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To my mum and dad, you gave me everything and asked for nothing.

To my sister Maureen and my brothers William and John. You were my protectors when I was growing up and have always been so proud of my achievements.

To Callum and Niall, my sons, my shining lights, two gifts from God.

And of course to my darling wife Nicola, who simply means everything to me. My teenage sweetheart and best friend, who I still adore more than words can say.

Every game I played was for them.




Soaking it In

There I was, alone in the Highbury dressing room, sat in the bath, not wanting to get out.

Because when I did, my time at Arsenal, perhaps even my career, was over.

It’s 17 May 2004, the night of my testimonial match. I’ve played almost the whole ninety minutes against an all-star England team that included Andy Cole, Ian Wright, Robbie Fowler, Paul Gascoigne and David Beckham. We’ve won 6–0. My final game, and another clean sheet. Yess!

I always used to be the last one out after a game – to the point where my parents used to say, ‘For pity’s sake, where are you?’ as they waited for me, having watched everyone else head home.

But I wanted to soak it up.

As a young player coming through at Arsenal, I used to notice goalkeeper Pat Jennings soaking in a hot bath after a game, centre-back David O’Leary did the same. I looked at them and how many games they had played and thought there must be something in it. Was it the bath itself or just the relaxation? I don’t know.

So I took a page out of their book after every home game and sat and soaked. I was never in a rush to leave because Highbury was my second home. A sacred, mystical place where we only got to be once or twice a week at best. ‘Friggin’ hell, will he ever come out?’ my dad used to say.

I’d lie there and think, ‘Fantastic, three points, happy days.’

People would come in and out, Vic Akers, the kit man, might be cleaning up and emptying the bigger communal baths. And I’d just relax, still hearing the crowds going past outside, taking it all in.

And here I was, one last time, my creaking body luxuriating in the water after my testimonial match, knowing that once I got out of the bath, I would no longer be an Arsenal player. No more games, no more roars of the crowd, no more team bus journeys, waiting for that magical moment when Highbury came into view. No more trophies, no more crunching tackles, no more feeling the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention as I walked out on to the hallowed turf.

As I lay there I thought back to the hundreds of times I’d been in that dressing room over the years. The glorious victories, the humbling defeats, the anger or sheepishness after a red card, the rousing team talks, the frustration at not feeling appreciated, the pride at keeping a clean sheet.

And before then too, back to when my job as an apprentice was to clean the dressing rooms and the club’s legendary coach Don Howe would be in the bath as I tidied around him, asking me questions about defending, who I rated, who I thought was the best at it in the league (Terry Butcher, and he agreed).

To the time when, as I mopped the floor, I overheard the coaches Steve Burtenshaw and Terry Burton mention my name. ‘You know that Martin Keown is playing brilliantly. I reckon we ought to be thinking about him going pro. What do you think, Terry?’

‘Definitely, absolutely.’

And then: ‘Oh, Martin, I didn’t know you were there.’

It was a moment that made me feel ten feet tall. My future, decided in the bath.

At that moment, all those years ago, I could only dream of everything I would go on to achieve: 449 games for my beloved Arsenal, 2 Doubles, 43 caps for England (including one captaincy), 3 FA Cups, a Cup Winners’ Cup, 132 games and promotion with Aston Villa, 126 appearances for Everton, learning from brilliant minds such as Graham Taylor, Howard Kendall, George Graham, Glenn Hoddle, my idol Kevin Keegan and, of course, Arsène Wenger, the man who changed my life. 800 first class professional games!

I thought back to playing alongside brave defensive warriors like Tony Adams and Sol Campbell and marvelling at the genius of Dennis Bergkamp, Patrick Vieira, Thierry Henry, and so many more.

To the challenge of trying to stop the world’s best attackers: from ingenious, speedy Brazilians Romário and Ronaldo, to Alan Shearer’s strength, to Gabriel Batistuta’s movement, to Ruud van Nistelrooy’s mind games – more on him later.

And now it was all culminating in this perfect goodbye, a third league title, won without losing a game. A small part of a monumental moment in footballing history.

But as my fingers and toes wrinkled in the water, I knew it was time.

A few weeks earlier, I’d been in the same dressing room and was as vocal as I’d ever been. And I hadn’t even been playing.

My role in the 2003/04 season was peripheral. I was still a young man, but at almost thirty-eight I was getting too old for football, my body letting me down, no longer able to consistently perform at Premier League level.

But I didn’t care too much: I could tell this group was special, trying to go unbeaten, trying to win a Treble, and I felt privileged to be playing for the Arsenal and part of this special environment Arsène Wenger had created.

So even though my game time was limited, I felt I had an important role to play, to motivate, inspire and reassure.

