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Acting Managers

We live in a TV age and so it is hardly surprising that more and more football managers are tailoring their performances during games for the benefit of the cameras.

It all began with Sir Alex Ferguson. The Manchester United manager’s grim touchline behaviour was widely blamed for his team’s failure to win the title in 1991–92, the prevailing view being that his clearly visible tension transmitted itself to his players. Since then the Scot has rarely been seen on television without a benign smile on his purple face. Many viewers think this is even scarier than the tortured grimace he used to wear, seeing it as the most sinister display of jollity since the child catcher turned up offering free sweets in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. The results speak against them, however.

Ferguson’s success has led other coaches to follow in his footsteps. Nowadays they seem increasingly to be acting on a cue from the producer. They give us pensive, elated, stoic and determined-man-of-vision-staring-at-destiny-while-sucking-on-a-pen-top. Not once are they caught looking bewildered, or staring serenely into space with the happy expression of a bloke who has just remembered the names of the key personnel in Goober and the Ghost Chasers. Never do they sit, as poor old Don Revie used to, with their hands stuffed deep in their pockets, knees pressed firmly together and the pained, shifty look of someone who is deeply regretting having that extra cup of tea before coming to the memorial service. They have abandoned Ron Saunders in favour of Robert De Niro.

Acting Players

Footballers have generally rejected attempts to lure them into making feature films. This is not through any shyness, but because they have great artistic integrity and are rarely offered the sort of challenging parts they crave. Jimmy Greaves, for instance, infamously turned down the part of Jimmy Greaves in Goal, the official film of the 1966 World Cup, because he had his heart set on playing the Geoff Hurst role. Similarly when John Huston was casting Escape to Victory Glenn Hoddle stubbornly insisted that he would not play Glenn Hoddle because he ‘didn’t want it turning into a typecasting situation’.

‘Glenn was really interested in exploring his craft, pushing the envelope, challenging himself,’ the theatrical agent Theo Cravat explained later. ‘He had identified the role he wanted in the movie but unfortunately the producer was adamant that the part of Pelé was earmarked for Pelé. It was typical Hollywood – a safety-first choice.

‘They offered us the part of John Wark instead, but we thought it was totally underwritten. The scriptwriters had never really got past the “no front teeth, totally incomprehensible accent” aspect of the character. Glenn suggested a few changes: putting the teeth back, and giving John Wark a smart yet modern haircut, a set of strong personal beliefs based on the lyrics of Supertramp and a light, pleasant singing voice, but the director said that would make him too much like the Russell Osman character (a role which, incidentally, was originally promised to Jeremy Irons), and besides, by that time Glenn had got his Pelé head on and there was no chance of him getting it off in time. Could Glenn Hoddle have played John Wark as Pelé? Yes, I believe he could, but it was too dangerous artistically and so they didn’t give him the chance.

‘I saw the film when it came out and, yes, Pelé did a decent job as Pelé, but I still feel that Glenn would have made it more believable, given it more dimensions. Later, Jean Luc Godard told Glenn that if he had been French they’d have built a movie around him – Pauline at the Beach in all probability.’

Animals

Alnwick Town chairman John Common had a peculiar sense of humour. His idea of a practical joke was to leave an animal carcass (‘The smallest a mole, the largest a sheep’) in the visitors’ dressing room.

In any other walk of life this might have marked John Common out as being as mad as a bag of cheese, but in the world of football his antics are frankly not that unusual, even leaving aside Barcelona fans’ attempt to pelt Luis Figo with a boar’s head, or those El Salvador supporters who take it as their patriotic duty to bombard visiting goalkeepers with dead cats.

Ten years ago, for example, Eastbourne United officials were shocked to find a pig’s head nailed to the front of their dug-out before a Unijet Sussex County League clash with Worthing United. It turned out to be the handiwork of Worthing defender Dave Clarke. Clarke, a part-time butcher, explained, ‘It is something I have been doing as a laugh for some years. Unfortunately on this occasion people didn’t see the funny side.’ Miserable buggers, eh?

Dave Clarke would undoubtedly have found more sympathy for his hilarious offal-related japes in Norway. In 2003 Tromsø were battling desperately against relegation when a supporter, Jarle Johansen, offered to kill a goat in the centre circle before the team’s final game of the season against Lyn. ‘Can you imagine how much fun it would be,’ Johansen said, ‘if I was allowed to slaughter the goat, then Tromsø crushed Lyn?’ Whether he followed this statement with a burst of maniacal laughter is not recorded. Amazingly instead of phoning the local funny farm and alerting them to the presence of a man who was himself clearly several points short of safety, Tromsø’s directors said they would ‘consider the proposal’. Eventually, after careful deliberation, they rejected it. The goat was spared and, happily, Tromsø stayed up.

