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         Of course, you’ll have to define the soul of football, they said. Balls.
         

         Orange ones, on snow covered pitches. That’s the sort of image that springs up as the mind casts around for the essence of the game we fell in love with before anyone knew better. The sort of stuff Julie Andrews could have sung a song about, while chucking small children under the chin. It’s virtually impossible to grasp the notion of football’s soul tightly enough to hold it still, yet lightly enough to appreciate its contours and colours in your hands. We were certain, though, that we could assemble a team whose attributes combined to do some of the explaining for us, a sort of Soul of Football XI. We have laid the team out in a loose 2-3-5 formation. This is absolutely because of our belief in the innocent charm of such a formation, and has nothing to do with the fact that most of the natural choices were midfielders and attackers. Ahem. We’re also conscious that most of the players included are British or Anglicised; we’re not xenophobes, honest.
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         Bert Trautmann

         Physical courage has always been an enormous part of football, whether it’s Diego Maradona repeatedly demanding possession despite the chilling menace of some of the most malevolent swine ever to roam the green, or people who have played on with broken arms, collarbones and legs. But the Manchester City goalkeeper Bert Trautmann took that to a whole new level when he played in an FA Cup final with a broken neck. A broken neck. A broken neck. A broken bloody neck! It’s the single most jaw-dropping act of bravery in football, and fitting for a man who covered the full spectrum of courage. When he arrived at Manchester City in 1949, having grown up in Hitler’s Germany and been part of the Luftwaffe, over 20,000 protested at his signing. Trautmann won them over with his heroism, his decency – he actively sought out Manchester’s Jewish community to discuss his background – and, of course, his brilliance in goal. Matt Busby told his Manchester United players never to look up when they played against Trautmann; the moment he caught their eyes, he would decipher precisely what they were planning to do. 
         

         Dave Mackay

         Mackay is the incarnation of the strong, silent type. He was a player who went about his business without fanfare or melodrama; who simply got on with his job because it was, well, his job. Even when he suffered serious injury he would barely react. Mackay’s courage was exceptional by any standards, and he was the sort of leader to whom a crowd could relate and aspire: a man of iron will but also dignity and fairness. He upheld the unspoken code of honour between footballers: that they would compete with rare intensity, but that they would never cheat or attempt to injure each other. A lament for the potential extinction of Mackay’s type applies not just to football but to masculinity itself.

         John Charles

         A giant of the game in every respect, Charles was known as Il Gigante Buono (The Gentle Giant) during his time at Juventus. He was a tough man but scrupulously fair, never being booked or sent off during his career. During his first Turin derby, in 1957, Charles collided with a defender as he was about to shoot; when the defender collapsed to the floor, Charles eschewed a one-on-one and put the ball out of play. ‘I only had the goalie to beat but it didn’t seem fair,’ said Charles. ‘I put the ball out for a shy so the fella could be looked after.’ That night he heard tooting outside his villa, and saw a number of Torino fans waving scarves. He asked them what was going on, and was told that they wanted to thank him, so Charles invited them in – ‘about 20 all told, and by the time they left in the early hours of the morning they had drunk all my wine.’ It was a typical gesture from one of sport’s true gentlemen. ‘John wasn’t only one of the greatest footballers who ever lived,’ said Sir Bobby Robson. ‘He was one of the greatest men ever to play the game.’
         

         Danny Blanchflower

         Blanchflower, captain of Spurs’ legendary Double-winning side of 1960/61, embodies the fading belief that glory is more important than victory, and that the way you do something is more important than what you do. ‘The great fallacy is that the game is first and last about winning. It’s nothing of the kind. The game is about glory,’ he said. ‘It’s about doing things in style, with a flourish; it’s about going out to beat the other lot, not waiting for them to die of boredom.’ Blanchflower, a tactical visionary, also had no interest in the extraneous ego-massage that football offered: he became the first person to turn down the chance to appear on This Is Your Life, imperiously walking away from Eamonn Andrews live on air. He also refused to compromise his punditry during a spell in America, when he was told to be positive rather than honest for fear of offending. The gentleman was never for turning.
         

         Roy Keane

         Those who remember Keane’s appalling, indefensible challenge on Alf-Inge Haaland, not to mention his furious haranguing of team-mates and opponents, might legitimately dispute his inclusion in a Soul of Football XI. Yet Keane is an almost uniquely complex character, and other sides of his multi-faceted persona are very much in keeping with the themes of this book. The most important is his searing honesty, so utterly refreshing in a sport increasingly defined by disingenuousness. It was that, as much as anything, that made his 2002 autobiography one of the greats of its genre. Other admirable elements of Keane’s nature include the forensic intelligence he brings to his work; the fact he cares about football sufficiently to rage so furiously against the dying of its light; his peerless bullshit detector; his rejection of the corporate and celebrity cultures that surround modern football; and his lyrical capacity to sum those up in a pithy phrase, as he did with talk of prawn sandwiches and Rolex culture.
         

         Sócrates

         There are very few jobs as cool as that of the professional footballer, and so it seems like a fair trade to ask in return that our footballers should be cool – yet so few are these days. There is certainly nobody to compare to Sócrates, the effortlessly chic Brazilian who captained their wonderful 1982 and 1986 World Cup sides. Sócrates looked the part, with a languorous gait and a big, enviable beard. Even the sweat patch on his Topper shirt, the result of the fierce heat during the Mexico World Cup, somehow looked good. He soaked his shirts even though he was not exactly the most vigorous of footballers: Sócrates preferred the art of football, passing the ball rhythmically around the field. Not trying too hard was the essence of his cool, too: there was no posturing and very little ostentatiousness (we’ll forgive him showy penalties in 1986). He was a heavy smoker and drinker during his playing days, is a doctor of medicine and one of the smartest men to play the game. As with everything else, he wore intelligence lightly. It’s one of the many reasons that he was the coolest of them all.

