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To my mum and dad, Janette and Terry.
My inspiration through childhood,
and the reason for where I am today.
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Introduction

On Friday 13 August, a private plane touched down at the small airport of Hawarden, a ten-minute drive from my home in North Wales. From there I was flown into a military airport in Spain where a car was waiting to take me to a new life – a new world – as a player with Real Madrid. At 24, I waved goodbye to the area I had grown up in, and to the only football club I had known.

We set off towards Madrid in convoy, pursued by radio and television camera crews, and made our way towards the hospital where I underwent, with some trepidation, a four-hour medical examination. It turned out to be a formality, though a long one. That night we retired to our hotel with some of the club’s directors, members of my family and my agent, Tony Stephens, to enjoy my first meal as an Englishman abroad.

The following day, my fiancée Louise and my mum and dad joined me in a chauffeur-driven Audi for the short drive to the Bernabeu, where I walked through Gate 54 of the stadium in which so many legends of the game have performed, to formally sign for Real Madrid. I suppose it was a scary moment, but the real significance of that day was that I was stepping out of the comfort zone: challenging myself and moving onto the next phase of my life. And it felt good. It was up to me to show that I belonged.

On that first visit I didn’t stay long. I hadn’t been there twenty-four hours before I returned home for England’s friendly against Ukraine, in which I scored my twenty-seventh international goal. After twenty-four years of living in the same area of North Wales – and thirteen with Liverpool Football Club, where I had grown from a child into a man – I had the overwhelming sense of moving into another stage of my footballing career as well as my life with Louise and our daughter Gemma. The truth is that I felt proud of myself for taking that step.

There were people who were saying, ‘Yeah, but will Michael Owen get in the team?’ I regarded that as a direct challenge to me as a professional and as a man. I was heading off to play with many of the world’s best players, disappointed, I have to say, by some of the negative things that were said about me leaving Liverpool. I had given many years of loyal service at Anfield, and told the Spanish media at my unveiling that Liverpool ‘would always be in my heart.’

I was trying to better myself. In our game, too many people stay in their own little cocoon and don’t want to mix with other players or in new environments. I had broken out of that – and I was going to have to push myself to learn a new language, understand a different culture, make new friends, and adapt to a new style of football. I was ready for all of that.

But first came the introductions. In front of more than fifty journalists, I said I was relishing the thought of joining Ronaldo, Morientes and Raul – the club’s other main strikers – and announced: ‘My dad has been telling me about the great Real Madrid players of the 1950s and 1960s: Di Stefano and Puskas, two strikers who were just unbelievable, and Gento, who was the quickest No 11 he had ever seen. Today I am so proud to be wearing his No 11 shirt.’ That fine white jersey was handed to me by Alfredo Di Stefano himself, which was such a thrill.

The intention was to find a house as soon as possible. As a family we had no wish to live in hotels – even luxury ones – any longer than we had to. That wouldn’t be fair on Gemma, our one-year-old daughter. My sister Karen had recently given birth to her second child, so my mum felt a responsibility to stay at home and help her with the demands of motherhood. But I knew both our families would be coming over to see us regularly. I knew I would have plenty of support.

So how did I go from being a Liverpool player of thirteen years’ standing to a team-mate of David Beckham and Jonathan Woodgate in a foreign city in such a short and dramatic period? Until a few days before I left Liverpool, I had every reason to think I’d extend my contract with the club beyond May of 2005. Talks were going well, and a new Premiership season was approaching fast. I’d heard previously, through the grapevine, that I was on a list of five strikers Real Madrid were interested in but always assumed they would go for either Thierry Henry or Ruud Van Nistelrooy ahead of me. So I didn’t take too much notice of those rumours.

Fast forward to Liverpool’s pre-season tour of America, where we were due to have another round of discussions with my existing employers. The key stage came in New York, where we played AS Roma on 3 August. It was then that Tony Stephens told me he believed there was firm interest from Real. He said there was a genuine possibility that an offer could be forthcoming, but added, ‘We can’t find out more without getting permission from Liverpool.’ I was still under contract – it had ten months left to run – and we wanted to follow the rules.

Tony met Rick Parry, the Liverpool chief executive, and things moved quickly from there. We had been close to agreeing a deal with Rick, but this really set the cat among the pigeons. It certainly turned my head. This is Real Madrid! I was thinking. After Tony and Rick talked, we were given permission to talk to the appropriate people in Spain to find out how serious they really were. From that point on it took about ten days for the move to be signed and sealed.

Obviously it wasn’t a foregone conclusion. I met with the new Liverpool manager, Rafael Benitez, plenty of times. I talked to Rick, too. Mr Benitez was tremendous with me. All the while he was saying: ‘I’d like to keep you, but I do understand what Real Madrid means to a player. We need to do what’s best for all parties.’ He never stood in my way. It was all very amicable.

I told him: ‘A large percentage of me wants to stay, and if I want to be in the comfort zone it would be easy for me to put pen to paper and remain here for another few years.’

The problem is, I’ve never been in the business of picking up money for nothing. I’ve always wanted to test myself at the highest level, and in club football there is no higher level than Real Madrid. I told Mr Benitez that this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and that I couldn’t afford to turn it down.

Rick understood my position, but was anxious that Liverpool should receive a fee to compensate them in the event of me leaving Merseyside to go abroad. The last thing the club wanted was for me to leave on a ‘Bosman’ free transfer. I’d always assured Liverpool that I wouldn’t go that way, and I did so again.

When Rick gave us permission to talk to Real, we also knew of interest from other big Italian clubs, who were hoping to sign me on a Bosman, without a fee. But I was always adamant that I didn’t want to leave Liverpool with nothing from my move – even though I hadn’t actually cost them anything in the transfer market. I was a home-grown lad; Liverpool had always been really good to me, and we’d enjoyed a strong relationship.

When I look at it now, if I’d had two or three years left on my contract, I don’t suppose Real Madrid would have come in for me with £25 million to put on the table. The benefit, for them, of me having only a year left on my contract, was that my price was bound to be reduced and would therefore be more appealing.

