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For my teacher, Mr Sidney Pigden.




Introduction: Arsène Who?


The very first time I laid eyes on Arsène Wenger was on 24 September 1996 in the dressing room before the second leg of the UEFA Cup game against Borussia Mönchengladbach, the away leg. We knew he was coming to Arsenal, because by that time it was a done deal, but none of us players had met him. Then, quite late on in the trip to Germany, David Dein told us the new manager would be coming to meet us before the game.


It wasn’t an announcement that had too much of an effect on us, because that dressing room was as crazy as it always was – we were shouting, laughing, messing around, doing our things … we were having such a good time getting ready to play, it was like a chimps’ tea party in there. Then David Dein came in with Arsène Wenger and Patrick Vieira.


It would be good to say their entrance made such an impact on us it was like a scene in a Western where the gunslinger walks in to the saloon and everything stops, with the piano player’s hands in mid-air, but it wasn’t like that at all. It was totally low key. The three of them just seemed to slip into the room, and it was only as we began to notice them things gradually went quiet. After it had calmed down Mr Dein said something like, ‘Hi boys, here’s the new manager, Arsène Wenger, and our new player, Patrick Vieira.’ David Dein brought Arsène round to introduce him to everybody individually, and he shook us each by the hand and said, ‘Good luck, good luck for the game.’


My immediate impression, before he’d even said anything, was ‘How can this man be a football manager?’ He didn’t even look like a football man! I was seeing this very tall, very thin man with this very big, ill-fitting jacket and great big glasses. I didn’t know anything about him, other than Glenn Hoddle had been saying lovely things about him and so too had George Weah. When the newspapers got hold of his name and the Evening Standard in London ran that ‘Arsène Who?’ headline across the back page, that was exactly what we were thinking at the time – who is this guy?


The speculation about who would be our next manager began as soon as Bruce Rioch was sacked, a few weeks earlier, but we, the players, don’t get told what’s being done while it’s being done. We knew no more than the fans, which was nothing beyond the rumours that got into the papers. As an example of how much we knew about the appointment, David Dein said to me almost casually, right after the sacking, ‘Don’t worry, Ian, we’ve got the perfect man!’ Of course, I was like a little kid: ‘Who is it, David? Go on, go on, tell me who it is.’ But he wouldn’t say anything more than it was exactly the right man.


So when this guy showed up, I didn’t really know what to think. At that time, though, we were focusing on getting ready to play, so didn’t give it much more thought – he was to be our fourth manager in two years, and as a player you just get on with it and see how it works out.


Before that game, the three of them stayed in the dressing room for a while, just standing there off to the side, as we carried on from where we’d left off before they arrived and the noise level started to rise again. As it got nearer to the match, Arsène and David Dein left to take their seats in the directors’ box, but Patrick stayed behind, all the time just sitting in the corner smiling.


Because he was a player, I thought about him more than I thought about the new manager, and I really wasn’t any more convinced. Obviously he’s gone on to become this great, unbelievable man, so big in stature, but that evening I was looking at this really tall, skinny kid, with this big round face and thinking, ‘What position’s he going to play? Midfield?! No midfielder ever looked like that.’ Although behind that smile he was probably looking at us carrying on like we were, and thinking, ‘What on earth have I got myself in to?’


That’s how quietly it was done. That’s how Arsène Wenger was introduced to Arsenal. Which is really fantastic, given this was the single most significant moment in the club’s modern history, and one of the most important things to happen to English football as a whole. No fuss, no fanfare, just, ‘Hi boys, here’s the new manager.’


Then we soon got to find out that this sort of calm, quiet way of doing things was a real Arsène Wenger trademark, which came to signify a real alternative to everything that had gone on before. It changed the club, it changed football in this country and it changed the way I looked at things from then on.




Part One


Highbury High




Chapter One


The Man in the Overcoat


Arsène Wenger’s arrival transformed Arsenal in a way that hadn’t been seen since Herbert Chapman in the 1930s, but the massive irony was it might never have happened had it not been for the most shameful episode in the club’s history – the Bungs Scandal, and George Graham’s sacking because of it.


Looking back, the scandal was the first and most important step towards what Arsenal would become as the club moved in to the twenty-first century. What’s most remarkable, though, is this wasn’t something that was at all obvious when Bruce Rioch took over, and could not have been further from my mind on 21 February 1995, when it was announced to us players that George was no longer our manager.


When it happened, it happened instantly. Bang! And he was gone. There was this footage on the news and pictures in the newspapers of him leaving the training ground in his BMW: he was just gone. One day he was taking training, same as normal, next day he wasn’t part of Arsenal Football Club any more and it literally felt like a death to me. I found out from watching those same news reports and it hit me like a hammer, ‘My God! They actually sacked him!’ It was as if somebody had said to me, ‘Ian, such and such is dead.’


In the time leading up to the sacking, we players didn’t know any more about it than the fans did. There was no way we were going to find out anything more. Nobody from the board or David Dein or George himself was going to talk to us about it. Quite apart from not wanting to say anything until it had been sorted out one way or another, they didn’t want to destabilize us or disturb the routine. Of course, we talked about it among ourselves but, really, we were scratching around for information just like everybody else.


At first we assumed it would all blow over because, back then in the game, there were brown envelopes all over the place … wads of cash … bungs … whatever you want to call them. Everybody knew what was happening. Tax-free payments, under-the-counter bonuses for players, finder’s fees for transfers, money to just keep you sweet … all sorts of things.


I remember my first brown envelope was in my early days at Palace: we’d just won a game, and when I came back to the dressing room there was an envelope with my clothes with five hundred quid in it, which in the mid-1980s was a lot of money. Nobody told me what it was for, and I never asked, I just took it. It’s not like I’m talking out of class because literally everybody has been involved at some stage – that’s how it could get to a situation with FIFA, in 2015, in which £1.3 million allegedly got stuffed into Michel Platini’s brown envelope.


