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Calmness and Swagger


A foreword by Lee Dixon


I’ll have an argument as long as anyone wants over the quality of the sides from Arsenal’s most successful period under Arsène Wenger. If you take the 1998 Double winners, the 2002 Double team and the ‘Invincibles’ of 2004, the ’98 side was the best.


I say that because we still had the back four at its peak – Tony Adams alongside either Martin Keown or Steve Bould at centre back, Nigel Winterburn and myself at full back. We were hugely experienced and still very, very fit. And then Wenger just sprinkled this amazing talent in front of us. Nicolas Anelka was unplayable. The two midfield players, Patrick Vieira and Emmanuel Petit, were the best in the league as a duo. We had pace from Marc Overmars, industry from Ray Parlour and invention from Dennis Bergkamp. Ian Wright was still deadly and, in David Seaman, we had the best goalkeeper in my book.


The 2002 team was brilliant and the Invincibles were amazing, but if we all had to play each other in a round robin, I think the ’98 side would come out on top.


If you wrote a script – or a book! – about how Arsenal’s 1997–98 season was going to end, you wouldn’t be far off writing it the way it played out. It culminated in an incredible run of victories as we were chasing down Manchester United, playing some brilliant football in front of the crowd at Highbury.


Then, when we hosted Everton on that perfect Sunday afternoon in May, the icing on the cake: Mr Messi himself – aka Bouldy – chipped the ball over to Tony Adams, our captain who’d been through so much. The way Tony lashed it into the net with his left foot, it was fantasy stuff.


I’m sure we all dreamed it would end like that. The way we played that year and the way Tony scored such an uncharacteristically beautiful goal to cap it off – plus his iconic celebration that’s been immortalized as a statue outside the Emirates Stadium – it summed up everything that was good about that era under Arsène Wenger. He brought a calmness and a swagger to what had been a military brand of football before he arrived, a very regimented style of play.


Arsène gave us all freedom, and Tony epitomized that with a left-footed volley in the sunshine. I feel quite emotional thinking about it now.
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Arsène for Arsenal


It started with a spark. The snap of a lighter. Arsène Wenger leaned forward and ignited his cigarette. It was 2 January 1989. The AS Monaco manager had spent part of the French football season’s winter break in Istanbul, watching Galatasaray in preparation for an upcoming European Cup quarter-final meeting with the Turkish champions. Having decided to stop over in London for a few days before returning to the principality, he’d called the agent of Glenn Hoddle, Monaco’s English midfielder and former Tottenham Hotspur icon, to ask for help arranging to see a match during his short stay in England’s capital. That’s how the Frenchman – distinctive for his lanky, six-foot-three frame, thick-rimmed spectacles and beige trench coat – found himself in the exclusive cocktail room within the bowels of Arsenal’s Highbury stadium.


Arsenal beat local rivals Tottenham 2-0 that afternoon, with goals from Paul Merson and Michael Thomas. It was a result that would prove crucial in what was to be one of the tightest and most dramatic title races in First Division history, with the Gunners beating Liverpool 2-0 at Anfield on the final day of the campaign to pip the Merseysiders to the championship by virtue of having scored eight more goals across the course of the season, with total points and goal difference dead even between the two clubs.


The 45,129 spectators crammed into Arsenal’s quaint home ground for that New Year derby showdown with Spurs had no idea that serendipity would shine on the Gunners that day to reward them with more than simply three points for their victory and bragging rights over their North London nemesis. The spark of a distant bright future was about to be lit.


At the time, women were not permitted to enter Highbury’s directors’ box within 45 minutes of kick-off on match days. As such, the female companions of the club’s executives congregated in the cocktail lounge, where VIP guests were also stationed. When Wenger sought a light for his cigarette, it was a friend of the vice-chairman David Dein’s wife, Barbara, who obliged.


After the trio exchanged small talk, Barbara Dein alerted her husband to the presence of this intriguing French football manager. David Dein introduced himself to Wenger at half time. ‘I went through and met Arsène and had a chat,’ Dein says. ‘I remember him standing there, in this long raincoat, with what looked like National Health glasses. He didn’t look like a football manager at all; he looked like a professor. I said to him, “What are you doing here?” He said, “I’ve been to Istanbul, Turkey. I’m just staying overnight. I’m going back to Monaco tomorrow.” I said to him, “What are you doing tonight? My wife and I are going out for dinner at a friend’s house. Would you like to join us?” The next answer changed all our lives. He said, “Yes, I would be delighted to.” So I hijacked him. He came out for dinner with us. My friend happened to be in showbiz, and at the end of the evening we found ourselves playing charades. I said to him, because he didn’t speak great English at the time, “Do you want to play?” And he said, “OK.” Five minutes later, he’s acting out A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I looked at him and I thought, “This guy’s a bit special.” He speaks multiple languages and is highly intelligent.’


