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INTRODUCTION



‘I feel like the head of a family’

Being manager of Arsenal is like a marriage. It just becomes part of your life.
You don’t imagine yourself anywhere else. In the first years you think: Will it
work? But after a while, it just becomes like your family. That’s what Arsenal is
to me now.

Arsenal is an amazing mixture of traditional values and yet the Club has had
the courage to move into the modern world. It is a Club of tradition, of values, of
conservative spirit. But if you look at the actions it has taken, it is one of the
boldest clubs in England. It has made amazing decisions, appointing me being
one of them. Also the building of Emirates Stadium, the establishment of the
training ground at a time when it was not so obvious. Arsenal Football Club is a
wonderful mixture of style, tradition and modernity.

People say I have changed Arsenal, but the Club has also transformed me. I
used to want to be successful personally; now I want the Club to do well: not for
myself, but for the Club itself. It has made me less self-absorbed. I feel like the
head of a family.

Yet it has not made me any less passionate. More. The sense of responsibility
is more now because expectations are very high. When I first came here I was
not conscious of what Arsenal Football Club really represented. Now, when I see
the enormous number of people who want this Club to do well, who are sad
when we don’t do well, I am much more conscious of my responsibility.

My hope for the future is that this young team, on the verge of growing
together, fulfils my ambition to become the best in England. We want to win the
Premiership again and we know we can win in Europe because we have already
been in the Champions League Final. In fact, my ambition is to win the
Premiership, again, and the Champions’ League. Preferably in the same season.
And preferably as soon as possible.

I am first for stability. We have had some difficult moments as we have
adapted to the new stadium, but it is all part of the growing process. In football,
you go through periods when it is a little less easy. We have had some
exceptional moments, we have had some disappointing moments. But we
showed the mental strength of the team, and we will take that forward as



motivation for all the seasons to come.

The Premiership has changed very much since I first arrived. I am very
proud that I helped a little bit to contribute to that. I am very proud to be part of
the most admired football in the world. People may not realise how popular
Arsenal are all over the world. We have built fantastic credibility, but, of course,
that only lasts with consistent performances and that is always our target.

I am always excited by building a new team and building new success. My
energy level never dwindles. It might one day, but not at the moment. I work
hard to be extremely fit. I live like a football player. Maybe even better. I would
not be in discos at night. It is compulsory if you want to have a consistent level
of motivation and performance. Every day you have to have the energy to
respond to all the problems you meet. You need to live like a guy who prepares
for a marathon on Saturday.

This job is a massive marathon and demands physical and mental strengths.
You can only achieve that if you live a really dedicated and serious life. What
refreshes me mentally is my love for the game. I love to be out in nature, on a
good pitch, watching the players. There is no better stress cure than that.
Sometimes I like reading books, but not much. It is watching football that gives
me most pleasure.

This life is beautiful because it is not predictable. What was predictable was
that my passion for football could lead me anywhere in the world. I was ready to
go anywhere. It amazes me when I think back now, but from a very young age —
maybe seven or eight — I knew I would not live in my village. I always felt
myself that I would have an international life. I would go anywhere to visit the
world. That’s my character. I wanted to travel, to learn languages, to see other
people. I felt my destiny very early was to have a life full of adventures.

I feel I have an affinity with our fans. From the start, they supported me.
They were always behind me. There was a special relationship. This showed
their amazing courage because they had never heard of me before, and I was
French. Sometimes relationships just work.

They understand my feelings, which sometimes I demonstrate on the pitch. I
can say now that I am determined to keep my emotions under control, but I
cannot guarantee that. I feel that the team is ready to deliver. But when you feel
that the team is under threat you become a little bit more nervous. It is difficult.
Passion has to be part of the game. If you sit there and don’t say a word, people
say: ‘Look, he doesn’t care’. When you come out and want to win, people say:
‘Look, he is too nervous, he should keep every word under control’.

Yet I think people in this country understand. It is the character of the nation.
You say England, I say passion. You say Germany, I say determination. You say



French, I say subtlety. You say Spain, I say pride. So England for me is passion.
It’s a country of football and music. I think that’s what I have in common with
the fans.

Football is a sport where you live in the present. But don’t think I will ever
forget Highbury — it will forever be in my heart. It was like my home, my
garden. It is 10 years of my life. Exceptional years. And the exceptional soul of
that stadium will never leave me.

Arsene Wenger

Emirates Stadium, June 2007






The final salute

The last match at Highbury produced high drama on an emotional day for
Arsenal supporters, and it was a fitting way to end 93 years of football at the
stadium



Sun sets on Highbury



Sue Mott bids a fond personal farewell and recalls the day her father first took her to a ‘special place’
at the age of 10

At the end, there were just a few of us left. Dennis Bergkamp was one of them,
in a seat in his box at the Clock End. Silently staring out at a scene he would
never see again. The rest were sitting in ones and twos around the stadium, little
matchstick figures, drinking deep of the special atmosphere one final, nostalgic,
time. Remembering. Last relics of all the crowds down the years, 1913-2006,
who had filled the terraces and the seats at Highbury, a stadium, a cathedral, a
theatre and our home.

What began as a rickety stage for the transplanted Woolwich Arsenal, with
neither dressing rooms nor running water for the players, was ending here, on
May 7, 2006, at the beloved Highbury stadium. It was ending with a perfectly
choreographed 4-2 victory over Wigan Athletic, including a Thierry Henry hat-
trick and a rousing farewell to Dennis in his final competitive match. The sun
was setting behind the West Stand, lowering the lighting in the stadium like a
stagehand. The vast majority of the 38,359 crowd had ebbed away to reminisce
over a pint or supper with friends. They could look back on an afternoon of
brilliant sport and better sportsmanship, as the Wigan supporters stayed behind
to join in the Arsenal celebrations, clad in their free blue T-shirts that said
simply: "I was there." Such a touch of class. The rest of the crowd, the Arsenal
majority, had arrived in their seats to find the same sentiments expressed on red
or white T-shirts (size large) and the result decked the stadium in candy stripes,
all the better to celebrate the long goodbye.

The post-match entertainment was rousing, especially the march past of 80
heroes from down the years. They entered the arena proudly — and alphabetically
— reliving days, some long past, some barely over, when they had the honour of
playing for the Arsenal. Some were a little weightier than we remembered them.
Geoff Barnett, the mad-cap goalkeeper who would surge from his goal area on
ill-advised upfield runs, had a camera round his neck, bouncing up and down on
his paunch. Alf Fields, aged 87, had played with Cliff Bastin in the 1930s and
won the British Empire Medal for his part in World War II. Charlie George, our
hero. George Graham, our anti-hero, dressed immaculately as ever. Pat Jennings,
Eddie Kelly, Martin Keown, Anders Limpar. Different ages, different shapes,
different styles, different fates. Together in homage to a special football place.

Frank McLintock, one of the greatest captains Highbury had ever seen. Pat



Rice, one of the most loyal-serving men Arsenal has ever produced. Alan
Sunderland, one of the most outgoing hairdos that ever played in a Wembley
final — but now almost completely bald. Time may have tampered with our
heroes, but not with the memories they inspire. The last three: Tony Woodcock,
Ian Wright, Willie Young. Some triumvirate. Clever, prolific and ginger, in that
order, but all of them more than that. Remember Woodcock. Not entirely
accepted, but still Arsenal’s leading goalscorer in the 1980s, who once scored
five against Aston Villa. Remember Young against Tottenham after his much-
maligned transfer from our deepest rivals, flame-haired and battle-hardened,
winning Arsenal hearts with every clattering tackle. And passionate, incorrigible,
motor-mouth Wrighty, still in love with the Club, and the fans with him, after
185 goals.

They all gathered on a podium at the centre of the pitch not, for once,
attracting the wrath of the groundsman. The perfect playing surface, the sheet of
green baize, would need his protection no longer. His mind was already
elsewhere, two roads away, beneath the rim of a stadium that looked like a
spaceship, just visible behind the roof of the West Stand. Arsenal’s new home.
Emirates Stadium. Opening on July 22, 2006, for Bergkamp’s testimonial game.

But that belonged to the future. This day was a commemoration of the past,
so the gathered assembly counted down together — players, managers, supporters
in tribal unison — the last 10 seconds of Highbury’s life as home to a football
club called Arsenal. On zero, fireworks flamed into the sky, one last burst of
noise and action in effervescent honour of one of football’s finest landmarks. A
silence descended, a deep and reverent hush as individual minds flew back down
a tunnel of years, some all the way through colour to the black-and-white past
when Alex James enthralled the cloth-capped masses with his wizardry and
Herbert Chapman was masterminding not just a club but an ethos — not just a
team but a legend.

All those years peopled with the uncles, fathers, friends and neighbours that
first brought us to the place. We thought of them and then the glorious floodlit
nights like the one when Arsenal discarded the shackles of mediocrity and
became the European Fairs Cup winners in 1970 to gloriously kick-start the
modern era at Highbury. So many silver moments since: FA Cups, League Cups,
Championships, Doubles, a European Cup Winners’ Cup and, soon, the final of
the Champions League, Arsenal’s greatest continental adventure with Arsenal’s
greatest intercontinental team. So many changes, yet so much the same. The
emphasis on tradition, the acknowledgement of the past, the unswerving
dedication to success, the appropriation of the absolute best. Alex James would
have accepted Thierry Henry in a heartbeat. Both ingenious ball players and



both, after all, from foreign fields. (Half the team never did fully understand
James’s broad Lanarkshire brogue.)

Everyone felt the tug of history on the evening that Highbury was
decommissioned as a place of sporting combat. Henry, the most prolific
goalscorer in Arsenal’s history, and Ashley Cole, the boy from Hackney who
came through the ranks, sat on the podium together, lost in their own private
thoughts long after the other players had left the field. We thought they might be
thinking of leaving. We feared they might be thinking of leaving, especially in
the case of Henry. In the end, Cole did depart but, for Thierry, Highbury, and all
it stood for, was a hard place to leave.

You always remember your first sight of Highbury. Charlie George was six
and instantly entranced. Arsene Wenger was the manager of Monaco and
thought the taxi driver was lost, so deeply were they entrenched between little
London houses. Bob Wilson was a trainee schoolteacher and gasped as though
the Sistine Chapel had just been revealed to him between a narrow gap in north
London buildings. I was 10 and when Dad said we were going somewhere
special, I thought he meant the Wimpy Bar in Muswell Hill. That is where we
usually went when he was on babysitting duty, a marvellous venue where the
sauce came in giant plastic tomatoes. But this time he drove on. Down a
labyrinth of ever-narrowing streets, houses pressing closer and closer together as
though huddling for warmth and gardens shrinking to a size that barely gave
them room for a dustbin. Suddenly, we were confronted by a giant white cliff. I
vaguely thought we had arrived at Dover. "There!" said my father, reverentially.
And indeed there it was, rising up before my eyes, the home of a dynasty,
painted red and white, with the letters AFC carved with angular pride above the
front double doors. Highbury.

It was a weekday in the school holidays. No match was on. The place
seemed eerily silent, as do all stadiums when feet are not clattering up the
stairwells, seats are not filling up, the air is undisturbed by the roars of the crowd
and the field is devoid of its entertainment. But there was something especially
hushed about Highbury. As though so great were the feats of athleticism behind
these doors, so deep was the repose in between. Some hope. This was 1967 and
Arsenal were conspicuously average. They had dominated Quizball, a television
game for football teams, thanks to Ian Ure’s proper Scottish education, but
having finished seventh in the First Division and been knocked out of the FA
Cup by Birmingham City, the outcome of their day job was disappointing.

This had been the case for some time. Dad, who had played for Barnet in the
Amateur Cup Final in the 1950s, would frequently arrive home on a Saturday
evening bemoaning ‘peg-legged bloody footballers who couldn’t shoot straight’.



Mum and I took no notice. But something happened the day I was taken to
Highbury, something that must have happened thousands of times to thousands
and thousands of others over the years. I took an interest, I went to a game, I fell
in love. You don’t know if you will be a susceptible one when you go to your
first game to watch the Arsenal. You know only that you are dressed up to an
almost ludicrous degree in a home-knitted red and white scarf so thick with wool
it looks more like a giant bow-tie and with a rosette pinned to your coat that says
simply: Arsenal. No fancy puns in those days. In my case it was Arsenal v
Charlton Athletic in the fourth round of the FA Cup on January 25, 1969. We
won 2-0 with goals from Jimmy Robertson and Jon Sammels and that was it. I
was an Arsenal fan.

It doesn’t always happen like that, I was to discover. Over the years, I forced
all kinds of school friends to visit the hallowed territory of the North Bank,
expecting them to genuflect in the joy and honour of the occasion, and yet all of
them remained completely unmoved. One got lost and I had to wait for her in the
police room at the Clock End. One, unfortunately wearing a West Ham United
scarf, was disgracefully hit in the face and was returned to her mother with a
bump the size of an egg on her forehead. And one, our school lead for all the
Gilbert and Sullivan productions, sang Good Old Arsenal in faultless soprano to
my undying embarrassment. They were hopeless. It never occurred to me that I
was the hopeless one, in my denim jacket and mock Doc Martens, scarves tied
limply round my wrists in sartorial echo of the hard-man fashion of the time. It
didn’t occur to me because I had never been so comfortable, so attached, so
belonging in my life. To be an Arsenal supporter was to be tribally represented
by the greatest club on earth. That is how it felt anyway.

It was my wonderful good fortune to start supporting the Gunners just as
they were moving from grimness into glory. I vividly remember the grimness,
encapsulated by that 1969 League Cup final against pushover lower-league
Swindon Town when I attached a homemade banner to the pelmet board round
the living room only to see Don Rogers surge through the mud at Wembley like
a motorised hippo and inflict a humbling defeat on my newly-discovered heroes.
That is when you discover, even if you think you want to stop supporting a
football club, there is a terrible momentum to the process. You’ve started, and
you’ll finish. Stopping is not an option. Luckily, several things then happened at
once. Charlie George made the first team, Frank McLintock stopped losing Cup
finals, Geordie Armstrong was inspired by the purchase of poor Peter Marinello,
the pretty winger from Hibernian who advertised milk, and I was old enough to
work in Jones the Bakers on a Saturday morning, thereby earning the seven
shillings and sixpence necessary for admittance to the North Bank.



It was the greatest moment of every fortnight, the sight as you climbed up
the stairs from the turnstiles in Avenell Road and suddenly appeared at the
summit of the North Bank with the pitch, the filling stands, and the acres of
descending steps punctuated by crash barriers all the way down to the goalposts.
Hope was renewed. Radford could score, Kelly might be playing, Charlie would
wave when we designated him the King of Highbury in song, as we did every
game, choosing to ignore rival fans who inquired about his handbag. The fact
that Arsenal went on to win a Double — so much more rare and precious in those
days when money and talent were more evenly divided — within two years of the
Rogers debacle, having already claimed the Fairs Cup in 1970, is a minor
miracle. Perhaps a major miracle. But between Bertie Mee’s management, Don
Howe’s coaching and a team’s bonding, the feat was achieved at Wembley in
May 1971. I was there, with Dad, in a red-and-white checked smock that made
me look like a propped-up table and felt the kind of ecstasy that comes maybe
two or three times in a lifetime. We were standing behind the goal that Charlie
scored in. My especial hero, so tired in the sunshine he would have been more
use cheering from the touchline on a stretcher than clogging up space on the
pitch, yet summoning the backlift from somewhere to send the winner steaming
past Ray Clemence in extra time. Then he lay down, a horizontal hero accepting
the homage of his team-mates.

It was a day of pure happiness as yellow and blue streamers were attached to
the Cup and McLintock’s run of four Wembley defeats was finally avenged. I
could have been forgiven for thinking it was always like this. You supported a
team, they promptly won three trophies and would then win the European Cup.
It wasn’t like that. It never is. Arsenal failed to win the European Cup the next
season because, although John Radford was pleased that they drew reigning
champions, Ajax Amsterdam, in the third round — his wife was Dutch — nobody
else was. Down 1-2 from the away leg, George Graham scored. Unfortunately it
was an own goal and there went the European dream.

From there, Arsenal’s form in Europe was patchy to missing, partly through
their own efforts and partly owing to the lengthy ban imposed on English clubs
after the deaths at Heysel Stadium for which Liverpool fans had been blamed. In
the league they finished 5th, 2nd, 10th, 16th, 17th, 8th, 5th, 7th, 4th, 3rd, 5th,
10th, 6th, 7th, 7th, 4th, 6th. Liam Brady had come and gone; David O’Leary was
part-way through his record 722 appearances; Pat Jennings had crossed the big
divide from Tottenham Hotspur; Malcolm Macdonald had been supremely,
productively selfish, then injured; Alan Ball had briefly reigned; Kenny Sansom
had become Terry Neill’s most inspired buy; Charlie Nicholas had first dazzled
then annoyed his manager; George Graham was busy drilling his defences like a



corps of the Royal Marines. And then Arsenal went to Anfield, May 1989.

There is no moment quite like it in the history of Arsenal Football Club. No
moment that had all the same ingredients of heart-stopping drama, indomitable
endeavour, formidable opponents, live television coverage, Brian Moore’s
commentary and a down-to-the-wire, heart-in-the-mouth, scream-inducing
climax that became a book, a film and a story for the grandchildren all rolled
into one.

It was a match that began not on the centre spot but a knife-edge. It was a
rearranged fixture, the last game of the season, Liverpool were top of the League
by three points, Arsenal second with a marginally inferior goal difference. After
much consultation with calculators it came to this. Arsenal had to win by two
clear goals. But, as the sign says: "This is Anfield". Liverpool had won their last
10 games at home and they were seemingly inspired by the terrible tragedy of
Hillsborough, when many of their supporters’ lives had been lost in a tragic
crush before their FA Cup semi-final against Nottingham Forest.

Any Arsenal fan alive on that momentous date can conjure the images from
Anfield at will. Smudger’s glancing header from an indirect free kick, the Kop
singing "We’re gonna win the League", the injury to Kevin Richardson in the
89th minute, Steve McMahon’s finger telling his team-mates "just one more
minute", the resumption of play with Brian Moore saying: "Just a few more
seconds for Kenny Dalglish unless Arsenal can mount something spectacular”,
Smith flicking a canny pass into the path of Mickey Thomas, his run into the
penalty area, the bobble of the ball, the diving figure of Bruce Grobbelaar, the
chip over the goalkeeper, the age — stretched out into eons — that the ball took to
cross the line. Then madness, jubilation, hysteria, parties in the street outside
Highbury, Fever Pitch the book and Nick Hornby, the author, becoming,
deservedly, a millionaire. Ironically, Mickey Thomas did not. But then
footballers were not international business conglomerates in those days.

What followed could have been an anticlimax. But thanks to the arrival of a
professorial Frenchman, with a streak of Teutonic efficiency, the last 10 years of
Highbury were extraordinary. George Graham had changed his personality to
become a successful manager of Arsenal. Arsene Wenger changed Arsenal’s
personality to preside over the Club’s greatest period of success. From dour and
effective to devastating and adventurous. From roundhead to cavalier. From
footsoldier to dashing swordsman mounted on a charger.

The same eyes that had watched Peter Storey prey on opposing shins were
now lighting up to Dennis Bergkamp’s spectacularly silken skills. Under
Wenger’s tutelage, Arsenal won two Doubles, one Premiership title in 2004
when "Les Invincibles" finished the season unbeaten and so many FA Cups at



the Millennium Stadium, Cardiff, that the team almost added Welsh to their
spoken languages. Dad didn’t quite live to see Arsenal’s modern doubles. He
died in March 1998. When Tony Adams scored his incredible goal against
Everton that May to make the final score 4-0 and seal the Premiership title, I sat
in the top tier of the East Stand wishing he was still there to share the elation and
wonderment of a new brand of football. I owed him so much.

A love of a football club is as tangible as an heirloom, handed down from
generation to generation. When my father took his little daughter to Highbury
for that first game against Charlton, and willingly took her back week in, week
out, first-team games, reserve games, even a Youth Cup final, he gave her a gift
that will last a lifetime. He said Highbury was special. He wasn’t wrong.

Amazing to think that there in the stadium that Sunday night in 2006 were
characters who remembered, who even played with, the grand likes of Alex
Wilson, Wilf Copping, George Male, Jack Crayston, Herbie Roberts, Ted Drake,
Eddie Hapgood, Joe Hulme, Ray Bowden, Alex James, Cliff Bastin (the team
that won the 1936 FA Cup). The team that had just beaten Wigan Athletic in the
last competitive Arsenal match at Highbury were slightly less short-back-
andsides, slightly more financially robust. Jens Lehmann, Ashley Cole, Sol
Campbell, Kolo Touré, Emmanuel Eboué, Robert Pires, Alexander Hleb,
Gilberto, Francesc Fabregas, Thierry Henry, José Antonio Reyes. Seven different
nationalities represented, with two more on the bench. But Herbert Chapman
would have been the first to embrace the modern way. He had been ahead of his
time. The Highbury to which we were saying goodbye was the legacy of that far-
sighted man.

The clock was his, the beautiful art deco stands, the under-floor heating in
the dressing room, the renamed Arsenal Tube station, the floodlighting, the
insistence on high-quality fittings for a high quality team. His stamp was
everywhere, even 72 years after his death, and no wonder the late Club secretary,
Bob Wall, used to think that the ghost of Chapman still walked the corridors of
the stadium. He swore the presence of the old manager remained just as surely as
Chapman’s old bowler hat that would one day be donated to the Arsenal
museum.

The unbroken timeline communicates itself even to the players. Charlie
George always viewed Highbury as his spiritual home, but even Thierry Henry,
born in France of Caribbean parents, has claimed he can feel the murmur of
ancient matches when he stands alone in the empty stadium. They are gone, but
still there, just off stage stirring the memory. He had played his part, Henry, in
making that last game particularly unforgettable. So many reasons to be cheerful
before the final parade. Not least the fate of our neighbours, Tottenham Hotspur,



who had begun the day as favourites to take the fourth and last berth in the
Champions League for the 2005/2006 season. Their nearest rivals were their
dearest rivals, Arsenal.

How fate had scripted the showdown. If Spurs had won against West Ham at
Upton Park that afternoon, Arsenal would have been playing in the Uefa Cup the
following season. The ball was at Spurs’ feet. But it wasn’t their feet that had a
problem. Half the team was suffering from a stomach bug. Highbury was afire
with rumours. That Spurs’ game would be delayed, that it might even be
postponed. In the event, the Premiership insisted that the show should go on.
Both games kicked off at 3pm. By 3.08 Arsenal were 1-0 ahead, Robert Pires
scoring his last Arsenal goal in his swansong game. A minute later Carl Fletcher
scored for West Ham at Upton Park to redouble the jubilation. Then began a
protracted case of switch-backing fortunes, one set of circumstances visible
before our eyes and the other trackable only by rumour and radio. A match and a
ghost match. Forty-four players at any one time fighting for the season’s happy
ending, with Arsenal fans singing I’'m Forever Blowing Bubbles to emphasise
their comradeship with the Hammers on this occasion.

3.10pm Arsenal 1 Wigan 1. Highbury gasps in horrified disbelief as a free
kick from David Thompson is converted by Paul Scharner for the Wigan
equaliser.

3.33 Arsenal 1 Wigan 2. No! Germany’s number one goalkeeper is
uncharacteristically beaten as Jens Lehmann allows a freakish 35-yard free kick
from Thompson to catch him out of position.

3.35 Arsenal 2 Wigan 2. Thierry. Enough said. Also West Ham 1 Tottenham
1. Jermaine Defoe shoots Spurs back into pole position for the Champions
League place.

4.10 Teddy Sheringham misses a penalty for West Ham as Arsenal fans
mutter dark imprecations about his former allegiances.

4.16 Arsenal 3 Wigan 2. A wayward back pass marches into the path of
Henry. It is buried.

4.36 Arsenal 4 Wigan 2. The last Arsenal goal is scored at Highbury, the
4,038th, a saga in itself, part farce, part tour de force. When Andreas Johansson
is brought on as substitute by Wigan’s manager Paul Jewell, his first job is to
mark Freddie Ljungberg at a free kick. He does. A little too earnestly. Uriah
Rennie, the referee, sends him off again. He hasn’t touched the ball. From the
resultant penalty, Henry strides up and calmly completes his hat-trick. Then he
falls to his knees and kisses the turf in front of the North Bank, a loving gesture
and a devastating one to those who believe it will be his last act for Arsenal.
Many, many people, perhaps even Henry himself, think he is destined for



Barcelona.

4.40 West Ham 2 Spurs 1. One more twist for luck. As Bergkamp enters the
field for Arsenal in the Premiership one last time, Yossi Benayoun, West Ham’s
mesmeric Israeli, scores a winner which allows Arsenal to finish the season two
points above Tottenham Hotspur and return to the Champions League. Dennis
and his unseen friend are cheered above and beyond the rafters. It is a wonderful
collusion of circumstances.

Fate, everyone said. It was fate. Arsene Wenger reinforced the view. "We had
to deal with nerves. But today I had a feeling of fate. I saw what was happening
with Spurs on TV, but we just had to play and win. We have achieved what we
wanted in a fantastic manner." He admitted he was going to steal away a square
of Highbury turf "and put it in my garden" but his principal feeling was pride
and relief that on the day his team had been worthy of the occasion. "For the
history of the Club and the history of this building, I’'m pleased. We would have
felt guilty for years if we had walked out having failed.” Of the man who made
failure impossible, Henry, he could not speak too highly. "Today, he’s the best
striker in the world. To be captain this year has given him another dimension. He
has grown in stature and I hope this season will not be his last." Echoing the
fervently held sentiment, the crowd sang "Thierry Henry, Four More Years"
resoundingly as he received the season’s Golden Boot award as the most prolific
striker.

The day belonged to one man and everyone, simultaneously. Everyone from
the tea ladies in tears in the cocktail lounge to the ghosts of the players who had
gone long before. The team that began it all in their button-up maroon jerseys
and immaculate hair partings, to the team that were ending it with their multi-
million pound lifestyles and predominantly foreign passports. Nothing in
common except one thing. A place that had seen it all.

Highbury, the link throughout Arsenal’s mixed history. The first superstar,
Charlie Buchan, who thought smoking a pipe was "good for your lungs". The
grand opening of the glamorous East Stand — "a building of wonder and
unparalleled in football" as it was described in the official Arsenal programme.
The famous "Battle of Highbury" when no less than seven Arsenal players were
called up to represent England against the Italian football team in 1934. The
bombing by the Luftwaffe during World War II which destroyed the Laundry
End and paved the way for its reincarnation as the famous North Bank. The
Busby Babes’ last match in England before the Munich air crash. A wonder
game that finished 4-5 and thrilled the Arsenal devotees, even in defeat. The
Cassius Clay v Henry Cooper heavyweight world title fight in 1966 that created
a night of unforgettable passion at Highbury with the boxing crowd chanting



"Cooper, Cooper" as though he were their team. And just like their team of the
time, he lost, on this occasion not to a goal but a right-hand jab in round six.

The arrival of local boy Charlie George and the Fairs Cup-winning night
which reignited the Arsenal quest for success. Goalkeeper Bob Wilson’s save at
the feet of George Best when John Radford scored a hat-trick and Arsenal ran
out 4-0 winners against Manchester United. The Double of 1970/1971. The FA
Cup runs in the 1970s, showcasing the divine, blood-twisting talents of Liam
Brady (to borrow a line from the admirers of Best). The sardine-packed
afternoons on the North Bank when surges could take you for miles, songs could
make you smile so terrible were the lyrics, and scuffles — or worse — sent you
flying for cover. The nicknames like "Bonnie Prince Charlie" (Nicholas) and
"Tin Tin" Perry Groves. The coming again of Arsenal success under the ramrod
governance of Graham. The career of David "Rocky" Rocastle that was to end so
tragically with his death from cancer at the age of 33 after 275 games and 34
goals for Arsenal.

The advent of the Wenger era, which changed Highbury almost overnight
from a flat-pack factory to a theatre of dreams, culminating in this game against
Wigan Athletic and its emotional aftermath. As the Arsenal Legends paraded
round the pitch, a final lap of honour with affection their only trophy on display,
it was a chance to say goodbye. And thanks. To Ian Allinson, 1983-1987, all the
way to Willie Young, the man who put the double entendre into the North Bank’s
favourite songs. Midway through the proceedings that somehow married sorrow
to celebration, the stadium fell quiet for a period of reflection. You could tell
from far-away eyes and clenched jaw lines that many, many people in the crowd
were saying goodbye to some of the best times and the dearest people of their
lives.

I could see Dad now, carefully parking his car on a precarious corner just
west of St Thomas’s Road. Tapping his pockets, making sure he was in full
possession of his season ticket (upper tier, West Stand), his flask of coffee and
newspaper to read in the stand. We would stroll down, aptly, Ambler Road,
tossing up the merits of Eddie Kelly over Graham, me longing for Charlie to be
named in the team, Dad far less concerned with his long-haired sex-appeal than
his application of boot to ball.

Then we would part. Dad striding purposefully towards his comfortable seat
and chats with strangers who became friends over the years, while I would take
my mass of scarves, thin as ribbons, and fetch up at my usual barrier in the North
Bank. Half-way up, right behind the goal.

That was exactly the vantage point from which I saw Charlie’s goal, the one
against Newcastle very late on in the Double season of 1970/1971 that kept



Arsenal’s hopes alive as they chased Leeds United. The joy. The relief.

I always met Dad by a church after the game. He was there first. I couldn’t
bear to leave before the end. I’d see his face over the bobbing heads of the
crowd, invariably smiling. He took defeats much more stoically than I did. We’d
drive home listening to Sports Report on Radio Two, raging against the match
report if the commentator dared call Arsenal boring. It didn’t matter that he
might be right. Love is blind.

Any number of people were in tears that afternoon we came to say goodbye
to Highbury. It made you remember not just players you had watched and teams
you had worshipped, but the people who opened the door to the whole
mysterious business in the first place. Dad wasn’t waiting by the church any
more. Nor were many, many others. The thousands dwindled into hundreds and
then down again to tens. Sporadic little groups or single souls, paying their last
respects. We were in good company. Bergkamp sat on, saying nothing, just
signing the odd autograph when a fan straggled up to his box in the Clock End
for one last souvenir. Was he reliving the goals he scored or the games he
inspired with injections of majestic skill? His blue eyes revealed nothing. They
just gazed steadily into the ether. It was touching that someone so exalted in the
Highbury story was also so affected by the closure of the place. Not the Ice Man
now.

"It’s hard to leave," someone said to him. "Yes," he said. And that was the
simple truth.



An art deco jewel



David Miller describes more than 50 years of personal memories watching and covering games at
Highbury

As I made my way towards the Arsenal Stadium — as it was correctly called — for
the closing match against Wigan Athletic, a dozen or more memories crowded
my mind. For me, the day did not carry the same emotions as for the hundreds
jammed on the Piccadilly Line to what once was Gillespie Road (before Herbert
Chapman artfully persuaded the London Electric Railway Company to change
the name to Arsenal all those years ago). The regulars, bursting with pride and
excitement and almost uniformly attired in red — the affiliated dress code having
become almost mandatory these days — truly bore a sense of carnival. Their
enthusiasm would grow in decibels once they entered the stadium, where
everyone within 30 seats’ range, whether or not they knew each other, was a
friend, indeed almost a relation. Such is the bond that grows between supporters,
to a degree which, in England, exceeds that in almost any other footballing
country, and I have been to a hundred more. Indeed, sitting among these party-
goers, I felt almost a stranger, yet my own connection with the Club, with the
stadium, and with some of the personnel stretched back over 50 years, before the
time that I became a journalist in 1956.

My first association, by proxy as it were, had come when I was 15. On first
arriving at my junior school, aged seven, and being a country boy who knew
nothing of professional football — it was the first time I had even encountered the
lines that mark the field, and found this something of a drama in itself, the
formalisation of a battleground — I was unfamiliar as yet with names of our great
clubs. So when, during break, boys would start chanting "Up the Arsenal", such
cries were a complete mystery. Within a few years, of course, tuning into radio
commentaries on the Cup Final by the mellifluous Raymond Glendenning, the
history and great traditions of our English game had begun to seep into my soul.
And when I attended a summer coaching course for schoolboys at Ealing in West
London in 1950, I hurt my ankle and was studiously cared for by a man in a
white coat who seemed to have stepped straight from an antiseptic hospital ward
but turned out to be none other than Bertie Mee, Arsenal’s physiotherapist, I was
mightily impressed. I felt I was now properly connected to the real game.

Two years on, and I actually saw the team in action — and at Wembley! My
school had received two tickets for the Cup Final through the offices of Surrey
County FA, and there I was on the terraces, with my ticket, priced three shillings



and sixpence (17_ new pence) and my rogue programme — a single scruffy sheet
hawked by some opportunist trader and not even containing the correct names —
marvelling at the spectacle of the national stage. Arsenal’s arrival from the
tunnel with Newcastle United onto the velvet turf had seemed like the approach
of Roman gladiators, and from thereon I was hooked, if not specifically to
Arsenal itself, by the infinite variations and dramas of this beautiful game, which
my own school, Charterhouse, had helped formally to establish almost a hundred
years before. I had read about the history, but here was the reality, and watching
the ageing Joe Mercer lead the heroic but vain battle by 10 men - the
unfortunate Walley Barnes, Wales captain and right-back, having gone off
injured in his attempt to stifle that jack-in-the-box Bobby Mitchell — was a vision
I would never forget.

It was a privilege and an education a few years later to get to know Mercer,
and his engaging wife Norah, intimately during the spell he spent as coach to
amateur side Pegasus, with whom I was playing, before he moved off into senior
management. Besides the benefit of his knowledge and experience, he imparted
to us that sense of honour and dignity in conduct on the field, which had
distinguished his heroic performance at Wembley, and would condition so much
of my own thinking as a writer throughout the next 50 years. That FA Cup final
defeat to Newcastle caused an event-charged emotion, the expectation of which
in 2006 was now drawing the thousands to Highbury for the last time: a loyal
affection to what they already knew, the hope of thrills yet to be revealed.

Another year on, in 1953, I had been at Highbury for the first time,
discovering this art deco jewel, hidden among a forest of North London side-
streets around 50 corners, and suddenly appearing like the White Cliffs of Dover
on a foggy crossing of the Channel. By now I knew Wembley, but this was
something different. This was like going to the Theatre Royal in the Haymarket,
the grandeur of the stage, the smell of history and drama preceding a play,
though in football we never know the plot in advance. Therein lies the game’s
fascination. On this occasion in 2006, what lay in wait for us from Thierry Henry
and his colleagues? Would they seal the day in a manner befitting all that had
gone before at this 93-year-old monument? What had drawn me and my father in
1953 had been a semi-final in the FA Amateur Cup, still a notable tournament in
those days, between Pegasus, the combined club of Oxford and Cambridge, and
Southall of the Athenian League. There was an attendance of 30,000 to witness a
memorable 1-1 draw, Pegasus going on to win the replay at Craven Cottage and
then record the Cup’s highest-ever victory in the final against Harwich. The visit
had given further substance to my recognition of Arsenal as a veritable
institution. In conjunction with this had been the experience, the same season, of



playing against Peter Hill-Wood in our school fixture against Eton, an able
player and distinguished cricketer who one day would succeed his grandfather
and father as Club chairman.

It would have been hard to imagine, in 2006, a crowd more abundant in its
mood of generosity. Wigan, new arrivals this season in the top flight who had
performed beyond expectation, were welcome guests. None wished them any ill-
will, but on an afternoon when an extended rivalry with Tottenham Hotspur was
still on the boil — over the need to ensure fourth place in the Premiership and
precious qualification for next year’s Champions League — goodwill would not
extend to allowing the visitors the points. Yet some nasty surprises were initially
in store for Arsenal. Although Robert Pires smartly gave Arsenal the lead in the
ninth minute, an equaliser by Paul Scharner less than a minute later, as the
defence froze on a free kick by David Thompson, had Arsenal followers
sweating in their souvenir T-shirts. Worse was to follow on the half-hour when,
from another free kick, Thompson scored direct, Lehmann, in goal, being left
utterly bemused behind a defence that remained static once again. Was history
delivering Arsenal a final snub at Highbury?

The old stadium surely deserved better than this. The magnificent new West
and East Stands had arisen, through Chapman’s inspiration, in 1932 and 1936
respectively; the West opened by the Prince of Wales, later Edward VIII, prior to
a match against Chelsea and shortly before humble Gillespie Road acquired its
new status. It was here, in 1951, that one of the early floodlit matches had been
staged in the professional game in a friendly against Hapoel from Tel Aviv. It
was here, too, that the first under-pitch heating was installed in 1964. And it had
been here, almost 30 years earlier, that the first televising of a match had taken
place.

With its Bank of England-style main doors, approached up a small flight of
steps in Avenell Road and benignly guarded by two smiling commissionaires,
Highbury had always possessed an aura that was almost regal. Against Wigan,
the contemporary team were playing for not merely their own reputations and
prospects for the following season, but for the reputation of an institution that
was truly part of England’s social fabric. Football stadiums in England carry a
relationship with the local community that is far more affectionate than anything
you will find in Germany, Italy or Spain. It is that sense of social relationship
which had helped attract many of Arsene Wenger’s foreign players to Highbury.
English stadiums have an affinity with local people that is no different from that
of their pub, their church or, with those surviving from grander Victorian days,
their railway station. At Highbury, as much or more than at any football ground,
there has been a particular harmony between spectators and players — though 1



would be foolish to suppose that such powerful affections did not likewise exist
at St. James’ Park, Old Trafford and elsewhere, even White Hart Lane! As
Charlie George, a Highbury-born boy who graduated from the terraces to
stardom on the field, reflected in the countdown to this final day: "Just walking
through the front door and seeing the bust of Herbert Chapman in front of you
was special to someone like me, who was brought up in North London and knew
the history of the Club and what it meant to the people of my area. I remember
the first time that I experienced all that. ‘“This is a proper football club’, I said to
myself."

Thierry Henry, born in even more humble circumstances in France, had been
equally moved on his arrival in North London. On the wall preserved for players
to inscribe their particular memory of playing for Arsenal, Henry wrote: "I will
miss Highbury so much, it has been more than enjoyable to play and score goals
here! It was just a special place for me."

In the throbbing intensity of the final encounter with Wigan, it was now
calling for something special indeed. As I sat there observing — as a working
journalist I was less emotional than the heaving crowd, my passion neutralised
by my need for objectivity — my mind wandered back to my first visits to report
on Arsenal in a professional capacity. That was in December 1958, when
Arsenal were enduring what became a 17-year period without a trophy, and the
team, managed by George Swindin, was in transparent decline. I was there to see
them lose 2-1 to Preston North End, the last of three successive home defeats,
following those against Blackpool and Aston Villa. Tommy Docherty was
providing bravado in midfield, but if the crash-bang tactics of Vic Groves and
Jackie Henderson up front did not work, Arsenal were stymied. By then the
inimitable Jimmy Logie and Joe Mercer were long gone, and although the
granite Jack Kelsey was there in goal, Arsenal lacked real authority. An amiable
Jimmy Bloomfield was industrious in midfield, but Arsenal at that time lacked
the quality now possessed in spades by Wenger’s men, and defined by one word.
Class. Days later I was there again to see them stop the rot with the only goal, by
Bloomfield, against Luton Town, who would be losing Cup Finalists against
Nottingham Forest at the end of the season.

Occasionally in those days at Highbury during the barren years, there was
class on view, though too often it came from other teams’ players. I well
remember the staging of the fixture which used to precede the FA Cup Final, that
of England v Young England. In 1960, these were the teams: England —
Springett (Sheffield Wednesday); Armfield (Blackpool), Wilson (Huddersfield
Town); Robson (West Bromwich), Swan, Kay (Sheffield Wednesday); Brabrook
(Chelsea); Haynes (Fulham); Baker (Hibernian); Greaves (Spurs), Charlton



(Manchester United). Young England — Macedo (Fulham); Angus (Burnley),
Allen (Stoke); Setters (Manchester United), Labone (Everton), Miller (Burnley);
Paine (Southampton); Eastham (Newcastle), Pointer (Burnley), Fantham
(Sheffield Wednesday), Holliday (Middlesbrough). It was going to need the
touch of a Haynes, Baker, Greaves or Charlton to do something for Arsenal in
their present predicament in 2006, and in Henry they had a man possessing
elements of all four. Within a minute of Thompson having shot Wigan into the
lead, and with his team intent on concluding their marvellous season in a
triumphal manner, Henry whipped through Wigan’s defence to make it 2-2 at
half-time. Emotion was reaching the point of hysteria. While it can be said that
there is nothing new in the game, one aspect that has changed in my time is a
wish among spectators to believe that they are part of the act, that their presence,
the noise they generate, is somehow instrumental in the fortunes of their team. I
find it a strange presumption, as though a theatre audience suddenly supposed
they had become part of the play. It is a move that has been encouraged by Nick
Hornby, author of the autobiographical best-seller Fever Pitch, who’s been an
addicted Arsenal supporter throughout his life. Undue significance, in my
opinion, was given to his work, because it can be both a blessing and a
misfortune when the fluctuating achievements of a football team directly affect
the state of mental well-being and social equilibrium of someone so devoted to
the game.

Be that as it may, Thierry Henry was now in no mood to allow the Arsenal
faithful to continue to suffer. On the hour he thrust Arsenal back into the lead.
Men around me shouted themselves to the colour of their shirts, and women
began to conduct themselves in an extravagant way that their grandmothers
would have found quite extraordinary. Cheers rose to screaming pitch, and to
raise the crescendo still further, Henry made it 4-2 from the penalty spot, when
the unfortunate Andreas Johansson, introduced by Wigan to improve the attack,
fouled Freddie Ljungberg at a free-kick and was sent off without having touched
the ball. In near-pantomime style, he was cheered ironically from the field
almost as though he had scored the goal himself.

And so to the final whistle. Arsenal had their Champions League spot, at the
end of yet another afternoon of momentous rivalry with their neighbours down
the road. Such rivalry is part of the life-blood of the game, and it is sad when the
emotion generated transposes into hate, as too often it can do. We had seen one
or two such moments a week or two earlier when Tottenham Hotspur were the
visitors in a controversial draw, but now all was laughter and light. "There’s only
one Arsene Wenger," chanted the crowd. Henry made the perfect gesture of
going to congratulate the Wigan section of the crowd. The man who had



surpassed the goal-scoring records of both the legendary Cliff Bastin and the
iconic lan Wright, with his hat-trick was now hero to everyone. "He’s certainly
today the best in the world,” Wenger would venture. "Victory has taken the
pressure off us [for the forthcoming Champions League Final against
Barcelona]. After the draw with Spurs, I had felt the situation was not in our
hands any more."

As the crowd intoxicated itself in celebration, and applauded a parade around
the pitch of famous names, past and present, the flags of The Arsenal flew high:
a literal stone’s throw from where its future would now be conducted, visibly
glinting against a spring sky.



Memories flood back



Alan Smith, the former North Bank hero turned writer, on an emotional final visit to his old stamping
ground

An unforgettable day began quietly enough for the long list of ex-players
accepting Arsenal’s invitation to take part in the Highbury Farewell. Asked to
meet at Emirates Stadium on the morning of May 7 2006, a succession of faces —
some instantly recognisable, some vaguely familiar — spilled out of their cars and
onto a ramp leading up to the future. There she stood towering above us: a
fearless citadel carved from steel and glass overlooking north London like a
modern Parthenon. Craning their necks, the visitors stared skywards, most
getting their first close-up of Highbury’s much-vaunted successor.

From Alf Fields to Frank McLintock, John Radford to Graham Rix, Wilf
Dixon to Malcolm Macdonald — this was Arsenal through the ages, a
compendium of characters with one thing in common. They had all, at one time
or another, worn the famous red and white. Some came further than others. Bob
McNab, for instance, Arsenal’s dependable left-back from the 1971 Double-
winning side, flew across from his home in America to attend this special day. In
all, 75 old boys turned up to pay their respects. And on that bright Sunday
morning most were trying to get to grips with the fact that the space-age edifice
now standing before them was soon to become Arsenal’s new home.

Yet with a couple of months still remaining before the gates opened up for
real, the new pad wasn’t quite ready. Like a lady caught short by the early arrival
of some posh dinner guests, she looked a bit flustered minus her make-up as an
inquisitive crew stepped over the threshold. Inside the arena, only half the red
seats had been bolted into place, to leave great swathes of concrete dominating
the scene. As for the playing surface, the only bit of green came from a sparse
spread of artificial fibres that would eventually add resilience to the natural
grass. Just above us, the executive suites hadn’t yet evolved beyond the timber
and sawdust stage as several men in hard hats and luminous jackets stood on the
edge of this rare get-together, some taking the chance to grab a few autographs.

Walking down the steps breathing it all in, I wondered what this place would
look like full, teeming with 60,000 souls cheering on their team. Not one of
those among us could fail to be impressed. The only downside, in truth, was that
it had come far too late for us to play a part. All that said, any tributes going on
this historic day didn’t really belong in this particular corner of Islington. Such a
spectacular setting would enjoy fame soon enough without laying down garlands



before it was even complete. No, this wasn’t the time to be hanging about
Emirates Stadium, not when her mother was facing an emotional retirement.

So after a quick gander, us old boys were ushered on to coaches bound for
Highbury. After all, there was a game on you know. The visit of Wigan Athletic,
as the record books show, represented the last match ever to take place down the
bottom of Avenell Road. The clock had been ticking for quite some time and
now only a few hours remained before the digits read zero, before an explosion
of fireworks brought the house down.

It was close to midday — more than three hours before kick-off — when we
stepped off that bus outside the West Stand. Even then, hundreds of supporters
were already milling about only too aware they would never get this chance
again. Neither would we. Led through the bowels of that antiquated stand —
treading darkened passages we had rarely had cause to use before — our convoy
emerged at the corner of the Clock End, the stand where the pre-match
hospitality was all set to begin.

Firstly, though, we had to get in — not an easy task if you weren’t on the list.
Security had never been so tight as it was on that day, the day when the world
seemed to revolve around London N5. As we queued in line, waiting to be
issued with precious yellow wristbands that guaranteed entry, something
happened that neatly summed up the situation; nothing too dramatic, but
meaningful all the same. Arriving with his family, there was Theo Walcott,
shining with angelic innocence, side-stepping the formalities to take his place
upstairs. Talk about a timely symbol of young crossing paths with old. Theo was
the future, a 17-year-old starlet hoping to grace Emirates Stadium for many years
to come. Us lot, on the other hand, could only look back, to halcyon days now
consigned to memory.

Hence the reminiscing once everyone gathered inside the huge marquee that
had been specially erected inside the gym. And as soon as you walked through
the door, it was obvious that the Club had invested a great deal of time and effort
in the finer details. From the redcurrantcoloured cocktails handed out on arrival
to the silver models of Highbury presented to every guest, the attention to detail
bore a true touch of class. That’s what helped make the atmosphere that extra bit
special as the various generations sought each other out. As for my own era,
there were one or two lads I hadn’t seen in years. Anders Limpar, for instance,
had come across from Sweden with his wife and two children. As roommates for
a couple of seasons, we had been pretty close, then all of a sudden, as happens in
football, that bond gets broken by a transfer; in this case, Anders’s move to
Everton.

Of the others, David Hillier was now a fireman in the West Country while



Andy Linighan had his own plumbing business in Hertfordshire. Perry Groves,
on the other hand, was tied up with a company that makes spongy tarmac
surfaces for playgrounds. Amazing, really, where life can take you after football.

In some ways, however, meeting old mates like this, though enjoyable, can
also leave you feeling slightly morose seeing as it’s never quite the same on the
outside of the bubble. Back in the days of living life as a footballer, it was a
cosseted existence — carefree as well, to a certain extent — full of banter and in-
jokes, an atmosphere that insulates you from the real world. When all that comes
to an end it is bound to have an effect. Inevitably, personalities change with the
passing of time. Once the boots are hung up you have to grow up quickly. Gone
are the days when you can act like little kids in an environment where everything
is laid on a plate. As a result, people aren’t always quite the same as you
remember them — and the chances are they think the same about you.

Even so, these kinds of reunions are always great fun. You can revert to type,
slip back into footballer mode and hark back to the days when the recurring
theme was laughter, and plenty of it.

Sat around a table, then, in that marquee, we recreated the mood with one or
two choice memories. Like the time Grovesy fell off a stretcher whilst being
carried round the Highbury track, like the time some of us got caught having a
crafty pint the day before a dead rubber at Norwich. Conversation lurched from
one episode to the next between a group of people sharing a common bond.
Steve Bould, Lee Dixon, Michael Thomas, Paul Davis, lan Wright, Jimmy
Carter, John Lukic, Dave Seaman, Martin Keown — what a great turnout it was
from my age group.

As if to accentuate the point, our old manager strolled over to say his hellos.
Eerily, it was like nothing had changed. Everyone calmed down, tried to be
sensible, when George Graham asked his old charges if they were alright. ‘Yes
boss’, we chorused, as if the clock had been turned back a good 15 years.
Football is funny like that. A deep-lying respect means the gaffer usually keeps
his moniker no matter how many years have passed in between. But this time, of
course, George wasn’t in charge. As lunch came to a close, another man who had
been a heavy influence on some of those present was gearing up for work.

At that very moment, Arsene Wenger was preparing his players underneath
the East Stand for the very last time. He had to get it right too.

For amongst all the hoo-ha of Highbury’s last stand, a place in the
Champions League was still very much at stake. Time to find our seats, then, in
the West Stand lower tier down by the Clock End corner flag. Surveying the
scene from this unfamiliar position, I remember thinking that Highbury had
never looked so beautiful.