Football’s animal magic comes in many forms. In the heady days of the 1970s Carlisle United used to place a stuffed fox (perhaps female, possibly called ‘Olga’ – debate still rages from Longtown to Penrith) in the centre circle before home games. As prematch entertainment this may seem somewhat dull, but it sufficed in Cumbria, a place once summed up by former Carlisle star Stan Bowles with the immortal words, ‘Freezing cold and sheep shit in the garden.’

Luckily the animal doesn’t have to be dead to take part in the fun of match day. Few who have visited Edgar Street will forget the sight of the Hereford bull being paraded around at half-time. It certainly is a magnificent beast; powerful, muscular and considerably lighter on its feet than Michael Ricketts.

In a variation on the bull idea, a few years back a Bolivian club side took to parading a vicuña around the pitch before games. After a while the fans got the idea into their heads that this relative of the llama was psychic and communicated news of forthcoming victories by smiling. A long-faced vicuña signalled certain defeat and inevitably sparked a stampede for the exits. Eventually the club, mindful of the effects this grumpy beast was having on gate receipts, got rid of it. Nobody knows what became of the animal, though suspicion remains that it is probably sitting on the pools panel.

Arturo Anteater

In the late 1990s Israeli super-agent Pini Colada attempted to persuade clubs that due to the escalating cost of indigenous players they would be better advised spending their money on foreign imports. ‘Here is your choice,’ he told interviewer Frank Gutt in 1998, ‘you can have Robbie Fowler for £12 million and £50,000 a week in wages, or you can have Arturo the Giant Anteater on a free transfer from the Argentinian pampas, and all he wants is clean straw, a warm burrow and his own termite mound.’ Asked if the anteater was any good, Colada replied, ‘He unnerves defences.’ Pressed on whether he believed Arturo would unnerve tough British defenders such as Neil Ruddock, he responded, ‘I don’t care if you are Neil Ruddock, Vinnie Jones, Julian Dicks or whoever. If you have got a shaggy South American with a three-foot-long sticky tongue stood behind you, you are going to be unnerved.’ Colada also represented a number of other top animals, though he refused to deal with herbivores, believing that they ‘lacked heart’. This opinion was proved conclusively when Bon Bon, a red squirrel Colada had sent on trial to Leeds United (claiming that ‘with his size, agility, speed and ginger hair he is the obvious successor to Gordon Strachan’), ran up a floodlight pylon during a reserve match at Barnsley and refused to come down until the crowd had gone home.

Antocliché

The antocliché is football punditry’s equivalent of the antonym. Sadly even masters of English such as Lee Dixon rarely employ it. This is a pity since it would be nice to hear every once in a while of an unnatural goalscorer, or to listen as a studio expert reacts to a sliced volley that sailed over the bar like a helium-filled balloon by saying, ‘Oh dear, and this boy certainly has got a savoury right foot.’ It would be gratifying to hear a pundit rubbish a Kaka tap-in with the words ‘And if he hadn’t been Brazilian we’d have stopped talking about that long before the pub shut’, and explain the revival in fortunes of a previously floundering club with a quick ‘In the past fortnight the word coming out of the club is that the manager finally found the dressing room.’ This latter comment would, of course, be followed swiftly by a reminder of what had gone on over the previous six months, an arched eyebrow and the words ‘But what the supporters have to remember, Gabby, is that a bad manager doesn’t become a good manager overnight. Though, to be fair, in this game you’re only as poor as your last result.’

Aqsaqtuk

A type of football played by the indigenous Inuit of Baffin Island, Aqsaqtuk utilises a caribou-hide ball stuffed with moss and is played on a pitch that can be anything up to ten miles in length. The most singular feature of the game, however, is that it is played between mixed-sex teams divided along marital lines: couples play singletons. The effects of this are easy to imagine. The married team argue among themselves about who last cleaned the toilet while the singles worry that passing the ball too often to one particular team-mate might be construed as an invitation to intimacy. As a result most moves break down in a wave of paranoia, bitterness and cries of ‘Admit it, you’ve always resented my creativity’, and a dull 0–0 stalemate is the usual outcome.

Arithmetic

In 2006 the G-14 group of clubs announced a compromise proposal to Fifa’s rules limiting the number of teams in Europe’s top divisions. ‘The Group of fourteen has eighteen members, so why shouldn’t a sixteen-club top flight consist of twenty teams?’ asked G-14’s general manager Thomas Kurth rhetorically. ‘We believe that if football operated according to this new 14–18 numerical system in which one unit represents 1.285, it would solve many problems. For example, Sepp Blatter could impose his limit of a maximum of forty-five games per season and still leave us free to play fifty-eight. Of course, people will say it flies in the face of logic, but you must remember: football is bigger than the laws of mathematics.’

Arts

In 2004 Tony Adams was made patron of the Young Writers Festival at the Royal Court Theatre. Doubters questioned the former Arsenal centre-half’s qualifications for the post, but given most young playwrights’ obsession with savagery, lunacy and dysfunction, spending your formative years in close proximity to Bob Wilson was surely preparation aplenty.

