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For Dad, who took his young family to Canada in that wave of 1970s emigration, worked the night shift, day shift, back shift and every other hour available – but was never too tired to talk about football. And Mum, always on hand to remind us that trying your best and having fun was more important than winning or losing. Oh and, of course, Lucas. Who knows more about the game than I ever will.
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Introduction


FROM SOUTH MELBOURNE TO NORTH LONDON


WHAT a journey it’s been. What an adventure for the little Greek boy who spent many a late Melbourne night watching grainy TV broadcasts of English football, sharing special bonding moments with his steadfastly pragmatic father, a hard man who would soften while drawing his son’s attention to the artists dancing around the assassins during an era of blood, thunder, grace and beauty. Ange Postecoglou’s rise to the job of Tottenham Hotspur manager may not be the most improbable of developments in a game hardly short of epic ascents. In terms of sheer distance covered and weight divisions conquered, however, the kid from Prahran – a suburb still heavily influenced by one of the most impactful immigrant groups in global history – has certainly come a very long way. On a path that, in retrospect, was always destined to include a stop at one of England’s most famous clubs. Greek by birth, Australian by choice and a citizen of the world when it comes to football, there is no denying the influence the English game has played upon his development.


Steered towards the swashbuckling Leeds side of the 1970s by the firm hand of dad, Jim, a young Ange fell head over heels for Liverpool – Kenny Dalglish remains his sporting idol – as he immersed himself in the one league guaranteed to find coverage in Australia, with its plethora of ten-pound Poms and strong links with the UK. It would be impossible to overstate how important the English game was, not just to Anglo ex-pats but to all European immigrants eager for a footballing fix in the land of unfamiliar codes and dismissive attitudes, during those formative years for Postecoglou. There’s an entire generation of ‘new Australians’ who grew up learning about football from Hugh Johns – best known here for his long stints in many a Midlands commentary booth – on ITV’s Star Soccer programme which, along with Match of the Day and, later, The Big Match, provided a heavily anglicised sporting diet for anyone seeking a break from Aussie Rules, cricket and, in some areas, rugby (league or union). And, while the local Greek-language newspaper might have been the source of all wisdom about a South Melbourne Hellas team yet to have its ‘ethnic’ name stripped from the records, Postecoglou used to read and re-read the same Shoot! and Match magazines so popular with youngsters back in the UK. He just had to wait a month for the latest edition to appear in the one book shop – and there was only one – guaranteed to stock even an outdated English publication.


So, absolutely, his admiration for the great Dutch Total Voetbal teams of Johan Cruyff et al. became an overriding influence on how he wanted his own sides to play. Yet he also developed a special regard for teams who could pass and move with similar precision – and do it amid the maelstrom of a game where pace and power were still such an enormous factor. The old First Division had an authenticity that hooked him and his pals from the off.


This fascination was only strengthened when Arsenal Double winner and all-round fashion icon Charlie George made a couple of guest appearances for South. The buzz a young Ange got from watching former Newcastle, Arsenal and England striker Malcolm ‘Supermac’ Macdonald run through defenders in his three National Soccer League appearances for Hellas left him with an abiding respect, not always noticed amid the pretty patterns of play, for a proper centre forward capable of bullying opponents.


It is, of course, fair to say that the arrival of Ange in North London left some Spurs supporters dumbfounded and others, quite frankly, apoplectic that their perpetually crisis-stricken club were appointing some complete nobody who had – TRIGGER WARNING FOR CELTIC FANS – ‘only ever done it in Scotland . . .’ For those who knew the full Postecoglou story, however, there was optimism that he’d make an impact.


And, in so many ways, it made sense that he’d be given a chance in the world’s most exciting (trademark pending) league at this late stage of a nomadic career. There’s a feeling that his footballing odyssey wouldn’t have been complete without a chance to coach in England. If, like those old editions of Shoot! and Match, he’s taken a little longer to reach his destination, well, you have to consider the sheer mileage racked up during his 59 years on earth. And take account of where it all began.