Sat in the vicinity of some of their old heroes, the fans were in full party
mood as the match got under way, passing forward everything from
programmes, books and shirts to tiny scraps of paper for a quick signature. At
the same time, they kept us informed of events at Upton Park where Tottenham
Hotspur of all teams had to match Arsenal’s result to pip their old foes to a
Champions League spot. ‘Spurs are one down!’, ‘Defoe’s equalised!’ The shouts
kept on coming as Wigan, meanwhile, did their very best to spoil Highbury’s
day. When Spurs old boy Teddy Sheringham went on to miss a penalty for West
Ham United, the conspiracy theorists among us had an absolute field day. Earlier
on, rumours had circulated that the game across London was going to be
postponed due to an outbreak of food poisoning in the Spurs camp. This gossip
only ladled extra tension on an extraordinary day, one lent extra intrigue when
Thierry Henry got on all fours to kiss the Highbury turf after grabbing his hat-
trick from the penalty spot. ‘What do you think that means?’ I asked Lee Dixon,
sat in the row in front. ‘Is he saying goodbye to Arsenal or just to this place?” A
few days later, everyone found out. Henry was staying after all, despite
Barcelona’s ardour, having scored the last goal that would ever be seen in these
parts.

So with a Champions League place in the bag after a stirring 4-2 win,
everyone could properly enjoy what remained of the last-day celebrations. That
included the old pros who, shortly after the final whistle, were escorted down to
the gap between the North Bank and West Stand where the ‘Parade of Legends’
was due to begin.

Standing there, conscious that I should remember this moment for the rest of
my days, I scanned the distinguished gathering, mentally trying to put a name to
each and every face. It wasn’t easy. Some were in their seventies, servants of the
Club long before I was born. As we waited to walk out, supporters who had been
killing time in the walkway underneath the North Bank took the chance to come
across for a bit of boisterous backslapping, holding up mobile phones for a quick
photograph. Hundreds of others hung over the side of the stand to shout down
their hellos. It was actually spine-tingling stuff. The day was building to a
climax, and everyone inside that stadium could feel the buzz. So out we went for
the parade in alphabetical order, each player accompanied by a Junior Gunner
who held a placard inscribed with their name and years of service.

Now I have never been the emotional sort when it comes to football. Family
matters are different, they get me going in a trice, but as for shedding tears after,
say, Anfield in 1989 or Copenhagen in 1994 — no, I didn’t come close. This
affair, on the other hand, tested my mettle. When it came to waving to the North
Bank before heading off to the podium with the rest of the lads, I had to settle



myself, take a deep breath, as I paused for a moment on the edge of the penalty
area. Staring up at that great mass of people, it was impossible not to think of all
the good times, of the goals I had scored on this special strip of grass, of the hard
work put in year after year.

The rebuilt North Bank, of course, looked totally different now from the
terraced version that could hold nigh on 20,000 fans. Yet those old concrete steps
weren’t just used by the punters. They doubled up as a coach’s training tool.
Every Tuesday when there wasn’t a midweek game, we’d have a ‘physical’ at
Highbury that included races up the aisles of this famous terrace, the winner
decided by who crashed first against the corrugated iron at the top.

Memories like that don’t fade away. My first goal for Arsenal, in fact, was
struck not far away from the spot where I was standing now — a tentative toe
poke against Portsmouth, the first in a hat-trick, that bobbled through the
goalkeeper’s legs before creeping over the line. Standing there in my civvies 19
years on, I thought back to that instant, and several more besides. That’s when
something welled up inside without prior warning. Until that moment, I suppose
I hadn’t truly realised just how much Highbury meant.

That’s why we stayed on till the end, my family and I, wringing every last
drop from a wonderful day. When the time came to leave, we retraced our steps
— through the West Stand and out to Highbury Hill where a coach was duly
waiting to take us back to Emirates Stadium. Back to the future, you might say,
where the day had begun. As for the past, it couldn’t have asked for a better
send-off.






New horizons

The first action at Emirates Stadium was the testimonial match for Dennis
Bergkamp, while Aston Villa were the first Premiership visitors



Arsenal 2 Ajax 1
July 22, 2006



Dennis, thank you...



A huge crowd decked out in red, white and orange T-shirts pack Emirates Stadium and pay tribute to
one of Arsenal's greatest

He was possibly the player who started the change, the man who did the most to
make it all possible. So it was fitting that the first game played at the magnificent
Emirates Stadium, on July 22, 2006, was in honour of Dennis Bergkamp,
Arsenal’s original Dutch master.

Not since the outrageous skills of Alex James, George Eastham and Liam
Brady had Arsenal supporters seen a player of such sheer inspirational ability
that made every one of the 423 games Bergkamp played — and 120 goals he
scored — for the Club worth paying to watch. So it was fitting that 54,000 made
their first trip to Arsenal’s new ground to pay tribute and say farewell to a player
who ranks alongside any other in the Club’s history. Who else but Bergkamp
could get Ian Wright, David Seaman, Thierry Henry and Patrick Vieira on to the
same pitch as Marco van Basten and Johan Cruyff?

Bergkamp was overwhelmed by the love and support from supporters,
friends and family alike when Ajax Amsterdam came to open Emirates Stadium
for his testimonial. There were ovations for Wrighty and co, Vieira and Henry
interrupted their holidays to fly back and play, but they were all eclipsed by the
ovation for Dennis and his fellow countrymen Johan Cruyff and Marco van
Basten, who were second-half substitutes when Bergkamp’s Arsenal Dream XI
took on and beat a side comprising his former Ajax team-mates.

"It was difficult not to get emotional out there," Bergkamp admitted. "I have
a great family, but it feels like it was one big family with those players and those
fans. The day was something for all of us. It is those people who truly love
football and, apart from being there for me, they love the game, too, so every
opportunity they get they want to show that. We asked them and they were ready
to come over and be here. I showed them a lot of respect down the years and this
is how they have paid it back."

Arsene Wenger was the architect behind re-establishing Arsenal as one of the
world’s greatest clubs going into the 21st century, but he knows that it would not
have been all possible without Bergkamp at his peak. Speaking on the day,
members of the Arsenal family past and present came to pay their respects to
Bergkamp on his final game before retirement, Wenger said: "I was very lucky
to find Dennis already in the squad when I arrived at Arsenal. You do not find a
player like that everywhere you go. It was a blessing, a gift when I arrived."



Bergkamp joined Arsenal from Inter Milan and went on to win 10 major
honours under Wenger. Early in Wenger’s first Double-winning season of
1997/1998 Bergkamp, a Professional Footballers’ Association and Football
Writers’ Association award winner, took the first three places in September’s
Goal of the Month award. Similar skills were displayed in scoring 36 goals in 79
appearances for Holland, making him a Dutch footballing hero second to none.
Yes, Arsenal had become a title-winning team and European force under George
Graham, but Bergkamp took it on another level and inspired a whole new brand
of football in London N5. That is why the testimonial was such a special day for
a special man, one who thrived at the very top of a demanding sport until he was
37, by putting his family, privacy, health and profession ahead of fame and
riches.

With the resplendent Emirates Stadium bathed in summer sunshine, Dennis
was there with wife Henrita and their four children: Estelle, Mitchell, Yasmin
and Saffron, all mascots for the day. But in a lovely moment, the match was
kicked off by his father, Wim. "In November he was diagnosed with lung
cancer," Bergkamp explained afterwards. "He said he hoped he could make it to
my game. He has always taken me to training and he and my mum even came to
every home game in England, so it was fantastic to finish it in the right way with
them both here and it was only right for him to kick off."

Bergkamp did not score in the 2-1 win, leaving the honour of scoring the first
Arsenal goals at the new home of football to Henry and Nwankwo Kanu. Then
he embarked on an emotional lap of honour before being chaired into the centre
circle by Vieira and Henry. But he will not be saying goodbye to Arsenal fans
forever — the Bergkamps have a box in the new stadium. With Bergkamp back in
the box, maybe the Arsenal fans will be able to look up for years to come and
still sing “We’ve got Dennis Bergkamp’.



‘One of the game’s greats’



Tributes to Dennis Bergkamp

Peter Hill-Wood: "There are moments that define entire chapters in the
wonderful story of Arsenal Football Club. David Danskin calling a meeting of
his fellow munitions workers in 1886 to suggest forming a football club; Sir
Henry Norris persuading the football league that Woolwich Arsenal should be
allowed to move north to Islington; Herbert Chapman taking the reigns at
Highbury; Jon Sammels scoring the Fairs Cup-winning goal against Anderlecht
for our first trophy in 17 years. All these are hugely significant events in the
Club’s rich history. Alongside such moments I believe you can include June 20,
1995 when Dennis Bergkamp signed his first contract for the Club."

Johan Cruyff: "In 1986 [when Bergkamp played under Cruyff at Ajax] we
decided to use a different approach towards Dennis. Let’s put it this way, he had
to become tougher as a player. At the age of 17 his development went so fast I
became more and more interested in using him for our first team. His technique
was great and the same goes for his game intelligence. Dennis was already by
then the type of player whose feet could do what the mind wanted. What 1
remember from the night of his debut [a substitute appearance in a 3-1 Cup
Winners’ Cup win over the Swedish team, Malmo, in March 1987] is that Dennis
had to go home immediately after the game because he had to attend school the
next day at 8.15."

Henrita Bergkamp (wife): "I know how much the fans think of Dennis and
they show a lot of respect to him. It’s been great and the relationship he had with
the fans has made our time here even more special. Now we have bought a box
at Emirates Stadium so we will continue to watch the games and Dennis will be
able to shout at all his former team-mates."

Bruce Rioch: "The thing I remember the most about Dennis is that he is such a
gentleman. He is great company and never has a bad word to say about anybody.
He wasn’t just a great footballer, but a great person as well."



Patrick Vieira: "Dennis is undoubtedly one of the game’s great players. I have
been lucky to play with some brilliant players in my career and Dennis is
definitely one of the best. If you are naming your all-time greatest football team,
Dennis is in it."

Wim Jonk: "Our way of playing was never a matter of training, but a matter of
instinct. For me he was the ideal partner.”

Thierry Henry: "Dennis made passes that weren’t only perfectly timed but
didn’t seem humanly possible. I hope in the future people will remember we had
a great partnership together because I think it would be great to be remembered
alongside a legend like Dennis."

Guus Hiddink on Bergkamp’s unforgettable goal in the World Cup quarter-
final at USA 94: "During those last minutes against Argentina, with the score at
1-1, he made the three perfect touches of the ball. Enough to put a brilliant
winner in the back of the net. Another masterpiece that Dennis made look
simple."

Edwin van der Sar: "On the day we [Ajax] had to play the UEFA Cup Final
against Torino, Dennis got terrible flu. It was impossible for him to play. But
after we won the cup we decided to go with the whole team in the players bus to
his house. In the middle of the night we handed over our trophy in his bedroom!"

Marco van Basten: "Dennis’s strength was that he had the intelligence to know
when he had to act as a midfield player and when to be a striker. He had a
perfect eye for these options."

Ian Wright: "Whatever Maradona could do with his left foot, I swear Dennis
could do it with his right... The opportunity to play with Dennis Bergkamp was
the highlight of my football career.”



Arsenal 1 Aston Villa 1
August 19, 2006



Emirates Stadium takes off



New season, new surroundings. Sue Mott on settling into a new home round the corner from
Highbury

It was exactly the same and entirely different. The scene was the same. Same
burger vans, same scarf stalls, same supporters’ club premises. Even the same
strapping, eye-shielded horses keeping a stoic guard on the hordes and making a
downward glance advisable as the supporters trudged through the narrow streets.
Good for roses. Less so for trainers.

Same journey. Arsenal fans, now restored to red and white after the
redcurrant experience of the farewell season, were still jostling on to the Tube to
emerge into the daylight at Arsenal Underground station, now minus the mural.
Same restaurants up the hill towards Highbury Corner, neatly packed with
pontificating regulars enjoying pre-match fortification in the shape of wine, roast
hake and guesswork. "4-1," someone always said, in the rosy throes of post-
luncheon enthusiasm. Inevitably, a friend always disagreed, but, optimist or
pessimist, you could always take your choice. Either way, they were the same
conversations that Arsenal supporters have been having for years, decades, eons
— shuttling between super-confidence and depression as personal tastes dictated.
"That Denis Compton..." "That Ian Ure..." "That Perry Groves..." "That
Baptista, have you seen the size of him?" Same pubs, same drinks, same
anticipation, same scarves, same songs, same friends, same fears, same love.

Just not the same place any more. The wrecking ball had gone to work on
Highbury. Arsenal had moved house and home — and to such a place of
splendour and size that few people who understood the role of high finance in
modern football, save a handful of hopeless sentimentalists, could have wished
the move unmade. Emirates Stadium at Ashburton Grove had risen literally from
rubble. To be more specific from the local waste and recycling dump in Hornsey
Street, N7. It had been built on time, to its £390 million budget and to
magnificent specifications: marble bars, red carpet floors and blow-you-away
dryers in the lavatories. And, key point, it seated 60,432 fans as opposed to old
Highbury capacity of no more than 38,500. That had been the catalytic equation.
Arsenal had to move from their home of former glories, no matter how redolent
of memories and the trickery of ancient feet. It had to be done. It was a modern,
21st-century response to an age-old problem: how to generate enough revenue.

So on the opening day of the 2006/2007 Premiership season, Saturday,
August 19, against Aston Villa, everything was the same except suddenly, vastly,



different.

Yes, the fans arrived at Arsenal station. All the pre-match rituals could be
scrupulously observed, but those who bent their steps to Highbury — muscle-
memory and homage spurring them on — had a shock when they reached the
front entrance to the Marble Halls. No longer did the uniformed commissionaire
stand outside, holding a throng at bay as the fans patiently waited in anticipation
of the Arsenal team bus. There was nobody there any more. The old glass doors
at the top of the steps were padlocked and blanked out by hardboard. Now the
realisation slammed home that Highbury as Arsenal’s home was truly gone.
Those same eyes peeled away again and looked ahead. Moved forward. It was
simply a matter of evolution. Highbury was now an architectural form of
Neanderthal Man (no slight intended towards any former centre-half). It had
been glorious and supreme in its time, but now a different species of stadium
was required to carry Arsenal to a new level: financially, aesthetically,
competitively.

So having paid their last respects to the old place, the fans bent their steps
west where the giant saucer rim of the new stadium roof was just visible on the
horizon. Sight of the roof, with its rollercoasters of tubular steel and its weight
load of 5,000 tonnes, guided the initiates to their new home. It could snow quite
a bit without the roof buckling. The nearer they came, the more the vast edifice
revealed its 15,000 square metres of glazing, 4,500 metres of hand railing, two
cast-iron cannons and seven giant concrete letters at the mouth of the South
Bank Bridge, spelling out ‘ARSENAL’.

It was an awe-inspiring scene, almost double the number of Highbury’s fans
funnelling into a brand-new, space age, immaculate home. By the end of the
season, attendances would total 1.1 million, all trudging up and down the 100
flights of stairs to find their new red seats, the first of which was ceremonially
installed by the young Arsenal midfield player, Abou Diaby. Apart from the
spanner-wielding Frenchman, up to 1,400 construction workers had contributed
to its readiness. Just in time for Dennis Bergkamp’s Testimonial on July 22,
2006. An Arsenal XI had beaten an Ajax XI 2-1 and the only downside of the
occasion was the fact that the celebrational Dutch orange that Dennis inspired
clashed horribly with the red seats.

But there was no such problem when Arsenal kicked off the season in
earnest. Only green, red, white and blue were on display — green pitch, red tiers,
white roof and a sky striped pale blue and white like an Argentine shirt.
Picturesque. At least until the moment Olof Mellberg became the scorer of the
first Premiership goal in the new stadium — for the opposition. The silence, but
for the bouncing curve of Aston Villa supporters in the South East corner, soared



to the overhanging roof. This was not in the script. Arséne Wenger made one of
his familiar appearances on the touchline. Among the things Arsenal fans had
been told in the new official Club handbook (at £3, some seven million times
cheaper than Ashley Cole who had just been sold to Chelsea) was that the energy
rating of Emirates Stadium was equivalent to the simultaneous boiling of 6,300
electric kettles. Wenger’s frustrations comprised about 200 electric kettles on his
own.

It mattered so much that Arsenal, the team and their mood, transferred
smoothly to their new home. No stone, or bathmat, had been left unturned. From
the horseshoe-shaped dressing room, to the physio’s room, to the hydro pool, to
the warm-up area, the players’ facilities were state-of-the-football-art. A long,
long way from the opening day at Highbury in 1913 when the water was warmed
by equipment borrowed from Army field kitchens because the building work
was behind schedule. So Wenger was not happy. One-nil down and not best
pleased that France had played Thierry Henry for the full 90 minutes of an
international friendly in midweek. José Antonio Reyes was on the cusp of a
move to Real Madrid, for which Arsenal would receive the compensation of
Julio Baptista on loan. The Club was slightly unsettled, in more ways than one.

Surely Arsenal’s existence at their new stadium would not begin with defeat?
It was all very well having 900 toilets, 475 plasma screens, 196 x 2,000 watt
light bulbs and two giant screens, but what was the point of a majestic new
stadium if we were 1-0 down to Aston Villa?

Enter Gilberto. Rescuing the short history of the Club’s new wonder-home,
the Brazilian left his post as chief shock absorber in front of the back four to
rattle in a late, narrow-angled equaliser beneath the Aston Villa cross bar. Thus
the opening game of the season ended Arsenal 1 Aston Villa 1, and that was to
become something of a pattern. The first eight Premiership games at Emirates
Stadium produced either a 1-1 draw or a 3-0 victory. What was going on? Aston
Villa, Middlesbrough, Everton and Newcastle United all managed to hold the
home side to a draw while Sheffield United, Watford, Liverpool and Tottenham
Hotspur were all soundly defeated.

Perhaps it was no surprise that Arsenal were struggling to find consistency.
They were playing, in effect, on a neutral ground. This fabulous palace of a
football stadium would take a little getting used to. Even Henry, who missed the
last few games before Christmas 2006 with a string of niggling injuries
combined under the label "sciatica", admitted to a nervous reaction in the new
surroundings: "Without having a go at anyone, when we have a goal-line tap-in
and it ends up in the keeper’s hands, that’s not the new stadium’s fault. Players
sometimes have off days. It’s true the visual landmarks are different now. There



are some shots on goal which I scored with at Highbury that I haven’t yet
attempted at Emirates Stadium. With my back to the goal I’'m not certain where I
am yet. It will take us a while to get our bearings."

These misgivings were not necessarily shared by all the fans. Those who
remembered the unlovely smell of open-topped toilets, finger-scorching plastic
cups of tea and the trickle of rain down an upturned collar were transported to a
world every bit as fantastical as Oz. And Wenger was the Wizard. This is a
football stadium where you can be carried up to your seat via escalator. Where
you sink into deep-pile red carpets along the corridors. Where chefs in full
regalia carve joints of tender beef in front of your eyes while you sit at formally
laid tables watching the meandering crowd through the floor-to-ceiling glazed
windows.

Peter Storey, a defensive midfielder whose game was not entirely based on
sophistication, would have been amazed. Less so Herbert Chapman, the greatest
innovator of his day. He would have understood the financial imperative that put
the contents of Highbury into packing cases and moved his football club round
the corner. There was something to lose, perhaps, but the gains were unarguable.

For the regular fan, feelings were initially mixed. Jon Spurling, a life-long
Arsenal fan and author of many books on the Club, including Highbury, the
Story of Arsenal in N5, said: "Gone are the cramped views from the East and
West lower tiers, the art deco feel, the sense of tradition, and the sheer closeness
to the surrounding streets. Instead, there are unparalleled views of the game, and
a grandiose feel to games which was never the case at Highbury, but it doesn’t
help matters that in order to reach Emirates Stadium via Finsbury Park and
Arsenal Tube stations, you still have to walk past our old stomping ground. It’s
an unquestionably surreal experience.

"Until Arsenal defeated Liverpool in November 2006, I also questioned
whether or not watching Arsenal would really seem the same again. Ashburton
Grove doesn’t have quite the same "get-at-ability" feel which Herbert Chapman
realised Highbury had, and it felt rather like visiting Cardiff’s Millennium
Stadium every other week. But having got off the train at Finsbury Park Tube,
strolled down St Thomas’s Road (my favoured route to Highbury), popped into
The Auld Triangle (my pre-match hostelry of choice in the Highbury days) and
seeing Arsenal thrash one of their biggest rivals 3-0, I felt as if I was starting to
move on."

Significantly, with Christmas came presents. First the team clambered out of
the rut of 1-1 draws ... with a 2-2 draw against Portsmouth. Then the day before
Christmas Eve the floodgates finally opened and the young Arsenal team that
had been so profligate in front of goal finally scored in abundance, albeit with



three goals in the final five minutes, beating Blackburn Rovers 6-2. "We
produced some football that was absolutely amazing to watch," said Wenger.
"The team played tremendous football. We are never boring here — you can
accuse me of a lot, but you can never accuse me of that."

The season turned out to be, ultimately, one of disappointment and
frustration: so nearly and yet not quite. A disastrous period at the end of
February and the start of March saw their hopes dashed in all four competitions.
And in April their unbeaten record at Emirates Stadium was ended by West Ham
United. Nevertheless, comfort off the pitch and beauty on it boded well for the
future. Admittedly, it would take a while to lay the lovely ghost of Highbury. But
if the memories could not be replaced, they could be augmented. The days of
Highbury II, for better or for worse, had dawned.



INTERVIEW



On tour with Raddy



Alan Smith joins John Radford, the durable striker who was a key member of the 1971 Double-
winning side, as he leads a group of supporters on a guided tour of emirates Stadium

John Radford played nearly 500 games for Arsenal, 149 goals commemorating
his talent. As an obdurate centre-forward he was difficult to match — a born trier,
certainly, who never stopped running but also a clever, unselfish tactician whose
movement, vision and touch brought out the best in his strike partner, whether
that happened to be Joe Baker, Colin Addison, George Graham, Brian Kidd or,
most famously, perhaps, Ray Kennedy.

Inevitably, Radford is remembered the most for that axis with Kennedy, an
industrious alliance that helped set the tone for a campaign climaxing in glory
with the 1971 League and FA Cup Double. Unlike young Kennedy, though,
‘Raddy’ was already well established by the turn of the decade as part of a side
that ended up clinching the Club’s first European trophy. On a throbbing night at
Highbury in the second leg of the Fairs Cup Final, it was the striker’s header that
nudged Arsenal in front on aggregate to break Anderlecht’s resistance. The
following season, a tally of 21 goals only hints at the level of Radford’s valuable
input.

In the end, these celebrated bullet points defined the player’s career. They
serve as the main reason so many fans mark him down as a true Arsenal legend.

It is in that guise, actually, that Radford now hosts tours of Emirates
Stadium. It is a chance to turn back the clock, to reminisce a little, in between
describing Arsenal’s new home. His strong Yorkshire tones act as an evocative
tool in giving supporters a sense of how the Club has evolved. The deadpan
delivery is greeted with warmth, as a nostalgic reminder of how things used to
be in the days when this doughty miner’s son enriched England’s playing fields
with his earthy endeavour.

The Home Dressing Room

Radford stands in the middle and tries to explain how things have changed. As
an Arsenal apprentice at the start of the 1960s, certain rituals stood out, never to
be forgotten. Like the tin baths, for instance, lined up at London Colney, waiting
for the players to finish their training.

"We had to get in early to fill them up with nice hot water for the first team,"
Radford remembers. "Then the reserves would use ’em, then the metropolitan



side and then us, the youth team. It were the same water. By the time we got
there, a film of mud covered the surface. You had to skim it off before getting
in."

His attentive audience smiles fondly as one, only too aware of the stark
contrast nearby. To our left, a brand new hydrotherapy pool gently bubbles away
underneath a row of gleaming high-powered showers. Highbury’s big bath, with
its irregular chunks of carbolic soap, has now given way to sterilised perfection.

Lingering for a moment, Radford takes us back again to his heyday. It was
the end of the 1960s and the great Manchester United side containing Bobby
Charlton, George Best and Denis Law were in town at a time when Arsenal were
going through a fairly rocky spell. Clearly worried by the prospect, Don Howe,
Bertie Mee’s number two, starts instructing Frank McLintock as to how he
should handle Law.

"Don starts giving it the big wind-up to Frank before the game," Radford
explains. "He says: ‘I don’t want Law getting a kick today, so here’s what you
do. The first chance you get to tackle him, kick him right up in the air. The next
one, you kick him further up in the air and harder.” Frank turns round and says:
‘Look Don, Denis is a bit of a fiery character. He ain’t just going to accept this.
He’s liable to turn round and give me a right hook.” ‘OK, not a problem,” Don
says. ‘Hit him back if you like.” ‘But we’re both going to get sent off that way,’
Frank comes back. ‘Don’t worry,” Don says, ‘They’ll miss him more than we’ll
miss you!’"

When the chuckles die down it is time to move on.

The Press Conference Theatre

Settled in the chair used by Arseéne Wenger for post-match inquisitions, Radford
reveals how, but for an insistent father, he would never have ventured down
south in the first place.

As a budding 15-year-old from the mining town of Hemsworth, a working-
class stronghold where Labour votes were ‘weighed, not counted’, Radford used
to play for Bradford City’s youth team after school. The Bantams, it seems, were
suitably impressed. "I did actually sign for Bradford, but the very next morning
there was a knock on the door and it was an Arsenal scout asking me to come
down to London for trials," recalls Radford.

Cue his father’s intervention with a firm word. To imitate the orders,
Radford’s accent grows thicker. "My dad said: ‘Thou’s not going to Bradford
City until thou’s been to Arsenal.’ It were funny because I didn’t think he knew



anything about Arsenal. He obviously did, though. Said I’d got to go and see
them, that he’d keep those Bradford forms safe until I’d got back from my three-
day trial."

When that initial audition went well, another trial followed, this time for a
month, before young John signed as an apprentice professional. "I think
somewhere up in my old house in Yorkshire there’s still those old Bradford City
forms," he says. "They could have changed my whole life."

He’s not wrong there. For a start, he wouldn’t have met his future wife, a
Dutch girl called Engel, who crossed the youngster’s path on his first trip with
Arsenal, a pre-season tour to Switzerland and Holland. He elaborates on this
story when we get together in private. For now, Raddy entertains his party with
the unusual circumstances surrounding his wedding day.

"My wife wanted to get married some time around Christmas. After phoning
round for dates, the only one possible was December 21, which was a Saturday. I
said: ‘Look, we’ve got a problem darling. We’ve got a game in the afternoon.’
But in the end I said we’d do it. You can’t let football interfere with your
personal life, can you?"

Having got married at 10 o’clock, the groom dashed off to Highbury for a
less romantic date — a 3 o’clock tussle with West Bromwich Albion. Radford
will never forget the game. Nor, for that matter, the referee.

"It was that horrible little git Clive Thomas. Anyway, we’re winning 1-0 and
we get a corner. The ball comes in, I’ve jumped up and bosh — straight in the top
corner. Thomas disallows it. Said Bobby Gould was offside standing right over
on the by-line.

"I said: “You can’t disallow it! Bobby’s miles away. How the bloody hell is
he interfering with play? You know it’s my wedding day, don’t you?’ ‘Tough
luck,’ he says. ‘I have disallowed it and it won’t stand."” At this point, I think, we
could all feel the punchline coming. "But there was some good news," Radford
smiles. "In the evening, I did score!"

The Directors’ Box

Radford looks down at the lush patch of green that hosts today’s stars. He scans
the sea of red seats, the endless line of executive boxes that circle the ground
before casting a glance over the roof’s undulating lines. Just over there, less than
a mile away, an apprehensive teenager began his incredible journey.

"First of all, they put me in a little hotel in Finsbury Park," Radford
remembers, thinking back to his start as an apprentice. "That made my



homesickness worse because you had nothing to do in the evenings. All the other
lads were in digs in Southgate and around that way."

The view from the directors’ box is superb. On matchdays, the pursuit of
excellence down below keeps everyone captivated, the football is sublime when
all goes to plan. Yet during quieter moments like this when there is nothing to
distract the inquisitive observer, it is probably for the best that the sweeping
stands hide the sad scene developing just across the way.

Bit by bit, Highbury was being carefully dismantled. As Radford said his
piece, the North Bank and Clock End already well on the way. Watching from
close quarters, Avenell Road was adjusting to a different sort of ambience —
much different, certainly, from the one that existed when Radford first arrived.

"Actually, my first digs were in Avenell Road, with Jack and Val Hoy," he
says. "Then I moved to Plimsoll Road, the next road along, with Mrs Butcher.
Didn’t have far to go in the morning. After that I had two digs in Bounds Green."

Yet it was from those first digs, located in the shadow of the Marble Halls,
that Radford set off on his first Arsenal journey. It was time to expand on an
earlier theme. The official tour over, we head for the comfy seats in the
cavernous press room where my fellow centre-forward turns back the clock.

Packing for that tour of Switzerland and Holland, Radford shared a suitcase
with fellow apprentice Tommy Baldwin, with whom he was sharing digs in
London. The arrangement worked fine — they roomed together when abroad as
well — until, that is, the tour reached its final leg in Amsterdam.

"We were all gathered in this huge hall together with the local families who
had agreed to put us up," Radford remembers. "All the teams were in there. Must
have been 700-800 people in total. Anyway, a guy gets on the microphone and
starts telling us who’s stopping with who. He gets to Tommy. ‘“Will Mr Baldwin
please leave with Mr and Mrs So-and-So.” Tommy picks up the bag and he’s
gone! With all my bleedin’ clothes! I had to go and find him in the morning.
Anyway, I eventually get called out and go with this lad who takes me outside to
get on his bike, one of those with a little motor on the back. So there was me,
clinging on to him as we weaved in between the trams and the traffic of
Amsterdam. When we get to his place — a flat above some shops — he introduces
me to this girl. ‘She looks alright,” I thought to myself. He must have read my
mind because he says: ‘Meet my girlfriend, Engel.” As it turns out, he were
having me on. I soon find out that it were actually his sister."

Armed with the good news, the young Englishman abroad decides to chance
his arm and asks the girl if she would like to go out for something to eat that
evening. The invitation accepted, the pair head into town and after a bit of
deliberating they eventually choose an Indonesian restaurant where neither could



make head or tail of the menu.

"We order this meal that was made up of lots of small dishes. I’'m straight
from Hemsworth, remember. All I’ve known is fish and chips or roast beef on a
Sunday. Anyway, I take a mouthful and it blows my mouth off. I’'m on fire."

Deciding to beat a hasty retreat, the couple end up in a nightclub.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t the sort Radford envisaged. "It were like the Folies
Bergere in Paris, only with blokes! All of a sudden, they start peeling off their
clothes!"

Worse was to come. "It’s about 1 o’clock in the morning when in comes
Billy Wright [the Arsenal manager] with six directors. ‘Come on, drink up,’ I say
to Engel, ‘we’re going.’ I try to sneak round the back, but as I pass their table a
hand comes out. “Where are you going son?’ ‘I’'m going home, Mr Wright.’
‘Good, see you in the morning.” That’s it, I thought, I’'m finished. I mean, I'm
only 16."

Fortunately, Billy Wright’s reputation as a kind and understanding soul came
to the rescue. "The next day the only thing he said was: ‘It’s a good job you got
up and left when you did’."

Not too long after that, Wright would have another word, only this time the
message elicited a different kind of reaction. Radford had been knocking in the
goals for the youth team and reserves when, in the course of his duties at
Highbury, he was approached by the boss.

"I were actually on my hands and knees scrubbing the stairs that led up to the
old gym above the first-team dressing room," he recalls. "Billy Wright came up
and said ‘John, I want you to go home and get some rest. You're playing
tomorrow at West Ham.’ It wasn’t as if I was on the fringe of the first team. It
just came straight out the blue. Joe Baker had been sent off in the FA Cup against
Liverpool — he’d smashed Ron Yeats, great punch it were — and that was how 1|
got in, when Joe was suspended."

A 1-1 draw at Upton Park on March 21, 1964 proved to be the youngster’s
one and only appearance that term. Fifteen more came the following season
before Radford established himself during the 1965/1966 campaign. Under
Bertie Mee’s stewardship, he started to blossom, becoming a key part of a
burgeoning side. Success didn’t come quickly, mind. Arsenal had to suffer the
indignity of losing two League Cup Finals on the trot before ending a long
barren spell with that tumultuous Fairs Cup victory.

"That was probably the biggest night I had at Highbury," Radford says. "To
be honest, it were so frantic that I can’t even remember them presenting the cup.
The first glance I got of it was when the crowd were carrying Frank [McLintock]
around with it."



Unfortunately, one of the goalscorers that night was soon brought back down
to earth. After a heavy night of celebration, Radford got up the next morning and
dashed excitedly off to hospital to visit his wife, who had just given birth to their
first child. "I take my medal round to show the wife and she’s in tears. lan has
been rushed off to Great Ormond Street with bowel and intestine problems." It
was a worrying condition, one that, on and off, would continue to preoccupy the
Radfords for the next 16 years. In the end, in fact, the strain and worry it
involved played a central part in Raddy leaving the place he joined as a boy.
Travelling to and from hospital every day, worried sick about their son,
something had to give in the couple’s life.

"It were too much. My mind weren’t on the job. I was knackered in the end."”
The onset of a few injuries certainly didn’t help, and neither did a blazing row
with then-manager Terry Neill. So after 14 years of service, after giving it his all,
he walked out the door in December 1976, his place in Highbury folklore
guaranteed. Fame, goals, glory — and a wife into the bargain: the memories
began stacking up from his first day away, from the moment Radford senior sent
his son south. Yes, all in all it had been quite a trip.






The French revolution

Under the guidance of Arsene Wenger, Arsenal have become a team both
successful and beautiful to watch, with footballing artists such as Thierry Henry,
Dennis Bergkamp and Patrick Vieira gracing the Club



Arsene’s Arsenal



Perceptions of Arsenal have changed dramatically since Arséne Wenger’s arrival. Patrick Barclay
examines his impact on the Club

The difference in philosophy between George Graham and Arséne Wenger as
Arsenal managers is that, while Graham loved skill — and greatly enjoyed issuing
reminders of how elegantly he had practised it throughout his playing days — he
would do anything, or nearly anything, for a result. Wenger has contrived to
combine the securing of results with an unbending insistence on style.

In this sense he deserves to go down in history as one of the most principled
managers of all time. He came to a Club with a reputation for pragmatism and
turned them into such a beautiful passing team that the Champions League Final
of 2006, which pitted them against the relentlessly flowing Barcelona of Frank
Rijkaard, was billed as the aesthete’s dream. Some years earlier, Real Madrid
had been regarded as the most artistic club side in the world. Bracketed, again,
with Arsenal. As Wenger approached his 10th anniversary in charge, Thierry
Henry paid tribute, saying: "When I am walking in London, or even abroad,
people come up and say ‘I’m not an Arsenal fan, but I love to see you play’. And
that’s because of Arsene."

Seldom, indeed, can there have been such a transformation of a club’s image
as Wenger has wrought at Arsenal since his arrival from Japan in the autumn of
1996, when the chants of ‘Boring, boring Arsenal’ were used by opposing
crowds, and without a trace of the delicious irony in which Arsenal’s own fans
were to revel.

There was a notable American football coach, Vince Lombardi, whose
manuals the British managers and coaches are still fond of reading. His most
quoted saying is that ‘“Winning isn’t everything — it’s the only thing’. Wenger
would never have agreed with him. Not on that point, at least. Yet he would
surely have subscribed to another of Lombard’s pearls: ‘“The greatest of all
achievements is not in never falling, but in rising again after falling.” And
without question Wenger would, if necessary, defend his squad with the vigour
that Lombardi once displayed in telling a club owner who spoke of the players as
mere hirelings: “These aren’t truck drivers, they’re artists. Do you understand?
Artists!” To Wenger, simply winning is not enough — it has to be done his way.
And, if you were to look for a figure from football’s past with whom to compare
him, as good a choice as any would be the late Bill Nicholson; the fact that
Nicholson was the revered manager of the most attractive team ever produced by



Arsenal’s great rivals, Tottenham Hotspur, should be no disqualification.

They would have got on well, even though Nicholson, unlike Wenger, was
not an especially eloquent man and relied on Danny Blanchflower, his Double-
winning captain, to explain the philosophy behind that side of the early Sixties.
"The great fallacy,” Blanchflower said, "is that the game is first and last about
winning. It’s nothing of the kind. The game is about glory. It’s about doing
things in style, with a flourish, about going out and beating the other lot, not
waiting for them to die of boredom."

Nicholson liked to win as much as the next man, as does Wenger, who can be
a bad, even ungracious, loser. Yet the dour Yorkshireman shared the urbane
Alsatian’s philosophy to the extent that he scolded his players — after both the
League match that secured the Championship of 1960/1961 and the FA Cup
Final that followed — for having insufficiently entertained the spectators. Times
change and it is difficult to imagine Wenger taking perfectionism that far — there
would have been eyebrows raised, for instance, had he hurled teacups or kicked
walls after the extremely lucky win over Manchester United in the 2005 FA Cup
Final at the Millennium Stadium in Cardiff — but the principle remains.

Interestingly enough, that FA Cup Final of 1961, in which Spurs beat
Leicester City 2-0, would have been one of the first English matches Wenger
saw on television. As a boy he would join the throng in the school hall of his
home village, Duttelheim in Alsace near France’s border with Germany, to watch
the annual Wembley event on the community’s only television set. In those days
it had a uniquely international appeal (our First Division, the forerunner to the
Premiership, was not shown live even in England in those days). In the spring of
1961, he was six months short of his 12th birthday; what, peering at that little
black and white screen, he thought of the entertainment, no one can tell, but
anyone lucky enough to have seen the first of these manifestations of the
footballing arts must surely have rejoiced in the appearance of the second, with
its heady blend of pace, delightful intricacy and lethal directness.

A few weeks before Nicholson’s death in October 2004, he was honoured by
Tottenham Hotspur at a function attended by most of the surviving members of
his great team. At the time Arsenal were well into that famous Premiership
season which ended with them as unbeaten champions and, although Nicholson
was too frail to be pressed to talk in detail about them — "pretty good, aren’t
they?" was his typical understatement — Cliff Jones, his former winger, was only
too happy to address the issue. "In my opinion the current Arsenal are definitely
the best side of the past 40 years," he said. "And I think most people would agree
with that. Except maybe Sir Alex Ferguson." Some of Ferguson’s Manchester
United sides had shown the panache that Nicholson craved, but Arsenal had



class all over the field, Jones said. They were a very special side and he could
see in them the manager’s insistence on a certain style. "Bill made sure we
played with style: he even made us train with style,” Jones said. Similarly,
Wenger’s teams are the product of drilled artistry; he has never countenanced the
shaking of their belief through compromise.

The best example of this arose shortly after the Club had moved from
Highbury to Emirates Stadium, when Arsenal cast aside the disappointment of
an inauspicious start to the 2006/2007 season and achieved one of their most
thrilling victories. It was at Old Trafford and it mattered so much to Wenger that
afterwards he said it had been the most satisfying of all his triumphs over Sir
Alex Ferguson’s club. Given that Arsenal had won a title at Old Trafford, that
was quite a statement, but the Frenchman said: "Because of the pressure we were
under before the game, and the young players in the team, this was the most
complete win." By pressure Wenger had meant the worry that Manchester
United would take a lead of 13 points over them with the season hardly begun.
Arsenal had drawn two games and lost the other in their first three matches;
United had won four games out of four. Yet by the end of an enthralling
afternoon the gap was a relatively manageable seven points and Arsenal, their
campaign kick-started, were able to smile over the chants of ‘Going down, going
down’ that had greeted their reappearance on the great Mancunian stage.

The story of the match is worth dwelling upon because, coming as it did just
a couple of weeks before the 10th anniversary of Wenger’s appointment in
charge of Arsenal, it testified to his enduring mental strength and a defiant
adherence to his footballing beliefs.

He arranged his team in 4-1-4-1 formation, which may have suggested a
caution reminiscent of his tactics in that 2005 FA Cup Final which Arsenal so
fortuitously won, but was, in fact, used as a framework for bold attack. Within
12 minutes the combination of Francesc Fabregas and Emmanuel Adebayor,
which was to prove the home side’s downfall, had earned a penalty, but Gilberto
slipped as he took it and the ball went gently through to the United debutant
goalkeeper Tomasz Kuszczak. But Gilberto composed himself and proceeded to
give an outstanding performance in his customary holding midfield role. At least
it would have stood out, but for the tireless efforts of Adebayor as the lone
spearhead and, best of all, the brilliance of Fabregas as the general of a midfield
packed with little technicians: Tomas Rosicky, Alexander Hleb and Freddie
Ljungberg were the others. So much for balance. Skill, skill and more skill were
Wenger’s weapons that day and even a side containing Wayne Rooney, Paul
Scholes and Cristiano Ronaldo could scarcely compete with wave after wave of
shapely counter-attacks.



Chances, though, were missed and the injured Thierry Henry was
conspicuous by his absence when Adebayor steered an inviting chance into the
arms of an again-grateful Kuszczak with time running out. There were just five
minutes left when the deadlock was broken. Ronaldo, who had been showing
signs of over-confidence all afternoon, tried an injudicious turn and Fabregas
stepped in. The Catalan, aged 19 yet demonstrating an ability to lead on the field
that was reminiscent of the departed Patrick Vieira, immediately surged towards
the other area. He shrugged off Ronaldo’s attempt to retrieve the situation and,
with one last, sweet pass, slipped Adebayor in on the goal side of Wes Brown.
This time the Togolese striker made no mistake, poking the ball beyond the
Polish keeper.

Wenger greeted the goal with restrained pleasure, but at the final whistle he
let himself go, clenching both fists and waving them in the air before shaking
Ferguson’s hand and, oddly, patting him on the bottom. If some observers
thought the last gesture rather patronising, others argued that it was no more so
than Ferguson’s remarks in the build-up and the match programme, when he
called Arsenal a ‘transitional’ team. When this was put to Wenger afterwards, he
replied: "I don’t think we are a team in transition because we are a big Club and
we are ambitious. Yes, the players are young, but we have belief that we can win
things." He then declared: "I think we can win the championship."

Just as he had declared four months earlier that they could win the
Champions League Final against Barcelona — which they very nearly did. This,
again, was classic Wenger, exuding a belief that both lifted and challenged his
players. In keeping with the demands of modern football; Wenger doesn’t do
transitions because the game, at its very highest level, doesn’t allow them. In the
event, even he had to bow to grim reality in the 2006/2007 season when Arsenal,
never really championship contenders, were knocked out of the three other
competitions in which they had an interest in the space of just 11 days. They
gave a good account of themselves in the Carling Cup Final only to lose to
Chelsea, but did not impress in an FA Cup replay against Blackburn Rovers or
when removed from the Champions League by PSV Eindhoven, whom
Liverpool promptly thrashed in Holland. United, meanwhile, went on to
recapture the Premiership title from Chelsea, finishing some 21 points ahead of
Wenger’s men. One small measure of satisfaction for Wenger, however, could be
found in the fact that the only other team to win at Old Trafford were West Ham
United, and that was on the last day of the season when the result was of no
consequence to the champions, but of vital importance to the Londoners. At one
stage there was even speculation that Arsenal might fail to secure a place in the
Champions League for the 2007/2008 season, but a fine win over their nearest



rivals, Bolton Wanderers, secured by Fabregas with a spectacular first League
goal of the season, reminded all and sundry that the future remained bright.

The rivalry between Wenger’s Arsenal and Ferguson’s United tends to
magnify all that is best and worst in both managers. It is like a caricature: drawn
large are the good, the bad and the ugly. And three years before the Fabregas-led
triumph at Old Trafford that arena had witnessed something very ugly indeed
from Wenger’s Arsenal. The events of September 21, 2003, are remembered
mainly for the sight of Martin Keown’s manic taunting of Ruud van Nistelrooy
after the Dutchman’s last-minute penalty miss, which would have given United
victory (and prevented Arsenal from achieving their historic feat of going
through a Premiership season unbeaten). It was fortunate for football’s image
that Van Nistelrooy was more concerned with reproaching himself for hitting
Jens Lehmann’s crossbar than rising to Keown’s bait. But Keown was not alone
among Wenger’s players in contributing to the chaotic dust-up with which an
eagerly awaited event had concluded.

In all, five members of the Arsenal side were to be fined and/or banned by
the FA, as well as the Club itself, which, upon being relieved of a record
£175,000, sensibly issued a statement accepting that "what occurred during and
immediately after the match fell well below the required standard". The FA
clearly felt Arsenal must shoulder the overwhelming majority of blame for the
scenes and few, even at Highbury, could disagree, though Wenger accepted
responsibility with some reluctance.

On that day Vieira, who was sent off for incurring two yellow cards
(Keown’s behaviour may have owed something to a suspicion that Van
Nistelrooy had exaggerated the effect of one aggressive challenge by the Arsenal
midfielder), became the 52nd player to leave the field early in the seven years
since Wenger had arrived at Arsenal. It had always been something of a paradox:
here was this manager bent on producing the football of angels, yet his men
could behave like devils and he seldom had a word of censure to offer, certainly
not in public. All he would say was that he had not seen the incident, whatever it
was.

Not even Ferguson, once described as the ‘one-eyed monster’ of Old
Trafford, had such selective vision. It became a joke, this absurd excuse for
departing from his customary eloquence. But something about the relationship
with United kept getting under Wenger’s skin. In the previous season Sol
Campbell had flailed an arm, catching Ole Gunnar Solskjaer, and been red-
carded; Wenger demanded that the United man apologise for going down too
easily. Then, after the Community Shield match between the clubs, Campbell
was charged by the FA over an incident the referee had not seen and Wenger



started to air conspiracy theories. When the multiple charges were laid after the
Old Trafford scenes, he said it was laughable that the FA and certain sections of
the media had deemed his players’ conduct worse than dangerous tackles and
accused this loose and unholy alliance of over-reaction.

In time he endorsed his board’s apology and with a typically wry quip —
"Don’t forget we got the Uefa fair-play trophy,” he told journalists at one of his
weekly briefings at the Club’s London Colney training ground, "It’s the only
European trophy we have won!" — became his normal affable self again. But we
could reflect that maybe this tendency to special pleading was just part of
football management’s winning package. And that maybe, for all the differences
between Wenger and Ferguson, there was more than one one-eyed monster in the
Premiership.

The inescapable fact, however, was that Arsenal under Wenger were
incurring twice as many red cards as United under Ferguson. To the credit of
both Wenger and Arsenal as a whole, they seemed to treat the FA’s severe
response to their Old Trafford antics as a signal to improve their disciplinary
record. The rate at which Arsenal collected both yellow and red cards
diminished and, after the recurrent controversy of Wenger’s first seven seasons,
the next three saw them finish either first or second in the Premiership Fair Play
League. Whether at home or abroad, they were usually to be found on their best
behaviour. Even at Old Trafford, where, on October 24, 2004, they were the
victims of aggression, albeit a more controlled form of it than Keown’s the
autumn before.

Arsenal had journeyed to Manchester as Premiership champions and with the
intention of increasing their unbeaten record to 50 matches. It swiftly became
obvious that United would fight to frustrate them and some of the treatment
meted out — to José Antonio Reyes in particular, and chiefly by the brothers Gary
and Phil Neville — was unpalatable. To compound Arsenal’s sense of grievance,
the referee, Mike Riley, chose not to send off Rio Ferdinand for a foul that many
Arsenal supporters thought had denied Freddie Ljungberg a clear run on goal
and later awarded Wayne Rooney a penalty when some neutrals judged
Campbell had made, at worst, only slight contact with him. Van Nistelrooy, of all
people, scored from the spot. Rooney later added a second and Arsenal’s
sequence had failed to reach its half-century. Wenger was furious and continued
to smart for weeks afterwards.

Arsenal won only one of their next seven matches in the Premiership and
Champions League (though they drew most of the others). Not that it could have
been said to have cost them the title, which Chelsea ultimately took by a margin
of 12 points. Nor was there a great deal of satisfaction in finishing second, above



United.

For Wenger a point of principle had been lost at Old Trafford. Some terrible
tackles were sustained: in addition to Reyes, Ashley Cole suffered, his left leg
buckling under the impact of a lunge by Van Nistelrooy which Riley did not
even blow for, but which the FA, having watched a video recording, punished
with a three-match ban. As Arsenal walked off defeated, their sense of injustice
raging, the plastic tunnel resounded to an exchange of insults. Later accounts by
players told of their surprise as Wenger argued with Ferguson, who berated him
back by telling him to shut up and stop accusing Rooney of cheating for the
penalty.

Nearly two years later, when he took an evolving team to the northwest —
gone were Vieira, Dennis Bergkamp, Reyes, Campbell, Lauren and Cole, their
places taken by the likes of Fabregas, Rosicky, Hleb, Adebayor, Johan Djourou
and Emmanuel Eboué — they passed United into submission. A few weeks after
that, someone who had not seen Wenger for a while met him in an airport lounge
and complimented him on the rare quality of his team’s performance that day in
Manchester. His eyes twinkled and he smiled mischievously. "It does make a
difference," he observed, "when they don’t kick you off the park."