Also, when the George Graham thing was just a rumour, we didn’t take too much notice because inside the game there were always these sorts of rumours and some of the biggest names had been mentioned: Harry Redknapp; Sam Allardyce; Alex Ferguson … But none of that talk ever came to anything so we didn’t take the stuff about George Graham too seriously.


Or at least we didn’t in the beginning. Then the evidence seemed to be mounting up. The whole thing started to take on a momentum of its own, and as the figures involved began to come out – over £400,000 – the talk and the mood in the dressing room started to turn. Understandably so, because the Arsenal wage structure, ruled over by George Graham, was notorious as the lowest paying in the division for a team of that calibre.


Since he’d arrived in 1986, that group of players had won the title twice, the League Cup twice, the FA Cup and the Cup Winners’ Cup. Arsenal were flying – they’d beaten everybody between 1988 and 1991 – so many of the players were internationals, yet players at other clubs were earning two or three times what we were.


Of course, we knew what other players were on, because when you go away to England camps there’s so much time spent sitting around and many players couldn’t wait to tell you what they were earning. ‘I’m on this … I’m on that … I got a signing-on fee of this … the club bought my car … the club paid the deposit on my house …’ Everybody knew about the Arsenal wage structure, so when you’ve got players like we had at Arsenal who have been winning cups, winning the league, regularly being the tightest defence in the Premiership, taking the kind of teasing they sometimes had to, of course they’re going to start grumbling about it.


It was becoming a weird situation within the squad because the paper talk was steadily escalating, but George was still taking training and we still had to go out and win matches, as if everything was normal. Then it really blew up when it looked like the FA had got him bang to rights. That’s when players like Steve Bould, Lee Dixon and Nigel Winterburn – the players that had done brilliantly for him and who he had pushed really hard every day on the training ground – started to lose it. Then it was: ‘Fuck him, the thieving bastard! We’re here slogging our guts out for him, can’t get a decent pay rise after winning the second title, and he’s helped himself to how much?’


Of course, I joined in with that talk. And of course I knew he was scrimping and scraping with our wages – he had been for years – but that in itself wasn’t the problem. While the lower pay might not have been right, at least it was something we all could have done something about – any one of that back five could have gone anywhere, like Liverpool or Manchester United, and earned proper money, but they chose to stay at Arsenal. Every time a new contract came up, they signed on the dotted line; the only one who ran down his contract and left was Mickey Thomas, and when he went to Liverpool he must have been on three or four times more than he had been at Arsenal.


When Arsenal came in for me, Ron Noades, the Crystal Palace chairman, offered to double my money if I stayed another season, and all George Graham was offering was £700 a week more than I was on at Palace. When I took Arsenal’s offer I remember driving home crapping myself about what my wife would say because of the amount of cash I’d turned down to make the move. But it was my choice: I wanted to be at Arsenal.


We all made that choice, and for most of us it wasn’t about money but about being at the Arsenal because we all bought into what the club was about. When I went to Highbury to sign my first contract, before I put pen to paper my agent took me out to the front of the directors’ box and let me appreciate what I could become part of. I signed before the details had been filled in: I signed a blank contract and learned how much I’d be earning afterwards.


They are a solid, reliable club too, and, if you don’t let them down, they won’t chop and change players every couple of years, like a lot of the so-called ambitious clubs. This makes a difference when you want to settle your family in an area. Then there was the team spirit at Arsenal, which was partly down to George Graham – I loved my teammates, we all loved each other. That was half the battle in keeping us. There was such a feeling of togetherness in that dressing room that you didn’t even want to be away from them for the close season, let alone leave and go to another club!


George always seemed very aware of what the club meant to us, which he wasn’t above using to his advantage. After my first season, Parma came in for me and my agent, Jerome Anderson, went in to see George with me. They were talking in general terms, very agreeably, until Jerome mentioned Parma, and George said, quite quietly, ‘Ian, could you excuse us, please? The conversation’s over with you.’


I left, but was still outside the office door when and I heard him tear into Jerome. It was brutal! George steamed into him: ‘He’s playing for the Arsenal, and you’re coming in here telling me about fucking Parma!’ He ranted about all sorts of stuff. Then he finished up with, ‘Fucking get out!’


On the other side of the door I just thought, ‘Wow!’ Parma were doing quite well at the time, but this is what Arsenal thinks of them and this is how much they want to keep me. It did make me feel like I was wanted.


In spite of all of this, the dissent had a point: we were the ones out there doing it, we were the ones getting kicked every week, being worked so hard in training. So to find out that the boss is involved in a £425,000 bung scandal was always going to be too much to take. OK, so he didn’t spend it and tried to hand it back … but, really? It just wasn’t right.


Other clubs in that situation may have tried to cover it up but there was never any question of Arsenal sweeping it under the carpet, or even trying to, and not simply because this was an FA investigation so it was out of their hands. It didn’t matter that George Graham had been consistently winning things for Arsenal, and at that point was their most successful manager of modern times: the Arsenal are the Arsenal. They do things properly there, and this was a stain they had to do something about as quickly as possible. They took their decision and sacked him before the FA announced they were banning him for twelve months.


When he went it was business as usual for us players on a day-to-day level. Stewart Houston, who had been George’s assistant, took training that day and I think he might have made a little speech about George no longer being with the club, and he’d be in charge until further notice. The idea was to make as few waves as possible within the squad, because while we weren’t doing brilliantly in the league, we had a good run going in the Cup Winners’ Cup.