At the time many within the game hoped that Adams’s appointment would be the first of many in the arts for retired British defenders. Our nation’s artists have always been eager to acknowledge the inspiration they draw from a well-drilled and coldly brutal defensive unit. Unfortunately arts administrators have tended steadfastly to ignore the contribution that full-backs and stoppers can make to the cultural life of the nation. Instead of seeking direction from strapping, raw-boned men with so much scar tissue their faces look like they’re made of cooked pasta, administrators have become mesmerised by flair players such as Pat Nevin, Chris Waddle and Nicolas Serota.

It is testament to the durability of this remarkable prejudice in artistic circles that Adams was the first robust English clogger to scale such heights since another Highbury man, Peter Storey, briefly took charge at Glyndebourne Opera House during the 1974–75 season.

Storey was a fellow of rugged virtues who spent his spare time working for a North Sea oil company. As a drill bit. His other off-the-field activities included a brush with the Obscene Publications Squad over some creative Continental material that was alleged to have wormed its way mysteriously into the tyre of a lorry that was attempting to enter Britain.

Critics are still divided over the exact worth of Storey’s theatrical legacy, though few would disagree that his decision to mix the classics with more modern works such as Benjamin Britten’s Billy Budd and Jens Bumpsen’s Danish Farm Girls Go Dutch III was a challenging, at times almost cathartic, experience for the picnicking opera-goers.

Those observers who always felt that having a burly centre-back pacing up and down the galleries and rehearsal rooms of Britain barking out encouraging words (‘Let’s get up their arses’, ‘Channels, channels’, ‘Funnel him’, ‘Let’s not let the feeling of alienation drift into the comfort zone of simple loneliness’), or sticking the occasional elbow in to prevent the sort of costly loss of context that can lead to a slide into self-referential kitsch, were convinced that Adams’s appointment would mark a sea change in policy among the arts establishment when it comes to ‘the big lads at the back’.

Glenn Hoddle once said that ‘it is easier to destroy a work of art than to create one’ (proof positive that he has never tried to set light to a Pink Floyd album), but destruction and creation are two sides of the same mattress. ‘If the Royal Court had room for Tony Adams, surely,’ one columnist asked, ‘there must be space at the Tate Modern for Steve Bould?’ The call went unanswered, alas.

In Europe things have generally been handled differently. On the Continent cultural institutions seeking reinvigoration traditionally look to the earthy, combative skills of uncompromising central defenders and obdurate man-markers. One thinks of Andoni ‘The Butcher of Bilbao’ Goicoechea’s successful spell as curator at the Prado in Madrid (a post for which he was selected, incidentally, after it was revealed that in a glass case in his sitting room he keeps the boots he was wearing when he snapped Diego Maradona’s ankle – a witty echo of the work of Marcel Duchamps and Mike Doyle); or German hardman Jürgen Kohler’s magical period at Bayreuth during which he proved conclusively that lack of pace is no handicap when it comes to directing Wagner. Although his decision to have Siegfried’s cloak of obscurity made in the colours of Manchester United did lead to an unsavoury row with Sir Alex Ferguson.

Of course things have not always worked out. The appointment of Juventus’s Claudio Gentile as artistic director of La Scala is the example usually cited by those who feel that the creative arts and the back four should never mix.

Gentile was noted for his gritty style (though he also had his sensitive side: he once sued a newspaper in Rome for describing him as ‘a barbarian’ and received a large financial settlement plus the right to burn down the Colosseum and carry off as many local women as he could lift) and it was believed that the Milan opera house would benefit from a few clattering challenges, the odd bit of shirt-ripping and the occasional grabbing of a star performer’s vitals during set pieces.

Alas, things went wrong when Claudio insisted on rewriting La Bohème, replacing ‘Your Tiny Hand is Frozen’ with an aria of his own composition, ‘Your Weedy Shin is Broken.’ The Milanese audience, who had wanted Giuseppe Bergomi and his quizzical eyebrows all along, was not impressed. As one critic noted, ‘Gentile’s roughness is nowhere near ironic enough for clever people like me to enjoy.’
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Backing

In football backing comes in a variety of forms, but generally it is something a manager awards a current player because he has no money to buy anyone better.

fearing a Backlash

When a team meets Manchester United or Arsenal after they have been knocked out of Europe or been beaten at home by Portsmouth the underdogs unsurprisingly fear a backlash. This thunderous force is generated by the powerful defence mechanisms of these giant clubs, which absorb any attack, multiply it and then turn it back on the enemy like the force-field of a spaceship piloted by hyper-intelligent creatures with massive brains that throb like toads. Usually this backlash simply results in the destruction of lesser vessels such as West Brom, but what if Arsenal were to meet Manchester United after both sides had suffered humiliating early exits from the Champions League at the hands of opposition from Eastern Europe? Some scientists believe that the combined force of both backlashes coming together at the Emirates or Old Trafford could produce an explosion similar to that of a hundred-megaton nuclear bomb. However, other experts believe that if two backlashes of equal force meet they will simply cancel one another out, leading to football’s equivalent of the bursting of a damp paper bag – a dull 0–0 draw.