         Stanley Matthews

         It’s hard to find many greater examples of commitment to football than a man playing at the top level in his fifties. Sir Stanley Matthews did just that for Stoke in 1965, the culmination of an incomparable 33-year career that was testament to his athleticism and dedication: Matthews was a near-vegetarian teetotaller in an age when meat and pints were jostling with oxygen for importance. In some respects it is uncomfortable to see someone sacrifice so much of their life in the name of a sport; equally, however, it reflects an admirable devotion to the game. Matthews was occasionally accused of excessive individualism, but essentially he was a selfless man, with his role as one of football’s first great facilitators reflecting his humility and also his focus on team rather than individual success. Glory would come to him through other means than the scoresheet: his dazzling wing-play in the 1953 FA Cup final led to it being christened the Matthews final, even though he scored none of the goals in Blackpool’s 4–3 win over Bolton.
         

         Matt Le Tissier

         Le Tissier played eight times for England. He did not win a single trophy in his career. Yet he will be remembered more vividly and more fondly than 99% of the players who won more caps or medals. Le Tissier was loved up and down the country, not just by his disciples at Southampton. That was mainly because of his sublime talent, which enabled him to have his own Goal of the Season competition most years, but there was more to it than that. Le Tissier’s loyalty to Southampton, where he never earned more than a basic wage of £3,900, showed that simple happiness was more important than money and murderous ambition. He loved being at Southampton, so why should he leave? If that suggested a rounded attitude to life, then his rounded figure was also part of Le Tissier’s charm. In his autobiography he says that, during his playing days, his principal vice was not women, drugs, alcohol or gambling, but a Bargain Bucket from KFC. Once he ate so many Sausage & Egg McMuffins on the way to training that he had a fainting fit. He was just a normal bloke with an abnormal genius, the kind of footballer we all wanted to be.
         

         Kenny Dalglish

         With loyalty becoming an archaic concept in football, it’s inevitable that we’re drawn to those who have an enduring and spiritual relationship with their club. Few, if any such relationships as are powerful as the one between Kenny Dalglish and Liverpool. It has been built upon rich success – Dalglish has won 19 trophies as a player and manager at Anfield – but also tragedy, at Heysel and Hillsborough. The latter, which came during Dalglish’s time as manager, hit him so hard that he eventually resigned almost two years later, still struggling to cope with the aftermath. Dalglish was an established world star when he joined Liverpool at the age of 26, yet he instinctively understood the club’s values – both at the time he arrived, and particularly when they were shaped by subsequent tragedy. He may have been adopted by the club, but the bond between the two is stronger than most biological relationships.

         Bobby Robson

         It’s often said that, if the world were full of the same type of character, it would be a pretty boring place. But we’d take a world full of Sir Bobbys. What a serene, happy place it would be. If there has been a nicer man involved in football, as player or manager, then we haven’t come across him. The extent of Robson’s decency was such that it almost brought a lump to the throat; one of the most telling things about his popularity was that, after his death in 2009, the usual naff, bad-taste jokes that fly around social media were conspicuous by their absence. Just as Robson was loved by the football family, so he had an unconditional love for everything about the game that often transcended any partisan concerns. When his England side drew 2–2 away to a thrilling young Denmark side in 1982, Robson said: ‘It would have been a travesty of justice if we had won. Denmark were brilliant. I did not see many better teams in the World Cup finals. We were overrun in midfield by a team who did not have a single bad player.’ Such generosity of spirit marked Robson out as unique. He was the definition of the phrase ‘a football man’, somebody who was steeped in and obsessed with the game. ‘In my 23 years working in England,’ said Sir Alex Ferguson, ‘there is not a person I would put an inch above him.’
         

         Lionel Messi

         He is the best player in the world, perhaps the best player of all time, yet Lionel Messi still oozes the same humble joie de football of a little kid playing in the park. This is apparent not just in his wondrous self-expression with the ball, but also in his goal celebrations. For Messi there is no choreography or affectations of cool, just a delirious charge of celebration, his little head usually bobbing with delight. Such childlike enthusiasm is increasingly rare, but then Messi is a throwback in more ways than one: his general disinclination to dive or complain to referees is in complete contrast to the prevailing ethos, both in football and specifically at his club Barcelona. He has the simple enthusiasm of the boy who wants to be Diego Maradona or Lionel Messi. The fact that he is Lionel Messi hasn’t changed that one bit. 
         

         Manager: César Luis Menotti

         There are two main reasons why César Luis Menotti would coach our Soul of Football XI. One is his commitment to playing football with style. The controversy over certain refereeing decisions during Argentina’s triumphant 1978 World Cup campaign, and the occasionally alleged fix against Peru, sometimes obscures the thrilling, futuristic, high-speed football that they played. The other reason is that Menotti is the most impossibly cool manager of all. As he patrolled the touchline during that World Cup campaign, Menotti took drags on cigarettes that were thinner than a bookie’s biro, exuding a sophistication that was thrilling and other-worldly. It is hard to find that level of mystery at the World Cup now, but the memories of Menotti – and the likes of Josimar and Salvatore Schillaci – live on: in his Guardian text commentary on the 2010 World Cup final, Scott Murray went on a memorable Menotti riff. ‘I like to picture him sitting in one of these spherical white plastic chairs, fag and long G&T on the go, bossa nova on the stereo, idly flicking through some socialist literature as he glances out of his apartment window over the River Plate, while beautiful women breeze past him in long billowing chiffon dresses, occasionally catching his eye.’
         

         
            * * *

         

         Not all of the dream team above embody all of football’s elementary qualities, and some of them might not even get along all that well (the smell of fried chicken emanating from Le Tissier’s pores would’ve made him a difficult room-mate for Matthews, anyway), but collectively they produce something approaching a definition of football’s soul. In its purest form, football is a game of glory and honour, played by players prepared to dedicate themselves to it – Le Tissier always said that if he’d needed to, he would have improved his diet and application to stay in the team; the beautiful thing was that it was never necessary. Football doesn’t require superhuman musculature and a set of lungs that could service a horse, but it demands a sense of style, of fair play and of good, honest competition. ‘There were plenty of fellers who would kick your bollocks off,’ said Bolton and England striker Nat Lofthouse, who scored the winner against Austria in 1952 despite various assaults en route. ‘The difference was that at the end they’d shake your hand and help you look for them.’ At its best, soccer elicits an unfathomable sense of loyalty and affinity, to the exclusion of avarice and (for the most part) self-regard. A well-contested game of football has the power to grab you by the amygdala and shake an unconscious chortle out of you regardless of your allegiance to a crest. If that all sounds hopelessly idealistic, well, good: all is as it should be. ‘The human soul has still greater need of the ideal than of the real,’ said the 19th century French thinker Victor Hugo (we’ve read some proper books for this). ‘It is by the real that we exist; it is by the ideal that we live.’ If you look modern football hard in the face, you can’t help but notice it’s dead behind the eyes.
         