Chapter 1


HIS FATHER’S SON, HIS OWN MAN


THERE are many remarkable aspects to Ange Postecoglou’s personal journey through time and space. There is also a universality to his story that should appeal to an audience far beyond football. Anyone who ever loved their dad, for instance. Or felt excluded from society, for whatever reason. All who know how it feels to sacrifice little bits of their soul in order to pursue something more important than personal joy or satisfaction, of course. And those who understand that, as important as sport is to hundreds of millions around the globe, games for games’ sake will never be enough. All should find signs of a kindred spirit, or similarities with episodes from their own lives, in this story of single-minded application to the pursuit of success. Or, rather, success with style.


Because to paint the Tottenham manager as some one-note obsessive, to describe him only in terms of someone who has given too many hours and too many cares to building a career through selfless dedication to training plans, tactical ploys and the difficult art of man management, would be entirely unfair. He’s so much more interesting than that. And, to hear those who have worked for, lost arguments with – and occasionally even provoked a smile from – Ange over the years, he’s always been something of an oddity. In the very best way.


If we are all products of our environment, at least to some degree, then it is little wonder that Postecoglou has developed such a cosmopolitan outlook on football and, almost as importantly, life. Because immigrant kids like him have to be trailblazers. It’s not an optional extra. Dragged halfway across the world by parents who want only a better life for their offspring, it’s the youngsters who become experts in the art of integrating into new surroundings. They have no choice but to find a middle ground, holding on – often subconsciously – to the best elements of their own family culture while always striving to prove that they belong in their new country. Ange is a case in point.


He’s no longer the little Greek boy who led his school’s first soccer team – wearing hand-me-down sleeveless Aussie Rules jerseys and shorts tight enough to cause a delay in the voice-breaking process – to a state championship, as player-coach, at the age of 12. But the work ethic instilled in him, as a member of an expat community grafting to improve their lot in Melbourne, remains unaltered. The understanding that effort is the most important element of any job has stuck with him.


That is, of course, a common trait among children whose parents up sticks on a journey from the old world to the new. As a Greek-born citizen of the world who landed in Australia at the age of five, Postecoglou was immediately immersed in a community with an insatiable desire to prove a point. Or six. Or ten. Whatever it took. For as long as it takes.


That’s another thing you need to know about him. He’s self-aware enough to recognise that no number of summits breached will ever be enough. Not for someone whose ambitions go far beyond merely winning and losing. This is a rare quality in a football coach, many of whom are constantly trying to convince themselves that one more trophy or one last big job will bring lasting contentment. Postecoglou is highly unlikely to be found indulging in such delusional dancing around the hard truth. With him, talk is more likely to focus on legacy than achievement. He’s a lifer. Has been since his unquestioning mates simply accepted that he’d be the gaffer of their Year 7 team at Prahran High School.


No one should underestimate the sheer gall it took for him and his pals to press ahead with establishing the school’s first team in a sport mocked and scorned by their fellow pupils. Not just because the teacher assigned to coach them was happy to let that pushy Postecoglou lad take on the burden of leadership. Most would probably recognise that as a very fortunate twist of fate, for all concerned.


But merely the act of sticking with football, very much an ‘ethnic’ sport in a part of Australia where footy meant something extremely different, indeed, said something about a young Ange’s refusal to be cowed. Life in the colonies, in the 1970s, wasn’t always easy for anyone who didn’t conform to the new realities emerging as the last vestiges of Empire were shaken loose. As they sought to establish themselves as more than merely dominions of the UK, countries like Australia and Canada clung to their own home-grown sports as methods of self-expression. It was very easy for kids to feel like second-class citizens because their parents spoke a different language, or at least with a very different accent, and retained an interest in ‘foreign’ games. The peer pressure to fit in, to take up AFL in Victoria or ice hockey in Ontario, could be overwhelming. Kudos to Ange, then, for taking the more difficult path.


If he was doing it just for himself, of course, it would never have worked. If he’d been motivated purely by a love of the game and the enjoyment that comes with playing well, there is no way he would have endured or reached such heights. Since that first game as a manager, he’s needed a better reason – a cause, if you like – to make the challenge worthwhile. Because it has taken an enormous amount of discipline to get this far. Not just the long days and nights spent poring over Xs and Os on a tactics board or reading any coaching book he could access. But the intentional cutting of ties – the conscious decision to remain as aloof from his players as the voice of God delivering commandments that shall be obeyed, without ever losing the human touch that makes management more of an alchemy than a pure science – has to have taken its toll. Yet here he stands. Content. Or as content as any competitor can be. A totemic figure for more than one people.