The fact that Liverpool had a Champions League qualifier against AK Graz while the drama unfolded did complicate things. That game on 10 August came at an awkward time. It may have left a sour taste with some Liverpool fans to see me sitting on the bench for such an important match – yet the reality is that we had come to an amicable arrangement, which protected all sides.

Had I stepped foot on the field that night in Austria, I would have been ineligible to play for Real Madrid in Europe. Obviously, they wouldn’t have wanted a striker who was cup-tied, so the deal might have fallen apart. Equally, Liverpool needed to protect the transfer fee of 12 million euros (£8 million). So there was no choice but to watch my team-mates from the bench. I really didn’t enjoy not being able to help my mates.

Strange though it sounds, I didn’t talk to my family much when the initial interest became apparent. I kept them informed as best I could, but they didn’t know the full extent of it until the deal was quite close to being sealed. I think it hit my mum and dad quite hard. Louise was less affected. She’s more easy-going. My parents, though, were a bit anxious, to say the least. I think my dad wanted me to stay at Liverpool for at least another couple of years.

Maybe that would have been a good solution. But if I’d signed an extension for, say, two seasons there might have been a chance that Real would not be interested in me in 2006. Life moves on so quickly. There was one opportunity staring me in the face, and it was the right time and the right place. It took my mum and dad a good couple of weeks to get their heads round it. It was an adventure for us all. A new beginning.



1
The Goalscorers – Dad and Me

All through my childhood I was certain I was heading for a career in football. My father Terry, an ex-professional himself, was with me every step of the way; we worked as a two-man team to turn promise into reality. As a boy, I always felt I was playing for my dad more than anyone else, to make him proud.

I’ve lived in North Wales all my life, but I’m English by birth and by blood, though there is a Scottish branch to my dad’s family tree. There was never a possibility that I would end up playing for the country I’m happy to call home. I love the area around Hawarden where I grew up – it’s near Mold in Flintshire, only a few miles from the border with England – but it’s a fact that my birth took place in England, in the Countess of Chester Hospital.

I entered the world at 10.20 p.m. on the night of 14 December 1979 weighing 71b 15½oz. My mum Janette worked in the family clothes shop until 7 p.m. on the night of my birth and didn’t arrive at the hospital until 8 p.m. It was all over 140 minutes later. For three of her five pregnancies the two options for maternity hospitals were Chester and Wrexham, each of which was about 10 minutes away from the family home. But Chester was more convenient, and it had the added advantage of being in the country where both my parents were born. My other two siblings were born in Liverpool and Bradford, so all the Owen children are English, though our roots have been put down outside the land I represent on the football pitch.

My addiction to football developed in this large, happy and hard-working family environment I shared with my brothers Terry and Andrew and sisters Karen and Lesley. When people learn that my dad played professional football for 14 years, from 1966 to 1980, with Everton, Bradford City, Chester, Cambridge United, Rochdale and Port Vale, they tend to assume I took over the family business after watching endless tapes of his career, or listening to his stories about football in the old days. Not so. My dad never made a point of telling us that he was a former professional. I can tell you what teams he played for, but I can’t tell you in what order, or how many goals he scored for each club. He’s not one to bombard anyone with the minute details of his career. Nor would he insist on telling us in great detail how to play the game. There were a few old photos lying around the house, but you had to dig deep to find them. There was nothing on the walls or on prominent display elsewhere. I know what sort of person he is – quiet and quite shy – but I don’t really know what kind of footballer he was. If I hadn’t found out from my older brothers, I might never have discovered at all that he had played the game for a living. It’s possible that he wouldn’t even have mentioned it. He never felt the need.

I always wanted to be a footballer so I always had an appetite for knowledge, but I never pressed Dad with technical questions. He was always on hand to guide me with subtle advice, but playing football came naturally to me. In recent years, however, I’ve pressed him a bit harder on the details of his life on the circuit. I know, for instance, that he scored for Chester against Aston Villa in the first leg of a League Cup semi-final. He calls it a ‘scrappy goal’. I’ve also discovered that he had his happiest times at Chester, which is why he settled a few miles from the club when his playing days were over.

I think a lot about what it must have been like for him playing in such a different era. He’ll admit that he was something of a journeyman pro, touring the old Third and Fourth Divisions, and I can certainly imagine how hard that must have been. When he stopped playing he was forced to go straight out to work to support the five young children in our family. I have all my dad’s traits, so during my school years I was no more inclined than he was to discuss footballing careers in front of my friends. If they found out about my family’s footballing history, it was through the local newspapers, which commonly referred to me as ‘Michael Owen, son of former Chester striker, Terry’.

Beyond Dad, there’s no history of playing football in the family. His father, Les Owen, who was in the navy, died in 1983 when I was three. I have only one memory of him, standing by the back door of the utility room in our family home smoking his cigar. I gather that Les loved his boxing. Later, when I had two fights in the ring, my dad told me that Granddad would have been so proud to see me box. That brought a tear to my eye, because I’ve never really had a granddad around. My mum’s father, Roland Atkins, though he was always known as Tommy, died when she was 12. He was a sergeant in the army during the Second World War and fought in Germany; during peacetime he ran the clothes business my mum eventually took on.

Tommy’s wife, my mum’s mum and my nan, Isabel Atkins, came to live with us in an extension to the family home when she was 68. She was an avid fan of mine. Like my dad, she had this urge to be at all my games. She would give me a bar of Dairy Milk before the match to provide me with energy. You wouldn’t do that now of course, but it seemed a great idea at the time. Also, if I scored she would give me 10p a goal. She would stand there on freezing cold days, even when she was getting too old to do things like that. She died in 1994, just before I started playing for England U-15s, so my dad’s mum, Rose Owen, is my only living grandparent. She was the one who sent over a pile of sweets every Friday when Dad came home from work in Liverpool. Pocket money from her was a pound a week. She’s gone downhill in recent years and is now suffering from Alzheimer’s disease.