         There is no single point at which it all went wrong – though Messi is the only current player on the list, the Soul of Football XI is far from a collection of obscure faces peering out of grainy pictures on a Pathé newsreel – but history generally demands staging posts, and for that purpose, 1992 is football’s annus ridiculus. It’s the year that the European Cup became the Champions League, and the year that British football – with which most of this book is concerned – was made an indecent proposal, and accepted; we’re not far off the point where Sky is actually paying £1 million a night.
         

         It’s important, for context, that we start at the beginning; there have been arguments about money ever since the Football Association allowed clubs to pay professionals in 1885 – in fact the decision only came about because clubs such as Preston North End were already paying players, and didn’t much like being turfed out of competitions on account of it. Some of the figures from the pre-maximum wage era are quite revealing, suggesting as they do a long-standing tendency towards inflationary pay for footballers: before the FA imposed a £4 per week limit for the 1901/02 season, some players were earning three times the average wage before bonuses. Even the maximum wage was twice what manual workers earned in a week, but that didn’t stop almost constant wrangling and wrestling for power. Players complained of being slaves – ‘the professional footballer’s contract is an evil document,’ according to Len Shackleton – under the retain-and-transfer system, which meant they were quite literally the property of the club they signed for.1 Generally, however, there was a sense of perspective, however grudging. The nomadic Tommy Lawton must have fallen out with every chairman he met, such was his gall at the proportion of a club’s earnings spent on players’ wages, but he acknowledged that, ‘In comparison with the average working man, you were doing very well. What we earned was a fortune compared to the man in the street.’
         

         The efforts of the Football League – often hamfisted, but usually motivated by a concern for the health of the league as a whole – came unstuck in 1961, when the players threatened a strike if the maximum wage (by then £20 per week) wasn’t lifted. Its abolition had an instant impact, not least because Fulham chairman Tommy Trinder had rather carelessly insisted that he would pay Johnny Haynes £100 per week if only he could, and Haynes took the cuttings to his office quick-smart. At that stage, all Football League clubs were still bound by an agreement to share gate receipts equally between the home side and their visitors, but the threat of a breakaway league formed of the wealthiest clubs saw that go out of the window in 1981, followed not too far behind by the four per cent gate levy that was equally shared between the league’s 92 clubs. In 1983, the then Tottenham Hotspur chairman Irving Scholar floated the club on the London Stock Exchange, a first in sport. Soon 50 per cent of the centrally negotiated television money was going to the top flight, too. Following the Hillsborough disaster in 1989, clubs were paying more attention than ever to stadium conditions, getting ready to welcome a new, gentrified football audience turned on by Italia ’90. Struggling for satellite converts, Rupert Murdoch looked out of the window and saw the perfect storm breaking. Within the next 20 years, Sky would put more than £6 billion into English football.
          

         
         
         Living the dream

         In the summer of 1992, as in the winter of 2010/11, Kenny Dalglish decided to invest a British record fee in a hugely promising but unproven Geordie centre forward. In 1992, Alan Shearer was about to turn 22 and had scored 43 goals in 158 games for Southampton. Nineteen years later, Andy Carroll had just turned 22 and had scored 33 goals in 91 games for Newcastle and Preston. Two very similar cases, then, with one major difference: the fee. Shearer cost £3.3 million, Carroll £35 million. Inflation is a bitch? That level of inflation is more of a femme fatale; £3.3 million in 1992 would have been worth £5.2 million 19 years on.
         

         Seven months after Carroll’s move, the 2011 summer window closed with Premier League clubs having spent £485 million on player transfers – up 33% on the previous summer,2 and more than double the spend in 2003. That was the year the January transfer window was introduced, during the first of which Premier League clubs spent £35 million; in 2011, they spent £225 million. The unique nature of English football – ‘muck and bullets’, as Roy Keane called it – and the need for homegrown players to comply with UEFA rules mean that transfer fees are particularly extreme for English players and, to a lesser extent, foreigners who have Premier League experience. Carroll had one England cap, as did Jordan Henderson when he went from Sunderland to Liverpool for £16 million. Phil Jones was uncapped, and had played only 31 Premier League games, when he left Blackburn to join Manchester United for £16.5 million. Inflation in the football transfer market has been so dramatic that some famous splurges of the past are completely dwarfed. The Liverpool manager Kenny Dalglish (his wallet fattened by Chelsea’s £50 million spend on Fernando Torres) spent £80 million on four British players in 2011 – Henderson, Carroll, Stewart Downing (£20 million) and Charlie Adam (£9 million); when he created arguably Liverpool’s greatest team
          by purchasing John Barnes, Peter Beardsley, John Aldridge and Ray Houghton in 1987, he spent £5.5 million. And when Dalglish supposedly bought the title for Blackburn eight years later (a dubious claim, in truth, even at the time), he spent £25 million over three seasons. Even Real Madrid’s first galactico period seems fairly tame by modern standards: they spent around £280 million in six years.
          

         
         
         All of this is set against a backdrop of global economic turmoil and the return to the everyday lexicon of ‘austerity’; in Britain public services are subject to endless nips and tucks to keep costs down and the £50 million paid by Chelsea for Torres is roughly equivalent to the NHS Trust budget cuts that threatened hospital closures around the same time. It’s that kind of comparison that encourages such revulsion, but the spending levels in modern football would look crass even in more prosperous times. ‘Clearly there is a point at which it becomes in anybody’s mind ridiculous,’ the Premier League chief executive Richard Scudamore said after the Torres deal went through, ‘but I don’t think we’re at that level.’

         Best not to dwell too long on wondering what ‘that level’ might be; the revenue figures in football are already beyond mind-boggling. Deloitte’s 2011 Review of Football Finance stated that, in the 2009/10 season, the combined revenues of the five big European Leagues – England, France, Germany, Italy and Spain – amounted to €8.4 billion (up by five per cent); of that, €2.5 billion was generated in the Premier League, in excess of €800 million more than the (more profitable) German Bundesliga and more than three times as much as the English top flight posted in 1996/97. La Liga in Spain saw the biggest leap in figures between the 2010 and 2011 reviews, thanks primarily to the seemingly ever-increasing earning potential of Barcelona and Real Madrid.
         

