
TO N Y  M c M a h o n  h a s  neve r been  
part of the gang . W h ile  other 
te e n a ge rs  w ere  sw ig g in g  c a n s  

of lager on  v illage  street co rne rs  
eve ry  S a tu rd a y  night, Tony  w a s  m ore 
likely to be  w atch ing  M atch  of the 
D a y  in bed, with noth ing stronge r 
than an  o ran ge  juice in h is hand.

But a s  hard  a s  it w a s  grow ing  up 
on  the outside, T ony  w a s  s o  focu se d  
on  h is  d ream  of becom ing  a 
p ro fe ssiona l footballer that he  never 
g a v e  in to temptation.

A n d  even  now  a s  he  c o m e s  to the 
end  of h is first s e a so n  a s  a  first team  
cho ice  at M id d le sb ro ugh  Football 
C lub, the 19-year-old, is  not so  
different from  h is  schoo lm ate s, and  
he  rem a in s an  E ve n w o o d  lad 
th rough  and  through.

T h e  M c M a h o n s ’ W ellgarth h o u se  is 
no  different to a n y  other in 
E venw ood , it is on ly  the sh in y  silver 
B M W  sitting in the drive that g ive s  
a n y  clue that it is  the hom e  of a  
rising football star. T h e  ca r is o ne  of 
the few  luxuries Tony  h a s  bought 
s in ce  he becam e  a  pro.

A n d  while the stereotype of the 
hard-drinking, over-pa id  teenage  
footballer is fam iliar to m ost of us, 
T ony’s  feet have  rem ained firmly on 
the ground, and  he could  not be 
m ore different.

W ith the s e a so n  over, Tony is 
turning h is attention to the En g land  
Under-21 team ’s  fixtures in the 
sum m er, I caugh t up with him at 
hom e to find out w hether the reality 
of P rem iersh ip  football lives up to the 
dream , and  to reflect on the long 
journey from  Barnard  C a stle  Jun io rs 
to M idd le sb rough  M a n  of the Match.

“E ve r s in ce  I could w alk and  talk I 
w a s  p laying football,” sa id  Tony, h is 
e y e s  sparkling with excitem ent just 
talking about the gam e. “I w ake  up 
eve ry  day  and  I c a n ’t wait to go  
training. It’s  m y job but I love it.”

But the yo u n g  defender’s  dream  
did not com e  without a  price.

After s ig n in g  for M idd le sb rough  at 
the a ge  of 12, h is ch ildhood w a s  
co n su m e d  by  e n d le ss  hou rs  of 
p laying and  training. A n d  Tony 
adm its that dedicating h is life to 
football w a s  not easy.

“At first it w a s  hard. W h e n  I w a s  at 
schoo l I w a s  training four n ights a  
w eek,” he said. “All m y friends were 
go in g  out Friday n ights and  I 
w ou ldn ’t b e c a u se  I w a s  playing the 
next day. I w a s  never part of the 
group.”

A n d  even  Tony’s  girlfriend of four 
ye a rs  often struggled  to understand  
w hy her boyfriend w a s  so  
determ ined to sp e n d  all h is time 
playing football. But these  d a y s  20 - 
year-old  L yn d se y  from Cockfie ld  
never m is se s  one  of Tony’s  gam es.

“Lynd se y  w a sn ’t interested at all,” 
sa id  Tony. “S h e  d idn’t understand  
how  well I w a s  doing, and  sh e  
w anted to be with m e all the time.
But sh e  lo ve s go in g  to g a m e s  now.” 

T h e  teenage r’s  focu s rem ained so  
strong that he  declined all teenage  
tem ptations in favour of training, 
training and  m ore training.

“G o in g  out and  getting drunk is just 
not me,” he  said. “I have  never 
touched alcohol, ever. I se e  people 
w ake  up on a  S u n d a y  m orning 
sa y in g  they will never drink aga in  but 
then they start aga in  the next week.” 