Ahead of a big game, I’d go around telling each player how much I believed in them, ‘No one is better than you, you’re brilliant at this, just relax.’ I always made a point of talking to Kolo Touré and giving him some personalized advice about his opponent that day. It was his first full season at centre-back, and I saw it as my job to help him succeed.

I didn’t do much more because I knew my boundaries.

But there was one time when I went further, when I stood up to speak because I felt I had to.

Liverpool at home, 9 April 2004.

To understand my intervention, it’s worth explaining the build-up to the game.

We had just been knocked out of the Champions League and the FA Cup in quick succession, losing 1–0 to Manchester United at Villa Park in the FA Cup semi-final and then, agonizingly, to Chelsea at Highbury in the Champions League quarter finals to a late Wayne Bridge goal.

We were still a few points clear of Chelsea in the league, but those two games had knocked the confidence and morale of the group, so I was thinking that I was going to have to work extra hard motivating my fellow players.

Yes, people look back at the Invincibles as an incredible team, and rightly so, but at that point it felt like we’d missed out. For many years a lot of that team thought about what we didn’t achieve rather than what we did. And I think if you asked Arsène Wenger hand on heart, that’s how he’d feel.

So that was the backdrop to that Liverpool match. The title or bust.

But from the whistle, it all started to go against us. Sami Hyypiä put the visitors ahead after five minutes and, never mind going the season unbeaten, at that stage, just four points clear, you could see people thinking that we could throw away the league. Confidence is very brittle and you can go a whole season unbeaten and suddenly you don’t know when you’re going to win your next match. The fear was there.

We equalized, but Michael Owen then put Liverpool back in front just before half-time. We looked in genuine danger of unravelling.

I was on the bench and, as was the case most of that season, couldn’t directly impact what was happening on the pitch. And I tell this story not because I want to lay claim to anything that incredible team did but because it felt like an important moment in the season.

Wenger stood up and talked at half-time for a few minutes, but I didn’t sense his usual energy. I felt like he wasn’t rallying the troops, or they weren’t responding. I looked around and saw people feeling sorry for themselves.

So I asked the boss if I could speak, and he said of course, no problem. I’d never asked permission in the past and normally, after he spoke, no one spoke. But I just felt the urge to try to help.

I took a deep breath and, forcefully but positively, said:

‘Look, guys. Looking around this dressing room, there’s some of the best footballers I’ve ever played with. But we’re guilty of feeling sorry for ourselves. That’s what this is. We have got to fight back. And if we get the next goal in this game, we know the lid comes off the roof here and the fans will pull us through. We need to react.’

It was not rocket science – I just said what I saw on the day – but it certainly seemed to make Thierry Henry angry in a good way.

We were level on forty-nine minutes through Robert Pires, and then Henry put us ahead a minute later. And when he scores his goal, he’s pointing to where I’m sitting on the bench, as if to say, ‘Fuck you, fucking don’t accuse me.’ Because he always saw things as motivation.

The stadium erupted, Henry completed his hat-trick not long after, the unbeaten run was back on, and then, with a few minutes to go, I got my reward.

The gaffer called me to come on and, as I was standing pitchside, he leaned across and said, ‘That’s for half-time. Well done.’ He knew I needed games (ten, actually, in total) to get a Premier League winners’ medal. And he felt I deserved one.

That game was appearance number six, so I had four matches to go to qualify for a winners’ medal with seven games of the season remaining.

I’m sure some players would say they were going to respond after half-time without my intervention – and they might be right – but the boss had created an environment which encouraged people to speak up and in this key moment I felt that they needed a bit of help.

No other club I played for has ever got near to that feeling – it was intoxicating.

Sharing that success with the fans during the Wenger years was a great joy, from seeing the excitement in their faces during the warm-up, almost chuckling to one another about what they were about to witness, to us on the pitch, totally focused on our next victim. The air full of tension and belief, the fans and players in tandem; Victory Through Harmony, as it says on the club’s crest (in Latin!). The football felt magical, flowing as if every move was choreographed, probing and cutting our opponents to ribbons. It was a beautiful feeling.

Then there was Wenger, the proud manager, a picture of calm, seeing everything, but saying, ‘Sorry, I did not see it,’ when we overstepped the mark.

It was a privilege to be part of his teams.

That Liverpool win put us seven points clear. There was no doubt we were winning the league now.

But it wasn’t until the title was in the bag that the boss delivered the news I knew was coming but had been dreading.

The boss always left it late when he was telling me whether he was offering me a new deal or not, though my lack of game time that season led me to fear I might be coming to the end of my Arsenal career. I had only started one more league game since the infamous van Nistelrooy incident at Old Trafford, because Wenger kept saying, ‘I’m not playing you today in case you get injured.’ So what happened? I pulled a calf muscle warming up to come on as a substitute, and was out for a couple of months.