Dein had purchased a 16 per cent stake in Arsenal in 1983, investing in his beloved club with the wealth earned through his rise from manning an exotic fruit stall on Shepherd’s Bush market to running an international sugar exports company with offices in Pall Mall. His initial investment in the flagging Gunners, who’d gone 12 years without a league championship and 4 without a trophy of any kind, was at the time described as ‘dead money’ by chairman Peter Hill-Wood. But by 1991, Dein would increase his shareholding to 42 per cent while Arsenal claimed their second league title in three years. He would also be one of the architects of the Premier League’s formation in 1992, as one of five directors from top English clubs who pushed through a breakaway from the Football League. With a knack for wielding gentle influence, he was once described by The Guardian, not entirely flatteringly, as an ‘instinctive politician’. But there can be little doubt that Dein’s weathervane for football – both the game itself and its surrounding business – was as accurate as any. And in Wenger, he saw the future. Arsenal’s future.


‘I’m not spiritual,’ he says, ‘but I sort of saw it in the sky: Arsène for Arsenal. It’s destiny. It’s going to happen one day.’
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Arsène Who?


Peter Hill-Wood couldn’t help but be impressed by Arsène Wenger. The Arsenal chairman had agreed to meet with the French coach at David Dein’s insistence. They sat across from each other at a white-clothed table in Ziani, an Italian restaurant in the heart of Chelsea, around a mile east of Stamford Bridge and a stone’s throw from the banks of the Thames. Over some of London’s finest Venetian cuisine, Wenger charmed as he laid out his footballing philosophies.


Arsenal needed a manager. George Graham’s trophy-laden eight seasons at the Highbury helm had ended in disgrace months earlier, in February 1995. A Premier League inquiry found he had accepted an illicit payment of £425,000 from Norwegian agent Rune Hauge relating to the 1992 signings of John Jensen and Pål Lydersen, two of Hauge’s clients. The Arsenal board had no alternative but to sack Graham. The FA levied him with a one-year ban and the term ‘bung’ entered the football vernacular.


Dein had stayed in regular contact with Wenger ever since their first meeting in 1989. The Gunners’ vice-chairman had a yacht docked at Antibes, on the French Riviera, and would visit Wenger at Monaco. He also sent tapes of Arsenal games for the Frenchman to peruse.


‘He didn’t realize, but he was auditioning,’ Dein says. ‘I could see how he interacted with the Monaco players, with the board, with the fans, with the press. I would send videos weekly, after every game. He was interested in the team and the players. I kept him up to speed. I thought, “This guy’s one for the future.”’


When Graham’s sacking unexpectedly created a vacancy in the Highbury dugout, Dein lobbied for Wenger. Although Hill-Wood enjoyed Wenger’s company and was engaged by his ideas on the game, he did not wish to appoint the Frenchman – or any Frenchman, indeed any foreigner. There had only been two non-British or Irish managers in the history of top-flight English football at the time – the Slovak Dr Jozef Vengloš at Aston Villa and the Argentinian World Cup winner Ossie Ardiles at Tottenham in the 1990s. Ardiles was a Spurs legend as a player, but he lasted just 56 games in charge at White Hart Lane, losing more than he won. In Vengloš’s ill-fated single season in the First Division, Villa finished seventeenth in the league after being runners-up the year before. Neither was seen as a ringing endorsement of foreign coaches’ suitability for the English game. Scepticism pervaded. Hill-Wood, an old Etonian and merchant banker, was the third generation of his family to serve as Arsenal chairman, after his grandfather Samuel and his father, Denis. In 1995, he was not ready to usher in the club’s first ever foreign manager. The board – with the exception of Dein – agreed.


‘I got comprehensively outvoted,’ Dein says, ‘because the board thought we needed to have an English person. George came up from the lower divisions. It’s got to be something like that.’


They didn’t plump for an Englishman but rather another Scot. Bruce Rioch had just overseen Bolton Wanderers’ promotion to the Premier League via the First Division play-offs. He was seen as similar enough to Graham in tone but also someone who could implement a more progressive style of play than his predecessor.


Graham’s success had been built on the foundation of a rigid defence. In six of his eight full seasons as Arsenal manager, the Gunners boasted one of the three best defensive records in the top flight. When they won the title in 1990–91, they conceded just 18 goals in 38 matches and were beaten only once. Graham’s style was effective yet hardly entertaining. Arsenal’s form had already begun to deteriorate before Graham’s sacking. At the point of his departure, they were twelfth in the Premier League table with 28 games played and had conceded more goals than they’d scored. Assistant manager Stewart Houston stepped in as caretaker boss for the remainder of the campaign, but he couldn’t improve Arsenal’s league position. They lost seven of their last fourteen matches and finished with their worst defensive record since before Graham’s tenure. Their defence of the UEFA Cup Winners’ Cup, which they’d won the prior season, brought hope as they once again reached the final, but it ultimately ended in despair: former Tottenham midfielder Nayim scored with an outrageous lob over David Seaman from near the halfway line in the last minute of extra time to claim the cup for Real Zaragoza.