In the dressing room there was some teasing of John Jensen – his transfer was one of those caught up in the scandal so people were telling him he got the gaffer sacked. And, naturally, there was a fair amount of ‘Glad he’s gone’. But while there wasn’t a great deal of sympathy for George, there was quite a bit of sadness as a lot of players realized he was the one who brought them to the fore, made them part of a very successful team, and turned them into internationals, into great players.


In the end, he had to go. I can’t argue with that, but really, it was horrible. Not only for the club but for me personally, to the point at which I feel uncomfortable admitting it. I love George Graham; he was the most important manager of my playing days. Steve Coppell gave me the original chance at Crystal Palace, taking me on at a time when I was ready to give up trying to be a professional footballer. Arsène Wenger took me to another level as far as my understanding of what it means to be that professional footballer, and Glenn Hoddle gave me the opportunity to represent England. If I did go into football management I would take bits from each of them. But the man who had most impact on my football career was George Graham. He was the best because of how he motivated me at a time when I needed motivating in exactly that way.


George and I had a unique relationship because in many respects we were polar opposites, and at times it could be like metal grinding against metal. If he said anything to me I’d just blast off at him – ‘You sweaty this … you effing that …’ – so we would have some blazing arguments in front of all the guys. Then he’d call me into his office the next day and tell me, ‘Ian, you can’t say stuff like that to me in front of the players.’ To which I’d reply that I was really sorry and that I would apologize in front of all of the guys – which I always did. Then he’d tell me, ‘But I love your passion, because it shows all of this means something to you.’ He’d knock me down but he’d always bring me back up.


He always needed to show his players who was in charge. I lost count of the amount of times Kevin Campbell, when he was on the bench, would tell me after a match, ‘He slaughtered you through the whole game. He was just about to take you off, shouting “Get his number! Get his number!” when you scored and he sat down and start cussing, “Fuck! Fuck’s sake!” ’ It was like he’d be looking to take me off just to get into my head or to teach me some sort of lesson, or because we’d had a row earlier and he didn’t want to back down from a situation.


It was all so petty, but until Arsène Wenger came along I thought that was what football management was.


A great deal of what we’d row about would be in training as a result of George’s approach to the game – that defence was everything, that if the other team couldn’t score then you weren’t going to lose the game. When I arrived at Arsenal, Alan Smith and Paul Merson were the two hardest-working forwards I’d ever seen, because the George Graham Philosophy was all about defending from the front. As soon as an attack broke down, he wanted his two forwards to retreat so our opponents had three banks of people to get through before they could get at David Seaman or John Lukic. Merse and Alan Smith would literally close down the whole of the opposition’s back four, so our midfield and back four were able to push up and press.


George Graham got this from Liverpool. He would talk about how Ian Rush would close down defenders and try to win the ball back, and often it would never get through to the actual defence because the defence up the field was so strong. With us, when our forwards were winning the ball, and you’ve got players like Anders Limpar, David Rocastle and Paul Merson on the counter-attack so far up the pitch, the results could be devastating. But the first consideration was always keeping the defending as strong and as solid as it could be, so that was what George’s training sessions were about, and we’d work on defending day in and day out. Literally.


One of his favourite exercises was to put a whole team – eleven of us – against Dave Seaman, Lee Dixon, Nigel Winterburn, Tony Adams and Steve Bould, sometimes with Martin Keown in front of them. We’d have to break them down, but most of the time we couldn’t do it – that’s how well-drilled that defence became. Sometimes we’d do sessions that were all about keeping the ball, but again that was more about not conceding goals rather than starting off attacks.


I came to appreciate the Art of Defending, if you like, and how important it was to defend from the front to try and win the ball back high up the pitch, but it got to the point where the sessions would be so boring. Some mornings I’d be out there doing these exercises, and thinking to myself, ‘What the fuck am I doing here? I’ve come to Arsenal to learn and go to the next level as a striker, but all I’m doing is defending. I’m supposed to be a front man!’


I wanted to work on my finishing because I knew I’d have to sharpen those skills and keep them that way now I’d made the move to Arsenal, and that is when we’d argue. Sometimes, when a game was all about defending, I’d tell him I wanted to do some finishing, and he’d stop it and just bawl at me, ‘Oh for fuck’s sake! Just shut up and get on with it!’ Or after training, the session would end and I’d say, ‘What? Is that it? I wanted to do some finishing.’ He’d reply, ‘Well, fuck off and do some!’ So I would. I’d practise technique and shooting by myself, often all afternoon. Every now and then he’d train me on finishing or would take a few of us to do some crossing, shooting and finishing, but it was mainly on my own.


*  *  *


As successful as he had been, and messy as it was for Arsenal when George Graham was caught holding the smoking gun, in many ways I think it was a blessing for Arsenal in terms of their progress as a club. There were too many questions being asked about what sort of progress the team was making. There was a growing dissention as more and more of his decisions were being questioned, and there was real concern about the way Tony Adams was at the time due to his drink problems.


Most of all, though, George was starting to sign players that many people believed weren’t the kind of players to take Arsenal forward to a Premier League title. I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but the fans all know who I’m talking about: Chris Kiwomya, Glenn Helder, my dear friend Eddie McGoldrick, Pål Lydersen. Not just the fans, either. Inside Highbury a lot of the guys were thinking, ‘How are we going to kick on with those kind of players coming in?’


I have no idea why he started making those signings. It may have been the case that we had success with players who weren’t the most glamorous – Ian Selley and Stevie Morrow won the Cup Winners’ Cup when it was worth winning and David Hillier’s got a League Champion’s medal – but they all came through the Arsenal youth system, whereas these were transfer signings. By that last season, in 1994–95, it had gone beyond the point of eyebrows being raised: people were saying he’d lost the plot.