Only a very fit team could have worn United down as Arsenal did, by
continuing to keep passing through Ferguson’s side for nearly an hour and a half
until one final thrust of the dagger completed the job. Fitness has always been
fundamental to Wenger’s approach. It has sometimes been said that one of his
strokes of luck at Arsenal was in arriving shortly after Tony Adams so
determinedly confronted his alcoholism. Given the status of Adams at the Club,
this undoubtedly helped Wenger to break down the drinking culture that had
previously been part of life at Arsenal — and indeed throughout English football
— from time immemorial. Wenger seldom drinks more than the occasional glass
of good red wine himself and it’s possible that his antipathy to heavy drinking is
partly a consequence of having spent a lot of his youth in his parents’ pub-
cumrestaurant, silently witnessing its effects. He was born in October 1949 and,
although the Wenger family then lived in the small Alsatian village of
Duppingheim, they spent much of their time running the Croix d’Or in
Duttlenheim. The players of FC Duttlenheim, which at one stage featured the
teenage Wenger and two of his brothers, drank there. It was a football pub in a
football-minded area.

Wenger’s father also had a car-parts business in Strasbourg, where Arsene
went to university, combining his amateur football with studies in medicine,
which he abandoned after a year, and economics. As football took an
increasingly dominant role in his life, he appeared to become something of a



career student. Playing in midfield, and most notable for his passing and vision,
Wenger progressed from village football to Mutzig, in France’s regionalised
Third Division, then Mulhouse of the Second Division, where he had a semi-
professional contract. At Mulhouse he met — and impressed with his knowledge
of the game — a highly respected coach called Paul Frantz. His reputation
became such that, when Racing Strasbourg of the First Division needed someone
to play alongside and coach their reserves, Wenger was contacted and became a
full professional at last, at 28.

He dropped back to play sweeper while guiding the young hopefuls and even
made the odd first-team appearance as the club won their only French
championship in 1979. It was both the highlight of Wenger’s playing career and
its swansong. At 31 he retired to take charge of the reserves. At 33 he was given
first-team responsibilities at Cannes and aged 34, in 1984 — the year that Michel
Platini majestically led France to the European Championship on home soil — he
finally took charge of a club’s footballing affairs. Nancy, close to his Alsatian
roots, had made the approach and had been Platini’s first club. In fact, the offer
came from Platini’s father, Aldo. Wenger’s salary was £30,000 a year.

In a well researched and beautifully written book entitled Wenger: The
Making Of A Legend, Jasper Rees describes how Wenger had already formed
some firm ideas. On food and drink, for example: "In came a dietician, spouting
unfamiliar nostrums about no snacking between meals, banning energy-sapping
puddings, maximising intake of raw or lightly boiled vegetables. When the
players sat down to eat in the canteen, they suddenly discovered there was no
bread on the table to pick at, and certainly no butter." Not only were the players
lectured as to what they should be eating, their wives were also called in for
instruction, on the grounds that they would be the ones doing the cooking at
home.

As was to happen at Arsenal, he saw that players could benefit from a
change of position. Just as Thierry Henry was to be transformed from a water-
treading wide man into one of the world’s leading central strikers, Wenger
borrowed a winger by the name of Eric di Meco from Olympique Marseille and,
a year later, sent him back south as a wing-back proficient enough to feature in
two finals of the Champions League (or European Cup as it was then). Yet after
a respectable mid-table finish in his first season, Nancy escaped relegation in the
next only by winning a play-off with Mulhouse and the following season, in
1986/1987, they did go down. But not Wenger. He had moved that summer to
Monaco, who had approached him a year earlier but been put off by Nancy’s
insistence that they buy out the remaining 12 months of his contract.

Interestingly, at Monaco, his first two signings were English; by way of a



neat counterpoint, his first two for Arsenal were to be French. Wenger has
always been less interested in passports than in ability and the right attitude. Just
as Rémi Garde and Patrick Vieira were later to turn up in London before the man
who was to be their new boss, so too were Glenn Hoddle and Mark Hateley
secured in advance for Monaco.

When training under Wenger began, the Monaco players noticed what their
Arsenal counterparts were to experience nine years later: very precise sessions,
everything short and intense and done to the split-second, even if it meant
interrupting one exercise in order to proceed to the next, the intention being to
keep the players’ minds and feet sharp. Verbally, he was very concise. He had the
tutor’s gift for communication. As at Nancy, he had a temper, though.
Everything had to be done his way and if any players deviated from it they might
be snarled at. The system was 4-4-2 and they had to fit into it. Yet he always
encouraged them to express themselves within that framework and, if they had
the skills to do so, to entertain. Hoddle had the time of his professional life.

The 1987/1988 season, Wenger’s first in charge, ended with Monaco as the
champions of France. Yet at the end of each of the next five, the title went to
Marseille with their star-studded sides including the likes of Didier Deschamps,
Marcel Desailly, Jean-Pierre Papin, Abédi Pelé and Chris Waddle. Not to
mention Di Meco and Manuel Amoros, the latter signed from Monaco. Wenger’s
lot were not exactly journeymen either: when he lost George Weah, the
replacement was Jiirgen Klinsmann and among those he brought through the
ranks were three more World Cup winners in Henry, Emmanuel Petit and Lilian
Thuram. But Marseille, it later transpired, were buying more than players’
registrations. Under the cynical guidance of their charismatic president, Bernard
Tapie, they were bribing opponents to go easy on them. They had fixed their
title-clinching First Division game so they could focus on the European Cup
Final with AC Milan. After this was discovered, Marseille were stripped of Le
Championnat, relegated and barred from defending the European Champions
League title that they had won in 1992/1993 by beating AC Milan 1-0. Tapie was
sent to jail. Yet this measure of justice came too late to help Monaco, who some,
including an outraged Wenger, thought had been robbed of at least two of those
five championship titles.

Wenger had been offered the Bayern Munich job only for Monaco to refuse
to let him leave, but at the start of the 1994/1995 season, with results going from
patchy to disturbing, they sacked him. Japan, where he accepted an invitation
from Grampus Eight, was just what he needed to wash away the bitter taste left
by Tapie’s cheating and his subsequent dismissal. He developed a deep
admiration for the country and although the team, which was little more than a



music-hall joke when he arrived, took time to respond to his exhortations to
accept more responsibility on the field, they were to become the second best side
in Japan. Wenger was thoroughly refreshed and felt ready to return to Europe.
Among the jobs on offer was that of technical director to the English FA — by
now Hoddle was national manager — but the Frenchman wanted a club and
Highbury’s David Dein, knowing him from time spent in the south of France,
resolved that it should be Arsenal. A year after first suggesting Wenger to his
fellow board members, only to be rebuffed on the grounds that Bruce Rioch, of
Bolton Wanderers, seemed a safer pair of hands, Dein tried again, more
forcefully, and succeeded.

Wenger, for his part, knew enough about Arsenal to be aware that the Club
had a tradition of favouring stability wherever possible. The parting of the ways
with Rioch, Wenger said shortly before he left Nagoya to take up the reins at
Highbury, had been out of character. He insisted that he would never have agreed
to go to a club that changed managers frequently — "not because I am scared of
being sacked, but because of the way I like to work," he said. Success and
continuity went together, he believed, and for that reason he was sorry that
Stewart Houston, the caretaker manager before his arrival from Japan, had
decided, however understandably, to explore his potential as a manager at
Queens Park Rangers. Instead Pat Rice became Wenger’s link with the past,
although the Frenchman was later to welcome Houston back to Arsenal as a
scout specialising in advance study of European opponents.Even then, Wenger
had a good grasp of O-level Arsenal: "Herbert Chapman? Ah, a great manager.
The first to put numbers on players’ backs," he said. "And the guy who gave
Arsenal white sleeves."

Chapman, of course, was a big name in England before he arrived at
Highbury, having led Huddersfield Town to two consecutive championships
(before the side he had created claimed a third title after his move to Arsenal)
but Wenger was not so celebrated when he came. Indeed the author and celebrity
Arsenal fan Nick Hornby expressed the sceptic’s view, as quoted in Jasper
Rees’s book: "I remember when Rioch was sacked. One of the papers had three
or four names: it was [Terry] Venables, [Johan] Cruyff and at the end Arséne
Wenger. Hornby remembers thinking it would be Wenger and adding the further
thought to himself: “Trust Arsenal to appoint the boring one that you haven’t
heard of’."

The headline in London’s Evening Standard newspaper was along the same
lines and memorably succinct: ‘Arsene Who?’ Those who felt Wenger would go
the way of the only previous foreign manager of an English club, Jozef Venglos
— the Slovakian who had made little impression in his brief spell at Aston Villa



from 1990/1991 — were soon feeling pretty sheepish. Not that a Midas touch was
immediately apparent: Wenger’s first contact with the players was during the
interval of their Uefa Cup first-round tie against Borussia Monchengladbach,
when he adjusted the team without altering their fortunes. Already trailing from
the first leg, which a German side marshalled by Stefan Effenberg had won 3-2
at Highbury, Wenger’s intervention was not sufficient to prevent their exit from
the competition as they went down by the same scoreline.

He took full charge for the Premiership match at Blackburn Rovers on
October 12, 1996, and that was won 2-0, with both goals coming from Ian
Wright. The starting team contained nine Englishmen, a Welshman (John
Hartson) and Patrick Vieira. A decade later, with Ashley Cole and Sol Campbell
having been sold, Wenger would field sides containing not a single Englishman
and no one would be surprised (though some critics might express
disappointment). But he had promised evolution rather than all-out revolution
and there was no mass marching to the tumbrils of the George Graham era’s
faded aristocrats.

Indeed the veterans at the back were to thrive under his tutelage, as was
Dennis Bergkamp, whom Arsenal had signed from Inter Milan during the brief
reign of Rioch. The likes of Hartson, Paul Merson and (in time) David Platt
departed, but not without contributing to a season that saw Arsenal finish third in
a style that was swiftly gaining the fans’ approval.

Wenger took his squad to France and Holland to prepare for the next
campaign and acknowledged that spirits had been raised. Asked to express his
hopes and fears, he replied: "My fear is that we cannot live up to all of the
expectations of the people." Although he had brought in Marc Overmars, Petit
and Gilles Grimandi, the loss of Hartson and Merson was compounded by the
injury that would keep Adams out for a while. "In the longer term we shall be
strong," he said, "because the squad is now full of potential." By which he
meant, principally, that Nicolas Anelka had been secured from Paris St-Germain.
He would also have been thinking of Matthew Upson, whom he had bought from
Luton Town.

As it turned out, the short term was not too bad either, for 1997/1998 was to
be an extraordinary season, one which confirmed not only Wenger as one of the
brightest stars in England’s managerial firmament, but also completed his
education in how the game is perceived in this country, where it appears to be a
matter of either triumph or disaster with precious little in between.

A bit of what Wenger suspected might be mischief from the press came his
way, too, in the form of an accusation that there were cliques in the dressing
room — English and French mainly (we were left to presume that the Dutch duo



of Bergkamp and Overmars had chosen to remain neutral). Suffice to say that,
long before the Championship and FA Cup triumphs were hailed, the rumour had
been forgotten. It had begun to arise a few weeks before Christmas. Despite an
early Uefa Cup exit at the hands of PAOK Salonika in Greece, the domestic
season had been going well and even Arsenal’s first Premiership defeat, at Derby
County, was followed by a victory over Manchester United. But the results
suddenly deteriorated and three of the next four matches were lost, the last to
Blackburn at Highbury, where Arsenal were jeered up their own tunnel after the
final whistle.

The tales of ethnic tension ensued, irritating Wenger, who denied them flatly.
"It’s strange how the press behave," he said. "If you saw us at work, you would
see a different world from the one which is portrayed, one that surprises us when
we read about it. The players laugh with each other. On Wednesday they had a
snowball fight. If you saw this sort of thing, you would realise that the analysis
is wrong. The guy who wrote it probably doesn’t like foreign players."

Despite Wenger’s assurances to the contrary, the truth was that something of
a culture clash did exist at the Club at the time. It was a natural consequence of
Wenger’s arrival: British players were accustomed to relatively light training,
followed by surges of enthusiasm in matches, whereas continentals preferred a
smoother transition between the two. But no one was complaining about
Wenger’s methods of training and preparation — his insistence that the players
alter their eating, drinking and sleeping habits and become almost religious
about stretching their muscles — when Arsenal were winning. Nor, broadly
speaking, was it doubted that such things were good for footballers. What irked
Wenger was that the players’ unity was being questioned when those old
favourites known as injury and suspension were, in his view, more relevant to
the run of disappointing results. "Yes, the English players complain sometimes
that we train too much," he conceded. "But look how well they are doing — the
likes of Steve Bould at 35 and Nigel Winterburn at 34. The way they have
practised has been fantastic. And both are having excellent seasons."

So, he concluded, let there be no more talk of cliques. "It is natural, when
you are abroad, to speak to a team-mate who comes from the same country.
Patrick Vieira speaks more to Emmanuel Petit than to Tony Adams. But in a
game Vieira is willing to put his foot in for Adams and that is the important
thing." Vieira promptly made his first start in five Premiership matches,
Leicester City were beaten and Arsenal did not lose another league match until
May, when the title was already theirs. They secured the Double by beating
Newcastle United in the 1998 FA Cup Final at Wembley, but the match that
probably sticks in most memories was at Old Trafford in mid-March, when the



two Neville brothers, Gary and Phil, were repeatedly tormented by Overmars,
the scorer of the only goal of a game that gave Arsenal such confidence that
afterwards they did not drop a single point from a possible 30. A winger has
often helped Arsenal to take titles: George Armstrong in 1971, Brian Marwood
in 1989, Anders Limpar in 1991. Now here was Overmars. But this genuflection
to history would have been seen by Wenger as a mere detail. He had a lot more
ground to break.

First, however, he lost some ground to Ferguson. The next season belonged
to Manchester United. It might not have done — as late as mid-April they were
neck-and-neck with Arsenal for the title — but the clubs were drawn together in
the FA Cup semi-finals and that collision proved crucial. Bergkamp failed to beat
Peter Schmeichel from the penalty spot and Ryan Giggs raced to the other end to
score a glorious winner. Or at least that is how it seemed. The moment was
pivotal. Arsenal, though they won their next four league matches, fell to a Jimmy
Floyd Hasselbaink goal at Leeds United and that was it for the title, their last
hope of a trophy. United, meanwhile, were irresistible, beating Newcastle in the
FA Cup Final and going on to take the Champions League trophy by overcoming
Bayern Munich in Barcelona with a late twist that, for sheer drama, evoked
comparison with Arsenal’s title triumph at Liverpool exactly a decade earlier.
Arise, Sir Alex.

Wenger, in contrast, had fared poorly in the Champions League; Arsenal
played their group matches at Wembley that year and crowds of more than
73,000 were no compensation for the loss of two points to Dynamo Kiev and
three to Lens under the shadow of the Twin Towers, where many, both inside and
outside the Club, felt they had conceded the advantage of Highbury’s narrow and
atmospheric confines. They did not even make it to the knockout stages.

The next season brought revenge over Lens — whom Arsenal overcame in the
Uefa Cup semifinal before losing to Galatasary in Copenhagen — but no
domestic success. True, they finished second to United in the Premiership, but
by a margin of 18 points, and in the cups they did nothing of note. The
underlying picture, however, was brighter. Freddie Ljungberg had established
himself in the squad and youth development had been transformed, the arrival of
Jérémie Aliadiere emphasising that it had become international. But the most
important factor was that Wenger had re-established his relationship with
Thierry Henry, who had started under his wing at Monaco before trying his luck
in Italy with Juventus. The second most important factor was that he had
converted Henry into a striker, and the benefits could be vividly seen in the
2000/2001 season.

Again there were no trophies, but Wenger was getting closer to the Arsenal



ideal. The FA Cup Final against Liverpool, which Arsenal lost as unluckily
(Henry dazzled, but Michael Owen got the winner) as they were to be fortunate
in beating Manchester United four years later, underlined the growing influence
of the French on English football. On the one side was Wenger, on the other his
friend Gérard Houllier; both were doing well (though Houllier’s star was to
wane after he returned, perhaps too quickly, from lifesaving surgery) and both
settled with clubs they had known for some years before their arrivals in
England. Liverpool had beckoned Houllier in 1998, shortly before France won
the World Cup, and there is no doubt that Wenger’s achievements since his
arrival at Arsenal had swayed the Merseyside club. Houllier had met Wenger at a
coaching course in the early 1980s. "I could see there was something special in
Arsene," he said. "And Monaco were the club to see it."

Wenger was always an assiduous student of the game, but he agreed with
Houllier that education was not everything, saying: "The most important parts of
this job are human management and your philosophy of football — and I don’t
think you can learn those on a course." Wenger’s philosophy was starting to
come though in Arsenal’s performances in Europe and they reached the
Champions League quarter-finals before going out to Valencia on away goals.
But the trophy drought was about to end in spectacular fashion, with a second
Double in four years.

Before sealing a love affair with the Millennium Stadium as goals from Ray
Parlour and Ljungberg put Chelsea to the sword 2-0 in the 2002 FA Cup Final,
Arsenal conducted a splendid League campaign, with Henry leading from the
front while Ljungberg and Robert Pires chipped in with vital goals from the
flanks. Sylvain Wiltord did his bit too, of course: few Arsenal fans will forget the
joy of his clincher at Old Trafford. Yet in the Champions League they remained
inconsistent, as magnificent performances against Bayer Leverkusen and
Juventus were balanced by failures away from Highbury. Yet the side was
flowering and soon after they returned from the summer break for the 2002/2003
season the critics were asking if this was the greatest team ever. Goals were
coming not just from Henry but, it appeared, from everywhere: Ashley Cole
contributed to a 5-2 defeat of West Bromwich Albion, Touré to a 4-1 thrashing
administered at Leeds. Wenger’s observation at the end of the previous season,
that it would be nice to go through a campaign unbeaten, was turned by the
media, a little unfairly, into a boast.

Football has a habit of punishing such aspirations and, after a relative
unknown called Wayne Rooney had dished out Arsenal’s first defeat of the
Premiership season at Everton, three more followed before Christmas.
Manchester United, thus invited back into the race, hardly dropped a point after



the turn of the year and regained the title. Arsenal had to be content with another
FA Cup, secured by Pires against Southampton, and an honourable exit from
Europe in the familiar surroundings of Valencia’s Mestalla Stadium, where John
Carew’s double overtook one from an inspired Henry. At that time it was asked
if their attention to style, for all the praise it received, might be a handicap in the
sense that they tended to neglect the scuffed shot or goal headed in from a
corner. There had been a reminder of this in the Mestalla when, after Ljungberg
had turned and found Pires on the edge of the penalty area, Pires cutely flicked
on to Henry instead of shooting with the Valencia goal apparently at his mercy.

"Yes," Wenger said, "I have heard that we over-elaborate. I don’t think it is
so. I do sometimes think we miss the player who scores the ugly goal. It’s not
that we don’t want to score it. It’s just that we lack the sort of player who gets in
front of the defender and gets the header in."

He had attempted to remedy the perceived deficiency by signing Francis
Jeffers from Everton. This raised two issues. The first was his supposed
unwillingness to rely on English players: a blind alley, since his job at Arsenal
has always been to produce results for the Club rather than the country in which
it is situated. The second aspect was Wenger’s purism. It could hardly have been
more emphatically vindicated than in the Premiership season of 2003/2004,
throughout which Arsenal went unbeaten from start to finish, emulating the
achievement of Preston North End’s ‘Invincibles’ in 1888/1889. Nobody except
Wenger thought it could be done in modern football. And, of course, it was done
handsomely. Henry led the way: he was to become a serial Footballer Of The
Year. Arsenal even threatened to go the distance in the Champions League until
Chelsea, with their new financial clout, won at Highbury in the quarter-finals,
and got to the semi-finals of both domestic cups, using the Carling version to
give experience to the likes of Aliadiere and Fabregas.

The unbeaten Premiership run stood at 49 when Manchester United ended it
amid controversy, but by now we could see that Wenger had built a team for all
challenges. They could not quite get the better of Chelsea after Jose Mourinho’s
managerial gifts had been grafted on to the fabulous wealth of Roman
Abramovich, but finishing second in Chelsea’s first title season and reaching the
Champions League final in the second were reasonable compensations.

There are a few general reflections to be made about Wenger. One is that he
buttresses the notion that art is often the product of fiery temperament. Wenger,
though he controls himself most of the time, has always been apt to blow up.
Enzo Scifo, the distinguished Belgian midfielder who played under him at
Monaco, called him explosive, while Mark Hateley said he had a ferocious
temper. Wenger has conceded that "I go over the top because I am passionate”.



Another is that, while his record in finding quality players at giveaway prices is
second to none (Vieira, Anelka, Henry, Petit, Touré and Fabregas, to name but a
few), he is also responsible for bringing to the Club players such as David
Grondin, Christopher Wreh, Igor Stepanovs and Jeffers, all of whom made little
impression. He came to England wearing glasses and, although they have
disappeared, he has given the country a spectacle, doing much to foster English
football’s image across the world.

The 10th anniversary tributes were generous. "He’s brought a new dimension
to the way Arsenal play,” said George Graham, a compliment all the more worth
recording because it came from a proud precursor. Graham then added: "He’s
right up there with Herbert Chapman.” Alan Hansen called Wenger a genius. But
as sensitive a comment as any came from Roy Keane, the Frenchman’s erstwhile
adversary. "Some people live off football and some people live for football," the
former Manchester United captain said, making it abundantly clear of which
category he thought Wenger was an exemplar. "All credit to him."



INTERVIEW



Wenger on Wenger



The cultured, urbane Frenchman talks in depth about his background, his personality, his football
philosophy and why he wants his teams to be both winners and entertainers

There was a man, a warrior or a visionary, perhaps both, who set himself the task
in tribal England of gathering together the greatest and most chivalrous of
combatants to join him in a quest for such creative success that it would enter the
annals of history. And so it came to pass.

Arsene Wenger: the Highbury years saw Arsenal win three Championships,
four FA Cups (including two Doubles), and reach the 2006 Champions League
Final. The record speaks for itself. But there was more. Arsenal under Wenger
have become beautiful. A team once best known for dourness and a minimum of
frills suddenly became the spiritual home of expressionism and thrills. From
Anglo-Saxon graft to French romance in a period of weeks. It was as though an
Arsenal made of iron flew to pieces only to be rebuilt with platinum and
precious gems. And all because of a man who the English press called ‘Arséne
Who?’ when he arrived in September 1996. A man who had been building all his
life towards the custodianship of a football club into which he would pour all his
learning, his passion, his philosophy and his will. It was a formidable
combination.

Wenger was always a manager-in-waiting, although neither he nor Arsenal
understood how their stories would one day be entwined. While he was a boy in
his Alsace village team, the only one who refused a bottle of white wine after the
game, Arsenal were recording their lowest-ever crowd at Highbury — less than
5,000 people against Leeds United. Forty years later, exactly, they would
combine in the Uefa Champions League Final together — the manager of
international renown and the team of inter-continental superstars. By the time
Arsenal won the Double in 1971, Wenger had endeared himself to various
managers as a lower-league amateur midfielder with average pace, a fast brain
and boundless enthusiasm. At the time Arsenal beat Manchester United in the
1979 FA Cup Final, their future manager had already played his last football
match and was coaching, at the age of 30.

As George Graham was installed as the new Arsenal manager in 1986,
Wenger was about to lead Cannes to his one-and-only experience of relegation.
But by then he had already been approached to become the new manager of
Monaco, and he was still in harness to the Cote D’ Azur club when he happened
to land in London one New Year’s Day after a reconnaissance mission to Turkey.



He had a few hours to spare and wanted to take in a game. Tickets were arranged
for an Arsenal match. Six years later a contract was arranged for him to become
the new Arsenal manager, fresh from the comparative anonymity of Japan. It
was a controversial appointment. Who was he? What sort of pedigree did he
have? Could winning a French Championship with Monaco in 1988, and the
Emperor’s Cup in Japan with Nagoya Grampus Eight, possibly provide the
appropriate springboard into the star-studded cauldron of the Premiership? He
was the first foreign manager appointed from a club abroad since the advent
(inglorious and fleeting) of Josef VengloS at Aston Villa. He was introduced to
his team, a battle-hardened troop of professionals, including two recovering
alcoholics, Paul Merson and Tony Adams. They saw a tall, thin, bespectacled
man looking in no way like their concept of a football manager. He saw
potential, a challenge, a quest. Within two years Arsenal had won the Double,
and high praise for their beautiful football. The transition was so swift it
bordered on the miraculous.

How many football managers truly think like this? Did Sir Alex Ferguson
talk of love like a hopeless romantic? He did not. But perhaps the very
foreignness of Arsene Wenger allowed him to take cultural gambles. He could
pick an all-foreign team and utter un-British sentences full of sentiment and
emotion, yet still retain his dignity. And dignified he certainly is, when you meet
him. It is a lived-in face: attractive, lively but scoured into lines by the multitude
of thought processes (90 per cent of them about football) that rage behind his
eyes. He is slightly distracted, as though seeing into the penalty areas of the
future. He is charming, witty, funny, surprisingly tall, unusually lean, definitely
intelligent and with just a touch of your old Religious Education teacher, the one
who was always knocking books off his desk. His politeness is exemplary, his
strictness is demonstrable and the plates in the players’ restaurant were chosen
by his own hand — a slight bowl-effect was included, so that they could eat pasta
sauce more easily.

What a leader. And all the time he talks — of the instillation of values like
belief, pride, decency and desire in the hearts of his players; of the triumphs and
ragged despairs of every football manager; of the rise of a magnificent stadium
from the environs of a dump in North London and the establishment of a
visionary base camp in the depths of the Hertfordshire countryside — the thought
nags that he reminds you of someone. That’s it ... King Arthur. Exemplar of
teamship, mentor of knights, constructor of a new order, upholder of chivalry
(give or take those bookable offences that Wenger famously did not see) and
vanquisher of the Saxon hoards. They do have, on the face of it, a very great deal
in common, give or take nine centuries and Arthur’s possible mythical status.



Wenger certainly vanquished Anglo-Saxons from his starting line-up,
culminating in the day, February 14, 2005, when the whole Arsenal squad, all
16, for a match against Crystal Palace, contained not a single British nor Irish
player. All foreign. He didn’t care. "I look at the player, not the passport,” he
says.

If you pursue the romantic theme, he took the vision he had been polishing
all his life, as a lowly libero in the slow lane of French football, as a student at
Strasbourg University studying politics and economics, as a novice youth coach
for Racing Club de Strasbourg (much to the disappointment of his family, who
had hopes of a white-collar career for their clever son), as the manager of
Cannes on £300 per week, and on to Nancy, Monaco and Grampus Eight, in
Japan.

He arrived at Arsenal in the mood to build his version of Camelot on English
soil, not exactly rescuing damsels, but certainly grappling against formidable
beasts, not least Sir Alex’s Manchester United. You could stretch the point
further and even see the Uefa Champions League trophy as his Holy Grail, the
affirmation of his whole life and work. It was one of his dearest dreams, to be
hailed the creator of the greatest team in Europe. Not for the fame, for the
achievement. Sadly, his only experience of the competition as a player left him
defeated 0-4 by Duisberg, of West Germany. The sweeping didn’t work that day.

In his time at Highbury, he has reached the final in 2006, tasting defeat in
Paris, of all places, against the Spanish luminaries, Barcelona. Far from
despairing — although it took him a week to sleep again — he ultimately took
pride in the achievement. "It was the miracle of the year," he says. Arsenal
supporters would agree, but would not confine miraculous happenings to any
one year. It all looked like a fantasy from the red seats. That the Club would
embark on their most lavishly successful period of all time, mirroring and then
surpassing that glorious epoch in the 1930s, was miracle enough. But that the
football produced by a team called Arsenal would be lauded as lush in skill and
lovely to watch, that was the true revolution.

Curiously, it began with defeat. The new manager was introduced to his new
team at half-time during their match away in the Uefa Cup against Borussia
Monchengladbach. This would surely inspire them. He changed the formation of
the defence; Arsenal promptly lost. It was a humble beginning. But from that
lowest of points, Wenger and his team arose to very great heights indeed.

The interview



"I modelled myself on Franz Beckenbauer a little bit [in my playing days],
because he was also a libero, a sweeper, super-elegant and classy." And was
Arsene Wenger, the player, in that mould? "No, I was not elegant and classy." He
is laughing out loud at himself. "But you can still dream to be. When you have
not the physical potential, you need the brain. But, you know, times have
changed as well. When I played in my village, I never really practised until the
age of about 18. I started very late. And because of that I’ve got a physical
complex. I still work on my physiqueevery day. I do not seem to understand that
my career is finished!" He does not demonstrate his abilities to his team, does
he? "Not with my players. But I still keep fit physically. I still dream to come
back one day." That is, of course, what they said about King Arthur. That he
would come back one day, although not as a serious-minded, thin-limbed
sweeper in spectacles whose speed of foot could not match his racier brain.

The fact is, Wenger the player was no great superstar. He moved from the
Duttlenheim village first team, to AS Mutzig in the French Third Division, to FC
Mulhouse (where he earned £50 a week as a semi-professional), to AS Vauben,
and finally to Racing Club de Strasbourg where he was eventually, and wisely,
preferred as a coach. It is not the meteoric record of a French Pelé; instead it was
the steady progress of an obsessive in subconscious training to manage. He
loved football — loved it from earliest childhood as he listened to the chatter and
tactics in his parents’ pub/restaurant, La Croix D’Or, in Duttlenheim, which
doubled as headquarters of the village football team. He would pay a franc to
watch the FA Cup Final on the only television in the village school hall, and
arrive early to ensure that he got a seat. Sister Joseph was the village teacher, but
she did not frown upon the extracurricular use of the hall; Alsace was football
mad. "She understood," Wenger says.

He was a sensible young man, even then. "When you want to be at the top of
your job you can only do it with your body. And maybe because I was not as
strong as some players were, I realised pretty quickly that the more your body is
ready to perform, the more chance you have to play well. I thought that was just
being professional. Also I saw drunken behaviour in the restaurant: when I
started to play in the village team their 11 players drank 10 bottles of wine after
the game. I didn’t drink at all: I was the only one. And they said, “You are not a
man because you don’t drink alcohol’. There was fantastic pressure on people to
drink. They used it as a team-bonding exercise, but the next day they didn’t
know what they had done.

"I was not so solitary, though; I liked to be with friends, but I was very
determined. I wanted to play football, but I never could dream of becoming a



professional footballer because in a village at that time you were so much
isolated. A professional football player was on a different planet. But I wanted to
do what I did well."

That was the battle cry of the greatest Arsenal managers: they wanted to do
what they did well. Just as it exemplified the philosophy of the Club’s last
manager at Highbury, so it dictated every action of the first manager to make
Arsenal "great". In Herbert Chapman, Arsenal’s Napoleonic leader from 1925-
1934, Wenger has a non-identical twin. Light years apart in terms of originating
cultures, personality and attachment to golf (Chapman swore by its powers,
while Wenger has never played), they nevertheless agreed on the important
matters of life: that every ounce of effort and every fibre of being should be put
to the betterment of the Club; that happy players are better players; that work
ethic, sports science, clean living and decent behaviour were the lynchpins of
successful endeavours. And, funnily enough, Chapman was apparently as
average at football, despite turning professional and playing for Tottenham
Hotspur, as the beanpole Wenger himself.

"Although we can hardly say he is in the first flight of footballers, he is a
most conscientious player and a gentleman both on and off the field," the
Tottenham Herald wrote in 1906, with a dash of faint praise, having witnessed
the prowess of their striker bought for £70 from Northampton Town. Like
Wenger, Chapman knocked around a little in the lower leagues, turning out for
Sheffield, Stalybridge Rovers, Rochdale, Grimsby Town, Swindon Town,
Sheppey United and Worksop reserves, among others. Like Wenger, he was also
studying, in his case to become a mining engineer, having grown up the son of a
coal miner in the Yorkshire town of Kiveton Park.

Wenger’s parents, Alphonse and Louise, were not best pleased when their
son revealed that he would not, after all, be entering the family motor-parts
business. "When I became the coach of Strasbourg youth team my family were
very strongly opposed to that. Being coach meant almost giving your whole life
to football."

There is no record of Chapman’s familial reaction when he was lured as
player-manager to Northampton, then bottom of the Southern League, but
presumably they were pleasantly surprised when the ailing club became
champions two years later. He was persuasive, imaginative, innovative,
demanding and insisted on high standards of behaviour. "Never do anything on
the field to an opponent that will later prevent your meeting him in church and
shaking hands with him," summed up the Chapman approach. Perhaps these
were not the exact words that Wenger used to counsel the young, hot-headed
Patrick Vieira, but while both men had players sanctioned for bad behaviour,



they both essentially believed that fine football should be encouraged over foul
play.

Undoubtedly, both men paid regard to the spectators, not merely as a
soundtrack or an irritant, but as real people deserving of high standards of
accommodation. While Wenger talked of the fans in terms of "love", Chapman
demonstrated his sense of responsibility — most dramatically by contributing to
the overhaul of Highbury into an innovative stadium in the 1930s. Did Arsenal
fans sense this kinship with the past when Wenger was installed as the new
manager? Not at first. He was unrecognised, foreign and hard to fathom. Glenn
Hoddle raved about him, yet was this backing a good thing from a player so
inextricably linked to Spurs? Wenger remained an enigma. Even as he has
become more familiar, every facet of his character seems to have been trumped
or countermanded by another, directly opposite, trait:

Romantic (his love for beautiful football) versus Pragmatic (his ruthless
desire to win).

Truthful (his hatred of the bribery scandal perpetrated by Olympique
Marseilles that devastated and tainted his time at Monaco) v Evasive ("I didn’t
see it").

Cavalier (champion of all-out attack) v Roundhead (a man attached to his
video machine).

Famous (he is manager of Arsenal) v Reclusive (never seen at parties, at
premieres or even with a new haircut).

Strict (a by-product of his Germanic efficiency) v Libertine (an expression
of his Gallic adventurism).

Liberator of Youth (see Fabregas, Eboué, Flamini, Walcott) v Affirmer of
Experience (the Arsenal back five, creaking with age, that won him the Double
in 1998).

English (his chosen venue) v Foreign (most of his team).

Perfectionist (in football matters) v Clouseau (his nickname after
innumerable clumsy episodes that prompt laughter among his players).

Professor (complete with a double degree from Strasbourg University) v
Schoolboy (his lifelong, undimmed enthusiasm for a game).

Widely Intelligent (obviously) v Single-tracked Trainspotter (obsessed
with football).

Serious (the thinking man’s manager) v Sense of Humour ("I was the best
... in my village").

Emotional (see the touchline) v Distant (always away at the next match in
his head).

How do you extract a man’s essential nature from such a catalogue? He says,



somewhat enigmatically: "I refused a long time ago to find out who I am really.
But I know I can master all the aspects of me — I can give them a lease of life, or
not. There is a continuity in me, but also many contradictions. I acknowledge
that.

"It was an awesome responsibility, yes, to be made the manager of Arsenal.
It was good that when I first took over, I didn’t realise how big the Club is. At
first, I just tried to do my job as well as I could, thinking, ‘OK, they will let me
know if they are happy, or not’. I just tried to be successful and work the way I
love to work. My own training methods, my own way to play the game, my own
way to bring in players. It isn’t easy to be successful in this job, but if you have
no freedom, it is impossible."

Little did he know that the "awesome responsibility" would be his when he
made the spur-of-the-moment decision to visit Highbury on that New Year’s Day
in 1990 to watch Arsenal against Crystal Palace, en route to Monaco from
watching players in Turkey. "That was where I met David Dein [the Arsenal
vice-chairman]." Dein remembered the moment well. "My wife came and asked
me if I knew that the manager of Monaco was in the cocktail lounge. I said I’d
like to meet him because we had a boat in the South of France and I used to go
to Monaco regularly. I remember he was a very thin guy, wearing a raincoat. His
English wasn’t that good then, but fortunately I spoke French adequately well.
We chatted and I said, “What are you doing tonight?’. He was free, so I told him
that we were going to the house of some showbusiness friends of ours, the
former drummer of the band Marmalade, and he was welcome to come.
Amazingly, he said yes.

"Someone decided when we were there that we should play a game of
charades. Arsene had something like A Midsummer Night’s Dream. He said, ‘I’ll
try’, and acted it out. He did brilliantly. Everyone got it straightaway. The more
time that I spent with him, the more impressed I became. And anyway, with a
name like Arsene for Arsenal, it was written in the stars."

However, Wenger claims to have had no such premonition. "I didn’t think at
the time that I would end up managing Arsenal,” he says. "I had just arrived in
Monaco the year before and the club had no tradition in Europe, so I wanted to
build one there." He and Dein kept in touch, though, and the Englishman became
increasingly impressed with Wenger’s interaction with his players at Monaco,
the directors, the press. "I thought, this man’s a class act,” Dein says. "Every
time we were in the South of France, we’d socialise. Then in 1995, when George
Graham had his little mishap, I said to the board that I had been tracking the
Monaco manager carefully and thought we should very seriously consider him.
By an amazing coincidence he happened to be staying at my house when the



Graham story broke. I said to him, ‘Do you want me to promote you, because,
with all due respect, you are an unknown quantity in this country?’. In the end,
we concluded that it was too much of a gamble. Foreign managers didn’t come
to England at that time. We had a short-list and we thought Bruce Rioch would
be a safe pair of hands after all the trauma we had been through. He had done
well at Bolton Wanderers and Middlesbrough, a sergeant-major type: polished
shoes, straight as a die... But, basically, it was the wrong decision.

"In the meantime, Arsene had gone off to Japan. I was still in touch with
him; I used to send him all our videos and press-cuttings and, being the man he
is, he actually watched them. After a year, we reconsidered the Rioch
appointment. He didn’t do badly. We were in fourth place in the League, but we
asked ourselves, ‘Is this really the man to take us to the heights?’. Graham had
given us a taste of success and we wanted it to continue. I was much more pushy
the next time on Arsene’s behalf. The board, to their credit, said, ‘OK, fine. Let’s
go for it’."

Yet first Arsenal had to negotiate Wenger’s departure from Grampus Eight,
who had been rather pleased with their recent acquisition. When he had arrived
they had been bottom of the 12-team J League, but by the end of the season they
had moved up to second and had won the Emperor’s Cup. Sensing that Arsenal
needed a show of force to secure their man, Dein left for the Far East in the
company of the Club chairman Peter Hill-Wood, and director Danny Fiszman.
"This had to be an undercover mission. The press was speculating, rumours were
abounding. Everyone was talking about Terry Venables, Bobby Robson — the
usual suspects — and yet here we were trying to negotiate the Japanese railway
system, like three lost sheep, in search of a manager. Anyway, we got there
eventually, met the chairman of Grampus Eight and after negotiations, Arséne
said the earliest he could leave was October, after the start of the English season.
We said: “We’ll wait for you,’ and came to an agreement.

"Now we’re heading back to the airport in Tokyo and who should we bump
into but three British air stewardesses. We panicked. We were on a secret
mission and we were going to get busted by the aircraft staff from home. They
started talking to us. We had to pretend that we were bankers in the commodities
business and luckily they didn’t recognise us. We were absolutely paranoid our
cover would be broken."

Blithely unaware of the inadvertent chaos he was causing, Wenger prepared
to leave Japan. He had come to admire and respect the country, but he was still
in the thrall of European football. The club agreed to release him and he
promised to help find them a successor. "I asked them to move as quickly as
possible. They were not in too much of a hurry to do it." In the end, as befitted



the location, the transfer was conducted in an honourable manner and Arsenal
just had to wait.

"Well, they say football is a love story that always finishes badly. Because
either you go at your peak when people don’t want you to go, or you go when
people don’t want you to stay any more." No one knew this better than Wenger
who had both experiences with Monaco in the space of three months. First, they
refused him permission to move to Bayern Munich at the behest of no less a
figure than his former role model, Franz Beckenbauer. And then a few games
into the following season, he was fired.

It all changed in a virtual instant. Not so much the personnel — although
Patrick Vieira arrived, as if by magic, from Milan — but the ethos, the optimism
and, above all, the game. "I just did what looked natural to me. To encourage the
players to go forward, to express themselves, to put other teams under pressure.
When I arrived the dominating teams were Manchester United and Liverpool.
That first year, when we went to Liverpool, I could see we had a little bit of a
complex. We got beaten quite easily by United. But at home we beat them and I
could see: ‘OK, we do not think they are completely untouchable.’ I bought
Vieira, but the rest were the same. Dennis Bergkamp was here and I still had the
old defence. They were resilient and not ready to die. They were, as well, all
intelligent. They did understand very quickly that maybe they could have a few
more years. I revised my view that 30 was nearly too old for a player because
they all had the hunger of a young boy starting [out]. Nigel Winterburn, Lee
Dixon, Steve Bould, Martin Keown, Tony Adams: when they were on the pitch
they were ready to die to win."

Wenger’s first game in charge, against Sunderland on September 25, 1996,
featured David Seaman in goal, a defence of Dixon, Bould, Adams, Winterburn,
a midfield with David Platt, Patrick Vieira, Merson and Ray Parlour, and a
strike-force of Ian Wright and John Hartson — a predominantly English team
with an exotic dash of French and Welsh (not that the rugged Hartson has often
been described as exotic). How soon that would change and how often he would
deploy his men in different positions from those previously assigned. He was a
passionate student of character, all the better to assign a player to a role that
would maximise his talents. Parlour was put out to the wing, Adams was
reinvented as a forward-foraging defender instead of a flat-out stopper and
Hartson was gently let go.

"I always feel the career of a player should be decided by his psychological
and physiological profile. He must be as close as possible to the position where
he plays. Sometimes it’s by accident he’s in a position. You would be surprised.
If you ask them where they played as a kid and why, most of the time they say,



‘Oh, I played central defender because the usual guy was off that day’." He
began the trick with himself, moving back from midfield to sweeper. The
culmination of his skill would be the conversion of a winger called Thierry
Henry into one of the world’s most renowned strikers. But there were countless
other examples: even in his early years at Cannes, he converted the forward Eric
Bertrand into a full-back and the left winger Eric di Meco, a French
international, into a left-back. In his time with Arsenal, Emmanuel Petit was
moved from left-back to midfield, the midfielders Lauren and Kolo Touré into
defence, and Mathieu Flamini from midfield to full-back. Wenger, the ultimate
mover and shaker. "It is something you feel with practice," he says simply.

Understanding a player’s natural character, Wenger feels, is made easier by
analysing their behaviour on the pitch. "In football, you have all the drama, the
happiness of life — like theatre. But it is more real because in a game you reveal
your real nature. I don’t believe it when people say, ‘He’s a very nice guy off the
pitch, but on the pitch, he’s a bad guy’. I think that when he has to do something
in life that really matters, this player will be who he is on the pitch. On the pitch,
I know exactly who you are, what matters to you. The revelation of the real
character is in the game. You forget all your barriers that you set in your social
life. It’s like a guy who drinks. He becomes who he is when he is drunk.

"And, yes, it is the same for a manager under duress. Exactly the same. That
makes it very interesting in my case. Because you can sometimes be surprised by
your bad side. Of course I have a dark side. You want to win. You want to win so
much that sometimes you forget to respect the rules. When you don’t win, you
have to acknowledge the respect of your opponents as well. Sometimes I can’t
do that. It is a dark side because the perfect side would be to say, ‘Well done.
You played better’. And that’s it. I aspire to that. You never know, in 50 years I
might achieve it." And he smiles broadly.

There have been times when his impassioned response to events in a match
has led to criticism and, occasionally, disciplinary procedures. In October 2000
he was fined £100,000 and given a 12-match touchline ban, subsequently
reduced on appeal, for engaging in a disagreement with officials. "I feel like I
have killed someone," he said at the time of the harshness of the punishment. In
the final throes of Highbury’s last season, when Tottenham Hotspur were the
visitors in a crucial league game, Wenger was seen in vehement argument with
Martin Jol, his Spurs counterpart. He cared, and the extent to which he cared
sometimes teetered over into aggression. Modest aggression, though; in Monaco
he was known to fly into rare, but serious rages. At Cannes, he had once had to
stop the team bus to be physically sick following a 0-3 defeat. His sojourn in
Japan had tempered his anger and sharpened his control, but he could still finish



matches at Highbury with his tie at half mast, rent to that position in frustration.

"Is it anger, is it aggression, or is it a desire to be successful? Would I
compromise my principles? On occasions, yes, as first and foremost, I am a
winner. But long term that’s not my attitude or that of my players," he says.
"Where does the anger come from? I don’t know. My father and my mother were
both quite excitable, but I feel the post-war world in which they lived was quite a
rough world. The football world is also quite rough. You have to assert your
personality and you need a high level of motivation. I control it now by being in
control and thinking about the consequences of what I do. I learnt to do this. I
didn’t always have the ‘off’ switch. I have seen very talented players and
managers lose themselves to anger. Of course, you have to deal with stress. But
football is first of all, happiness. Because it’s play and the kid wants to play.
Wanting to win is happiness as well. Only being scared to lose is sadness. A lot
of things disturb me, but it is not a fear to lose. It is for you to master this fear.
You have constant dialogues going on in your brain all the time: you speak to
you. So you can master that in a positive way. I was always concerned about
dominating my animal feeling. Not really dominating. I mean, knowing myself
better.

"We are all like the donkey with a carrot in front. He walks his whole life to
get this carrot. That is what human beings are like with happiness — sometimes
you touch it; you open your mouth, but it goes away. But you still keep going.
One day, you never know, you might catch it..." He has been miming the actions
all the way through this donkey soliloquy and he is grinning. He must be a man
of boundless optimism. "Yes," he says seriously. "I believe in human beings."

He has a paternal attitude to what he calls "my players" at Arsenal, selected
for a string of qualities way beyond mere facility with a football. "The ideal
player is one who gives absolutely everything for the team, but they must respect
the rules. I don’t know how good I was as a player but I know one thing, I was a
fair player.

The beauty of our sport comes from the fact that it is, first and foremost, a
team sport. That means you have to share with other people. You have to be
ready to win together. To bring your qualities to the team and not try to use the
team to highlight your qualities.

"It is a trap — a trick — in the modern football world that the media is
encouraging the ego side of our game and not encouraging the team ethic. Yet
the team ethic is the beauty of our sport, so if you are not really careful the
players can be trapped into egotism. We have survived this problem because
over the years we’ve managed to create a culture that is based on team ethic. It
has become natural to the players to do that. So it becomes self-maintaining



because it passes from generation to generation."

The quelling of players’ egos was less a problem in Chapman’s day. At a
time of mass unemployment, the £6 a week paid to footballers was too vast a
sum to give away easily. Players, even star players, were more malleable, more
liable to bow to authority. Not even a player of the magnitude and character of
Alex James was able to escape censure when the Club sensed a lack of effort.
Chapman once disciplined his little midfield wizard by booking him a ‘cruise’ to
France. Only when James arrived dockside with his suitcase did he discover it
was a working passage on board a very rickety old boat to Bordeaux. Wenger
could not dream of such punishments now. "That would be very difficult," he
says. "I think I would be the one on the boat." In fact, James, 5ft 6in tall in his
boots, would never have made the Wenger criteria: he was too small. The
Frenchman has always had rigorous standards and height was one of them. "The
player must be tall, strong, explosive, fast, have fantastic co-ordination, quick
feet and a quick brain. Bergkamp and Henry, both have fantastic brains. How
quickly they respond to situations. At the end of the day, it is intelligence that
makes the difference."

An intelligent man feels all the more insulted when his best work is foiled by
cheating. It means no amount of intellect, ingenuity or work ethic can beat a
system unfairly tilted against you. Wenger found himself in that position in
Monaco when Olympique Marseille were recurring French champions thanks to
bribery and corruption, led by the former politician and president of the club,
Bernard Tapie. Exposure of L’Affaire VA-OM, as it was known (VA for
Valenciennes FC and OM for Marseille), in which Valenciennes players allowed
Marseille to secure a League title-winning match between the two sides and rest
players ahead of their Champions League Final in 1993 — engulfed French
football in the early 1990s, sickening Wenger, who held the game so dear and
perhaps explaining why Marseille were the dominant force during his seven-year
reign in the principality. Having won the Championship with Monaco in 1988,
he never again achieved the same success, although he did win the French
equivalent of the FA Cup in 1991. If anything allowed him to leave French
football for Japan without so much as a backward glance, it may have been the
searing misery of this experience.

"It was annoying," he says. "It was a really bad experience to witness such
corruption. You don’t sleep at night. No matter what you do, it’s all wrong. And
once you have suspicion about your own players being involved, it is even more
difficult. You have to be careful not to become paranoid, which is very difficult
in football. What cured me is that I have a natural optimism about human beings
— it is a very important attribute in our job: you have to be positive about other



people. And, of course, there is the punishment of those that cheat. But it is
never enough. It was not enough what happened in Italian football in 2006 when
several big clubs, including Juventus, were convicted of cheating and bribing
referees. I think the punishments should have been much harsher. For instance,
when you know how long they have cheated, they should be stripped of all the
trophies they have won in those years."

Wenger is passionate and adamant on the subject, and yet, on a smaller scale,
he acknowledges the common little fraudulences of his own players on the pitch
— the dissembling that became popularly known as ‘diving’, for example. "I
cannot say that Arsenal are not guilty. But I still think we have to fight against it.
The price to pay when you are a big club is that your minor incidents became
major. We did fight against it and it is much better. Our disciplinary record
became much better. Too good." He smiles, because every football manager
needs a little venom in the overall ‘Va-Va-Voom’. "I feel that football has
changed in England during my time here. It was much more provocative and
physical at the beginning of my time at Highbury than at the end. I believe Vieira
and Petit were targeted in the early days because they were strong and foreign.
And the French, you know, had the reputation of being softies, so the other
players wanted to test them. But in these two cases, they got the ‘wrong
address’.