Backside

Top strikers such as Michael Owen or Peter Crouch may go through a period when they are unable to score, but the experts assure us that all they need is for one to go in off their backsides and the goals will flow again. It is, of course, a confidence thing. A forward’s goals arrive down a complicated series of tubes buried deep in his subconscious. These pipelines can easily become furred up or clogged, especially if he has been forced to feed off scraps. The only way to clear the obstruction is to force a strike through via the backside, the blockages are cleared and the goals come whooshing out again in a big rush.

Ball Factor

During the opening round of matches at every World Cup since time immemorial one question has been raised more than any other: ‘How big a factor will the ball be?’ From kick-off until midway through the group stage people ask this over and over again, usually with the furrowed brow and earnest intonation of Garth Crooks approaching a carefully prepared pun. Many newcomers to what Pelé once memorably dubbed ‘A big load of hype over some sweaty men running around to no good purpose’ will think that in a game called football the ball will always be of considerable importance. But that is only because they have never played in a Sunday-morning pub match, or watched Blackburn Rovers.

According to England’s Paul Robinson, the +Teamgeist ball used in Germany 2006 was ‘goalkeeper unfriendly’. People would have been more likely to take the Spurs keeper’s complaint seriously were it not for the fact that goalkeepers say the same thing about every ball in every World Cup tournament. This is because as far as goalkeepers are concerned the ball is always unfriendly. It is the enemy, the source of all his or her woes and fears. When an outfield player looks at a football he sees a football. When a goalkeeper looks at a football he sees humiliation, Danny Baker clips videos and his team-mates standing with their hands on their hips staring at him and slowly shaking their heads as the opposition jubilantly pile on top of one another over by the corner flag.

As far as goalkeepers are concerned the ball is too small, too light and too fast. For goalkeepers the ideal ball would be one of those great big red ones they encourage women to use as part of natural childbirth. Preferably filled with cement and pinioned to the centre circle by ten yards of steel cable.

The goalkeepers’ complaints about the exciting new marketing opportunity – sorry, World Cup match ball – appear a clear case of what experts term the Trueman Paradox. This old philosophical gambit is named after the great Yorkshire grumbler F.S. Trueman, who regularly claimed on Test Match Special that due to changes in the laws of cricket, batting and bowling were now far, far easier than they were ‘in my day’. Yet since cricket is a contest between bowler and batsman it would surely follow that winning it could not possibly be easier for both of them. Or could it?

In the case of the World Cup ball, if it is impossible to predict its flight it is surely just as difficult for the outfield player to aim his shot accurately as it is for the goalkeeper to save it. After all, a bullet that veers randomly must be a hindrance to the marksman.

That at least would have appeared a reasonable assumption. But when the contest got underway in Germany the +Teamgeist proved to be a very different beast from previous problem balls such as the Questra, Tricolore and Fevernova. When Germany’s Philipp Lahm struck the opening goal of the competition the prevailing view among the pundits in the BBC studio was that ‘He didn’t put any curl on it, but it curled into the goal.’

This suggested something truly impressive from the designers of the fourteen-panel rounder-than-ever-before orb, a ball that not only swung both ways unbidden, but swung both ways unbidden towards the back of the net! This, in other words, was a smart ball, one that homed in on the old onion bag like a racing pigeon seeking its roost. No wonder the custodians loathed it so. Oddly, though, while the ball seemed smart when struck by Germans, Italians, Argentinians or Brazilians it remained resolutely stupid when kicked by Frank Lampard.

Banksy’s Law

Named in honour of the late Minister for Sport, Culture and Self-Publicity, Tony Banks. In 2004 Mr Banks announced that he would press for legislation to stop football falling into the hands of the wrong sort of people. Under ‘Banksy’s Law’ the honesty, integrity and probity of anyone wishing to take over a football club would be thoroughly investigated and if they were found to have any they’d immediately be barred from buying it.

Banners

A feature of football, particularly FA Cup Finals, in the 1970s and 1980s, banners were traditionally painted on a bed sheet and held above their heads by two men in tank tops. They usually came in three forms: celebratory (‘Norman Bites Yer Legs’), humorous (‘Currie Gives Tottenham The Runs’) and rude about Jimmy Hill.

Banter

Speaking on his retirement, Neil ‘Razor’ Ruddock voiced an opinion often heard from footballers: ‘After all the years I’ve been coming into a football ground and sharing a lot of laughs and banter with thirty or forty lads, I can’t see me staying home with the old lady and going shopping at Lakeside every day.’