Representation matters? Well, he’s representing just about everyone. The entire Greek community who gravitated towards South Melbourne Hellas FC almost from the moment they passed through immigration, knowing that they’d be landing in a place where the people could, first of all, understand what they were saying. Ever since the earliest days of massed economic migration, football clubs have provided as much of a focal point, a place to find a job, maybe even meet a spouse, if the gods were shining on you, as any non-secular house of worship or well-meaning community group. Hellas was a case in point for Jim Postecoglou, who arrived by boat – in itself something of a throwback, in a new age of jet travel – alongside wife Voula, ten-year-old daughter Elizabeth and young Angelos in 1970. Forced out of Greece by a government drive towards nationalising businesses, his own furniture-making firm included, Jim loved match day for reasons that went beyond the quality of the game. So, yes, ask the Maikousis, Galatas, Deligiannis or Filopoulos clans now thriving in Victoria about Ange and they’ll waste no time in claiming him as one of their own. It’s not even up for debate, mate.


If the average Aussie sports fan might have been slower to embrace a man who went on to become a successful Socceroos boss, by anyone’s measure, there’s no denying that the folks Down Under also see Ange as a home-grown success story. After all, he played his entire career in a domestic setting, then led South Melbourne – shorn of the Hellas tag by now – to the inaugural FIFA World Club Championship as manager. He’s taken their bold sense of adventure, the idea of showing the world what Australian get-up-and-go can achieve, and melded it into his character. If he will always enjoy a complicated relationship with his adopted homeland, with his constant striving to improve football in Oz meaning he is forever pointing out flaws in the way things are done, everything he achieved in Scotland – and whatever he achieves in England – reflects on Soccer Australia.


The Japanese also see him as an ambassador for the game, courtesy of both his time in the J.League and the lessons he continues to draw on from his time there. He’s not just someone who raids their clubs for players, an irksome sign of approval in itself, but a coach whose own success in European football underlines the idea that Japan – the country, its culture and its approach to football – has something valuable to contribute to the beautiful game. The lessons he learned with Yokohama F. Marinos were evident in the way Celtic played for two beautiful seasons. The experience changed him. And it is yet another prime example of how he has benefited from scouring the world for players, for insight and for lessons that might help him to become a better coach.


But it can all be traced back to Albert Park, home to both the new and old South Melbourne FC grounds, and the neighbouring suburb of Prahran. Just as Sir Alex Ferguson will always credit Harmony Row Boys’ Club in Glasgow for the grounding he received, so Ange will forever be linked with the place where it all started.


In this book, you’ll read a few choice words from the man himself, because some of his most profound and interesting statements – either recorded for posterity in mile-high headlines or partially buried under the day’s news agenda – bear repeating. Renowned for his motivational speeches, his opinions on the game are always worth examining.


But the bulk of the work here has come from long discussions with old friends and team-mates, much of it drawn from a thoroughly enjoyable trip to Melbourne, travelling to sit down with the people who played alongside him, worked under him as a coach – or even played a part in handing him his first managerial job. Very few requests for time were ignored or allowed to drift. None prompted a flat-out refusal. And those who spoke all shared an almost evangelical zeal for the subject. Like long-time disciples who have always recognised ‘The Truth’, they’re delighted that the gospel according to Ange is being spread more widely and winning armies of new converts.


There is nothing po-faced about his legion of old friends and admirers, however. A great proportion of time spent researching this book involved laughing like a drain at something ridiculous – a frog infestation on the field where one of the most important games in Postecoglou’s managerial career took place, for instance – or simply silly, such as old team-mate Steve Blair’s photo of a younger (and skinnier) Ange squeezing himself into a turnstile at Celtic Park, back when no one could have imagined that this guy – a part-time footballer who worked in a bank while playing for Australia’s leading club – would one day return as manager.