"Patrick was a very young boy at that time and was very impulsive, so he
over-reacted at times. That’s why we got red cards in those days. I was
supportive of him because I understood that a lot of bad tackles on him had not
been punished, and I thought that for such a young boy to say nothing at all was
very difficult. I always try to support my players to the world outside the Club.
Outside I feel you have to keep a united front on good and bad days. It doesn’t
mean internally that I always agree with them.

"To the world outside, you can say you have seen a bad performance. When
you don’t play well you have to be honest enough to accept that. But you don’t
say. ‘The right back was a complete failure’. I don’t forget I am responsible for
his performance. I pick him. I have to stand up for that. You have to hold your
nerve."

Wenger did hold his nerve, leading to both a revolution in style and an
upsurge in trophies. "We wanted to win and win in style. That’s the
responsibility I feel big clubs have: to entertain. We have the responsibility to
people who pay £50, or more, to watch a game. They deserve to see the best of
the best. At least that has to be your ambition. You won’t always realise that
ambition. But that’s part of the love and respect you show the fans. In 2002, we
played the football of dreams. Yes ... everybody was at his peak and had the



hunger, desire, intelligence to be successful."

The football that Arsenal were producing at the start of the 2002/2003 season
propelled Wenger into a pronouncement that he would not be allowed to forget.
He said he thought it was possible for a team to play a whole season undefeated.
How people scoffed. And how frustrated he became when the promise was
unfulfilled, with a string of bad results in the dying throes of the season. Years
later, Wenger still professes unease at the perceived injustice. "I felt in some
games it was completely unfair the way we lost," he says. "In one match we
were kicked off the park without the referee interfering at all. I felt that we lost
the title in 2003 and justice was not done."

There was an element, perhaps, of ungraciousness when he maintained that
Arsenal were a better team than Manchester United, the newly crowned
champions. When Sir Alex claimed the same thing a year later, Wenger smiled
and merely replied, "We all think we have the prettiest wife at home." It was a
remark that may have bamboozled Sir Alex into thinking Lady Ferguson’s looks
had been brought into the argument, but it was not the case. It was another of
Wenger’s clever analogies that sometimes flew over the heads of their targets.

He has become known over the years for his high-profile disagreements with
not only Sir Alex but also Jose Mourinho, of Chelsea. The rows, when they have
become personal, have irked him. "If only football is involved, you always
forget about it," he says. "But when it is personal, no. I didn’t need to talk about
it. I ignore people, that’s all.”

On a human level, it seems a shame that there was not a greater bond
between them, each locked into such a prestigious club. "Well, yes, but the job
makes you want to be lonely a little bit. You have to make decisions on your
own: I am used to it. Like everybody, I want to be successful. I would rather be
successful than popular. But I also think that my relationship with Sir Alex has
become better over the years ... perhaps we are both mellowing." Perhaps also,
they have had a common enemy in the Chelsea manager? "Maybe," Wenger
agrees with one of his mischievous smiles.

In May 2003, as Arsenal’s startling early-season form became bogged down
in heavy tackles and a loss of momentum, Wenger was visibly nursing a sense of
grievance. "Old Vinegar Face", he was called by Sir Alex and he freely admits
his faults. "I am not a perfect man. But I did not think we had been treated fairly
by the referees. Players like Sol Campbell were sent off and they did not deserve
it. That is why I was not so gracious in defeat. But that is the time when you feel
it is a good opportunity to show your strength. You don’t lie down, you don’t
feel sorry for yourself: you come back even stronger. This we did the following
year — the unbeaten year. In my view, that was the biggest year of any English



football team ever.

"To play the whole season unbeaten, people don’t realise what it means.
Every Saturday, every Wednesday, playing in the European Cup as well. You go
home, you are tired, go to Newcastle, go to Liverpool, go to Manchester ... you
cannot afford to lose one single game in the whole season. Nobody has done it in
the modern time. People thought the pressure of not losing would take its toll
mentally, but I tried to focus the team more on trying to improve our game and
forget about the result. Victory came naturally. It was a side-effect of playing
well. The anxiety of defeat wasn’t there any more. We came quite close to losing
a few times, but the closest was the first game of the whole 49 games when we
played Manchester United. There was a penalty in the last minute which was
missed." This mention might have been mischief on Wenger’s part; the infamous
game at Old Trafford resulted in disciplinary procedures against both teams after
angry scenes on that occasion, and the fact that Arsenal’s celebrations after Ruud
van Nistelrooy’s penalty miss were considered ungentlemanly. As irony would
have it, the run that began with United ended 49 games later — at the hands, and
feet, of United, too. It was a rough, tough match. Defeat at OId Trafford ended
the affair with invincibility, but it was a magnificent, ground-breaking, legendary
run while it lasted. As a final flourish to the 2004/2005 season, Arsenal won the
FA Cup Final — beating their fierce rivals, United, on penalties.

"Like on Everest, you come back down to earth again and then you say to
your players, ‘Come on, climb back up there again’. They need a little breather,
then they return. But it took us some time to recover from the season before."
The manager, too. "You have to be human. I try not to lose my temper beside the
pitch because I know I am an excessive man. In fact, I control my temper so well
because I’m afraid of the way I can lose it. What is terrible is that I come from a
Latin culture and it’s instant, over-reaction most of the time. I have realised over
the years how much damage you can do to people, or to yourself, with an instant
reaction. You can kill somebody in a second by over-reacting. I learnt a lot about
control in Japan." And also from his Germanic roots? "That is my opposite and
contrary side — this is true. I have had abi-cultural influence at the start of my
life."

Such is the history of Alsace, constantly wavering in sovereignty on the
Franco-German border, that his grandfather fought for the Kaiser during the First
World War. His father fought for the Reich on the Russian front. "Fighting with
very little enthusiasm," Wenger adds.

By the time that Wenger was born, on October 22, 1949, Alsace was French
again. "I feel French," Wenger says, despite the German antecedents, his sojourn
in Japan — which he once described as "my ancestral home" — and reaching the



peak of his career so far, in England, by taking Arsenal to the Champions League
Final.

"It was the miracle of the year. For a long part of the season I had the
problem of convincing my players how good they were — because we lost
Patrick Vieira, Sol was injured, and Cole only played seven games; it was very
difficult. And yet I felt we were good enough."

There was also the problem of being short of funds for players, because of
the financing of Emirates Stadium. "Yes, but we anticipated that by bringing in
some good young players four or five years ago — Cesc Fabregas, Robin van
Persie, José Antonio Reyes and, more lately, Flamini, Eboué, Philippe Senderos
... not household names, but what is good in life is that before you get a name,
you have no name. That doesn’t mean you have no quality. That’s what I tried to
convince my players of — that they can make a name [for themselves].

"You can always try to convince somebody they are good, but if it is not
confirmed by results it doesn’t work. That’s why I tried to find a great result.
And I did. I think the Real Madrid match, the first leg away in the Champions
League, was the result that convinced them. It was the turning point of the
season — the moment when they thought, “We are not as bad as we think we are.
We are good’. Suddenly everybody looked at us differently. Everybody was
convinced by the way we played the game and thought, ‘OK, Arsenal are a good
team’. It’s strange: when you feel vulnerable, you are vulnerable, but when you
feel strong, you are strong.

"The team had nothing to lose that night at Real. But I was convinced when
they left the dressing room that night that they would win. They were motivated
without being inhibited. When you see the first 10 minutes, it should have been
3-0 to Arsenal. Thierry’s goal was one of his greatest in the circumstances.
Ronaldo chased back on him, Thierry just shrugged him off."

Wenger looks distant for a moment, while he imagines the goal in his mind.
"It was a great night. I was so happy. It was one of my greatest nights with
Arsenal because I felt that was just what we needed. But nobody had expected it
against the Galacticos of Zinedine Zidane and all.

"Then we played well against Juventus at Highbury in the next round. It was
great for me to see that. We realised what we had done against Madrid was not
an accident; it was just a confirmation of our quality." The significant moment
that many people identified was Vieira, now subdued in his Juve shirt, being
hauled to his feet after a collision with a smiling Fabregas, his replacement in the
Arsenal line-up. Both players were Wenger prodigies, but on that occasion, there
was only one winner. "I didn’t speak to Patrick that night, no, because I know
how much he hates to lose," Wenger says. "I feel, as well, it is part of respect to



leave people alone. But he can take a lot of consolation in that we will never
forget him at Arsenal. He is a big part of the history of the Club. A tremendous
part."”

Vieira, young and unhappy in Italy, was Wenger’s first superstar-to-be
signing in 1996. Bergkamp, underused and unhappy in Italy, was already on the
premises. There followed Petit, unhappy at Monaco; Pires, unhappy at
Olympique Marseilles; Henry, unhappy and underplayed at Juventus; Nicolas
Anelka, needless to say, unhappy at Paris St Germain. All of them bought
relatively cheaply, rejuvenated and reassigned to starring roles at Highbury.
Three of those players — Bergkamp, Henry and Pires — were still at Arsenal as
the Uefa Champions League Final approached. Both legs of Arsenal’s semi-final
against Villarreal, of Spain, were disappointing, but at least the game at
Highbury was enlivened by the appearance of a squirrel that invaded the corner
of Jens Lehmann’s penalty area. The away leg proved ultra-cautious — the
squirrel had definitely been more adventurous.

"We looked paralysed,” Wenger says. Possibly by the weight of history
stacked against them. No Arsenal team had ever gone so far before. "It is
difficult to explain why. The closest we came before was when we lost to
Chelsea in the last minute of the quarter-final in 2004. Before that, I felt we were
not completely ready, and when we played those games at Wembley, it was a
strange feeling. The fact is, we have reached the Champions League/European
Cup Final once in the whole history of the Club. It is difficult to create a team
who can do it, who have the perfect form and uninjured players just at the right
moment. But we were 13 minutes away from winning in Paris, so we were close.
I think on the night we just paid for a lack of experience. If there had been 11 v
11 on the pitch, then I think that we would have had a very good chance to win
the game against Barcelona. We were not at all overawed."

However, history records that Lehmann was sent off before the 20th minute
and Arsenal had to play three-quarters of the match with only 10 men. Wenger
lets out a deep sigh as he remembers. "If I was a neutral supporter, I would say,
‘No, Lehmann should not have been sent off. It should have stayed 11 v 11°.
And T still feel that their first goal was offside. That is a regret, of course. To
concede an offside goal when you are 10 v 11 ... but that is the price you have to
pay for being there. It took me a week to have normal sleep again — one
complete week. You never completely get over it, never forget about it. But you
come back to who lives around you, and to being a normal human being again."

Whether his partner, Annie Brosterhous (a former French Olympian
basketball player), and their daughter Lia, born in 1997, feel that he has ever
been a ‘normal human being’, with his well-publicised passion for football-video



viewing day and night, is open to interpretation. But at least he never kicks the
cat. "No, because we have no cat," he says. "But you think about a defeat like
that — how you could have done differently." It is, very definitely, haunting.

At the end of the match he was so enraged by disappointment, by the
thwarted proximity of his ‘Holy Grail’, that some of his comments were deemed
ungracious at the time. It was probably no more than disgust at losing and the
inability, in the furnace of the moment, to disguise it. "I did not feel ungracious. I
said nothing against Barcelona. They played well without being exceptional. But
if you mean that I was upset to concede an offside goal, I prefer to be
ungracious." And he smiles.

Wenger mellowed a little at the World Cup that followed, held in Germany.
"When I was at the World Cup, I realised how popular Arsenal players and their
game had become all over the world. People from Pakistan, Afghanistan,
Ethiopia, Cameroon, Ivory Coast — everywhere — came up to congratulate the
players,” he says. This worldwide appreciation society would prove handy for
recruiting new players. He agrees. "Everybody dreams of being Thierry Henry."

In one crucial sense, Wenger’s own dreams came true regarding the great
French striker: he stayed with Arsenal. After almost a whole season of
speculation, Henry decided to remain with Arsenal right after losing the
Champions League Final, despite the obvious attractions of joining the same
Barcelona side that had just beaten them. "He made that decision on the night,"
Wenger says. "He told me on the flight home. I don’t know what really decided
him, but it was very happy news; the only good news of the night. I had tried to
persuade him, but I left him as well. I explained to him why he should stay, but I
left him completely alone because he should not have felt manipulated by me at
all, and it should be a deliberate choice by him at some stage. In the end, he had
to stay because he was convinced it was the right place for him."

One of the ways in which Wenger undoubtedly helped to persuade Henry to
stay with Arsenal was his capability of making individuals feel special, even
within the parameters of a team. Of Vieira he once said: "We want him to be at
Arsenal forever." Of Bergkamp: "A player who gets close to perfection." And of
Henry: "You could say we play for him in a way." Yet Wenger was also the
manager who insisted upon the organic whole of the team. "What you have to
get out of every player is a servant for the team’s vision and goals," he says.
Somehow he has persuaded world superstars to sign up to the image of
themselves as masters and servants simultaneously.

"Well, yes," Wenger says thoughtfully. "I said that about Thierry because he
finishes the job. I feel the striker and the goalkeeper are special jobs. They have
a high responsibility. They are always under pressure. If they miss chances, the



strikers are victimised so they are more fragile, more exposed. When you are a
player, you think, ‘Me! Me! Me!’. When you are a manager, you think, “You!
You! You!’.

Wenger says that he fell in love with Highbury more than he imagined he
ever would during his time at the stadium. "There was a soul in that place you
could never forget — there was something there that made it magic. As proud as |
am of Emirates Stadium, I loved Highbury as much. There was something there
that made you feel like family. You were close to everybody: the pitch was
small. Not one stand looked exactly like another one. You felt the whole history
of the Club was in there, from the Herbert Chapman statue to the boardroom,
wherever you went."

Wenger knew about Chapman. "He was an amazing manager. Always 20
years ahead of his time; I will read all about him one day." In so many ways,
Wenger would find himself reading about a man with the same ideas and
philosophy as himself. They worked on the same premises but in different
worlds. Chapman once received a letter from one of his players saying: "Dear
Sir, I don’t think I shall bother turning out tomorrow." One cannot imagine one
of Wenger’s professionals committing such a thought to paper: he chooses his
players so carefully. Yet so too did Chapman. He rarely made mistakes in the
transfer market, possessing, just like Wenger, an uncanny eye for talent and the
ability to reshape a player for the benefit of the team.

Chapman pounced on the ability of the 17-year-old Cliff ‘Boy’ Bastin, in
1929; the player’s Arsenal goalscoring record would be broken by Ian Wright in
1997, nearly 60 years later. Chapman also decided to move the inside forward to
play out on the wing, yet Bastin was utterly converted, in every way. "He
possessed an almost hypnotic power of convincing," the player recalled. "By the
time I left his office, I’d been an established outside left for years."

Highbury rarely rang to the sound of the two managers’ anger. Both men
preferred a quiet, pointed word rather than a public rant. Yet their authority was
absolute. "Do you smoke or drink,"” was Chapman’s first question to 17-year-old
Eddie Hapgood, the former milkman from Kettering Town, who Chapman
turned into an England international. Only Alex James, the London jazz-club
aficionado, was allowed a looser rein. It was noted of Chapman that "he never
spoilt nor allowed others to spoil his players with too much praise, but struck a
balance between encouragement and discipline."

Chapman expounded his vision for the Club when he was appointed in 1925:
"To make Arsenal Football Club one of the best football clubs from all points of
view. To employ, without exception, the very best type of player to represent the
Club. Above all, he must be a gentleman both on and off the field. He must be a



clever player, who can think out attractive, constructive tactics and he must be
wholeheartedly enthusiastic and keen to make progress in the game." Although
the name attached to these sentiments was H. Chapman, it could just as easily be
A. Wenger.

Chapman, amusingly, used to suffer acute agonies on the touchline watching
the team perform. More similarities. Only visually did the men diverge.
Chapman was robust to the point of rotund, and nicknamed "Football’s
Napoleon". Napoleon? The right nationality for Wenger, but absolutely not the
right build.

Wenger was never one of those managers at Highbury who sought to veil the
Chapman bust, unequal to the visions of success that it conjured in his mind. He
enjoyed delving into Arsenal’s history, not least for entertainment purposes. "I
can show you a videotape — a fantastic tape — where you see the team-talk of the
Arsenal manager the day before a game in the 1950s. All the players are sitting
in the dressing room with cigarettes burning and you don’t see them at all well
because there’s so much smoke." He laughs, fairly uproariously, at the incredible
scene. "They also had a drink. Scotch. It is amazing. I showed it here to the
players. They were laughing, too."

Wenger’s sense of humour, contrary to his sometimes severe appearance, is
highly evolved. He says that had he not become a football manager, he would
have wanted to enter international life of another kind. "Politics or diplomat,
something like that." The scene at the UN would be a wonder to behold. "I know
exactly what I would say: “Where did the bomb go? I didn’t see it’!"

Wenger’s greatest Highbury moment? "Let’s choose the first one, the first
title against Everton when we won 4-0 in 1998. Adams scored a goal becoming
of Franz Beckenbauer. That was great because it showed I could win in England.
When you win a Championship it is not always programmed to be 4-0 at home
on such a nice spring day. If you had made a film you could not have organised
it in a better way. It was all just magnificent. It became very emotional. Then
you control yourself again.

"Yet the last day at Highbury was an exceptional day, too. We needed Spurs
to lose and us to win. At half-time we were drawing 2-2 against Wigan. I don’t
really remember what I said in the dressing room, something like, “You want to
give absolutely everything in the second half. Go out here, at this stadium, win
this game. There is no other possible way than slaughtering Wigan in the second
half’. It was all fantastic in the end. Spurs lost to West Ham, we secured a
Champions League place for the future of the Club and we moved to Emirates
Stadium on a positive note.

"There were no tears at the end of the game — not at the final whistle because



I was very anxious about the result at West Ham and that match was still
playing. But I was emotional after the game. Delighted. Everything went right
on the day. That just tells you that Highbury was a lucky place — made for
history. Somewhere in our minds we were all thinking, ‘We kept this place safe
and until the very last day, we were doing the right things for the history of
Highbury’. Like a story, it had a happy ending."

And the worst Highbury moment? "The defeat by Chelsea in the last minute
of the Champions League quarter-final. We didn’t get so far for years and that
last-minute goal was like a knife. That was a bad moment."

Wenger is accused in some quarters of an anti-English bias, despite the fact
that he has lived happily in England since 1996. "I can prove this is not true by
the fact that we are scouting everywhere and we get more positive reports from
abroad than England. The relation between price and quality is better abroad and
we had limited finances in the years leading up to the move to Emirates
Stadium."

Upstairs at the training base, the chef has discussed the fact that some players
had never seen, nor tasted, a variety of vegetables. "It’s true,” Wenger says.
"Some come from quite poor backgrounds so they do not get the best food
always. I was lucky in the village where I grew up that we had our own garden,
with home-grown potatoes and tomatoes. We were organic before the word was
used. My grandfather was a farmer. I used to work in the fields, picking potatoes,
corn, tobacco."

Tobacco, Arsene? "It was a good way of surviving at the time. It was hard
work as well, because you had to work at night, to hang it up to dry. Many times
I worked very long days, 12 hours, when I was only 10, 11, and 12 years old.
When I was a kid of 14 I was already a man. Now boys are 25 and you are still
saying, ‘Isn’t it time you left home?”’.

"But I like England. I have a very strong Anglo-Saxon side in me. The
English, like me, have a lot of contradictions. They are basically very positive
people and also sometimes very negative. They are very private, very restricted
with their feelings, but like to invade other people’s privacy. I don’t watch Big
Brother. It is contrary to what I believe, completely. It is the wrong side of
modern society, that people who do nothing become quickly famous with no
merit at all other than sitting in front of the camera. I don’t like that fake side. To
become a great footballer you have to have great motivation, great dedication,
great talent, great stamina, and yet just being in front of a camera makes you
considered successful. What is quite terrible is you see the pools of under 16s
who say that what they want to be is ‘famous’. They don’t say they want to be a
good singer, or footballer, or veterinary student: they just want to be famous.



What kind of target is that in life? If there is not something in life you master
well, then three months later it is all finished.

"I love the FA Cup," he adds, as befits a man who has won it four times from
five finals. There was a time when Arsenal supporters could have bought season
tickets for the rail journey to Cardiff. Wenger’s first memories of the FA Cup
began while watching the competition on the communal television in his
village’s Catholic school. It was a fine example of religion in action and Wenger
remains a Catholic in principle. "But I am not very religious. Let’s say I believe
in all the principles of religion, Catholicism. But I’'m not very good to believe in
the afterlife and all that kind of thing." Perhaps reincarnation would permit him
to come back as a footballer closer to the Beckenbauer ideal? He thinks about
this for a moment, then disagrees. "No, I think paradise is just one football
pitch."

In the meantime, at London Colney, he has work to do. Work that he has
always conducted with missionary zeal and in the company of men, his
backroom staff, who he could hardly value more highly. "It is fantastically
important to have the right people. I feel that for a manager, his staff is his
explanation for success. It tells you a lot about the way that he chooses people,
the way he trusts people, his exchanges with people. I am convinced you cannot
be successful with bad staff."

At London Colney, there has been a marriage of cultures. "I feel that is part
of the richness of the modern world — that people respond differently. You can
learn from people of different cultures. They can see things that you can’t see.
We have a very interesting team. For instance, Pat Rice, my assistant coach, for
him it’s clear — Arsenal. ‘I hate Tottenham’. You get that club culture through
Rice. It’s really in his heart. He is a very intelligent guy, very honest. Then we
have a Croatian..." This is Boro Primorac, a man who began working with
Wenger at Cannes and has remained loyally in the Frenchman’s camp ever since.
Wenger’s team also includes a French dietician, blood analyst and nutritionist,
Dr Yann Rougier, who has his own research laboratory in France. Among other
attributes, the doctor has produced herbal remedies to help improve sexual
performance. "Well, that is not what we use him for,” Wenger says calmly.
"Vitamin supplements — nothing more than that."

On the subject of his training methods, he is rarely expansive. He will only
ever say, "They must be natural and all oriented towards football". Yet it well-
known that no matter how hard his players have trained, they are absolutely not
allowed to trail one piece of mud from the pitches into the immaculate dressing
room. This, despite the fact that Wenger is by no means free of having accidents
himself. "It’s true. I am clumsy," he says. "I don’t know why. Maybe sometimes



because your thoughts are elsewhere, you know. A manager is always in the
future: the next game, the next game after that. I am speaking to you, but I am
thinking about Middlesbrough, or Manchester United as well. I do all kinds of
stupid things. But I am not embarrassed. Not at all."

Wenger will never retire from football. "There is no other way but to remain
in football. For players it can be in many different ways: as a pundit, or writer, or
coach, or scout. But there is no alternative. It is not part of your life. It is your
life. You look at all the greatest players in the world — Platini, Beckenbauer,
Cruyff: they remain in football. It’s terrible to lose your passion. For players,
they lose their passion, fame and income at the same time. The money is not a
problem for players any more, now they only lose the other two. But that is still
fundamental to their life. If you no longer have a target in life it can be very
boring. There is nothing more terrible than remorse." Wenger, one would
imagine, has no remorse whatsoever for time misspent. "Well, er, I always think
I could have done better..." He pauses. "But I could have done much worse,
too." So what is his philosophy? "To bring people together to share something,
and be happy to do it," he says. "To entertain — be the best of the best. At least
that has to be your ambition. That’s part of the love and respect you show the
people. That is basically what the game is about. It is a sense of achievement.
Once you get a team to share these values, they take off: they understand it’s
more than just about kicking a ball. I expect the players here to stay close
forever. I believe that all the big teams who get to the bottom of what football is
about stay together for their life. Always. It is one of the strengths of this Club
that we are especially good at the responsibility of taking care of the history and
values of Arsenal."

However, perhaps more importantly, has he ever eaten a chip? He looks
nonplussed for a moment. "What is that?" he asks. A ‘French fry’, he is told.
"Yes, of course, I love them," he says, debunking the myth that the revolution he
wrought in the eating habits of English football has been something he
religiously adopts himself.

"I come from Alsace where we produce potatoes. I eat potatoes. But I restrict
myself. Like all things that you forbid. Once, from time to time, you have to do
it." He looks mischievous. "That is my contradiction."

Sue Mott



INTERVIEW



Two of a kind



Charlie George and Francesc Fabregas: two outrageous talents separated by 30 years and different
footballing eras, but united by a burning desire to play the game

This is how much Arsenal changed. When Charlie George was in his prime in
the early 1970s, he smoked in the locker room, nipped brandy before a match,
wore floral shirts and platform boots, was cheeky to his elders, gambled on the
dogs and horses, went to the pub with the supporters after games, drove a Ford
Capri, married his childhood sweetheart, ate burgers in the local Wimpy Bar and
made a pop record called Love Song To My Lady (although to spare the nation’s
eardrums it was never released).

Thirty years later, Francesc Fabregas, a youthful midfield maestro of a multi-
cultural Arsenal team, has never smoked a cigarette in his life, drinks beer only
very occasionally, wears the trendiest clothes, respects his elders, never spends
more than £6 a week on the Spanish football pools, has hired a business studies
teacher, drives a black Audi TT with GPS and Bluetooth, and adores eating fish.

But, almost word for word, they have shared the same ambition. "All I
wanted to do was play football,” George says, looking back with hindsight on his
ebullient if erratic career, spanning Arsenal, Derby County, Southampton,
Nottingham Forest, Australia, America and Hong Kong. "All I want to do is play
football,” Fabregas says, in explanation of his move from Barcelona’s youth
team to Arsenal in 2003. Different roots, different language, different century:
shared love. Everything and nothing has changed over the past 30 years.

Training, for instance. Charlie trained at Highbury from the age of 11. An
Islington schoolboy picked up by the astute Arsenal scouts as a cheeky young
lad with potential. "We used to train on Monday and Thursday nights in the old
college at Highbury, behind the Clock End, on the old red-ash pitch with a lot of
other local lads. We did a few ball skills, nothing too serious. Bit of ball work
and games and then we’d inevitably finish up with a mini-match. The Club used
to give us half a crown each for our bus fare, which was pretty decent money in
those days. Otherwise we used to play football in the streets or the parks. We
used to go over to Finsbury Park, sling a couple of bags down for the goals and
have a game, five or six a side. We’d meet other boys over there and play them.
We didn’t know them, but one way or another we’d form a game."

A rough and ready lifestyle, all wrapped up in football. His academic work
was, well, just that: academic. Days were less likely to be spent at school than
playing truant, occupying himself with sly fags, swigs of beer and small-time



gambling, hiding in the pram shed with a bunch of friends playing dice. On those
— fairly rare — occasions when he did go to school, he swiftly found himself in
trouble. He remembers being caned by a teacher called Mr Crabtree for yet
another transgression of school rules. His mother was so incensed she went up to
the school to complain. He also remembers the unimpressed response of the
careers officer when young Charlie assured him he was going to become a
professional footballer at Arsenal. In the end, he was expelled, but it made little
difference. Charlie hadn’t been there for two months anyway.

At the age of 15, on the advice of George Male, Arsenal’s full-back during
the Club’s glorious spell in the 1930s, Charlie George became a Highbury
apprentice. He had stood on the terraces, first with this father, then with friends.
Now he was a player at the Club. It was a dream come true for George.

Fabregas joined Barcelona, the team he loved and supported, at the age of
10. He was already a season ticket-holder, a fan of long standing like his father,
grandfather and uncles. Passion for Barca ran in the family, as it did in millions
of Catalan families on the Eastern coast of Spain, but Fabregas was one of the
extraordinarily talented ones. He was taken in by the great club as a young
prospect. Camp Nou, Barcelona’s cavernous, iconic stadium, was not just his
place of hero worship, it was home.

He was a good student, academically and physically. He never missed
training and he never missed school. Days were hectic. "I was from a small
town, a fishing port north of Barcelona which was quite far out of the city. So I
had to wake up early in the morning, go to school, come back, have lunch, rest a
little bit, go running, then a taxi would come to pick up about six of us and take
us to training at Barcelona. We would train at 7.30pm, finish at 9.30pm, take a
taxi home again to arrive around midnight. Then I would have to do my
homework, sometimes to 2am or 3am and wake up early again to go to school. It
was like that for five years — really hard. Now when I have to do something
really important, I can. Maybe because I have worked so hard when I was
young, it is like — how do you say it in English? — my recompense. My reward.
But, you know, I enjoyed it. The training and the studies. Motivation was
sometimes difficult. But you have to do it. Sometimes when you are young, you
think you know everything. But now I realise that my studies were very, very
important.

"I never did something like — how do you say? — truant. Maybe sometimes I
thought about it, but I knew I would feel bad afterwards. In the end I got all my
exams and good grades. I can speak Spanish, Catalan, English, a little bit of
French." All would prove useful at Arsenal.

George may have been a scamp, but he was never, ever late for training. He



was irrepressible, but never yobbish. The cheekiest thing he would ever do was
advance menacingly on goalkeeper Bob Wilson and ask: "Which way do you
want the ball, left, right or through your legs". Invariably it would go exactly as
planned, to the annoyance of the exasperated keeper. While others on the Tufnell
Park estate where he lived would be out hot-wiring motorbikes for joyrides,
George’s vices were numerous, but trivial. He wasn’t a villain and while he had
run-ins with the local police force, there was nothing serious because he was on
a mission to be a footballer. His father had played for Clapton Orient, but
Arsenal was the love of both their lives.

"I was never in trouble as a schoolboy,"” Fabregas says. "I was a good
student, but I was also a bit cheeky, you know. Who has ever not done anything
wrong? No one is a saint, not even Dennis Bergkamp. When I was young, the
worst thing I did with my friends was take the thing out of the tyre on a car. I
don’t know the name but it makes it go ‘pssssst’. But I didn’t steal any cars. No
way."

Different boys, same ambitions. George signed as an Arsenal apprentice in
1966, a very fine year for English football. Sammy Nelson, a future first-team
colleague, remembers seeing him for the first time: tall, thin and sporting a
skinhead haircut. "He looked like a tadpole with his head shaved," the Irishman
says.

Apprentices picked up dirty kit in the locker room, cleaned the boots and
swept the terraces. In those days they earned less than a fiver a week. Charlie
always spent his money in a day, if not within hours — quite an achievement
when it cost only a few pence for a pint of light and bitter, often imbibed at a
friend’s dad’s pub, the Royal Arms in Kentish Town. He bought his first suit
from Burtons. "Armani didn’t exist in those days. The suit was about £15, I
think." When finances ran a little low, he would nip the suit into the local pawn
shop. "Pawn shop?" Fabregas asks. "What is that?" Something he will never
need to know.

"In my last year in Spain I was living with all the Barcelona boys. Three to a
room at Nou Camp. It was easier than all the taxis and going home every night. I
sat down with my parents and family at 15 and decided it was the right thing to
do." He was there for a year, combining studies and football. His mother used to
phone and check he was doing his homework, but by then he knew with
certainty where his future lay. "My parents were very happy and proud for me to
be a footballer because they knew that is what I love. It was always my dream."

Then Arsenal came calling. At first, Fabregas had his doubts. "At Barca we
played Arsenal a few months before in a youth tournament and we beat them 5-
1. I scored two goals and I was like ‘I don’t want to go because we are better.’



But then I came here to see the training ground and to talk to Mr Wenger and I
saw that Arsenal was a great club. Imagine, you are playing under-16s at
Barcelona and then you are talking to a person like Arsene Wenger who is so
important in this world of football. It impressed me a lot. They took me all
around London. I saw Buckingham Palace and Big Ben. Then they came here to
Spain, made me the proposal and I had to think about it. Everyone was so nice.
The installations, they were very good. I was talking to the landlady I was
supposed to live with and everyone was really kind. I had something in my mind
saying: ‘Go on, you have to sign because everything is going to be fine.’

"I made my decision. At Barcelona it would have taken me a long time to get
into the first team. I was not sure that I would make it to the first team at all, you
never know there. It was a risk. But I was really sure this was the best
opportunity I could ever get. I knew it was a train I would have to catch. So I
caught it."

In 1966 George volunteered to set up the chairs for the heavyweight title
fight at Highbury between Muhammad Ali and Henry Cooper. By 1969, he was
a little more important than that. He made his first-team debut against Everton at
Highbury in August that year and Arsenal, with the vast ranks of the George
family among the spectators, lost 0-1. The Club had agreed to pay him £80 per
week and he was sick before the match, owing to nerves, just as he was before
every subsequent game he played for Arsenal. When he was transferred to Derby
in 1975, the sickness ceased and never returned.

"I honest to God don’t know why I was sick before games. Probably because
I was playing for my local team. It stopped when I went to Derby. I relaxed.
Some people think I played some of my best football up there. But then football
always was a simple game to me. I think football is an easy game complicated
by coaches. There were no foreign players in the dressing room, just English,
Scots, Welsh and Irish, and there were no rules about drinking. Obviously you
knew not to get drunk a couple of days before games but there was nothing to
stop you going out on a Saturday, or a Sunday or a Monday. No one said: ‘You
can’t do this, you can’t do that’. Even with Bertie Mee being such a
disciplinarian, I don’t remember any rules like that. Only being on time for
training. And I was always early. I was never fined for being late for training."

Fabregas says: "The first game I saw at Highbury was against Inter Milan
and we lost 3-0 in the Champions League, so it was not a good start." The
Spaniard sat and watched the match with his agent. "When I made my debut, it
was against Rotherham United in the Carling Cup. It was ... I don’t know how
to explain. The people, the stadium, the grass was so good. I know that if I had
made my debut in another stadium, it would have been a different feeling.



"My very first game for Arsenal, though, was against Coventry City, away, in
the U17s team. My family came and it was freezing cold, but I felt good the way
I played, so they were happy. It was a big move, to change countries when you
are 16, when you have to live on your own and your parents are not coming with
you. But you mature quicker than other boys of your age." He also had the
example of Bergkamp and Thierry Henry, two professionals of immaculate
habits and proper attention to training.

George used to train five days a week. "We had a lot of fit guys. We trained
very hard, especially under Don Howe. We used to do a lot of shuttles, lap
sprinting, terrace work and then we’d go over to the gym for a five-a-side game.
Players don’t come to the stadium now. But in those days we used to run up to
the top of the North Bank, up the steps and then straight back to the middle.
We’d run up to the top of the South Bank, straight back to the middle." Even
injured players were never spared the rod. They would report for duty at 8.30am
and stay at the Club until the rush hour, meanwhile (injury permitting)
performing endless sit-ups, weighttraining sessions and circuits of the Highbury
gym. The result was a team supremely confident in its fitness. Sometimes Howe,
the trainer, would instruct the squad to go on a cross-country run. George always
performed well in these tests of stamina. Not least because he would find some
suitable hedge behind which to hide while the rest of the team ran on. He would
idle his time away for a while and rejoin the group, well up the field, when they
lumbered past on the way back. He escaped admonition. No one ever grassed.
They probably admired his audacity. "If there was a short cut to something, I’d
try to find it."

The very first time he had trained with Arsenal as a schoolboy, he had been
expecting to train with the ball. No such thing. Under the eye of the trainer, Ernie
Walley, the players were told to run laps of the pitch. Charlie managed 20 before
he was sick. As for technical training, George was already a player of
charismatic skill, audacious in trickery as he was in personality. Arsenal gave
him the strength to pull off the wizardry, such as the night of February 17, 1971,
at Manchester City in the fifth round of the FA Cup — on the way to winning the
Double — when he scored two goals in the pouring rain on a bog of a pitch.

"In our dressing room in those days, we all did our own thing. Each to his
own. We didn’t warm up on the pitch like they do now. We used to warm up in
the dressing room area. It’s completely different now. It’s a wonder we never got
more muscle pulls than we did. We did a few sit-ups, a few step-ups. Peter
Storey would probably be kicking the ball up against a wall over and over again.
Frank [McLintock] was geeing everyone up. Peter Simpson would be having a
couple of fags and a read of the paper in the toilet ... George Armstrong was



very quiet, Sammy Nelson was the joker — he was one of the funniest guys I’ve
ever known. I’d say he was one of my closest friends.

"Time off? If I had a pound for every horse I’d backed at the bookies, I’d be
a millionaire by now. And I used to enjoy dog racing. The local track was
Harringay; sometimes we went to Ally Pally [Alexandra Palace, North London].
And I enjoyed horse racing. Drinking? I think I started drinking gin, which
wasn’t a good idea. Then vodka, lager... That’s how the game was in those days.
When I went to Derby, I used to have a cup of tea and a couple of brandies
before I went out. There was always brandy and scotch in the Arsenal dressing
room for you to have a nip before you went out."

Modern Arsenal do not favour cross-country runs any more. "Training is
always with the ball," Fabregas says. "It’s physical, but always with the ball. Just
running? Oh, no, no, no. We play a lot of games, do a lot of passing the ball very
quickly, defending, we play little games of five on two. It has made me improve
a lot. When they make you play against players like Dennis and Thierry, you
have to do your best all the time. You will improve because everything you do,
you will do it 100 per cent."

By the time Fabregas joined Arsenal, all training had moved to London
Colney: 143 acres of beautiful Hertfordshire countryside, with state-of-the-art
facilities and, more pointedly, 10 immaculate pitches. The training centre itself,
conceived and overseen by Wenger, is one of the best in the country. So much
attention to so many details have gone into the creation of London Colney: the
colours on the wall are muted, the floors are heated and natural light spills in
through glass ceilings. Apprentices are no longer expected to clean boots and
sweep floors, these days the sweeping is done by contract cleaners.

Even the boot room was a revelation to Fabregas when he arrived: no mud,
no grass, no piles of muddy football boots kicked into a corner. Instead, neat
racks of boots on hooks, some of them as slender and light as slippers. Freddie
Ljungberg’s, for instance, looked like dancing shoes. Bergkamp had 10 pairs in a
row. Philippe Senderos preferred a traditional pair: thick, strong and black. In the
gym the windows look out on a small lake, surrounded by reeds and wild iris so
although television is not allowed while players work out, they can watch the
wildlife through the glass. Inspired by Wenger’s sojourn in Japan, the
atmosphere is a curious cross between beauty, tranquillity and contentment.
Fabregas adapted seamlessly to this world of high endeavour: even as a teenager,
he was a dedicated professional. Even in his leisure time. "I read books — action
and comedy, I have a PlayStation, but by 11pm most nights I’'m sleeping."

Lunch in the canteen in George’s day featured steak and kidney pudding,
apple pie and custard. "When we were kids we used to have a steak for the pre-



match meal. I used to a have a bit of steak and toast. Later, we went on to fruit
and cornflakes and poached eggs. Then after that, fish came in, didn’t it? After
training on a Friday, the team would go and sit in the Wimpy and have a burger
in there. It’s all changed a hell of a lot. For a start we’d mix with the supporters
more in our day. Personally, I would go down the pub after games. People would
say ‘Oh, you were crap today’ or “You played well’. They’d tell you how it was
because they were your friends and friends don’t lie. All my friends were
supporters."

"My diet? I eat a lot of pasta with tomato sauce," Fabregas says. "And then
fish. The best is when we go to our hotel before games and they give us potatoes,
fish, chicken, pasta, eggs. I love it. But I have to admit that sometimes when I
have a day off I like to go to the doughnut shop. When we play on a Saturday at
home, after the game I go there and it’s like a party — a doughnuts party —
because you can see all the cars parked there and everyone eating their
doughnuts inside their cars. It’s like a discotheque. I like the boxes with six to 12
different doughnut toppings.

"I have smoked, like, one cigarette in my life. No, not one whole cigarette. I
once had one puff. It was the day of my Confirmation in Spain. There is a
tradition in my family that as soon as you get confirmed you can have one puff.
Everyone did it in my family. So I did it, too, but I didn’t like it. I didn’t take the
smoke in, I blew it out instead. I don’t drink either. Water, coke and orange juice,
that’s what I like best. When I go out, of course, I have a beer or something like
that. But I don’t go out a lot because I don’t have time. The most beers I have
ever drunk would be one day in the summer with my friends. Maybe I had five,
something like that. It was just one night and I felt bad afterwards. But I can
remember everything, so it wasn’t that bad."

George says: "It amused me when José Antonio Reyes said he was having a
hard time learning English at Arsenal That’s because nobody speaks it," he
jokes. "But I don’t care where our players come from now, as long as they’re
good. It’s a global game, isn’t it? Languages? When you play football, it’s a
universal language. Good luck to the modern player — and their earnings. When
we won the Double in 1971, we were on £150-£200 a week, with bonuses on
top. I wouldn’t say I was famous either. What’s fame? Being recognised in the
street? It didn’t make any difference to me. I like to think I was just a spectator
who jumped over the railing from the terraces and played.

"People say I should have been a lot better than I was, but I’ve got no
regrets. I just used to do what I felt like. I dressed how I liked, had my hair how I
liked. It amazes me how my hair had anything to do with football. When you see
players now they’ve got dyed hair, Mohicans, ponytails, hairbands. Is that really



any better than me having long hair?"

Life on the modern Arsenal team bus is highly technological: the players sit
wearing their iPods, with their all-singing mobiles to hand. So what did Charlie
George and the other Arsenal players take on the long coach trips up to
Newcastle and Manchester, which included stops at service stations for bags of
chips. George thinks for a while? "Twenty fags and a packet of cards, probably,"
he says.

Sue Mott



INTERVIEW



Seriously competitive



Jens Lehmann may occasionally have cut a controversial figure, but there's no disputing the
enormous impact the German goalkeeper has made since his arrival at Arsenal

"Who are you here to talk to?" asks Arseéne Wenger at the Arsenal training
ground.

Jens, he is told. "Ah," he says, breaking into a meaningful smile. "A very
high subject."

High as in he’s one of the greatest goalkeepers in the world, famed for his
fierce concentration for Arsenal and Germany, his glory-mongering penalty
saves and his tenacious, sometimes livid, guardianship of his goalmouth. High as
in 6ft 3in. High as in his contribution to Arsenal’s stunningly unexpected run in
the Champions League during the Club’s final season at Highbury.

Jens Lehmann, perhaps more than any other player — even the beautiful
outfield artists in front of him — hauled Arsenal to their first ever Champions
League Final in Paris on May 14, 2006. How apt that in Highbury’s last season
an event so profoundly wonderful should unfold before the faithful and reveal
Lehmann as the star. For 835 minutes he kept a clean sheet — from March 22,
2005, when Bayern Munich’s Hasan Salihamidzic netted against him in a
Champions League quarter-final match, until September 2006, when Hamburg’s
Boubacar Sanogo scored a consolation 89th-minute goal in Arsenal’s new
European campaign. Such fabulous parsimony helped carry Arsenal all the way
to the final of Europe’s most glittering prize. There, with terrible irony, Lehmann
became the first player ever to be sent off in the Champions League showpiece,
lasting just 18 minutes before a professional foul on Barcelona’s Samuel Eto’o
saw the referee send him, grim-faced and sickened, from the fray.

How do you bring up a subject like that with a man whose on-field
demeanour is not exactly the definition of sunny? By mentioning first that
magnificent penalty save against Juan Roman Riquelme of Villarreal in the 89th
minute of the semi-final, second leg. Believe it or not, he’s cross about that one
as well. "Well, it wasn’t a penalty. It wasn’t justified. So I was angry in the first
place. But I had watched Riquelme in the home game and the away game so
obviously I thought I knew which way he was going to go, from his body
movement also. So I went there and fortunately he put it there." In fact,
Riquelme had a disappointing game. "Ah, pshawwww. I didn’t care. I was just
lucky that he put the ball where I was going and then I went on with the game
because there were a couple of minutes to go. All the other players came up to



me and wanted to cheer, but I am not the kind of guy who likes to cheer before
it’s over."

This is magnificent, vintage Lehmann. Never one to showboat, never one to
be overoptimistic. Jens Gerhard Lehmann perhaps never expected to be a
superstar, especially not back in 1993 when he made an infamous 45-minute
appearance for Bayer Leverkusen. During that first half he conceded three goals
from the "howler" menu and fled the stadium on a tram instead of waiting for the
team bus. But those days were long gone by the time he stood firm and furious
for the Arsenal in the greatest European Cup run of their history. "I have to be
the most concentrated human being on Earth during matches. That’s why I can’t
tell you what was going on in my brain. During the whole game you have to be
on that concentration level and it’s difficult to describe afterwards. The
experience is so intense that the downside is that you forget it.

"It is not true in every game. I would like that, but unfortunately I'm human
and I can’t do it. But when I’m up for a game, like those European ties, most of
the time I’m quite good. But it is always a team performance; I haven’t done it
by myself. I was not really driven by the clean sheets that much, but by two
things: one, I wanted to go to this final — indeed, I wanted to win it — and two, to
gain the number one spot in Germany."

Tall and slim, Lehmann seems uneasily telescoped into his chair. He enjoys
inquisitions about as much as he enjoys standing toe to toe with Chelsea’s Didier
Drogba in his penalty area. He is wary rather than unfriendly, quietly spoken but
definitely unafraid of controversy: after all, this is a man who holds the
Bundesliga record of five dismissals for a goalkeeper. But he did not shrink from
facing his personal history, even the Champions League Final trauma.
"Unfortunately, these things happen in life. Probably we celebrated a little too
much after the semifinals — especially me. Perhaps it was fate because I saved
that penalty against Riquelme and made sure we went to the final, and then the
final turned out against me. It’s still a big disappointment, but it drives me on.
Probably I should have stayed a little more in my box when Eto’o attacked. But
then he would have gone past me and scored anyway. The bottom line is
disappointment about the way the referee made his decision and ended my
personal destiny."

Some players would have slunk away to the dressing room. Not Lehmann.
Born and bred in the Ruhr Valley in the heart of Germany’s steel region, the
Arsenal keeper displayed an impressive strength of mind. "I was sitting in the
stands. My sons, six and 10, were sitting on my lap." Did that help him? "Well,
no. It was still very disappointing,” he says with endearing frankness. As bad as
that was, his salvation came within a month with the 2006 World Cup in his



homeland. Having claimed the number one goalkeeping place over his arch-rival
Oliver Kahn, he played with distinction throughout the tournament until two late
goals by Italy knocked Germany out in the semi-finals. His greatest moment
came in the quarter-final match, in Berlin, when he had to face the wily
Argentine penalty-takers at the end of a 1-1 draw. The South Americans had
been the most inspired, creative and dangerous team in the tournament up to that
point, but Lehmann made two critical penalty saves, from Roberto Ayala and
Esteban Cambiasso, then watched with dawning happiness as his team-mates
efficiently converted all four penalties required to win.

Yet there was more to it than that. Lehmann’s well-known prowess in penalty
shoot-outs was enhanced by the fact that he had been given a set of notes about
the Argentine penalty takers. He had kept the notes folded in his right sock.
When the time came to use them, he read them with studious attention. With
Cambiasso preparing for his strike, Lehmann studied his notes even harder
despite the fact that the advancing Argentine wasn’t mentioned in them. It was a
psychological master-stroke: Cambiasso faltered and Germany went though.

"Unfortunately, we did not get to the end, to the final, so you are always
asking yourself what you could have done better." But against Argentina, it is
necessary to remind him, he had played like a god. Lehmann laughs. "I think He
helped me." Then he adds, unnecessarily to a citizen of England who has only
painful memories of shoot-outs: "But, as well as that, I think all of the German
penalty-takers who scored in the shoot-out. That is a strength."

He smiles and says: "I’'m sorry. When you know your team-mates are good at
scoring and they know the goalkeeper is good at saving, you are ahead of the
others, in this case the Argentines. A penalty shoot-out is a strange situation: a
lot of the time when it goes to penalties, it is the underdogs that win, perhaps
because somehow the favourite team is aware they have failed to win in normal
time and the psychological advantage somehow switches to the other side."

This sounds remarkably like the situation in the 2005 FA Cup Final when
Lehmann again had been the best Arsenal player on the pitch as Manchester
United marauded round his goal in Cardiff. Somehow the score remained 0-0
until the final whistle when the dreaded shoot-out was enacted. Roy Carroll, the
United goalkeeper, enjoyed multiple pep talks from his team-mates; Lehmann
simply lay down on the pitch and concentrated. His team knew better than to fill
his head with suggestions. "That’s how I do it," he says. Lehmann then stood up,
went in goal and made the one crucial save, against Paul Scholes, that won
Arsenal the FA Cup.

When he arrived in London, earmarked as a replacement for the unflappable
David Seaman, the German was already going on 34. After nearly 10 years at



Schalke, one abortive half season at AC Milan (consisting of a mere five
appearances) and a return to Germany with Borussia Dortmund, he made his
greatest impact on world football at an age when most outfield players are
retiring.

By the time the World Cup came along, he was 36. "It was the greatest
experience of my life. To play the World Cup in my home country. The reception
we got was just amazing. We didn’t win it, but we created such a fantastic
atmosphere. There was such a connection between the supporters, the country
and us. But there were a lot of lucky ingredients, when you consider the weather
and way we played. It was enough to make people happy those four weeks."

Even his nemesis, Kahn, the goalkeeper he had deposed to make his way into
the German team, seemed happy. Lehmann’s much-publicised, insult-trading
rivalry with the Bayern Munich goalkeeper had been a feature of Germany’s
international history, but posterity recorded that prior to the vital penalty shoot-
out against Argentina, Kahn was on the pitch to wish him luck. "People wrote
about the nice gesture he made before the penalty shoot-out: he shook my hands
and wished me well. I don’t think he secretly hoped I let them all in! Somehow
he must have realised this was not going to be his World Cup. He had a very
successful World Cup 2002, and you can’t always have that again. Sometimes
it’s someone else’s turn."