The real sign that it had been time for George to leave Arsenal came six months after he left, and is only obvious in hindsight: George Graham never would have signed Dennis Bergkamp. Before any of us had ever heard of Arsène Wenger, before we were anything other than boring, boring Arsenal, there was Dennis Bergkamp. Single-handedly, he changed the whole ethos of Arsenal Football Club to start us on the path to become the Invincibles ten years later. Yet if George Graham had stayed, Dennis Bergkamp wouldn’t have come.


The reason is that, firstly, he didn’t like flair players at all. I think he didn’t properly understand them because he would expect to see them do their stuff every single time they went out on the pitch, like they could turn it on at will. He would give them hell, all the time – he’d give Anders Limpar shit all the time, he’d give Merse so much shit, Rocky Rocastle too. He’d slaughter them after games, at half-time, during training … swearing at them, shouting at them. They used to hate him; they’d talk about him all the time. It was the same when he was at Millwall with Teddy Sheringham. Teddy remembers George was always getting on at him for not scoring enough goals, telling him he only wanted to score great goals. Sometimes I think he just resented flair players because they didn’t do what they were told all the time. He seemed to want to crush their spirits.


Also, there was no way on earth he would have paid a club record £7 million for any footballer, let alone one who was coming off a career in Italy where everybody said he couldn’t hack it. Four years previously, he had been willing to let the deal for me fall through for the sake of £250,000. The price tag was £2.5 million and Palace were sticking at that, but George wouldn’t go higher than £2.25 million and he was willing to say, ‘No, I don’t want him’, and walk away. In the end, David Dein had to pay the outstanding quarter of a million on the side, without George Graham knowing about it, otherwise the transfer wasn’t going to go through. So for him to buy Dennis Bergkamp at that price? It was never going to happen. And that’s without even mentioning the wages he would have been on at Inter Milan.


So if George hadn’t gone, the greatest, most significant signing Arsenal ever made would have been a non-starter. As people often say, everything happens for a reason.


On a personal level, I hated the way George Graham exited Arsenal. Hated it. Quite apart from what he did for me and my career, I genuinely think he was one of our greatest managers. It was George Graham who took Arsenal from the wilderness – we hadn’t won the league for fifteen years when he arrived. He broke the stranglehold the great Liverpool side had on the title during the 1970s and 1980s, and he deserves something for that alone. He changed the way the team played and became one of our most successful managers ever, then left that back five as a legacy for the managers that came after him, Bruce Rioch and Arsène Wenger.


It shouldn’t be forgotten what a huge amount of stick he took for taking that defensive line. It used to frustrate me, but what he did wouldn’t have worked any other way – no team has ever won the title with a bad defence. That’s something that’s not appreciated too much these days, because the selling of football on television these days means it has to be exciting and free-flowing, yet that alone isn’t going to win you trophies.


Take Brendan Rodgers at Liverpool recently, one of the so-called new generation of coaches, building a team playing dynamic, attacking football. In the 2013–14 season he had that team with Stirling, Sturridge and Suárez, with Steven Gerrard and Philippe Coutinho buzzing about behind them … I challenge you not to win the league with that team! Yet he didn’t, because he never really replaced Jamie Carragher and he got rid of Pepe Reina and Daniel Agger, good solid players on the pitch and in the dressing room. And unlike the great Liverpool side or a George Graham side, the forwards and the midfield weren’t organized to stop people getting through and they conceded too many goals. If you’d given George that side, he would have won the title with points to spare.


One of the strangest things that happened as the scandal was starting to break was he called me into his office to talk about what I was doing outside the club. It was a time when things were really happening for me commercially – I was doing adverts, I was sponsored by Nike, I was doing brilliant – and he told me, ‘I don’t like it, Ian, you’re doing too much. I’m seeing you everywhere, you’re not focusing on your football.’


I started to argue: ‘Gaffer, I’m still playing, I’m still doing my job, I’m still scoring goals …’


But he cut me off with, ‘I don’t like it, Ian, I don’t like it. It’s not doing you any good.’


I was supplementing what Arsenal were paying me with the adverts and he didn’t like that – I guess it loosened his hold on me as I was earning a lot of money elsewhere, so he tried to tell me it was going to affect my job. It was irrelevant to him that I knew I couldn’t have the commercial success without continuing to perform for Arsenal. He was telling me that I shouldn’t really be worried about that sort of instant gratification, that I should be concentrating on my career. This was two or three weeks before he got caught for taking a £400,000 bung!


About a month after he got sacked I went to meet him for dinner, and we were sitting down eating when he said to me, ‘Ian, it’s the game, it’s a short time. You’re only in it for a short time and you’ve got to do as much as you can, get as much as you can out of it.’


What?! I was eating, and I nearly spat out my food!


I steamed in to him. ‘You what? No more than a few weeks ago you were telling me I was doing too much …’


He said, very smoothly, ‘I know, I know, it’s all a game, the management game.’


To me, although what he was saying didn’t make sense as it was totally contradictory, it summed up how George was. But if you knew him you couldn’t hold it against him.


What I do find strange is that he went to Tottenham. It was hard enough for the Arsenal fans to accept he had to leave in those circumstances, but then to manage Tottenham after that … That’s when fans lost pretty much all respect for him. It’s an irony that he might have been able to recover from the bungs scandal, but one of our greats going to Spurs is a different matter entirely!


From his own point of view he couldn’t win either way. Over there, they were never going to appreciate him: he won them their first trophy in years and he brought Ledley King through, but those fans were never going to give him credit. And the Arsenal fans are never going to forgive him. If I could go back in time, I’d go and see him and say, ‘George, man, don’t do it, don’t take the Spurs job. You’re at Leeds, just wait until another one comes along. Take any other job.’


