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INTRODUCTION


From zero to hero. Football has the power to make people heroes or villains and can transform you from one to the other with the kick of a ball. In 1996 a talented, young player Gareth Southgate deflated the nation when his tame penalty meant that football wasn’t coming home, despite the excitement surrounding England’s hosting of the European Championships.


The country that gave the most popular game on the planet to the world had only ever reached the last four of the World Cup in 1966, when it was won on home soil, and in 1990 when penalty defeat ended England’s hopes at the semi-final stage. As a young and inexperienced squad jetted off to Russia in 2018 few people realised what a spirited, exciting team Southgate had assembled and instilled such belief in.


Having shown the strength to deal with being the man who suffered for having the bottle to take a pressure penalty at Euro ’96, Southgate has now re-emerged as the darling of the nation, its waistcoat manufacturers and most of all the hero who has brought back belief, pride and optimism in the national team.


His story from hero to zero and hero again, for club and country, is told here through the eyes of many who have played or worked with him throughout his career. From his first experience of ‘international football,’ when he changed in the back of a cattle truck for his school team on a trip to France, to the peak of the World Cup semi-final, the story of Gareth Southgate shows that in football if you believe in yourself you can always be a hero.





CHAPTER ONE     FROM RUSSIA WITH LOVE


Long looked at as the home of football, England’s stock on the global stage had fallen to the point where while it might be viewed as the home of the game, it was increasingly looking as if that home was an old folks’ home, a place of fading memories.


Gareth Southgate was not alive on the sole occasion England laid claim to being world champions. The country that had given the game to the world hadn’t even bothered entering the first three World Cups and eventually won it at their fifth attempt, but even then only with the help of home advantage and a linesman from the old Soviet Union. As Southgate was a young player starting to make his way in the game Bobby Robson’s side of Gazza and Lineker were thwarted on penalties in the semi-final at Italia ‘90, since when reaching the quarter-finals of the world’s top tournament had been considered good going.


England had fared no better in the European Championships. Semi-final penalty defeat when host nation in 1996 represented the solitary occasion the Three Lions had reached the last four since being semi-finalists in 1968. As the person who infamously fluffed the decisive spot-kick in ’96 Southgate remembered that disappointment only too well, even if he didn’t want to.


Having finished bottom of their group with just one point at the previous World Cup, and lost dismally to Iceland at Euro ’16, England’s stock on the world stage was that of a feeble team with delusions of grandeur.


As referee Wilmar Roldan’s watch ticked past the 90-minute mark in England’s opening game against Tunisia in Volgograd on 18 June it looked as if the world would continue to see England as also rans. England had dominated but were drawing 1-1 after missing chance after chance, particularly in the first half.


Southgate’s side though were to score a deserved injury-time winner, rattle in a record breaking six in their next match – five before the break – and go on to win a World Cup penalty shoot-out for the first ever time, dominate a successful quarter-final and lead with just 20 minutes to go of their semi-final.


Suddenly the watching world had to recognise and respect a young, vibrant England schooled by Southgate to play with style. “We’ve come from the embarrassment of losing to Iceland at the last Euros to getting to the semi-final of the World Cup playing good football” smiled Alan Shearer. His fellow TV pundit Rio Ferdinand was equally delighted. Praising Southgate’s switch to a 3-5-2 shape following the qualification stage, Ferdinand observed, “He made a bold decision after the qualifiers of going to three at the back and showing the boys how to play that way. This bunch of players has brought the nation together. You wanted this time to come out of the tournament with an identity, a way of playing and they have done that. We meet a lot of former players from around the world at games at the World Cup and they have been coming up and saying England are playing good football from the back.”


In his own playing days Ferdinand was as good a defender on the ball as the nation has produced since the days of Rio’s fellow West Ham graduate Bobby Moore. Rio was the sort of footballer Southgate would give his eye-teeth for. It was a quirk of fate that saw Southgate handed the keys to the international kingdom after Sam Allardyce’s contract was terminated. There is more to Big Sam than the stereo-typical image of him having his teams simply hoof the ball to a big lump up front but had Allardyce taken England to Russia would those former internationals have been complimenting England’s style in the way Ferdinand reported?