Rioch was a coach on the rise. He’d taken Bolton from the third tier to the Premier League, with his last match in charge being a 4-3 victory over Reading in the 1995 First Division play-off final at Wembley. That was Bolton’s second trip to the national stadium that season, having reached the League Cup final in February, losing 2-1 to Liverpool. The previous season, Rioch’s Wanderers had eliminated Arsenal, the holders, from the FA Cup in the fourth round. After Bolton dispatched the Gunners with a 3-1 after-extra-time victory in a replay at Highbury, the England manager Terry Venables approached Rioch. ‘That was some of the best football I’ve seen from a visiting team,’ he said.


To help Rioch institute a similarly entertaining style of play from Highbury’s home dugout, Arsenal signed England captain David Platt from Sampdoria and the gifted Dutch striker Dennis Bergkamp, who arrived from Internazionale for a club-record £7.5 million. Rioch attempted to stamp his mark in North London by reshuffling what had been the Gunners’ most established unit – the back four. He switched to a back three, with Tony Adams, Steve Bould and Martin Keown as the bedrock and full backs Lee Dixon and Nigel Winterburn reimagined as flying wing backs.


The results were . . . fine. There was embarrassment in the FA Cup when Arsenal were knocked out in the third round by second-tier Sheffield United, but they finished fifth in the Premier League, enough to secure a place in the following season’s UEFA Cup. Their goals-per-game average had risen slightly (from 1.24 the previous season to 1.29). It was by no means a disastrous campaign for the Gunners, yet it would be Rioch’s first and last.


‘I didn’t particularly enjoy playing under Bruce Rioch,’ Dixon says. ‘It was a very difficult season, coming after George leaving. George leaving was probably not the right circumstances, but the team was starting to not be as successful. There was a breakdown in the relationships between the players and him. You can only be told and shouted at so many times. It was coming to its end, whether it was him getting rid of us lot and rebuilding, like Alex Ferguson used to do at Manchester United, or indeed him moving on. The fact that it happened how it did was unfortunate.


‘Then Bruce came in. That season was difficult for me. Although I played virtually every game, I was playing as a wing back. It’s a very physical position to play and I hadn’t played it much, so a whole season playing as a wing back – ask Nigel Winterburn – it was brutal. And because I never really got injured and rotation wasn’t a thing back then, you play every game, so it was tough. I didn’t particularly like the way we were playing. Bruce was fine; I got on well enough with him. But I was open to getting a new manager.’


‘Although we’d had a reasonably successful season, there was a little bit of . . . I wouldn’t say unrest, but there was a very strong dressing room that had its own views,’ says Platt. ‘It was a difficult job for Bruce because he was trying to change things around. But it was a difficult dressing room to change around. Did it come as a surprise when he was sacked? To a certain extent. But, really, if you thought about it, it didn’t.’


It was the breakdown of two key relationships that sealed Rioch’s Arsenal downfall. The first was with the club’s star striker, Ian Wright.


Rioch came from a military family – his father had been a sergeant major in the Scots Guards – and he took a militaristic hardline approach to football management. He had once, while Middlesbrough manager, fined his entire team £100 each on the spot after a defeat. When it was pointed out that one of the team’s youngsters was still an apprentice and earned less than £50 a week, Rioch is said to have responded, ‘Fair point. He can pay in instalments.’ After Arsenal’s preseason friendly against St Albans on 15 August 1995, five days before the new Premier League season was to begin, he singled out Wright for a post-match reprimand. Arsenal had won 5-0, with Wright among the goal scorers, yet Rioch let rip on the England forward in front of the team. Wright bristled. And when Rioch stopped one training session to insist that Wright could learn a thing or two about the art of a striker’s movement by studying John McGinlay, the centre forward Rioch worked with at Bolton, Wright told the manager to ‘Fuck off’ and headed for the showers. In March of that season, Wright walked into Rioch’s office and slapped a written transfer request on the desk. ‘You’ve made my life a misery from practically the moment you arrived,’ he said.


Wright also sent a copy of his letter to David Dein. His transfer request was rejected, but it alerted the vice-chairman to the disharmony within the team. And then Dein’s own relationship with Rioch reached breaking point over the subject of transfers. Since Graham’s bung scandal, Dein had taken a lead role in negotiating the club’s signings. In a modern-day context, it is not unusual for the processes of player identification and transfer dealings to fall under the remit of a club executive – such as a director of football – with the manager’s involvement secondary. In English football in the mid-1990s, this kind of Continental approach to the transfer market was rare. To the managers of the time, it was anathema. Rioch and Dein butted heads over how much control the manager should have over the club’s incomings and outgoings. Rioch clashed with the board over failed attempts to sign Andrei Kanchelskis, Roberto Carlos and Alan Shearer. Despite this discord, Rioch signed a new, three-year contract with the club in July. However, when he went to Highbury expecting to witness the countersigning on 12 August, just eight days before the start of the 1996–97 season, he was told his services were no longer required.


Rioch’s reign lasted just 431 days, the shortest spell any Arsenal manager had overseen in almost a century. The Gunners were on the hunt for a new coach again, and this time Dein was determined to get his man.