You don’t really see many players going from Arsenal to Tottenham – it’s always the other way around. I wish George had remembered that.


*  *  *


I’m very much in touch with George these days. We’re with the same management company so I would see him every Christmas and at certain golf dos, anyway, but I see him more than that. We play golf together or go out to dinner, and now he’s an older man we deal with each other as friends. We talk about golf, we talk about the old days and when we used to have those blazing arguments, we talk about the kids, we talk about my missus … All the kind of stuff I would never be able to talk to him about if he was my manager. These days George Graham is like an old uncle and I can tell him anything – anything at all.


In many ways this is still very strange and quite hard for me, because the George Graham I remember so vividly from my playing days was somebody who was like a headmaster when you were a kid – you wouldn’t even look him in the eye or talk to him unless he spoke to you. Which was exactly what I needed then, that kind of authoritative figure around me, but now it’s a different relationship from both sides and he always listens.


Not so long ago I was telling him that I had some massive problems with income tax owing, and he told me to make sure I saw this guy and that guy. He kept phoning me up afterwards making sure I talked to the right people and told them the right things, really trying to look after me. He’ll send a message if he sees something I’ve said on the television that he particularly likes, or read something in one of my columns. Which is great, because when you’re involved in the media like that, there are always people criticizing, and he’d advise me that as long as you’re saying stuff because it’s what you believe and not just trying to score points, then nothing else matters.


I really do love George Graham, and it hurts me deeply that he’s been tainted the way that he has, because he’s a man of dignity, elegance and class. The funny thing was that, at the time, quite a few of us thought the whole scandal almost made him human when to us so often he seemed like a machine. ‘Dress right … say the right things … do the right things … be the right things … be professional … remember who you represent … We’re the Arsenal …’ These things were drummed in to us all the time. Then being caught with not just his hand but his whole arm in the till showed us there was a chink in his armour after all.


For him to have that stain on him … it hurts me. It hurts me as well that when people talk about the greats at Arsenal, he’s not among the names. It’s a hefty price to pay for somebody who took Arsenal from going nowhere to a winning side – like Merse has said, ‘Winning side, winning mentality, winning medals.’


George should have a statue outside the Emirates, or it should at least be discussed. Instead, his name has just slipped out of the Arsenal pantheon, when he should be being remembered as one of the Arsenal greats.




Chapter Two


The Year of Living Dangerously


I’m sure he was a good manager at Bolton, but the real problem Bruce Rioch had as our manager was that he never made the step up from there to a club like Arsenal. It’s true that during his season at Arsenal, in 1995–96, our league position improved from finishing twelfth to finishing fifth, but that was really little more than where we should have been given the team we had and what they’d already won. Also, that year we had Dennis Bergkamp and David Platt in the team, and we didn’t have the distraction of George Graham’s sacking.


The bottom line was Bruce Rioch never grasped that he was at the Arsenal, where they do things differently and he’d have to raise his game accordingly.


It’s exactly the same for managers as it is for players; we have to think, ‘I’m at a big club now, everything’s got to change. I’ve got to raise my work rate; I’ve got to raise my technique; everything’s got to step up – my mentality, my professionalism, my fitness …’ At Arsenal he was dealing with players who had won everything, who were established internationals, at a club that had its own traditions and ways of doing things, so he had to adapt his thinking to work within all of that. But he didn’t; he didn’t change that Bolton mentality.


It was obvious as soon as we started training with him. We used to joke about putting our tin hats on while we were getting changed, because we were in the Army now – with the running and the drills it was like being in the Marines. He came from an Army background, his dad was a regimental Sergeant Major in the Scots Guards, so I guess it was all part of his make-up. Pre-season with him was little more than three or four days of hard, unadulterated running. Whole days spent running round the London Colney training ground, until people vomited, with him shouting, ‘Come on, we’re fit, everybody’s fit! We’re Army, we’re Navy SEALs!’


This carried on in regular training, too. He’d have us running six or seven times around the perimeter. Then, when we thought we’d finished and we could get on with some football, he’d shout, ‘Right, you’re going round again, but this time nobody comes in in front of the slowest runner!’ That doesn’t sound like much, but the weakest runners would be thirty or forty yards behind the rest of us, really flailing because they just couldn’t do it, then having to run that slow to stay back with them – after you’re already done half-a-dozen circuits – was a killer.


That is a very Army boot camp type of exercise, and Rioch used to concentrate on stuff like that because he used to say it built team spirit, but he was wasting his time trying to ingrain team spirit into a group like that. If he’d known anything about us, or actually looked properly at what was in front of him, he would have known we already had team spirit. George Graham had built that, and everybody fought for everybody else on the pitch – Tony Adams wouldn’t have had it any other way. Bruce Rioch should’ve been working on more important things because we didn’t need that sort of constant motivation.


*  *  *


Bruce Rioch loved confrontation, but whereas George would shout and swear at us and never shy away from an argument, there was usually a humanity in the way he dealt with us. He was more than capable of showing compassion when he had to. With Bruce Rioch, however, I can’t ever imagine him putting his arm around a player, it seemed like he was always trying to put us in our places by digging players out in front of the whole team.


He did it to me in the first game of the pre-season, against Boreham Wood or St Albans, tore in to me in front of everybody. I thought then, ‘That’s not right … that’s not Arsenal.’ We didn’t get on from that point, and it didn’t get any better when he stopped a training session once to tell me, in front of everybody, what I could learn from watching the runs made by John McGinley, his striker when he was at Bolton! He’d do that to others too, use Bolton players as examples of what they should be doing.