For this, Gareth Southgate deserves enormous credit. “ I think the way that we kept playing,” he smiled in response to a question about what pleased him most after his side had grabbed a late winner in their opening fixture. “Even when the clock was running down we stayed patient” he continued. “We didn’t just throw the ball in the box. We waited for good opportunities and I think we deserved the win. We made so many clear-cut chances especially in the first half and had total control of the game in the second half. We were strong on set plays all night and I’m really pleased. Even if we had drawn the game, which I know would have made life more difficult for us, I’d have been proud of the performance. The pleasing thing was the movement, the pace, the interchanging of position. The control from the back with the ball. In the end you wear teams down and that’s what happened. Good teams score late goals partly because if you dominate the ball like that the opposition tire.”


With time ticking down and Tunisia ready to celebrate holding England the Three Lions sealed the three points as three of the men whose stock would rise during the tournament combined. England’s prowess at set-pieces would come to be feared. A large part of that was down to the quality of Kieran Trippier’s delivery allied to Harry Maguire’s rugged determination to be first to the ball. As Maguire headed Trippier’s corner goal-wards Harry Kane was there in a flash to net the winner, his second of the game and set himself off in what became a successful pursuit of the Golden Boot, even if the Spurs’ goal machine didn’t appear to be firing on all cylinders in the latter stages.


Tunisia were no pushovers. Rated 21st in the FIFA rankings going into the tournament and with seven of their starting line-up born in France, the North Africans had been awkward opponents. But England played well for large parts of the game, their talismanic skipper had started brightly with a couple of goals and most importantly three points had been put on the board from the opening match. The score had been level for almost an hour, a penalty from Ferjani Sassi in the 35th minute having equalised Kane’s early tap-in.


Next stop for Southgate and co was a game in Nizhny Novgorod, over 600 miles from the venue of their opening fixture. Lying in wait were Panama at their first World Cup. Rated 55th in the FIFA rankings Panama were not expected to be tough opposition but had put up stern resistance in holding Belgium until after half-time before going down 3-0 in their opening match. They were likely to be tricky to take apart as they lined up in a 4-5-1 formation. Southgate’s right-hand man Steve Holland had warned that Panama were, “Well organised, athletic and clever” so the millions watching back home on TV, in addition to the few thousand who had braved the warnings of a less than enthusiastic Russian welcome, prepared for another 90 minutes of frustration with the hope that England would at least edge the points.


Vastly experienced, six of the Panama team had an astonishing 702 caps between them, forward Armando Cooper making his 100th international appearance in this match, thereby becoming the fifth member of the team to reach that figure. In contrast Southgate’s starting XI had a combined total of fewer than 250 international appearances.


England had faced inferior opposition at World Cups before and made hard work of them – losing to the USA in their second ever World Cup match in 1950 when the USA were very much minnows of the world game. This time the national side simply ripped their opponents aside with a scintillating display of finishing that had England five-nil up at half time, having never won a World Cup finals game by more than three goals.


As this Sunday afternoon unfolded on 24 June it began to dawn on everyone that Southgate was unveiling a new England, an England he had masterfully made into an image of himself: calm, purposeful and determined. In the past when I’ve bought a car it has usually been a second hand one bought from a back-street garage. Even once when I bought a brand new one there were no great theatrics when it came to driving it off the forecourt, but the last time I purchased a new motor I test drove it, paid for it and returned to the show-room to collect it a few days later. When I arrived the vehicle had been moved to pride of place at the front of the garage and covered with a huge sheet that, as I approached the car, was whisked off with a huge flourish. I almost expected a different and better car than the one I’d agreed to buy given the fuss the salesman was making. I was reminded of this as the goals rained in against Panama. Suddenly England seemed to have been transformed from a reliable but unspectacular family saloon into a sleek super-car and the top was definitely down as England played with a panache the watching world did not associate with England any more than the astonished England fans did!


As with the winner against Tunisia the opening goal came courtesy of a Kieran Trippier corner. With the Panama defenders grabbing attackers like desperate housewives at a speed-dating contest John Stones got lucky by not being picked up. Given a free header the Manchester City defender finished clinically to open the scoring after only eight minutes. It had been Stones’ header that led to Harry Kane’s early goal against Tunisia, after which the North Africans had worked their way back into the game.


There were to be no such opportunities for Panama. Whereas England missed first half chances against Tunisia, this time their finishing was first class. Mid-way through the half a penalty was given when Jesse Lingard was felled by Fidel Escobar. Kane ably added to his goal tally as he made himself front runner for the Golden Boot, and put England in total control against a side who had posed only the occasional threat since Stones’ opener.