I have two uncles and an aunt, too: Dad had two brothers, John and Tommy, and a sister, Margaret; Mum was an only child. Margaret married José, who is Spanish, and they had three girls who are my only cousins. José and Margaret run a restaurant called Antonelli’s near Crosby, where they all live. My connections with the city where I play are stronger than some might realize. People are constantly coming up to me saying, ‘I know this or that member of your family in Liverpool.’ By an amazing coincidence, Jamie Carragher, my friend and colleague at Anfield, was a big fan of José and Margaret’s restaurant. When I told him about my family connection, he said, ‘That’s where I eat virtually every day after training!’

My mum’s side of the family owned a clothes shop in Liverpool, and Mum and Dad took over the business until it ran into financial difficulties. They sold clothes on credit, and were undone by imports that were cheap enough to be bought without a loan. Mum then moved on to Iceland frozen foods, where she worked in the head office on Deeside, and Dad sold policies for Co-op insurance. He’s quite reserved, so he hated knocking on doors and trying to sell people things. But we weren’t the wealthiest of families, and as the business had gone belly up he had to do something to earn a living. There was no nest egg from his time in the game. We lived in a nice house in Hawarden, but with a mortgage and all the usual financial obligations. It was only when I made money out of football that I paid that mortgage off to enable them to live without debt. From what I can gather my parents had a lot of financial pressures, and had I not made it as a footballer it’s possible we would have had to sell up and move somewhere more modest.

From my point of view, Dad didn’t make any mistakes in my upbringing. I think of him as the perfect father. He encouraged me, above all, simply to enjoy playing football, and now I’m a professional, and I’m happy with the way I am as a person and with how I play. I sometimes look at other players and wonder how they could have made it to such a high level without the kind of parental support I received.

There is no one like my dad. He would go to absolutely every game I played. Mum attended almost all of my matches as well, and my younger sister Lesley was equally loyal. She would sit there in a snowsuit, trying to keep warm. At the Ian Rush tournaments for school-aged club teams that I played in, she became Liverpool’s mascot. We didn’t have a pot to pee in, yet Dad would stump up money to travel as far as Jersey for a single match. He couldn’t bear to miss a game, not even friendlies for the local club. And this fatherly encouragement wasn’t available just to me. If my sisters were playing hockey or netball in the most far-flung location, Dad would be there. Karen was a good runner and played hockey for the county; Lesley’s game was netball.

Dad’s intention was simply to provide encouragement and support. I went through a patch as a kid when I just couldn’t play if he wasn’t there. If he was late, I would virtually stand still looking for his car, waiting for it to pull up. He soon learned to be on time. Even when I was 14 or 15 playing at Lilleshall, the national academy at that time – I was an England schoolboy competing at quite a high level by that age – my dad had to be in his usual position behind the goal. If he was on the sidelines or not present at all, I couldn’t perform. Other young pros might not want their dads to be at games. I can understand that point of view, if the parent puts pressure on the boy. Ninety-nine per cent of dads want their lads to be footballers. It’s the dream. But I think my dad just knew I was going to make the grade.

I found out later that he’d told close friends I was definitely going to end up playing for England. Armed with that inside information, a few of them clubbed together and had a bet with the bookmakers on me wearing an England shirt. He was absolutely sure I would make it. But though he shared that confidence with his mates, he didn’t have to say anything to me. I just knew he thought I was a special player. He wasn’t the kind of father who would constantly tell me how proud he was. Words don’t speak as loudly as actions with my dad. I had years and years of him expressing his feelings just through his presence. There was a special bond between us.

It sounds funny now, but every Thursday he’d give me a massive steak to build me up. Just to be strong. Just to be a footballer. He used to joke about me paying him back one day. While he was serving the steak, I’d join in the banter by saying, ‘Dad, for everything you do for me I’m going to get you a Mercedes one day.’ (I got him a Jaguar instead.) He did everything in his power to put me on the right track to become a footballer without actually saying that that was what he was doing. It was all about actions. My parents’ work schedules were built around my games.

I never worried about getting special treatment because, as I said, Dad was consistent in his support for my siblings: no matter how important the match, he’d be there. When it became clear that my older brothers weren’t going to be footballers, he didn’t regard that as the death of a dream; he just wanted us all to do well at whatever we were doing. First and foremost, he wanted us all to be decent people. If you’re good at engineering, as my brothers are, then good luck to you – well done, son. The same applies to my sisters. His main message was: just be a decent human being.

In some families there can be problems when one of the children is especially successful at something and becomes famous. That’s not an issue with us, because I have very sensible brothers. I’ve looked after them as much as I can, and because they love the game they can appreciate what I do on the football field. And that’s a good thing, because the phrase ‘the love of money is the root of all evil’ is the most true of all. If the family can’t handle it, wealth can be horribly destructive. I hear stories in dressing rooms about money and fame driving people apart. That’s where I’m so lucky. My family is so normal and sensible. There’s no jealousy with us. In fact, I find it hard to believe that the word ‘envy’ can appear in the same sentence as ‘brother’ or ‘sister’. It’s alien to us in the Owen family. But it’s out there. I see it in football all the time.

As brothers and sisters, the five of us weren’t competitive with one another. Terry and Andy work at British Aerospace in Broughton, making wings for airbuses and assorted planes. Terry is nearly 10 years older than me and Andy nearly nine, so I was out of my depth when it came to childhood activities. Every Sunday, though, we’d go to the park together to play football, and I suppose I did try to close the age gap so I could be as good as them. My dad was obviously head and shoulders above the three of us, my brothers came next, and I was plainly the worst of the four players. The two decent ones would line up against the very good and the rubbish (that was me). So maybe I was always stretching myself to the limit to reach their level. Around the house Terry and Andy stuck together, and it would never have crossed my mind to take them on. Certainly I never started any fights with them because they seemed immense. My sister Karen was born between Andy and me; there are three and a half years between us. Karen was studying to be a solicitor, then had a baby, and now works part-time. Then there was my kid sister Lesley, who is three and a half years younger than me. I looked after her a lot, and played games with her, sometimes football. If I was in an aggressive mood, Lesley would probably take the brunt of it, and vice versa. She’s training to be an interior designer now.