At the time some felt that Mrs ‘Razor’ Ruddock (or ‘Ladyshave’ as she is known) might help her man a bit by gradually weaning the burly hoofer off the life he once knew. Before one of those feared shopping trips, for example, she might pace about the front room, head-butt the sideboard a few times and yell, ‘You know what those other people who are going to be at Lakeside this afternoon are doing now, Neil? They’re laughing at you. They’re saying you’ve lost it. They’re saying you’re old and fat and couldn’t find your way across the car park and into the soft furnishings department of BHS even if me and Robbie Savage were pushing you in a wheelbarrow. Are you going to let them go on laughing? Or are you going to ram it so far down their throats they’ll have to sit on the khazi if they want to giggle?’

Using role-play techniques she might encourage Razor to treat the queue at Sainsbury’s cold-meat counter as if it was a crowded penalty area, knock over a couple of sales staff in Diesel to ‘let them know he was there’, and engage in a quick bit of ‘handbags’ with one of the women who spray you with scent whenever you walk through the cosmetics section of a department store.

Experts, however, suggested that even such tough love would not be enough. Nor, they said, would using the PFA’s special new range of products designed to help retired players – banter patches and bit-of-stick-from-the-lads inhalers – be much help. Because the atmosphere in a football dressing room has been scientifically proven to be one of the most addictive substances known to man. One whiff of it and most players are hooked for life.

This was not always the case, of course. Half a century ago the dressing rooms at British football grounds were very different. The maximum wage, brutal tackling and the fact that manly pranks such as putting a pound of chopped liver in a team-mate’s jock-strap had been taken away and melted down as part of the war effort created an environment few men relished. As a result players were happy to retire and enter the altogether merrier world of the tobacconists shop, the newsagents, or, in the case of England full-back Ray Wilson, the funeral parlour.

In the late-sixties, though, football was drawn in by the swinging style of the times. Players started hanging out with pop stars such as Eric Clapton and Esther and Abi Ofarim at fashionable nitespots like Mansfield’s Club Rum-Baba. Inevitably many of them began to experiment with mood-altering substances.

‘I don’t know who it was,’ one observer of the scene during those heady days recalled later, ‘Hendrix or the bloke from The Barron Knights who looked like he was wearing a stocking mask, but at some point one Saturday night at the Twisting Blister in Seven Sisters I remember somebody turned Big Terry Hennessey on to the idea of having a laugh. I could see Terry, who was very much a straight-down-the-line eight-pints-and-a-quick-exchange-of-blows-with-Alan-Gilzean sort of guy, was nervous about the notion. But once he got into it he was soon chuckling away like a maniac at anybody who did a Norman Wisdom impression.’

While some scientists still express concern about the longterm psychological effects having a laugh can have on footballers, most people now accept that in moderation it is relatively harmless. The real problem is that it can, and so very often does, lead users to experiment with more dangerous substances.

Such was the case in the 1980s when a new powerful form of having a laugh began to appear in British dressing rooms. Craic was brought into the country from Dublin using mules (or sling-back sandals, if no mules were available).

Today much of the craic that finds its way into dressing rooms comes not direct from the well-organised cartels of Galway and Kilkenny, but is bought ‘on the street’ from people in Burberry baseball caps. ‘It’s not the craic itself, but the stuff the dealers mix it with that does the damage,’ one expert told BBC’s Football Fracas. ‘They’re unscrupulous. They’ll cut the craic with anything that looks a bit like it in order to increase their profit margins.’

The effects on users can be traumatic. Last year several players at a leading Second Division side suffered severe psychological damage after using street craic. When the substance was analysed it proved to contain just 25 per cent pure craic, the rest being a potentially lethal cocktail of 6–0–6 and Parliamentary Question Time. ‘It was horrible,’ recalled a teammate. ‘One minute the lads were the life and soul of the dressing room, putting rude words to “Simply the Best” and wee-ing into the tea urn and the next one of them started talking in this terrible nasal whine and saying, “The referee at today’s match, Alan, I’ve gotta say he was taking the Michael.” Then the others all jumped to their feet, waving their shin-pads in the air and shouting, “Resign! Resign!” It fair made my hair stand on end.’

Keith Beast

Keith Beast burst like a blister on to the football scene in the late 1950s. Long-haired, scruffy and prone to sitting cross-legged on the edge of the penalty area banging his bongos and swaying about self-consciously, he was dubbed ‘the fifth Beat’ by the press because he shared the same aims, philosophy and cavalier attitude to personal hygiene as Ginsberg, Corso, Kerouac and Tommy Lawrence.

Ingmar Bergman

Swedish film director. His masterpiece The Seventh Shirt featured a famous scene in which Denis Law plays a game of three-and-in against Death, the contest ending anticlimactically when the Grim Reaper is sent for an early bath after quite literally scything down the Manchester United forward.

Bigness

Sam Allardyce is known throughout the game as Big Sam. England boss Steve McClaren on the other hand is never referred to as Big Steve. Yet keen observers will have noticed that in terms of height and build there is not much to choose between the pair. The fact is that while the former Middlesbrough manager is big he is not Big in a football sense. In football, Bigness is more than just size.

