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1Ball, Ball, Ball

‘Why are you crying, Alex?’

‘No one passes the ball to me.’

‘You better get it yourself then.’

I’ve had these words etched into my head for over 20 years. It’s the most important thing my mother ever taught me about football. And life.

Don’t wait for it. Make it happen.

I was seven and the youngest player on my local team, Karpatia Radomyshl. There was only one age group under 11. Everyone else was much taller, stronger, better. I didn’t have a team shirt either – I was too young to get a squad number. My mum bought me a normal red top in a shop so I could at least wear the same colour as everyone else. But it didn’t quite look right and neither did I. Playing in the courtyard outside our apartment building with my friends, I was quite good. This was real football though, with corner flags, goal nets and everything. My new team-mates took one look at this primary school kid half their size and decided to ignore me completely. What was I doing there? I went home from my first day sobbing.

But that wasn’t end, only the beginning. A few days later, we went to play a tournament in Skadovsk, a city on the Black Sea, around a thousand kilometres away. My mother was one of the parents that accompanied the team, and she watched all the games. But when I finally came on, she was not there to see me. She had gone to a shop to buy something. She got back after a few minutes and asked for the score. ‘One-nil,’ one of the other parents told her. ‘And your boy has scored the goal.’

‘Impossible,’ she replied, convinced it was some kind of joke. She couldn’t believe her little kid could do that. And yet it was true. The manager had put me on as a striker, and I scored.

It was only a goal in a provincial youth tournament, against opposition I cannot remember, and the result was of no consequence at all. But it might just be the most important goal I ever scored. From that moment on, my mum understood I was too committed to stop, that I would give everything to be a footballer. After Skadovsk, she was all-in. Without her help, devotion and sacrifice, you wouldn’t be reading these words today.

Radomyshl, my birthplace, is a small town two hours west of Kyiv. It felt more like a village. Not a poor place, but definitely not wealthy either. There weren’t any rich people there. If someone had a bit more money than others, you’d never see it. Everyone lived in the same kind of apartment in the same kind of blocks. Standard USSR issue, no frills.

My father was a builder who travelled a lot for work. Having a dad who’s hardly at home was quite tough, but it made every moment we spent together very special. He loves football, like me, and texts me after every game with his thoughts. In his youth, he played for Karpatia as well, but someone broke his leg. He needed surgery and never played again in a team.

My mother sold food, including bread and other basic provisions, first in a market, then a little shop. Later, she worked in an office, providing secretarial services for people who needed to print a letter or copy documents. We didn’t have tons of money, but my parents worked hard to give me a great life. They saved for us to go to the Black Sea on holiday once a year and gave me a taste of that healthy sea air. I never wanted for anything. Radomyshl had one supermarket, one disco. In those days, I was too young to go and only ever once visited when I came back years later. I can’t say I enjoyed it very much. Loud music and drinking is not my thing. I much prefer going to a restaurant with friends and having a conversation. There was also a cinema that stood empty for a long time. I saw one film there: Finding Nemo. It’s a story about a child getting separated from his family and having to fend for himself in a hostile environment…

Kids had lots of time on their hands but few options. In those days, nobody had any digital devices. We went for a swim in the nearby pond. We played tag. We played hide-and-seek. We rang the doorbells outside apartment blocks and ran away. We played football on a pitch outside our house that had a pull-up bar near the bins for one goal and a big boulder for the other. We drew a goalkeeper on it.

On one side of our little field of dreams was a bit of sand, on the other, a pavement, and the shape of the pitch was like one of those Tetris pieces that has one bit on the top left, two in the middle and one bit on the lower right. You literally couldn’t see one goal from the other. After a couple of years, we had to move to a different street because somebody built a pub where the bins used to be.

Winter was the best, when everything was covered with snow. You could make sliding tackles then. Sliding tackles on snow is the absolute best. I actually feel a little sorry for myself that I signed with an academy at 11 and didn’t play street football – especially in winter – for a few more years. It’s the best fun I ever had. I would have liked to enjoy that for a little longer.

Balls were at a premium because they got destroyed all the time. You’d hit a sharp corner or a stone on the ground, and bang, they were gone. Whenever my parents asked me for a present, ‘ball, ball, ball’ was all I said. But I also got a Ronaldinho shirt once. Not a real one, of course: a knock-off from the local market. The quality was not the greatest, but it came with the big ‘10’ on the back and his name, which was all that mattered to me. He was my favourite player, my absolute idol. My room was plastered with posters of him. It was a shrine. I also had a Steven Gerrard Liverpool top but didn’t wear it as much. Ronaldinho was the one for me.