Many of my strengths were honed in the park with my dad and brothers, or with my mates after school. At the time, though, I didn’t think of it as an academic process; I just saw it as fun. I didn’t think, ‘Oh, I’m not so good with my left foot so I’d better practise,’ or anything like that. I was so much quicker than everyone else as a small boy that I could run on to a through-ball and have endless time to set up the shot. I could put it where I liked. My right foot was the strongest, so I barely kicked a ball with my left foot until I was 16. The only technical area my dad worked on was my heading. On Sundays in the park he’d send in a few crosses for me to nod in. All kids hate heading the ball, and I was no different. But Dad used to love it when I scored a diving header, because he had scored a few himself in his own career. So I used to do it just to please him.

As a finisher, it was all about smelling blood, seeing the chance and seizing it. Verbally, I was a bit of a rebel. I was always answering back to referees. I had a temper on me. I was a tough tackler. I had a few good battles with centre-halves on the North Wales schoolboy circuit. My first real tussle, though, was with Richard Dunne, who was at Everton schoolboys when I was in my early teens and playing for the equivalent age group at Liverpool. Richard is a fairly stocky figure, and he wasn’t much different back then. He was the first opponent who really made me think the day before about what I was facing the following afternoon. He was the one I had my first real ding-dongs with. Around 14 is when things start to get serious physically. By that age you know what’s going to hurt someone. You wise up and start to understand what the game is all about. You’re no longer an innocent kid chasing the ball around. If someone kicks you, you know where it hurts and how it hurts, and consequently you learn how to hurt them back.

Not that Mum and Dad encouraged that side of things to blossom. Still, they weren’t rigid about family discipline. To be a ‘cheeky little bugger’ was fine up to a point, but if we were in the company of adults we would be expected to say please and thank you and to show respect. They wanted me to be my own person while also teaching me good manners and making sure I knew how to conduct myself. In fact, they wanted us all to have a personality, and they knew how to provide fun for us as we grew up. If my dad had a spare fiver, he would want to take us on a day out.

Mum was in charge of the day-to-day parenting and instruction. She knitted the whole family together, and she still rules the roost. To get into the Owen family you’ve got to get past my mum. She had five children and worked as well, so she was always a grafter – still is. Even though she worked eight till five, she always seemed to be there, every minute of the day. She, more than my dad, shaped my everyday behaviour.

If we got a rocket from Dad, it was once in a blue moon, which made you want to avoid it even more. He was never a shouter, though. With me, he would prefer to go quiet. He just wouldn’t speak to me. And that’s the worst thing in the world. There is no one you want to impress more than your dad. If he’s not talking to you, life’s not worth living.

I wasn’t a naughty kid, but if it was Halloween, say, I might be tempted to throw an egg at a window like any other mischievous young boy. I got up to my own tricks. If there was a weaker boy I might take away his ball. It’s embarrassing to remember that now. Of course I stepped out of line many times as a child. If I smashed a window with a football I might run off without owning up to it, and the owner would come knocking on the door. In the neighbourhood I was known as ‘the footballer’, so unfortunately it was always obvious that I was the culprit. But it would take a lot to push my dad so far that he would stop talking to me altogether.

After games, he had his own way of conveying his feelings about my performances. If I played badly, he might not talk to me about it until my next game. Now that I’m an adult I can see that had a very positive effect, but it didn’t half hurt at the time. It wasn’t deliberate on his part. Even now, if I play badly the level of conversation drops. He’ll try, but it’s in his nature not to speak quite so freely. I’ve talked to him about it and he’s assured me he doesn’t mean to go quiet. We have a laugh about what his silences were like when I was a kid, and he insists, ‘I genuinely didn’t do it on purpose.’ He just wanted so much for me to do well. If I played badly he was disappointed for me rather than in me. He knew I wanted to please, and I never experienced his occasional silences as pressure to succeed. It was just ingrained in me to try to please my dad.

I wouldn’t be allowed to touch my football boots. That was Dad’s job. He took great pride on a Saturday in me having the shiniest boots. If you’re proud of the way you look and feel, I suppose you’ve got more chance of doing something well; if you’re always scruffy you might play that way. Plainly, I didn’t think about life like that when I was a child, but now I can see the point in investing time and care in your appearance. As soon as I got home I’d take my boots out on to the patio and he’d get to work with the brushes. Right from the start that job wasn’t mine. For some reason Dad seemed to enjoy it.

These days he reads papers and listens to phone-ins to monitor what kind of coverage I’m getting. He feels proud when someone says something good about me and fiercely angry if anyone says anything bad. He knows me back to front and he sees me as a decent lad, so when people accuse me of being a cheat or dishonest in any way he must see it as a slight against himself. A few years ago people were calling me a diver and he just couldn’t accept people questioning my honesty. You could say that if we expect praise we should be able to take the reverse as well, but quite frankly he’s not asking for praise, and nor am I, so I’m not sure that principle stands up. I get paid so well I can’t ever complain about my job. Ninety-nine per cent of people will assume it’s great to be famous. I’m not so sure. I never ask for plaudits, and likewise I don’t welcome people having a go at me.

It wasn’t all football. Dad was an avid golfer. As a kid, if I didn’t have a football match I wanted to do what my dad was doing. On Sundays he would go off to play with a few mates and I would be his caddy. Sometimes he probably wanted to be away from the family, just with his friends, but more often than not he would take me along. Afterwards I would sit in the corner with a glass of Coke and a packet of crisps while he played snooker.