“W h e n  I w a s  yo u n g  it w a s  the in 
th ing to ha n g  around  the streets and 
drink but I w a s  training every d ay  and  
then went straight to bed,” he  added. 
“I knew  what I w anted to do  and  I 
w ou ldn ’t let anyth ing get in m y way.” 

Noth ing did get in Tony’s  way. After 
schoo l he be gan  training full time 
with M idd le sbrough . A n d  childhood 
he roe s becam e  w orkm ates w hen he

‘T h e  fa n s  w ould  like to h a ve  11 
local lad s but in the m odern  g a m e  
it’s  not go in g  to happen ,” he  sa id .
“W e  a lw a y s  get a  g o o d  reception and  
they m ake  u s  feel important.”

W h ile  T ony ’s  p lay ing  ca ree r h a s  
g o n e  from  strength  to strength, life 
off the pitch is  a lso  pretty ro sy  for the 
teenager, w ho  h a s  just bough t h is 
first hou se , in Cockfield.

Tony  h o p e s  to com m it h is  future to 
M id d le sb ro u gh  and  h a s  no  intention 
of leav ing  T ee sd a le  either.

“I enjoy living here, it’s  a  nice, 
quiet village and  eve ryb od y  is 
friendly,” he  said.

“I w anted  to sta y  local. I’m not 
ready for m oving. M y  m am  d o e s  
everyth ing for m e  a nd  I co u ld n ’t co p e  
without her.”

S o m e h o w  this te enage r h a s  
m a n a ge d  to sta y  leve l-headed  
desp ite  h is  new -found  wealth, and  
Tony  still b e lie ve s he  o w e s  m uch  of 
h is  s u c c e s s  to the support of h is 
family.

“I a lw ay s  knew  the m o ne y  w a s  
go in g  to com e, but m y  m am  a nd  dad  
look after m y fin ance s and  I’m not 
o ne  for sp e n d in g ,” he  said. “If it 
w a sn ’t for the support of m y  m am , 
dad, brother a nd  siste r I w ou ldn ’t be  
w here  I am  now. T h e y  h ave  kept m y 
feet on  the g roun d  and  I just w ant to 
thank  them .”

E v e n  P rem ie rsh ip  footballers get 
time to relax, a nd  while m a n y  of 
T ony ’s  team  m ate s m ight c h o o se  to 
sp e n d  their free time in p u b s  and  
clubs, he  prefers to p lay  sn o o k e r  and  
tenn is o r sta y  in and  w atch te levision  
with Lyndsey.

A n d  w hat is the p ro fe ssiona l 
p laye r’s  p rogram m e  of c h o ic e ?

“W e  neve r m is s  Footba lle rs 
W ive s,” he  said. “It’s  s o  funny 
b e c a u se  it’s  noth ing like how  it really 
is and  that’s  w hat m a k e s  m e laugh.”

D e sp ite  hav in g  ach ie ved  s o  m uch  
in h is  short life, Tony  rem a in s a s  
determ ined a nd  fo cu se d  a s  ever. H e  
h o p e s  that he  will so o n  b ecom e  a 
perm anent fixture in the 
M id d le sb ro ugh  line-up, a nd  h a s  N s  
s ig h ts  se t on  the E n g la n d  team.

“Football is  m y  w ho le  life, I w ant to 
p lay eve ry  gam e ,” he  said. “I w ould  
stay  at M id d le sb ro ugh  for life, w hy 
w ould  I w ant to m ove. All m y friends 
and  fam ily are  here and  I will s ta y  a s  
long a s  the club w an ts  m e.”

A n d  there is one  particular 
E n g la n d  de fender w h o se  boots Tony  
M c M a h o n  w ould  love to fill.

“I want G areth  S o u th g a te ’s  
a rm band  one  day. I want to be 
captain of M idd le sb rough .”

S O P H IE  D O U G H T Y

_  D@©©D _le g e n d
took to the training g roun d  with the 
sen io r p layers.