In the beginning I used to think maybe he wanted me out and to bring one of his own people in, then when he started doing it to others as well, I realized it was his way of trying to bring Arsenal down to his level rather than him making the step up.


Sometimes I used to think he was a little bit unstable. For real. There was always such an edginess to him – he had this look in his eye like he was ready to explode at any time. He had to leave Torquay United back in the 1980s because he broke some kid’s jaw at the training ground – he got into it with a seventeen-year-old, Colin Anderson, lost it and kicked him in the face. We knew about that, so we’re thinking, ‘He can’t be a reasonable man, because that’s not right.’ We were amazed at how it could have happened, then after a few training sessions we could see how.


Rioch used to join in the training matches and would be kicking people up in the air – players, first-teamers who had to play on Saturday, would come off the training pitch with their manager’s stud marks on their ankles. I can remember us looking at each other, gobsmacked, thinking, ‘Hang on a minute – he’s tackling!’ It was astonishing. I remember, particularly, he used to kick Chris Kiwomya and John Hartson all over the place. He really used to go for it!


I’d never seen that before. George Graham didn’t join in games: he’d watch to see what we were doing and tell us what we should be doing. At Palace, Steve Coppell would join in, but he was always at the edge of the game, not coming up behind people, cleaning them out or leaving his foot in after a tackle. Bruce Rioch was always right in the game, which was just part of how he was.


I’m assuming that he felt, at that time of his life, that he was still fit enough to play with our first team squad. I can understand that. After you’ve played professional football, you can’t get that out of you – you might slow down but the technique and the ability never go away, so of course you want to play.


I have a mate called Tony, who taught me to play golf, and he has a Sunday team that I go and watch. If they’re a man short and somebody’s got boots size seven and a half they can lend me, then I’m on! I wouldn’t leave my house with my kit in the car, or anything like that, but if the chance comes up …


I still play five-a-side with my Albanian mates. The people on both teams love it, everybody get’s a lift and for me it’s brilliant to talk to your team while you’re playing: ‘If you drop back five yards there, then that will happen … if you do this, you’ll force them to do that …’ Then watch them do it and see how they love it when it comes off. There’s a great YouTube clip of Robert Pirès joining in a local game when he was on holiday in Greece: he scores one, then gets an assist for the winner. He’s a World Cup winner, so imagine what a buzz that was for everybody. Former footballers always want to play.


I’ll play given pretty much any opportunity, but I wouldn’t leave my studs in or clean players out – there’s no point, you should be encouraging them. Bizarrely, though, Rioch seemed to expect it from us as well. Once, I had endured enough of it during a game and absolutely took him out with a tackle, smashed him. Nobody knew what would happen next, and the game stopped like it was frozen, but he just got up and said, ‘Great tackle!’ and restarted the game.


I believe that some of the way he acted on the training ground came out of frustration from how he fitted in at a club the size of Arsenal, especially only six months after the George Graham scandal. At Bolton he was in charge of everything, he ran the whole club from the top to the bottom, then at Arsenal he was a cog in a machine that involved many other people, particularly when it came to transfers.


Previously, he would have conducted all his own transfer business, but after George’s sacking, the Arsenal board – David Dein specifically – would have handled all of that. That’s really quite easy to understand, but what it meant for Bruce Rioch was if he fancied players, his proposals would have had to be examined and vetted by the board in all sorts of detail, then any actual dealings done through them. In reality it was not much different to what became the Director of Football situation so many clubs have adopted. Back then, though, things would have taken so long I can see why it frustrated somebody who was used to being in complete control. Indeed, there was friction between Rioch and David Dein from early on – maybe he resented Mr Dein’s relationship with the players.


David Dein loves Arsenal. He has from way, way back. You could take the most diehard Arsenal fans out of the crowd on match day, and you would be hard pressed to find any of them that love the club more than David Dein. He was always very close to the players, he knew us all and was always concerned with how we were, how things were going for us, away from the club and within it. He was like a father figure to us, and everybody loved him. He had a particular match-day ritual, in which he would come to the dressing room before every game to shake hands with every one of us, make a bit of small talk and wish us good luck. He’d say something to me like, ‘How you feeling? You got a goal for me today?’


We all loved it, but Bruce Rioch seemed to take an instant dislike to the fact that Mr Dein came in to what he thought was his dressing room and started talking to his players. I watched him some of those times and I could see the frustration boiling up inside him. Maybe he felt undermined, because at Bolton nobody would have dared to do it, but here it didn’t mean anything other than it made the players feel happy and wanted. He should have been thankful for that.


It would have been David Dein who was chiefly responsible for bringing Bruce Rioch to Arsenal and, from what I believe his thinking to have been, it made sense. The club was recovering from the bungs scandal and Bruce Rioch offered a stability after George Graham and Stewart Houston, both discipline-focused Scots. Also, to his credit, Rioch did get us passing the ball about more than George did, and he had us building attacks from further back.


A large amount of that, however, was due to us having Dennis Bergkamp in the side, and while it was widely assumed that Rioch signed Dennis, that was never the case. David Dein signed Dennis, and Plattie too, and he should take credit for that. How is Bruce Rioch, from Bolton Wanderers, going to be in a position to sign Dennis Bergkamp before he’s even started the league season at Arsenal? Sure, he’s going to know who Dennis is, but he’s not going to know the European market and then spend seven million of Arsenal’s money on him. He’s not going to be able to make contact with Dennis’s people to find out if he’s even interested in coming to Arsenal. Then he’s not going to be able to talk to them in the way they need to be talked to, and tell them what they need to hear. David Dein is the one, he signed Dennis. Bang! He did it! He signed Plattie. Bang! He did it! Then he gave those players to Bruce Rioch.