We lived in an apartment with five floors and similar buildings nearby, so there were always enough football players around for spontaneous games. We used to stage our own tournaments. One building against another, young vs old, white T-shirts against coloured T-shirts. I was often the youngest, which meant I had to play a bit differently. I couldn’t rely on physical strength to get out of trouble or to win the ball. My decision-making had to be better, which is to say, I had to think one or two steps ahead of my opponent. If you pass the ball quicker or move into space quicker than him, the fact that he’s bigger matters a lot less.

At Karpatia, I started playing as a striker, dropping into midfield, ‘a false 9’ in modern terms. I scored a lot of goals. The older I got, the further I was moved back by the coaches, probably because they saw where my way of playing was making the biggest difference to a team. I was worried I’d end up as goalkeeper one day, but I would have played there happily, too.

I’m an only child, but my cousin lived close by and we played a lot together. He was like a brother to me. But I couldn’t say what we did in any great detail. Painting? Toys? I don’t remember any of it; my mind is blank. It was only football for me. Honestly, I was obsessed. We trained twice a week with Karpatia, Tuesday and Thursday, outside in the summer. Inside, with a futsal ball, in winter. The days between and before the next game were agony for me. I couldn’t handle not playing.

Aged eight or nine, I once told my mum, ‘Do anything you want to punish me. I don’t mind standing in a corner for hours. But you cannot take away football from me. Never, in your life, tell me I can’t go to a training session.’ At that point she knew this was real. She could see it in my eyes. This guy was not going to stop. The game was a sickness for me.

I smashed a lot of windows in my school, kicking the ball between lessons. My parents weren’t happy, but they understood there was no cure. And I was so afraid they’d put a stop to me playing that I was otherwise the perfect boy. I never got into any real trouble. I never smoked. I never drank. My grades were good. One was the worst and 12 was the best, but none of them was lower than a ten for me. I never once skipped class. I regret it a bit now because it would have been fun, going off on an adventure while everyone else was doing maths. But no, that’s not where my head was at. Or should I say: my feet.

One day, I was 11 at the time, we played against one of the neighbouring villages and I was noticed. My coach told me that one of the coaches who worked at an academy had seen me play and wanted to invite me for an open-day trial. I had no idea what an academy was. He explained that it was a boarding school for footballers. Talented youngsters went there to live and learn to play the game. That got my attention.

‘One small thing though,’ he said. The open day was for kids born in 1995. I was born on 15 December 1996. They would be at least one year older than me, and if they were born in early 1995, nearly two. It was quite a difference at that age. But that didn’t worry me at all. I was used to playing with boys from 1992 and sometimes even bigger guys than that. ‘1995? Perfect. When do we go?’

It wasn’t that straightforward. The academy was called Monolit and located in Chornomorsk, on the Black Sea, 540 kilometres to the south. The travel alone cost a lot of money, to say nothing about accommodation and so on. My coach thought I might also have an opportunity to get a trial at Dynamo Kyiv, who were less than a couple of hours away. That would have been much easier. Dad and my uncle drove there to make enquiries and came back with bad news. They wouldn’t look at anyone younger than 14. No exceptions.

My parents were determined I should be given that chance at Monolit. They saved up money and took me by bus. I think it took about ten hours to get there. Monolit had an artificial pitch the size of which I had never seen. We played five vs five at Karpatia on artificial grass, and the seniors had a full-size grass pitch. But a full-size artificial pitch? Wow. I couldn’t wait to get on it. The coach who met us said: ‘You are lucky. We have two games today.’ Two games after a ten-hour bus journey? Okay. I had so much energy as a child. I didn’t need to warm up.

The staff later told me that they didn’t take me seriously at first. I was only 11 and everyone else was 12 or 13, decent talents from that age group from all over Ukraine. But they could see that I could play a bit. I wasn’t shy on the pitch either. I played the first game as a left midfielder, scoring some goals and making a few nice assists. I played the second game as a striker and scored more goals. I was used to playing against real teenagers at Karpatia. Here, everyone was older, but not by that much. It felt so easy by comparison. And the players at the trial were of a really high standard, technically. They understood the game. Playing up front with them was a pleasure, because they knew how to find you with their passes.

The head coach was happy with what he saw. He asked me to stay for the night and play a bit more the next day. But then the doubts set in.

I shared a room with two boys. One of them, a big guy, a central defender, was really homesick. He couldn’t take the idea of being away from his parents. He called his mum from a phone in the hallway and cried bitterly into the receiver. ‘Please, Mum. Take me home. I can’t stay here. You have to take me,’ and so on. Seeing this boy, one year older than me, having a meltdown suddenly got me very scared. Living all alone far from my family, with boys I had never met before, at a new school… If he couldn’t take it, how could I?