         Barcelona were always supposed to have a bit more integrity than to get involved in the scramble for money, as is implied in their ‘More Than A Club’ philosophy. They went without any sponsorship on their shirts for 107 years. Then, when they did have a sponsor, it was Unicef, with Barcelona paying €1.5 million a year to the charity. It seemed a perfect and heartwarming response to the commercial desperation on show elsewhere, but it was nothing of the sort. Once the fans were accustomed to having a sponsor’s logo on the Barcelona shirt, the club could more comfortably sell the space. Even more absurdly, for a club that prides itself on its independence and representation of Catalonia, the name on their shirt is that of another country, Qatar, paying Barcelona €166 million over five years. It’s not just shirts that are for sale. In the summer of 2011, Manchester City sold the naming rights to their stadium to Etihad for over £400 million. It may seem unthinkable that Camp Nou, the Bernabéu or Old Trafford would be up for sale, but the same was true of Barcelona having shirt sponsorship. When City signed their deal, their then chief executive Garry Cook described it as ‘one of the most important arrangements in the history of world football’.
         

         In the past, an important football arrangement was something like Rivelino-Gerson-Clodoaldo-Jairzinho-Pelé-Tostão. Increasingly, however, the actual football is secondary to off-field business. In the last 25 years, business has become such an integral part of football, particularly English football, that it’s hard to know where one ends and the other begins. Football’s raison d’être has changed so thoroughly that at least as much energy is spent figuring out ways to exploit commercial opportunities as holes in the opposition back four. If that seems melodramatic, take a look at the Manchester United badge. The words ‘football club’ were removed in 1998; it can’t be that long before a crest is designed with ‘PLC’ stitched into it. The increased importance of money has nuked any notion of fair competition. It is almost impossible to succeed in England, Italy, Spain and the Champions League without spending huge sums of money on players and their wages. When Manchester City won the FA Cup in 2011, they had spent £400 million on transfers in the previous three years and pushed their wage bill up to £133 million; at the start of the 2011/12 season it was reported that they were paying out a quarter of a million pounds a week to players who were no longer in manager Roberto Mancini’s plans – some of them weren’t even at the club, but having their wages elsewhere subsidised by City.
         

         The scale of these figures gives them shock value (momentarily, anyway), but City aren’t alone, of course. The wage bill at Chelsea was highest in 2009/10, at £172 million; the total wage bill for the 20 Premier League clubs was £1.4 billion (an all-time high wages-to-revenue ratio of 68%). In 1991–92, the last season before the Premier League, that figure was £54 million – that’s an increase of 2493% in 19 years.3 ‘You’re looking at being a top-four team and it’s difficult,’ said the Tottenham manager, Harry Redknapp, in 2011. ‘We can’t pay the wages that [the top four] clubs pay, basically.’ There is invariably a distinct correlation between the final league table and the transfer league table, and an even stronger correlation between the league table and the wages table, with Arsenal being the honourable exception in
          terms of transfer fees, if not wages. Still, two of their three Premier League titles under Arsène Wenger – in 1998 and 2002 – came after major spending the previous summer (the manager’s reticence in the transfer market was exposed to fierce scrutiny when the 2010/11 campaign unravelled so drastically after defeat in the League Cup final in the February, precipitating a £51 million spend in the summer).
          

         
         
         Real Madrid and Barcelona both have a heftier wage bill than the famously generous New York Yankees baseball team. In a survey of the highest paid athletes in 182 countries, 114 were footballers, with 36 of them playing in England (where the best paid Englishman was actually the Formula One driver Lewis Hamilton). Neil Webb, a classy midfield player who won 26 England caps and would have had a lot more but for a devastating Achilles injury in 1989, at the age of 26, had to work as a postman when he retired. It’s hard to imagine that Frank Lampard, Steven Gerrard or even a one-cap wonder like Lee Bowyer will be delivering your mail in years to come. You would have to be incredibly inept or vice-ridden to find ways to blow the wages most footballers earn – though that’s not to say a few of them don’t manage it.
         

         Managers, too, earn startling amounts. Fabio Capello topped the FourFourTwo 2010/11 managerial Rich List, with an estimated wealth of £36 million, and nobody has parted fools and their money more successfully than Sven-Göran Eriksson. During the 2010 World Cup he earned a reported £22,000 a day as coach of the Ivory Coast. ‘I don’t think I am paid that well,’ he deadpanned. By the time he stepped down as England manager in 2006, he was earning £4.5 million a year. The salary epitomised English football’s buy-now-pay-later philosophy – a culture that developed around the turn of the century, when all manner of managers had licence to spend all manner of fees on all manner of dross. Matías Vuoso (£3.5 million), Seth Johnson (£7 million), Corrado Grabbi (£6.75 million), Juan Pablo Angel (£9.5 million), Boško Balaban (£6 million), Steve Marlet (£13.5 million), Ade Akinbiyi (£5 million), Nicolás Medina (£3.5 million, played one game). The list was almost endless.
         

         The thought of how much agents made in such moves is enough to make you shudder. Despite the questions raised by relationships between agents, players and club representatives in several high-profile moves in the noughties (including Ashley Cole’s transfer from Arsenal to Chelsea), the game’s various governing bodies never seem to have total jurisdiction over agents’ roles in football. There appears to be ample scope for an agent’s self-interest to dictate things – Samir Nasri’s agent Jean-Pierre Bernès was talking to journalists about ‘what direction Samir wants to take with his career’ even while the player was discussing a contract extension with Arsenal. In the two years to October 2010, Premier League clubs paid £137 million in fees to agents who brought their clients in to negotiate a transfer elsewhere or even simply to renegotiate their existing contracts; in total, 13% of money spent in English professional football is spent on agents. Chelsea spent just under £19 million on agents in that time, despite signing only three new players.