We got on the team bus to go to the last game, against Leicester, the title already secured four games earlier on enemy terrain at Tottenham, to the fans’ hysterical delight.

There I was, surrounded by my teammates, my friends, my confidants, by footballing geniuses I would have done anything for. Some of the greatest players to ever play the game, riding through London, on our way to making history. The last time I was ever making that journey.

Everything was about routine on match day. You’d stay in a hotel overnight before the game. You’d go for a ten o’clock walk, do your stretches and then have a pre-match meal. You’d go back to your room, relax and change, then you’d come down at about 1 p.m. for the team meeting. You’d wander in and the boss would be showing all our best bits from previous games on a big TV screen. It was inspirational. It turned us into fans. Everyone would be buzzing, cheering when Dennis scores, Henry scores, when I made a tackle.

Then we’d calm right down, get quieter and vow to do it all again.

Then it was time for the ride to Highbury. That day Wenger told me to sit next to him, that he wanted to talk to me. We sat, we chatted and then, as the bus wound its way through the streets of Islington, those narrow roads lined with terraced houses on either side, with the early crowds gathering, milling outside the pubs, practising their favourite Arsenal songs, he delivered the news.

‘Look, I don’t need you any more as a player, but I’m worried about missing you in the dressing room. But I think you can play on. So if you want to play for another club, you should. If that doesn’t work out, come to speak to me.’

I was flattered. He was telling me I had a future at Arsenal beyond playing.

I said, ‘I knew this was coming, boss. I knew one day that, if I hung around long enough, someone is going to say it to me: “It’s over.” But I’ve loved it.’

I felt a knot in the pit of my stomach. Even though I’d known deep down for months, the reality of saying goodbye left me feeling a mixture of hurt, emptiness and despair. I was so convinced this team was going to go on and win even more. It was like I was on a high-speed train careering through Europe and I was being made to get off. It was hard to take.

Because I loved it. Not every minute, as you’ll find out reading this book, but most of it.

I saw and learned so much, which is why I wanted to write this book. There’re so many stories to tell, so many people I want to pay tribute to, so many happy, sad, funny and downright bizarre moments I want to share.

Writing this book, I’ve had to dig deep. Some of the memories are painful, especially of the many injuries I had throughout my long career. Those memories I wanted to shut out of my life, but I surprised myself with just how much I could recall.

It sometimes required conversations with other people to make sure I got things just right.

Because, more than anything, I was determined to tell the truth. Of course, large parts of my story are just that: my story, how I saw things. Others involved might have seen them differently, but my intention is to tell you about my playing career without looking to sensationalize or wrongly point the finger at anybody, but with the whole-hearted truth in mind.

I’ve learned a lot doing this – about myself, about how others view me and about what I value when I look back at my life in football.

I’d like to thank Tony Adams and Arsène Wenger in particular for the time they gave me as we looked back at our relationships. The chats we had – which are chapters in the book – were truly eye-opening for me.

My sons Callum and Niall were the ones who suggested I put all these memories in a book. I’ve headed a lot of footballs, and with all the talk of dementia in the game, I wanted to get as much of my past on paper as possible.

Nicola and I are both incredibly proud of our two wonderful sons. When our first son Callum was born, he transformed our lives. He was like a lucky mascot. Within a month of his birth, I was making my international debut.

At school Callum showed promise, both sporting and academic. He played in midfield and had a good left foot, but he was more interested in writing and performing. He narrated the school play when he was only eight, and used to devour those Harry Potter doorstep-thick books as soon as they came out.

We weren’t surprised when Callum decided to go into journalism. He started at our local paper, the Oxford Mail, then forged an outstanding career, specializing in business and finance journalism, although I suspect if he wanted to, he would make an equally excellent football writer. His sports knowledge is immense, he is an accomplished wordsmith and has helped me hugely in putting this book together. Thankfully, he is a fully-fledged Arsenal fan.

Callum and our lovely daughter-in-law Sophie are also the parents to our two dear grandchildren, Leo and Tilly. Leo is already two and will soon be old enough for me to tell him that his old granddad once played alongside football legends such as Patrick Vieira, Tony Adams and Thierry Henry. He probably won’t believe me.

Niall always loved football and I was delighted when he started to make a career in the game. Our joy in watching him make his first team debut for Reading was indescribable. And when he turned out for the Irish Under 21 team, representing the country of my parents’ birth, Nicola and I couldn’t have been more proud.

But Niall had always struggled with injury, and in a final attempt to help him get back to fitness, I took him to see Phillipe Boixel, a brilliant and intuitive osteopath, who had helped me so much at Arsenal.