Full of confidence and equally full of running despite the temperature being in the thirties, the Three Lions were rampant and made it 3-0 with the best goal they scored in the tournament. Lingard linked up with Raheem Sterling on the edge of the box before curling home a quality shot into the top corner. Four minutes later it was 4-0 as Panama folded as easily as their famed hats. Once again it was Stones who found the net and yet again Trippier was involved. He found the still under-rated Jordan Henderson whose perfect pass found Kane. Turning provider, Kane fed Sterling for Stones to finish off when his club-mate’s header was saved by ‘keeper Jaime Penedo. There was still time for England to score again before half time, Kane again finishing from the penalty spot after he had been floored attempting to get to a corner. The goal gave England a 100% record from 10 penalties in World Cup finals, since Tom Finney scored the first against the USSR’s legendary Lev Yashin in 1958. An oddly positive statistic given their subsequent problems in penalty shoot-outs.


Strikers the world over know that there are times when the ball runs for you and times when it doesn’t. England could have done with Kane keeping one or more of his goals for the later stages when his efforts fell agonisingly on the wrong side of the posts, but here his hat-trick arrived in the most fortuitous of circumstances. Just over an hour had gone when Ruben Loftus-Cheek tried his luck with a speculative shot. As Kane ran across the goalkeeper’s vision the ball ricocheted off Harry’s heel and into the net for 6-0.


Later when asked what he was missing about not being at home the manager mentioned Wimbledon but with his side having completed the ‘first-set’ here Southgate withdrew three of his key-men, including Kane. Panama also utilised their subs at the same stage of the game with another of their players with in excess of 100 caps, Felipe Baloy, coming off the bench to bring his country some consolation with their first ever World Cup finals goal to complete a 6-1 score-line 12 minutes from time.


“ He’s up at the top. we wouldn’t swap him for anyone in the tournament in terms of number nines,” acknowledged Southgate of his skipper after Kane carried home the match-ball, although the manager’s own celebrations had to be restricted as he recovered from dislocating his shoulder while out running!


England and compliments at a World Cup are not often natural bedfellows but such was the display by Southgate’s men that defeated Panama coach Hernan Gomez gracefully described England as, ‘a beautiful team.’


Astonishingly England found themselves through to the knock-out stage of the tournament with a game to spare. The expected show-down with Belgium’s golden generation was no longer a fixture to potentially fear. The meeting with Roberto Martinez’s men in Kalingrad nonetheless presented a dilemma. With England and Belgium neck and neck at the top of the group with identical points and goal difference, but England having received one fewer yellow card than Belgium – and fair play determining group places if teams were otherwise level – would winning be the best result?


Ridiculous though that suggestion sounds the plain fact was that the victors in the England v Belgium game would give themselves what looked like a much tougher route to the final. Usually for England in a tournament any win has to be tightly clutched because not enough of them come around, so this was a nice problem to have. No professional worth their salt would ever admit not wanting to win and come kick off not trying to win would be complete anathema to any sportsman or sportswoman. However, in the cool light of day for the strategist in Southgate the options were clear.


Going through as group winners would give England a round of 16 meeting with Japan which if successful would lead to a quarter-final with Brazil or Mexico. The prize for beating the most successful country in World Cup history, should Brazil progress as expected, would be a semi-final against France, Uruguay, Portugal or Argentina.


In contrast the prospect for being runners up in group G would provide England with a round of 16 clash with Columbia. They would be no pushover but the winners of that match would have a quarter-final meeting with Sweden or Switzerland followed by a semi-final with Denmark, Croatia, Russia or Spain. There were still some difficult teams in that half of the draw but it was unquestionably a less demanding route than the one faced by the winners of Belgium v England. With serial winners Germany already sensationally out of the tournament people were starting to dream of the World Cup coming home as fans started to seriously fancy the chances of Gareth’s bright young team.


Earlier in the tournament Southgate had shown his steelier side when eagle-eyed photographers snapped pictures of coach Steve Holland’s notes revealing probable selections ahead of the Panama game, an incident which lead to Holland apologising to the squad. Ahead of the Belgium match debate was widespread concerning which way Gareth would go. Would the team picked be full strength aiming to maintain momentum but head into the tougher half of the draw? Alternatively, would he rest players to keep them fresh for games with higher stakes and simultaneously keep his squad happy by giving game time to some of those that had not yet featured much, if at all?


When the team sheets were officially revealed the cat was out of the bag. Kane. Henderson, Trippier, Walker, Sterling, Young, Lingard, Maguire and Alli were all on the bench. Just Pickford and Stones of what was becoming recognised as the first XI started, Stones being replaced by Maguire at the interval.


