of names, Jeff rang me to check I was OK.

‘I’m just tired,’ (the catchphrase) I told him. ‘It’s not easy covering players you’re not familiar with. I’m looking at my notes, the match programme, the game and the camera all at the same time.’ I wanted to believe that was true, but deep down I knew the truth. My words weren’t flowing properly. What had once seemed so easy was becoming increasingly hard work.

I noticed also that people were starting to comment on Twitter after games. After I had reported on a match at Rotherham, one person asked, ‘What’s up with Kammy? Is he drunk?’

‘Has he had a stroke?’ wondered another. I hoped no one at Sky was reading those tweets.

Of course, my work extends way beyond Soccer Saturday. After a particularly tough day filming an advert on the famous Transporter Bridge in Middlesbrough, I asked for the footage to be sent to my agent for approval – he responded by asking the production team to speed up my voice in the final edit. I was horrified that it had reached the point where some kind of technical intervention was needed to make me sound normal.

Elsewhere, my first appearance on Channel 4’s daily lifestyle show Steph’s Packed Lunch turned out to be a disaster for me. It was a job which I really wanted to succeed, especially since it meant appearing alongside fellow Teessider Steph McGovern. Filmed live, I really struggled with the autocue when I had to read out the news of the day. After the show, I noticed a tweet – ‘Before getting Chris Kamara to read the autocue, somebody should have checked if he can read or not.’

Again, I was shocked – the audience had noticed that something wasn’t right. The TV company certainly had too. When I did the show the following week, they changed my role so I didn’t have to read from the autocue. I also incorporated a routine – two Red Bulls and a large bottle of Lucozade at nine in the morning before I arrived on the Packed Lunch set, and then keep topping up with more Red Bull before and during the show. I didn’t want my caffeine and sugar intake to give me wings, so long as it gave me words. In the very short term it seemed to work but in reality it was a sticking plaster on an open wound.

As ever, if anyone asked how I was, I’d insist I was OK. And actually every now and again a good day would come along to fool me that I was worrying unduly – everything was going to be all right. Although it was out of my comfort zone, when I was a guest pundit for a rugby league match between Castleford and St Helens I was completely comfortable, my old self, utterly unfazed at being in an unfamiliar environment. I felt the same when appearing on Michael McIntyre’s primetime quiz show The Wheel. Everything went perfectly and for once I drove home happy.

A few days later, however, I was back on the floor. I covered Huddersfield versus Bristol City, with my son Jack, who does a lot of work for Sky, on the camera. While I love working with Jack, that day was probably the worst I’d felt. My reports really weren’t up to scratch – slow, no energy – but nobody said anything, not even Jack.

As I reached the top of the gantry steps, which I’d walked down literally hundreds of times, I was gripped by a feeling I was going to fall down the fifty or so concrete steps before me. My balance seemed to have gone completely and I negotiated them very gingerly. As I reached the last one, I saw a steward looking at me. ‘Watching you come down the steps reminded me of my old man,’ he joked. He wasn’t to know, but it was the last thing I wanted to hear.

‘I know,’ I replied, ‘you can’t be too careful. I’ve slipped over before.’ I hadn’t, at least not here – I was making excuses.

On the way home, I had a call from my long-time Sky colleague and pal, the former Fulham and West Ham defender Tony Gale. ‘Are you OK, Kammy? You don’t seem your normal self.’

I made a joke that it must be my age. But I knew Galey was right to worry and people were starting to cotton on. We talked all the way from Huddersfield until I was nearly home. He finished off the conversation by saying, ‘Don’t work too hard, mate.’ It would be a while before I listened.

Matters came to a head when, after adding an unexpectedly successful singing element to my job description, I went on The One Show to promote my second Christmas album. ‘Right, tell us about the album,’ said presenter Michael Ball. I just looked at him. There was literally nothing in my head. I couldn’t think of the name of the album, and I couldn’t think of any of the songs. I was talking, mumbling, but had no real idea what I was saying. He then set me up to reveal that Roy Wood was a surprise guest on the record. Again it was gone. ‘What’s his name?’ I said. ‘You know him, he’s an absolute legend.’

Finally, Alex Jones put me out of my misery – ‘It’s Roy Wood.’

‘Oh yeah,’ I said, barely audible, ‘That’s him.’

Michael must have got a word in his ear to finish the interview quickly. ‘And a Happy New Year is Chris Kamara’s second album, and it’s available to buy now.’ And that was that.

I went into the green room, where Adam, the record producer, was sitting. ‘I’ve gone, mate,’ I told him.