In the eyes of many experts, Lehmann — at a relatively late stage in his long
career — had proved himself the best keeper in the world. "Me? Oh, no, no. You
can’t say that. I can’t judge myself in that way. I just know I had a fantastic
season."

Yet no one needs to look far too far to find out the reason why. Patrick
Vieira, Lehmann’s former captain and team-mate, for one, believes that the
German’s competitive streak has been one factor behind his sustained good
form. "Ask him why he is such a bad loser," Vieira had joked when questioned
earlier in Milan. Lehmann laughs when he hears the Frenchman’s words. "Why?
Because I’'m not used to losing. I belong to a generation of footballers who
found losing badly affected their personal life. Financially you suffered, your
reputation suffered, your whole situation suffered. Nowadays players have
money before they have actually won something. I grew up in a different way.
Saving goals put bread on the table."

His competitiveness is evident: this is the man who always arrives first to
Arsenal training, a thorough professional in every aspect of his work. "I don’t
know why I am so competitive. I had a good upbringing in a nice part in the
Ruhr valley — it’s very industrial area, but where we lived was nice. My parents
were normal. My mother, fortunately, never had to work. My father was a



salesman. Probably I was driven because I saw all this wealth next to me.

"I do sometimes ask myself about that motivation, where it comes from. My
parents never played football and never really supported me. They said: “You are
not allowed to play more than once a week because of school’. That was key, I
think, in my development. If you are forbidden something, you want to do it
more. | played for club teams, the school sometimes. I wasn’t the best young
goalkeeper, but I was the only one who believed in himself. Even at the age of
14, when nobody believed in me, I kept on working. By 17, I was one of the best
at that age. Part of the reason was that I didn’t have distractions. I had a
girlfriend up to the age of 15 and then we broke up. I just concentrated on
football after that." This paints Lehmann in a whole new light, lovelorn and
turning to football for solace. He demurred. "I probably just did not get the
woman [ was chasing," he said with a smile. "And I didn’t want to take the other
ones."

He definitely did not fulfil the traditional characteristics of a romantic hero.
For one thing, he seemed to have quite a temper. He quietly disagrees with this
evaluation, as well. "If you have noticed, I never lose it completely. Did you see
me conceding a red card or yellow card? In the final, yes, but that was for a
professional foul, not for losing my temper. I do admit I get into trouble a lot.
This was because when I first came to England everybody was laughing about
my style. Now I see other goalkeepers copying my style. Fortunately, the
referees are more protective now, so fouls on keepers are more rare. Before they
didn’t, that’s why I had to complain to opponents and to referees. It sometimes
gave the impression of me being a little bit of a nasty player then."

Of course, Lehmann’s formative years were spent in continental football
where the referees traditionally offered far greater protection to goalkeepers than
their English counterparts. He suffered a culture shock on arrival and never quite
seemed able to keep that shock to himself. Conniving forwards knew to exploit
that vulnerability. "It is not an easy life," he says. "I feel fear of losing, of course.
But unfortunately I do not feel any fear in the game. I say ‘unfortunately’
because sometimes it could have turned against me, not being scared. That’s why
I protect myself in my goal area. Everybody does." But he did concede he was
rather an extreme case. "I know, but as I see it, it’s him or me. So I’d better
decide for the opponent to get injured and not me." It’s an utterly logical
appraisal, as one might expect from such an efficient thinker.

There was one incident in the 2006/2007 season when Arsenal were visiting
Stamford Bridge in December and Drogba lost his balance in flamboyant style
after a push in the back from Lehmann. The striker stood up again and nudged
the Arsenal goalkeeper, who fell down before getting to his feet. This minor



fracas provoked much discussion and an element of derision from those who felt
the Christmas pantomime season had come early. Lehmann, to his credit, was
among them. "To be honest, I felt a little bit embarrassed when I saw it on TV,
but I went down because here the referees are sometimes so fragile that you
think: “Well, if I go down it might help me not get booked or a red card because
sometimes they’re hysterical for nothing.’ I didn’t hurt Drogba. I just pushed him
a little bit and he went down. So I thought: ‘Oh, I don’t want to get a booking
here or be sent off’ because Drogba made a lot of it. So I went down myself, but
like I said before, it’s not a thing I like about myself. Normally, I don’t do that, I
don’t go down that easy."

A familiar presence around the Arsenal training ground is Bob Wilson,
Arsenal’s 1971 Double-winning keeper and long-time coach. He knows a thing
or 10 about the dangers to which goalkeepers are continually exposed. He was
always willing to list the litany of after-effects from serious football batterings,
as befitted a man who used to dive head-first at the feet of on-rushing forwards.
"I’ve had 20 stitches around my skull, eight in one of my eyebrows, at least a
dozen in my face, my left ear torn off at Ipswich, a chipped collar bone in
Tokyo’s Olympic stadium, a punctured lung, a dozen broken ribs at different
times in my career, one broken right arm, one broken right wrist, one dislocated
right elbow, a broken finger in my left hand, a dislocated finger on my right
hand, a knee injury that virtually finished my career involving cartilage,
ligaments and tendons, big scars to this day on my legs and one broken left ankle
inflicted in training by the manager, Billy Wright."

After such a list, one begins to feel more sympathy with Lehmann’s view. "I
had a big cruciate injury when I was 21," the German says. "I was out for four
and a half months, so I knew it could be all over for me and football soon. Just in
case that happened I decided to go to university to study economics. If I needed
to, I could swap to being a full-time student. I did not actually get my degree, it
was too much, but it was a good insurance policy."

What are the qualities Lehmann considers are necessary to be a top
goalkeeper? "Courage, a good understanding of the game, good reading [of the
game] and technique. I wouldn’t say I have a sixth sense. I wouldn’t say I’m a
specialist in that way. What I did was to work hard on my body and on my
technique. I didn’t have to work hard on my concentration skills because I
already had that from school. At university, I could concentrate for hours. You
could say that fame and fortune came to me quite late in my life. But when you
are an 18-year-old guy and you play in a professional team as I did, you are
already ‘famous’. Compared to now, of course, it was very, very little."

Some people say that goalkeepers are eccentric — it’s something to do with



the small six-yard world they inhabit and the fact they are the last line of
defence. "Eccentric? I can’t really grab that idea. Football is so popular that
people talk about it all the time and a lot of rubbish is spoken. I do not think a
goalkeeper is an outsider, either. I have always felt to be an insider, and a team
player. I think that is the reason I was picked to play for Germany in the World
Cup." Perhaps he meant as opposed to Kahn, who said after the 2006 World Cup
that Germany would have won had he been picked in goal. Yet Lehmann was the
goalkeeper who saved those two Argentina penalties. The home country could
hardly have asked for anything more from him.

Lehmann’s pale eyes smile a little when he talks. Does he have a sense of
humour? "I would say so," he says seriously. Perhaps he does, but if so, then
why doesn’t it show itself on the pitch? "How can it? There are players who can
laugh because they are not in such a position as I am. If I lose my concentration,
probably we lose a game. As a striker, I can joke, but as a goalkeeper at no time
whatsoever." As serendipitous proof, Freddie Ljungberg that very minute passes
the doorway and mutters a fond insult at his German friend. So that was the
Swedish sense of humour? "Yes," the German replies. It’s not the same as his
sense of humour, perhaps? "Well, of course it’s the same as mine, otherwise he
would not have called me that. The thing is I'm not so good at English that I can
tell jokes very authentically, but I do laugh."

So how does Lehmann, perhaps regarded by the outside world as a slightly
austere figure, have fun with his team-mates? "By talking. I am interested in my
team-mates. As an older player you have to open up to your team-mates, not as a
duty, but as an interest. It makes a team live."

It cannot be easy when, at the age of 37, he has had a defence in front of him
with an average age of 21, and the fulcrum of the team, Francesc Fabregas, is
just 19 (even if the Spaniard is mature beyond his years). "There is just an eight-
year gap between my oldest son and some of the Arsenal defenders. But I don’t
father them. We all have to deliver. Sometimes, when I’'m telling them things,
it’s up to them whether they, first, listen, and second, agree. I don’t want to be
famous for yelling at them from my six-yard box, but sometimes you have to do
that as a keeper."

Suddenly, without warning — with a weather eye on the time — he stands up
and politely, but firmly, says: "I’ve got to go now. I’m sorry." There’s just time
for one last insight. What type of man is he, beyond being a stupendous club and
international goalkeeper? A golfer? Theatre goer? Economist? Fisherman? He is
reluctant to answer. "I think people know such a lot about me ..." he says. On
the contrary, they know very, very little about this private man. "Well, that’s
good," he says and strides away.



Sue Mott



The Invincibles

Success in football is often, at least partially, a matter of luck. That is inevitable
in a moving-ball game with the imponderables of the bounce and the element of
physical challenge, although it has often been said that a team makes its own
luck; to quote the golfer Gary Player, the more you practise, the luckier you get.

When Nottingham Forest, managed by Brian Clough, achieved their record
run of 42 matches unbeaten in 1978, they will have had their moments of
unexpected good fortune, just as Arsenal did when surpassing them in 2004 —
missing by one match the magical total of 50. Each club had a squad of fine
players: across the history of the game, part of the quality of great teams has
consisted of making fewer mistakes than the rest, not giving the ball away
unnecessarily, and wearing down the opposition by making them labour to
retrieve it.

Nottingham Forest did not have exceptional players, other than Peter Shilton
in goal, but they had a profusion of men who, under Clough’s leadership,
complemented each other: Viv Anderson, Larry Lloyd, Frank Clark and Kenny
Burns in defence; four from John McGovern, Archie Gemmill, Martin O’Neill,
Ian Bowyer and John Robertson in midfield; John O’Hare and Peter Withe in
attack. Their unbeaten run began on November 26, 1977, and continued through
to winning the 1977/1978 League title. It actually extended more than three
months into the next season, until November 25, 1978, but too many draws saw
them concede the 1978/1979 League title to Liverpool by eight points.
Nonetheless, it was going to require something special to surpass their
achievement...

May 2003

In the spring of 2003, any hope that Arséne Wenger’s team had of taking the
Premiership title that season perished with defeat to Leeds United when both
Patrick Vieira and Sol Campbell were absent. Wenger was obliged, no doubt
with reluctance, to congratulate his arch-rival Sir Alex Ferguson on again



steering Manchester United to the top. The need now for Arsenal was to finish
the season on a high note, including the FA Cup Final against Southampton.

By coincidence, one of Arsenal’s two remaining League matches was also
against Southampton and it provided a riveting rehearsal at Highbury for the
final in Cardiff. Southampton were thrashed 6-1, with Jermaine Pennant and
Robert Pires each scoring a hat-trick. A glorious four-man move created the
second for Pires, with elusive footwook by Thierry Henry opening the way for
Pennant’s third. Yet the star of the afternoon, admittedly against a risible
defence, was Ray Parlour. To establish Arsenal as favourites beyond doubt for
Cardiff, four days later they put four goals past Sunderland. While Henry
enjoyed the distinction of being nominated footballer of the year by both the
Professional Footballers’ Association and the Football Writers’ Association,
David Seaman, at 39, encountered disillusionment after he was omitted from the
England squad following 75 caps spread across 15 years. Nonetheless, the
veteran goalkeeper captained the side to a one-goal victory in Cardiff in the
122nd FA Cup Final.

June-July 2003

A busy summer for Wenger included the signing of new contracts by Henry,
Pires, Dennis Bergkamp and Vieira. Departures included Seaman, after 13 years’
service, to Manchester City, and defender Oleg Luzhny to Wolverhampton
Wanderers. Seaman was replaced by Jens Lehmann, a 6ft 3in goalkeeper from
Borussia Dortmund, while other arrivals included Philippe Senderos, an 18-year-
old Swiss central defender from Servette, of Geneva, Gaél Clichy, an 18-year-
old left-back from Cannes, and Francesc Fabregas, a precocious 16-year-old
shrewdly signed from Barcelona.

Elsewhere Roman Abramovich, a Russian billionaire, was buying Chelsea
from Ken Bates for £150 million, David Beckham was quitting Manchester
United for Real Madrid, and former Tranmere Rovers player Mark Palios was
becoming chief executive of the FA.

August 2003

Arsenal started the 2003/2004 season with defeat to Manchester United in the
relatively unimportant Community Shield encounter in Cardiff — going down 4-3
on penalties — but began their Premiership programme with a straightforward 2-1



home win over Everton. In attack Sylvain Wiltord partnered Henry, who opened
the scoring with a penalty after an elbowing by defender Alan Stubbs, while
Martin Keown was replaced in central defence by a young Kolo Touré from the
Ivory Coast.

Next Arsenal travelled north, to wallop Middlesbrough 4-0: so convincingly
that they were three goals ahead inside 30 minutes through Henry, Gilberto — the
Brazilian midfielder’s first goal — and Wiltord, who added a fourth. Continuing a
sequence that would bring victories in their opening four games, Aston Villa
were beaten 2-0 at home after Sol Campbell’s second-half header from a corner
and Henry’s disdainful flick late in the game. Although Lauren put through his
own goal early on at the City of Manchester Stadium, Manchester City were
beaten 2-1, with Wiltord equalising before Freddie Ljungberg punished a
blunder by Seaman, his former colleague, to seal the points.

September 2003

At home to promoted Portsmouth, Arsenal went behind to Teddy Sheringham’s
glancing header, but a point was retrieved when Henry scored from a penalty
that had to be retaken. During the week, the team suffered a sharp reverse
against Inter Milan in their first Champions League game, with a 3-0 defeat — the
heaviest at home in a European tie since losing 5-2 to Spartak Moscow 11 years
earlier.

From that setback, the team travelled to Old Trafford: here was the first
occasion when the record-to-be hung by the merest thread. Vieira became the
52nd Arsenal player dismissed in seven years, receiving a second yellow card
for over-reacting to an incident with Ruud van Nistelrooy who then struck the
bar from a late penalty. Ill-feeling erupted in the tunnel after this goalless draw
and eight players — Ryan Giggs and Cristiano Ronaldo of United, and Vieira,
Lauren, Lehmann, Parlour, Ashley Cole and Martin Keown — were subsequently
charged by the Football Association with various offences.

Not a happy punctuation, but, on a rainy day at Highbury, form and
composure were recovered with a fluctuating 3-2 victory over Newcastle United.
A miskick by Titus Bramble six yards out presented Henry with an open goal,
Laurent Robert levelled the score, only for Gilberto to restore the lead following
a free kick by Pires. Again Newcastle levelled with a slick goal from Oliver
Bernard, but a saucily chipped penalty by Henry 11 minutes from time allowed
Arsenal to move four points clear at the top of the table.



October 2003

Surviving a trip to Russia four days earlier, when they achieved a goalless draw
against Lokomotiv Moscow without Vieira, Ljungberg or Campbell, Arsenal
now faced the often hazardous trip to Anfield. Trailing early in the game to a
Harry Kewell strike, Arsenal equalised when, from a free kick by Pires, Edu’s
header seemed to be deflected into his own goal by Sami Hyypia, and a superbly
bent drive by Pires, cutting in from the left, earned the three points.

At home to Chelsea, Edu’s early free kick was deflected into the net, giving
goalkeeper Carlo Cudicini no chance, but Hernan Crespo theatrically equalised
from 25 yards. With 15 minutes to go, Cudicini made the finest of saves from
Henry after a five-man move, only then to fumble a cross from Pires, before
Henry almost apologetically stroked the ball home.

Losing 2-1 to Dynamo in Kiev — which left Arsenal bottom of their
Champions League group with one point from their first three games — they
returned home to draw 1-1 with Charlton Athletic at The Valley thanks to
Henry’s memorable free kick; the ball spun like a top as it curved through at
least 20 degrees. Yet any euphoria from that point gained was dulled four days
later when the FA handed out substantial fines to players over the Old Trafford
fracas after the Club admitted misconduct.

November 2003

On the first day of the month, four goals were swept past an ailing Leeds United.
Henry opened proceedings with a scintillating goal, gliding in from the left wing,
accelerating inside two defenders and stroking the ball into the net with
geometric precision. Hesitant defence brought Pires the second; Bergkamp
struck a post for Henry to rifle in the third on the rebound, while Gilberto timed
a run perfectly to meet a long ball in from the left from Pires.

The only goal at home to Dynamo Kiev, from Cole, improved the European
perspective, which was further enhanced before the end of the month by a
crushing 5-1 away victory over Inter. In between were wins over Tottenham
Hotspur and Birmingham City. Spurs’s last win at Highbury had been in 1993,
but a classic, old-fashioned derby saw them a little unlucky to lose 2-1, after
Darren Anderton had given them the lead. The mercurial Henry looked
suspiciously offside as he collected a pass and equalised, before Kanu’s weaving
run produced a winner for Ljungberg, aided by a huge looping deflection.

Birmingham were simply outclassed by Arsenal’s passing and the wizardry



of Henry; he made all three goals for Ljungberg, Bergkamp and Pires. The
month closed with a goalless draw at Highbury. Fulham were kept in the match
only by four stunning saves by Edwin van der Sar.

December 2003

Leicester City held Arsenal to a 1-1 draw after Gilberto’s opening goal was
cancelled out by Craig Hignett’s late equaliser. Following a comfortable two-
goal home win over Lokomotiv Moscow — with goals from Ljungberg and Pires
securing second place in the group — Blackburn Rovers were beaten at Highbury
with the only goal, scored by Bergkamp. Two fine saves by Lehmann protected
the lead. After 18 Premiership games, Arsenal were leading the table with 13
wins, five draws and a goal aggregate of 40-12.

Arsenal next travelled to Bolton Wanderers and were held to a 1-1 draw. An
important save by Lehmann from Kevin Nolan preceded a close-range opening
goal from Pires, with Bolton caught in confusion, but Morten Gamst Pedersen’s
goal secured a home point. On Boxing Day, Wolverhampton Wanderers were left
in disarray as they were trounced 3-0 at Highbury: an opening own-goal by Jody
Craddock from a corner by Pires was followed by two from Henry, who danced
past three men for the side’s third.

Two days after Abramovich was reported to be attempting to lure Sven-
Goran Eriksson to be Chelsea manager, Arsenal bagged the points away to
Southampton, a whisper of a pass from Henry giving Pires the only goal. At this
halfway stage of the Premiership, Arsenal lay in second place, a point behind
Manchester United, the leaders despite Rio Ferdinand having been banned for
eight months.

January 2004

The month began with Leeds being hammered in the FA Cup third round.
Arsenal then stayed up north for a 1-1 draw with Everton at Goodison Park.
Henry and Ljungberg set up Nwankwo Kanu’s first goal of the season, but
Tomasz Radzinski gave Everton a share of the points.

Arsenal ensured a miserable month for Middlesbrough with 4-1 victories in
both the Premiership and the FA Cup. The highlight of the League game, on
January 10, was the humiliation of the over-physical Danny Mills, who was
nutmegged by Henry near a corner flag. Mills had tried verbally to undermine



Henry when the Frenchman was preparing to take the penalty which had broken
Boro’s resistance to wave after wave of attacks. A second came from a deflected
Henry free kick; Pires then scored his ninth in 15 games and Kanu bamboozled
three defenders to present Ljungberg with the fourth.

In between the Middlesbrough games, Arsenal secured a solid 2-0 win away
to Aston Villa. A quick free kick by Henry, after Vieira had been felled, enabled
the striker to score while Villa were still organising their defensive wall. More
Kanu magic led to Henry’s second from a penalty.

February 2004

José Antonio Reyes, a 20-year-old striker signed by Wenger from Sevilla, made
his full debut on February 3 in the Carling Cup against Middlesbrough, who
gained a modicum of revenge for their two thrashings the previous month by
beating a depleted Arsenal team 2-1. Two days earlier, though, a 2-1 home
victory against Manchester City had kept the Premiership ball rolling. Arsenal’s
second goal that day, by Henry, defined the perfection with which that supreme
player strikes the ball. On a rainy day, his shot was so clean, his instep so exactly
curled round the ball, that it had no spin whatsoever as it flew into the net. This
was to be the first of three victories in 10 days: Wolves lost 3-1 at home,
Bergkamp hitting the first and Henry taking his Club tally to 99 after Wolves had
drawn level. Touré’s header completed the victory. Henry’s 100th goal came
after a breakaway at home to Southampton in the next League game. Lehmann’s
electric save from Brett Ormerod protected the lead before Henry’s cool side-
step sealed the points.

This victory set a Club record of 24 matches unbeaten in the top division.
Playing alongside Bergkamp (who replaced an injured Henry), the exciting
Reyes, with two goals, secured a home victory over Chelsea in the fifth round of
the FA Cup. A week later the 2-1 scoreline was repeated at Stamford Bridge in
the Premiership, despite Arsenal going behind to a strike by Eidur Gudjohnsen
within the first 30 seconds. But Vieira equalised with his first goal of the season,
and Edu then put Arsenal ahead from a corner with just over 20 minutes played.
Gudjohnsen’s sending-off on the hour enabled Arsenal to hold onto their lead
quite comfortably.

Shortly before an encouraging away win over Celta Vigo in the Champions
League — both goals coming from Edu — there was a double bonus for Arsenal
off the field. First, Arsene Wenger signed a contract extension until 2006, and
then the Club announced that funding had been secured for its new £357 million



stadium, to be built a stone’s throw from Highbury. Following the Celta success,
Charlton were beaten 2-1 at home, with Pires striking his 50th goal and Henry
exhibiting unbelievable balance and timing to score the second before Claus
Jensen’s consolation goal. Arsenal now held a nine-point lead over rivals
Manchester United and Chelsea.

March 2004

The style and extravagance of much of Arsenal’s play was now generating
appreciation across the country. When Portsmouth were routed 5-1 in the sixth
round of the FA Cup, Arsenal were given a standing ovation by the Fratton Park
crowd, who had been chanting: "Can we watch you every week?" Henry and
Ljungberg had scored twice each, and Henry would hit both goals four days later
in the home leg against Celta Vigo, putting Arsenal into the Champions League
quarter-final, in which they would be drawn against Chelsea.

Meanwhile, the Premiership continued with an impressive 2-0 away win
against Blackburn. A boomerang of a free kick by Henry opened the scoring and
the second goal by Pires involved a delicious move encompassing Pires, Vieira
and Gilberto, the Brazilian’s shot parried by Brad Friedel and rebounding to
Pires. Bolton were dismissed 2-1 at Highbury, with Pires and Bergkamp
providing a two-goal lead that was never seriously threatened. Chelsea were then
held 1-1 in the Champions League quarter-final first leg at Stamford Bridge,
Pires levelling a goal by Gudjohnsen when out-jumping John Terry to meet a
deep cross from Ashley Cole.

Next followed another tense confrontation with Manchester United, this time
at Highbury, with United 12 points adrift. Lehmann, by now steadiness itself in
goal, was expert in the first half; in the second, a spectacular swerving drive by
Henry left Roy Carroll stranded. Late in the game Louis Saha, an expensive buy
for United from Fulham, snatched a draw at the end of a fine move. Nonetheless,
it was a new Arsenal record of 30 successive games unbeaten.

April 2004

The first nine days of April proved to be the toughest, and to an extent the
cruellest, phase of the season, with a crucial Premiership victory following two
successive Cup defeats. Firstly, Manchester United toppled Arsenal in an FA
Cup semi-final at Villa Park, with Wenger deciding to start with Henry on the



bench, his place taken by Jérémie Aliadiére. A good start evaporated and on the
half-hour Paul Scholes, from Giggs’s centre, scored the only goal. It was
Arsenal’s first defeat in 19 consecutive ties in the FA Cup, and four days later
they blundered at home to Chelsea in the Champions League, going down 2-1.
Just on half-time Lauren’s cross was headed back by Henry for Reyes to put
them ahead, but with Jesper Gronkjaer replacing Scott Parker for Chelsea in the
second half, Chelsea’s attack accelerated. Frank Lampard equalised, and the full-
back Wayne Bridge struck the winner three minutes from time.

Visions of the Treble had evaporated within four days, and three days after
the Champions League exit, on Good Friday, Liverpool were the Premiership
opponents at Highbury. It was makeor-break day for the Club emotionally, and
they met the challenge head-on, winning 4-2 after twice going behind. A diving
close-range header by Hyypia put Liverpool ahead, but Henry then scoring from
the acutest of angles. Back came Liverpool, Steven Gerrard setting up Michael
Owen to make it 2-1. In the second half, Henry and Ljungberg carved the way
through for Pires again to level the score and now Henry shone his brightest.
Weaving away from four men, he gave Arsenal the lead, then sealed victory
from a cross by Bergkamp, the ball rebounding off him after Jerzy Dudek
smothered his first shot. Wenger, declaring it one of his proudest moments with
Arsenal, had simply told his men at half-time: "This is not us," and described the
victory as "the turning point of the season, because we were never at such a
low".

Two days later a goalless draw was secured away to Newcastle, with
Lehmann making another crucial save and Reyes hitting the goalkeeper when he
should have scored from a close-range opening. Five goals without reply against
luckless Leeds put Arsenal on a high, now nine points ahead of second-placed
Chelsea. Henry struck four goals, the second a penalty, the first and third laid on
by Gilberto, and the fourth the best of all, after a solo run of 40 yards. This was
his 38th of the season and 150th for Arsenal, surpassing John Radford’s 149 to
become Arsenal’s third-highest ever scorer behind Ian Wright and Cliff Bastin. A
short journey down the road to White Hart Lane brought echoes of the past, of
the day when Ray Kennedy’s late header had clinched the League title of
1970/1971, the first leg of the Club’s first Double. This time, Arsenal were ahead
within three minutes, Henry and Bergkamp combining on the left to open the
way for Vieira, whose well-timed run presented him with a simple goal. By half-
time Pires had added a second, but before the end Jamie Redknapp and Robbie
Keane, with a penalty, had earned Tottenham Hotspur a draw. Nonetheless, a
point was enough to reward Arsenal with their 13th League title, and their
second in three years. "To win the title without losing a single game is a



tremendous achievement," Wenger reflected. There were four games left to play
in the season.

May 2004

The first two of these remaining games were rather tame draws — goalless at
home to Birmingham and 1-1 away to Portsmouth, for whom Yakubu opened the
scoring thanks to a lucky bounce. Reyes ensured a point with a shot in off the
post. Arsenal’s unbeaten record would have stopped dead had not Lehmann
saved from Yakubu when the Nigerian striker should have scored with ease. "No
one in the team has been more consistent," was the tribute to Lehmann from
former goalkeeping icon Bob Wilson.

An uncharacteristic error by Van der Sar enabled Reyes to score the only
goal away to Fulham; there remained only Leicester to be played at home.
Former Highbury striker Paul Dickov gave the visitors a shock lead, but Henry
scored an equaliser from a penalty for his 30th League goal of the season — the
first time that had been achieved since Ronnie Rooke in the 1940s. Vieira,
appropriately the skipper, secured a 2-1 victory, and for the first time in 105
years — since Preston North End in 1888/1889 — a team had gone unbeaten
through the season. "It was always a dream," Wenger said, "and we have shown
it’s still possible in the modern game." Arsenal’s record was: played 38, won 26,
drawn 12. Preston, by comparison, had had to play only 22 matches. Lehmann
had played in every game; Touré and Henry in 37, the latter with his 30 goals;
Pires 36, with 14 goals; Campbell 35; Gilberto, Cole and Lauren 32, Ljungberg
30, Vieira 29 and Bergkamp 28.

June-July 2004

The close season saw the departure from Highbury of Martin Keown and Ray
Parlour: the defender to Leicester City, the midfielder to Middlesbrough after
over 13 seasons in which his commitment personified the attitude within the
Club. Arrivals included Robin van Persie and Mathieu Flamini. Van Persie had
been the Dutch Young Player of the Year in 2002, and Wenger had to beat off
earnest rivals for his signature. Flamini arrived from Marseilles having already
played for France Under-21s. Additionally, Manuel Almunia was signed from
Celta Vigo as cover for Lehmann. Meanwhile, Giovanni van Bronckhorst
decided to stay with Barcelona following his loan move. Happily Patrick Vieira



chose to remain at Highbury, after another period of intense speculation about
his alleged departure.

August 2004

The new season began with a bang. Everton were swamped 4-1, with Bergkamp
and Reyes establishing a two-goal lead and, after Lee Carsley had pulled one
back, Ljungberg and Pires adding another two. Trailing 3-1 early in the second
half at home to Middlesbrough, Arsenal appeared to have hit the buffers. It
proved an illusion. Middlesbrough’s lead was partially thanks to the early
brilliance of Mark Schwarzer in goal, and after Henry had saucily opened the
scoring with a lob, Middlesbrough went into overdrive, with goals coming from
Joseph-Desire Job, Jimmy Floyd Hasselbaink and Franck Queudrue in 10
minutes either side of half-time.

Arsenal’s resilience remained, though, and second-half goals from
Bergkamp, Pires, Reyes and Henry showed that Arsenal were not to be
underestimated, even on an off-day. Having equalled Nottingham Forest’s
unbeaten record of 42 games, the record was a mere three days away, with
Blackburn Rovers being over-run 3-0 at Highbury. Henry was involved in each
goal: he scored the first, hit the corner for Fabregas to head the second, then
dazzled the defence before unselfishly presenting Reyes with an open goal for
the third.

On to Norwich City and a 4-1 hammering for the home side. Henry left
Norwich’s dysfunctional defence in ruins when setting up Reyes for the opening
goal, and others followed from Henry, Pires and Bergkamp, Darren Huckerby’s
penalty was the Canaries’ only reply. Next up was Fulham, and although Chris
Coleman, Fulham’s manager, complained about a number of refereeing
decisions, the final 3-0 scoreline was hardly in dispute. The Champions League
campaign began with an own-goal victory at home to PSV Eindhoven. This was
followed by a 2-2 draw at Highbury against Bolton, who twice recovered from
being behind to goals from Henry and Pires. A week later Cole scored the only
goal away to Manchester City, thrillingly beating two men before neatly flicking
the winner. The lively form of Shaun Wright-Phillips could not unhinge
Arsenal’s defence, and Kevin Keegan’s side generally lacked the co-ordination
seriously to threaten Arsenal’s continuing run. Ascendancy was again confirmed
as they trounced Charlton by four goals in the rain at Highbury. An error by
Jason Euell was punished by Ljungberg before Henry struck a shot more
audacious than most: blind to the goal when facing the wrong way, and with the



angle seemingly impossible and defender Jonathan Fortune standing almost
between his shoulder-blades, he back-heeled the ball through Fortune’s legs.
Dean Kiely in goal was left rooted. Henry’s double exchange of passes with
Reyes in the penalty area left Charlton baffled as Henry scored again, and Reyes
hit a fourth.

A fortnight later it was Aston Villa’s turn to be outclassed, never mind Lee
Hendrie putting them in front after only three minutes and deputy goalkeeper
Stefan Postma making a string of notable saves. Henry was felled to give Pires a
levelling penalty, Henry scored with a slick shot to put Arsenal ahead, and was
then involved in a five-pass move to present Pires with his second. "I feel
privileged to work with these players," said a jubilant Wenger, the unbeaten run
having reached 49. David O’Leary, Villa’s manager and former Highbury
defensive rock, reflected: "They’ve gone from boring Arsenal to being the most
popular of teams." There was jubilation of a different calibre with the news that
Emirates Airlines of Dubai had signed a £100 million contract to sponsor the
new 60,000-seat stadium at adjacent Ashburton Grove, for which the stadium
would carry their name.

Finally, however, one short of a scarcely credible 50th unbeaten match, the
roller-coaster came to a halt. And where else but Old Trafford? The man who
wielded the axe was Wayne Rooney, on his 19th birthday. Not that the game was
without controversy, of course. After a quarter-of-an-hour Ljungberg was put
through on goal by Bergkamp, only to be sent tumbling by Rio Ferdinand. The
referee, Mike Riley, strangely saw no offence. Then Henry forced an admirable
save out of Carroll, but as the game progressed, Manchester United increasingly
dominated. With 17 minutes remaining came the blow that Arsenal would
always dispute. Campbell, caught off-balance by Rooney’s sudden change of
direction, made an ineffectual challenge as Rooney sped past. Rooney plunged
headlong and Riley awarded United a penalty: the eighth he had given in eight
visits to Old Trafford. Ruud van Nistelrooy put away the penalty, sending
Lehmann the wrong way.

There was to be no Arsenal revival, for all their pressure, and in added time
Rooney scored from Alan Smith’s low centre. If the circumstances of the first
goal were debatable, there was no denying a commanding performance by
Ferdinand. Wenger and his men will have known that their glorious sortie had to
end somewhere, yet for it to happen as it did was hard to swallow, though the
misfortune did not dissuade Arsenal’s most successful manager from signing a
new three-year contract shortly afterwards.

David Miller



INTERVIEW



King Henry



Part one: in which Thierry Henry reflects on the influences and experiences that made him the player
he is today, and describes his love of London, Dennis Bergkamp — and Arsenal

He will always call it "Eye Berry". It was his home, his garden, for seven
beautiful years and just like the football that he played on the premises, he
Gallicised even its name. It was "Highbury" to the locals, but once a young
World Cup winner from Paris arrived in the summer of 1999, the ‘H’ went
missing.

The place where Wilf ‘Iron Man’ Copping had entered into tackles like a
tank, where Peter Storey had roamed like a hunter, where Malcolm Macdonald
had attacked with all the subtlety of a charging bullock, where "crunch" was the
predominant sound effect ... all this was transformed under the cultivating nous
of Arsene Wenger. And there, at the heart of that artistic revolution, was the
winger he turned into a striker, the young man he rescued from Juventus, the
centre piece of his attacking philosophy, the record breaking king of cool,
Thierry Henry. Highbury was his garden. Wenger had said so, and as usual, the
Frenchman’s romantic adoption of his third language, English, was perfect. Only
the traditional arcs of roses and banks of geraniums had been replaced by sweet,
lofted passes and a bucketload of goals. Henry’s horticultural speciality was
scoring.

"I don’t know if it was my garden. Maybe I wouldn’t go that far,” Henry
said, with unnecessary modesty, as he looked back over his goal scoring years at
the ground that he came to love. "There was something special about Highbury.
You could feel the history of the Club when you arrived. It is difficult to
describe, but perhaps it was something about being an old fashioned stadium. It
lasted a long time. It was a thing of beauty not just a stadium, or a building,
because Arsenal made a lot of history at Highbury. We won titles there, we won
cups. There was a lot of vibe there.

"Yet what I liked most about Highbury was a nice, quiet thing, actually. Let’s
say we were playing on a Saturday afternoon. I had to meet the team at the
ground. I would park my car in the car park under the stadium and arrive at the
side of the pitch. Then I’d walk along it. Just me and the pitch and the stadium.
No one else was there. The grass was always beautiful. That wet ... I don’t know
how you call it ... in the morning." He waited for the answer "Dew".

Henry considered the word ‘dew’. "OK," he said, trusting the suggestion.
"OK, there was no one in the stand. No one around. Just me and the stadium. Yet



I knew five hours later, it would be another scene. It was a privilege to see it like
that, before we played, because people didn’t realise how amazing the pitch was.
The grass what a joy it was for us to play on it. When I walked there like that,
sometimes I heard the fans you know, from previous games, from previous goals
that I had scored. Great moments. Even, sometimes, bad moments. The walk on
my own was not even 10 seconds, but that was long enough to remember the
great things that had happened on that amazing pitch. I don’t want to go too far
with this: it was not a spiritual thing, but I felt like there was an interaction
between me and the whole stadium that something was happening."

He talks exactly the same way that he runs at gazelle like speed hurdling
English consonants as if they were flailing, out stretched legs of beaten
defenders. He is well dressed, manicured and presented, even though he is
engulfed in a fur trimmed green jacket. Yet cool is not cold. Sophisticated is not
aloof. Henry was not a foreign mercenary at Highbury: he was as much beloved
for his heart as his 200 goals. The Frenchman used the ‘bad memories’, as he
calls them, to strive for ever greater performances. "It was good to have those
bad memories because then you appreciate the good ones even more," he said.
"Don’t get me wrong, I always love to win, but sometimes it can be nicer when
you win if you have lost before. It is not the same joy when you always win.
When you fall, and then bounce back to succeed, that is a different joy."

The joy of redemption. He has known that for a long time. All the way back
to his first kick of a ball when his playing field was a stretch of unforgiving
concrete. "I didn’t have a garden in Les Ulis. Everything was concrete.”" Les Ulis
was the area of Paris where ‘Titi’ Henry was born on August 17, 1977, the son of
Toni and Maryse, both from the French Antilles. Les Ulis, which consists of a
series of state subsidised, uniform grey tower blocks, lacks the tangles of vivid
Caribbean colour, but their young son didn’t care. He had eyes only for a ball.

"To go and find a pitch with grass, we had to walk a long way," he said. "So
usually we were playing on concrete instead, making up a goal with coats or a
jumper that was all. Even when I was a little older and we used to go further into
Paris, we played on that red surface like clay. Everything for me came from
there. My dad played a big part in my life and in where I am now as a footballer.
But you cannot learn that street thing, that desire, that anger I don’t mean anger
in a bad way, but anger to try to be the best, because you have one ball for the
whole neighbourhood. Sometimes you have 50 people playing outside and just
one ball."

His eyes looked dreamy as he tapped his perfectly groomed fingernails along
the table, while recalling the quick fire bounce of that one precious ball from 20
years before. "The ball bouncing and everybody following that helped me work



on my skills. To keep the ball, to be first to the ball, to fight for the ball that’s
where I learnt all that desire, anger and how precious it is to have the ball.
Sometimes people don’t understand where I come from, why I am the way I am
on the pitch. You see it when I am on the pitch. I play 100 per cent: I play with
my heart. Sometimes, when things are not going my way, you can see I am
upset. When things are going my way, you can see I’'m happy. It’s difficult for
me to act when I’'m on the pitch. I play for the love of the game. When I don’t
succeed, it is difficult to accept. I always put myself back to where I was when I
was young."

The young Henry had an advantage over his contemporaries on the concrete,
though. He might have been skinny, but he was lightning quick. His uncle
Joseph had been a hurdler and was rumoured to have won a very important
400m hurdle race, but no one seems to know for sure how important it was.
"Probably, he was a junior champion. Nothing massive," he said.

However, the genetic inheritance helped. So did Thierry’s father’s quest for
continual improvement. If this was parental pressure, then it was something to
which the young Henry responded. "I remember the time my dad ran on to the
pitch in a junior game and there was a fight. At the time it was a bit
embarrassing it is when you’re young: I was only 11. We were playing a team
that had a bad reputation and this guy didn’t just foul me, he nearly got me into a
fight. My dad stepped on to the pitch ... and I won’t say the end. I was more
embarrassed than anything, but your family want to protect you. You think it’s
uncool. But now I love him. My dad is really protective. I guess all parents are,
but my dad is extra, extra. Extra. You know, if I had a cough, then we had to go
and see the doctor straightaway. If I had a spot, he would worry what was going
on.

"My dad’s way will explain why people sometimes say I have a ‘face on’.
People say they wish I was smiling a bit more. But that’s the way I am. My dad
taught me never to be happy with what I have, never to be satisfied always give
more. My dad was the sort of guy who, when I scored a hat trick, would say,
“Yeah, but you could have scored four’. If I didn’t score, but I gave a goal to a
team mate, he would say, “Yeah, but you didn’t score’. Always he would tell me
the thing that I didn’t do. That has always stayed in my mind. That’s why, when I
am on the pitch now, I always think about the things I didn’t do: it keeps me on
my toes for the next game. That’s the only way you can make progress. That’s
my way. That’s what I will say to my kids one day: ‘Never be satisfied with what
you have because people are behind you trying to get your place.’ It might seem
strange. Sometimes when I have had my best game, I go home and think all the
time about the cross that I missed instead. I know perfection is impossible. No



one is perfect: you will never reach it. But I think about the goals I miss more
than the ones that I score."

Henry was always his own hardest critic at Highbury. He could become
visibly hangdog and disappointed with himself at times. "You have to
understand: I’'m happy with what I’'m doing, but I’m never satisfied with it. That
is the tricky line. I never said I wasn’t happy. I just want to be more happy. I
want to be happy all the time."

No one, not even footballers, can be happy all the time, but Henry’s
schooling at the French national football academy, at Clairefontaine, 30 miles
southwest of Paris, proved a positive experience. He had gained a scholarship
there at the age of 13 and remained until he was 16. During that time, he and his
contemporaries, including Nicolas Anelka, Louis Saha, David Trézéguet and
William Gallas, had learnt the techniques that will last them throughout their
careers. Their feet became magic wands.

Henry never felt homesick there not once. "My parents had educated me to
deal with my own stuff to make me a man before I arrived there. They were
really good parents. They told me: ‘One day you will be on your own and life is
hard’. I was never the kid who was all the time in the phone booth saying ‘Mum,
I miss you’. I was never the one queuing to use the phone.

"What Clairefontaine did for me is pretty simple. When I arrived in the
Monaco youth team, at the age of 16, I was way ahead of them technically. It had
all been about playing football to enjoy the game, pass the ball well, play
beautiful football. Everything was about beautiful football football, football,
football. I never lost a game at Clairefontaine. Ever. We would play other youth
teams in the area from Paris, or Auxerre. In my time, I played 12 games and we
usually won 4 0 or something. Yet when I arrived in Monaco the competition
started. We had great training sessions, but when we lost a match it did matter:
you’ve arrived at the professional part of the journey."

It was a journey that took Henry, via a difficult year at Juventus — where the
lack of freedom on the pitch didn’t suit his game — to Arsenal. He recalled his
debut, when he came on at half-time in place of Freddie Ljungberg, against
Leicester City at Highbury, on August 7, 1999. "I was proud because, when I
came on, the reception I had was just great," he said. The crowd had responded
to the young right-winger who had cost their club millions. Considering that
Anelka had been sold to Real Madrid the day before for considerably more,
Henry constituted the bargain of the decade. Soon the Highbury faithful would
come to realise that their new forward was to be the most prolific striker that
Arsenal had ever seen.

However, first the new player required some bedding in. "I was actually a bit



disappointed with that first match because I could have scored two or three
times," Henry said. "And I so wanted to give something back to the fans after
that great reception. They had to wait a little while." Until September 18, in fact.
"I first scored against Southampton and then again in the Champions League a
few days later and it went on from there. I was playing centre-forward by then. It
was easy for Arsene to change me because he had known me as a centre-forward
when he was the boss at Monaco. I was put on the wing after he left and got used
to playing there. I went into the national team as a winger, but when Arsene and
I met up again at Arsenal, he said: “You are going to play centre-forward. You
were always scoring goals. I don’t think you can lose that.’

"And I believed him. I did, I did, I did, I did, I did," Henry said, emphasising
his faith in his manager with taps of his fingernails on the table. "For a while,
when nothing was coming, I wondered if I should go back on the wing. Then it
came, and after that I never looked back."

However, Henry did look around a little bit — not least for the fierce
challenges during training of Martin Keown, and other ‘helpful’ members of the
Arsenal back four, who liked to introduce new talents to the finer points of
competitive football in the Premiership. "Keown — well, not only him, to be
honest — Tony [Adams] was also really hard. And Lee [Dixon] and Nigel
[Winterburn]. They were really tough in training, but it did me good," he said in
homage to the ageing, but formidably disciplined, back line against which
opposing forwards would batter themselves like rudderless ships onto rocks.
"They introduced me straightaway to the English game. A lot of strikers will tell
you that having them on your back is not easy. It really did help me. Don’t get
me wrong: it wasn’t always funny. Sometimes in training it was pretty physical.
Martin, especially, can get really physical. But you have to stand up for yourself.
That’s what they wanted me to do, so that when I arrived to play somebody else,
I was ready. It was hard, but good."

Arsenal’s Franco-Anglo alliance in the late 1990s was a potent mix. They
had just won the Premiership and FA Cup Double when Henry arrived and he
benefited from the Club’s different styles. "From a personal point of view, the
English game gave me a lot: passion, desire, commitment. I knew I would need
that before, but in England you see even more. You see it on the faces of the
players and fans — their commitment and passion. But we also bring something
to the Club with our way of football, the way we pass the ball, keep it more on
the ground, play with more flair. I think it’s a great mix. And that’s how the
world is right now — a mix. The key is you need to mix it well. Without that, you
wouldn’t have known tea. Same for us. Who doesn’t like to go and eat in a good
[talian restaurant? That is what makes the beauty of London, for example. I do



like London. It is a really cosmopolitan town. There are so many places where
you feel different vibes. Notting Hill is not the same at Portobello, which is not
the same as Covent Garden, which is not the same at Knightsbridge. If you want
to feel funky, you go to Soho. If you want to chill, you go to Hampstead. That’s
the beauty of it. It’s the same with sport. The more you mix, the better it is. You
need to be open-minded: same in life. Look at our dressing room. If I wanted to
learn German I could talk to Jens [Lehmann]. Cesc Fabregas sat by me and
sometimes I’d ask him how you say ‘hello’ or ‘I miss you’ in Catalan. Alex
Hleb, I could ask him things in Belorussian. Simple things. Just to know ... one
day I might go there.

"That’s why when I first came to Arsenal and David Dein [the Club’s vice-
chairman], asked me if I wanted English lessons, I said, ‘No, no lessons. I want
to listen’. I was good at English. At school I knew a lot of vocabulary, but I
couldn’t put any sentences together. I spent a lot of time asking: ‘“What did you
say?’ at the beginning. You don’t learn slang at school, the Cockney accent or
what people are saying up North. You don’t understand those things. So I wanted
me, myself, to make my ears work. I wanted to learn that way."

Since we’re talking about languages, it is worth noting that knowledge of the
phrases “Va-Va-Voom’ and Fait Accompli were vastly enhanced in Islington after
he had advertised Renault cars and overhauled Ian Wright’s all-time Arsenal
scoring record of 185 goals on Tuesday, October 18, 2005. The Fait Accompli T-
shirts were everywhere. They were treasures.

His goalscoring mission was accomplished in the Champions League tie
away to Sparta Prague with two goals: one artistic, the other pragmatic. Both
underlined why he had been so sorely missed from the team for 38 days because
of a groin injury. He was only a substitute that night, but came on as early as the
15th minute for José Antonio Reyes. Six minutes later he had scored after a
delicate combination of touch, swivel and dagger-to-the-heart finish. He doubled
his tally in the 74th minute, after running on to a pass from Pires, evading his
marker and slipping the ball past the stricken Czech goalkeeper. Wright’s mighty
record had fallen.

Wenger paid tribute, saying: "The record is something exceptional and you
have to respect that he beat it in a relatively short time. He was not especially a
goalscorer [at the start of his Highbury career]. He was an all-round player, not
hunting in the box for goals. It is nearly inexplicable that a guy who is not
interested only in scoring goals can score so many. He’ll go down in history, not
only of Arsenal, but of football."

However, Henry was a little surprised that he broke the record on that
particular day. "It seemed like the whole thing wasn’t meant to happen. I wasn’t



meant to come back training. I did. I wasn’t meant to travel to Prague. I did. I
wasn’t meant to come on the pitch. I did. I wasn’t meant to score. I did. Nothing
was meant to happen. It did. The only thing that was a bit sad was that I wanted
to do it at a home match. For me, it would have been better to do it at Highbury:
it would have been amazing to beat the record of lan Wright there. But I am sure
that someday someone will take it from me, too. Maybe we won’t see it for a
while, but I am sure no one thought the record of Cliff Bastin would be broken,
then Wrighty did it. I am not defensive about it. That’s how the world is. But it is
amazing to be able to leave your print. It says ‘I have been there’. If you ask me
if I am egotistical, I say this. I think people are sometimes scared to say the truth
to themselves, to say what they really want. I came into the game to be the best:
that is not big-headed or anything. I want to make stories, to leave footprints, to
wear the jersey. I always said I wanted people to remember me as a good player.
Everything I do I want to win — even at cards. I don’t want people to say ‘Oh,
Henry, he was second best’."

Arsenal fans can speak truthfully of having seen Henry grow in stature and
ingenuity until he had become recognised as one of the greatest players in the
world. They can remember the signposts along the way:

e 1999/2000 season: Arsenal’s top scorer with 26 goals in all competitions.

e December 2000: named French Footballer of the Year by the France
Football newspaper.

¢ Boxing Day 2000: scored his first hat-trick, against Leicester City.

e 2000/2001 season: scored 22 goals in all competitions as Arsenal finished
runners-up again in the Premiership.

e 2001/2002 season: scored 32 goals in all competitions and collected the
award for being Premier League top scorer, inspiring Arsenal to League and
FA Cup Double.

e January 2003: scored 100th goal for Arsenal against Birmingham City.

e 2002/2003 season: Professional Footballers’ Association Player of the Year
and Football Writers’ Association Footballer of the Year.

e December 2003: runner-up to Zinedine Zidane as FIFA World Player of the
Year.

e April 2003: scored 150th Arsenal goal, with four against Leeds United.

e 2003/2004 season: scored 30 league goals as Arsenal won title. Finished as
Premier League top scorer again.

e May 2005: Won European Golden Boot (for top scorer) for second
successive year.



Aptly, he had broken Wright’s record not only during the Highbury Farewell
season, but also the 200-goal barrier, too. The chances of posterity saying, ‘Oh,
Henry, he was second best’, are pretty slim...

Meanwhile, he was playing for France and winning the odd trophy, such as
Euro 2000 (finishing as France’s top scorer with three goals) to compliment his
World Cup-winning exploits. But how French did he feel after six years in
London? "I go beyond French. Don’t get me wrong: I am more than proud to be
French. But I can assure you that when I speak about my home, I say ‘London’.
For sure I am going to live in London, even when I finish playing."