Belgium also appeared to want to stick rather than twist. As Kane and co looked from one dug-out to the other there were Kevin De Bruyne, Eden Hazard, the apparently injured Romelu Lukaku, Tobias Alderwiereld and Vincent Kompany, the latter coming on for the last 16 minutes.


While fielding what were harshly referred to in some quarters as ‘the reserves’ both sides effectively gave players who were pushing for places the opportunity to show what they could do. Had someone in the game been brilliant they would have made it harder for Southgate not to revert to his increasingly settled line up once the knock-out stage started. Players such as Vardy, Rashford and Loftus-Cheek were given the opportunity to shine. None of them gave Gareth too much to think about with the style of play a touch more direct than it had been, as the ball over the top for Vardy to exploit was utilised more than it was with Kane up front.


Belgium were worthy winners in a game lacking much of the pzazz of the Panama game. Of course even with most of their stop stars benched, Belgium were stiffer opposition than the Central Americans. If Belgium were a box of chocolates then Adnan Januzaj was the coffee one, not to everyone’s taste. The former Manchester United man had flattered to deceive in English football but produced a moment of magic here to win the game. His 51st minute goal led to criticism of Pickford from Thibaut Courtois in the Belgium goal who felt the England ‘keeper could have gone for the shot with his other hand. Making only his sixth full international appearance Pickford attracted a bit of stick for parrying other shots into the danger area but Southgate was quick to defend the stopper he had nurtured through the Under 21s.


Having completed a clean sweep of Everton’s Player of the Year awards in the recently closed domestic campaign and been the North-East’s Young Player of the Year the previous year, Pickford is a naturally confident lad. I have known Jordan since he was 16 and know that quite apart from being a brilliant goalkeeper he is mentally as tough as they come, he even left a press conference later in the tournament humming ‘Going All The Way’. Criticism of Pickford would have been like water off a duck’s back to him but no player suffers from knowing his manager believes in him and Southgate was having none of it when it came to critics crawling out from behind their sofas.


Courtois had stoked the fires by saying, “ The goalkeeper is 10cm smaller than me. I would have caught it. He was too busy throwing his legs in the air.” Putting aside the fact that Courtois let a tame shot go through his legs in his next match but got away with it, Southgate made a joke of the Belgian’s comments when he noted, “Well I remember when we were talking about young goalkeepers at a conference once. Martin Thomas – who is a brilliant coach educator now and was Under 21s goalkeeping coach – was talking about the difference between a couple of goalkeepers and size-wise he was saying, ‘At the end of the day we’re talking about a Cadbury’s Crème Egg between them.’ That’s what it is! So yes some keepers are 6’6” but they have attributes that they’re not so good at. You get slightly smaller ones who are athletically better and have different skill sets. So, it’s rare to find perfection in anybody.”


Southgate had already demonstrated his own mental toughness when leaving the vastly experienced Joe Hart out of his squad and had two excellent ‘keepers in Jack Butland and Nick Pope to call upon if necessary but when asked whether 6’ 1” Pickford remained his number one he emphatically answered, “ Absolutely. Yes. No question” and added, “ I’m really pleased with his performances. He knows the belief I have in him.”


Pickford’s performances in the knock-out stages showed Southgate was correct in his assessment. By the way, Gordon Banks was the same height as Pickford and Peter Shilton was an inch smaller. Dino Zoff was smaller still. The goal hasn’t changed size since they were playing.


Without undermining any member of his squad Southgate was aware of the shortcomings of the final group game with Belgium, but behind the disappointment of losing the match he would have slept soundly in his bed that night knowing the path that now lay before his side.


“ I think we’ve learned a lot from the game,” he noted. “It will be a good game to go and review. The objective was a mid-term one. We’ve got everybody time on the pitch and they’re ready to come in, those who hadn’t previously played and we’ve protected those who had.”


Having met Belgium in the Russian enclave of Kalingrad which sits between Poland and Lithuania hugging the Baltic coastline, England entered the knock-out phase by appearing in Moscow for the first time. They were not centre-stage at the 80,000 capacity Luzhniki Stadium which hosted the final and the opening match amongst its seven fixtures but at the more modest Spartak Stadium, capable of housing just over half as many fans.