David Dein is a visionary. He had a vision for what he wanted Arsenal to be and how they needed to get to that level – this was long before Arsène Wenger was in the frame. He knew we needed continuity, but he wanted to move on from the George Graham style of playing. Although we had been consistently winning things, the chants of ‘Boring, boring Arsenal’ got to him like they did to every other fan. It was as if the achievements weren’t being recognized and he wanted an Arsenal side with success and flair.


On paper Bruce Rioch seemed like the ideal fit, and Mr Dein thought that by giving him the team we had plus Dennis Bergkamp and David Platt, he would be able to deliver that. I think he thought that players of that calibre would bring Bruce Rioch to the next level, but Rioch still had his Bolton mentality.


It meant there was a lot of dissent in the dressing room, mostly because of how Rioch treated the players. He loved Tony Adams, Lee Dixon, Nigel Winterburn … he never seemed to have a problem with any of those guys – why come in and mess about with a back five like that? He loved Dennis, too, but who wouldn’t? Coming from Bolton Wanderers and being given Dennis Bergkamp, the greatest player he’s ever going to work with, must have been like being handed the keys to a Ferrari and told it’s your company car. On the other hand, if he made up his mind he didn’t like you – it was bullying, plain and simple.


By the middle of the season, I couldn’t see it getting any better for me. Since I started playing football and turned pro with Palace, this was the closest I ever came to not enjoying it. I know what a privilege it is to be able to play football as a professional, but this situation, at the club that I loved, was pushing me to the limit. Of course I was still giving everything on the pitch and still scoring goals, but this was the worst period of my footballing life.


I assumed Rioch was there for the long term, because this was Arsenal and they don’t do stuff like get managers in and then sack them straight away. Also, that wasn’t the norm in football in those days, so I was left thinking that I was going to have to leave this club in order to leave this guy. I was going to have to ask for a transfer.


It was the end of February or the beginning of March 1996, and I brought my transfer request in to him in his office.


He took it and said, ‘What’s this?’


I said, ‘What do you mean “What’s this”? It’s in a brown envelope and I’m not smiling.’


He looked at it and said, ‘Are you taking the fucking piss?’


I told him it was because he’d made my life a misery practically from the moment he arrived. He never even replied. He just put the letter on his desk. So I said, ‘And I’ve sent one to David Dein.’


Then he looked at me.


‘Why did you do that?’ he said. ‘Why did you send one to him?’


‘Because Mr Dein’s the Vice-Chairman of this club,’ I told him. ‘He’s the one who signed me, and I want him to know how I feel.’ I told Rioch that I was doing something that was totally going against what I really believed, because it felt like I was giving up.


He told me, ‘Well, you are giving up, aren’t you?’


I said, ‘Giving up on what? The fact that everything was going right for me until you came and made my life a misery? Why didn’t you just speak to me at the start of the season? If you had a problem with me, why didn’t you sit me down and we’d sort it out, then let me get on with playing football. Now I’ve got to go. I’ve had to put a transfer request in to leave the club I love.’


When I left his office, it was then that what I had done really hit me. I was devastated because, really, I was bluffing. Now I’m thinking perhaps that’s what Bruce Rioch wanted, he wanted me to leave, and I’m thinking back to something Merse had said to me: ‘If it comes to a straight-up fight between Ian Wright and Bruce Rioch, there can only be one winner.’ And I knew he was right, because I was still thinking this is Arsenal and Arsenal doesn’t sack their managers.


As it ended up, the board turned down my request. It was all kept in-house, but it got leaked to the press, maybe by my agent at the time just to test the water, which is why it became a big deal. The board didn’t even consider it, and I realize how fortunate I was – if they’d said I could leave, it would have been something I would have regretted for the rest of my life. Chelsea would have signed me. I had spoken to Glenn Hoddle, who was their manager at the time: he wanted me to come and it could have gone through very smoothly.


I just can’t imagine how I would have felt if Arsène Wenger had got to Highbury and said, ‘Where’s Ian Wright?’


‘Oh, you just missed him, he left a few months ago.’


More immediately, though, every time I left my house and I bumped into Arsenal fans, I realized what a mistake I would have been making if Arsenal had let me leave. That was the hardest part of making that transfer request: meeting the fans. I remember around the end of March, I scored a goal against Newcastle. Nigel had made an interception, took it on, pushed it across to me and I just dinked it over the goalkeeper. I remember running to the fans in the North Bank, putting my arms out and shouting, ‘I love this fucking club.’ Then, I think, Dennis came across and the moment was over, the spell was broken, but I remember feeling really strange inside, thinking, ‘I might have to leave here, leave all of this. My God, what have I done?’


After that, given the love the board had shown me, I just got on with giving my best to Arsenal, the club. Bruce Rioch couldn’t upset the enjoyment I had of playing and training with those top players; even if he didn’t pick me I’d sit in the stands, fine, I’d just watch the game and go home. It was all about the football for me, and nobody could stop me from enjoying being part of Arsenal.


*  *  *


I believe it was during the Bruce Rioch season that David Dein fully came to terms with how far Arsenal could actually go. Maybe, as he saw how Dennis Bergkamp was starting to change the club, he realized the extent of his vision: it was much greater than simply building on what George Graham had started. As soon as Dennis came and we started to do our stuff on the pitch, then there were rumblings in the dressing room. It must’ve hit David Dein like a frying pan in the face in a cartoon: ‘This isn’t the manager for us. This is isn’t the manager to take this team or this club forward’.