Phillipe examined Niall and said he could feel an unusual degree of tension in the back of his skull. Did he have a difficult birth? I was stunned. Phillipe was spot on. When I told him the details, Phillipe said that would account for the tension, and might also have caused problems to Niall’s back and knees. Again he was right. Niall had undergone several knee operations but was still struggling.

During the Covid lockdown, Niall focused all his energy on trying to regain his fitness.

He trained so hard. I’ve never seen anybody come close to that level of determination. Everyone in the family encouraged him, especially Victoria, his girlfriend, who fought for him every step of the way.

Finally, he chose to refocus his football ambitions, and is now an outstanding youth team coach at Oxford Utd. If he fulfils his potential, in ten years’ time he’ll be a notable young manager, and I’ll have to interview him on the TV!

Callum and Niall are incredible young men who I would be proud to have as my friends, even if they weren’t my sons.

Like everything, this book is for them, my mum and dad, my siblings and my incredible wife Nicola, who I am so blessed to have in my life.




Daring to Dream

Growing up, I knew we were different. We certainly didn’t think of our family as English – the abuse we experienced saw to that. My dad, Raymond, told us that when he came to England from Northern Ireland in the 1950s, and found work in Oxford, he used to walk the streets looking for accommodation, only to find signs saying, ‘No blacks, no dogs, no Irish’.

We ended up living in a little terraced house on Sunningwell Road, Oxford. There was a pub on the corner, in fact in every house we lived in there was a pub on the corner – perhaps this wasn’t a coincidence.

Despite being in the heart of England, we remained very much part of an Irish community, revolving predominantly around the Catholic church. I was acutely aware that my parents’ accents were at odds with the locals’, and I struggled to understand what my own dad was saying half the time. It was confusing, and this confusion continued into my playing days when the great John Motson, the leading commentator of the day, had trouble with my name, so he persuaded me that it should be pronounced KEY-own, with the emphasis on the first syllable, though – as Dad often reminded me – it really was Key-OWN. Dad wasn’t best pleased by this name change!

Dad was a grafter, having bravely left his home in Fermanagh, Northern Ireland, at the ripe old age of twenty-one to start a new life. On arrival, he stumbled into the field of construction, for a company called Down & Francis, where he stayed for more than four decades. He started as a welder, working more or less seven days a week, before progressing into senior management. He was eventually given a beautiful carriage clock for his services to the company; it now has pride of place on my mantelpiece.

We embraced our roots. We took extended holidays to Ireland every summer and it was fantastic. We’d pack up dad’s car to the point it would be so heavy the suspension was hitting the back wheels every time we went over a bump. He’d have fluid pumped into the suspension to take the weight but then, once we were unpacked in Ireland minus the weight, the headlights would shine down on the road and you couldn’t see where you were going.

We’d spend three weeks in Ireland, two of them at my granny’s farm in the north of Ireland where my uncle, John Keown, was living. We’d help with the farming, baling the hay, milking cows, getting up at six in the morning. It sounds like hard work but to us kids it was great fun and a feeling of total freedom.

Then we’d go for a week in the south to see my grandfather. Ireland really does have some of the best countryside in the world, so much so that my sister Maureen got the bug and lives over there now, in Galway.

There were always Irish touches at home in Oxford. Shamrock was sent over from Galway by my grandfather Dominic Duffy by the bucketload on St Patrick’s Day, and when Galway played in the All-Ireland hurling championship, we all had to endure listening to it on a rickety radio and my mum, Angela, who had been to school with one of the players, would scream, ‘Yahoo!’ every time he invariably scored.

But being Irish made us at times a bit of a target. My dad was an avid watcher of the TV news – we weren’t allowed to say a word when it was on – and we started to become aware of the terrorist attacks by the IRA. The Birmingham bombings in 1974, in which twenty-one people were killed, created a backlash against the Irish community. I was only seven, but I was old enough to feel that members of our community were being looked at differently out of fear and anger.

My mum and dad owned a shop selling groceries and alcohol, and the idea was that Mum would be out in the shop at the front but could still care for us as we lived at the rear. It was fine for a bit, but then people boycotted the shop because we were Irish. Finances became very tight. People were writing graffiti on the windows, vandalizing the vending machines, and shouting abuse at us in the street – ‘Irish bastards’, and the like.

It was becoming a bit of a nightmare. And I guess that’s when I realized we were being treated as scapegoats, different from everybody else.

It made me angry and determined, a pair of emotions you’ll hear a lot about in this book. I just thought, ‘No, this is where I grew up. This is as much my area as anybody else’s and I’m not going to be intimidated by anybody.’ But whenever there was something in the news, the abuse got worse.

The church community held us together, with life centred on St Dominic’s hall and club, which has sadly now closed. My parents had a very strong Catholic faith, and that played a big role in my upbringing.