Tales of his time working under Hungarian legend Ferenc Puskás, using their shared knowledge of Greek to constantly pick the brains of the Galloping Major himself, point to a constant desire to capitalise on every opportunity and gather up as much information as possible. Use every tool at his disposal to improve as a player and then as a coach. At heart, he’s still the same kid who used to take the tram into central Melbourne to devour every football magazine and book available at the one shop where ‘soccer’ fans could find what they needed. And, oh, he needed it. Craved it.


Lifelong friend Nick Deligiannis, who has known Postecoglou for nigh on half a century, took up the story as he recalled: ‘I actually met Ange the first day of football, when we went down to South Melbourne, whom he ended up captaining and coaching to all those championships. We were eight or nine. And we’ve literally been best mates since then, so we go back a long way.


‘We were aspiring young fellas going to the biggest club in town. It was definitely the biggest Greek club so, being from a Greek background, as most of the kids were back then, it was the big club. It went on to become really successful, obviously, but it was always one of the big clubs in Australia. We were all aspiring players. I ended up playing for Heidelberg, a competitor team in the national league, while Ange stayed and went through the ranks, captaining and coaching, all of that.


‘Even early doors, on the first day I met him, he was an organiser. He was eight years old and was trying to organise stuff. He was a determined little bugger, as well! So I remember thinking he had a bit about him. We’ve been mates ever since.’


Deligiannis now works in recruitment, rising to become managing director of one of Australia’s leading firms in that field, which means he’s spent a professional lifetime in the business of identifying talent. He spotted the potential in his best mate pretty early, marvelling at the chutzpah it took to set up that school team and pointing out: ‘Unless Ange stepped up, they wouldn’t have had anything.’


The fact that Prahran would go on to win the State Championship, with the final played at Hellas’ home ground, earned the immigrant kids some well-deserved admiration from those who already loved the game – and a bit of grudging acknowledgement from the Aussies. That hardly seems a fitting reward for Ange planning training, organising tactics and spending eight cents of his 20 cents lunch money to buy the Herald Sun, purely for the sports section. Yeah, he was that kid, the one who walked around school with a newspaper under his arm. The boy who pored over every frame in a three-month-old Roy of the Rovers comic imported from the UK.


Even back then, though, he wasn’t doing it for praise. In a country that likes to pride itself on everyone getting a ‘fair go’, he was trying to prove that he and his friends were at least equal to the all-Australian kids boasting a couple of generations’ head start. Postecoglou has often spoken about the need to have motivation beyond titles and silverware, insisting that ‘the pursuit of winning and trophies without attaching any meaning to what you’re doing is like chasing the wind.’ That started in Prahran. It started with a need to prove himself.


This was, after all, a child who – at the age of just ten – began to dream about coaching at a World Cup. Not playing. Coaching. An admirable ambition. For the longest time, however, it must have seemed about as realistic as becoming the first man to run a three-minute mile. What on earth made him think that could ever happen?


In many ways, his journey has echoes with the similarly stratospheric strides taken by someone like Commander Chris Hadfield, possibly the most famous spaceman of the 21st century. When former International Space Station commander Hadfield was a kid dreaming of going to the stars, there was literally no such thing as a Canadian astronaut. It was an impossibility. Barred by an act of US Congress, effectively. But it didn’t stop him. For a little Greek-Australian boy growing up in a country where there was no full-time professional football, harbouring an ambition to coach on the global stage – a goal he would achieve with the Socceroos in 2014 – must have seemed as distant as the furthest star in the sky. There’s something faintly ridiculous about the ability of certain people to bend the world to their will.


‘Just from having known him for such a long period of time, he’s obviously very determined and very focused,’ said Deligiannis. ‘He’s also very competitive and wants to do well. But it’s more than just winning. Winning is clearly super important but, to him, it’s about doing it the right way, the way he believes in, philosophically. He’s got that really strong sense of doing things the right way in order to build something that will be a legacy, a way that football – in his eyes – needs to be played. So it’s not just about success. It’s about playing football that is attractive and football that allows you to control a game. You can win without control but he wouldn’t want that.


‘Everything he does is aligned to that philosophy. And I’ve seen this a lot now, how much he values loyalty to the idea. If you’re aligned to that philosophy, you are exactly what he wants, looks for and needs. Conversely, and he never does it rudely or anything, if you’re not that, it’s just a fact that you won’t hang around. Because he needs to have people who will do things the way he wants it. He’s very determined about that.