Arsène Wenger is taller than Allardyce, indeed he is also taller than those two other football Biggies Joe Jordan and Ron Atkinson, but even if the Arsenal manager ballooned up to twenty stone he would still never be Big Arsène. Part of that is down to his character, part to his place of birth. Some believe it is almost impossible for anybody who speaks a romance language ever to be Big in the British sense (That Felipe Scolari has managed it is testimony to the hours the Brazilian has spent eradicating even the faintest physical or emotional trace of his native land from his person. As a result when you look at the Portugal manager you don’t think, Samba, you think, Punch-up at a Durham wedding).

Those who communicate in more robust northern tongues can manage it, but they have to work extra hard. Peter Schmeichel is big, as the late Ron Pickering would doubtless have put it, ‘in every sense of the word’. But then as the BBC pundit never tires of telling Gary Lineker, part of the art of goalkeeping is ‘making yourself big’, so he has an advantage over other candidates. The Dane has also shied away from the ultimate test of Bigness. It is all very easy being Big up in the commentary box or the stands. Being Big in the dug-out is a different matter. Of European coaches possibly only Guus Hiddink has the necessary blend of stature and down-to-earth belligerence to achieve that.

The Blunderkind

The Blunderkind is an intriguing variation on The Robbo. He is a player who is picked not for his ability, but for his lack of it. Why? Because these days the game is all about psychology and what could be more uplifting to your average footballer than the certain knowledge that no matter how bad a game he is having there is someone on his team who is guaranteed to be playing far worse than him? If you want to feel tall stand next to a midget.

The importance of The Blunderkind to the mental balance of the side first became apparent in Argentina in 1978 when César Luis Menotti took the pressure off key players such as Ossie Ardiles and Mario Kempes by picking Alberto Tarantini. Tarantini was a rock at the heart of the Argentinian defence, though only in the sense that he was large, immobile and it hurt if you kicked him. Yet his hairy, hapless barbarism gave his team-mates the confidence and freedom to go out and play.

Despite Tarantini’s success The Blunderkind did not really establish himself until twenty years later. In France 1998 we had a final in which Mario Zagalo of Brazil attempted to lighten the weight of expectation on his players by employing centre-half Júnior Baiano. Watching Baiano try to trap the ball was to be put in mind of a pantomime cow attempting to free its foot from a bucket. He was blessed with the sense of balance of a Daily Mail editorial on asylum seekers. He had a trial with Hansa Rostock and they rejected him. Yet what a job he did for his team! Because with him beside them Rivaldo and Co. could express themselves without fear, knowing that whatever sort of a mess they made everybody would be too busy marvelling at Baiano’s ineptitude to notice it.

Júnior might have won the World Cup for Brazil, had not Aimé Jacquet responded brilliantly to the threat with a twin-pronged crap attack of his own. Not content with Christian Karembeu – nicknamed ‘Mad Dog’, though during his time at Middlesbrough the only sort of insane hound he resembled was one that had just been shot with a tranquilliser gun – Jacquet also fielded Stephane Guivarc’h up front. The striker’s name means ‘swift stallion’ but he played more like a knackered donkey. Between them the pair smothered Baiano’s naive haplessness beneath a blanket of carefully prepared lead-booted idiocy. Guivarc’h’s contribution in particular was priceless. The French have never truly replaced him. Proof is to be found in the fact that since the banana-footed Breton departed, Thierry Henry has never again played quite so well for Les Bleus.

Boasting

In 2005 tabloid newspapers revealed that many top young stars of the Premiership liked to engage in ‘the disgusting practice’ known as ‘boasting’. ‘Basically they pick on a girl in a nightclub and then two or more players swank away in either ear until she faints from boredom’, a source was quoted as saying. Called upon to comment, George Best confessed, ‘I was a serial bragger who showed off in front of three Miss Worlds,’ but added that ‘when it came to swaggering I never needed help from anyone. Though if any of my Northern Ireland team-mates wanted to hide in a cupboard and watch the maestro in action then that was a different matter, obviously.’

Bollocks

Testicles play an important part in determining success in football. At the start of the 2003–04 season, for example, Sunderland’s captain Jason McAteer observed, ‘We’re going to have to grow an extra pair of bollocks if we’re going to get promoted this year.’ The Irishman plainly didn’t regard such orchital generation as beyond the capabilities of his team-mates and it must therefore be concluded that footballers can sprout a fresh set of testicles with the same facility as a lizard does a new tail.

Frankly it is as well they can. Because later in the same season Alan Shearer noted of Newcastle’s lowly Premiership position, ‘We’ve got to work our bollocks off to get out of this.’

One can glean from these statements that while you need four testicles to get into the top flight, you need to shake them off as quickly as possible if you want to stay there.