‘When Bruce didn’t work out, I decided to really go big time to the board,’ he says. ‘I said, “Luckily, I’m still in touch with Arsène. I don’t know if he’ll come, but we missed out first time. We’ve really got to get him now.”’


*


Dein, Hill-Wood and majority shareholder Danny Fiszman flew to Nagoya, Japan, to meet with Wenger at his apartment in the city. His seven years in charge of Monaco had ended in September 1994. He won a league championship at the Stade Louis II in 1987–88 and a Coupe de France in 1991. His team were also twice runners-up to a Marseille side later convicted of match fixing. He’d made stars of Youri Djorkaeff, Lilian Thuram and George Weah and Bayern Munich tried to appoint him, only for Monaco to refuse to allow him to leave. The cachet he’d accumulated in the principality apparently counted for little after a poor start to the 1993–94 season, though. Monaco sacked him two months into the campaign.


In October 1994, FIFA, world football’s governing body, invited Wenger to speak at a convention in the United Arab Emirates for developing football nations. He delivered a technical report on the past summer’s World Cup and the attendant Japanese delegation was particularly impressed. The J.League, Japan’s national championship, had been founded the previous year and, with clubs owned by major Japanese companies, significant resources were being pumped into the nascent competition. A representative from Toyota, owners of Nagoya Grampus Eight, approached Wenger with an offer to take charge of their club. After ten years of working in Ligue 1, the French first division, Wenger welcomed the chance of a change of pace.


The name Grampus Eight was somewhat familiar to English football fans because former England and Tottenham striker Gary Lineker had spent the final two seasons of his career with the club. But Wenger took over a struggling side – they’d finished bottom of the league the previous season and a toe injury had forced Lineker to retire.


‘You always monitor and follow your former clubs, even though it was a difficult period at the end of my career because I didn’t play many games due to my toe injury,’ Lineker says. ‘I was looking to see how they were doing and I was genuinely surprised at the success they’d had, because they were near the bottom of the league when I was there – maybe it was my fault! Wenger clearly made a difference.’


That difference: an Emperor’s Cup, runners-up in the league format and a J.League Manager of the Year Award. The 1996 Japanese season was approaching its final stretch when Arsenal made their move for the Frenchman and he was ready to bring his eastern excursion to a close. Negotiations with the Highbury executives were smooth and swift.


‘I had decided to return to Europe only on the condition that I went to a big club, and that it was a real challenge,’ Wenger wrote in My Life in Red and White, his 2020 autobiography. ‘Arsenal was a sizeable one. Within an hour we came to an agreement. I would join the London club as soon as possible, but I would not abandon Nagoya mid-season without a manager.’


The finer details of the agreement were hashed out over a series of faxes, and the correspondence wired from Nagoya carried the name of a figure much more familiar in North London than Wenger, albeit thanks to a history with the Gunner’s hated neighbours.


‘Our times in Japan didn’t overlap at all,’ Lineker explains, ‘but Arsène moved into the apartment that I had stayed in for two years. I left a fax machine there. That was how we communicated back then. There were no mobile phones. The deal that was done with Arsenal was over fax and my name was at the top of the paper that Arsène was sending to David Dein.’


More than seven years after their chance meeting in the Highbury cocktail lounge – and a year later than he’d hoped – Dein had got his man.


It was Arsène for Arsenal. Destiny fulfilled.


Arsenal were struggling when Wenger walked into the away dressing room at the Müngersdorfer Stadion in Cologne, Germany. It was 25 September 1996 and, although he’d been unveiled as the Gunners’ new manager at a press conference a few days earlier, he was not yet officially in charge. Pat Rice, the former Arsenal captain and long-time youth coach, was the placeholder until the Frenchman could take the reins on 1 October. But, as Wenger sat in the stands beside David Dein to observe his new charges take on Borussia Mönchengladbach in the first round of the UEFA Cup, he felt he needed to intervene.


Gladbach had won the first leg at Highbury 3-2, and the home side – playing at the stadium of their local rivals Cologne because their own ground didn’t meet UEFA’s standards – were bossing the second leg, too. An Ian Wright goal three minutes before half time meant the score was level at the interval, but still behind on aggregate, Wenger wanted to implement a tactical change. He stood next to Dein as the players – most of whom he’d not yet met – filed in. Then he stepped forward and instructed them to switch from a back three to a back four.


‘That was the first time we met him,’ Wright remembers. ‘He came in and he was like he was always going to be from that day on: very cool, very calm. He was just really cool. I instantly wanted to make sure I played well. I was quite pleased with the way I played against Gladbach. At that time, I just wanted to make sure that I was in the team.’


Not everyone was impressed. Despite a Paul Merson goal early in the second half, Arsenal lost the game 3-2 and were eliminated. Tony Adams felt Wenger’s tactical intervention had served only to unsettle the side.