‘And he’s a very smart guy, a very intelligent guy. The thing that separated him here – and I’m not commenting on anyone else, just talking about him – is that he’s at the top of the tree when it comes to intelligence and being so well read.


‘I’ll give you an idea. Every football magazine that was around when we were kids, we’d grab it. Shoot!, Match, whatever he could get his hands on, he would read it cover to cover every week.


‘There was one book shop in the city called Melbourne Sports Books. There was a guy who ran it who got to know us pretty well, because we would get the tram into the city as our day out – and we would purchase and devour any football biographies. Our growing up, and him specifically, was all about learning as much as he could.


‘I saw the reaction when he got over there [Scotland], the questions about his background. People don’t understand that this is a lifetime of him investing everything in football – because he’s so interested in it and has such a love for the game. He knows everything about football, things you wouldn’t imagine about European football, even though he grew up on the other side of the world. And that’s in part down to his intelligence.’


If you wander from South Yarra down to neighbouring Prahran today, you’ll find an area of Melbourne full of contrasts. Take one road and you’ll find hipster barbers, chic boutiques (is there any other kind?), artisan bakeries and cuisine from all over the Pacific. Take another turning and you’re just as likely to pass by down-and-outs hollering across the street at each other. As the great Bill Bryson once said of 1970s Glasgow, it gives the place a certain tang.


There’s more than a hint of the old Greek influence about the place, though. The street food available at Prahran Market might be some of the best on the planet, even if you don’t go for the ‘moussaka just like your grandmother made it’, to quote directly from one of the blackboards. Authenticity still has a value in the old neighbourhood.


How authentic, then, is Postecoglou? What is he? A visionary, a prophet, a far-sighted tactician destined to be at the leading edge of innovation? He’s surely much more than just a journeyman grafter who, but for superhuman persistence, might still have been coaching the under-11s at Nunawading City FC and picking up punditry shifts on Fox Sports Australia. He might just be that rarest of things in a sport where dumb luck and stupid circumstance play such cruel and crucial roles – a coach whose time has come. At long, long last.


Deligiannis told me a story about being at a business luncheon where he was sitting next to veteran Aussie political journalist Barrie Cassidy, host of a long-running weekend TV show that covers sport as well as current affairs. As talk turned to guests and Ange’s name popped up, Cassidy apparently began raving about the quality of his contributions.


Deligiannis, eager to press the ‘Renaissance Man’ qualities of his friend, said: ‘He told me Ange was the kind of guy he loves having on, because he’s obviously going to be great on football and has a wide range of knowledge about all sport. But he also said: “I love that he can comment about other stuff, because he’s well informed on current affairs, knows what’s going on. He’s so well read and I love throwing to him, because I know he’ll have a comment – even on a subject that most people in sport wouldn’t have a clue about.” That gives you an indication of what he’s like. He’s not just a football obsessive.’


That shouldn’t come as an enormous surprise, at least not to anyone who has spent time studying the lives of sport’s great leaders. Yes, they all devote a truly ridiculous amount of time and effort to mastering their craft; one of the reasons veteran rugby coach Eddie Jones has such a tight bond with Postecoglou is because they’re both likely to be found immersing themselves in the latest problem. But you’ll often find that the very best have diversions – history, films, music, politics – that keep them sane. In the case of Postecoglou, being aware of major social issues is as natural as breathing. Another thing we can trace back to his family.


It’s important, when telling this story, to understand just what life was like for Greek immigrants to Melbourne in the 1970s. What we’d now identify as racism and xenophobia would just be accepted as facts of life back then, Ange writing in his autobiography: ‘Folk like us landed laid bare, exposed to the elements. You made do . . . You have to be in such a situation, with no language and no access to the community, to really understand how debilitating it is, how dehumanising it is.’


His dad and his uncle had already worked abroad in construction, venturing to Libya – not the most stable of places, even then – and sending back money to Greece, before deciding that the whole family should up sticks and seek to make a new life for themselves. Once that decision was made, they then had one more choice: Australia or apartheid-era South Africa. Sponsored by a family they didn’t even know, and with no grasp of the English language, the Postecoglous took a leap into the unknown. Even if Melbourne was already well on its way to becoming home to the largest Greek diaspora outside of Cyprus, a young Ange always felt like his dad was biding his time in Australia, trying to make enough to return in triumph to the land of his birth.