‘What do you mean, you’ve gone?’ he asked.

‘I couldn’t remember anything. I can hardly speak.’

Usually in a green room there’ll be people in and out all the time. This time, nobody came to speak to me. I was worried they might have thought I’d been drinking. I felt I’d spoiled the show. I’m normally a glass-half-full type of guy, but now it was definitely glass-half-empty. Adam did his best to change that by buying me two miniature rosé wines before I boarded my train back to Wakefield.

‘Hi, Kammy, how you doing?’ It was the conductor – after twenty years as a regular on the service, I’d got to know all the staff. I’d just started to reply, when he interrupted – ‘Oh, you’ve had one or two, I’ll leave you alone.’

It was another shock. ‘Hang on,’ I thought, ‘I’ve had two miniatures and he thinks I’m drunk!’ All I could think about for the rest of the journey that night was packing it all in.

When I got to Wakefield station, Anne was waiting for me in the car. ‘Oh my God,’ she said, ‘you came walking out of there like an old man with the weight of the world on your shoulders.’ Those two words again: ‘old man’.

Anne had watched the programme herself and so had witnessed my abject performance. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ she asked.

It was the perfect moment to let it all out, to finally unburden myself and allow her to help. And of course I didn’t take it. ‘All this travelling is catching up with me,’ I replied. ‘I’m just exhausted, not sleeping properly.’ Still hiding. Still in denial.

I thought that because Anne was with me so much, the changes in me would have appeared gradual and not so noticeable. Of course, the truth was she’d been watching my decline with as much concern as anyone else. She’d noticed the loosely tied laces. Also that I was becoming increasingly unsteady on my feet – which I shrugged off by saying I was having trouble with my back. She was giving me that chance to talk but, stupidly, I was determined to fight whatever was happening to me on my own. I didn’t kid her. I didn’t kid anyone close to me. The only person I was kidding was myself. I chose to pretend I was still the same Kammy as ever. When I woke up the next day I talked to myself in the mirror and sounded OK. All good then. Except of course it wasn’t.

Another low point came with a live New Year’s Eve party for the BBC. Fellow guest Shirley Ballas thought I was drunk on the show – I’d only had water all night. She wasn’t alone. One tweet I read later said, ‘Did you see Kammy? He was funny but he was three sheets to the wind.’

To be honest, I didn’t mind. It was better than people thinking there was something medically wrong with me. And not all my audiences were so critical. I read a children’s story on Zoom for my grandson Solomon’s nursery school and didn’t see any negative tweets all afternoon!

That aside, I knew, reluctantly, that the point had come where I couldn’t go on hoping my problems would simply go away. This wasn’t like being a footballer where you feel a niggle but stay on the pitch in the hope of ‘running it off’. This issue, whatever it was, wasn’t going to miraculously disappear. This time, life wouldn’t work out like that. I was in trouble. A deep dark pit of trouble. Scrabbling at the sides wasn’t going to get me out. If I was going to see daylight again I needed a helping hand.

By the time I reached the conclusion that I needed to act, I’d spent a year keeping my fears to myself. When I should have been sharing my worries I simply kept bottling them up. When I did take the lid off I was ready to explode. Fear and lack of knowledge eat away at you. Is there something seriously wrong with me? Is this dementia? Alzheimer’s? There’d been several high-profile cases of footballers of my era now paying the price for repeatedly heading a football. Could that be what had happened to me? I tried to put those thoughts aside. But it’s like having lions sleeping at the bottom of your bed. You’re just waiting for them to bite.




2

In My Defence

BLOKES ARE RARELY ANY GOOD AT SHARING THEIR PROBLEMS, and unfortunately for me I’m one of the best examples. In fighting that battle on my own, all I’d done was heap a whole lot more stress on myself.

But that was me – just get on with it. Once, as a player, I broke my cheekbone on the Saturday and still played on the Tuesday night. It hurts breaking your cheekbone, but it’s a great way of winning over a new set of fans. That was my second game for Stoke City. When I turned out to play on that Tuesday they knew they had a player who was never going to give anything other than his absolute all. At the end of the season, they voted me supporters’ Player of the Year!

*

If those fans had been able to time travel back to early 1960s Middlesbrough, they’d have seen why I had that attitude. Not so much because I wanted to. More because I had to. Middlesbrough wasn’t the easiest place to be at that point – and being a black kid made it particularly difficult. We were the only black family on our estate, and my dad was one of only a handful of black men in the town.