I used to love looking for lost golf balls. Sometimes I would be 50 yards down the fairway rummaging through the bushes while he was taking his shot. We had a ritual: late on a Sunday afternoon, after the football, we would go up to the course and head straight for the rough; we would spend two or three hours looking for golf balls and would be disappointed if we didn’t find 20 or 30. He used to play games with me, saying, ‘Oh, I’m sure I can feel something under my foot. Oh, maybe not.’ On the way home we’d stop for a can of Lilt at the local garage. Later I became quite competitive about it. Whoever found the most balls would get first pick after we’d scrubbed them clean with Fairy liquid. When they were bright white we would lay them out on the patio and take turns to choose. I couldn’t imagine a better way to spend a Sunday evening than doing all that with my dad. With my own son I will do those sorts of activities. I didn’t want to be taken to Spain to lie on a sun-lounger. Hunting for golf balls, or feeding horses, are the priceless things you remember from childhood.

Through those early experiences on the course I learned a few lessons about the etiquette of golf – where to walk, where to put your bag and so on. It was a good grounding, because golf is a gentleman’s sport with lots of etiquette. I soon progressed to wanting to hit balls myself. ‘Go on, Dad,’ I would say, ‘just give me one go.’ Eventually, on warm Sunday evenings, he would let me play a few holes, all the while still looking for lost balls. Dad then got me a membership at Hawarden Golf Club, the local course, and my friends began to join too.

There were so many new juniors that the club began to send us away on courses. During the school holidays we were there morning, noon and night, playing 36, sometimes 54 holes. It’s an incredible thought. These days, I can’t walk 18 holes without feeling knackered. By the age of 13 my handicap was down to nine, and I began taking lessons from David Vaughan, a professional based at Llangollen. At one stage Dad became a bit concerned about the number of hours I was spending with a club in my hand. He was worried that I was starting to prefer golf to football. In the summer it was golf, golf, golf. He didn’t stop me playing, but he did remind me a couple of times, ‘Football’s your game, don’t get too distracted.’

The snooker club was another of our regular haunts. We’d pay £2 for an hour of light above the table. We would always have black-ball games because Dad would let me get close to winning so there would be a decent climax. Every game was tense. The people who owned the hall must have been sick of us because every time I would run down the stairs with 50p to ask for 15 more minutes’ worth of light just so we could squeeze in the end of the frame. I’m sure Dad paid for an hour just to add to the drama; he knew how excited I’d be getting when the sixtieth minute was approaching. When the lights went out, you were in pitch darkness, so I was constantly badgering him for that extra 50p.

I’m not sure whether he went through these routines to encourage me to be competitive or whether it simply amused him to see me getting so worked up. But certainly, if I didn’t find as many golf balls as my dad I would be fuming. I’d still remember it as a great day, but there would be something missing. To get first pick of the washed balls was, to me, a major prize. I’d like to think he shaped me as a man, but not by waking up in the morning and thinking, ‘Right, how can I form Michael’s character today?’ It was much more natural than that. All the activities he wanted to do I fell in love with too. And every time I played I wanted to win. It’s the fierce nature I’ve always had.

I’ll give any game a go. I played for Hawarden Cricket Club and made it into the senior side at 13. I love darts and bowls, too. Once a month we’d go to the tenpin bowling alley in Chester. Boy, was that competitive. My dad used to be brilliant, with a smooth action that helped him hit the middle pin every time. Now his action has gone, and we always take the mickey out of him for it.

I’m proud to be able to summarize my childhood as fun and character building, with family life to the fore. My parents gave us everything they could. I can recall plenty of examples. In my early teens, Dad wanted to take me to visit a few clubs to open my eyes to how football worked. One day we were invited to Sheffield Wednesday to have a look round, and as we were about to leave the youth-team manager stopped us and said, ‘Right, here’s your expenses.’ Twenty quid, I think it was. So off we raced, straight past home and on to Rhyl pleasure beach to spend the money on rides before returning to the house. I’ll never forget that day.

When I look back on my childhood, that incident sums up my parents. Any spare penny they had was spent on the kids to make them as happy as could be. They never spent a thing on themselves. Sometimes I wonder whether Mum wore the same clothes for 20 years.

Whatever your mum and dad say or do, for most people that’s the gospel. I would never want to spoil my kids because giving in to every wish or demand was something my parents never did. But any time I get a spare minute I want to spend it with my children, to make them as happy as we were. Now, of course, I’m scoring goals for England and having a great life, yet being a kid is really hard to beat, if you’re lucky enough to have grown up in the kind of parental environment I experienced. It’s wonderful to have such a comfortable existence now, and to live in such a nice house, but if somebody said to me ‘You’ve got to give it all back and live the life you had as a child’, I could think of worse things. I would have no problem with my daughter Gemma or son James growing up that way. If money is tight in a family things are given to kids only for the right reasons; no child is going to get anything just because they cry for it. It’s easy to brush problems off with money (‘here’s a couple of quid, go and buy some sweets’), but the best things in life are free, as everyone knows. For my dad to take me, on the back of his bike, to feed some horses in a field for half an hour was my idea of a treat; Dad spending £40 on one activity, or paying for an expensive holiday, just didn’t have the same appeal. Give me a simple train ride any day.

I won’t deny that my wealth from football has enabled me to help the whole family financially. When I was 18 and building a house a mile from the family home, a new estate with some really nice houses was being constructed nearby. It was always my intention to buy homes for members of my family, and it was just coincidental that a chance to do so arose so close to where I was building on the plot of land I had found. Mum and Dad liked the show house we went to inspect. Initially I bought two show homes because my brother Andy has always liked his own space; the idea was that the family would live in one while Andy took the house next door. At first I didn’t think any further ahead than that, but soon I started to feel it was unfair on my other brothers and sisters. So I bought the next two houses along, for my older sister Karen and my brother Terry. Lesley was very young, so I didn’t need to buy one for her, but subsequently the next one in the close became available and I acquired that one as well. The next house along also came on the market, but we didn’t have enough family members to fill it. So there is one non-Owen in the street. He’s a very nice fella and doesn’t seem to mind sharing the close with my whole family. The arrangement probably won’t last for ever. If Lesley’s boyfriend or Karen’s boyfriend moves away through work it’s possible that one or both of them will move on. But at least it has given them a start on the property ladder. If they wanted to move, obviously I wouldn’t take offence.