The struggles of the family would have been familiar to many who made the same transition at a difficult time. In his autobiography, Ange tells a story about his dad and uncle going to collect a mattress someone was giving away, then being unable to find their way home in a city where they couldn’t even read the street signs. Think about that for a minute. Stumbling around a foreign land carrying a second-hand mattress. Unable to even ask for directions. It’s hard to imagine feeling more lost. And that single incident, on top of all the other struggles, might have been enough to make some give up.


Among those who contributed their personal insight on the Postecoglou family to this book, however, the recurring theme is of Jim’s enduring – almost unyielding – toughness, typified by a determination to do whatever it took to make a better life for his family. Young Ange never had to ask just why his dad always seemed exhausted. If there were hours to be worked, Jim took them. So, when he talks about the lack of safety net available to his parents making that gigantic leap of faith from Greece to Australia, it certainly puts into perspective his brave/bold/foolhardy agreement to take the Celtic gig without being allowed to bring in a close pal to act as his assistant. He wasn’t raised to shirk from a challenge just because it might cause a bit of discomfort.


Football was always a release for both father and son from the very outset, with Ange saying going to Hellas games meant ‘it was like we could breathe’. Even if you go to South Melbourne games now, in 2023, you’ll hear Greek being spoken in the clubhouse and find a pretty good lamb souvlaki – fatty in all the right places, with just the perfect amount of tzatziki – at the top of the takeaway menu. Back in the seventies, when every football team in Australia was based on an ethnic immigrant group, it must have been like walking into a bar in Piraeus.


Nicholas Maikousis, the current South Melbourne president, is a contemporary of Postecoglou who was on the board when Ange transitioned from captain to assistant and then head coach. As his name suggests, he shares a Greek heritage with many of the leading figures at a club stubbornly resistant to all official attempts to erase their Hellenic history.


‘What would it have been like when Ange first came along with his dad?’ asked Maikousis. ‘A cauldron. A cauldron of Greeks. But Ange I think was a late migrant here; the majority started to come over here in the 1950s and his parents were a bit later than that. He was born virtually the same time I was. And, when he landed here, this was the home of the Greek community. It really was. They’d get off at Port Melbourne, at Station Pier there and, one way or another, they’d all make their way to Middle Park. There’s some footage that we came across probably a month or so ago now of a game at Olympic Park. And there’s probably, I’m just guessing, 20–25,000 people. Football was built by migrants here. And there was a place for kids to play. So Ange went all the way through the junior ranks.’


Postecoglou’s love for the environment didn’t end after the final whistle, either. While the other kids were outside playing at whichever family home the regulars had decanted to for Sunday evening reflections and heated debate, he would sit at a table with his dad and the other old-timers, listening to them dissect the tactics that had contributed to the latest win/loss/draw by the team they loved. It was educational. And, if Jim occasionally told his boy to bugger off outside and play with the other lads, there was always a suspicion that he was pleased when Ange refused to go.


‘My desire for my father’s attention and company was the precursor to my own love for the game,’ is how Postecoglou explains this complex relationship, adding: ‘I can’t remember a discussion with my father about anything other than football.’ The result of this bonding by proxy between father and son? A deeper understanding of the game, born of hours spent listening to the old greybeards explain exactly where Hellas were going wrong. And learning to appreciate just what an important outlet football was for a community of new citizens who, for a very long time, must have felt like they were barely clinging on to the bottom rung of the ladder.


Speaking at a fundraising event back home in 2017, about a year before his father’s passing, Postecoglou explained a little more about his understanding of what had taken the family to Australia. It certainly wasn’t in pursuit of some freewheeling ride to a mythical promised land.


‘The traditional way of talking about it is that people came here for a better life – but my father, I’m convinced he hasn’t had a better life,’ he was quoted as saying by the Greek-Australian bi-weekly newspaper Neos Kosmos. ‘He would have had a better life if he stayed at home surrounded by family and friends because whatever hardships he would have gone through, that support would have got him through. I think he came here to give myself and my sister a better life and an opportunity for a better life.’