Dad was christened Alimamy Kindo Kamara but changed his name to Albert, possibly after the huge old sign for Albert Road that he’d have seen as his train pulled into the station that first time. There’s also an Emily Street and a Vulcan Street, so it could have been worse.

Dad was from Sierra Leone. He told me he was brought up in a mud hut, without basic facilities and electricity. He escaped to the Navy as soon as he was old enough. Sierra Leone was part of the British Empire at that time, and he originally signed up during the Second World War to do his bit. After the war, his ship docked in Liverpool, and he jumped on a train to Middlesbrough. Knowing the trains up north, it was probably the hardest part of his travels! That was in 1949, and it’s about as much information as I have. I love nothing more than interviewing players and managers for Sky, but never quizzed my dad about his life growing up in Africa. He never talked about it and I never felt comfortable trying to break down that wall of silence.

Our family consisted of my dad, my mum Irene, my older brother and sister, George and Maria, and me. Dad’s working life was spent in the blast furnaces at British Steel and chemical paints department at the ICI plant near Redcar – two dangerous jobs in industries that dominated the town back in the day.

Dad often got into fights in town. Racism was rife and he was a target. Dad was never going to take prejudice and aggression lying down. He stood up for himself and his family. If anything happened on the Park End Estate where we lived, when the police were called, inevitably he was the one who was arrested.

I lost count of the number of times the police knocked on our door and took Dad away. Sherlock Holmes they were not. A crime had been committed and Dad fitted the bill. He’d get cleared, come home furious, and a few days later the whole process would start again. Neighbours would shout, ‘It’s that black family there causing all the problems,’ whereas Mum and Dad simply wanted to get on with their lives and be left in peace. If pushed, though, Dad wasn’t going to sit there and not defend himself.

Funny thing was he drove it into me and George that we should turn the other cheek to racist abuse and never react. ‘Take it on the chin and ride through it,’ he’d say. ‘I’m saying this for you, and you’ll benefit.’

That wasn’t always easy. Sometimes it would seem like, apart from my close mates, the whole town was racist. Forget the keyboard warriors of nowadays, back then people were quite happy to deliver their hatred straight to your face. And because nobody had any sympathy or empathy for what I was experiencing, they got away with it. If I had confronted someone, it would have been me whose behaviour was deemed unacceptable. I was well and truly on my own.

I’ll never forget the first time I encountered racism. I was eight and, as often happened, had been sent to the corner shop to buy cigarettes – ten Woodbines for Mum, twenty Full Strength Capstan for Dad. I’d just given the note to the shopkeeper – I was way too timid to ask – when a woman pushed in front of me and asked for a pint of milk and a loaf of bread.

‘I’m serving this young man here,’ the grocer pointed out.

She looked at me. ‘His lot should go back to where they came from,’ she said.

‘I live five doors away from you,’ I thought. ‘I’m not from somewhere else.’

The shopkeeper stood his ground: ‘No, no, I’m serving him.’

She stormed out – ‘These blacks shouldn’t be here.’

I took the cigarettes and went home, her words still ringing in my ears.

I’ve tried to blank such incidents from my mind – carrying that weight of negativity around in life isn’t useful – and have largely succeeded in doing so. But there will always be times that bring moments of prejudice springing to the front of my mind.

A couple of years ago, for instance, I was honoured to switch on the Christmas lights in Wetherby, thrilled to see more than 3,000 people turn out on that chilly night. As I prepared to press the button, compere Bryn Law, my former Sky Sports colleague, did a little interview with me and asked about my recollections of visiting the market town over the years. I cryptically replied that I had many great memories ‘and one not so great’. I didn’t elaborate, as I wanted to keep the mood light, but it’s fair to say I had received a very different ‘welcome’ on my first visit in 1976.

Wetherby was the traditional stopping point for teams coming back from games in the north-east. It was the last day of the 1975–6 season, and my Portsmouth side had just been relegated from the then Second Division, losing to Sunderland, who went up as champions. In the mood to drown our sorrows before the long journey home, we stopped in Wetherby, placed our order for the chippy with our club physio and headed to the pub opposite for a couple of pints.

Straight away, the barman spotted me among the lads – ‘We don’t serve his type in here.’ I’d been going to pubs for a couple of years by then and would occasionally be refused entry because I was ‘wearing jeans’ or if ‘the place was full’, but I always knew the real reason why I wasn’t welcome.

It was the first time many of the lads had witnessed such blatant discrimination. ‘Do you get that often?’ one of them asked.