To understand why it might be so we must look to the Ancients. A Greek philosopher likened the male libido to being chained to a lunatic. This clearly explains why being drained of testosterone is an advantage in the Premiership. For it is plainly difficult enough to keep pace with Thierry Henry without having to drag some Peruvian goalkeeper along with you.

This is why teams find it so hard to make the transition from Championship to Premiership. Watford, who battled through the play-offs in 2006, failed to shed the appendages they sprouted for the purpose and kindly coach Adie Boothroyd hadn’t the heart to pick up a pair of game shears and take the drastic measures necessary. As a result the Hornets were, quite literally, dragged down by their bollocks.

McAteer gave no details, but it is reasonable to assume that the number of extra pairs of bollocks necessary for promotion increases exponentially as you drop down the league ladder – one extra pair in the first, two in the second and so on until by the time you get to the bottom of the pyramid, teams seeking promotion need to grow them by the barrow load. Unfortunately scientists were unable to confirm this thesis as numerous phone-calls to clubs in the Wearside League went unanswered, the staff in all probability too busy sewing extra material into the shorts to come to the phone.

Bonding

Ancient ritual by which the English team ethic is formed. Refined over the centuries it generally involves spending £5000 on Louis Roederer Crystal and then all having sex with the same woman. When the story appears in the News of the World strong ties of comradeship are formed between the participants that often last almost until the end of the next contract.

Kyran Braddle

Early in his reign as Chelsea owner Roman Abramovich stunned football when he launched a shock swoop on Old Trafford to pick up United’s teenage catering sensation Kyran Braddle. According to those who had watched him in action, Braddle was ‘very much the spotty-faced, slack-jawed burger-bar lad’s spotty-faced, slack-jawed burger-bar lad’. Chelsea signed the sixteen-year-old for a seven-figure sum believed to be in the region of £7. Braddle put pen to paper at Stamford Bridge and was promptly loaned to a hot dog concession outside the Valley, Charlton. ‘We feel this will be of greater benefit to his football catering education than standing round in the background at Chelsea leaning on a mop and fantasising listlessly about Christina Aguilera,’ said a spokesman for the Blues. Asked for his views on the deal that could have made him a millionaire by the time he turned 857, Braddle stared blankly at the questioner for several minutes before saying, ‘Y’wha’?’ He was later released without charge.

Bring Back Bullying Campaign

Rod Rugg was not a name normally associated with radical educational campaigns. The maverick midfield dreadnought from Dronfield had a career that was played out in a blizzard of headlines and dandruff, birds, booze and the occasional bazooka.

‘When I was playing, “role model” was something you did if you got lucky down Rope-a-Blokes disco with a Page Three stunner,’ Rugg confessed in September 2006. ‘But recently I’ve found myself really wanting to put something back in. Unfortunately, due to what Pelé memorably dubbed “a bit of trouble in the trouser department”, that hasn’t been possible for some while, so I’ve had to get involved in this charity lark instead. Hurgh hurgh! Only joking. Some mornings you could hang a side of bacon off of it, I can tell you. Not that I’ve done that for a while. I mean, no point now my team-mates aren’t watching, is there?’

Rugg had just launched a campaign that he believed could put an end to childhood obesity and improve the football skills of a generation of youngsters. ‘Basically I am calling for the return of compulsory bullying in our schools,’ Rugg said.

Rugg was moved to act when he realised that his two sons by wife number-five (‘or vice versa, it’s hard to keep track without consulting the CSA’) were getting absolutely no bullying at school whatsoever. ‘Neither of those lads even knows what a Chinese burn is,’ he said in disgust, ‘and if you ask them if anyone has flushed their head down the toilet lately they just look at you as if you are mental. No wonder kids these days are so fat. There’s nobody at school they have to run away from in terror any more.’

According to Rugg the rot set in in the 1980s when local councils started selling off the crucial areas behind the bike sheds and a new generation of well-meaning but misguided teachers refused to countenance compass-jabbing, head-knuckling and armlocks on the grounds that they were, in some nebulous and unexplained way, cruel and divisive. He says the effect of this is only now truly being felt.

‘If you look at the skills of a generation of young footballers you can see that they have definitely been undermined by the lack of bullying,’ Rugg says. ‘Take my old team-mate at the Thrushes, “Jinking” Billy Pillock. When Billy was in his pomp there was no finer winger in football. We used to call him “the wizard of dribble” though actually that was more on account of an infection he picked up during a preseason trip to Hamburg. Hurgh hurgh! But anyway, if you asked Billy where he learned his devastating body swerve and his lightning change of pace he’d tell you it was from dodging the big lads in the boys’ toilets at playtime. They used to smoke in there, like, and if they caught you they’d make you lie on your back next to the urinals and use your mouth as an ashtray. Cruel? Maybe. But it gave Billy a great career in the game of football. At the time a lot of us felt that he should have played for England and I still think he would have done if it hadn’t been for the bedwetting and the suicide attempts.’