‘I can’t say I was overly impressed by Monsieur Wenger’s initial contribution,’ Adams wrote in his 1998 autobiography, Addicted. ‘At half-time, he came into the dressing room, took over from Pat Rice and changed us from the 3-5-2 Bruce had introduced to a back four and we went on to lose the game 3-2 and the tie 6-4. I was not best pleased about being pulled off in the second half. At the end, Arsène said nothing before smartly disappearing.’


As Adams fumed post-match about the new manager’s inglorious intervention, the captain’s internal monologue echoed the widespread bemusement that had greeted Wenger’s appointment: ‘What does this Frenchman know about football?’


The Channel Tunnel might have begun transporting passengers between the UK mainland and Europe almost two years earlier, but Britain was insular and inward-looking in September 1996. The BSE crisis had led to the European Union banning British beef in April. Prime Minister John Major and the Conservative government clung to power, but Tony Blair and New Labour were on the rise, leading all polls. British culture was exploding. The Britpop phenomenon had crested in August when Oasis played to 250,000 people over two nights at Knebworth. The Spice Girls had burst on to the scene in July, spending seven weeks atop the UK singles chart with their debut release ‘Wannabe’. And in the football world, the country had just rekindled its love for the game during Euro 96, the Continental championship held on home soil. The refrain of Baddiel and Skinner’s anthemic hit ‘Three Lions’ was ubiquitous as England captivated the nation on their run to the semi-finals, where they lost to Germany on penalties at Wembley. Football had come home. British was best.


Except, to an extent, in the Premier League. The growing riches of the rebranded top flight was leading to a rapid influx of foreign players as clubs increasingly looked abroad for their on-field stars. In the summer of 1996, for instance, Chelsea signed Italian striker Gianluca Vialli from Juventus, the reigning European champions, and would add Gianfranco Zola in November. Previously unfashionable Middlesbrough were among Europe’s biggest spenders, adding Brazilian duo Juninho and Emerson and signing silver-haired hotshot Fabrizio Ravanelli from Juventus for £7 million. In total, 120 non-British or Irish players would feature in the 1996–97 Premier League season, a 42.8 per cent increase on the previous campaign.


But foreign managers were still a rarity. As the new season began, Ruud Gullit, who’d succeeded Glenn Hoddle to become Chelsea’s player-manager, was the only coach from outside the British Isles in charge of a Premier League side.


What made Arsenal’s move for Wenger particularly befuddling was not merely that he was foreign but that he was also unknown. After Rioch’s dismissal, Johan Cruyff was installed as the betting favourite to be Arsenal’s next manager. The legendary Dutchman had recently departed Barcelona, where he’d won four La Liga titles and a European Cup. Alongside Wenger, Terry Venables, fresh from guiding England to the semi-finals of the European Championship, completed the billing on what was considered a three-way contest for the vacant Highbury post.


The Evening Standard was one of few publications to name Wenger as Arsenal’s first choice among the three. ‘I understand he has already been sounded out about taking over and has agreed,’ wrote the journalist Steve Stammers. Yet that didn’t stop the same newspaper placing bill posters around the city that read ‘Arsène Who?’ when the new manager’s identity was officially confirmed. Inside that day’s edition was a tutorial on how his name should be pronounced. ‘If you are French, you will probably address him as Ar-senn Won-jair,’ the article said. ‘German? Ar-sehn Ven-ger, perhaps. But you are unlikely to be either if you inhabit the North Bank and read any of the four Arsenal fanzines.’


Nowadays, a young coach with a track record of player development, attractive, attacking football and who’d won a French title and reached a European final would be high on the wanted list of even the most casual supporter of a club in need of a manager. No pronunciation tutorials needed. But this was an era long before football fans in Britain had access to blanket coverage of European leagues. If it happened outside of Serie A or La Liga – covered by Channel 4 and Sky, respectively – it might as well have not happened. Nor was there any form of social media upon which short highlight packages of Wenger’s teams could be shared and digested. Facebook and YouTube were still nearly a decade away, Twitter even longer. Only 4.1 per cent of the UK population had regular internet access. The bestselling mobile phone of the time, the Nokia 1610, didn’t even include text messaging as a standard feature. Outside of ploughing through back issues of World Soccer magazine, Arsenal fans had little recourse for educating themselves about the mysterious bespectacled man set to take charge of their club.


‘I remember being very underwhelmed,’ says the Arsenal writer Tim Stillman. ‘I’d never heard of Arsène Wenger. We’d been linked with Johan Cruyff and Terry Venables. I’d obviously heard of Cruyff, and Venables, after Euro 96, was considered a really good manager at the time. I remember there being some discussion among fans of whether we could accept Venables, because of his Spurs connection – “How would we feel about taking someone with a Spurs history?” But he was good, so it was, “But what if we take someone good from Spurs?” Wenger was unknown. After the Bruce Rioch season – which wasn’t as bad as it’s remembered – we were ready for something new, but just not this new.’


Most of the players were confused by the appointment, too.


‘When I went to the training ground to announce that Arsène was going to be our manager, I said to the boys, “I’ve got an announcement. We have got our new manager. There will be a press conference shortly. It’s Arsène Wenger,”’ Dein says. ‘And Ray Parlour piped up and said, “Who the fuck is that?”’