We moved from one side of Oxford to the other, and as I wasn’t enrolled into the local Catholic school in time, I went to three schools in three years, the first being a non-Catholic school about fifty yards from our front door. On my first day, all the other kids were homesick and crying, but I was laughing, excited to get going.

Eventually I ended up in a Catholic school, and I thought I’d died and gone to heaven because everyone was massively into football, just like me. It was such a change from Church Cowley school, where you weren’t even allowed to play football unless you were in the top year. So when I went to Our Lady’s, it was like a release. Even better, everyone seemed to be a Liverpool fan, just like me: Kevin Keegan was my hero.

And that school made me more Irish, as everything was built around the Catholic faith. Unfortunately, when I was in class with the nuns and the teachers, all I thought about was the goals and tackles I had made and how much fun it had been. I couldn’t wait to get back out into the playground and took nothing in from the lessons.

When I wasn’t in school, life was centred around the local park. Bartholomew Road was on one side and Gaisford Road (where we later moved to) was on the other, filled with semi-detached houses. So if you imagine that park was Highbury, it was like I had just moved from the East Stand to the West Stand. And from five years old, I would peer out of the back-bedroom window to wait for people to turn up to play in the park, and then my dad would have to come and find me at seven or eight at night. There were some bloody good players in that park, all older than me, and some of them went on to have trials with professional clubs.

At our house on Gaisford Road, Dad had to patio the whole back garden because I was tearing up the grass playing football out there all the time.

There was a fantastic wall to pass against. The wall became my best friend, as it kept giving the ball back, whereas when I played with mates, they just ran off with it. I was also able to chip the ball up on to the roof and it would come down off the guttering at different angles. I would chest it up and hit it back on to the roof for it to roll back down again. If I got the weight of the pass wrong, the ball would go over the roof and into next-door’s garden. It could be a couple of days before I could get it back, which encouraged me to work harder on my ball control.

My goal was the garage door, and I was endlessly making a racket, driving everyone mad as I aimed for the top corners, interrupted every so often by a neighbour telling me to pack it in. They can’t have been surprised at my career choice.

It didn’t take long until I was hooked, obsessed by the beautiful game.

In 1974, so when I was seven, on the day of the FA Cup final between Liverpool and Newcastle, I was standing in front of my parents’ shop window when some Newcastle fans, who were working in the area, came in wearing black-and-white scarves and looking to buy Newcastle Brown Ale. They were buzzing, talking about the final, and when Mum told them I was crazy about football they persuaded her to let me watch the game. So she led me to the TV out the back and parked me in front of it. All the talk was about Malcolm Macdonald and Kevin Keegan and I sat transfixed for the next four hours watching the teams pull up on the bus, the fans trying to clamber into the ground without tickets, and then the game itself. I was mesmerized by the football – a goal from Steve Heighway and two from Keegan. That was me hooked.

I rushed to my mum as she was shutting up shop around five o’clock to tell her that one day I was going to be a professional footballer and play in one of those cup finals. I still remember the look she gave me of total belief in her young son. I was a very determined child and she knew I never said anything unless I truly meant it.

Dad was always emphasizing that us kids needed to make something of ourselves as very soon we would be out there working in the big, bad world, but I don’t think he meant football.

He was a big fan of the TV talent show Opportunity Knocks. One week a young girl called Lena Zavaroni, who was only ten, a couple of years older than me at the time, started singing. Dad started tutting, looked over to us and said, ‘You must be ashamed of yourselves. Look at her, such a talented young girl, doing something with her life. What are you lot doing with yours?’ She won the show for a record five weeks in a row and we could hardly bear to watch as Dad tutted every time she was on. (None of us became singers.) But he planted the seed in my mind that I needed to amount to something.

Dad also taught me to whistle the theme tune of the TV show Z Cars, and years later, when I was at Everton, that made me feel proud as I ran out to the tune at Goodison Park.

I was a bit of a pain in the butt as a kid, to be honest – too much energy. If you gave me Coca-Cola or something, I’d be off the chart.

At home we had bunk beds and a single bed next to it, with three of us in a room – me and my brothers William and John. I was in the bottom bunk, and the bed above collapsed on me a couple of times. I’d wake up and think there had been an earthquake. Which would have been a first for Oxford.

It was a tiny room, but it never seemed to bother the three of us. We didn’t know anything else. Most nights, my older brother, William, would be up talking loads. He had so much energy that he hardly slept. In fact, years later, in 1986, when I played for Arsenal, we had an away game at Oxford United, who needed to win to stay up. I stayed at home and shared my old bedroom with Will. He took advantage of this, chatting away all night. He still claims that I was knackered the next day, when Oxford won 3–0. But in fact, I was one of the few Arsenal players who put in a shift that Saturday afternoon.

John, my younger brother, had to have a light on, but I needed total darkness. So I had to wait for him to sleep every night before I could go and turn the lights off.