Clever — or devious — people will work out that Henry’s children might
qualify to play for England, if that is the nation of their birth. Henry was not so
sure, though. "I don’t have a boy yet. Whether my girl is going to be a footballer,
I don’t know. I don’t know if her mum would be happy with that! One footballer
in the family is enough.

"England, it’s funny. I didn’t understand the whole cricket thing when I went
there, but now I do. I understand a lot of things more. One amazing thing is how
you are so patriotic in England about sports. In France we are not the same. We
like it when we win, that’s all. In England, it’s unbelievable. Any sport, as long
as you are English, or British, and everyone is behind you. Then you lose and get
hammered. But at least people give you their support while you are playing. I
love it. You are proud to be English and I love that. Maybe I understand it better
because I come from an island myself — people from islands are over-protective
and always say their island is the best. My parents come from Guadeloupe and
Martinique and are the same. It comes from the history, when people wanted to
invade you: you have to protect yourself. The feeling gets passed from
generation to generation. It’s not done in a bad way. "I like it when I speak to Sol
Campbell and he says ‘...in Europe’, as though it is somewhere different. I say:
“You're in Europe’. But English people are telling you they are special. People
from Guadeloupe are the same. They say their island is the most beautiful in the
entire world."

Beautiful things — where do you go from there but to Dennis Bergkamp?
They were team-mates, comrades, partners in stealth and goalscoring for nearly
seven years. "Dennis is special. But I think there are two Dennises. The Dennis
that you saw is one. And then the other Dennis that just we, his team-mates, saw.
He was given the nickname ‘The Iceman’ because he has that beautiful face and
he is so cool. But at the same time, he can kill you. With a smile also. He will
look at you and you think ‘Oh, he’s cute’. Then you are dead.

"It was better to play with him than against him. With him in the team, I just
knew I’d get the ball. That was enough. You knew he was going to try to please



you by giving you the ball. That’s what football is all about, it is a collective
sport. And, therefore, you need to please your team-mates. I never forget that.
Alone you’re nothing. People say sometimes ‘Oh, Thierry, Thierry’. But without
my team-mates, there’s no ‘Thierry, Thierry’. It’s a team effort.

"I’ve been asked so many times if I wanted to be the King of Highbury, to be
“The One’. Dennis has been asked that, too. But you have to please your team-
mates: you have to pass the ball to them because when you give a good ball to
someone, it’s like a gift. Sometimes when you don’t get a good ball back, you
can get grumpy. But if everyone has the same mentality then the team is going to
be OK.

"A football team is like a family, like flesh and blood. Sometimes you have
an argument with them, sometimes you’re not even talking to them. You have an
argument about some stupid thing. Well, football is the same. Perhaps even more
so in football because we all have big egos. But when it’s finished, it’s finished
and you forget it. I've been through a lot with Dennis — and the others.
Obviously we will stay in touch. We can’t have gone through all we have
together and not talk to each other any more. The manager also. Arséne is
Arsene. I will always give him a call and stay in touch. He’s a great human
being. Sometimes people don’t get him: you have to actually read between the
lines. He says one thing, but he actually means something else."

Indirectness has rarely been Henry’s problem. He might relish a little
juggling act near the touchline, or a dizzying run with every kink signifying a
beaten defender, but given the ball and given the goal, he is apt to head for one
with the other. There have been, literally, hundreds of goals to admire. He
scarcely knows which to select as a favourite. All of them mattered and all of
them contributed to the creation of a legend. Yet if you force him, he will choose
a few.

"My greatest goal?" he mused. "There’s the one that everyone remembers
against Manchester United, when I flicked the ball over Fabien Barthez. That
was in my second year at Highbury. There’s the backheel against Charlton
Athletic, the one against Spurs when I ran with the ball from my half ... but
maybe my favourite was a goal against Liverpool that put us back on the
winning track. We had lost to Manchester United in the FA Cup on the Saturday,
and then had lost to Chelsea in midweek in the Champions League. Then we
played Liverpool and we were 2-1 down. The whole stadium was feeling the
vibe. Robert Pires scored to make it 2-2. Then I received the ball on the halfway
line, ran past some Liverpool players, went into the box and scored. In that
particular moment, I felt everyone at Highbury was waiting for that. Not just me:
everyone. It was like an explosion in the stadium."



It was not the first — nor the last — of many such explosions from the boot of
Arsenal’s most prolific goalscorer of all time.



Part Two: in which the French striker describes footballing ups and downs with both Club and
country and explains why getting injured can be the toughest part of a player's career

"How many goals did you score in the World Cup?" Jake, aged 8, asked to make
conversation.

"Three," replied one of the world’s greatest strikers, dressed immaculately in
black shirt, black trousers, white shoes, as he paused midway through the photo-
shoot to look at the youngster sitting on the floor near his feet.

"Three," Jake mused, as if he was not entirely bowled over by the total. "I
saw one of them..."

"Which one?" Thierry Henry said.

"It was France..."

"Against...?"

"Patrick Vieira scored. Then you scored."

"Togo," Henry said. And then he smiled.

His smile was telling. He seemed relaxed and yet the Henry that was having
his picture taken for the Arsenal Opus, some six months after the 2006 World
Cup Final, was a man who had been roughed up by recent experiences. He had
reached a Champions League Final against Barcelona, and lost. He had reached
a World Cup Final with France against Italy, and lost. He had, to an outbreak of
unconfined joy in at least the Arsenal parts of North London, decided to stay
with Arsenal despite strong interest from Barca. Then, no sooner had he moved
lock, stock and hydrotherapy pool from his beloved Highbury to Emirates
Stadium, than he suffered two injuries. One neck, one leg, and perhaps a touch
of post-trauma ennui, too.

However, he looked as immaculately dressed as ever and his interested
discussion with Jake suggested that he was still in a good frame of mind despite
dealing with the frustrations of an ailing hamstring, which would keep him out
of the Arsenal team for several weeks in the middle part of the season. Henry
was still “The Man’.

The entire Arsenal team had trooped through the room to have their
photographs taken for the spectacular ‘Portrait gallery’ section of the Opus.
Henry, predictably, was the last. The camera crews had assembled at 9am; it was
now 4pm. That was fashionable lateness run riot. But it was Gary Lewin, the
Arsenal physiotherapist, who had delayed him, not delusions of prima donna
grandeur.



Within seconds of arriving, the Frenchman reminded everyone of just why he
is so popular: the principal attraction being his natural charm. He ran his hand
over his scalp, looked into the camera, produced a stunning work of art in one
take and reflected on the busy months just gone.

"France in the World Cup: realistically, everybody was laughing more about
France in the two years up to Germany than anything else. It was still like that
after the first three games against Switzerland [0-0], Korea [1-1] and Togo [2-0].
People were actually laughing about us. In the past [in 1998] we knew we were
going to win; we had a feeling about it. But at the 2006 World Cup there wasn’t
that feeling. We were looking for a team — for a big game. The generation that
had gone before, the France team that was scaring people ... no more. We had to
re-learn about scaring other teams, and we had to learn about ourselves. Slowly
but surely we started to look like a team again. We left it a little late in the
tournament, but at the end of it, even though we missed the last step, everybody
was happy with what we did."

That was one Henry opinion. Then he performed a typical volte face, and
offered the opposite view. Not everybody was happy, after all. "It does haunt me,
certainly,” he said. "Nobody remembers who deserves to win. The records will
say that Italy won on penalties in the final against France. Full stop. That is how
it is. The only thing that matters in the game is that you win and we didn’t. To
the end of your life you are always going to have people reminding you about
the 2006 World Cup. You are going to have a great story to tell with a bad
ending."

No one had a better story, or a worse ending, to recount than Zinedine
Zidane, Henry’s longtime team-mate and the France captain; Zidane traded
victory for notoriety that day by getting himself dismissed for headbutting the
Italian defender Marco Materazzi in a moment of wild over-reaction. "One of the
sayings in the French national team is: ‘We live together, we die together’,"
Henry said. "I have never said a word against Zinedine after what he has done
for French football — what he has done for football in general. Stuff happens
sometimes that you cannot control. You live together, you die together and on
that day we died together."

Henry knew the feeling. Arsenal’s emotional defeat at the Stade de France in
Paris against Barcelona in the final of the Champions League had provoked a
strong reaction: frustration that a return to his home city should end so
disappointingly, and pride in the young team playing alongside him that had
almost made history in Highbury’s final season.

The irony was not lost on him of playing in the final against the very team
that were cajoling him to join them in the immediate close season. "It did hurt,"



he said. "When I’'m upset, I cannot hide it; when I’m happy, I cannot hide it. It’s
just the way I am. That’s why I have such a great relationship with the fans.
They know what I’m all about. I’'m an honest guy. That day I was pretty low
because the Club were waiting for that trophy. We have never won it, and nor
have L.

"It would have been a great thing to finally get our hands on the Champions
League trophy because, as with France in the World Cup, people were not taking
us seriously. We were kind of average in the League that year and when we drew
Real Madrid in the round of 16 everybody thought we were out. That’s why we
wanted to make it last. We had such a young team that no one gave us a chance,
but those games against Real changed our season. Unfortunately, as in the World
Cup, it was the same ending. Same ending," he repeated for sad emphasis.

There had been nothing sad about the Arsenal training ground this particular
day. The young team he had mentioned had become even younger now. Theo
Walcott, aged 17, had just made his first Premiership start of the season, against
Wigan Athletic. The defence had an average age of less than 25. Henry, Gilberto
and Jens Lehmann were the veterans, the rest of the team were barely past
boyhood.

You could tell as much from the photo-shoot. Emmanuel Adebayor was
dressed head to toe in stunning regalia, something out of 1920s aristocracy. Julio
Baptista had ripped off his shirt and posed half-naked for the camera. Not to be
out-done, Emmanuel Eboué, had also taken off his shirt, to reveal a white vest
and a raging sense of humour that had him screaming with laughter (and
possibly pleasure) when he was shown the picture. Kolo Touré had tried one
pose with a hat on (his initials picked out in diamante on the front), but
eventually preferred to model bare-headed. A few others had no choice but to
keep their hats on — bad hair days, perhaps — while Walcott still sported his silver
paper crown from Arsenal’s Christmas lunch party.

Henry had missed all this. He was still being treated for his injury. It was
tough for him. This was the man who, in 2004/2005, scored 27 Premiership
goals — more than the entire combined Sunderland squad had managed. This was
the man whose utterance of ‘Va-Va-Voom’ had led the words to be added to the
Oxford Concise English Dictionary. This was the man who, in three successive
World Cups, had never been out-scored by a fellow France footballer. It was
rumoured that Henry had once run the 100 metres in 10.1 seconds. In other
words, he was an Olympian performer on the world stage. But just not right now.
"Football is weird. It doesn’t give you time to get rid of all the things in your
head. Immediately we lost the Champions League Final I had to join up with the
international squad for the World Cup. Just like that." And he clicked his fingers.



"For everybody else it’s nice, it’s cool, to get something out of your head and
talk with your friends and family, but in football you can’t. I had to act like
nothing had happened. There is no time to grieve, no time to be happy. And now
is not the time while I am injured. That’s hard because you want to get out there
and play. When I wake up every morning just now, the first thing I do is stretch
out my leg and work out if — by a miracle overnight — the injury is not there any
more. I’ve always said the worst enemy of a footballer is injury...

"If you stop a painter painting, he goes mad. If you stop a footballer playing
football, he goes mad, too. He can live, he can breathe, but he goes mad because
football is so special to him — to me. You feel useless. You feel like you are
missing something. All I want to do is get rid of the injury and go back and help
the team. After just one day of being injured I am already bored. But it’s even
more difficult if you stay around the training ground. You see the team going off
to a game while you stay behind to have treatment. I don’t know how players
who have massive injuries cope mentally."

Henry made finishing look easy, season after season, but he knew also the
agonies of decisionmaking. It took him a year to decide to stay with Arsenal. "It
was a bit after the Champions League Final. I said something on the plane home
to the fans, but it was a bit after that same night that I saw the boss and told him
I wanted to stay.

"I am all heart. Every little thing that happened during that season affected
me in some way. Youngsters coming to the training ground to tell me to stay, the
fans all the time asking me to stay, yet saying they respected my decision
because of what I had done for the Club. I love the Club, I love the boss, I love
London ... even journalists, who are not Arsenal fans, were telling me not to
leave. It was surreal. And I saw how big it was when I stayed. In the end. I am
all heart and when the heart takes over, it makes your decision.

"Here was everything I wanted. I did think about Barcelona, I won’t lie. It
took me a year to make my decision. ’'m a human being. But in the end my love
of the Club made me stay — and I don’t regret anything."

Except... "When it was done, that final game at Highbury against Wigan, I
didn’t want to leave the stadium." He hadn’t said that he had scored a hat-trick in
the match, kissed the ground and received the award for being the Premiership’s
top goalscorer that season. All that seemed to have slipped his mind. He was
interested only in saying goodbye to an old friend.

"It was such a special place. Everybody knows how much I loved to play
there. Sometimes I look over at it from Emirates Stadium because it has a view
over the old ground and I feel sad. I wanted Highbury to stay exactly like it was.
Emirates Stadium is an amazing ground, with great facilities and a fantastic



pitch. But for 93 years Arsenal played at Highbury, and it’s going to take
something special to top that."

It was dark by now. A cold, damp night, but young Jake was oblivious to the
bad weather as he stood transfixed while his idol strolled out to his car, hopped
inside like James Bond and raced off into the enfolding blackness. "Well, what
was it like then, meeting Thierry Henry?" he was asked. He paused for just a
moment, then his face showed a huge grin. "Good ... really good."

Postscript

On June 25, 2007, it was all change. From Arsenal red to Barca blue. Thierry
Henry walked on to the Camp Nou pitch in front of 35,000 roaring fans. The
final chapter in a protracted story. It was a long goodbye.

Henry left, it transpired, with Arsene Wenger’s blessing and while Arsenal
fans contemplated the departure of their record-breaking striker, the trust in the
manager’s decision transcended even the sense of loss of one so miraculously
gifted.

Henry himself struck a typically sensitive note of hope and regret:
"Barcelona are a wonderful club, steeped in tradition and play beautiful football,
but I will miss the Arsenal fans dearly. They have supported me through thick
and thin. They will always be in my heart. I will always have a bond with
Arsenal Football Club."

The manager himself paid a fulsome tribute to his former leader. "It was
Thierry’s decision to leave but he goes with my blessing. Personally, I’d like to
thank him for the huge contribution he has made to the Club’s success over the
past eight years. To his credit he has mixed skill and style together with an
appetite for winning."

That was the prevailing mood. One of Arsenal’s finest players walked away,
not to accusations of betrayal, but to a sense of deep-seated and heartfelt
gratitude.

Sue Mott



INTERVIEW



Minder in the middle



For almost a decade Patrick Vieira was Arsenal’s powerful midfield enforcer, a human dynamo who
drove the team ever onwards while ensuring they were always secure at the back

Maybe it’s because he was a Londoner for nine years, but when Patrick Vieira
left Arsenal for Juventus in 2005, he took a little piece of the capital with him.
He is driving it now, his Bentley with personalised number plates, down the
three-lane Italian motorway that leads from the secluded Inter Milan training
ground to his temporary home in a luscious five-star downtown Milanese hotel.
He is a good driver. Better than some we could mention. Do mention, in fact,
amid screams, as two frenetic black sports cars chase each other, weaving in and
out of the moving traffic, at speeds which smack of astronomical stupidity. The
drivers must be insane. Arsenal’s former captain suppresses a gentle smile. "I
think," he says cautiously, "they are two of my team-mates."

Here speaks Captain Sensible. Older, wiser, more mature than he often
seemed on the Highbury pitch, at once his stage and his naughty step. He was
fabulous. He was in trouble. Those two facts often went together — as did he and
Arsene Wenger, to many FA disciplinary hearings. But he was young, passionate
and unused to the British way of doing things. He progressed from excitable
juvenility to be captain of the great Arsenal team that went a whole season
undefeated. His penalty won the 2005 FA Cup Final against Manchester United.
He was part of two extraordinary Arsenal League and FA Cup Doubles. He was
quite something. He eventually left Highbury for Turin with no regrets, but he
remembers the old place with huge fondness. He was happy there. He was made
there. There’s no doubt that meeting Arsenal and Arsene Wenger was the
sporting turning point of his life.

"I was on the bench for my first game, against Sheffield Wednesday. I came
on and I was quite impressed by the atmosphere in the stadium, it was so
exciting. When you looked at Highbury from the outside, you didn’t know what
to expect. It looked really small among those little houses. But when you were in
the stadium, you realised how special it was. Through the years I spent there, I
really do understand why Highbury was so special for the Club. I am not
surprised everybody cried when it closed because Highbury had such a history
behind it.

"I don’t know what the fans thought when they saw this really tall guy with
his long legs do his warm-up. They maybe asked where he was coming from.
But I think I really did win the hearts of the fans. The relationship got stronger



and stronger." Vieira, in person, is physically imposing, exquisitely dressed (he
knows far more about the clothes shops in Milan than his wife), and quaintly
polite. His mother, Rose, instilled good manners in her two boys. For a man
reputed to have an explosive temper on the pitch, in civilian life he is positively
gentle: it would not be a surprise to learn he breeds kittens in his spare time. He
laughs easily. He readily reminisces about his life and times at Highbury, the
formative years of his career. "I wasn’t the first Frenchman to do well in English
football. Eric Cantona had done well. David Ginola did well. He was soft, but he
did well with his talent. But on the pitch I showed that I had a spirit similar to
the fans. I showed that, even though I was French, I could play with English
spirit."

There is Africa in his soul, too. Born in Senegal, he moved with his mother
and brother to France when he was eight. "She decided to move to get a better
job and have a better life. I never knew my dad, so my mother was both a mother
and father to me. She is very strong and ambitious. There is no doubt about
where I get my strength from. We came to France, in Dreux, and we started to
play football. I was playing in the street with friends when I was asked if I
wanted to join a club. My mother came to Highbury when I was at Arsenal to
watch me play. She was quite impressed by the atmosphere. She was impressed,
too, by the songs — especially the one of my name.

"I was not a naughty boy. Like every kid, I did some bad things, but the
education I received from my mother was very good. When I had the
opportunity to be a football player, she said just take it. But I always remember
where I come from, in Senegal, because it is important to me to be African.
When I was young, maybe not so much, but now I understand how important it
is to know more about my background, about Africa because I grew up there. It
taught me never to give up and how you have to fight for what you get. Going
back to Senegal a few years ago, I realised they do not have as many things as in
the West, but they are very happy with the way they live their life; it is quite
impressive. We are used to having things in the West and if we don’t have them,
we complain too much. As a footballer, we travel a lot. We have our eyes opened
and we see how lucky we are. We are really lucky because we follow our
passion and we have a chance to make a lot of money."

In September 1996, aged 20, Vieira turned up at Highbury on his telescopic
legs and the fans wondered who on Earth he was. Wenger had not even arrived
yet and already he was sending tall young Frenchmen into the Club as his
advance guard. It was a mystery: why did the new Arsenal manager feel so
strongly about a boy who had been languishing in the AC Milan reserves, having
played only twice for the first team? Answers were quickly supplied upon his



Highbury debut, as his commitment, pace, strength, skill, determination and
ferocious tackling were all on show for the first time.

We know what Wenger thought of Vieira, so what did Vieira think of
Wenger? "I had a really good feeling. I was from Milan where I didn’t play so
much and I was only 20. He knew me better than I knew him, of course. He
really believed in me. He had confidence in my game and in me as a person.
When you are a young player especially, the talent may be there, but what you
really need is a manager who will believe in you even if you play one bad game,
or two, or three. I think Arsene has that for all the young players. It was totally
the opposite in Milan because I was playing with so many great players in the
first team — Paolo Maldini, Franco Baresi, Zvonimir Boban, Marcel Desailly,
Paulo Futre, George Weah — and during that period you were only allowed three
foreign players on the pitch. I was at the end of the queue, but it was good for me
because I learned a lot from being near such players. It was difficult because you
always want to play when you are young, but on the other hand those players
made me grow up quicker.

"When I went to Highbury, I knew I would have to prove myself on the
pitch. I didn’t know anything about England, I didn’t know anything about
London. It was the first time I’d ever been. The weather was terrible, but I quite
liked it! Nobody really bothered you, because Londoners get on with their own
lives. There was so much to do. It was great. I lived in Hampstead which had
great restaurants. I went to the theatre once, a musical, though I can’t remember
what it was. [ went to the cinema, to the market to get fruit — I cook myself. I left
home when I was 16, I think, so I am quite independent. Arsene is really strict
about food. But I did not always eat good things. Not really. I think there is no
problem with food until you stop playing."

Yet apart from diet, the weather and finding a house in Hampstead, there
were other matters for the young Vieira to address. Namely, his discipline. There
was a myth in English football, perhaps perpetuated by the delicacy with which
Ginola posed for hair commercials (as well as playing for Tottenham Hotspur
and Newcastle United), that Frenchmen were essentially gentle souls.
Admittedly, Cantona had dented this vision with an assault on a sledging fan at
Crystal Palace; nevertheless, this was pre-World Cup 1998, when France became
the World Champions, and the misguided view prevailed. Vieira debunked the
myth in an instant. He was sent off nine times in his 358 games for Arsenal. "It
was a part of my game. Not to get booked, but to be strong, to win the ball. I
think the spirit I had to win the ball was all right. My job was to win the ball and
distribute it. Sometimes I was arriving a little bit late. I don’t say I didn’t deserve
all the red and yellow cards, but I never went to hurt fellow players. The



problem was the way I was reacting. If I got the red cards because of the way I
tried to win the ball, it would have been OK in my mind. But I could not accept
that I got the red cards because of the way I was reacting.

"I was young and I didn’t understand the English game yet. In England when
you are fouled, you should not react. I took time to understand that. I reacted a
little bit too quickly to the provocation and all the opposition players knew about
it and played on it. I took time to learn to control myself. Arsene sat me down
and talked to me, of course. He didn’t want me to change my commitment: that’s
a part of me, that’s what he liked about me. But he said the way I was reacting
had to change.

"I matured. What is sad about it, is that you always learn from your mistakes
— you don’t learn before. The mistakes I made forced me to grow up as a player
and a human being."

He was clearly in earnest, though his argument was slightly spoiled by the
fact that he was sent off twice before Christmas playing for Inter.

Even so, he was a crucial part of Arsenal’s transformation: from George
Graham’s emphasis on rigour (some might have added the word ‘mortis’ by
1995) to Wenger’s passion for beauty. But the incoming Arsenal manager knew
a good thing when he saw it, in this case the Arsenal defence. Despite their great
age, David Seaman, Lee Dixon, Tony Adams, Steve Bould — later replaced by
Martin Keown — and Nigel Winterburn were retained: an English brick wall
behind a foreign legion of ball players. It worked. "It helped that the atmosphere
in the team was really good," Vieira says. "Culturally, in the locker room, we got
on really, really all right. The English bring the desire and the way that they fight
for 90 minutes. It doesn’t matter if they are injured, they will always keep going
100 per cent. The foreigners brought the football culture: the passing, the
movement, the technique. The mixture of all of this gave Arsenal one of the best
years ever. The football had everything: passion, desire, movement, technique.

"It was really good in training. I had battles with Keown. Adams would
tackle me in training — of course. Dennis Bergkamp brought his magic. When
you were young, next to them, you take a little bit of everybody. Sometimes we
played foreigners against the English and nobody wanted to lose the game. We
brought that intensity on to the pitch."

It was said that Arsenal’s unstoppable assault on the Double in 1998 was the
result of a Christmas time "discussion" between the British players and the
foreigners, when stern views were aired about effort and commitment.
"Mmmmm, I don’t quite remember that, but it is possible. Because during
Christmas time in all the other countries we had come from there is a break. So it
might have been harder for us to get focused around that time. Over the years, |



learned how important that period was, they made us understand that.

"It felt really, really good to win the Double that year. They always say the
first is the best and it was, looking back. The atmosphere in the stadium on that
last game of the season against Everton was fantastic, unbelievable. And, of
course, when we went for the tour on the bus around Highbury afterwards — I
still have the video of that. Unbelievable numbers of people in the street. I never
expected to see so many people. Fantastic. Even Arsene allowed us to have one
glass of champagne or a few beers that night. Then we won another Double.
That was really special as well.

"I became captain of the ‘Invincible’ team of 2003/2004. What made us
really strong was that we went on the pitch knowing we were going to win the
game. Our self-belief and our belief in each other was really high so even if we
were 1-0 down, we weren’t panicking at all; we knew we were going to win. It
was pure belief. We knew we were going to score. We had fantastic players like
Dennis and anything could happen. That’s why the spirit of the Club was so
good because everyone accepted remarks from everyone else — good things and
bad things. We accepted criticism if it was for the good of the team. Saying the
truth only helped the team to get better. That’s why the team was really special.
But we had fun, too. I loved Dennis, he was funny. People who don’t know
Dennis think he is really quiet and reserved, that he’s shy, but he’s not at all. He’s
the one who made me laugh a lot. Him and Keown. They said funny things. If
somebody was coming in wearing very strange clothes, we would hang them in
the middle of the dressing room and make a joke of it.

"When I look back at that team, I think what we achieved is really hard in
modern football, to go the whole season unbeaten. It is difficult to realise how
well we did. In the next 10-15 years we will realise, because I don’t think it will
happen again soon."

Frustratingly, annoyingly, the run of 49 games without defeat ended at Old
Trafford, of all places. Vieira had endured many passionate encounters with
Manchester United. "I really liked the rivalry between the two clubs even though
it could be like a battle on the pitch. That pushes you to win. You had the local
rivalry with Tottenham Hotspur that was really special, but outside of that I think
our biggest opposition was Manchester United. We were the best teams of that
period. In my entire nine years at Arsenal, every game against them was
memorable. They had passion, emotion, everything. I was on the pitch that time
when Ruud van Nistlerooy missed a penalty at the end and the game became a
battle. But I was good. I didn’t get into trouble."”

Vieira also scored the penalty in the shoot-out that beat United in the 2005
Cup Final. It was his last competitive kick in English football. "It was our worst



game against Manchester United, but you don’t have to play well to win in
football. United were by far the best team, they created so many chances that I
still don’t know how they didn’t score. We thought it wasn’t our day, but we
defended really well. We knew the only chance we had was to take them to
penalties so I wasn’t nervous taking my penalty. Jens Lehmann did really well
that game; he should have been Man of the Match. That’s why when I scored 1
went straightaway to Jens. I like his personality, the way he expresses himself.
He is a really passionate human being. That’s part of the character of being a
goalkeeper. If you see him, ask him how come he’s such a bad loser, he was the
worst loser in the locker room, always moaning. Even in training he does not
accept defeat. You need a few players like that in your team. I was a bad loser,
too, but I would not be cross the next day."

Team-building was vital at Arsenal, but even within that framework it was
obvious that Thierry Henry was something special. Vieira, a fellow France
international, was his room-mate. "I know him well. When he first arrived at
Arsenal he had quite a difficult period for a few months. He couldn’t score, but
Arsene knew he had the potential to be a great striker. And now he’s the best
Arsenal scorer ever. What I really like about him was that he worked hard to get
where he is now." They say you never really know a man until you share a room
with him. So did Thierry snore? "Ha! That is private, but I will tell you that he is
someone who goes to bed really late. I used to tell him to shut off the TV or his
DVD because I wanted to go to bed. He was tidy, like me. He likes a joke. I
think he learned to be cool over time — that came with confidence. He believes in
himself so much, he doesn’t have to play well to score goals. He knows if he has
a small chance it will go in the net. He is a different sort of captain from me. We
are quite different anyway as people."

Henry was installed as Arsenal Club captain when Vieira left for Juventus.
His destination was a surprise, given the repeated siren calls from Real Madrid
during his latter days at Highbury. To the player, transformed from Senegalese
boy to World Cup winner under Wenger’s tutelage, it was a career move and a
wrench simultaneously. "I had been there quite a long time. It was really difficult
to leave — I didn’t expect it to be that difficult. I’'m not talking only about the
players, but the Club in general. The people working at the training ground, the
chef, everyone. I had a good relationship with all of them. It was like leaving
family, Arsenal was like a family and all of that made it really special.

"But when you get — not old — but in your 30s, and you have a big club
interested in you, you have to think about it. It was true I was close to Madrid,
but in the end I decided to stay at Arsenal. It is like having a long-time girlfriend
and then discovering you are asked out by Miss World. You may go to Miss



World, but you have been with your girlfriend quite a few years. Do you want a
one-night stand or life with your girlfriend? I made the decision straightaway to
stay with Arsenal.

"As for going to Italy, I'd been at Arsenal for nine years and been really
happy when we were successful and really sad about not winning trophies. The
only thing I missed with Arsenal was the Champions League. But it was time for
me to go and experience something else. You can say, why leave when you are
so happy? But it’s a decision you make and it’s difficult to guess how it will turn
out. I don’t regret it. I always stick to decisions I make. It doesn’t mean I don’t
like Arsenal. I still go to watch them play. I went to the Champions League
group game against CSKA Moscow, I sat in Dennis’s box at the new stadium — I
still speak to Dennis once or twice a week. I think the new stadium is really
good, fantastic. From a commercial point of view, it was really important to
move, the Club just need time to get the atmosphere in the stadium because
people still have Highbury in their mind. Football fans are sentimental. In time,
people will understand."

Vieira’s last visit to Highbury could not be described as a sentimental
occasion: Arsenal v Juventus in the Champions League quarter-final. The home
side won 2-0 with Vieira’s teenage replacement, Francesc Fabregas, scoring one
of the goals, while two Italian players were sent off and Robert Pires, of all
people, made a shuddering tackle on his former Arsenal captain, which shook
Highbury (and Vieira) to its disbelieving core. "I didn’t expect it to be such a
difficult time. My emotions took their toll on my concentration, you know. I lost
my focus a little bit. I had not expected to come back to Highbury so soon. Being
there, seeing all the people I’d been working with ... it was definitely difficult.

"I spoke to the players, of course. In fact, I was on the phone to some of
them on the coach on the way to the stadium. It was like I’d never been away. It
was too soon. Too soon." And then there was that Pires tackle. Vieira is big
enough, brave enough, to laugh uproariously at the memory. "We had a laugh
about it after the game. From Arsenal’s point of view it was a perfect game. It
amazed me that they got all the way to the Champions League Final. No one
expected that."

Vieira watched the game against Barcelona on television. "I spoke to Thierry
and Dennis to wish them luck, and to Arsene as well. But it wasn’t to be. I think
if they had kept 11 on the pitch, instead of Jens being sent off, they would have
had a chance." He felt for Wenger, his former manager and mentor, after
Arsenal’s defeat. "We had a really good relationship. If we leave the football
aspect out, he made me grow up as a human being. He stretched me to face the
good things and the bad things and to take responsibility for my actions. I still



speak to him once in a while."

There is an evident fondness in Vieira for his life and times at Highbury.
Looking back, he can see that it was an era of, aptly, towering achievement.
From the moment he bonded with fellow Frenchman Emmanuel Petit, to
produce the most productive midfield unit in English football, he was adored by
the Highbury faithful. He won three Premiership titles, four FA Cups to add to
his international achievements of the 1998 World Cup and the 2000 European
Championships. Only when he left Arsenal did events not go entirely to plan.
After one year at Juventus, the Italian club were engulfed by a match-fixing
scandal that relegated them to Serie B. That descent sparked Vieira’s move to
Inter Milan, which explained his temporary accommodation in a hotel with his
wife and her daughter.

Life moves on. But no ties were severed: the family still own their house in
Hampstead and expect to move back to London one day. They remain great
friends with the Bergkamps, who also stayed in London when Dennis retired.
Just as the Double-winning side of 1971 were forever organising reunions
amongst themselves, it seems that Highbury fostered another bonded unit in
Wenger’s boys of the 21st century.

"A little piece of me will be forever Arsenal," Vieira says. "Highbury was
part of my life. I spent nine years there. I arrived there a boy and I left there a
man. That is true."

Sue Mott



INTERVIEW



We’ve got Dennis Bergkamp



From the moment Dennis Bergkamp arrived at Arsenal everything changed: not just the way football
was played, but fans’ expectations of what they were going to see...

By joining Arsenal in 1995, Dennis Bergkamp unwittingly managed to achieve
something seminal. By just being himself, by bringing his prodigious talent to
bear on the playing fields of England, Bergkamp was largely responsible for a
seismic shift in expectation levels, not just at Highbury, but across the country as
a whole.

Once the princely Dutchman had displayed his wares to disbelieving
audiences across the land, once his incomparable skills became as much part of
the scene as a crunching Tony Adams tackle, there was no going back for those
privy to the pageant. People would no longer settle for merely ‘good’ when they
had seen what ‘superb’ could do to the pulse. Time had moved on and so had the
demands, thanks to Bergkamp’s brilliant machinations with the ball at his feet.

A heavenly touch, extraordinary vision, a sublime range of passing, plus a
compendium of wonderful goals: who could be sated by milk after this taste of
Ambrosia? Not Arsenal. Not Arsene Wenger. With the bar raised to an
unprecedented height, anyone fancying a jump needed a spring in his heels.

Bergkamp, to all intents and purposes, was the trailblazer at Arsenal. Without
him, the likes of Patrick Vieira, Nicolas Anelka, Marc Overmars, Emmanuel
Petit, Robert Pires — even Thierry Henry — might not have been so inclined to
head to London N5. They had, after all, seen their predecessor arrive as the first
genuine overseas superstar to be beguiled by Highbury. Before him, the feisty
fireworks accompanying most tussles in this country, the muck-and-bullets
attitude that has prevailed down the years, tended to discourage the so-called
foreign ‘Fancy Dans’.

Eric Cantona, granted, might have already become a Manchester United
legend by the time of Bergkamp’s arrival, but to arrive at that point the mercurial
Frenchman had slipped through the sidedoor via Leeds United as an unknown
quantity. Bergkamp, on the other hand, was bought at considerable cost from
Inter Milan having become a huge name already as a result of his success with
Ajax and Holland.

In order to understand the player that arrived at Arsenal and the one he
subsequently became, you have to listen to Bergkamp talk about those formative
years at Ajax, the prodigious football factory where so many great talents were
originally moulded. From a very early age, the chief aim was clear. "The



motivation was always making the first team," he says. "The youth team pitch
was right next to De Meer [Ajax’s ground until 1996]. We were always taught to
work hard, do our best, and one day we might end up playing in that stadium.
After every season we were told who could stay and who had to go. They told
you to leave if you weren’t good enough; that kept you motivated."

Yet the local boy knew nothing back then of the role that would later define
his sparkling career. At Ajax he had come through the youth ranks as an
orthodox right-winger rather than as an inspired architect mapping out moves in
the middle. When the first team eventually beckoned, his manager, Johan Cruyff,
didn’t expect anything unusual.

"My job was to go past the defender and get in a cross and then stop him
from going past me. That was basically it. Playing in that position, there was
nothing more to it," Bergkamp says. It even brought some reward in 1987 when
a side built around Marco van Basten and Frank Rijkaard won the European Cup
Winners’ Cup with a 17-year-old substitute haring up the flank.

Within two years, though, Bergkamp had been moved infield. "I started to
play as the shadow striker. That gave me more possibilities, more responsibilities
— and more goals." Yes, more goals. Bergkamp’s ratio for Ajax was prolific
(more than a goal every other game), largely thanks to the fact that the side was
being built around its number 10, with everything geared to freeing up space for
the side’s chief goalscorer. "I had a great relationship with my strike partner,
Stefan Pettersson,” he says. "He wasn’t there for himself: he was basically there
for me, creating space by dragging his defender out of the way. A lot of my goals
came because of him.

"The player directly behind me was sometimes Jan Wouters, but most of the
time it was Wim Jonk, who gave me the passes. It was all based on a little bit of
eye contact before the pass came. It’s a matter of practising together. But as soon
as you get to know each other, that’s all it takes — a little bit of eye contact. He
looks up, I know exactly what he wants, where he wants me to go and that’s it,
I’m off to receive the pass. Done right, it’s impossible to defend against."

Many defenders in England would sympathise with that sentiment, with the
only difference being that at Arsenal it was usually Bergkamp fulfilling the
Wouters or Jonk role. Over time, a subtle change occurred. He had started to
derive more satisfaction from acting as provider, finding space and possibilities
in a more withdrawn position. His creative bent began to compete with his
hunger for goals as those incisive through-balls became part of the scenery.

Think of those devastating passes into Ian Wright’s path, invariably buried
by the irrepressible hitman. The run, the pass, the finish — it all looked so
wonderfully simple from up in the stand, but success depended totally on two



master craftsmen staying in tune with each other — not easy when you are talking
about someone as unpredictable as Wright. "Yes, it could be hard to find him
sometimes, but he started to make things more simple by standing still for a
fraction of a second longer, letting me know where he wanted the ball. Slowly
our relationship became better because of that. The way he could score goals
from anywhere — that’s an unbelievable skill. I was there to help him, but he
could do a lot by himself. For me it was a joy to watch that from close by. I
certainly didn’t have that ability."

Maybe he didn’t. Or maybe he simply chose to head in a different direction.
Certainly, many people in Holland have accused Bergkamp down the years of
lacking the killer touch. Detractors pick holes in the player’s perceived
preference for beauty over simplicity. Yet equally there are people in
Bergkamp’s homeland who regard him as an art form — someone who should be
admired and studied for his poetic beauty. Jeroen Henneman, an eminent Dutch
sculptor, has been known to draw detailed sketches of a Bergkamp pass,
illustrating how the striker curves the ball cleverly around helpless defenders and
into the path of his intended target. "One moment the pitch is crowded and
narrow," Henneman enthuses. "Suddenly it is huge and wide."

In his keen adoration, this man is by no means alone. Dr Rob Ruurs, from the
University of Amsterdam’s Art Institute, for example, talks reverentially about
Bergkamp’s subtle qualities. "Among most of my colleagues there is a view that
someone like Dennis Bergkamp is certainly a great artist. It is to do with his use
of space." Ruurs and his academic colleagues consider the blond visionary is
someone who understands perfectly the geometry of a football pitch, whose
grasp of ‘spacial awareness’ affords special advantages denied to the majority.

For an explanation, Bergkamp reflects on his early days at Ajax, where
another masterful exponent of time and space instructed the youngsters on the
game’s finer principles. "Cruyff used to say that when you’re young, you only
see part of the pitch [Bergkamp holds his hands either side of his face to denote
tunnel vision.] But when you get older the picture widens and you see more
things. With experience you see players making more runs. You see things
happening before they happen, you know? If that’s connected to a good through-
ball, then it can all come together."

Arsenal supporters, of course, know exactly what he means. They watched in
awe over the course of several seasons as their chief playmaker sliced defences
in two with an inspirational flick or a majestic sweep. Never before had they
seen such brilliance: not even when the great Liam Brady was playing in his
pomp. One sign of greatness is being able to adapt to different styles and
Bergkamp proved beyond doubt that he could do just that. After Wright, he



learnt to dovetail smoothly, first with Anelka, then Henry and, in a slight
variation on a theme, the dashing Freddie Ljungberg.

Anelka, in particular, has Bergkamp to thank for many of his goals.
Likewise, the supplier hungrily seized on the Frenchman’s devastating pace to
showcase his own talents. It was an avenue of attack too good to pass up. "His
pace made things very simple for me," Bergkamp says. "I put the ball over the
top and no one could stop him. It was just a matter of keeping him onside and
getting the ball into his path."

Sheer pace also played a major part in the man’s dealings with Henry. Yet
Bergkamp soon discovered that any kind of service would usually do the trick.
"Thierry, for me, is one of the most complete footballers I’ve ever played with.
You can play the ball behind the defenders for him because he’s got the pace, but
you can play it to his feet as well because he’s got the skill and strength. He is so
complete, and basically can do a lot by himself by beating two or three defenders
on his own. It doesn’t matter how he gets the ball. Just do it. He makes it look
very simple, but we all know it’s very hard."

A little more complex, if no less devastating, was the relationship with
Ljungberg, perhaps his most enduring at Highbury. With the elusive Swede
cutting in from the right flank at an incredible pace, while timing his darting runs
to perfection, the angles involved were slightly different. Nevertheless, it was an
enthralling sight as the two worked perfectly in tandem to prise open back doors.
"That’s very hard to deal with for a defender,” Bergkamp says. "A left-back
wouldn’t follow Freddie all the way and a centre-half wouldn’t be able to pick
him up." The ploy worked countless times. Defenders knew what was coming,
but the link-up was so fast that they were helpless to respond.

Picking out the best example from many isn’t easy, but perhaps the most
spectacular link-up, although slightly different from the norm, came against
Juventus in December 2001, on a stirring Highbury night in the Champions
League. This was Bergkamp in his prime, at his ridiculous best. Two twists and a
turn, a lightening-quick drag back and the deftest of flicks proved more than
enough to flummox two Juve defenders. Ljungberg made it all seem worthwhile
with a typically clinical finish. Thinking back, Bergkamp remembers this
moment with a fond nod. He also recalls how he arrived at such a place — a level
of excellence that very few players can match. "Those through-balls are just a
matter of practice. A lot of it has to do with the pace of the ball. Anyone can play
a ball between two defenders, but you’ve got to judge the pace right. If you do,
it’s a great ball, otherwise it looks like nothing. On a wet pitch, on a dry pitch —
it’s all different. It’s about getting a feel for the ball, not only on the floor, but in
the air, too. You pick out a spot where you want the ball to go, knowing the



player will be there at the right time. If he doesn’t go, then of course there’s no
point. You’ve got to have a certain understanding with a player. It was the same
with Ashley Cole. People didn’t expect him to run in behind defenders, but I
knew he would go there and he knew I would give him the ball. It’s a
combination of everything. Sometimes you can just do it after hearing a shout,
without looking up, but I always felt more confident when I could actually see
the player."

Yet that kind of intuition doesn’t happen straightaway in a match. Bergkamp
himself gets there by gradually raising his ambitions. "I always think of the
basics — first of all, find another player. When you know that you’re playing OK,
that you’re in the game, then you can introduce some risk and try to find players
in a certain way. If that goes OK, then you can put in even more risk to your
game."

When I try to pin him down on his favourite assist for Arsenal, he mentally
works his way through an extensive back-catalogue before making a choice that
many other people might have forgotten. "The one that sums it up for me was
against Middlesbrough [in December 2001], when I set up Ashley [Cole] for a
header. I was tucked in on the right side of the pitch and he just came out of
nowhere; I curled it over the top of the defenders and he headed it in the goal.
That was the decider, I think, and we won the game. That’s what it’s all about —
creating something out of nothing and making it count."

For this expertise, we must appreciate his work on the training ground, where
his attention to detail was second to none. He could often be seen practising out
on the pitch, long after his team-mates had wandered off for a shower, hitting
volleys and half-volleys into an empty net, controlling the ball different ways
with either foot — whatever it took to keep his technique razor sharp. It proved a
marvellous example to those watching. If a senior craftsman such as Bergkamp
felt the need to practise, less gifted team-mates could have no excuse.
Repetition, repetition — a mantra for success and a worthy legacy. "I didn’t
practise because I was told to, but because I’ve always liked doing it," he says.
"Since I was 12, at Ajax, it was all about being there with the ball, trying shots,
passes and tricks. After training, too. It was a regular part of my day."

Bergkamp’s relationship with goalscoring changed down the years. On a
personal level, it became slightly less important to score, so long as the team
were doing well. "I feel there should always be a player around at the front who
can create things. I got so much enjoyment out of that. As you get older, the
drive becomes stronger to work for the team, to create things rather than just
score goals. I'm not selfish enough just to think about goals, goals, goals.
Scoring will always be the main thing. But — and I’ve mentioned this to a few of



the younger lads — as you get older you think less of your own performance and
more of the team’s.

"When I first joined Ajax I wasn’t thinking about winning the league or
winning a cup. I was thinking about my own performance — about playing on a
Saturday and showing everyone my skills. As an older player, though, you’re
thinking more about how important it is that the team wins something during the
season. You're thinking about what’s better for the team."

However, despite highlighting the gradual shift in his footballing career, as
he became Arsenal’s masterly provider, Bergkamp will probably be remembered
best for his amazing collection of goals, so stunning in quality that they often
took one’s breath away. Ask Bergkamp for his own appraisal and he will always
put his goals into the context of their importance. That’s a key part: pulling
something out of the bag when it’s needed most. That’s why he always mentions
one particular effort in the quarter-final of the 1998 World Cup, when his
sublime piece of control killed a long ball and a glorious finish knocked
Argentina out of the competition. Talking of the goal, he says: "You often say to
yourself: ‘I could have done better’, but with this goal I would never have been
able to do it better."

Less than 12 months before, he had scored a similar goal in Arsenal’s
Premiership game at Filbert Street to complete a fine hat-trick against Leicester
City. The instantaneous control, the nimble shifting of feet, the elegant sweep.
Vintage finishing, too. This was Bergkamp in his prime. "That season I scored a
lot of goals with the inside of my right foot — bending the ball around the keeper
into the far corner. That was a big part of that season for me." It was arguably his
best season, too. He scored 22 goals to help Arsenal claim the League and Cup
Double, and won both the Professional Footballers’ Association Player of the
Year and the Football Writers’ Association Player of the Year awards.

Yet perhaps the most audacious example among his impressive tally of goals
came one day at Newcastle in 2002. After a Robert Pires pass had found him on
the edge of the box with his back to goal, what happened next seemed to defy
football physics. After a subtle flick with his left boot, Bergkamp quickly spun
around, and as the ball floated past one side of his marker, Nikos Dabizas, he
glided past on the other. It was a move that totally flummoxed the defender and
led to Bergkamp somehow facing the goal with the ball at his feet. With the hard
bit done, he comfortably held off the challenge of Dabizas before slotting the
ball past a helpless Shay Given. At first glance, the flick didn’t look intentional,
but this was Bergkamp: on his day, nothing seemed out of reach. Bobby Robson,
Newcastle United’s manager, agreed. "You can’t blame anyone for that," he said.
"You just have to accept that Bergkamp did a beautiful thing."



What a welcome change all this made to the player’s unhappy two-year stint
with Inter Milan. Cruyff hadn’t wanted him to leave Ajax in the first place and
Bergkamp, once ensconced at the San Siro, soon saw why. Italy’s catenaccio
culture, with its emphasis on defence and tactical fouls, didn’t sit comfortably
with the Dutchman’s attacking ideals. "Coming from Ajax it was the complete
opposite of the way I'd been brought up," Bergkamp says. "I came from a
culture where you played one-touch football and always looked for each other.
My strike partner at Inter, Ruben Sosa, would just shoot from anywhere without
trying to pass. I thought: ‘This isn’t football. We should be playing together’. It
took me a while to understand that this might be the only option for a striker in
Italy — to shoot from distance because you couldn’t get near the goal. It was
good for my development, but very difficult at the time."

Bergkamp also found the intense media interest, which led to constant
attention, hard to accept. He remembers with a smile how such scrutiny spilled
over one day into his home life. "The media wanted to know things about my
private life and I refused. I went home and then went out with my wife. But
while we were out, the press came to my house and were talking to the
neighbours and to the gardener to try to find out things. Everyone who knows
me knows that I’'m prepared to talk about football, but I’'m not going to talk
about my private life because that’s why it’s called ‘private’. I want to protect
that."

He has succeeded in guarding this side of his life, too, for few people outside
his inner circle know much about the real Bergkamp, the person ‘beneath’ the
supreme footballer. The Club’s supporters could see the ‘Iceman’ performing on
the pitch, and hear him give interviews with intelligence and honesty, but were
never party to his dry humour and the biting wit, which formed a crucial part of
the dressing room scene for so many years. On that score, Arsenal’s number 10
could hold his own among the best. If any joking was required, Bergkamp was
always on hand to oblige: that’s partly what attracted him to England in the first
place. He knew the culture and humour were very similar to Holland’s.

This familiarity dates back to his summers as a child, coming over on
holiday: Cornwall, the south coast, London — as committed Anglophiles his
family would visit them all. As Manchester United fans, what’s more,
Bergkamp’s parents had named their son Dennis after the great Denis Law,
adding an extra ‘n’ to avoid comparisons with the girl’s name Denise. His life
was immersed in football right from the start. "On Saturdays and Sundays I'd go
along to watch my three brothers play and I’d kick a ball about on the sidelines.
My father played as well in the old five-striker system. He was an inside right."

The young Bergkamp, for his part, worshipped Tottenham Hotspur’s Glenn



Hoddle. It seemed pre-ordained that Bergkamp would, at some point, ply his
trade in England. "In my time the route from Holland was always to Spain or
Italy first: England was never mentioned. For me, it was different. I always had a
connection with English football. I don’t know why. I went to Inter knowing that
I would go to England afterwards. I signed a contract for four years at Inter, but
after two it hadn’t worked out. Once I told my agent I wanted to try England,
contact with Arsenal was made and the deal was done within a week."

Despite his knowledge of the country and his sobering experiences with the
Italian press, the new signing was still taken by surprise by how much interest
the English media took in his failure to score in the opening seven games. Holed
up in a hotel during those first few months, he didn’t read the English papers.
Thoughtfully, his team-mates also kept quiet about the growing speculation.
Then one sunny September afternoon at Highbury he broke his duck with two
goals against Southampton. "Someone from my family bought the papers
afterwards and I couldn’t believe the fuss. I asked around the lads and they said:
“Yeah, you got hammered over the last few weeks because you didn’t score. We
didn’t want to tell you’."