I’ve always liked investing in property. In 2003 I bought a couple of plots of land in the Algarve, near where Paul Ince has a place. Having poured all my energy into my new home in North Wales, initially I didn’t make much headway in terms of building on the land in Portugal, but it’s an exciting project for the future. The house will be open to all the family, and I like the idea of us going there in the summer with all the kids for a major holiday. I’m also buying a place on The Palm in Dubai. When we visited the city before the 2002 World Cup, members of the England team were offered the chance to buy in the resort. Half a dozen of us said yes.

But I don’t see myself as special in any way. One of my brothers drilling the wrong hole on an aeroplane wing is a much more serious issue than me having a bad time in a football match. When I pick up an injury I don’t expect a stream of sympathy from them. Missing a goal is part of the job; being a hero or a villain is part of the job. We’re all good at something. It just happens that I’m good at football and that has a high public profile, so everyone notices what I do. I’m skilled at football, my brothers are skilled at engineering. Neither talent is more valuable or important than the other. In the Owen family we just get on with life and look out for one another.
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Little Big Man

From my earliest days as a footballer I was up there with the big boys – we’re talking size and age here, not fame. Almost from my first serious kick I left my own generation behind to take on older lads – perhaps starting a trend that ended with my World Cup goal against Argentina when I was only 18.

My first memories of my life in football date from when I was seven. I started properly with Mold Alexander, five miles from the family home, though people often trace my beginnings to Hawarden Pathfinders, who were my local cub side. They played every few months, so fixture congestion was hardly a problem. When Dad took me to Mold he was told that the youngest age group was Under-10s, which didn’t look too promising given that I was still only seven. But after a couple of training sessions I managed to force my way on to the substitutes bench, from where I would often come on and score.

Things started to get serious when I was chosen, at the age of eight, to represent Deeside Schools under the management of Bryn Jones and his assistant Dave Nicholas. Their motto was ‘first to the ball’, which they stuck to the dressing-room door. Though playing for Deeside seemed a huge promotion at the time, I realize now that you don’t really leave an imprint in football until you become a professional. How many people, for instance, could name the record goalscorer for England Under-15s? (It’s me, by the way.) Still, for me to be the youngest boy to be picked for Deeside Schools felt like an immense achievement at the time, even if it doesn’t now. I beat Gary Speed’s age record and then, in my third year, Ian Rush’s highest total for the number of goals in a season. To be in the local papers at 10 or 11 in the same sentence as Ian Rush was about as good as it could get.

For a while, then, I was an eight-year-old playing in an Under-11 county side. I could score goals at that age and at that level, but I think Bryn Jones and other administrators of Deeside Schools felt they needed to be fair to the older boys in that age group and not allow them to be ousted by an eight-year-old kid. For my second season, however, I was made captain and I played every game. I scored 50-odd goals in 30 or so games, and then in my final year I hit 92. The papers were full of it. I actually broke Ian’s record at a tournament in Jersey, and my dad and younger sister were there to witness the event. In an equivalent number of games I beat Rushie by two, but we played a lot more matches than he did in his record-setting year so I ended up pulling 20 clear.

I can still remember the decisive strike that day, though all my goals at that age were virtually identical: a ball over the top, followed by a sprint and a finish. I was quicker than everyone else at that time so it was always a one-on-one, with a finish to the side. You don’t get many crosses or diving headers in Under-11 football; you’re always running on to through-balls, with the full-backs mysteriously playing everyone on side. When I scored against Argentina at France 98, and in the 2001 FA Cup final against Arsenal, I can recall jogging to the touchline trying to assess the meaning of what I’d just done. The first time I went through that mental process, I suppose, was when I scored in Jersey to surpass Ian Rush in Deeside’s record books.

I hadn’t yet met Rushie when I improved on his earliest achievement in football, and I didn’t cross his path for a long time after I arrived at Liverpool. By then he had left Anfield, though I did see him occasionally in the players’ lounge, or doing a stint on local radio. I didn’t get to talk to him properly until January 2003, when he rejoined the club as the strikers’ coach. I’ve had a couple of rounds of golf with him since and he’s a mate now. When he was first unveiled as Liverpool’s striking coach we both did interviews about each other, and the Deeside scoring record was usually the first question to be asked.

There’s a funny story attached to my second proper association with a local club side. After Mold Alexander, I moved on to Hawarden Rangers and scored about 116 goals in 40 games in their colours. We won everything. When the club’s annual awards came round, I was desperate to be Player of the Year, as all young boys are. I just knew I was head and shoulders above the other lads in the team. But the winner was … our goalkeeper. We were winning 10–0 virtually every week, and our keeper, who was two years younger than everyone else, had barely made a save all season. It wouldn’t bother me now if someone got Player of the Year ahead of me, but when you’re 12 it really hurts. It’s life and death. You wait all week for Saturday to come.

Dad was livid. ‘You’re not playing for them again,’ he told me. The following season I was going to confine myself to the county team (though I was also by that time playing Liverpool youth games at the weekend). However, the manager of St David’s Park, another local side, was especially persistent and promised Dad that if I joined them I wouldn’t be asked to play too many times.

‘Just let him play in four or five,’ he pleaded.

‘Oh, go on, then,’ Dad replied.

St David’s were about to play Hawarden Rangers, and the manager came on to ask me to play against my old club – the one that had deprived me of the Player of the Year award. I wanted to spite them so much that I agreed to make myself available. We beat them 4–3 and I scored all four of our goals. There were rumours that the Hawarden manager was going to report the St David’s manager for tapping me up, though it never came to much. You can imagine the feeling of smugness as Dad and I walked back to the car.

When you’re the top man at football in primary school, you attract a certain amount of respect from your peers; once you get into secondary school, however, not everyone’s quite so fascinated. At Hawarden High, many of my contemporaries developed an interest in fighting and smoking, but I had to stay off that path. If you’re a prospect, it’s then that you have to retain your focus on the game. It was around that time that I started to become aware of jealousy in other children. I was well liked at school, but when it was announced that I was leaving to go to Lilleshall, in my third year at senior school, a couple of the tougher lads would occasionally snarl at me. I assumed it was envy because I was doing so well and moving on. It didn’t turn physical and I didn’t tell my parents, though my dad seemed to be aware that I had stirred up some animosity in one or two kids. Anyway, schools are full of cliques and hierarchies. I had my own. I certainly never went home crying, saying people were picking on me.