To say we three brothers were competitive was an understatement. Will was very athletic too, running in the 200-metre English Schools final, and Swingball in the garden was like a war zone. The ball was flying so fast you couldn’t even see it. Every board game ended with one of us throwing the board over in a fit of rage. But that competitiveness helped me so much when I later played professionally, as from a very young age I had a drive to be the best.

My sister Maureen was also sporty. She was nearly six foot tall and a very accomplished netball player, while my brother John is still playing local rugby union in his fifties.

On Sundays we would go to Mass. Dad was always in our ear: stand up straight, polish your shoes, take that jumper off, change those trousers, you can’t go to Mass in that. Appearance was important to him.

I remember getting in trouble for making a lot of noise in church. He picked me up when we got home and threw me on to the sofa – so that didn’t happen again. But my dad wouldn’t really hit you, there was just the threat of it. My mum was the one who was dishing out the wooden spoon.

As I said above, I was quite hard to handle. I just used to go and roam the streets from the age of five. I was renting my bike out to one lad, a bit of a notorious kid, and getting 5p a day off him. One day he didn’t come back. Off I went to look for him, because I had to get this bike back or the old fellow would go berserk. But I got lost and wasn’t able to cross the road because the factory gates had opened at the British Leyland Cowley plant, where 20,000-plus people worked. Most employees there went to work on a bike and it was like the Tour de France for the next half an hour – little did I know that there was a pedestrian underpass I could have taken. Somebody recognized me and told my mum so she came to give me a thick ear. I thought I might get some sympathy, but no chance.

Across the road from my house was an area of waste ground which had been turned into a speedway track, and I used to ride my bike there all the time. If I wasn’t there, I was playing football or hanging around the Cowley Centre shops. It was at the speedway track that I had my first stitches inserted in my head after going up a corrugated roof section, using it as a ramp like stuntman Evel Knievel and landing on my head before I reached the end of it. The first stitches of many.

When I was a bit older, we’d go to Blackbird Leys, which is an estate about half a mile away that had a notorious reputation, which was unfair, because a lot of good people lived in those homes, and still do. I’d play football there because a lot of the best players were down on that estate.

They are happy memories, but there was a lot of bullying going on. My bike was thrown into some nettles, and I didn’t know what a nettle was and I went in and got stung all over.

I spoke to my brother William recently about the bullying and we reminisced about how our dad trained us to box, how to make a fist, how to get your hands up and protect yourself.

All three of us boys joined boxing clubs, and we were doing judo, boxing, swimming, football – you name it. It was a busy time. Dad loved boxing, in particular he admired Muhammad Ali, and he used to love telling us about how Ali would predict which round he would win his fights in and then do just that. If you say something and then actually do it, it counts for double, he’d say. ‘Remember that, son.’

At home, Saturday afternoons were spent watching Grandstand. That was me and my older brother mostly, because my dad was always working and Mum was cleaning the house from top to bottom.

There was a period in between moving houses when we stopped at my great auntie Julie’s for a while, and clear as day I can remember the calmness I felt watching the wrestling on the telly and then my excitement mounting when switching from ITV to BBC1 to watch David Coleman giving the final scores while my great-uncle Andy filled in his pools coupon.

I was a Liverpool fan back then but of course I was aware of Arsenal, especially as their Double-winning team of 1971 was so revered. But they actually were struggling a bit in the years I was growing up and only won one trophy (the 1979 FA Cup) in fifteen years. Meanwhile, Liverpool won nine league titles in that time and four European Cups – no wonder I was a fan.

By this point in my life, so much had started to become about 3 p.m. on a Saturday. I still feel everything in my life is geared to that magical moment, even though nowadays games can kick off at any old time. I find myself looking at my watch and thinking, ‘It’s five to three.’ It became another obsession, having to get fit for Saturday. Saturday 3 p.m. became the most important time in my life.

When I got to Our Lady’s school they were all obsessed with football, and that gave me a platform to thrive on. Everyone was talking about what I did on the tarmac playground, how many goals I scored at lunchtime. I was building a reputation and growing my confidence.

There were two sittings for lunch and on a typical day I’d leave the team 10–0 up and come back to find them trailing, so then I had to get us back in front.

Sorry for the cliché, but football was like an addiction, a compulsion. I just had to do it. I wanted to prove I was better than the other players. It drove me and I couldn’t bear losing. Still hate it.

It wasn’t always easy. At about twelve or thirteen, I was very ill with chest infections and sinus problems, which were giving me major headaches. I couldn’t understand why I could hardly run in games. I felt totally exhausted all the time and kept asking Dad why my mates at school had a cold for just a few days but I had this for two or three months. Eventually the doctors found I had internal bleeding, caused by anti-inflammatories which I suspect had been over-prescribed for Osgood-Schlatter disease, which is a serious inflammation of the knee that particularly affects adolescents.