         At the other end of the spectrum, Blackpool paid out around £45,000 – because they insist that the players pay their agents themselves. The Seasiders’ then chief executive Karl Oyston said: ‘I don’t think any deal should be about the agent. It should be about the player, about giving them a platform to perform on one of world’s best stages. Agents are sometimes denying their clients that chance.’ It wouldn’t be fair to say that agents are bad people, but their influence on football does evoke Larry David’s discussion of a friend with Hodgkin’s disease: ‘I said he had the good Hodgkin’s, I didn’t say it was a great Hodgkin’s.’ ‘I see so many of them happy to sow division if it means they get a better deal, often working against the interests of clubs, players and supporters,’ wrote the former Crystal Palace chairman Simon Jordan. ‘And yet the game still opens its arms and embraces them. It’s a problem on both sides: agents out to bleed the game dry supposedly in their client’s best interests, and egotistical, irresponsible officials who are more than happy to roll over and let them.’
         

         In the modern era, the recklessness of clubs keen to get on in football’s upper reaches is astonishing. The rise and fall of Leeds United ought to have been a fable. Between the summer of 1999 and January 2002, they spent around £90 million on players – not much now, but an immense sum then. Especially as they couldn’t afford it. When they reached the Champions League semi-final in 2001, their chairman Peter Ridsdale said they were ‘living the dream’, but the dream turned out to be of the David Lynch variety. Leeds overreached so badly (Ridsdale left behind debts of £78 million) that they ended up in desperate financial trouble and were relegated within three years of that semifinal appearance in Valencia. Following their £90 million spree, Leeds spent under £10 million in almost 10 years. In 2008, Lord Triesman, then the FA chairman, suggested that the total debt in English football was close to three billion, and that such ‘toxic debt’ caused ‘very tangible dangers’ to the game, at all levels. In the first 19 years of the Premier League, 54 clubs in the Football League became insolvent, and by 2011, the average Championship club was spending £4 for every £3 generated in its quest to land a top flight payday. Clubs at all points of the spectrum have got themselves into an almighty financial mess. At the last count, Manchester United’s debt stood at roughly £590 million; in the summer of 2011, Barcelona – Barcelona! – banned colour photocopies at the club so as to save money. They can afford to bid £40 million for Cesc Fàbregas and pay an average salary of £5 million, but woe betide anyone who dares to ask for a colour printout.
         

         Onwards

         In 2004, Simon Jordan described football as a ‘bullshit world’ full of ‘bullshit people’ – and perhaps the best that can be said in response is that it is an improvement on the verdict of The Sunday Times in the 1980s: ‘a slum sport played in slum stadiums and increasingly watched by slum people’. But with merit increasingly redundant and money now waving the conductor’s baton in double time, even Jordan’s assessment looks kind. There is so much wrong with modern football that you could, er, fill a book.
         

         In the chapters that follow we take various aspects of the contemporary game – players, managers, competitions, those in higher authority, supporters and the media – and size them up against football’s past and its ideals, considering how and why change has come about and, eventually, how different kinds of change might be initiated. Plenty of the cultural shifts and schisms we talk about get us into a right royal funk (how did we get to the point where Charlie Brooker could liken idolising a footballer to worshipping a shire horse, and you kind of got what he meant?) and at some points nostalgia – bald, irrational pining – has slipped past the editors, but it’s mostly quite well considered, and occasionally factually correct. It might be a lament, but it’s not a moan. We don’t hate football. We’re just not sure we want to buy what it’s selling.
         

      

            1 It’s interesting in the context of everything else written here that the player registration system was so restricted by the Football League because certain clubs had already begun to use their financial muscle to attract the best players. ‘That’s what I do’ said the scorpion.
            

         


            2 Gross spending in the top tiers of leagues in Italy, Spain and France was also up on the 2010 figures. Bundesliga clubs spent about the same year on year.
            

         


            3 The perception that this kind of spending is little more than the corporate equivalent of a giddy, guilty payday binge is strongly reinforced by the fact that the biggest spikes in wages occurred in 1997/98, 2000/02 and 2007/08 – straight after new TV deals were signed.
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            ‘The responsibility on the sportsman is heavy. Once he has attracted hero-worship he constantly has to conduct himself, on and off the field, in a way that presents youngsters with an example.’
            
 
            – Duncan Edwards

         
 
         Nobody scrutinised masculinity like Tony Soprano. He interrogated it furiously, desperately, even irrationally, yearning to understand why modern man had lost the plot. Much of this was the projection of internal frustration; as padrino of television’s favourite mob family, Tony Soprano was the ultimate example of the tortured angst that exists in the middle of the Venn diagram that has 20th-century man to the left and 21st-century man to the right. But while he was far from perfect, he at least had an idea of what masculinity should represent – even if he was tantalisingly unable to achieve it.
         

         A recurring theme in The Sopranos was Tony’s lament to his psychiatrist, Dr Melfi: ‘Whatever happened to Gary Cooper? The strong, silent type.’ We might well ask the same of football. Once it was full of strong, silent types: Obdulio Varela, who captained Uruguay to World Cup victory in 1950 and had a strength of will to compare with that of Keyser Söze; Danny Blanchflower, who led Spurs to the double in 1961; Bryan Robson, Manchester United’s longest-serving captain who bore a grotesque series of injuries without complaint or self-pity, to name a few – dignified men who quietly got on with their work. Dave Mackay is perhaps the best example of the strong, silent type so commonplace in football’s past. Mackay was the definitive man’s man, and definitely one of the good guys, an outstanding left-half who was at the heart of the most successful spells in Hearts’, Tottenham’s and Derby’s histories, and a truly honourable man. He used his clout to put the hurt on opponents but never – never – to seriously hurt them. ‘Mackay was unquestionably the hardest man I ever played against,’ said George Best. ‘And certainly the bravest.’ After suffering a grotesque leg-break at Old Trafford in 1963, which would keep him out for almost two years, Mackay barely grimaced. As he was stretchered off he sat up leaning on his elbow, looking almost bored.
         
  
         Mackay was a bona fide hero, the likes of which are increasingly rare in football. To some this will seem a piddling point, but it’s quite the opposite. When American psychologist Abraham Maslow was working on his theory of human motivation in the 1940s (go with it, this almost works), he came up with a hierarchy of needs, at the tip of which was what he called ‘self-actualisation’. ‘What a man can be, he must be,’ Maslow wrote. ‘This need we may call self-actualisation… it refers to the desire for self-fulfilment, namely, to the tendency for him to become actualised in what he is potentially. This tendency might be phrased as the desire to… become everything that one is capable of becoming.’ Maslow didn’t mention heroes directly, but they’re an implicit part of the process: role models supply invaluable life lessons, idealise certain behaviours, and shape our ambitions – help to shape, that is, what we believe and hope we are capable of becoming. For the sake of avoiding an embarrassing tête-à-tête with outraged psychologists in our local Wetherspoon’s, we should add that Maslow would probably expect the properly self-actualised person to eventually transcend these role models, and focus first and foremost on his/her own strengths and weaknesses. But you get the point: Bonnie Tyler isn’t the only one holding out for a hero.
         