Rugg’s campaign to bring back bullying quickly gained political momentum and Conservative leader David Cameron, a public schoolboy to his stoner marrow, pledged to reintroduce the once popular gauntlet run of wet-towel flicking to the national curriculum.

‘My worry is that even a full-on return of traditional bullying could be too late to save British football,’ Rugg said at the time. ‘I watched the Carling Cup Final on Sunday and I was appalled by what I saw from those Chelsea and Arsenal players. That fight disgusted me. There’s surely no more proof needed of the effect that decades of do-gooders have had on our kids than the fact that a collection of twenty-two of the nation’s fittest and healthiest so-called footballers cannot produce a single decent right-hander between them.

‘People have been saying it’s all the influence of the foreigners. But I don’t hold with that. You didn’t have to play against Ari Haan for more than a couple of minutes to find out that abroad isn’t all Danish pastries and lingerie, I can tell you.’ The campaign is ongoing at the time of publication.

British Players Abroad

When David Beckham joined Real Madrid there was much speculation over whether he had the skills necessary to succeed for Los Galacticos. Was his technique as polished as his famously glistering gonads, or would he be shown up by Raul and Co. as so much nutty slack?

To some the portents did not look promising. After all, when Ian Rush left Liverpool for Juventus he appeared the very embodiment of the penalty-area predator, stealthy, spare and deadly – a Welsh Paolo Rossi. In the unforgiving surroundings of Serie A, however, he looked clumsy, gauche and all shin from hip to toe. Rush went out an assassin and came back an ass.

Might the same happen to Beckham? people asked. To seasoned observers that always seemed unlikely. Because to be blunt foreign clubs no longer buy British players for their artistry. They have had their fingers burned too often. Nowadays when the Spanish or Italians want what they endearingly term ‘fantasy’, they look to their fellow Latins, or the French, or the Dutch. When they buy British it is gritty realism they are after.

They find it in some unlikely quarters, too. Steve McManaman is a case in point. In England he was regarded as a creative force, a player to unlock defences with a mazy run. Not so in Spain. Real Madrid fans praised the Liverpudlian for his team ethic, commitment and no-frills approach. If anyone mentioned his flair and dribbling ability, they would study his or her face with narrowed eyes desperately looking for signs of irony or madness. What appeared extraordinary about McManaman in the Premiership – his ball skills – seemed ordinary when set against those of Luis Figo and Zinedine Zidane. Conversely what was commonplace in England is noteworthy in Spain.

The best example of this role reversal is Vinnie Samways. The former Spurs and Everton midfielder played nearly two hundred games in La Liga. In England ‘Mr Vin’ was regarded as incisive, intelligent, but lightweight, the epitome of the Continental schemer. In Spain with Las Palmas by contrast he earned plaudits as a marauding bulldog, seeing red more often than a fighting bull and cementing his reputation as a tough guy after a training ground scrap with Oktay Dereliog˘lu saw the Turkish international scurrying back to Istanbul.

The British players that have done best in the major European leagues – Spain, Italy and Germany – have generally embodied virtues typical of the football of these islands. They have been tenacious battlers, or strong, courageous centre forwards. Men, in short, who tended to regard being able to walk upstairs unaided as a sign of cowardice. There have been exceptions, of course: Lawrie Cunningham had enough wizardry to impress even the Bernabéu and nobody has ever accused Trevor Francis of being combative (well, apart from Alex Kolinko, obviously), but by and large even the most successful British exports such as Kevin Keegan have won fans with their industry and bravery rather than their style and grace.

John Charles, Gerry Hitchens, Mark Hateley, John Aldridge, Ray Wilkins, Steve Archibald, Sammy Lee. All of them did well in Serie A or the Primera Liga and whatever their other fine qualities none of them was known for their mesmerising close control or breathtaking range of passes. Meanwhile those who apparently did have one or both of those gifts foundered.

Paul Ince was hardly a rip-roaring success at Internazionale, but the Guv’nor did better in Milan than a far more talented Londoner who’d tried his hand there in the early 1960s. At Milan the mercurial Jimmy Greaves quickly fell foul of coach Nereo Rocco, a man he would later categorise as being ‘so tough he made Frank Bruno look like Wayne Sleep’. Treated ‘like a prisoner’, Greaves found it impossible to settle away from Blighty. He was not alone. The feelings of many British players who tried their luck overseas were best summed up by Neil Franklin after his brief (he played just six matches) spell in Colombia in 1950. Abroad, the England international concluded, was maybe wonderful for a holiday, ‘but a holiday and living there are two vastly different matters’.

In Turin the hard-working David Platt impressed more than the brilliant Denis Law. The Scots forward joined Torino along with England’s Joe Baker in 1961. The pair didn’t stay long. Law was sent off for retaliation and Baker punched a photographer in Venice and tossed his camera into the Grand Canal. Forbidden from drinking alcohol in public by the club management, they both ended up in hospital after the future Arsenal forward crashed his Alfa Romeo.
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