‘No one really knew who he was,’ says Parlour. ‘We always thought it was going to be a British manager going forward. And then David Dein came out and said, “I’ve been following this guy for many, many years, at Monaco and Grampus Eight, and this is the time.” First impressions, he was a little bit like a schoolteacher, the glasses. But as soon as he spoke and expressed what he wanted to do for the club, then there was a focus there. You looked at him and he really meant what he said.’


‘His name was bandied around a short period of time before,’ Dixon remembers. ‘I’d never heard of him. Although I was a student of trying to learn my trade and of the game domestically, I wasn’t interested that much in world football at the time, so I wouldn’t have known Wenger. But his name had popped up in conversations about managers. I’d heard David talk about him, because he was key in bringing him to the club. He knew him very well and they were good friends. He had mentioned his name, and it was like, “Wenger who?” It seemed like a really weird name we hadn’t heard, and also the fact his first name sounds a bit like the football club. It was a bit like, “Oh, that’s a bit strange, he’s obviously destined to manage the club.” But no, I didn’t really know much about Grampus Eight and what was going on over there.’


Not all of the Arsenal stars were completely unaware of Wenger, though. Ian Wright shared an agency with George Weah, the Liberian World Player of the Year Award winner who’d played under Wenger at Monaco. ‘George Weah used to talk about Arsène Wenger,’ Wright says. ‘I knew George very well and he held Arsène in very high esteem.’


And David Platt had a minor historical connection with the Frenchman, having once turned him down. ‘When I left Bari, Monaco were one of the clubs that wanted me,’ he says. Platt decided to stay in Italy, instead signing for Juventus, but when he heard Wenger’s name in connection with Arsenal’s vacant post years later, he was on board. ‘When you’ve got the chance to go out and get someone as thoughtful – and as in-depth thoughtful – as Arsène Wenger, you do it,’ he says. ‘It didn’t surprise me that that was the decision they made.’


While he might not have boasted the name recognition among fans and the general public of a Cruyff or a Venables, Wenger was respected and admired within the game’s inner circle.* Discerning consumers of the English football press might have recognized Wenger’s name from a handful of reports earlier in the year that linked the Grampus Eight manager with the role of technical director of the Football Association. Glenn Hoddle, England’s new coach, played under Wenger at Monaco and has listed him as a tremendous influence. Hoddle wanted Wenger to bring his developmental skills to the FA’s top administrative position. And, in addition to having been courted by Bayern Munich previously, Wenger had left an impression in Italy after he travelled to AC Milan’s training ground to study Arrigo Sacchi’s methods and exchange ideas with the great Italian coach.


‘I had a really good impression of Arsène Wenger when he first arrived at Milanello,’ Sacchi says. ‘I thought that he was somebody who was very professional and a modest man. He was somebody who always tried to be better at the job he was doing. When we spoke to each other in that time, it was really about trying to get an understanding of each other’s philosophies and to learn from each other. Wenger had been at Milanello for around ten days and when it came time to say goodbye, he said, “Let’s say goodbye to the future champions of Europe.”’


Sacchi likely saw something of a kindred spirit in Wenger. Like the Italian, Wenger was not able to count on a stellar playing career as a launchpad into the upper echelons of the coaching world. He grew up in Alsace in the east of France. The region borders Germany and has changed hands between the two countries several times across the course of history – hence Wenger’s Germanic name; he was not fully fluent in French until around the age of seven. His parents, Louise and Alphonse, ran a bistro, La Croix d’Or, and Wenger and his brother, Guy, played for the local football team in their hometown of Duttlenheim.


Wenger recalls watching the FA Cup final on TV among his earliest and most vivid football memories. ‘On the television at school, and later in the family bistro and at home, we used to watch the cup finals in the legendary Wembley Stadium,’ he said. ‘Television was still in black and white in those days but the ball stood out brightly against the grass pitch that looked so beautiful, perfectly mown and maintained, while we were still roughly cutting the grass on our pitch with our horses pulling the mower behind them. It is a dazzling memory: for me, it is the definitive image of football. I think that as a child I promised myself I would one day step on to that turf, a promise that of course I never voiced out loud, not even to myself. England and Wembley seemed to belong to another planet, another world.’ Wenger also became fascinated with European competition after watching the great Real Madrid team of Di Stéfano, Puskás and Gento thrash Eintracht Frankfurt in the 1960 European Cup final at Hampden Park, a match a 19-year-old Alex Ferguson attended.