My mum took my anaemia and low blood count personally and set about feeding me up with the most outrageously big dinners: two burgers, two sausages, two rashers of bacon, beans and a pan full of chips, so determined was she to get me back into peak condition.

Despite my massive calorie intake I had plateaued at this stage. Because of my illness I wasn’t really standing out any more. And that’s where my dad really came into play with his simplicity about how he saw the game. He wasn’t someone who knew much about the ins and outs of football, but he kept accusing me of being a ball watcher. He’d say, ‘All you do is effing ball watch, standing there doing eff-all. Get your friggin’ foot in.’ And I realized he was right. So I changed the way I played. I started to get stuck in. And I never stopped.

He was a doer, my dad, he didn’t stand on ceremony. And we’d have these huge rows and discussions that would go on for hours. If I scored six goals (and I often did), it wasn’t enough. But somehow I knew he believed in me and rated me. This played out in my professional career too, as I ended up responding well to managers who pushed me – as long as they gave me that same feeling of shared belief in my ability. That is where Arsène Wenger and at times Howard Kendall were fantastic, but where I struggled with George Graham and at times Graham Taylor.

My dad only really said to me how proud he was at my testimonial game and we had a quiet chat and a big hug, and then he felt his work was done in terms of me as a footballer.

My birthday present when I turned eight was to join a local football club, Garsington. We played in green, which was nice with the Irish connection. It was in the countryside, and I think my parents enjoyed going three or four miles out of town. It was an escape for them and it reminded them of home, the rambling hills. I wasn’t old enough to actually play in the team and had to wait another year. But once I did play we won the league and cup Double two years on the trot. So I’d already won a couple of Doubles as a kid. One of the cup finals was at the Manor Ground, the Oxford United football ground, so locally, that was like Wembley. I excelled at Garsington, being exceptionally quick, and ran through on goal to score many times, my mum screaming, ‘Yahoo!’ whenever I did. In fact, I set the goal-scoring record for the Under 10s and Under 11s.

One of my dad’s best friends, Tommy Gildea, took me to watch my first professional game. One afternoon he said to me that Mick Channon, the England striker, was coming to Oxford United to play for Southampton. Channon was an international player even though his team was in Division 2, and he used to do a famous ‘windmill’ celebration when he scored, whirling his left arm round and round. We stood at the Cuckoo Lane end and the small ground was bursting at the seams. People were climbing the floodlight pylons to watch. In those days, everyone flocked to see individuals and not necessarily the team. I was captivated by the atmosphere, and Mick Channon seemed to have so much time on the ball. He scored a hat-trick in a 4–0 victory. His arm must have been sore from all that windmilling.

Every year at Garsington, as a treat for the players, the club would organize a visit to a top-tier game.

We went to QPR v Liverpool at Loftus Road in 1975/76, the year when QPR finished second and Liverpool top. That was an incredible atmosphere. The next game we went to was Arsenal v Man United, a fixture that became so important in my life. That was the first time I ever stepped into Highbury. Our seats were in the Upper East Stand and were so far to the left of the stand we had to watch the goalmouth action through the smeary glass end wall. I couldn’t even see the goal. Years later when I was playing for Arsenal, if I was feeling anxious, I’d remind myself that half the people in that stand couldn’t even see me, so why should I worry if I make a mistake?

A few years later, representing the Oxford boys district team, we headed north for a tournament, and then, straight after a game against a local Liverpool youth team, we headed to Anfield, the highlight of the trip.

But we made a big mistake. We parked up the minibus outside Anfield and these two local young kids asked, ‘Can we mind your vehicle for a few bob?’ The games teacher said, ‘What’s your game? Go on, sling your hook,’ and when we came back all our bags, our boots, everything was gone, and we were supposed to be there for a week. I say all our stuff was gone … mine was the only bag that wasn’t stolen, and my boots were shit from Woolworths. Everyone got a brand-new pair of boots from the insurance money, and I still had to wear the same ones. Not the last time I was robbed at Anfield!

We were watching Liverpool that day and I had never seen or heard a crowd like it. They just moved in unison, heads were swaying, and we were stood in an area so condensed that we had to be moved, and walked around the pitch to a safer spot. As I was being marched along the touchline, I was almost transported into my future life as a player as Phil Neal received the ball right next to me and I thought, ‘OK, this is how the pros see it.’ Neal got the ball – he was a full-back, like I was back then – and I was side by side with him. I could almost have reached out and made a tackle, if I hadn’t been only twelve years old.

At that stage in my development, football completely filled my life. I was playing for my year group at school, the year above me, the county, the district and a Sunday League team. About five or six games a week, and in different positions: up front, in midfield and at the back.