The smaller stadium suited England in a sense. Normally England games on neutral grounds turn almost into home games, so vast is England’s travelling support. Ahead of the World Cup though with previous trouble with Russian fans fresh in the memory, combined with many Whitehall warnings about hooliganism, racism and corruption - further ramped up after the UK government allegations of Russian involvement in the appalling Novichok attack in Salisbury - most fans decided to stay at home and watch the tournament on TV. It was an understandable choice. Even Danny Rose stated he would encourage his family to stay at home rather than risk suffering racist abuse as he had done playing for England Under 21s in Serbia six years earlier. Speaking more widely on the eve of the tournament about serious incidents in his personal life that led to depression, Rose said, “England has been my salvation and I can’t thank the manager and the medical staff enough.” Thankfully Danny’s experience was more positive than feared. “It’s the first time I have been in Russia. It’s different to what I expected and I am having a great time,” he said as several members of the Yorkshireman’s family flew out later in the tournament.


Nonetheless even with the addition of this bunch of Roses England’s support was tiny compared to normal. The quantity might have been lacking but the quality was there as the travelling fans did themselves proud in ensuring they were heard. Southgate and his squad were at pains to praise the support they did get but no doubt many fans who had spent fortunes travelling the globe to see so many England disappointments were crushing their cans in fan-zones across the land enjoying the football England were playing but cursing the fact they hadn’t gone.


Officially England had 1,510 tickets for their opening game with Tunisia, 1,872 for the 6-1 over Panama and 2,659 for the easier to get to group game with Belgium which turned out to be a dead rubber.


Amidst a yellow wall of South Americans for the Columbia game you had to strain to see if not hear the 1,415 official England fans while in due course there were 1,608 official England supporters for the quarter-final with Sweden in Samara. Before the tournament the FA had reportedly agreed to an allocation of 2,180 tickets for the semi-final, 3,553 if England reached the final and a meagre 672 for the third place match.


World Cup fever gripped Britain, as the country got wasted or waist-coated (or both). Around 10,000 last minute travellers rushed to Russia despite tickets costing hundreds of pounds, even if you could obtain them at face value, and extra round-trip flights laid on by BA selling at £932.


Columbia had shown their steel by winning Group H despite losing their opening game to Japan. They would show even more steel during the match. Frankly their post-match sour grapes concerning grumbles over American referee Mark Geiger were laughable. The official was weak throughout as the Columbians attempted to get Southgate’s side to crack. How midfielder Wilmar Barrios was given a yellow card rather than a red before half time was astonishing. The Boca Juniors player put his head into Henderson’s chest at a free kick and then forcefully lifted his head to whack the England man in the jaw.


Barrios was one of six Columbians cautioned, with Henderson one of two England players going in the book after he uncharacteristically – and foolishly - jutted his head backwards with Barcelona defender Yerry Mina in close proximity. Generally, though Southgate’s boys showed they were men in staying strong physically and mentally disciplined in the face of a team of old hands striving to put them off their game. Southgate had some experience of Columbia having watched them at close quarters as an unused sub during the 1998 World Cup.


Where England were fortunate is that the South Americans were without their best player and creative force James Rodriguez. He had to watch helplessly as England started like they meant to get business wrapped up early as they had against Panama, not that Columbia were ever going to be as convincingly beaten as their northern neighbours. As the game wore on Columbia came more into it although they rarely threatened the goal as much as they threatened Henderson’s jaw-line.


Eventually the breakthrough came 12 minutes into the second half. Having been wrestled to the ground from a corner Kane kept his cool while the Columbians protested at length over what was a stonewall decision - while others scuffed up the penalty spot - before the Spurs star shot down the middle as Arsenal ‘keeper David Ospina dived right.


Against Tunisia England had scored an injury time goal but in this game conceded an equaliser in the dying seconds, Mina heading home a corner leaving Southgate to need to lift his troops before extra time. This wasn’t the time for a rallying call to re-energise tired players and fire them up. It was a time for calm instruction and encouragement, exactly what Gareth provided.


In a reverse of the first 90 minutes Columbia started the better of the two teams with England coming on strong as the extra time progressed, Eric Dier heading a good late chance wide. Dier though would have his moment.


Despite their perfect record of World Cup penalties during the actual games, England and penalty shoot-outs are not comfortable bed-fellows. They had never won one in the World Cup but this was a new England who came through with Dier scoring the winning spot kick. For a moment this brave new world of Southgate’s England looked like ending in the same old way with shoot-out agony after Columbia converted their first three while Henderson saw England’s third very well saved by Ospina. The dream was not about to die just yet and after Mateus Uribe hit the bar and Kieran Trippier levelled England took the advantage when Pickford brilliantly stopped Carlos Bacca’s penalty, leaving The Sun to proclaim’ ‘The Hand of Jord’ as its typically brilliant headline. The job still had to be completed though and Dier stepped forward to slot the ball home and give England the quarter-final place they deserved.
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