In his own modest playing career, Wenger was a gangly, one-footed centre half who lacked pace and athleticism, but he possessed a quick mind and a deep understanding of the game that enabled him to play at a strong amateur level before eventually making his professional debut with Racing Club Strasbourg, the club he grew up supporting, aged 29. Some of his most formative experiences as a young footballer came through watching, rather than playing. He’d accompany Max Hild, his coach from local amateur side Mutzig, to games across the border in Germany, studying the likes of Stuttgart, Cologne and Borussia Mönchengladbach. While playing for Mulhouse, a semi-professional club in the French second tier, Wenger earned around £50 per week and combined his footballing efforts with studying for an economics degree at the University of Strasbourg. His coach at Mulhouse, Paul Frantz, would have a great influence on Wenger, implanting within the future Arsenal boss a fascination with isometric exercises, an appreciation of nutrition and a belief in precisely timed high-intensity training drills. It was through a recommendation from Hild and Frantz that Wenger was hired as a player-coach for Strasbourg’s reserves in 1978. It was in this dual role that he was occasionally called up to the first team, for whom he made just 13 appearances in total.


Wenger retired from playing aged 30 and quickly worked towards obtaining the relevant coaching qualifications to enable him to pursue a career in management. He also enrolled in a three-week English-language course at the University of Cambridge – ‘I would never have become the Arsenal manager without those three weeks alone in an English city,’ he said. He became the assistant manager at Ligue 2 Cannes in 1983 and the following year Aldo Platini, the father of legendary French midfielder Michel Platini, hired him to manage top-flight strugglers Nancy. Wenger mustered a mid-table finish from a substandard group of players in his first season by repositioning them into roles he felt better suited their skill sets and hiring a dietician to overhaul their eating habits. He kept them up the following season, albeit in less comfortable fashion, beating his former club Mulhouse in a promotion-relegation play-off. Nancy succumbed to the drop the next season after the sale of several key players, but Wenger’s work had not gone unnoticed – Monaco, who’d made an unsuccessful approach to sign him a year earlier, hired him to be their manager in the summer of 1987.


Although negotiations in his Nagoya apartment between Wenger and the Arsenal directors had gone smoothly, he was not able to immediately begin work at Highbury. His contract with Grampus Eight did not expire until January 1997 and so an early release was negotiated between the two clubs. Grampus’s Toyota overlords agreed to allow Wenger out of his deal ahead of schedule,* but he would still not be able to officially take charge in North London until 1 October.


Stewart Houston, who’d been assistant to both Graham and Rioch, was installed as caretaker manager to oversee the interregnum before Wenger’s reign could officially begin. But Houston, understanding he would not be considered for the top job at Highbury, resigned five games into the new season to become Queens Park Rangers’ manager. In an unusual reversal of roles, Houston hired Rioch to be his number two at Loftus Road, although it is said he would still occasionally slip into old habits and refer to his assistant as ‘boss’.


After Houston’s departure, Pat Rice took temporary charge until the new manager’s arrival. Wenger kept regular contact with Rice and studied videos of every Arsenal match. Rice, meanwhile, harboured no illusions about keeping the hot seat.


‘I was in the seat for half a dozen games,’ he says. ‘And we never lost any, except for Mönchengladbach. I’m Arsenal’s most successful manager and no one knows that! When Stewart and Bruce left, the chairman called me in and he said, “I would like you to take over the team until our new manager comes. It will be Arsène Wenger. He’ll be coming over from Japan.”


‘Arsène used to phone me up after every game. He’d say, “How did it go?” And I used to say to him, “I’ll be bloody glad when you’re here.” I wasn’t looking to be manager of the Arsenal. I was very happy to be number two.’


Arsenal won five of their eight Premier League games under Houston and Rice and lost just once, away to Liverpool on the season’s second weekend. Meanwhile, the identity of the club’s next manager became football’s worst-kept secret.


The first major giveaway was the Gunners’ transfer business in the days after Rioch’s dismissal. Arsenal signed two French midfielders: 30-year-old Rémi Garde from Wenger’s old club Strasbourg, and 20-year-old Patrick Vieira, a £3.5 million arrival from AC Milan. ‘The Frenchman Arsène Wenger is the new manager of Arsenal,’ said The Guardian on 15 August. ‘The choice became clear yesterday when the Highbury club confirmed they had signed two French players.’ The Independent claimed Weah would soon follow.


It would later transpire that Wenger had intervened directly to secure Vieira’s signing, convincing the six-foot-four midfielder to reject a rival approach from Ajax. ‘I managed to convince him and his agents Marc Roger and Jean-François Larios that he should come to Arsenal,’ Wenger said. ‘He had made a huge impression on me as a young player in Cannes when I was the Monaco coach.’


At Arsenal’s annual general meeting of shareholders on 22 August, Hill-Wood let slip the thinly guarded identity of the next boss in comical fashion. Attendance was higher than usual for the AGM, with more than three hundred stakeholders crammed into an oak-panelled room within Highbury’s North Bank. The majority of these shareholding fans were disgruntled by the manner of Rioch’s sacking. The hostility was palpable throughout the 90-minute meeting, with security guards positioned at either end of the stage to protect the board members. Hill-Wood tried to assuage the anger directed towards him. ‘We have acted in the best interests of the club,’ he pleaded. ‘We have identified a replacement of considerable reputation who has agreed to join us. We cannot announce his appointment officially, as we have given an undertaking not to do so.’