My mum and dad were staying in a nearby hotel for the night. I called them and begged to be taken back home. ‘Please, Mum. It’s too hard here. I want to go.’

She arrived the next day and tried to talk me round. ‘Alex,’ she reminded me, ‘you always had a dream to be a footballer. This is your chance and you have to use it. This is an incredible place that will help you fulfil your potential.’ I heard her, but she couldn’t alleviate my fears. The head coach tried his luck, too. ‘Alex,’ he said, ‘this is the place for you. You need to be here.’ When he saw that there was no getting through to me, he changed tack. ‘You know what we’ll do?’ he said. ‘Go home for three days. Think it over, and then please give us a call. Because we need you back.’

Smart move.

After three days in Radomyshl, I knew I couldn’t say no to this opportunity. I went back to Monolit, to a new life and a new school. All my life, I had learned in Ukrainian, but in the south, they spoke Russian in school. It took me about two months to get used to it. The language was different, but I didn’t feel like an outsider because of that. Everyone felt Ukrainian. Part of Russia’s excuse for invading in 2022 was that our country was forcing Russian speakers to talk only Ukrainian. It was a barefaced lie, one of many. In 18 years of my life there, no one ever forced me to speak Ukrainian.

It was normal for both languages to be spoken there. Many spoke Russian, because that had been the official language when they grew up as part of the Soviet Union until 1991. It’s very easy for most Ukrainians to understand Russian as a result, but Russian speakers understand Ukrainian less readily. After my move to Monolit, I mostly spoke Russian with the people around me. The moment the February 2022 invasion happened though, I was so angry that I vowed never to speak Russian again. It’s been only Ukrainian since.

The regime at Monolit was ultra-professional. At 5.30, the alarm went. I prepared my kit and put it under the bed to save myself a few minutes in the morning. We had a training session before school, then another in the afternoon, then dinner, then we would play on one of the pitches outside the academy until the sun set. Kicking the ball all day, I grew quite a lot.

Morning sessions focused on technique. There were a lot of repetitions: control the ball with the outside of your foot, with the inside. You do it so often so you don’t have to think about it; it happens automatically. Like when you’re walking a few metres, you don’t have to tell your legs, left, right, left again… You think about it and it happens. With good football technique, drilled into you from an early age, it’s the same. The better your basics, the sooner you can concentrate on other things, like your opponents or where your team-mates are.

As one of the shorter boys, I had to do a lot of jumping in those morning sessions. Academies use a contraption called a pendulum header – a ball attached to a rope and a stick – to teach this skill, but at Monolit the coaches showed us a tree at the training ground. ‘Jump and touch one of the leaves with your head.’ I took one look and thought they were out of their minds. Impossible. But within a week, I could do it. I must have jumped under that tree a thousand times. That’s the reason my heading is quite decent these days for a guy of my size.

I spent only one and a half years at Monolit, but it felt like five because there was so much football and the drills were so intense. In my opinion, every young footballer would benefit from receiving a similar education because, in those early teenage years, you can still improve the foundations a lot.

Physically, it was not always easy though, because I trained with the Under-13s. There was one long-distance test where we had to run three kilometres in 12 minutes. With a few laps left, I was totally out of energy and told the coaches I couldn’t go on. As I was the youngest in the group, they said it was fine for me to stop, but I thought to myself, ‘No, it really isn’t.’ I tapped into my last reserves and managed to finish with the race leaders.

I had a dream one day that I missed training, but I didn’t realise it was only a dream after I woke in the middle of the night. I threw on my kit as quickly as I could and stormed out in a panic, looking to find my team-mates. There was no one there. Could they have gone to an away game? I decided the best I could do was a few laps and hope to meet someone. The team and coaches arrived half an hour later, wondering what I was doing out so early. I was too embarrassed to tell them the truth and said I had gone out for a walk, but I don’t think they bought it.

A year or so later, I was actually late. I had dislocated my elbow and took a bit longer to change into my school clothes after training. Viktor, one of the coaches, asked the school bus to wait an extra five minutes for me, but they ran such a tight schedule that the academy director refused the request. They left without me. I had no choice but to run to school with my damaged arm. Luckily, the school was only three or four kilometres away, so I nearly arrived in time.

On Sundays we had a day off but mostly spent it in the academy grounds, playing more sports. The city wasn’t that close and nobody had any money to travel, let alone to spend on
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