 
         This stuff doesn’t stop being important once you’ve solemnly removed the last page of SHOOT from your bedroom wall, put all your worldly possessions into the back of a Renault 5 and left home; fans of all ages invest a staggering amount of time and emotion in their team, the men they consider heroes. When you consider how much bronze has gone into immortalising yesterday’s heroes – Johnny Haynes and Bobby Moore stand over sculpted footballs on opposite sides of London, Billy Wright looms large as life outside Molineux, Tom Finney lunges towards the ball in a Deepdale fountain; the list goes on – it’s nonsense to say that as adults and cynics we don’t care about the cut of a man’s jib. When Blackpool unveiled a gigantic 9 ft statue of Jimmy Armfield in May 2011, manager Ian Holloway joked that ‘there can’t be any bronze left in the world’, but called it ‘a proud moment for everybody at the club’ and added: ‘I’ve given them some half-decent players who might in 40 years’ time be revered themselves.’
         
 
         It’s not a complicated recipe – take a great and dedicated player, bake in the heat of fans’ adoration for a few decades, ready plinth – but Holloway’s appreciation for its essential ingredients is disappointingly rare in a world where Manchester United winger Nani reportedly hangs his medals on the life-size marble sculpture of himself that stands in the middle of his living room. Just as words like ‘celebrity’ have rapidly depreciated thanks to giddy overuse, the currency of the football ‘hero’ has suffered the effects of quantitative easing – the modern habit of clubs celebrating any half-decent footballer as a hero, no matter how incongruous the label and his conduct. Even half-decent is optional. ‘New hero shirts now available online, get kitted out today!’ said the email from Nottingham Forest, in the opening weeks of the 2011/12 campaign; upon clicking open, the recipient was confronted with pictures of journeymen summer signings Andy Reid, Jonathan Greening and George Boateng. Perhaps one day this trio will join Brian Clough, hands raised in victory, as bronze fixtures in Nottingham’s Market Square, but it seems unlikely. Stuart Pearce doesn’t have so much as a plaque, yet.
         
 
         Heroism should be in the eye of the beholder, not the Big I Am. But as the marketing machine shudders up through the gears, supporters have been forced to relinquish naming rights. And not just to the megastore: increasingly, the players are happy to deify themselves, settling for the warm and unfailing glow of self-regard. ‘I have vanity, yes,’ Ronaldinho once said. ‘I’m vain. But only within normal limits.’ An endearing admission, or at least it would have been had he not said it at the launch of his own range of clothing, which included a T-shirt of the Virgin Mary wearing a Ronaldinho shirt.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         During his 1990s assault on celebrity culture, Paul Kaye creation Dennis Pennis battled his way to the front of the media scrum surrounding Some Like It Hot actor Tony Curtis, ageing gracefully on the arm of a pneumatic blonde, at a film premiere. ‘My name’s Dennis, man,’ he explained, having caught Curtis’ eye. ‘I specialise in making celebrities look ridiculous… but I don’t think I’ll bother this time.’ Immediately spinning on his heel, Pennis leaves the date stifling a giggle while Curtis struggles to fix a recovery stare on the middle distance.
         
 
         Anyone for Pennis? A worrying number of modern footballers, their eyesight ruined by all those hours looking at the mirror, seem to need a heads up. In 2001, Newcastle forward Carl Cort was ejected from a supermarket after his former wife allegedly pulled the ‘Don’t you know who I am?’ trick while trying to jump the queue. (As it transpired, even Cort’s own manager, Sir Bobby Robson, didn’t know who he was. Asked what Robson called him, Cort’s teammate Shola Ameobi replied: ‘Carl Cort’.) When the Köln goalkeeper Faryd Mondragón was dropped halfway through the 2010/11 season, he said, ‘I feel as if I have a knife in the back… Jesus was betrayed and deceived, too.’ Then there’s El Hadji Diouf, a constant source of inadvertent entertainment. ‘You can’t talk about Senegal without talking about El Hadji Diouf,’ he said. And referring to himself in the third person isn’t the worst of it: ‘It’s like if you wanted to understand the history of France without speaking of Charles de Gaulle.’ Who hasn’t at some stage made the obvious connection between one of history’s most important figures and a bloke who had a half-decent World Cup before eventually playing for Bolton and Blackburn?
         
 
         Not that a bulging trophy cabinet does much for the modern footballer’s charm. More often than not, they exhibit the voluble self-satisfaction of self-made millionaires rather than people who took a lucky dip in the gene pool; Tony Soprano would clench his fists on sight of 99% of them. Many modern footballers are winners; very few are heroes. And the saddest thing is that most of them wouldn’t know the difference. To contrast Mackay and his brethren with the majority of current footballers is to make chalk and cheese seem like siblings, twins even. After a goalless draw with Denmark in 2004, Italy’s players complained – wearing earnest expressions – that their socks had ruined everything. ‘The thread that these socks were made with is too rough,’ said Christian Panucci.
 
         In one respect, that is simply a reflection of the changes in masculinity evident in wider society – but football offers an extreme, condensed version of that process. If the game was once about understated masculinity, now it is about lurid machismo. Today’s players are still obsessed with assertions of masculinity, mind. With Chelsea’s top-four status in danger in spring 2011, John Terry announced that it was time for his teammates to ‘man up’. During Euro 2004, the now-retired Italian striker Christian Vieri told the Italian press that ‘none of you may judge me as a man because I am more of a man than all of you put together. You have no idea how much of a man I am.’ Safe to say they had a better idea after that outburst. Masculinity as embodied by the modern footballer is not so much strong and silent as weak and gobby, players so mollycoddled by clubs and agents that they strut around high on testosterone yet barely able to function independently (Alain Goma famously phoned Fulham’s player liaison officer in a panic because his fish were swimming in the wrong direction).
         