‘Occasionally,’ I replied. ‘It’s part of life. You get on with it.’ It bothered my teammates more than it bothered me, but I had grown up as a black lad and was used to it. In those days, when Leeds were at home, Alan Ingledew sometimes took me and his son Jason to Elland Road. It was part of the agreement for me joining Alan’s Sunday team at Beechwood Youth Club and playing for them in the Teesside Junior Alliance, one of the biggest youth leagues in the world. It was frightening walking to the Leeds ground. I was just a skinny young kid from Middlesbrough and couldn’t understand the hatred that was directed at me. I’d sometimes get racist abuse at Middlesbrough games too, but I was usually with my mates so I could handle it and block it out.

In Leeds, the taunts were relentless when we got near the stadium. Even though I was with Alan and Jason, who were white, and had my white, blue and yellow scarf on, people stared and spat abuse. Alan treated me like his own son and held me close at all times. ‘Keep your head down, son,’ he’d say. ‘Just ignore them.’ It was intimidating, but I felt safe with Alan. I never let the ignorance of a few affect my love for football and for Leeds United and that team. And every time Alan took me, I imagined the day I would play at Elland Road, which is why I’ll always treasure my time at the club.

The good memories will always outweigh the bad. On the same day that the barman refused to serve me in Wetherby, I remember Sunderland’s captain Bobby Moncur finding me after that end-of-season game. ‘I can’t believe you’re only seventeen, son,’ he told me. ‘You’re going to be a good player – keep working hard.’ It was also my first taste of champagne – courtesy of Bobby and the Sunderland players, who sent a few bottles to the away dressing room as they celebrated winning the title.

It’s hard to explain the emotion I felt when the request came through to switch on the lights in Wetherby. On the evening, everyone was lovely, the mayor and dignitaries couldn’t have been nicer, and I thoroughly enjoyed the event, sharing in everybody’s anticipation of a ‘normal’ Christmas after many months of disruption due to the Covid lockdowns. The only downside for me was that I was not having a good day with my speech, so I had to limit my words. The next day, I headed to my Twitter account to celebrate the good time had by all. But I also shared my early Wetherby memory and received overwhelming support in return. Many people could hardly believe what had happened all those years earlier, and I made a point of saying that attitudes have changed since the mid-seventies and the world is a better place for it, even though there is still work to be done.

*

Two decades after that Wetherby pub ban and too many years to count since abuse was hurled at me outside Elland Road, I got involved with Show Racism the Red Card. The charity was established that year thanks to then Newcastle keeper Shaka Hislop, who’d recently started to play for the club when he stopped for petrol near St James’s Park with his pregnant wife Desha. Four youths shouted racist abuse at him as he paid, but when one of them recognized him, they went over to ask for his autograph. The experience had a profound effect on Shaka, who realized the power of football to educate young people. The incident also coincided with a letter sent to Newcastle United players from founder Ged Grebby on behalf of an organization called Youth Against Racism in Europe. Shaka was the only player to reply and sent a £50 cheque and a letter outlining his idea to educate kids. Ged teamed up with his fellow Newcastle fan and activist Kevin Miles to form Show Racism the Red Card, along with Shaka and Viv Anderson, who was then Bryan Robson’s assistant at Middlesbrough, and the first black man to play a full international for England.

They started with the big three clubs in the north-east – Newcastle, Sunderland and my hometown Middlesbrough – talking to schoolkids around that football-mad region. This was the era of Kevin Keegan’s ‘Entertainers’, so when Ged and Shaka brought Newcastle players like Les Ferdinand to the schools, the kids went crazy. And they listened. I was Bradford City manager at the time, and Ged contacted me and asked if they could bring their workshops to the club. I of course welcomed them with open arms and soon started doing a few talks myself around the primary schools in West Yorkshire. It was never heavy stuff, simply the truth about my experiences over the years.

The aim of Show Racism the Red Card is to educate people at a young age and teach them about the effects of racism and how to speak out. This is hugely important. Anti-racism must also be taught at home, but by educating children in schools we can encourage that age group to pass on their knowledge to their elders, some of whom, unfortunately, either remain ignorant or part of the problem. It’s about teaching kids when they’re young, because when they’re older it’s harder to break down barriers. Kids soak up information so well at a young age – that’s the time to guide and teach them.

Kids don’t see colour. I’m a different colour to my sons Ben and Jack, but to their kids, my grandkids, I’m just Grandad. When they paint pictures of me, they paint me brown, because that’s what I am. I’m not different – I’m Grandad. No one is born a racist, so advising young people what is right and wrong gives them a fantastic chance to be themselves and say, ‘That’s not right,’ or, ‘I don’t want to be part of that, and I am going to walk away.’ Show Racism the Red Card has made a huge difference over its twenty-five-plus years, but there is still, sadly, much work to do.