‘To whom have you given that undertaking, Mr Chairman?’ came a question from the floor.


‘To Arsène Wenger and his club, but I’m not officially allowed to say who he is.’


Wenger did a slightly better job of respecting the pact of silence. Speaking to BBC Radio 4’s Today programme, he said, ‘Arsenal are a big club and managing Arsenal is an exciting job.’ He refused to say outright whether he’d accepted said job, but when asked whether he’d find an offer from Arsenal difficult to refuse, he admitted, ‘Yes.’ He took charge of his final Grampus Eight match on 28 August and, aware of the presence of a number of English journalists, he refused to engage with any questions about Arsenal in his post-match press conference. ‘I have a confidentiality agreement with Grampus and I can’t break it,’ he said, ‘so questions only about the game, please.’


Wenger’s appointment was officially confirmed on Monday 16 September. ‘It is my dream to manage a team in a top-level European league,’ the Frenchman said at a press conference in Nagoya. ‘And if I don’t accept the offer right now I will miss the chance. I think Arsenal is a club with big potential. I think that English football is going up and that the Premiership is one of the most important leagues in the world now. So I think that it also was a challenge for me to be maybe the first foreign manager – and for sure the first Frenchman – to go there and be successful.’


The new manager’s visage was first spotted inside Highbury later that evening, albeit only via the two large video screens at opposite corners of the stadium. The Gunners were hosting Sheffield Wednesday and an interview with Wenger was played to the crowd before kick-off. ‘You sensed a new chapter was about to begin,’ said the Evening Standard, and Arsenal fans in attendance and watching on television got a glimpse into this promising new chapter in the form of Vieira, who came on as a first-half substitute to make his debut for the club when Ray Parlour was forced off injured. Arsenal had just fallen behind to an Andy Booth goal, but the Senegal-born midfielder exhibited the drive, athleticism and invention that would soon become familiar. He was the catalyst for a 4-1 victory. After the match, Ian Wright, who’d claimed a hat-trick, was asked about the imminent arrival of Wenger. ‘Who?’ the striker replied, a tongue-in-cheek reference to the Evening Standard’s bemused bill poster.


Wenger arrived at Highbury in person to meet the press on 22 September. Wearing a white shirt and a tie embroidered with the Arsenal crest, he stood at a podium to take questions. Behind him, the club crest again, only bigger, emblazoned on a purple wall, and the motto ‘Victoria concordia crescit’ – ‘Victory grows out of harmony’. But the questions he faced centred around a perceived disharmony within the club. Arsenal had once been a bastion of stability. Before Graham’s sacking, they’d had just four managers in 39 years – 5, if Steve Burtenshaw’s 11-match spell as caretaker boss is included. Now, Wenger was their third manager in the space of a year and a half, and their fifth including Houston’s and Rice’s temporary stints. They’d begun to underperform both on and off the pitch, too. Perennial contenders for the first half of Graham’s reign, the Gunners had become an unpredictable, inconsistent unit better suited to cup success than league challenges. With Dein one of the drivers behind the Premier League’s formation, Arsenal ought to have reaped the commercial rewards the rebranded top flight brought, yet at the time of Wenger’s appointment, their annual turnover was less than a third of Manchester United’s and smaller even than the likes of Liverpool, Newcastle and Tottenham. And to add to the delicacy of the situation into which Wenger was to be thrust, the club captain, Tony Adams, had taken the admirable step of admitting to his struggles with alcoholism just two days before the new manager’s appointment was announced.


Yet, when asked about the apparent turmoil, Wenger presented a calm, confident front. ‘I had the feeling there was a big crisis here,’ he said, ‘but every time I had contact with the board they looked very strong and determined and the players appear to have been very positive, too. The crisis has been around the club but never inside the club.’


Wenger went on to talk about his desire to ‘win over’ the fans, his plan to ‘keep the majority of the players English’ and to develop talent, rather than splurge on star names. He outlined, also, his preference for an English-style 4-4-2 formation, as opposed to the 3-5-2 Arsenal had been utilizing – ‘It’s strange, really, because all over Europe clubs are turning to the old English system of 4-4-2,’ he observed, ‘while here you are just adopting the Continental system of three at the back.’


He’d rung all the right notes and the assembled press pack was suitably impressed. ‘If Wenger coaches football as well as he talks about the game,’ wrote Christopher Davies in the Daily Telegraph, ‘Arsenal will have signed the most successful foreign manager to work in England.’


As Wenger walked through Highbury’s famous Marble Halls for the first time since his appointment was publicly confirmed, he strode across the red cannon that adorned the floor, a reference to the club’s beginnings as a factory team for a munitions manufacturer. Before he turned right and began to climb the stairs to the first floor, he noted the bronze bust of Herbert Chapman presiding over the art deco entranceway. Chapman was a visionary who, as Arsenal manager from 1925 until his untimely death in 1934, guided the Gunners to two league titles and an FA Cup while conjuring modernizing and influential innovations in tactics, training and infrastructure.
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