
LUCAS NEILL, from Frenchs Forest in Sydney, learnt his basics at Wakehurst 
Tigers and Manly Utd, and clearly feels he owes at least part of his success 
to his boyhood club. 

“I’ve helped fi nance a stadium at Manly (above),” he tells Alpha. “And 
recently started a scholarship there, too: I’m going to send a couple of boys over 
every year, if they’re good enough to have trials, and get some of the clubs to 
give them a chance to live football as a life and hopefully get a few following in 
the footsteps of all us European players.”

Through his contract with Nike, Neill also provides all the gear the Manly youth 
teams need to train.

Phil Moss, head coach of Manly Utd FC (a NSW Premier League side, one step 
down from the A-League standard), and the director of coaching and youth 
development at the Manly-Warringah FA, is unstinting in his praise for Neill’s 
contribution. “He’s put his own money towards the grandstand, but even if he 
hadn’t, we  would have named it after him. He means the world to the club: he’s 
a prime example of how hard work, patience, maturity and being smart can make 
your career. And he’s kept his feet on the ground.

“The scholarship started in October last year, with Lucas personally funding 
it. It aims to send up to two players from the under-14s, -15s or -16s to England 
or Europe. They have to be good, but it’s equally important that they’re the right 
personality – mature mentally.”

Even as a successful pro, Lucas Neill hasn’t 
forgotten his old home-town football club

Paying it Back

I was never nervous. I felt we were 
destined to go to the World Cup.”

Strongest link: Emerton and Neill’s 
teamwork for Blackburn can only 
mean good things for Australia.

At one stage in the early years of this decade, 
when the European player-transfer market was 
going berko, Emerton was valued at a giddy $19 
million, but stayed at Feyenoord for three successful 
years before signing for Blackburn in 2003, at a 
more sensible $5 million. His fi rst season was 
similarly untroubled – before Blackburn’s roof fell 
in during 2004. Manager Graeme Souness departed 

unlamented for Newcastle, leaving the club peering 
into the porcelain. The club hired ex-Manchester 
United warhorse Mark Hughes to lead it, and 
embarked on a season-saving period of rugged, 
occasionally violent, but mostly effective play, none of 
which tends to suit cultured Australian playmakers. 
Emerton clears his throat and leans forward.

“Last year especially, we were labelled as a tough, 
hard-tackling team, which is a little bit unfair. 
This year we’re going out there and playing some 
good football.”

Ironically, now Blackburn play with more freedom 
of expression, Emerton, one of its chief exponents, 
often fi nds himself on the sidelines. “Unfortunately, 
the last couple of games I’ve been on the bench. But 

the games I’ve played, when I’ve come on, I’ve done 
relatively well, so I can’t have any complaints.”

On the surface, at least, he does indeed take this 
well. One wonders how Emerton privately copes with 
setback. Does he shout, punch colleagues, kick cars? 
He glances at me briefl y with his pale blue eyes.

“It doesn’t badly affect me,” he insists steadily. 
“I just work even harder. That’s what I try and do. If 

possible I work harder in training, on a 
few things I think might be letting me 
down.” So that’s all right, then.

TO LOOK forward with con-
fi dence to Australia in the 
World Cup, it is important to 
look back. History’s lessons, 

and so on. Both Emerton and Neill are 
interesting insights into the minds of 
men who have faced the biggest tests of 
their sporting lives, and with the nation 
on their shoulders, are about to launch 
themselves on another. Although 
impressed by the atmosphere in Sydney 

for that second leg, for example, they refused to get 
carried away in that basket of nerves and hysteria 
experienced by the general public. Neill remains 
irritated the match even got as far as penalties. “After 
the 90 minutes we knew they (Uruguay) had nothing 
left. It’s a fairytale ending, yes, but we’re disappointed 
we didn’t kill them in extra-time.” Emerton concurs. 
“We dominated the majority of the game. To be 
honest, I was never particularly nervous [and] was 
very confi dent in the shootout. I felt we were destined 
to go to the World Cup.”

Neill in particular is eloquent when puncturing 
the hype – a characteristic he’ll need when facing 
Brazil in Australia’s second match. “I am excited 
about [playing Brazil]; it’s a good shirt to have on 
your wall. But at the end of the day they’re just 
human. I used to think that (Arsenal star) Thierry 

Bird song: Blackburn fans 
make their feelings known.
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