Looking back now, he remembers the reaction from the home crowd. "I
could feel their relief. They were celebrating, but there was a lot of relief in there
as well. Not in a cynical way, more in a protective way. They really wanted me
to score that goal. It was very important for me, too. I really see that as the start
of my Arsenal career. People had already seen that I could play football, but
scoring is different. That was the moment."

Eight months later, a stunning strike from the edge of the box against Bolton
Wanderers signed off his debut campaign and, significantly, helped clinch a Uefa
Cup slot for Bruce Rioch’s team.

Bergkamp had enjoyed a very good relationship with Rioch so he naturally
felt sad when his manager was sacked five days before the start of the following
season. For someone who thought he had left the instability of hirings and firings
behind in Italy, it all came as a shock. "That was a strange period for me. I didn’t
know what to expect. You start to think of your own career. We were completely
in the dark. The Arsenal board kept saying: ‘No, relax, relax, there’s a new coach
coming in and it will all change. Trust us’. Then word slowly seeped through
about the new appointment.”

Unlike some players, Bergkamp knew a little bit about his next boss. "I had
heard of him from Monaco. At Ajax we were compared a lot to Arsene Wenger’s
side because they played in a 4-3-3 formation as well — in a similar attacking
style." Yet the opening few weeks of the new season must have felt pretty
strange. First Stewart Houston and then Pat Rice took charge in a caretaker



capacity while Wenger saw out his obligations at Nagoya Grampus Eight in
Japan.

"You were always wondering if the boss was watching up in the stand. If not,
could he see the games on television in Japan?" Then something happened to put
minds at rest: Patrick Vieira arrived as Wenger’s first major signing. "As soon as
Patrick came in, you could see the change in the team. He was a different sort of
football player. I really thought that, from then on, all the other players stepped
their game up as well. We didn’t know Patrick. We had never heard of him, in
fact, but he came on at half-time against Sheffield Wednesday at Highbury and
completely changed the game. That’s when you realise that the person
responsible for bringing in someone like this must really be knowledgeable
about football."

And then some. Once in place, Wenger introduced methods that made his
new charges think. "The training sessions were different,” Bergkamp says. "We
worked a lot with mannequins and practised shadow play. He was just trying to
put in place a way of playing and getting everyone used to it. The right-back
passes to the right winger, the right-back overlaps — all those movements,
repeating them over and over again. We kept doing that for months at the start so
that everyone knew a different way of playing. The whole team was there on the
pitch and we’d practise a lot of moves around the mannequins. He was so calm
with everything. He introduced recovery days when you’d just stay indoors and
do stretching. Straight away it seemed more professional, like we were really
making a nice job out of this. Before Arséne came, a double session meant we
were finished by about 1.30pm. Now we would have a session in the morning,
have lunch, rest for two hours, then start the second session at three. We started
stretching before games at the hotel. Somehow it all makes you think more about
your game, about the task coming up."

Apart from the changes in diet and training, Wenger’s methods in the
dressing room also came as something new. Even if the team had played terribly,
the manager would say virtually nothing, leaving it up to the players to work it
out for themselves. This contrasted sharply with the responses of Rioch and,
before him, George Graham, who both pointed the finger of blame in no
uncertain terms. "That has never happened with him [Wenger]," Bergkamp says.
"He never mentioned one person. It could be that he sees that as a skill, I don’t
know, or he just doesn’t have that in him."

Someone who definitely did like a rant was Louis van Gaal, one of
Bergkamp’s managers at Ajax. "He was in your face screaming: even the day
after a game he would carry on. We would always have a meeting and he’d get
out his piece of paper that he’d been writing on during the match and have a real



go at certain players in front of everyone. He’d get more and more angry. That
was his thing. He liked one-on-one confrontation, whereas managers like
Wenger aren’t comfortable doing that. Over the years, though, he did become
more vocal when he was sitting on the bench. He’d have a go at the fourth
official or the linesman. I think that’s just because of the English game and the
people around him. It affects you."

It certainly affected Bergkamp. In fact, the English game got under his skin
to such an extent that in the end he couldn’t envisage playing anywhere else. If
Ajax was his first love, Arsenal was the loyal wife he couldn’t divorce, the
longstanding partner with whom he shared the golden years, the best of his
career. In David Winner’s book, Those Feet, the author Nick Hornby explains
his own view of Bergkamp. "When Dennis arrived, he exposed something about
England," Hornby says. "It’s as if you’re watching a film with special effects,
where everything is very small, and it’s fine as long as they keep the cameraman
out of the picture ... but then ‘oh, they’re only an inch tall’." In other words,
everyone else was dwarfed by the size of the Dutch master’s talent. His entrance
put the achievements of his predecessors into sharp perspective.

Agree or disagree with those sentiments: it was Hornby’s way of describing
Bergkamp’s magnitude as one of the most gifted footballers ever to grace these
shores. His impact, as a result, stretches far beyond any tribal ties, to leave the
English public in general, and Arsenal fans in particular, with a new yardstick.

Could he possibly have expected so much upon arriving in London? For that
matter, could the aspiring schoolboy at Ajax ever have foreseen what was to
come? "First of all the dream was to become a professional footballer. When
you’ve achieved that, you want to take things further — become a top scorer, play
international football, make a move to a different country. I look back now after
19 years playing at the top, seeing three different countries, playing a lot of
games, scoring a lot of goals, seeing a lot of success, but most of all enjoying it
all. Yes, this is way more than I could ever have expected."

It is much more than we anticipated, too, Dennis. For Arsenal fans,
especially, it has been a total privilege.

Alan Smith



Simply the best



While Arsenal’s men’s team enjoyed a solid first season at Emirates Stadium, the Club’s Ladies were
taking their rivals in England and Europe by storm, winning a quartet of titles

Arsenal Ladies have dominated domestic football for the past 15 years, but in
2006/2007 the team remained unbeaten to achieve a unique clean sweep of all
four major trophies, including the highest honour in club football — the Women’s
Uefa Cup.

Since their formation in 1987, they have won 27 major honours — including
nine League titles — making them the most successful team in the history of
British women’s football.

Then, in 2006/2007, they became the first side from outside Scandinavia or
Germany to win the Uefa Cup, after defeating Umea, the Swedish two-times
winners, 1-0 on aggregate after a gruelling two-leg final. Umea, ranked number
one in the world, included the Swede Hanna Ljungberg (no relation to her
compatriot, Freddie) and the Brazilian player Marta in their line-up — two of the
greatest players in women’s football today. But the 2003 and 2004 winners could
not find their way past the resolute Gunners defence and, in particular, the
inspired goalkeeping of Emma Byrne.

Alex Scott’s long-range thunderbolt in the dying moments of the first leg, in
Sweden, ultimately proved just enough for Arsenal to be crowned the champions
of Europe after they held their nerve to secure a tense 0-0 draw in the home leg.

Arsene Wenger said: "I want to congratulate the Arsenal Ladies team. They
have dominated football in England for years, and now they have done it in
Europe — in a brave way, too. They had to really dig deep and suffer in that final,
but we are all very proud of them."

Thierry Henry, the Club captain, described the Uefa Cup victory by Arsenal
Ladies as a "fantastic achievement". He added: "Now they can say that they are
the best team around: what an amazing feeling to walk around knowing that you
are the best in Europe. They didn’t lose a game in any competition: that is just
ridiculous. Thank God for the Ladies team, because they brought some
silverware to the Club [in the 2006/2007 season]."

The Uefa Cup success came in Arsenal’s fifth European campaign;
previously they had twice reached both the semi-finals and quarter-finals. The
team, managed by Vic Akers, had topped their qualifying group with a 100 per
cent record, then beaten Breidablik, of Iceland, home and away, before defeating
Brondby, from Denmark, in the semi-final.



Victory in the Uefa Cup was the third part of the quadruple. The League title
— Arsenal’s sixth in the past seven seasons — had already been sealed with an
astonishing 100 per cent record and in March they had defeated Leeds United 1-
0 in the League Cup Final.

Just a week after winning the Uefa Cup, the Gunners added their fourth and
final trophy, the FA Cup, following a 4-1 victory over Charlton Athletic. In front
of a record crowd of more than 24,000 spectators at Nottingham Forest’s City
Ground — almost double the previous highest attendance for a Final — Arsenal
initially fell behind to a goal by Charlton’s Katie Holtham. However, they
recovered to beat their London rivals thanks to two goals each from Jayne
Ludlow and Kelly Smith. The victory was Arsenal’s eighth FA Cup success —
more than any other team — and maintained their 100 per cent record in FA Cup
Finals.

Further success for Arsenal Ladies came when they won the Community
Shield and London County Cup to complete an historic grand slam.

Akers said he was delighted by the triumph of winning all four major
trophies, but was determined that the team would not lose their hunger for
further success in the future. "I’'m very proud: it’s a fantastic achievement," he
said. "At the start of each season we know what trophies are up for grabs, and
are playing to win them, but winning them all never normally happens. Yet we
had a feel about us this year from the off, even though we lost players [to injury].
Everyone slotted in and pulled their weight and we’ve done a great job."

It took only five years from the time of their formation by Akers in 1987 for
the team to win their first piece of silverware — the 1992 League Cup — as they
began to end the dominance of Doncaster Belles. In that same season, Arsenal
romped away with the National League South title to win promotion to the
Premier League for the first time.

They marked their first season in the top flight with a domestic Treble, and
won a second Treble in 2001, while completing unbeaten League campaigns in
both 2005/2006 and 2006/2007.

Arsenal Ladies were formed following a link-up between the Club’s
Community Sports Programme and the Aylesbury Ladies team. Stars of their
early successes were Jo Churchman, Caroline McGloin and Naz Ball up front,
while the Northern Ireland defender Gill Wylie was the team’s captain.

The England players Kirsty Pealling, Sammy Britton and Marieanne Spacey
came to prominence in the mid-Nineties, and propelled the team to further glory.

In 2001 Arsenal Ladies became the first English side to represent England in
European competition, when they qualified for the Uefa Women’s Cup. They
turned semi-professional at the end of that season, and have gone from strength



to strength as they continue to receive sponsorship from players in the men’s
team.

Kelly Smith — the only English player ever to play professionally in America
— returned to play for Arsenal in 2004; the England international was nominated
for FIFA’s World Player of the Year in 2005. Her team-mates Alex Scott, Katie
Chapman, Anita Asante, Karen Carney, Lianne Sanderson, Mary Phillip and
Rachel Yankey also play regularly for England, while defender Faye White is
captain of both the Club and country.

Jayne Ludlow, of Wales, Scotland’s Julie Fleeting, and the Republic of
Ireland trio of Emma Byrne, Yvonne Tracy and Ciara Grant are also full
internationals.

It all adds up to a highly impressive team line-up, one which has led Wenger
to refer to Arsenal Ladies as "the Galacticos of the Ladies game". But unlike the
Real Madrid version, they are now also the reigning champions of Europe.






Glory days return

George Graham’s managerial career at Arsenal came to a premature end, but the
1971 Double-winner brought a pile of silverware to Highbury and left the Club
in great shape



The dapper revolutionary



Patrick Barclay says George Graham is one of Arsenal’s three greatest managers, with six trophies
more than making up for a mistake that cost him his livelihood

As a football man and an Arsenal icon, George Graham deserves better than to
be remembered for a mistake that led to his suspension from the game. To
advance the excuse that other hands were also in football’s till at the time of his
covert deal with the Norwegian agent Rune Hauge — there had been many
irregular payments before, and there have been many since — would be futile. Yet
it can pertinently be said that respectable men in many fields are prey to
temptation, especially when it arises in an atmosphere of moral myopia.

It will not be forgotten, either, that Graham returned to the Club which, as a
player, he had helped to the Double and not only restored the fierce pride of that
Bertie Mee era, but sustained Arsenal’s status as a leading power in the land in a
way Mee’s men had not been able to do. In that sense, Graham’s contribution
was more comparable to that of the unquestionably great Herbert Chapman than
Mee’s. Moreover — and here again the comparison with Chapman holds water —
if one measure of a manager is the legacy he bestows on those who follow then,
just as George Allison was assisted in his task of completing a trio of English
championships after Chapman’s death by the quality of the players he inherited,
Graham passed on a truly exceptional defensive unit, one whose massive
significance in a period of continued success Arséne Wenger would be among
the first to assert. Plus Ian Wright, of course; Graham brought him to Highbury
and Wright was to set a club goalscoring record it would take Thierry Henry to
beat.

The Graham era was evolutionary and at times there could be comparisons
with the early, steely years of Don Revie at Leeds United. There were some
enthusiastic contributions to the storm of headline-making incidents that
accompanied the initial stages of the game’s return to popularity after the horrors
of hooliganism that had culminated in 39 deaths at Heysel in 1985 and the
shameful neglect of questions of safety and comfort that led to many more
fatalities at Hillsborough in 1989. Even when they were at the height of their
powers under Graham, Arsenal were in no mood to be left out of the soap opera.
Quite apart from their occasional escapades off the field, they had a penchant for
controversy on it that seemed to reflect the bristling competitiveness Graham
had resolved to instil upon his return to the Club. Far from angels with dirty
faces, these could be devils in spotless white shirts, for behind the smart image



they put forward — from the start Graham insisted they wore Club ties and
jackets on match days — lay a readiness to sacrifice just about everything in
pursuit of a result.

The sight of an Arsenal posse in pursuit of a referee was not uncommon and
there were a couple of large-scale brawls. A few months after the first title had
been secured, in 1989, Norwich City came to Highbury and lost 4-3, a Lee
Dixon penalty in stoppage time prompting much argybargy in the North Bank
goalmouth while the fans celebrated wildly behind. The FA’s response —
Norwich were fined £50,000 and Arsenal £20,000 — indicated whom the
authorities deemed mainly responsible. But the tendency persisted and a year
later Arsenal might have paid a heavy price for a further transgression; they were
docked two points, and Manchester United one, following a brawl at Old
Trafford in which every player on the pitch except David Seaman took some
part. The teams were also fined £50,000 each by the FA, but the points deduction
was the aspect that might have hurt and it had been a fear of that as well as a
sense of responsibility that had prompted the Arsenal board to get in ahead of the
FA by announcing that Graham and his players had been subjected to Club fines
of two weeks’ wages. In the 1988/1989 season, the loss of two points would
have been more than enough to cost Arsenal the title; they would have gone to
Anfield simply to make up the numbers at a party. But in 1990/1991 they were
all but unstoppable and, although they did not actually wrest the leadership of
the League from Liverpool until mid-January, the ultimate margin was stretched
to seven points.

Away from the pitch, some of Graham’s men displayed a relish for nightlife
(sometimes even in the daytime) that rivalled anything seen in previous eras. Not
just the spectacularly troubled Tony Adams, who spent two months in prison for
drink-driving, and Paul Merson; on one occasion Ray Parlour found himself out
of action injured as a result of an altercation in a nightclub at Butlin’s in Bognor
Regis. Presented with such contradictions to the air of dignity, Arsenal always
like to exude, Graham would spread his arms in an unconvincing form of
despair. While the team were winning, he had no appetite for dwelling on their
human frailties.

Sometimes the notion is advanced of Graham the hungry fighter: a ruthless
product of a tough environment. That is too simplistic, though the different sides
to his personality are clearly evident from the contrast between how he behaved
as a player and as a manager. It is well known that his background was far from
privileged. He was born on November 30, 1944, in the village of Bargeddie, near
Glasgow, whose character was then defined by its coalmines but which now
tends to concentrate on housing commuters. His father, a steelworker, died when



he was three and his mother had to bring up six children alone, but the
indications are that the family, though inevitably short of money, were happy.
George followed football and in particular Airdrieonians (now known as Airdrie
United) who, in his adolescence, reached the rare and giddy heights of fifth in
the Scottish First Division. George himself was a talented footballer and signed
for Aston Villa when he reached the age of 17 and could turn professional. He
made eight appearances for Villa in what is now called the Premiership, playing
as a striker and scoring two goals. He was still in his teens when he went to
Chelsea, joining Tommy Docherty’s highly promising squad, and quickly hit it
off with Terry Venables, who was to be a considerable influence on his career as
well as a perennial and close friend. Graham was very popular and, with his easy
charm and dark, almost Latin, good looks, attracted plenty of girls. While never
forgetting his roots, he was a sort of Jock the Lad, very much at home in the
more fashionable reaches of the capital.

In 1966, the year England won the World Cup, he and Venables took
divergent career paths. Both headed for North London, where Venables struggled
to convince Tottenham Hotspur fans he was the new Danny Blanchflower while
Graham, after much patience had been required on all sides, eventually shared in
something special. He was not exactly the epitome of the Bertie Mee player. He
wasn’t even a George Graham player: many years later, in his Highbury office,
he was to snort: “I would never have signed a player like I was.” Nicknamed
“Stroller” for his nonchalant air (though his pace was never searing), he was
always more of a technician than an athlete and did not contribute conspicuously
to the defensive aspects of a team.

At one stage of the Double campaign, indeed, he was dropped by Mee, but
on his return he scored a dazzling goal against Liverpool, volleying home after a
clever manoeuvre with Jon Sammels. It would now be called a one-two, but
Graham has always liked to talk of the “wall pass”, as if deferring to his
youthful games in the streets of Bargeddie, where he polished the skills that were
to make him Mee’s concession to elegance in a superbly spirited, integrated and
organised but essentially practical team. By now Graham was playing in
midfield, just behind the front and to the left, where his lack of pace could be
addressed by means of the craftiness that was not quite enough to obtain him
credit for the equalising goal against Liverpool in the 1971 FA Cup Final — Eddie
Kelly was judged to have got the vital touch — but earned him man-of-the-match
honours.

Docherty, as Scotland manager, invited him to embark on an international
career that was to extend to 12 matches. Later Docherty took him for a spell at
Manchester United. He spent the rest of his playing days at Portsmouth and,



finally, Crystal Palace. He was 32. Venables, less than two years his senior, was
the manager. An upwardly mobile one, too. In Graham’s first season, Palace
were promoted to the old Second Division. Towards the end of Graham’s second
season, the last of his playing career, he was asked by Venables if would like to
coach the club’s youngsters. Did Venables, even then, detect in his pal the gift
for coaching that was to make Graham one of Britain’s leading managers? Or
was he doing his friend a favour? Or was it just a mad gamble? Many years on,
Venables declared: “If you’d asked me to name the player, among all those I
ever played with, who was least likely to make a coach or a manager, I’d have
probably said George.”

Soon after giving Graham responsibility for the Palace kids, Venables began
to realise that he had not only a flair for the job but a surprising relish. The same
Graham who, in his playing days, would laughingly implore more avid students
of the game, such as his friend Frank McLintock, a fellow Scot and Arsenal
captain, to “put the ball away’’ and have some fun, was now confessing to a love
of trying to improve young players that could induce him frequently to work day
and night. It may well have been that he accepted Venables’s offer to have a go
at coaching because he was not sure what sort of work to opt for — he had been
toying with the idea of entering the pub business with McLintock — and there
was a need to find something because footballers then, though well enough paid,
did not enjoy the fabulous lifestyles of their counterparts today. It is tempting to
theorise that a material insecurity born of the privations of Graham’s youth
guided him on to his new path. And to speculate that the changes in his attitudes
to both football and life that followed his appointment to his first managerial
post at Millwall also harked back to his background. The older Graham became,
and the greater his need to vindicate his origins, the more driven and ruthless he
appeared.

After continuing his youth work with Venables at Queens Park Rangers for a
couple of years, the call came to fly solo on the other, less fashionable side of
London, at Millwall. It was a splendid education in management, a tough
schooling in what can prove an unforgiving trade. He arrived towards the end of
1982 and, at the end of his second full season, the club were promoted to the old
Second Division; Graham had demonstrated an understanding of how to forge a
team and in 1986 an approach from Arsenal showed it had not gone unnoticed.
He was already a changed man. As soon as he went to Millwall, friends noticed
how the carefree stroller was evolving into a steely, determined, almost
obsessive manager. But his feelings for Arsenal remained strong and, when it
was decided that his former coach Don Howe was not the answer to their
management problems, the call came. Arsenal had drawn up a shortlist of four



candidates for the job and Graham, as a Highbury old boy, was the first invited
to the London flat of the chairman, Peter Hill-Wood. Also there were the vice-
chairman David Dein, and the astute managing director, Ken Friar. To say that
Graham performed well at his interview would be the height of understatement.
The Arsenal powers that be decided immediately that there was no need to see
the other three contenders. Graham’s enduring passion for the Club, his ideas,
his ambition and the aura he exuded had left them in no doubt that he was the
man for the job.

Graham assumed responsibility for the footballing fortunes of Arsenal in the
close-season of 1986. When the players returned from their various summers —
captain Kenny Sansom had been on World Cup duty with England in Mexico,
cursing Diego Maradona, while others had enjoyed a holiday — they found a
young boss who meant business. He demanded total dedication from the squad
but, as the Observer football writer and Arsenal fan Amy Lawrence details in her
brilliant book Proud To Say That Name, a leavening of the old humour marked
his early managerial style: “During his first pep talk at the training ground at
London Colney, George wasted no time in showing his intentions. Noticing that
Charlie Nicholas and Graham Rix had pierced ears underneath their bouffant
footballer haircuts, he quipped: "If you want to wear an earring it’s compulsory
to wear a dress. Wear it socially, no problem, but don’t come to work in an
earring." It was typical George, authoritative yet audacious. A flash of quick wit
to make the point. He wasn’t going to lay down the rules like an old fuddy-
duddy, but he made it clear there was to be no messing.”

There was certainly a touch or two of Bertie Mee about Graham: the
emphasis he put on discipline; the insistence on travelling in smart Club attire. A
student of the Herbert Chapman era who had lived through the revival under
Mee, he was taking what he judged to be the best of the past and applying his
own treatment to it. This surfaced in exhortations such as ‘‘remember who you
are, what you are and what you represent”, repeated like a mantra, but in an
aggressive, quasi-military tone; the players used to repeat it on their nights out,
when emboldened by booze, and laugh, but the notion of the Arsenal player’s
pride as something worth fighting for did gradually re-enter their culture — and
that was what Graham had been after.

Time-honoured principles also applied to the coaching, most of which
Graham did himself. Just as he must quietly have admired and learnt from the
man-management of Mee, it soon became clear that the coaching methods and
philosophies of Dave Sexton and Don Howe in his playing days had rubbed off
on him, more than perhaps even he had realised at the time. Graham’s main
obsession was with the defence. In training he would keep it simple and



repetitive, drilling the back line over and over again in the routines that were to
leave forwards throughout England and farther afield utterly frustrated as they
were caught offside; up would go the arms of Adams and company, snuffing out
yet another threat to Arsenal’s goal. “Clean sheets’” was another phrase that
resonated around London Colney. The work was long and hard and, if it had not
proved so efficacious, the players might have been tempted to protest. But before
long a sense grew that wind was beginning to swell the sails of a long-becalmed
club.

The first League match under Graham was at home to Manchester United
and victory was secured by the only goal, from Charlie Nicholas, the fans’
favourite. It was towards the sad conclusion of Ron Atkinson’s reign at Old
Trafford and soon Alex Ferguson was to come south to replace him, to join battle
with Graham, but in those days Liverpool were the team to beat — and several
months later, at Wembley in the final of the 1987 League Cup (then known as
the Littlewoods Cup), Graham’s Arsenal did beat them. Another Scot, Kenny
Dalglish, was in charge of the Merseyside club, which had achieved the Double
in the previous season but were now confounded as two goals from Nicholas
outweighed one by Ian Rush. The Arsenal support had almost forgotten how to
celebrate a trophy — this was only their second since 1971 — and their gratitude to
Graham was boundless. They had witnessed the power of his teachings in the
semi-final, a North London derby against a Tottenham Hotspur side managed by
David Pleat and featuring Chris Waddle, Glenn Hoddle and Ossie Ardiles in a
five-man midfield calculated to make the purists purr. That season Clive Allen,
the lone striker, scored 49 goals in all competitions and it was he who gave Spurs
a first-leg victory at Highbury. He also put Spurs ahead at White Hart Lane.
Shortly afterwards, the watching nation began to appreciate the new grit of the
men from Highbury as Viv Anderson and Niall Quinn retaliated, forcing a third
match. It was also on Spurs’ ground, where Allen struck yet again, but so did lan
Allinson and then, at the 11th hour, in a thrilling show of resilience, David
Rocastle hit the winner. It even spawned a memorable fanzine, entitled One-Nil
Down, Two-One Up. Graham had reached base camp in his quest to take the
Club back to the summit of English football. He had established that Arsenal
were never beaten until the last whistle sounded. The psychological pre-requisite
for the historic moment of 1989 had been established. And the trophy brandished
at Wembley was to be the first of a few.

Arsenal finished a creditable fourth in the league that season. In 1987/1988,
they slipped to sixth and missed out on a trophy when Luton Town beat them 3-2
in the Littlewoods Cup Final, but Graham was reshaping the side. At first he had
been restrained in the transfer market, just bringing in the speedy Perry Groves



from Colchester United for £50,000 as if signalling his wish to see wholehearted
endeavour. Even more significantly, though, he spent upwards of 10 times as
much on booking the services of Alan Smith, who was loaned back to Leicester
City for the rest of the season, but arrived at Highbury for the beginning of the
new campaign. What a signing he was to prove: Smith would be the leading
goalscorer in two Championship seasons and also the conqueror of Parma in the
Cup Winners’ Cup Final. Graham had already given a mental thumbs-down to
Nicholas, whom he eventually shipped out to Aberdeen in January 1988, and
envisaged pairing Smith with Paul Merson. He was fortunate in that a lot of
youthful promise was present at the Club when he arrived: above all Tony
Adams, whose accession to the captaincy in place of the fading, disaffected
Kenny Sansom was, of course, a key move, but also Merson, Rocastle and
Michael Thomas. Around them he bedded in hungry players in their mid-
twenties such as Smith, Steve Bould, Brian Marwood, full-backs Lee Dixon and
Nigel Winterburn and Kevin Richardson, who had won the League with Everton.
None required the breaking of Arsenal’s wage structure and all were to give
excellent value, to put it mildly. And now Arsenal were ready to challenge
anyone.

From the start of the 1988/1989 season, there was a likely look about the
side. John Lukic was at his steadiest in goal. Dixon and Winterburn, having
taken over from the veteran England internationals Anderson and Sansom, lent
briskness and urgency. Adams and Bould were solid in central defence. Rocastle
and Marwood tirelessly flanked Thomas and Richardson. And up front Smith
and Merson gelled. They did very well at home and, unusually, even better away,
and were ahead of the pack at the beginning of April, when the real story of the
season started to be written. According to a substantial proportion of the press,
Graham was acting as author of his own misfortune when suddenly he switched
to three at the back at Manchester United. He was criticised for being overly
defensive in turning to the system, which employed Adams and Bould as
markers with David O’Leary introduced as sweeper, and the outcry grew when,
in the 85th minute of the match, Adams swung a leg and sliced the ball into his
own-goal, costing Arsenal two points, although it is only fair to add that the
young skipper had already notched a goal at the orthodox end. Graham argued
that, for from reining back with the finishing line in sight, he had wanted to get
his men used to the new system in time for what he thought would be the crucial
match at Liverpool. He was to be tactically vindicated. And he was also right
about the importance of the Anfield collision, although for tragic reasons it could
not be played as scheduled on April 23; because of the Hillsborough disaster, it
was postponed until May 26, by which time every other match of the season was



over.

Despite everything — or perhaps because they felt an obligation to try to give
their people some respite from the grief — Liverpool had maintained top form
and were unbeaten in 24 matches when Arsenal’s coach began its journey north.
It hardly needs stating that Graham’s team needed to win by two goals to take
the title on the number of goals scored. He had told them that, because no one
outside Highbury expected them to do it, they were under no pressure. And for a
while they believed him. But as the coach neared Merseyside the nerves began to
jangle and so Graham had further work to do. After a break for a meal at a hotel,
he gathered them and assured them they would win 3-0. But they had to be
careful not to leave gaps at the back by chasing the game — if it was 0-0 at half-
time, that would be fine. When they got to the dressing room, he used a familiar
managerial motivational tool by ordering that an article in one of that day’s
newspapers, from former Liverpool star Graeme Souness, which scathingly
compared every Arsenal player with his opposite number, be pinned to the wall.
At the end of a cat-and-mouse first half in which Liverpool seemed to be content
to play out the draw that would give them the title, it was 0-0 and Graham had,
of course, prepared his players for that. Then the opening goal he had promised
would be theirs came from Smith, with the faintest of glances of his head. Smith
then found Michael Thomas in stoppage time and everything, it seemed, had
been turned on its head, including Thomas himself. At the final whistle there
was pandemonium — and amid it the Kop’s generous applause for the new
champions was unforgettable. But later, once back in London, as his euphoric
players went clubbing, Graham headed for bed. And in the morning he flew to
Scotland for a round of golf with his brother. He was keeping calm and already
preparing for next season.

In normal times, this would have entailed adjusting his squad to meet the
demands of the Champions League (or Champions’ Cup, as it was then). But
these were not normal times: English clubs had been banished from European
competition since the riots at the 1985 final between Liverpool and Juventus at
the Heysel Stadium in Brussels, leaving Graham and his team free to concentrate
on domestic affairs.

Not surprisingly, given that Arsenal had become champions with a team
most fans thought was still developing, Graham made few changes, but the
season began badly with a 4-1 defeat at Manchester City and often betrayed
signs of a hangover, although they finished fourth. Arsenal made little progress
in either cup, so there was no warning of the dramatic improvement in League
results in 1990/1991, when they took the title having scored 74 goals for the
concession of a mere 18, representing one of the best ratios in the history of the



English game. The low goals-against total owed a good deal to the recruitment at
the beginning of the season of David Seaman, the top-class goalkeeper Graham
had always wanted. With Bould established alongside Adams, the back men
were simply getting better and better as a unit. In midfield Paul Davis added
extra skill to the mix, but the crucial change was that an outof-favour Marwood
had been replaced by Anders Limpar. Once again Graham had come up with
something different. Maybe opponents had got used to the early crosses with
which Marwood had so enthusiastically served Smith; so in came Limpar, a
Swede with bewilderingly fast feet and a gift for the stabbed through-pass to
which Smith and Merson were only too glad to adjust.

The football was even more dazzling than in the first Championship season.
And effective. Only Chelsea beat Arsenal in the League, though Manchester
United enjoyed a 6-2 triumph at Highbury in the League Cup and the FA Cup
run was ended by Spurs in a match remembered primarily for Paul Gascoigne’s
raging free kick.

Now Europe’s biggest stage did beckon and Arsenal took to it in style,
beating Austria Vienna 6-1, with Smith scoring four; a 1-0 second-leg loss
mattered little. They then drew 1-1 with Benfica in Lisbon, but a bombardment
at Highbury failed to finish the job and the Portuguese champions won 3-1. This
time Graham had been unable to come up with the right tactics. He seemed to
have delivered another masterstroke when he unveiled Ian Wright, but, despite
the amazing strike rate of Smith’s latest partner — he hit 24 goals in just 30
League matches — Arsenal could manage only fourth in the final season of the
old First Division. Nor was there any joy in the domestic cups; Wrexham beat
Arsenal 2-1 in the FA Cup third round to inflict on the Club one of their most
ignominious defeats.

Although the next season, 1992/1993, was even worse in the League —
Graham’s team finishing 10th, and the lowest scorers in the Premiership with 40
goals — the haul of both the FA and League Cups enabled the support to hide
their concerns under rousing renditions of a favourite song (Georgie Graham’s
magic/He wears a magic hat/And when he saw the FA (or Rumbelows) Cup/He
said ‘I’m having that’). But they could see that Limpar’s form was in and out;
that the likes of John Jensen and Ian Selley hardly sparkled in midfield; that
signings like Pal Lydersen and the former Millwall winger Jimmy Carter would
not measure up to the Club’s highest standards. Graham’s management had lost
its sparkle.

Years later, he blamed himself for not spending more of the Club’s money on
players of the standard that were to come in subsequent eras. But there were
other factors in Manchester United’s eclipse of Arsenal. One was the change in



the application of the offside law, which suited Sir Alex Ferguson more than
Graham. Another was that Graham became oddly sour. He had always been a
disciplinarian and, in their hearts, the players never minded that, but in his last
couple of years his bawling-outs sometimes verged on the brutal. Among those
to suffer was Limpar, whose confidence drained away, but others also felt the
message was becoming a little too blunt to have any real meaning. In short, his
regime was acquiring a jaded air.

Still, he had two cups and the bigger of them got Arsenal back in Europe for
what was to prove Graham’s last stand, the magnificently defiant plotting of the
Cup Winners’ Cup campaign of 1993/1994. Even Smith, on the wrong side of 30
now and prey to the odd injury, was hearing the rough edge of the boss’s tongue.
The team scraped into fourth place in the League but did little in the domestic
cups; it was as if everything had been channelled into the European journey that
was to complete his collection of honours. After the Danes of Odense had been
seen off, 3-2 on aggregate, Arsenal swept aside Standard Liege, of Belgium (3-0
at home and 7-0 away), then edged out Torino, of Italy, with Adams scoring the
only goal over 180 minutes. Next was a semi-final against Paris St Germain, for
whom David Ginola cancelled out Wright’s opener at the Parc des Princes only
for Kevin Campbell thrillingly to settle matters at Highbury. Right from his first
season at the Club, Graham had set out to ensure his team could cope with
technically more gifted opponents and the final against Parma was a chance to
show he could still do it. Parma, backed then by the riches of the Parmalat dairy-
products empire, had stars aplenty, including Gianfranco Zola and Tomas Brolin,
the Swede who had knocked England out of the European Championship in
1992, and Colombia’s Faustino Asprilla. But a team containing Selley and Steve
Morrow beat them. Once more, Georgie Graham was magic as the red hordes
danced through Copenhagen.

The origins of Graham’s drawn-out downfall can be traced back to arguably
his finest achievement: the second Championship, when only one of 38 matches
was lost. Seaman and his protectors kept 24 clean sheets and everything was
rounded off with a fl ourish when Anders Limpar completed a hat-trick in a 6-1
triumph over Coventry City at Highbury. In the months afterwards, Graham
recruited Wright, who gladly joined the title-holders from Crystal Palace, amid
much fuss. No one outside Scandinavia took much notice when he unveiled
Lydersen, a burly defender from the Norwegian club Start, and few today could
tell you much about Lydersen’s Arsenal career, which featured little more than a
dozen unremarkable appearances. But this signing was to prove significant in
another way. Near the end of that year, the company of Rune Hauge, the agent
who did the deal, sent Graham £140,000, which was put in a bank account.



When Arsenal officials later discovered this represented a cut of the £500,000
fee he had personally arranged with Hauge, they were dismayed by the size of
the payment.

The second of the irregularities that brought down Graham involved another
Scandinavian player, the stocky, curly-haired Jensen. An industrious midfielder
known in Denmark as “Faxe” after his favourite beer (suffice it to say Jensen
had no trouble fitting into the Highbury culture of the time), Jensen came to
prominence during the Danes’ fairytale European Championship success in
1992. They had been invited at the last minute after the United Nations imposed
sanctions on Yugoslavia. Jensen scored with a thunderous long-range drive in the
final against Germany, leading the optimists among the Highbury support to
expect similar fireworks; instead he became something of a cult figure, scoring
only one goal in 98 League matches (for all the North Bank’s urgings), but being
popular because he ran about a lot and, to be fair, could play a bit. Jensen was
engaged towards the end of that memorable summer of 1992, but there was
nothing romantic about the method. Arsenal paid roughly £1.6 million, of which
about £900,000 went to the Danish club Brondby. Hauge took the remaining
£700,000 and within a month sent £285,000 of it to Graham, who again banked
it (£35,000 went to Arsenal’s chief scout, Steve Burtenshaw). Graham’s total
“bung” now stood at £425,000. His annual salary then was estimated at
£300,000.

He was not alone among Premiership managers in playing this game, but he
was to be the only one brought to justice and thrown out of football; sacked by
Arsenal after a Premier League inquiry concluded that he had received the
money ““in direct consequence of”’ the purchase of Lydersen and Jensen. He was
turned over to the Football Association and banned for, in effect, a year
(Burtenshaw was fined £10,000 but remained at Arsenal until he left in 1996
alongside Graham’s successor, Bruce Rioch, who made him chief scout at
Queens Park Rangers). Graham, after serving his suspension, was to return to the
game at Leeds United, whose revival prompted Arsenal’s old rivals, Tottenham
Hotspur, to bring him back to London. There, however, the chemistry was wrong
and he soon settled instead into a new role as a television analyst for Sky Sports.

It goes almost without saying that Arsenal, in his absence, had moved on to
even greater things under Arsene Wenger: three Championships and four FA
Cups in the Frenchman’s first decade, not to mention appearances in the final
stages of the Champions League and UEFA Cup. This might be offered as
evidence to challenge the claim that Graham’s record, over nearly nine years,
was the superior in Europe over a similar timespan. Graham brilliantly organised
the Cup-Winners’ Cup campaign that culminated in the win over Parma in



Copenhagen in 1994, when the goal from the ever-modest but perennially heroic
Smith defeated Zola and company. But once again a peak of Graham’s career
was to lead to the lowest trough, for fate was to send Arsenal back to the Danish
capital six months later, to face Brondby in a defence of the trophy.

Arsenal beat Brondby with fewer problems than a 4-3 aggregate might
suggest. What worried the directors, as they watched Smith and Wright pave the
way for a 2-1 win in the first leg, was the recollection of what they had heard
from their Danish counterparts over dinner in a Copenhagen restaurant the
previous night. Although no mention of Graham is recalled — oddly, you may
think, given that a book by journalist Henrik Madsen, published in Denmark but
not England, had referred to Graham being cut in on the Jensen deal — the
payment to Hauge did come up in conversation. It was probably a sore point to
the Brondby people, because the year before they had been asked to furnish
football’s international governing body, FIFA, with the details. The German club
Hamburg had been alerted to the discrepancy between the fees Arsenal had paid
and those Brondby had received; since Hamburg — having previously sold Jensen
back to his native land for about £300,000 — were due 25 per cent of any
subsequent profit made on him, they naturally wanted the calculation done on
the basis of the greater amount, while Brondby just as predictably favoured the
smaller. A high-powered FIFA tribunal headed by the then-president, Joao
Havelange, ruled against Brondby. So, in more senses than one, they had done
bad business.

The Arsenal directors pondered all this with furrowed brows. Having
enjoyed so many proud moments with Graham, they were naturally reluctant to
confront the obvious question mark over his probity. Events were to conspire
against Graham in the ensuing months, with the Mail On Sunday newspaper
reporting that the Inland Revenue was investigating his receipt of £425,000 from
Hauge’s Guernsey-based company Interclub, while the Premier League’s
“bungs” inquiry was also closing in on the awful truth. An indication of the
emotional mixture in the Highbury boardroom came when the chairman, Peter
Hill-Wood, defiantly told Brian Woolnough of The Sun newspaper: ‘“We will not
sack George Graham and I hope he will not resign.” Hill-Wood must have been
aware that, under the terms of an Inland Revenue survey of all clubs
commendably arranged by the then- Premier League chief executive, Rick Parry
(later to join Liverpool), Graham had been selected by revenue officers for
scrutiny of his accounts. It was, of course, an educated guess, and Hill- Wood
could hardly have avoided the realisation that Graham had committed a crucial
tactical mistake when, at the beginning of December, the manager decided to
relieve himself of the £425,000. He gave it to Arsenal (adding £40,000 as



interest) rather than Hauge, thereby suggesting to all concerned, except himself,
that the money was less an ‘“unsolicited gift” from the agent, and, therefore,
arguably exempt from tax, than remuneration for services rendered. Yet Hill-
Wood gamely insisted in his pre-Christmas declaration to The Sun: “I have had a
meeting with George and he assures me he has done nothing wrong.” It was,
after all, the time of year for charity.

Thus Arsenal drifted on through the festive season, but the team were
labouring in midtable. They won only one of their first six League matches of
1995 and were knocked out of the FA Cup in a Highbury replay by Millwall, a
club from a division below. When the announcement of his sacking was made on
February 21, there was a widespread view among supporters that, illicit
payments or not, Graham had passed his leave-by date. The last team he picked,
which drew 1-1 at home to Leicester City, is worth recalling because it illustrates
their concerns. In goal was Seaman, while Dixon and Winterburn occupied their
proper places at full-back. So far, so good. But we are now aware that Adams,
who was partnered by Andy Linighan in central defence, had little more than a
year to muddle through before owning up to alcoholism, thereby awarding
himself an extension to his career which proved extremely beneficial to Arsenal
in the Wenger era.

Jensen and Selley, a midfielder most noted for the promise he was never to
fulfil, were fl anked by Eddie McGoldrick, a respectable player whose reputation
suffered at Highbury because he was asked to step out of his class, and the swift
but fl imsy Dutch left-winger Glenn Helder. Further forward were Merson, like
Adams a very good player enslaved to addiction, and Chris Kiwomya, whom
Graham had signed from Ipswich Town around the same time as Helder (from
Vitesse Arnhem) and John Hartson (Luton Town). Hartson proved the nearest to
Arsenal class, or at least the class to which Arsenal aspired, but even he failed to
meet the standard demanded by a future regime after caretaker manager Stewart
Houston had given way to Rioch and the former Bolton Wanderers manager had
been replaced, in his turn, by Wenger.

Had all the months in which he privately lived with the fear of an expensive
disgrace soured Graham and made him a less effective manager? Some of the
more experienced inhabitants of the dressing room felt his decline was more than
just another instance of familiarity jading a regime. The dictum comes in many
forms but, in essence, it means that, after a number of years, a manager must
either change some of the players or himself change club. Graham did try to
refresh the squad, but he made such a mixed job of it that many close to the
Club, in retrospect, have wondered if his heart was still in a once-obsessive
quest. At any rate, he could not emulate his friend and rival Sir Alex Ferguson at



Manchester United by moving into a second decade (let alone a third). By 1995,
Ferguson’s United had more than taken over from Graham’s Arsenal as the
prime force in the English game; they were dominating it. True, United did not
win the Premiership title in the season that saw Graham cast out — they came
second to Blackburn Rovers — but they had won it in each of the previous two
seasons and they won it in each of the two that followed. Such was Ferguson’s
gift for replenishing his squad that they might have been unquestioned top dogs
for a few more years but for the Wenger revolution at Highbury. Whether
Graham versus Ferguson became an unfair fight, in terms of the respective
resources they were given, is a fair point. But in 1994/1995 their squads were so
disparate in terms of depth of quality it seems amazing that they inhabited the
same division, let alone that Arsenal could force a scoreless draw in the
Highbury fixture between the clubs just a few weeks before Graham’s departure.
Later that season, though, Arsenal lost 3-0 at Old Trafford. David Beckham,
Gary Neville and Paul Scholes were just a few of the starlets who could not
regularly get into a team including the likes of Peter Schmeichel, Denis Irwin,
Steve Bruce, Gary Pallister, Paul Ince, Mark Hughes and Eric Cantona.

It was a strange but telling coincidence. On the day the Premier League’s
damning verdict forced Graham out, in a proper courtroom only a few miles
across London, Cantona was charged with common assault following his
memorable kung-fu attack on a Crystal Palace fan who had taunted him as he
walked off after being shown the red card at Selhurst Park. It was a turbulent
time for football generally.

Graham was to dispute aspects of the obituaries of his Arsenal management,
notably the accusation that he had not bought very well; he countered by saying
that he had bought cheaply. It was true he had bought brilliantly at first. But his
record had deteriorated and the fortunes of two of his parting shots, Kiwomya
and Helder, tell their own story. The truth was that, for all the mistakes he made,
most dramatically in doing business the Hauge way, he goes down in history as a
worthy heir to the tradition of Matt Busby, Bill Shankly and Jock Stein, those
all-time great football men from the old industrial region of West Central
Scotland. He knows how the Arsenal fans feel about him, too. Once, refl ecting
on the heart-warming ovation he received upon his return to Highbury for Paul
Merson’s testimonial, he said: “When I’'m gone and the Arsenal directors have
gone, they [the people] will remember George Graham.”” He’s right. There is still
only one bust at Arsenal, that of Herbert Chapman. But maybe one day there will
be two. Or three. Because there have been three great managers of Arsenal.



Graham takes charge



George Graham talks with his former striker Alan Smith about his days as both player and manager
at Arsenal — and why the two periods were so different in character

George Graham has another George to thank for his introduction to Arsenal
Football Club, for first planting the seeds of what later became a full-blown love
affair. George and Ada Matthews had invited Chelsea’s new signing into their
Stamford Hill home shortly after the lad had moved down from Aston Villa. The
couple’s daughter, Christine (who worked at Chelsea and would later become
club secretary), had suggested the move as a more homely alternative to the
player’s initial digs, an impersonal hotel on Gloucester Road.

New to the capital, the young Scot quickly accepted the kind offer, not
unreasonably assuming that Stamford Hill couldn’t be too far away from
Stamford Bridge. He soon found out the truth, though. His new lodgings were
actually situated in north London, several miles away from SW6 and meant a
marathon trek across town to attend training. Graham didn’t mind. Such was the
warm hospitality of George and Ada that he was happy to suffer the long
journeys, hopping on bus and Tube every morning with his Chelsea team-mate
Ron Harris, who lived in nearby Hackney.

Back in Stamford Hill, prime Arsenal territory, ‘Gentleman’ George would
regale his young tenant with stories from the Club’s eminent past, about the great
sides that had played just down the road at Highbury. Owning an extensive
collection of books on the subject, he would proudly show them off. How much
notice the dapper 20-year-old took of all this is another matter, seeing as he was
just starting to discover the delights of the Swinging Sixties, but subconsciously
or not, that early taste of Arsenal stuck in his mind. Just like his former landlord,
in fact, Graham would later amass a similar collection of books, covering every
era of this famous institution. Every autobiography ever written by an Arsenal
man, seemingly — from Cliff Bastin to Liam Brady, Herbert Chapman to David
O’Leary — has found a fond place on the heaving bookshelves of Graham’s
Hampstead home.

The seed had been planted. Though he couldn’t know it at the time, this
connection with the Gunners would dominate Graham’s career. Unfortunately,
by the time he actually joined the Club as a player in 1966, George Matthews
had passed away, denied the pleasure of ever seeing his surrogate son wearing
red and white.

The move across town, away from Stamford Bridge, had been coming for a



while. Chelsea’s manager, Tommy Docherty, had started breaking up a team that
had gone very close to achieving something substantial. Disillusioned with the
dismantling of an exciting outfit, Graham had two transfer requests turned down
before his manager suddenly accepted a £50,000 bid from Arsenal that required
Tommy Baldwin to go the other way. When the striker heard of Arsenal’s
interest, he didn’t hesitate. Dave Sexton’s presence at Highbury was more than
enough.

"He’d been at Chelsea with me and was a massive influence,"” Graham says.
"A magnificent coach and the major reason I joined Arsenal. I knew that I could
improve under him." And so George went to see Bertie Mee, the physiotherapist
turned manager, in his cramped little office just down the corridor from the
fabled Marble Halls. Though negotiations didn’t take long, once a contract had
been signed the new man began to realise that life was rather different in this
neck of the woods. The King’s Road and Avenell Road didn’t have much in
common. "It was all about standards,"” my former boss recalls as we delve into
the past in his plush living room. "There was an Arsenal way that I found very
strange at first. At Chelsea it was different — more off the cuff and Tommy
Docherty was more of a fun-loving manager. There was good coaching there,
mind, but it was a bit more relaxed. I went to Arsenal and it was very, very
professional. It must have taken me about 18 months to get into the Arsenal way
of doing things. Behaviour had to be right on and off the pitch."

It was a lot more stressful, too, since Arsenal were going through a poor time
on the pitch. With the team regularly failing to trouble the top end of the table,
the success of the early 1950s seemed an awfully long time ago. Compared with
the carefree attitude at Chelsea, where a vibrant group of young players had
made it all fun and smiles, the mood in north London was more serious and
pressurised.

"I did wonder if I’d done the right thing at first, but I’ve never been one for
looking back in life. I never regretted leaving Chelsea." That’s not altogether
surprising when you consider what was to come. After Graham’s first few years
at the Club had been marked by a flirtation with success, comprising two losing
League Cup Finals, a ground-breaking European Fairs Cup Final victory over
Anderlecht laid the ground for the big one — the year that would banish the
ghosts of the Club’s famous past. In 1971, the League and FA Cup Double was
heroically clinched by a tight group of players who had quickly developed a
tremendous bond.

By the start of that decade, a clutch of hungry home-grown products — Ray
Kennedy, Charlie George and Pat Rice among them — had graduated with
honours to merge with some outstanding characters brought in from outside. It



created a team spirit second to none, one that didn’t allow for any malingering
passengers. Back then, the players tended to generate their own set of
competitive standards that extended far beyond the 90 minutes on match days.
Training, as a result, often resembled a battleground.

"We used to have some vicious five-a-sides on a Friday, especially in the
gym. When the ball was against the wall and someone was screening it, someone
else would just come in and whack them. Then it all went off. There’d be
punches thrown half the time. It was incredible. When a Saturday came it was no
different." Harnessing this aggression, organising skilfully from the top, Mee
was responsible for setting the tone, and his influence on Graham cannot be
overstated. Remember who you are, what you are and who you represent — it is
an old Arsenal mantra familiar to Highbury employees across the generations
and one keenly advanced by Mee. Graham carried this through to his own
managerial career, always trying to make sure that his players understood the
heavy responsibility that came with wearing the golden cannon on the Club
blazer.