 
         No one expects footballers to be perfect, or even that close – football is more than familiar with the troubled hero; in George Best it had one of the world’s most famous examples. The most interesting human beings are invariably those who are significantly flawed. It’s as much a question of panache as anything. Best announced himself at 19 years old with an astonishing performance away to Benfica in the 1966 European Cup quarter-final second leg, and for a long while his precocious talent and easy charisma combined with tales of drunken debauchery to make him a rock star as much as a footballer. When Best quipped: ‘I spent a lot of money on booze, birds and fast cars. The rest I just squandered,’ men and women alike sighed dreamily. We were utterly charmed by Best, and the likes of Stan Bowles, Rodney Marsh and Charlie George, because for all their faults – childish/dangerous/licentious/other – they breathed the same life into the game as the Stones and the Beatles did into the charts.
         
 
         Their lives were at times far removed from our own, but their demeanour was enthralling rather than alienating. ‘Lamps’, ‘Becks’, ‘JT’, ‘Stevie G’, ‘Wazza’… today’s footballers sound more like the manufactured pop bands chasing fame and fortune on the newsstand, where OK! magazine pays for wedding pictures and tabloids tell the sordid tales of one-night stands. When EastEnders actress Barbara Windsor recalled, many years later, sleeping with George Best, she said: ‘He was so beautiful. He came over to me and I said, “Don’t waste your time with me darling, you’ve got all these lovely ladies after you.” And he said, “When do I ever get to talk to somebody like you?” That was it; that did it. A magic moment.’ No one would argue that Best wasn’t thinking with one hand on the buckle of his belt, but he at least took the trouble to cast a little spell – the one man in the room who probably didn’t need to.
         
 
         Today’s players seem to assume that any woman within a 50 ft radius is simply in the queue. When hairdresser Aimee Walton alleged a one-night stand with Ashley Cole, she told the Sun: ‘Ashley was already drunk and couldn’t keep his eyes off me, but he wouldn’t come and chat… At the end of the night one of his mates just came up to me and said, “Ashley wants you to go home with him.”…He slapped my backside so hard his wedding ring left an imprint.’
         
 
         EXCESS 1–0 SUCCESS
 
         Billy Bremner was not, by any stretch of the imagination, the perfect footballer. His temper was filthy and his tackle often filthier; caught by Bremner on his return from a second leg-break in 1966, Dave Mackay took the Leeds midfielder up by the scruff of the neck and unleashed a nuclear glare; ‘I called him a dirty little bastard.’ Bremner was banned for 11 games after a punch-up with Liverpool’s Kevin Keegan during the 1974 Charity Shield, and a year later he was banned for life from international football after getting chucked out of a Copenhagen nightclub and boozily wrecking his hotel room after Scotland had beaten Denmark 1–0. Yet Brian Clough, who hated Leeds United, agreed with Bill Shankly that Bremner was one of the greats, and once wrote in his programme notes: ‘To Leeds United, Billy Bremner is as priceless as a work of art.’ Today the first thing away supporters see as they approach the turnstiles at Elland Road is a statue of Bremner that is carefully repainted every couple of years. He was and is adored beyond comparison with his teammates or even his manager, Don Revie. The fact that he chain-smoked, drank and gambled on card games made him a flawed athlete and role model, but it also made him just like the fans. He was their dirty little bastard.
         
 
         The bond between fans and players has never been more strained than it is 30 years after he hung up his boots. The changes in the archetypal footballer’s lifestyle have made it nigh on impossible for fans to relate to them. As part of their coverage of the 2006 World Cup, ITV ran a competition to win a footballer’s life. This did not entail training at Stamford Bridge, running out at Anfield, not even getting the hairdryer. The prizes were a £28,000 Cadillac, a week in the Hotel Martinez in Cannes and a day on a yacht. Not a football in sight.
 
         In the old days you had every chance of seeing your favourite player in the local pub on a Saturday night; since the narcissistic nineties and noughties, there has been no way past the velvet ropes of the VIP area. In May 2011, a brawl at West Ham’s end-of-season party allegedly started because Demba Ba, who denied the claim, couldn’t be bothered to sign an autograph. Whatever actually happened, the event itself highlighted the 24-carat gulf that has opened up between supporters and their teams. Fans paid £275 each to attend, while players were warned they would be fined a week’s wages if they didn’t. Even at the end of a relegation season, the club felt that cash bribes might be necessary to get their players to show their faces for a couple of hours. The episode couldn’t help but call to mind the brilliantly complex Joey Barton’s reaction to the slew of autobiographies from England players after the World Cup in 2006. ‘Why were they bringing books out?’ he asked, not unreasonably pointing out that England had exited the competition in the quarter-final, having lit few fires along the way. As he put it, ‘”we played like shit, here’s my book”.’
         
 
         Barton sets himself apart from football’s gentrification generation, which has access to a previously unimaginable lifestyle and renown, and which is never better symbolised than by David Beckham. Beckham largely seems like a decent chap (and he’s a notable exception when it comes to supporters, never failing to applaud them at the final whistle), but he arguably represents both the pinnacle and the nadir of the modern cult of the celebrity footballer. Beckham is the handsome offspring of football’s love affair with money: blond, grinning, wearing a few squirts of Intimately Beckham, and still the richest footballer in the world. Even as he moved beyond his mid-30s, managers at some of Europe’s most ambitious clubs drooled at the thought of adding his name to their squad list, like the writers of Coronation Street securing a George Clooney cameo. As the journalist Simon Moon wrote in 2006, Beckham’s ‘name is as instantly recognisable as that of multinational companies like Coca-Cola and IBM’. As long ago as March 2000 – before he had even worn his first sarong in public – Beckham was a significant part of a course in football culture at Staffordshire University. (The course leader said that Beckham had a ‘fair degree’ of ability, which, while probably underrating an excellent player, indicated that football celebrity would now have little to do with his ability.)
         