Explaining a little more about the role played by football, Postecoglou talked movingly about being woken in the middle of the night to watch games being beamed into the family home from some far-flung corner of Europe. As the two men of the house sat in the darkened front room, young Ange liked to pretend that everyone else in the world was asleep. And it’s certainly a lovely image, this scene of an over-burdened father passing on his love of the game to a son only too eager to grab at something – anything – capable of lifting the old man out of his seemingly permanent state of stress and exhaustion. In an era when men most certainly did not talk about their feelings, a mutual interest in the game acted as a vehicle for expressing deeper emotions. Nothing says ‘I love you’ quite as much as giving up precious hours of already limited sleep just to enjoy a shared experience.


Deligiannis, who witnessed all of this at close range, says simply: ‘His dad was a huge factor. He says it so many times but it’s true – and I saw it unfolding. His dad loved the game and loved to see it played in a certain way. He also, as Ange has said often enough, was someone who was hard to please. No matter how well Ange was doing, and he was doing really well, his dad would always say: “You can do better.” So Ange has always had this thing about pleasing his dad. Earning his respect. And doing it in a way he would have appreciated. Jim was a massive influence on Ange, a huge influence on Ange.’


There’s more than a hint, in conversations with different people, that Jim was more demanding than even the average immigrant dad working under severe pressure. Rather famously, according to Ange himself, his father’s first words to him after the Asian Cup win with Australia were something along the lines of: ‘Yeah, but if you’d made a better substitution, you wouldn’t have needed extra time . . .’ It’s a recurring thing, among high achievers, this withholding of parental praise.


There are probably a good few hundred footballers, guys who have worked and toiled under Ange Postecoglou, who could testify to the lasting influence of that approach. As a captain and then a gaffer, he has never been one to go overboard with compliments. Even now, his former Celtic players admit that the man they called gaffer was sparing, in the extreme, with words of praise. Which, of course, makes every plaudit all the more precious to those on the receiving end.


Maikousis, who can still be seen chatting with some of the old Greek-speaking characters on match day at Lakeside Stadium, said: ‘You see Ange talk a lot about his father and the fact that outside of football, they probably didn’t even communicate. Certainly, he’d be working in the factories, going home in the evenings. The only thing that they really bonded together with was football and South Melbourne.


‘Even though that generation were hardened and not too open, when it came to football, it was a little bit different. You probably saw, and I certainly did with my own family, a very different side to our parents and grandparents. There’s no question his father was very, very proud of what Ange was achieving.’


When Jim passed away, Maikousis arranged tributes from the club, including – at Ange’s request – getting a Hellas scarf draped across the coffin. It’s a scene that could be played out in any corner of Planet Football, with devotion to a club recognised as an integral part of many a life well lived. Never let anyone tell you that this is just a game. It’s so much more than that.


That’s the environment and the community that made Ange the man he is today, then. Noisy, devoted, passionate, committed to the point of fanaticism, joyous and tempestuous according to the bounce of a ball or waving of a linesman’s flag. His roots are in Prahran and his heart will always feel the tug of that ex-pat Greek community where his family found a lasting home. Everything he does now remains influenced by those formative years. And one man, in particular.


‘I still pretend my father is in the grandstand,’ he admitted, to an online gathering of coaches and analysts, talking about the gruff figure who would constantly steer him towards watching the Leeds of Eddie Gray and Peter Lorimer, or the legendary Dutch team who changed the game forever at the 1974 World Cup. ‘Would he be enjoying watching this team? That’s always been the root of everything I’ve done. Where it all started from is more powerful than any criticism I’ll get. My ideas are so deep-rooted it’ll never change.’


Invited to pass on advice to coaches trying to find their own path, their own game model, their own belief system that might help them endure difficult times, awkward bosses or a horrendous run of results, Postecoglou said simply: ‘Your philosophy has to come from something within you, reflect who you are as a person. You’re not going to shift Diego Simeone, Jürgen Klopp or Pep Guardiola on what they believe. And their beliefs aren’t just from something they’ve seen, but something within them. It starts with understanding who you are as a person, the kind of coach you want to be. You’ll find the philosophy and system that suits you.
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