"Bertie was a great delegator and he had real vision. He knew where he
wanted to take the Club. When I was a player I didn’t really appreciate Bertie,
but when I eventually got into management I could see what his strengths were."
One of them, undoubtedly, was maintaining the status quo by keeping players in
line when they threatened to stray. An indignant Graham witnessed this first
hand one day when he flew into a rage at South Herts Golf Club, Arsenal’s
regular meeting place on matchdays for the pre-match meal. The midfielder had
been furious to learn that his team-mate, Jon Sammels, who by this time had
dropped out of the first team, was getting paid five pounds a week more. "I went
beserk," chuckles Graham. "I said: ‘I’m as good as him, I’m playing more games
than him.’ It might have only been five pounds, but it was the principal.”

Graham had let fly with both barrels, promising never to kick a ball again for
Arsenal if he didn’t get the same money as Sammels. Reacting in typically
authoritative style, Mee showed the kind of diplomacy that his player would
later try to emulate as a manager himself. "Bertie was brilliant in the way he
handled me. He said I was quite right to be annoyed and that I shouldn’t be
getting paid less, but that I would live to regret it if I carried out my threat of
never playing for Arsenal again. He promised to take the matter up on Monday,
but in the meantime he expected me to give my very best that afternoon."

It was an outstanding piece of manmanagement from a man who always
understood where his strengths lay. "He knew coaching wasn’t his strength, so
he made sure he employed the best coaches. He’d be there every day in his little
red tracksuit, standing on the sideline as Don [Howe] did his bit."



Shortly after Graham’s arrival, Howe had become Mee’s number two, in
succession to Sexton who had left to take up the manager’s job at Chelsea. Yet as
one innovative coach departed, another stepped up. "Don was a great coach,"
one of his old pupil’s confirms. "He got this tag of being defensive, but it wasn’t
like that. He had some tremendous ideas. Much more vocal than Dave, he could
bully and cajole with the best of em."

With the coaching side sorted out and a good squad in place, the challenge
was clear: to overhaul Leeds United, Arsenal’s main rivals, and bring the
Championship trophy home to Highbury. Leading the dressing room charge was
the irrepressible Frank McLintock, a fellow Scot and close pal of Graham’s as
well as being an extraordinary captain. McLintock’s Churchillian speeches,
combining his powers of motivation and naked desire to succeed, inspired his
teammates. "Frank was a fantastic leader so it was an ideal situation for Bertie
and Don. As coaches, there are only so many times you can bollock people, but
Frank often took it on himself to sort things out before it got to Don or Bertie.
He would call team meetings himself. The team spirit was phenomenal."

Graham had initially been signed as a centreforward. That’s how he had
started out as an apprentice at Aston Villa and where, over two seasons at
Chelsea, he finished as top scorer with a more than useful record of a goal every
other game. That theme continued for a time at Highbury, with the Scot leading
the scoring charts with 11 league goals in his first season, but it wasn’t long
before his languid skills, his passing and vision, found a more suitable home a
little further back. Laughing at the memory, he recalls the first time it happened.
McLintock, still a wing half at the time before his switch to centre-half, got
injured before a trip to Sheffield Wednesday. "Bertie asked me to play in
midfield. We went up there, won 5-2, and I scored two from midfield. The next
week I was dropped because Frank was fit again!"

Once things settled down, though, George found a regular niche on the left
side of central midfield. "It gave Arsenal and me a new lease of life. We went on
to carve out a great combination with Bob McNab, Geordie Armstrong and me.
It was a great little triangle. I’d say to Geordie: “You just give it to me and then
go.’ I’d feed him all the time, then get in the box myself."

Graham'’s speciality was the wall pass — a sharp give-and-go on the edge of
the penalty area that reaped quite a few goals for the boy from Bargeddie. In
addition to that, his heading ability was a source of great pride. Later on as
manager, he would regularly demonstrate this skill, particularly to me, his
obedient centre-forward, having always regarded himself as something of an
expert. "It’s all in the neck muscles, Alan," he’d say, walking across the training
pitch, his head bobbing back and forth like a demented chicken as his charges



looked on trying not to laugh.

During those sessions, he would freely admit that he had never been the
quickest as a player — hence the nickname ‘Stroller’ — yet other attributes, he
claimed with a wink and a grin, more than made up for the shortfall. During
five-a-sides on a Friday, he did his best to demonstrate this, as the little flicks
and tricks came to the fore. To his credit, though, our boss would never harp on
about his playing days in the way that some managers do. Players don’t respect
that; it tends to bore them senseless. The 1971 FA Cup Final, for instance, went
largely unmentioned, even if it did represent Graham’s finest hour. His efforts
against Liverpool under a sweltering sun were enough to earn him the much
cherished Man of the Match trophy. Most things went right for Graham on that
baking afternoon. "I started slow and finished slow! They all came down to my
pace."

Despite the self-effacement, George points to the Charles Buchan Trophy, a
beautiful silver keepsake featuring Wembley’s Twin Towers, with no little pride.
The coveted prize resting in a glass cabinet at home means an awful lot as an
enduring reminder of his Arsenal playing days, a period that carried on for just
over a year after that memorable Cup Final before Manchester United offered a
completely new start. Although Arsenal reached Wembley again the following
year, this time losing 1-0 to Leeds courtesy of an Allan Clarke header, the core
and spirit of the Double side began to break up. Much to Graham’s
disappointment and amazement, his great friend McLintock was sold to Queens
Park Rangers. With his form tailing off, the disenchanted Graham would soon be
heading out the door as well.

"Arsenal always did things in style. I could see the writing was on the wall
so it came as no surprise when Bertie called me into his office. He said that the
Club had agreed a price for me with three different clubs. Typical Arsenal. They
didn’t try to play one club off against another to get the price up. It wasn’t an
auction. They just told the clubs the price and left it up to them. Bertie said he
had booked a room for me at the White House Hotel in Regent’s Park so that I
could meet the three managers. Can you believe that? All very civilised."

Representatives from Everton and West Ham United converged on the hotel,
but it was the delegation from United that won the day. Tommy Docherty,
Graham’s old boss at Chelsea and now in the Old Trafford hot seat, had taken the
canny step of inviting Sir Matt Busby along. A legend in the game who hailed
from a similar Lanarkshire village background to George, Busby’s presence was
more than enough to clinch the deal.

And so it was that the first half of Graham’s Arsenal career came to an end.
He would have to wait another 14 years before embarking on the second, a



trophy-laden stint that easily surpassed his efforts as a player.

Before discussing that, though, it is important to document the startling
transformation in between — the metamorphosis that saw ‘Gorgeous George’, the
life and soul of the party, the man about town who tired of football talk, and who
would often urge McLintock to "put the ball away" in favour of a pint down the
pub, turn into a deadly serious coach demanding hard work and discipline.

In this regard, the influence of Terry Venables, whom George had first met at
Chelsea, cannot be underplayed. As ambitious, outgoing and slightly cocksure
team-mates at Stamford Bridge, a common love of music had set the ball rolling.
After that, the friendship developed into something that lasts to this very day.
With a biting Cockney wit and razor-sharp mind, Venables stood out as a leader,
someone prepared to go his own way. "He was always one step ahead. He used
to walk around with his own portable typewriter in a little case because he used
to write his own articles for newspapers and magazines. That was unheard of
back then. He always questioned things. That’s why he didn’t get on great with
the Doc at Chelsea. If Tommy told us to do something, Terry would want to
know why. Even now when we have lunch he leaves you thinking at the end of
it. He’s a thought provoker. Whether you agree or disagree with him, he’ll throw
things at you that’ll make you think."

That was certainly the case for Graham in 1978 when Venables asked him to
have a crack at coaching the kids at Crystal Palace. As the manager at Selhurst
Park, Venables had signed his old friend from Portsmouth two years before but,
when Graham broke his leg during a friendly in the United States, retirement
beckoned. At the age of 33, his playing career was over as formative plans were
hatched to enter the licensing trade with McLintock. That’s when Venables
stepped in with his tempting offer.

"Terry just asked me to try it for a year. ‘If you don’t like it,” he said, ‘go and
run your pub.” Anyway, I just took to it and within a few months I was loving it.
Nobody was more surprised than me that I had this great enthusiasm." In one
way, it was just like old times. Living in north London, Graham was forced to
make the long journey across town every day to Palace’s training ground, just as
he had all those years back as a youngster at Chelsea. "As is often the way, I
lived the furthest away, but was usually there first in the morning. I’d train the
kids morning and afternoon. When they were off in the afternoon I’d sometimes
have a kip on one of the physio tables before taking the schoolboys at night. I
absolutely loved it. Couldn’t get enough. There were times when I’d be standing
on the side of a pitch on a Saturday morning, freezing and getting soaked,
wondering what the hell I was doing there. Looking back now, though, I realise
how much I enjoyed it. Of course, everyone was saying: ‘George a manager?



George a coach? You must be joking. He was a lazy bugger as a player.’ I could
understand them saying that, but I changed when I became a coach."

When Venables moved to Queens Park Rangers, Graham headed the same
way, continuing his role as youth team manager by tutoring an excellent crop of
youngsters who would all go on to play for the first team in the future. "I was
learning all the time. Terry and I would chat about buying and selling players,
about spotting players. With the chairman, Jim Gregory, we’d talk about
contracts ... all the little tricks to get players to sign them. It was all a great
learning process."

One day Byron Thorne, whose father Alan was the owner of Millwall
Football Club, asked to visit QPR to see how the club’s youth set-up was
organised. "I’d have a cup of tea with him before training, then he’d ask me a
few questions afterwards,” Graham recalls. "I never thought anything of it. Then
a few months later he rang me up out of the blue and said: ‘My father’s looking
for a new manager. Would you like to come for an interview?’."

Millwall were a hard-up outfit struggling at the wrong end of the old Third
Division. "It just shows you how things can work out," Graham says. "I went for
a couple of interviews at the London Hilton and got the job."

So began three-and-a-half years of hard slog, of traipsing up and down the
motorways of Britain to try to find the players that could realise Thorne’s
ambitious dreams. Yet before diving blindly into the transfer market, Graham
had asked his chairman for six weeks’ grace in order to assess the situation — to
decide what needed changing. "We got together and I told him we needed nine
new players. He nearly fell off his chair. I reeled off six names who I thought we
could get straight away for around £200,000 in total. We ended up getting all
six." Those signings set Millwall on the way to avoiding relegation by one
solitary point thanks to a 12-match unbeaten run at the end of the season. By this
time, Graham had been beguiled by the job, devoting every waking hour to
getting it right.

"It was like 10 years’ experience crammed into three," says Graham. "It was
a dockers’ club. Hard as nails. What the supporters there want is effort,
enthusiasm, commitment. As long as you give them that, then you’ll win them
over. We created a hard-working, physical, very strong team and the fans loved
it. Mind you, I’d have hated to have been a failure there."

He wasn’t. In 1985 Millwall gained promotion to the Second Division, but
not even Graham could have guessed where that would lead. Certain figures in
North London had been keeping an eye on this progress, to the extent that 12
months after that promotion Graham found himself in the elegant drawing room
of Peter Hill-Wood’s Chelsea town house, being interviewed by Arsenal’s



chairman for the job of manager.

What a turnaround it had been. A highly prestigious post that had, at one
time, seemed reserved for Terry Venables, a post subsequently linked with
established names such as Alex Ferguson, Howard Kendall and Graham Taylor,
was being offered to a former player who had been coaching QPR’s youngsters
only a few years before. After telling Graham about Arsenal’s interest, Alan
Thorne was resigned to the reaction it would prompt. Graham explained that he
had enjoyed his time at the Den, that it had been a fantastic experience, but this
was Arsenal — The Arsenal. How could he, of all people, turn down such an
offer?

With Ken Friar, Arsenal’s managing director, and vice-chairman David Dein
also in attendance during that first meeting, Graham outlined his vision for the
future, how he would return the Club to its rightful place at the top. After briefly
retiring to another room to consider their verdict, Arsenal’s powerbrokers
reappeared with satisfied smiles, offering handshakes of welcome to their new
manager.

As an ambitious young manager with tremendous faith in his own ability,
Graham started his new job with relish. "I wasn’t daunted; more quietly
confident. I surprised myself actually,” Graham says. He immediately saw
problems that needed to be addressed, such as some cliques in the camp that
could potentially be highly damaging. "You can’t have factions. You must have a
common goal. I got all the players together and told them what I believed in,
made it plain that I worked very hard and if anyone worked less than me, they
didn’t have much of a future at the Club."

Just as he had done at Millwall, Graham laid down a six-week period to
gauge his precise task, a spell that would also allow everyone else to prove
exactly how much they wanted to be a part of this new era. "I told them I’d be
looking at everyone, staff included. ‘I’m ambitious,’ I said. ‘If you want to be
successful, stay with me, but there’s going to be some sweat involved.’ In life,
some people are more talented than others, but some people can make up for it
with hard work and get near their potential. If you can do that, I told them, I
wouldn’t ask for any more because I will never ask people to do something
they’re not capable of."

As one of Graham’s disciples, I can confirm that he hated seeing people
waste their natural talent. His philosophy was simple. Once he had witnessed the
very best you could achieve on the pitch, he would keep pushing hard every day
to bring about a repeat. That didn’t always make him easy to work with, but
there was a very real sense that he was doing this for your own good as well as
that of the team. "You might not always enjoy working for me," he once



memorably remarked in a team meeting. "But come the end of your careers,
when you look back at our success together, you’ll regard these as great times,
something to be proud of."

And he was right. At the end of it all, you forget about the bad bits: the
rollickings, the defeats, the cancelled days off. Medals on the table — that’s what
it’s all about.

As for having favourites during those early days and being suspicious of
established stars (an allegation which came to the fore when the axe was poised
to fall), Graham flatly denies harbouring any agendas. To illustrate his point, he
mentions Kenny Sansom, England’s muchcapped left-back, who, he says, wasn’t
entirely happy about a rival being signed. "I knew Kenny from Crystal Palace —
he was brilliant — but I knew about Nigel Winterburn as well — tough, aggressive,
nasty, with a good left peg. Oh yeah, I liked him. I remember Kenny coming to
see me and being very unhappy about Nigel arriving. I said: ‘This is how it is,
Kenny. This is the new generation coming through. You're in the team at the
moment. Fight for your place. Make sure you stay there.” By then, I think
everyone realised they were going to be treated the same."

Yet a new breed of players was arriving to challenge the old order —
promising players with room for improvement who could be moulded to fit into
a hard-working ethos. Players such as Winterburn, Lee Dixon, Steve Bould and
myself. The old guard was disbanding. Tony Woodcock and Paul Mariner, for
instance, were already on the verge of leaving when Graham arrived, while Viv
Anderson lasted a season before accepting a lucrative offer from Manchester
United. Sansom, meanwhile, stayed for a little longer until his new boss,
displeased with a critical newspaper article by his captain, handed the armband
to Tony Adams instead. After that, it was only a matter of time before Sansom
left.

As for finding the fresh blood deemed necessary, Graham preferred to use a
particular system to keep an eye on emerging talent. "Every Monday and
Tuesday I’d read the local papers from all over the country — the Sheffield Green
‘Un, the Newcastle Pink, the Manchester Evening Post, the Birmingham Argus —
to see who was doing well. The local journalists always know what’s going on —
they have the ear of the manager — so I'd read the reports to get an idea. ‘Oh
look, Lee Dixon’s won player of the year again at Stoke.’ I’d send up my scouts.
I knew Bouldy had had an operation on his back — he was very stiff, very upright
—so I had to keep an eye on him when he got fit again to see if he could shake
off the stiffness. I knew Nigel well from his early Wimbledon days.

"All these players were in my mind. I knew they’d be hungry if they came to
Arsenal. I was brave — you are when you’re a young manager." As for making



the final call himself on potential signings, Graham would stick to a tried and
trusted system. "I would always go and watch players three times — once at home
and twice away. Players are always brave at home, but you’ve got to see if
they’ve got the same kind of desire away. Three times is enough. If you can’t
form an opinion after that, then don’t go again because that means you’re unsure.
The more you see, the more confused you can get."

Graham, however, has always known his mind and that assurance extended
to Arsenal’s London Colney training ground where day after day, week after
week, he would run through routines designed to oil the machine and foster a
robust team spirit. As players, you can’t always feel team spirit developing; not,
that is, until something happens on the pitch to bring everyone together. Yet
every good team must have this close camaraderie. However, as Graham
confirms, there is no secret formula: "You get it on the training ground.
Remember how hard we used to work? Two against four, winning the ball back,
closing down — all that fosters a work ethic and team spirit. But you’ve got to do
it day in, day out. There’s no other way."

Thinking back, it used to drive the players crazy, so repetitive were some of
the drills, but come a sticky moment on a Saturday, whether it was trying to claw
back a deficit or helping out a team-mate in trouble, this invisible force
invariably came to the team’s aid. Never more so, perhaps, than on May 26,
1989 when Arsenal clinched the League title at Anfield in the most dramatic
circumstances imaginable. Everyone knows the story. With the First Division
season at an end elsewhere, we needed to beat Liverpool, our only remaining
rivals for the prize, by two clear goals in order to take home the Championship
trophy to Highbury for the first time since Graham and his team-mates had
managed to do so 18 years earlier.

While that famous night has been documented from every conceivable angle,
the one from inside the camp made for compelling viewing. Graham rose to the
occasion in inspirational style; never before had he been quite so convincing in
addressing the troops, never before had he sent out his team in such a positive
frame of mind. After getting a couple of hours of sleep in our Liverpool hotel,
we met downstairs at five o’clock for tea and toast. Once everyone had eaten, the
doors were shut tight as the usual flip-chart came out to go through the tactics.
First, though, the man in the blazer stood up to speak.

"You are just a couple of hours away from the match of your lives, and you
are in the perfect position of having nothing to lose and everything to gain,"
Graham said. "If we don’t win the title, we can still proudly walk away from
Anfield saying what a great season we’ve had. It’s the best season since we all
got together and it’s going to get even better."



As the bell sounded, he delivered his parting shot. "Just remember, whatever
happens out there tonight I am proud of what you have achieved this season. Go
out and play without fear because you’ve got nothing to lose." At that, our
manager, the one nicknamed ‘Gadaffi’ behind his back because of his dictatorial
style — the one who had been pushing us incredibly hard for the past nine months
— shook every player’s hand before they went out. At times like this it is difficult
to sum up the atmosphere in a dressing room. It veers between an intense feeling
of brotherhood and a determination to do well on behalf of your loved ones.

"People don’t believe me when I say I thought we’d win 3-0," Graham says.
"But that’s when you step up to the plate as a manager. You’ve got to convince
your players, put them in the right frame of mind. I got a lot of stick for playing
five at the back; people saw it as negative, but I thought that would suit Lee and
Nigel because they liked bombing on, and that way we could get tighter to John
Barnes on the left and Ray Houghton on the other side, who liked to drop back
and get the ball.

"Liverpool actually played into our hands. Normally they’d be dominant at
Anfield, fly at you in the first 20 minutes to try to win the game, but I thought
they were very cautious. They just didn’t want to lose 2-0. That suited us and 0-0
at half-time was perfect. We just had to have a go ourselves in the first 20
minutes of the second half to get the first goal. Mind you, the second goal came
a bit later than I would have liked! But no, it was Roy of the Rovers stuff.
There’ll never be another finish like that. It was way beyond my wildest dreams
and it put the Club back at the level it belongs." If Graham hadn’t achieved
anything else in the following six years, that unforgettable night on Merseyside
would have stood on its own as a fantastic legacy. As it was, another league title
came along two years later, this time in rather more comfortable style with only
one defeat, before cup competitions began to take centre stage.

And after Arsenal became the first Club to win the League Cup and FA Cup
in the same year, in 1993, Graham achieved what he still regards as one of his
finest achievements — winning the European Cup Winners’ Cup in 1994. "I was
really chuffed when we won that trophy because a lot of the teams in that
competition that year were top, top class."

He is right there. Apart from Parma — our stylish opponents in the final —
Real Madrid, Ajax, Torino and Paris St Germain all lined up at the start. On this
occasion, however, in contrast to a sobering extra-time defeat to Benfica in the
European Cup in 1991, Graham was much better prepared. "I thought we’d have
to be a lot more patient after that, so I swapped to 4-5-1. That’s why I admired
the lads. We’d play 4-4-2 in the Premiership on Saturday and then switch to the
other formation three days later."



George enjoyed all the tactical stuff. He loved ‘pitting his wits’ (a phrase he
often used) against Europe’s best coaches and trying to come out on top. It was a
personal thing. At times, the players felt as if the competition was simply being
used as a vehicle to further his own credentials as a tactical coach of the highest
order. Whatever his motives, the mood definitely changed when European weeks
came around. In the days leading up to these ties, we would meticulously run
through the plan at London Colney, refining our system on the training ground
before watching videos of our opponents in the canteen. Sometimes it didn’t
work. The youth team players who had been called over to act as guinea pigs
might start giving us the runaround, causing the gaffer to vent his spleen. "If we
play like this, we’ll get torn apart!" he would spit, alarmed by our efforts.
Sometimes it led to a slight change in formation; other times we ploughed on
until things started to click.

The end result, of course, was a wonderful, wonderful night in Copenhagen
when the likes of Gianfranco Zola, Faustino Asprilla, Tomas Brolin and several
of Italy’s 1994 World Cup squad failed to break down our amazing back four
after my 19th-minute goal had given us something to defend. Without doubt, it
was a huge tactical triumph for Graham, another feather in his cap. That night,
his sixth trophy in eight years joined us on the short flight home to Stansted
Airport. Posing for photographs with the cup in the arrivals lounge, Graham
looked like the happiest man in the world. Yet only nine months later he would
be asked to clear his office.

Leaving the manner of his exit aside, though, perhaps the biggest
disappointment during his final few years in charge (certainly to many of his
stalwarts) was the fact that Arsenal had turned into nothing more than a cup
team, incapable of sustaining a challenge in the newly formed Premiership. That
chant of ‘1-0 to the Arsenal’ was all very well, but it wasn’t doing much for our
chances in the League, where Manchester United had begun to set all the
standards. After winning two titles in three years, things began to drift.

"That’s when I should have got the chequebook out,” Graham ruefully
reflects. "The conveyor belt had stopped supplying kids from the youth team. It
goes in cycles and we’d had our fair share. But I still believed I could go out and
get players on the cheap from the lower divisions. I should have actually been
out buying before we started slipping. I was naive. I should have insisted on
spending big. I blame myself. I should have tested the board."

A board, incidentally, that took the sensational step of sacking their manager
in February 1995 for accepting unsolicited gifts from a Norwegian football
agent. Following a Football Association hearing, Graham received a one-year
worldwide ban from working in the game. The scandal shook the football world.



Not half as much, mind, as it shook Graham. Arsenal had been his life. As a
player and manager for more than 15 years, he had been devoted to the cause.
The Club was in his blood. There must, therefore, be grounds for deep regret, no
matter the details of who was right and wrong.

"Yeah, there are lots of regrets, but it’s water under the bridge now. It
happened. It could have happened differently, that’s the only thing I’ll say, but it
didn’t. It was a very tough time and I have to thank my wife and family for
getting me through it. But I never look back. I keep moving on all the time. I
think that’s the way to live. It’s been a good life. I’ve had two good careers. 1
was a goodish player — not great, but good — and was lucky to play in some very
good teams — the Chelsea one and an excellent Arsenal team with certain
qualities that made it successful."”

It was as a manager, though, as a leader of men, that he will be most fondly
remembered by Arsenal fans. Much more than his efforts over six years as a
player, it was the robust way he ousted the underachieving culture at Highbury
by exuding hunger, drive and a fervent professionalism that didn’t take long to
reap silverware. The satisfaction this gave him bettered anything he achieved
with boots on his feet. "When you’re a player, there’s two basic things you worry
about — your own form and the team’s. But when you’re a manager, there’s a
million different things. You’ve got to have a good relationship with your
chairman, a good relationship with your staff, not just on the coaching side, but
with all the people at the Club behind the scenes. There’s so much more pressure
on you. You know if you lose two or three games there’s no hiding place,
whereas, as a player, if you have a few dodgy games and get dropped there’s a
good chance you’ll get back in the side again."

It is easy to forget that the Club hadn’t won the League Championship for 18
years until Graham delivered the big prize in 1989. That set the scene and the
tone and helped provide the infrastructure for what followed a few years down
the line under Arsene Wenger.

"As a manager, you always want to give your fans hope of winning the top
honours. That’s the only thing you can say. You can’t promise you’ll definitely
win things, but what you can say is that you’ll be up there fighting until the end.
People always ask what my proudest achievements in football are and I’d say it’s
giving Arsenal fans memories. It doesn’t matter how old you are, to have
memories up there is wonderful." He points to his head, where most of the past
happily lives in vivid technicolour.

One chapter, of course, takes on a much darker hue. The inglorious way in
which his time at Arsenal ended can never be erased. He must think about that
moment every day of his life.



Yet despite all the controversy and rancour surrounding his dismissal, a pure
love survives for a Club that provided so many happy times over the course of
15 years. As we walk into his study the photographs, trophies and assorted
mementos provide overwhelming proof, if any were needed, that Arsenal
Football Club remains very much in the forefront of his mind. Next to the
autobiographies and assorted books weighing down the bookshelves, stands
every match programme of his time in charge, neatly bound into volumes, eight
and a half seasons in all.

"The Club do that for every manager,"” he says, his words unmistakenly
tinged with pride and affection. A much older match programme lies in there too
— the precious pamphlet that records Arsenal’s first competitive match at
Highbury, a 2-1 victory in 1913 over Leicester Fosse. "I didn’t really take an
interest in the Club’s history until I became manager," he says. "That’s when I
started reading books when we travelled away."

George Matthews, it is clear, has a lot to answer for. And when it comes to
George Graham, most of it is good.



INTERVIEW



Captain courageous



Tony Adams was a player straight out of Boy's Own: brave, committed and hewn out of that peculiar
form of granite from which all great centre-halves are made

Tony Adams could always tell that he was a natural leader. It goes right back to
the days as a confident kid dishing out instructions in the playground, taking sole
charge in the middle of the pack in the comfortable manner of those born to the
role. It doesn’t suit everyone. To some, the responsibilities of leadership are a
troublesome burden, an unwanted nuisance to be avoided like the plague. Then
there are people like Adams — captains to the core who embrace their duties
without a second’s thought. For an early example, we can go back to Hunters
Hall Junior School in Dagenham, where a gangly blond-haired boy would
organise matches between all his mates. And that didn’t just involve picking two
sides. Even back then, special tactics came into play to try to gain the upper
hand.

"I remember putting Geoff Fricker in goal, Marty Cook at centre-half and I
went up front." Adams recites the names without pausing, as if it all happened
yesterday. "It was us three against about 10 others most of the time. Geoff was
goalie because he was a great gymnast so was good at diving. Marty was quite
big for his age so stayed at the back while I would just float about up front. It
was brilliant! We always won."

Winning: now there’s an equally appropriate theme to accompany the topic
of leadership when it comes to addressing the life and times of this inspirational
character. For someone born in 1966, the finest of years for English football, it
was maybe destined that winning would develop into an extremely pleasant
habit, one that Adams never had cause to give up during a spectacular career
spent serving one club. Four Championships, three FA Cups, two League Cups
and a European Cup Winners’ Cup — a collection of trophies spread over three
decades that turned this ambitious individual into the most successful captain in
Arsenal’s history. Not that everything ran smoothly for this serial winner. On the
contrary, Adams has had to endure some extraordinary lows, mostly off the pitch
where his losing battle with alcohol led to all sorts of misdeeds, including eight
weeks in prison for a drink—driving offence. It was six days before Christmas,
1990, when Arsenal’s captain was led down from the dock at Southend Crown
Court, numb from the shock of the judge’s sentence. If only he could have turned
back the clock to three years before, when he had accepted the captain’s
armband, dreaming of glory.



Even now, the prospect seems extraordinary — to entrust a 21-year-old with
such huge responsibility at a club where so much is expected from every single
player, never mind the captain, who must lead from the front and set an example.
In fact, many of his team-mates were thinking along the same lines when our
man emerged smiling one morning from a meeting with his manager, George
Graham. Those gathered outside wondered in all honesty if this happy-go-lucky
character could handle the ‘grown-up’ demands that accompanied the job.
Adams, meanwhile, in typically ebullient fashion, didn’t think twice about
accepting the honour. After all, he’d captained every one of his teams up until
then, why not the first team? It was a natural progression. "It felt pretty natural,"”
he says. "I felt like I was doing it anyway. I was surprised, to be honest, that he
[Graham] hadn’t given it to me six months earlier."

Reading this in plain black and white, it sounds rather arrogant, but face to
face that’s not how it comes across. No offence is intended to Kenny Sansom,
the previous skipper, whom Adams always held in the highest regard. As two
London lads who loved a good laugh, this pair had plenty in common. On this
matter at least, there was never any chance of them falling out. The younger one,
in fact, walked straight across that day to see his senior team-mate, just to make
sure no hard feelings existed. They didn’t. Kenny had been punished for a
newspaper article in which he criticised the boss. It was just one of those things.
Sansom wished his successor all the luck in the world. In any case, if the move
hadn’t happened then, it would have fairly soon. Graham, you sensed, wanted a
different sort of lieutenant out on the pitch; someone he could rely on as a
mouthpiece, as an aggressive deputy, to relay his demanding orders with
unquestioning zeal. Adams was his man, the obvious candidate, whose clear
inexperience was counterbalanced by outstanding promise and unwavering
conviction, traits that thread their way through the player’s whole life.

To gain a firm grasp of a mindset slightly different from the crowd, we need
to consider Adams’s childhood. Disinterested in schoolwork, his thoughts never
strayed far from the beautiful game. "Even then I’d lay out, say, cups against
pencils like teams on the floor,” he remembers. "I had a proper league. I'd use
the orange caps from my dad’s propane gas tanks. They came second one season
to the matchbox cars. The pencils were always quite good ... I think it was in
me, organising other people. I noticed, as well, that as I got on in football, this
helped me and people liked it about me so I kept doing it."

This extrovert nature was inherited from his father, Alex, a decent centre-half
himself who managed one appearance for West Ham’s reserves before going on
to play for the Army during National Service. An asphalter by trade, Alex also
turned his hand to lorry driving and roofing — all unforgiving jobs where, in a



verbal sense, you had to give as good as you got in order to survive. "I always
remember him as a big, strong man. He wasn’t shy, I suppose.”" Neither was his
lad. A few years on from messing about with cups and pencils, the schoolboy felt
so sure of himself that he’d instinctively take charge during youth-team matches,
telling full-time apprentices exactly what to do. "Oi you, come here!" the 15-
year-old would bark, pushing and pulling in a way the North Bank would later
take to its heart.

Not surprisingly, though, this brash behaviour upset a few people. Some of
those perched one rung above on the football ladder didn’t take kindly to this
cocky young upstart bossing them about. Adams’s overtly vocal style also raised
a few eyebrows in an environment where anything slightly different from the
norm gets mercilessly mocked. For Adams, some England schoolboy trials
particularly stand out. "I remember one lad who would take the mickey out of
me horribly," he says. "I used to shout “TA’s up!” when I climbed to head the ball
and he’d always mimic that. It was strange. One part of me inside was a really
insecure little boy who didn’t want anyone making fun of me and the other side
was saying, ‘Well, actually, you’re winning everything in the air, everyone’s
saying you’re a great player, so carry on as you are’."

He did exactly that, so successfully that he got a chance in Arsenal’s first
team at the age of 17, walking out to face Sunderland as the second youngest
debutant in the Club’s history. The match, in all honesty, could have gone better.
It took only two minutes for the nervous number five to gift the opposition a
goal by dwelling on the ball for too long, allowing Colin West to dispossess him
and chip the goalkeeper, Pat Jennings, from 20 yards out. "I was incredibly
nervous beforehand and went out with my shorts on the wrong way round. But I
just loved the buzz of it all and it gave me a taste for more. What really hurt was
getting dropped for the West Ham game a few weeks later. Don Howe [coach at
the time but soon to become manager] said I wasn’t ready. I was disgusted."”
Again, team-mates didn’t know what to make of the swaggering rookie. "I think
they found me very cocky at first,"” Adams smiles.

Adams had graduated from a reserve side featuring the likes of Danny
O’Shea and Colin Hill. "They had been showing me the ropes. Good honest
pros, not flash prima donnas like some of the guys around the first team at that
time. On the pitch I was a very confident young man who just wanted to
improve, to get in the first team and win things. No one and nothing was going
to stand in my way. In the reserves, I think we lost at Southampton in the
opening game of one season then went on a run of 24 games unbeaten to win the
Football Combination. I was enormously proud, but immediately thought: ‘OK,
what’s next?’ The captaincy was part of that responsibility. My attitude was



always “Who else could be captain?’. I had to have it. The senior lads would take
the mick out of me, but nothing was going to get in my way and I think I had the
talent to back it up. I must have seemed terrible to them because I didn’t suffer
fools and I didn’t like to lose."

A good example of this professional intolerance cropped up one night after a
3-2 defeat at Oxford United in the League Cup. After coming on as a substitute,
Adams wasn’t hugely impressed by the part Pat Jennings had played in two of
the goals. Afterwards, the youngster made his feelings known in pretty strong
terms, not discouraged at all by Jennings’s status in the game as one of the most
naturally gifted goalkeepers of his or any other generation. Being the type that he
was, Adams didn’t feel the need to make any allowances. All he saw was an
ageing keeper who, at 39, he thought was undoubtedly past his best and, as a
result, not doing the team any favours. "Looking back on it, you’d say ‘How
dare the kid’," he admits.

If this spiky attitude caused something of a stir, his habit of referring to
people as "John" or "son" also had the potential to land him in hot water. He
didn’t mean anything by it: no disrespect was intended. The terms were only a
reflection of Tony’s East London roots, but inevitably not everyone saw it that
way. After going ice skating one day, the 16-year-old headed for home via the
Tube. "Ticket to Dagenham East please John," he chirped to the man in the
booth at Lancaster Gate. "He turned round and snapped, ‘My name’s bloody
well not John!’. I thought for a second that I was in the footballing world and he
kinda called my bluff. I thought: ‘Oh my God! Help!” "

Adams is the type of person who remembers these things: moments in his
life when he took a step back, when something happened to disturb the steady
uphill climb. Adams always highlights three major setbacks in particular as
important reference points. At the age of 13, Adams had made it into the last 30
for a place in the England Under-15 schoolboys’ squad. In order to whittle the
number down to the final 22, a trial was arranged at Lilleshall National Sports
Centre in Shropshire. Consequently, the eight London boys selected for the trial
travelled up the day before by train. Along with Adams, the group included
Michael Thomas (a future Arsenal team-mate), Dennis Wise, John Moncur and
Steve Potts, who would all go on to enjoy professional careers.

Yet come the trial match, Adams sensed something was wrong. Organisers
who had acted in such a friendly manner towards him on previous occasions
were now behaving in a strange, stand-offish way. Adams was handed a number
13 shirt and told, together with five other London boys, to stand behind the goal.
They had all been discarded without getting a chance. It turned out that an
education officer had been on the same train from Euston and had reported the



boys for misbehaving. Some coffee had been thrown during high-spirited jinks
that didn’t actually involve Adams. Seething with frustration at the injustice of it
all, Adams took great satisfaction when his London representative team later
beat the full England schoolboys side at Goodison Park. Though revenge tasted
sweet, it couldn’t make up for the fact that he had missed the showpiece games
against West Germany and Scotland at Wembley. "Right," he thought, "I’'m
going to do it my way from now on." His determination to make the big time
doubled in intensity.

For precisely this reason, the second disappointment also hit terribly hard.
Having made his first team debut in November 1983, he struggled to break
through on a permanent basis during the two seasons that followed, to the point
where Martin Keown, his contemporary and rival at centre-half, stood ahead of
him in the queue. When Tony broke a bone in his foot, his mood only worsened.
"I was sat in the reserves thinking, ‘Jesus, am I ever going to play again?’. I was
hurting so deeply inside that I just wanted to kill the world. There was jealousy,
resentment. You just want to prove people wrong. Looking back, though, I think
I needed that rejection and that competition with Martin. Without it, I don’t think
I would have got as far."

Such extreme feelings surfaced once more after the third in a set of career-
defining setbacks. It was the summer of 1988 and England’s young central
defender had been twisted and turned, embarrassed and humiliated, by the
incomparable Marco van Basten during the European Championship in
Germany. Such were his mercurial powers, Holland’s deadly striker would have
destroyed anyone that day: it was just Adams’s bad luck to get caught in the
firing line. But the whole country, it seemed, was pointing the finger at Adams.
Landing back at Luton Airport after England’s early exit, he was forced to take
evasive action. "There were about three coachloads of fans who all wanted my
head. They were chasing me. I had to run to my car and get out of there quick."

That summer our captain privately vowed to go around all the grounds the
following season and prove his detractors wrong with a string of gutsy displays.
And wouldn’t you know it, he stayed true to his promise. At the end of May, he
was lifting the Championship trophy at Anfield after the most dramatic climax to
a League season in history. A very proud manager made sure afterwards that he
mentioned the feat. "He has suffered a lot of stick, which has been very
undignified and done little for football,” George Graham said as the champagne
corks popped. "But he has proved his strength and character, and we all did that
tonight."

Redemption for Adams had turned up in abundance. Not for the first time, or
the last, he had answered his critics. Ten years after Adams’s nightmare time



with England, a remarkably similar situation befell David Beckham during the
World Cup Finals in France after he was sent off for kicking out at Argentina’s
Diego Simeone. Luckily for Beckham, Adams was on hand in St Etienne that
night to offer sound advice based on hard experience. "I told David that the only
thing he could do was to go out and play well for Manchester United the next
season,” Adams says. "It happened to me in 1988. I felt the whole world was
blaming me. It was one of three things in my life that reinvigorated my
enthusiasm and drove me on to prove everyone wrong."

As part of the package, Adams started issuing a loud rallying cry in the
dressing room before matches, the sort of aggressive mantra he would later hear
Terry Butcher, a mentor during England get-togethers, take to another level. To
those hearing it for the first time, Butcher yelling phrases like "Raw meat!" and
"Caged lions!" came as a surprise; it even sounded faintly comical, yet these
motivational methods actually had an effect, not just for the bawler but for those
standing within earshot. Adams had already made up his mind to go down this
road after being present in the dressing room for one particular England Under-
21 game. "I didn’t play that day, but you could hear a pin drop. It was deathly
quiet. It didn’t seem to me that the players were motivated, getting up for the
fight. As it happens, they went out and lost. After that game I made a point of
getting people going in dressing rooms. I thought it worked. When I sobered up I
started questioning why I was doing some of this stuff. Was it just for show? In
the end I kept the good stuff and let go of the rest. Some of it was just feeding
my ego, serving no purpose. I started doing it in a more professional and humble
way. I didn’t have to scream at someone — I’d done too much of that."

In any case, the atmosphere by this stage had changed as the Arsene Wenger
era had begun. Forceful tub-thumping and blood-curdling cries didn’t play such
a central part in the urbane Frenchman’s idea of suitable pre-match behaviour.
"As my career evolved, I realised that you could be motivated and quiet at the
same time. Some people can play like that. Sometimes [under Wenger] we’ve
had calm dressing rooms, but we’ve just gone out there and torn teams apart
because we had individuals with the talent, with the self-determination. When
that’s the case, we didn’t need to scream and shout. Highly motivated individuals
got the job done."

Yet on this particular point, on metamorphosing from mad ranter to cool
rationalist, it seems that Adams isn’t alone in undergoing a change. He claims
that Wenger hasn’t always been the calculating professor who prefers a quiet
dressing room to wild histrionics. "When he was at Monaco, he was the
teacupthrowing, blood-pumping, swearing type who used to go mental at his
players. When he went to Grampus Eight he completely changed. The Japanese



way influenced him."

Having confronted his demons as a recovering alcoholic, Adams was a
different person entirely upon Wenger’s arrival, much more introspective than
the old version. In many respects, then, the timing was ideal for this merging of
minds. Adams agrees. "The teacher will appear when the pupil’s ready.” And
you wouldn’t have caught him saying something like that 15 years previously.
The pair dovetailed perfectly. The new Tony Adams was ready to embrace fresh
ideas and, as luck would have it, Wenger had a stack of them up his sleeve.
"He’s a great physiologist. He really does know about the human body, about the
preparation needed to go and play football."

Yet it’s the concept of change that hangs heavily in the air whenever Adams
discusses this period in his life. Everything was different. His troubled marriage
to Jane had run its sad course. As part of the catharsis, Adams was exploring
new avenues in double-quick time. He had gone back to investigate the benefits
of education; he was learning to play the piano, and he had started reading
voraciously as well as taking a keen interest in the arts.

For him, then, the Wenger years will forever be associated with eye-opening
liberation, with a broadening of horizons, as much as two Doublewinning
campaigns that topped off an amazing career. "I don’t want to sound big-headed,
but it felt so easy. I didn’t break sweat half the time after years of struggling
away. Physically, I was in great shape. I wasn’t abusing my body. I was eating
well, sleeping well, with no stress outside the game. My self-esteem was
returning and I wanted to work with people who had self-respect. It was just a
great time. You can’t live outside of football. It’s a reflection of who you are
when you step on to a football pitch. I was free and certainly wasn’t going to
take orders any more. I wanted to work with people whom I respected and
enjoyed working for."

If that sounds like a criticism of George Graham, or even of Bruce Rioch, it
shouldn’t be interpreted that way. It’s more a question of horses for courses, of a
new temperament suiting a new style. "Under George [Graham] there was a lot
of structure, organisation and rigidity. A lot of it was fantastic, but I did feel like
I was playing under orders. Our relationship was more father and son than
anything. Sometimes I was a naughty son and he’d turn a blind eye because I
was doing a good job on the pitch."”

And what about Rioch, another strict disciplinarian? "I’ve apologised to
Bruce because I just wasn’t there for him. I spent most of my time down the pub.
I went in for a cartilage operation then went on an endless bender. Bruce
couldn’t find me, didn’t know where I was. That’s not a good start when your
captain’s disappeared."



Yet none of this has dulled his love for the game. Adams still buzzes with
excitement when recalling his early years as an ambitious schoolboy travelling
across London every Monday and Thursday evening to take part in Highbury
training sessions led by the dexterous Terry Burton. To this day, Burton remains,
in the eyes of Adams, one of the brightest, most innovative coaches with whom
he has ever worked. "It was always small groups. Two v two all the time,"
Adams says, getting increasingly animated as he describes a scene in the Clock
End gym where they trained on the old, red cinder surface. "You couldn’t wash
that stuff off. I’d go to school on Fridays with red feet. In one biology lesson, I
had to take off my shoes and socks for an experiment. Everyone was looking. I
was really embarrassed.”

Not surprisingly, memories from 22 years at the Club are long and varied.
Like most of the team at the time, Anfield 1989 probably tops the lot. "God,
who’s ever going to repeat something like that? Unbelievable. I still think I got a
nick on the ball for that first goal!" he says. However, one particular aspect
always will generate an awful lot of pride: the construction, fortitude and
incredible longevity of the original Back Four. Being home-grown, he was the
founder member who watched on with interest as Graham carefully selected the
various parts needed to create something dependable. Yet even Graham got more
than he originally bargained for as this relentless rearguard went on to surpass
everyone’s expectations. Lee Dixon, Tony Adams, Steve Bould and Nigel
Winterburn — the defenders’ names are secure in Highbury folklore.

Searching for superlatives, Adams cites the European Cup Winners’ Cup win
in 1994 as the moment when this quartet and goalkeeper reached their absolute
zenith. "Everything came together. Dave [Seaman] was an incredible goalie, the
best in the world at that stage. Bouldy was spot on. Lee and Nigel were
tremendous. No disrespect to the lads around at the time, but it didn’t matter who
was playing in front of us. We were so in tune with each other that we didn’t
need any protection." Mind you, the new manager took some persuading when
he first arrived. Having taken a quick glance at their birth certificates, Wenger
was convinced that Messrs Bould, Dixon and Winterburn, all in their 30s by that
time, didn’t have very long left before being put out to grass. "They showed the
boss that experience can go a hell of a long way," Adams says proudly.

Among the defining moments of Adams’s time at the Club, there can be few
more resonant than his thumping volley against Everton in 1998 which
gloriously wrapped up the League part of the Double. The symmetry was
perfect: a neat through-ball from his great mate Stevie Bould, the unsung
accomplice for so many years, which got clinically buried with a swish of the
left boot. For a second or more, time seemed to stand still at a sun-drenched



Highbury as the goalscorer surveyed the scene with an expression of pure
contentment. "That sums it all up!" the commentator, Martin Tyler, screamed. It
certainly did. The French revolution, by this stage, was well under way, but "Mr
Arsenal" had hung around to add an Anglo-Saxon touch.

"That was just a spiritual moment,” he remembers. "Football was in
perspective. I was doing my best at work, then going home, walking the dogs;
basically being able to relax by switching off from football. It was just a lovely
period in my life."

As for success on the pitch, it couldn’t have gone much better. A second
Double followed four years later, at which point this battle-weary defender
decided to call it a day, having given his all to the Club for 22 years. "On
reflection, I couldn’t have asked for a better place to play my football,” he says.
"There were a couple of occasions when I wondered if the grass was greener on
the other side. But at no point did it seem right to make a move. I was a London
lad at a London club. We were winning things. I was at the top of my trade. I
didn’t need to go anywhere else."

Alan Smith



INTERVIEW



No doubting Thomas



Alan Smith talks to Michael Thomas, former team-mate and scorer of one of the most famous goals in
the history of the League Championship, the title-clincher at Anfield in 1989

Empty plastic cups leaking champagne littered the dressing room floor. The
joyous sing-songs had all but died down, the television cameras recently
departed as the first wave of euphoria threatened to pass. It was about 11pm on
May 26, 1989, a good 45 minutes after something extraordinary had occurred
out on the Anfield pitch. The most dramatic denouement in English football
history had astounded every single person at Liverpool that night, not to mention
the TV millions watching worldwide. Michael Thomas’s last-gasp goal had
prised the League title from Liverpool’s grasp in what seemed like a sketch from
a corny comic-strip. Yet the improbable script — victory over the reigning
champions by two clear goals on their own patch in the final game of the season
— had somehow unfolded like a film in glorious Technicolor.

Back in the away-team dressing room, taking a breather before jumping in
the big bath, a few of the lads sat back for a second. Looking at each other, we
came to the same, undeniable conclusion: whatever happened in the future, and
we were a relatively young crop of players, nothing could surpass this incredible
night. That much was clear. If we played until we were 50, it wouldn’t get any
better than this.

I suppose that stone-cold certainty applied to Michael Thomas more than
anyone else. How could he ever top this moment — scoring the most famous goal
in Arsenal’s rich history? The most famous one, actually, in the entire annals of
English football. That was the truth of it. By the age of 21, Mickey had scaled
the summit.

Despite his winning another Championship medal with Arsenal two years
later, despite signing for Liverpool (of all clubs) and going on to score a
spectacular effort for them in the 1992 FA Cup Final, nothing could compare.
One moment, and one moment only, was always destined to dominate the CV of
Michael Thomas.

It was appropriate, then, that he should return to Liverpool and Anfield for a
little reminiscing, together with Arsenal’s other goalscorer that night, yours truly.

Alan Smith So Mickey, what do you remember about the lead up to that game?
Michael Thomas The one thing that stands out is the fun and games we had
in training. George [Graham] wouldn’t normally let us mess about; it was



usually quite rigid and serious, but that week it was five-a-sides all the way. I
think he was trying to keep us relaxed.

Smith Do you think he thought we could win it?

Thomas He knew that we didn’t fear anyone, so I think he believed we could
win it, and we thought that as well. To be fair, we should have had it wrapped up
before then. We made it really hard for ourselves with our last two games at
Highbury, losing to Derby County and drawing with Wimbledon.

Smith Do you remember that lap of honour we did after the Wimbledon
game? It was like: ‘Good try lads, better luck next time’. The crowd almost felt
sorry for us.

Thomas That was one of the eeriest atmospheres ever. The disappointment
after that game was incredible. It didn’t feel right doing a lap of honour with one
more game to go. At the time, we didn’t know the situation. We didn’t know
what we had to do at Anfield.

Smith Can you remember where you were when Liverpool played West
Ham in the match that decided how many goals we needed to score? I was at the
Football Writers’ Dinner and as the goals kept going in at Anfield one of the
journalists on our table kept doing the maths.

Thomas I was at home. When Liverpool ended up winning 5-1, I'm
thinking: ‘How many goals does that mean we’ve got to score?’ It didn’t look
good. But when we came into training the next morning everyone was saying:
“Two goals. By two clear goals.’ It wasn’t as bad as we thought.

Smith One thing I remember about that week is us sitting outside on those
benches at London Colney on the Monday. Bob Wilson came up and said:
‘Cheer up lads, this is the week we’re going to win the League’. We all looked at
each other as if to say ‘Yeah, nice one Bob’. Then there was that article by
Graeme Souness in one of the papers. ‘Men Against Boys’ the headline was, or
something like that. We pinned it up on the noticeboard and took it with us up to
Liverpool.

Thomas Yeah, it was lambs to the slaughter, wasn’t it? But it wasn’t just
Souness. Everyone seemed to be writing us off. We were just laughing about it
on the coach. There was such a relaxed atmosphere. Merse, Grovesy, Nigel —
pla