“I w a s  n e rvou s  to start with and  it 
w a s  strange ,” Tony  rem em bered. 
“T h e y  are  the peop le  I looked up to 
and  w hen I got a  chance  to 
train with them  it w a s  like a  
dream  and  I w a s  a  bit star 
struck.”

But like m any  other 
y o u n g ste rs  that 
co m e  through 
M id d le sb ro u gh ’s  
thriving youth 
academ y, the 
o lder p layers 
took Tony  under 
their wing. “All 
the sen io r p layers 
look after us, 
they are  brilliant,” 
he said. ‘T h e y  
often invite u s  
round to their 
h o u se s  to play pool.”

A n d  o ne  player in 
particular h a s  clearly 
becom e  T ony’s  new  
role model. ‘T h e  
one  that I look up 
to is G areth 
Sou thgate ,” he 
said. “H e  just 
d o e s  everything 
right every  day, 
and  that’s  how  I 
w ant to be. H e 
keep s you r feet 
on the ground.
If you  ever 
need anybody  
to talk to, you 
can  g o  to him 
for anything.
H e will help 
you  with a n y  p rob lem s you  have, 
even  aw ay  from football.”

T he  support of the se n io rs  helped 
Tony get through what w a s  su re  to 
be  one  of the m ost nerve-racking 
m om ents of h is life, w hen he m ade 
h is first start for M idd le sbrough , at 
O ld  Trafford last October.

N e rve s  a lm ost got the better of the 
teenager w hen he  found him self in 
the tunnel a longside  M an che ste r 
United, the team  he  supported  a s  a  
child.

“U sua lly  the gaffer n a m e s the team  
on  a  Friday but I d idn’t find out I w a s  
p laying until two hours before,” he 
rem em bered. “I w a s  in the tunnel 
stood  next to R y a n  G ig g s  w ho  w a s  
like m y hero, and  one  of m y team ­
m ates tapped m e on the shou lde r 
and  sa id  ‘they are just norm al 
peop le’ and  then m y b linkers’ went 
on  and  I focu sed  on  the m atch.”

A n d  Tony’s  prem iersh ip  ca reer got 
off to a  flying start. After an  
im pre ssive  1-1 draw, m arking 
R on a ld o  and  G igg s, he  w a s  nam ed 
M a n  of the Match. H is  bottle of 
ch a m p agn e  still s its untouched in the 
lounge  at h is E ve n w o od  hom e today.

Tony is slow ly  getting u se d  to h is 
new -found fame, but still h a s  to 
pinch h im self w hen he he a rs  h is 
nam e  on  the television, or a  fan 
a p p ro ach e s  him in the street for an 
autograph.

“It is still really strange,” he said. 
“O n e  night I w a s  w atch ing M atch  of
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with m y girlfriend 
and  they 
highlighted me, 

tipping m e to p lay 
for Eng land , and  m y 

m am  and  dad  cam e  
running up the stairs. I 

ne ve r u se d  to m iss  
M atch  of the D a y  w hen  I 

w a s  yo u n g  and  there I w a s  
on  it.”
P e rh a p s  the on ly  peop le  

m ore excited about T ony’s  
s u c c e s s  than he  is a re  h is family. 

Fo r  a s  long a s  Tony h a s  been 
playing, proud m um  T racey  h a s  
never m isse d  a n y  of h is g a m e s  and  
m atch d a y s  are now  a fam ily affair 
for the M c M a h o n ’s  w ho  are at the 
ground  for eve ry  match.

“If I’m p lay ing at hom e  w e  have  to 
be at the ground  for 1.30 s o  I tend to 
have  a  lie in and  get up at around  
11,” exp la ined  Tony. T h e n  m y m um  
m a ke s  m e so m e  pa sta  and  ch icken 
and  I get m y suit on and  drive to the 
ground.”

A n d  once  on the pitch Tony  a lw ays 
ge ts a  great reception from the fan s 
w ho  are delighted to have  a  you ng  
local lad on the team.