When the charity launched a new magazine at Middlesbrough’s Riverside Stadium in October 1996, a small group of players and managers got involved, and only a handful of media turned up for the press conference. But slowly, over time, interest in the organization and its cause increased hugely. In fact, it wasn’t long before Show Racism the Red Card was attracting a number of high-profile players as supporters. In 1996, as well as signing up Shaka, Viv and me, Peter Reid, Kevin Keegan, John Beresford, Les Ferdinand, Gary Bennett, David Kelly, Dariusz Kubicki, Curtis Fleming and Glenn Hoddle all came on board. The following year, another sixty high-profile managers and players signed up, including Bryan Robson, Paul Merson, Kenny Dalglish, Eric Cantona, Sol Campbell, Paul Ince, David Ginola, Dennis Bergkamp and John Barnes. Today, of course, I’m glad to say virtually every player and every club supports the campaign.

When I got the sack from Stoke City, of which more later, Ged and his assistant Gavin invited me to join them on my first trip with the charity – around the schools of Ireland – and I became a patron of the organization later that year. There were just the three of us with a box of leaflets driving round Ireland in a car back then. Today the charity has grown to more than forty staff, with offices in Newcastle, Manchester, Glasgow, Cardiff and Southend, and they have educated more than one million kids in their workshops since 1996. In 2022, 440,000 took part in the annual Wear Red Day, which shows the charity has never been more relevant and supported. I’ve done a number of events over the years and contributed to debates in parliamentary committees. I’ve even given a speech at Oxford University.

I was also among 170 footballers, managers, rugby players, basketball players, celebrities and dignitaries invited by the then Prime Minister Gordon Brown to a garden party at Number 10 on behalf of Show Racism the Red Card. Chelsea manager Avram Grant also turned up, even though it was the week of his team’s Champions League final match with Manchester United in Moscow. Reading chairman John Madejski was there to support Shaka just a day after his team had been relegated from the Premier League, and the big keeper was hobbling around the garden on crutches after breaking his ankle a few weeks earlier. I knew the PM was a Raith Rovers fan, so when I was introduced, I made sure to quiz him about his team, who were flying high in the Scottish Second Division at the time (I’d done my homework). But I wasn’t the only one. Gordon said he was a huge fan of mine and had followed my football and management career and watched me on Soccer Saturday. Before I knew it, he was leading me back into Number 10 and taking me on a personal tour of the building, including the famous staircase and the pictures of the former prime ministers on the wall. If I couldn’t believe it, I am not sure many of the other guests could either.

In early 2023, I went along to a Show Racism the Red Card event at Huddersfield Town’s John Smith’s Stadium just after the charity had engaged more than one million people in their anti-racism educational programme since 1996. It’s a fantastic achievement. It wasn’t only me and Ged this time. John Beresford came along as a fellow patron. Bez was with Shaka for the charity’s first presentation at a school in Newcastle and has been awarded an MBE for his services to anti-racism. And, like me, Bez has watched up close the growth of the charity from those early days, and how much it has become an integral part of the game and seen the difference it has made. I gave a little talk with Bez, and we were joined by former Town forward Fraizer Campbell, and academy players Tom Iorpenda, Cian Philpott and Fope Deru, for a question-and-answer session. Frazier’s from Lowerhouses, Huddersfield, and he certainly brightened up the day for the kids from Field Lane Junior Infant and Nursery in Batley, and Moldgreen Community Primary School, Huddersfield. We all did our best and simply hoped they got the message. The workshops we presented to clubs in the late 1990s were a first for the Football League, and we only had a few magazines, stickers, leaflets and CD-ROMs. There are now videos with dozens of world and Premier League stars backing the campaign – a million miles away from those early days and that trip to Ireland.

When I go into schools, I tell the kids about the racism I’ve suffered, and say to them that I hope they will never have to go through what I went through growing up and playing football. The N-word was prevalent when and where I grew up, and throughout my football career. But, like when Shaka was recognized by his abusers, I haven’t heard it since I started going on TV and the ‘Kammy’ character evolved. Of course it is still happening, and kids should not have to put up with racist abuse today. It has certainly improved, though. When I was at school, people said racist things to your face, and we all accepted it – nowadays, they hide behind social media accounts.