My best friend from my school days is Michael Jones, who I met at infant school. He lived about three miles away from us, so until I was allowed to ride off on my bike I had to rely on Mum to drive me to his house. Later we played golf every other day. Whenever I’m not working we go out for a meal with our partners, or he comes round to watch a match. We always look out for each other. Didi Hamann, at Liverpool, has become good friends with Mike, and he often joins us on the golf course. Mike turned pro in 2003 and has been to South Africa to play in the Sunshine Tour. His plan is to join the Pro Tour, which is two levels below the European Tour. He’s got a bit of climbing to do, but at least he has a sponsor to see him through his first year.

I didn’t really enjoy the academic side of school, though I quite enjoyed maths. I also liked geography. General knowledge interested me too. At home on winter nights Mum and Dad would set quizzes. It was the formal aspect of being taught through lessons that turned me off. In those environments I would find myself looking at my watch, gazing through the windows and waiting for PE – anything, really, except classroom teaching.

It was at the age of 10 that boxing was added to my list of sporting activities. A little known story about me is that I boxed in two proper club fights, one in front of the dickiebow brigade. It was Dad’s intention to make me stronger physically and toughen me up mentally, so he took me to the local boxing gym – the Deeside Boxing Club, above a pub in Shotton – where I watched a training session one afternoon and joined the following day. Organized fighting tends to be a fad for a lot of boys. They come in for a session or two and then disappear, often when the going gets really tough. But I stayed with it for three years because I enjoyed it so much.

The first of my serious bouts came after I’d played for Deeside Primary Schools that same day. The fight was in the evening, and I found myself opening a 10-fight bill in Anglesey in front of an audience wearing dinner jackets and bow ties. Never mind taking a penalty in the World Cup, nothing compares to being in a boxing match. My first opponent had already had a couple of fights, and I was much lighter than him, so I made sure I protected myself down below by inserting the proper guard. I wore all the body armour I could to make the weight. I just about managed to get close enough to him on the scales for the bout to go ahead, and the next thing I knew I was climbing through the ropes for the opening contest in the short but eventful boxing career of Michael Owen.

I won on a split decision. It should have been unanimous, or so I believed. My corner and my family thought so too. A couple of experts came up to me that night and said, ‘Fantastic performance. That should get you the boxer of the night award.’ But a heavyweight who won the final bout of the night just beat me to it. By then I was becoming passionate about the sport.

My victim wanted a rematch. This time we met on my home ground, at Connah’s Quay Civic Centre, in front of a thousand spectators. I didn’t box quite as well but won on a split decision again. Home advantage probably helped. And this time I was named boxer of the night. I still have the programme, which cost 20p, for this, my second and final bout. The date on it is 14 March 1990, it was billed as ‘An Evening of Boxing on behalf of Guide Dogs for the Blind’, and it was organized by the R & B Golf Society. There, among the ‘senior’ bouts consisting of three two-minute rounds, is S. Kavanach of Anglesey v. M. Owen of Deeside. I wonder what happened to my great rival, S. Kavanach?

With two wins under my belt, my next fight was scheduled for Wrexham, but my opponent failed to show. By this time, however, football was beginning to take over and I was moving up through the ranks. A place at Lilleshall, the Football Association’s national academy, was on the horizon, so my life as a boxer was brought to a premature end.

I’m certain that putting myself through the trial of a proper boxing match had a beneficial effect. I didn’t know at the time that it was Dad’s intention to toughen me up. He now admits that the idea was to give me an extra layer of protection against the jealousy I aroused at school. I wouldn’t say boxing increased my muscle bulk or changed me physically, but it helped me learn how to look after myself. It was certainly more mentally challenging than rugby, cricket or athletics, which I also took part in (when it came to school sports I grabbed whatever was going). If I got kicked and stayed down when I wasn’t properly hurt I got a rollicking from Dad. In fact, I only needed to do it once to learn not to do it again. Apparently he was a fearless player who wouldn’t be afraid to put his head where it hurt. He came from a tough part of Liverpool, and his mentality was that you don’t go down unless you’re in real pain.

I suppose I’m quite old-fashioned when it comes to playing the game. Umbro, one of my major sponsors, are always trying to twist my arm to get more colour into the boots they make for me, and as I’ve grown older I’ve let them inject a little more white. Football is full of passing fashions, such as coloured boots, or pulling your socks up above the knees, but I’m not the sort of player who would shave one eyebrow for effect. I’m not into trends. I’m not saying that makes me better than anyone else, but my attitude is similar to my father’s: just play the game like a normal man.

One of the worst things to have crept into football in recent years is the crowding of referees. If you do that, and push and shove one another, you make the incident look more serious than it is. When I first came into the Premier League players had plenty of respect for one another; it would have been unthinkable to try to get an opponent sent off. Nowadays if you even touch a goalkeeper the whole defence comes over and pushes you around. The crowd starts shouting, the ref feels an exaggerated sense of urgency, and red and yellow cards start flying. There just isn’t as much mutual respect among players as there used to be.

But back to my childhood. A major feature of my footballing repertoire is explosive speed over short distances. Third in a county race at the age of 12 was the full extent of my honours as a young sprinter, though I did once cover the 100 metres in 11.4 seconds. My size helped. In my early teens I was half the height of most of my contemporaries, which helped me achieve that extra pace. But it wasn’t until I was about 18 that I started to become not just fast but powerfully quick. By then I was growing into my frame. Dad tells the story of how he took me to the local leisure centre for an indoor match when I was five. He sat up on the balcony watching, and remembers noticing that I side-footed the ball into the goal rather than blasting it. Later he told Mum, ‘If Michael’s got pace as well, he’s going to be some player.’ Soon it became apparent that I could burst away over 40 or 50 yards.