 
         Money defines the modern footballer to such a degree that in 2011, one Premier League coach was rumoured to be leaving his club because he no longer felt he could get through to the players, such is their fixation on money to the exclusion of everything else. In the past, you could judge a player’s career by saying, ‘Show us yer medals’; now they are more likely to put their payslips on the mantelpiece. The wages that players receive are mind-blowing. According to Futebol Finance’s 2011 figures, Real Madrid pay Cristiano Ronaldo £883,000 a month, while Barcelona pay Lionel Messi £772,500. This is all before endorsements and sponsorship deals. Nineteen of the world’s 50 best-paid players are in the Premier League, where Fernando Torres and Yaya Touré’s annual salaries are listed at £8.8 million. None of the other 17 earns less than £4.7 million a year. Manchester City defender Wayne Bridge – at No. 20 on the Premier League earnings list – spent the second half of the 2010/11 season on loan at West Ham, who got relegated. He was banking £367,000 a month. Though wages outside of football’s upper echelons are inevitably less obscene, even players in the lower leagues can take home as much in a month as most nurses would in a year. During a spectacular Twitter meltdown in September 2010 (in which he also said the club had given him two Mercedes cars as a signing-on fee), former Rushden & Diamonds striker Leon Knight posted a picture of his bonus: £30,000 in cash stuffed inside a Tesco bag.
         
 
         Footballers fought an ongoing battle over wages in the past. By the time Jimmy Hill (then chairman of the footballers’ union) started arguing for the abolition of the maximum wage in the 1950s, the best-paid players earned up to £5 a week more than the average person in the stands. As most people’s wages had more than quadrupled since the 1930s, Hill argued that they could afford to dig a bit deeper at the gate and thus fund higher wages. The Football League agreed that the limit should be raised, but they wanted to keep a ceiling in place; Hill, arguing that players’ values were already being determined by market forces in the advertising world (where Bobby Charlton was the face of… the Flour Advisory Bureau), wanted football wages to be a free market, and won with the help of a strike threat in 1961. As rising wages later started to generate more comment, Sir Stanley Matthews (an irrefutable hero) said: ‘People say the wages are too high, but it’s a short career.’ Then, well before the first £200,000 a week deal, it was a valid point, and one that was leant credence by the sad stories of World Cup winners such as George Cohen selling their medals to fund their retirement. At least Robbie Fowler, who’s now playing in the Thai Premier League, invested much of his Premier League wealth in a property portfolio that would see him in pipes and slippers for years to come (and gave Liverpool fans the chance to sing, to the tune of ‘Yellow Submarine’, ‘we all live in a Robbie Fowler house’).
         
 
         Wages have now, however, gone far beyond such defences, and the ways in which they are discussed belie not a concern for pension plans but simply for more. Matt Le Tissier retired in 2002 having never earned a basic rate above £3,900 per week at Southampton, the club he stayed at for 16 years despite the wealth and medals he might have earned elsewhere. ‘I’ve no regrets whatsoever,’ he said, when asked if his loyalty had been worth the sacrifice. ‘I had an ambition to be a professional footballer and I had an ambition to play for England, and I did both at Southampton.’ It’s not as if Le Tissier missed the Premier League boat, and this puts the infamous passage in Ashley Cole’s 2008 autobiography, in which he expressed his disgust at being offered a mere £55,000 a week by Arsenal, into perspective:
         
 
         
            When I heard Jonathan Barnett [Cole’s agent] repeat the figure of £55K, I nearly swerved off the road. ‘He [former Arsenal Director David Dein] is taking the piss, Jonathan!’ I yelled down the phone. I was so incensed. I was trembling with anger. I couldn’t believe what I’d heard.

         
 
         Nor could we believe what we had read. In one respect Cole had a point – as a world-class player, England’s most consistent at the very highest level in roughly the last 20 years, he was entitled to expect a higher wage relative to his Arsenal teammates. It was the manner in which he complained that tweaked our sensibilities, indicative as it was of the way in which so many modern footballers had long since lost reality’s contact details. Not many fans forking out for tickets at the Emirates would mind David Dein taking the piss at that price.
 
          Occasionally this craven regard for money gives us moments of delightful schadenfreude – as in 2008, when the Manchester City forward Darius Vassell was mugged of £23,000 worth of bling while he was arguing over a cab fare. Most often, though, it produces tales of grim excess. It is in man’s nature to be frivolous with money, but some of the stories we hear about Premier League footballers are astonishing. At the end of the 2010/11 season, a report in the Sun claimed that the Manchester City forward Mario Balotelli had accumulated £10,000 in parking fines in under a year. Staff, it was said, had to rescue Balotelli’s car 27 times. ‘Mario doesn’t seem to care,’ said a Manchester City source in the same report. ‘It’s a drop in the ocean to him. Mario was pulled over by the police and he had £25,000 cash on the passenger seat. They asked him why and he said, “Because I can”.’
         
 
         The startlingly eccentric Balotelli is not really representative of all footballers but such monetary excess is far from unique to him. Stephen Ireland once spent £260,000 on a customised Bentley for his girlfriend – complete with red leather seats into which was stitched: ‘To Jess Love From Stephen.’ And to think we once laughed at his black Range Rover with pink trim. Still, at least he got some mileage out of them – one Premier League player tells the story of being in a taxi with a former teammate, a longstanding England international, who threw a £40,000 watch out the window simply to show off. There are umpteen tales of Premier League footballers either burning money or throwing a wad of notes straight up in the air and laughing at the resulting free-for-all. Football’s milieu has changed from Hovis advert to Bret Easton Ellis novel, a life of pomp and ceremony in which excess trumps success, and WAGs and wages are compared like ornate business cards.
 
         Even players’ more mundane investments demonstrate a similar detachment from or disregard for the realities of ordinary life. In 2008, Steven Gerrard spent – and you’ll like this – £350,000 on a two-storey gym on the site of a former bungalow next door to his house in Freshfield. The gym is so big that it has a separate postcode to Gerrard’s house. He won planning permission despite complaints from locals, one of whom said it was ‘like building an Asda supermarket in the middle of a beauty spot’. A number of footballers seem to have taken interior design tips from the film Scarface – no surprise, given that most of them name Oliver Stone’s tale of the Miami coke wars’ savagery and excess as their favourite movie. Gerrard’s former Liverpool teammate, Harry Kewell, had a plasma TV in every room of his house, including two in the bathroom so that he and his wife could both watch while they were in the bath. That bath weighed a tonne, and required ten men and a crane just to get it into the house. It makes Gary Neville’s hedgerow, shaped into the letters MUFC, and his brother Phil’s ‘P&J’ woven carpets, seem rather tame.
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