*

Rightly or wrongly, I blanked it out back then. My mates remember the abuse I got more than I do, and they were more likely to deal with it on my behalf. As much as Dad fought back when he was arrested, and after becoming number one suspect when anything untoward occurred in our area, he always told me and my brother never to fight back.

I would hear racist abuse all the time playing junior and school football. It wouldn’t take much for a player or parent to scream something at me if I committed a foul or scored a goal. I ignored all of that on the football pitch and never let it bother me, which was just as well, because when I joined Portsmouth, I played alongside one or two teammates who were not comfortable with my colour.

There was only a handful of black players in English football when I broke into the Pompey first team, so I was a rarity to fellow players and supporters. The home dressing room at Fratton Park had a huge communal bath, and when I jumped in, one or two players would immediately get out – it wasn’t a coincidence. There were a lot of racist ‘jokes’ told within earshot – and people would say, ‘Hey, Chris, you don’t mind, do you?’ I didn’t really have any choice, so I tried my best to laugh along with them. No black player would have ever dreamed of speaking out about it back then; I just had to swallow it. If you were black and wanted to be a professional footballer, you were expected to get on with it, because abuse was part of the game. On the odd occasion I challenged it, I’d be told it was a bit of fun and I should shake that chip off my shoulder; I put my head down and played.

Certain other incidents stand out, like the day a banana was thrown at me at Millwall. The Den was a tough place for any visiting footballer – it could even be a tough place for their own players – but it was especially so for a young black lad in the mid-seventies. I made the mistake of going over to take a throw-in and was met with a volley of abuse and monkey chants. Then, suddenly, the back of my shirt was covered in spit and a banana landed at my feet. I never took a throw-in at the Den again. Millwall had two black players: Trevor Lee and Phil Walker. I could only feel for them, having to witness that sort of abuse by their own fans.

When I was a manager, there were a couple of incidents involving the opposition crowd which I’d like to think would not happen today – or would be dealt with differently. I was managing Bradford at Oxford United when I was called a ‘black b******’ by a home fan who was sitting behind the dugout with his young child. He had been abusing me all game whenever I got up to remonstrate with referee Steve Baines, an ex-Bradford player who, in my opinion, wasn’t having a very good game. The fan suddenly let loose with a volley of abuse and the racist slur, and I had to be held back from jumping into the crowd like Eric Cantona by my assistant Paul Jewell, who was appalled by what he was hearing. I might have heard it all before, but this was new territory for him. Fortunately, a police officer stepped in and escorted the individual from the ground with his son. I decided not to press charges and said I only wanted a letter of apology. Oxford threatened to ban him unless he sent the letter, but nothing came of it. I hope he was banned. Oxford United couldn’t have been sorrier on his behalf.

The language was very similar when I was in charge of Bradford City at Port Vale. As I was walking down the tunnel to the dressing rooms at half-time, a Port Vale supporter came from nowhere and started having a go at me, calling me every name under the sun, preceded by the word black. I needed to get to our dressing room for my team talk but made sure to tell the stewards about the incident and the individual in question. You can imagine how furious and disappointed I was when the same person was still in his seat after the half-time break. I tried to get the stewards to throw him out, but they simply refused. I later discovered that he had been thrown out but the club had decided to let him back in because he’d claimed I’d started it. There was an FA investigation into that claim – and the incident – but I wasn’t surprised to hear that nothing came of that either.

Ironically, in 1989, while captain of Stoke, we lined up against our nearest rivals, Port Vale, who had Robbie Earle as their captain. It was the first time two black captains had faced each other in a Potteries derby. We shared the spoils that day in front of 27,000 locals.

During my time at Bradford, chairman Geoffrey Richmond occasionally insisted that I go up to the boardroom after the game, home or away, and meet the opposing directors. There were some boardrooms where I felt people weren’t comfortable in my presence. It’s a look they give you, something in their demeanour or how they treat you. It’s strange but you grow up to recognize that look of disdain. And, of course, in those days there were no black faces among the directors, same as there were few female executives either.

I’m pretty sure that day at Port Vale was the last time I was racially abused to my face. I don’t think I heard it working as a pundit or reporter at games for Sky, and I certainly haven’t heard it filming programmes like Ninja Warrior or Cash in the Attic. When I first started going round the grounds for Sky, I think there was some scepticism – but that was more to do with my ability and lack of media training, rather than the colour of my skin.

The most blatant racism I’ve encountered in the years since my playing and managerial years was when making the simple journey to Tenerife. I quite often travelled to the island on a Sunday afternoon, via
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