My two brothers were also good footballers. They had a lot in the locker. As he would tell you himself with a smile, my eldest brother, Terry, did what many keen footballers do and became a bit too fond of smoking and drinking. Andy had attributes that would be highly valued today. He was blisteringly fast. These days, if you’re quick and you can kick a ball in the right direction you can make a decent living in the lower leagues. I wouldn’t say Andy went off the rails, but he got himself a girlfriend he was passionate about and didn’t want to put in the time on the training ground. He was at Chester (Third Division) for a while, and he played for Holywell Town (Welsh Premier League). You’re not a mug if you’re competing at that level. Both Andy and Terry got paid for playing.

When the family get together, we fall about laughing when the talk gets round to ‘what might have been’ for my brothers. When Andy has had a couple of drinks he starts saying, ‘I could have been as good as Michael if I hadn’t found a girlfriend or hit the ale.’ It’s hilarious, and he knows it too. There’s nothing funnier in the world than Andy telling us how fast he was and how many goals he scored. He will turn to Dad and say, ‘Come on, Dad, tell ’em how fast I was!’ And Dad will back him up, playing him on a string. Terry doesn’t make the same claims; he’s happy to have chosen the easier life, without football as an obsession. Even at 32, though, Andy insists he could still make the grade for a couple of years. Usually when he’s had a couple of drinks.

Speed is the key to my battles with the game’s best defenders. The tough ones are the quick ones. Size doesn’t bother me, because my main weapon is pace; it’s the fast ones who negate some of my natural swiftness. Marcel Desailly springs to mind in that respect. In his prime, he was a beast to play against. Martin Keown was also quick on his feet. At his peak, you wouldn’t find yourself sprinting past Martin. Of the current generation, John Terry is not as quick as some, but he gets very tight to you and it’s difficult to turn against him. Rio Ferdinand is fast, but he also likes to give you a chance. He likes to play a bit. He wouldn’t mind you thinking you were on to a good thing and then reaching the ball first to do a Cruyff turn. You think you’re going to get round him but then he sticks out one of those long legs and steals the ball. Jaap Stam was also a really world-class defender, on account of his speed, size and aggression. That’s the real modern defender. Football’s moved on from the age of the big stopper always heading the ball. Walter Samuel, of Roma and Argentina, is another to have given me trouble. We’ve had a few good tussles.

Anyone who lets me get a run on them, lets me turn and face them one on one, is playing to my strengths. But a defender who glues himself to me and doesn’t let me turn is starting to make it difficult to make those runs. When they do that, I love a ball to be plonked in behind the defender because I will always fancy my chances of beating him in a sprint. In those instances it’s all about the midfielder picking the right pass to play to the striker – the killer pass.

Gary Lineker was my favourite player when I was a kid, and Everton were my team, though for my card collection I’d go after any big name from any club. However, if I compare my allegiance to Everton to, say, that of my Liverpool friend and colleague Jamie Carragher, I didn’t come close to being a real diehard fan. He tells me about the lengths he used to go to in order to follow the Blues. When Jamie was five his dad was already carting him off to away games, even in Europe. When he tells me that, I think, Oh, OK, I wasn’t really a fan after all. Between the ages of five and 15 he’d be physically sick if Liverpool beat Everton. For the first 20 minutes he could hardly watch. He would hide in the toilets. I supported Everton, but if they lost it wouldn’t devastate me. I would look forward to my own game more than the Everton result.

The stars at Goodison Park when I was a kid were Trevor Steven, Kevin Sheedy, Kevin Ratcliffe, Neville Southall and, above all, Lineker, mainly because he scored goals. I didn’t know much about him though. I’d have been buzzing to meet him and get his autograph, but I didn’t really idolize anyone when I was young. I didn’t study any individual with a view to learning his secrets and the details of his life, I just loved football. I didn’t look at the players of that time and think, I’m desperate to be like you.

At that time, Lineker was the England striker, followed, of course, by Alan Shearer. I’d like to think I’m the main England striker now. People always assume you’re best pals with players who were prominent in previous England setups, which isn’t always the case, though I do speak to Gary and Alan on the phone from time to time. Not for advice, though Gary has certainly called me a few times just to chat. When I put the phone down I sometimes think he was passing on wisdom without ramming it down my throat. But I would never ask anyone for guidance. If that’s a fault, so be it. It’s not that I think I can do everything perfectly, it’s more that I regard advice as a favour given, and I don’t like asking for favours. I can never phone anyone and, say, ask for match tickets. My dad is the same. He would never have called Everton, as an ex-player, to ask for tickets, or put in a call to Liverpool to say, ‘My son’s on your books, can you get us in to the game?’ We would stand in line like everyone else. If I’m struggling for form or fitness, I batter my way through it. If someone wants to give me advice I’m a happy listener, but I just can’t ask for it. That’s just the way I am.
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Lilleshall and Louise

Lilleshall has disappeared off the list of big breeding grounds for talent, but it was the academy where I changed from a boy to a man. It was the Football Association’s university for England’s most promising youngsters. For me, it was the bridge between my exploits with Deeside Schools and the start of my professional career with Liverpool. And I loved every moment of it.

The two years I spent under the direction of Keith Blunt and his staff were, for me, an enormous transitional stage. I learned a vast amount about life, football, everything. Keith was the head coach, and he taught me about the discipline of football as well as how to be as a person on the pitch. My graduation was notable for one other life-changing event: when I returned to Hawarden, my relationship with Louise Bonsall, who was around throughout my formative schoolboy years, found shape, and it put us on the path to parenthood in our early twenties. Today, we have our daughter Gemma and son James to show for all the happy years we have spent together.

In large measure, Lilleshall made me the player I am today. By the age of 14, at the FA’s hothouse in the Midlands, I was playing football full-time – training every single day and playing matches at weekends. Up to the ages of about 12 or 13, you play football purely for the enjoyment; around 14, you start thinking about it more seriously. It becomes more of an academic
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