I saw myself very much as a striker. And then I left Garsington and moved to the team who were second in the league the year before, Rose Hill, and that is when, by accident, I was auditioning for centre-half, which would become my future position. The manager’s son was a striker. I got moved to the back. I wasn’t best pleased at the time but it turns out the manager had started me on the road to my professional career.

My dad was fuming. He always saw me as a centre-forward, and refused to come to watch me until we reached the Sunday League cup final and last match of the season, a game we won, and I was given the Man of the Match award. I was running into channels, picking off the opposing attacker’s runs, and it was as easy as reading a Beano comic, as I used to make those runs myself when playing up front. Significantly, my dad was starting to appreciate my performances again.

As I got older, my confrontational, scrapping side started to come out.

There were two Catholic middle schools: the school where my future wife, Nicola, went, called St Gregory, and St John Bosco, where I was.

When I chatted to my old team manager and PE teacher Nick Brown recently, he told me I pretty well took over the team talks at twelve years of age when we reached the school cup final. I was throwing my boots against the dressing-room wall at half-time, demanding more of my teammates, telling them we might as well all pack it in now if we didn’t step up our game.

Our school team at St John Bosco was unusual too as we had a centre-forward called Kathleen Parker, playing under the alias Gary, as otherwise she wasn’t allowed to play because she was a girl. It’s crazy when you think about it. She was a great player and I had recommended her to Nick as we needed her in our team.

Infuriatingly, she was denied the opportunity to play in that cup final, which is pretty disgraceful, but Nick went out of his way to make sure she got a medal – typical of the man he is. Luckily, girls’ and women’s football is far more advanced these days.

Anyway, those two schools then merged to form one very big school, St Edmund Campion. And when we got there, if you were seen as the top dog or a hard man, there were fights.

I had a reputation for being tough on the pitch, so I was a target. There was a time when the year above tried to pick on me, but they took on more than they could chew. Another time, my sister Maureen pulled me out of a fight just in time. I was fighting all the time and having to get good at looking after myself.

Why did I get involved? Because if your mates are all pushing you to see who’s the hardest, you just do.

I was talking to Arsène Wenger about this years later, and he said to me, ‘I was fighting every day at school,’ and I said, ‘So was I.’ You were fighting for something – your reputation, to defend a brother or sister. There was always somebody on the estate trying to bully you. I’d come home and the old fella used to give me the lecture about not fighting and then ask, ‘By the way, did you win?’

It’s funny because with my two lads, Callum and Niall, I tried to bring them up to be smart and find the right words to navigate around these things. I don’t think I ever saw them in a fight.

But I’d been wired to embrace confrontation and injustice. It definitely comes from where we were brought up and what we were going through as kids with the discrimination for being Irish.

Also, my mum was always of the view that you shouldn’t be afraid to get involved in other people’s confrontations. She was often running into trouble breaking up fights. It’s quite difficult when you’re a kid to see that; I was actually looking at my mum, saying, ‘No, Mum, you can’t. We can’t be going into that, surely.’

It was her trying to do a good thing. A lot of people just walk on by, but not our mum. And it has stuck with me.

Years later, the night before I played my first game back with Arsenal in 1993, when Nicola and I had moved back to Oxford, I was sat in my dad’s front room and my sister shouted that four lads were trying to steal Nicola’s car. I was downstairs with my dad, tracksuit, trainers on, in the prime of my life. I opened the front door, whooshed out, and instead of putting my hand on the five-foot wall to help me jump, I tried to leap it unaided. I clipped the wall with my left foot and went over headfirst. I did a forward roll but landed in between the four lads, who started to run. Because I was on the floor, it gave them a bit of a head start. But very quickly I was running in between them all, but I knew I could only take one out. So I just tackled one of them like a footballer (it would have been a red) and he flew into the air and landed on his chin. And then I kept running to try to get another one.

My first instinct was always just to go straight into the fire. They could have had knives. And yet if the same thing happened today, I would stupidly go and do the same thing, because I want to protect my property and I don’t like people to take liberties with me. And that’s a theme you’ll see a lot of in this book, and one that didn’t always serve me well, especially when it came to my first stint at Arsenal.

One thing I would say about my anger and seeming need for confrontation is that when I played football, it almost gave me permission to get wound up. Most people scrap when they’re kids, they might scrap when they’re teenagers, and then they usually go into the world and keep out of trouble except maybe getting drunk in a pub and having a punch up.

My job was quite unusual in that sense. To the point that before one game at Arsenal, I wasn’t really feeling aggressive and asked Dennis Bergkamp to give me a little slap across the face to get me going. Dennis of course grinned and hit me with a massive slap that sent me halfway across the dressing room and had me chasing after him minutes before we ran out
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