People often don’t realize that while clubs sometimes sign players that shouldn’t be there, it happens with managers as well. At what point Mr Dein realized he’d made this mistake I don’t know, but in order to have Arsène Wenger come in during the next season, Mr Dein would have started the process months before. He would have done his homework on him to the most minuscule point. He would have known about the nutrition; he would have known about the training methods. I know the two had known each other socially for a while, but Mr Dein would have started researching him thoroughly before he even made the first approach. Then everything would have had to have been in place before he even started thinking about getting rid of Bruce Rioch.


Bruce Rioch was sacked just before the start of the 1996–97 season because he couldn’t have taken the club, not just the team, to the level David Dein could now see. It wasn’t because I had put in a transfer request; I didn’t ‘force him out’, as it was said at the time, although if people want to maintain I’m responsible for his departure, they ought to be applauding me. I stand by what I said in that newspaper column the next day, that I fully supported the board’s decision and that other players did too. David Dein had asked me to gauge what I thought the mood of the guys would be if they got rid of him and I said that nobody will be disappointed if that happens, everybody’s being professional but nobody really likes him, he’s not an Arsenal man.


To give Rioch his credit, he stuck with Dennis during that time when Dennis didn’t score for his first seven games. The press was starting to get on his back, calling him a £7-million-pound flop, and the opposing fans were chanting, ‘What a waste of money.’ Rioch always played him and never took him off when things weren’t going well.


The seventh game in that sequence brought out the worst in the media: it was a Coca-Cola Cup game away to Hartlepool on 19 September 2005, and although we won three-nil Dennis didn’t score. The back pages the next day are full of pictures of Dennis looking forlorn and they were writing about how he couldn’t even score against a Third Division club’s second-string goalkeeper. Rioch still started him in the next game, at home to Southampton, and he scored twice to shut everybody up. Disregarding that, though, and looking at the way Bruce Rioch was and the trouble he had seen with George, then you can see what David Dein had in mind when he appointed someone with the temperament of Arsène Wenger.


When Rioch left Arsenal he addressed all of the players, but after that speech I didn’t clap. I couldn’t. I’ve never been in a situation like that before where someone was treating me like that, getting at me, picking on me, testing me all the time. It was a terrible time.




Chapter Three


Walking in a Bergkamp Wonderland


We all knew who Dennis Bergkamp was as a player, but nothing had prepared us for the impact he would make as soon as he turned up at Arsenal. This wasn’t on the pitch once the league had started, but before he even kicked a ball in anger. It all began at the training ground press conferences and when we started playing pre-season friendlies.


There was a massive amount of interest from the regular English football press, because this signing – £7.5 million – was not only a British record but it was being paid by Arsenal who weren’t well known for throwing money around. That was to be expected, but what took so many of us players by surprise was the level of interest from the foreign media. Suddenly, there were hordes of pressmen, not just from Europe but across the rest of the world, showing up at places like Southend, Wolverhampton and St Albans to watch Dennis Bergkamp. That was when it hit us: Arsenal have just signed a world-class player, we’ve moved up to another level, and we’re all in the spotlight now as the eyes of the world are on us.


I believe, because of the price tag, there were a few in the English press that hoped he would fail, and when he didn’t score in those first few games, they were quick to write those ‘Couldn’t hack it in Italy, can’t hack it in the Premiership’ type of stories. But we knew here was a player of real quality who was just licking his wounds for a bit after an unhappy time at Inter Milan.


We knew from what we saw of him in training and around the club in general, plus what he was contributing to the team on the pitch, that Dennis coming to Arsenal was about much more than scoring goals. And everybody in the team knew it wouldn’t be long before that happened. Dennis being at Arsenal provided an example to all of us in every respect: what he could do; who he was; how he conducted himself; and, most of all, how hard he worked.


I remember being at Palace, working hard in training, saying to myself, ‘This is what the top players are doing.’ When I got into the England set up and saw how the bar had been lifted I realized, ‘No, this is what the top players are doing.’ Then when Dennis came to Arsenal and I saw how he worked, in a 100 per cent, twenty-four-hour way, I knew what the top top players were doing. To think I was able to share a room with one of them – Dennis – for three years, it was an education like I could never believe, both in football and in life.


To a man, when Dennis came we raised our game 25 or 30 per cent. We tried harder because we saw how much work he put in and could measure that immediately against what he was achieving. To the players around him he was, quite literally, an inspiration; he inspired us in the same way Maradona inspired that Argentinian team of 1986. He arrived and all of a sudden, it was like X-Men! His DNA just coursed through us, turning us in to football mutants because we were hooked up to Dennis Bergkamp’s DNA! It really was like watching those films when you can see inside a body and see that the DNA has shifted. That’s what happened to Arsenal when Dennis joined us. Bam! The DNA shifted and we began to osmose into a global entity, the beginning of the Invincibles and earning the sort of respect and recognition that we’d never had before.


Dennis was the start of what came to be called the Wenger Revolution because he pushed us into realizing there was another way to do pretty much everything. How Dennis was, both as a professional and as a man, demonstrated that in order for us to progress as a club there had to be a break from the George Graham/Bruce Rioch style of management.


Obviously, it was on the pitch that he made the biggest difference to me, once he settled into that role as a kind of second striker, in which he was a provider as much as he was an out-and-out goal scorer. Basically he made what I had to do so much easier; in fact, if such a thing was possible, playing with Dennis Bergkamp for three years made my job easy.


From the moment I came to Arsenal, I didn’t have to work as hard in a game as I did at Crystal Palace. Although George wanted us to defend from the front, I wasn’t expected to keep going as deep as I did previously, so it cut out a lot of those lung-bursting runs I had to make to get back into the box. Now we had a player who could pass the ball with ridiculous quality. Bruce Rioch appreciated that, and one of the very few things I ever took from him was when he told me, ‘Just play within the eighteen-yard box, don’t get involved with anything else. Let them do it.’ Arsène Wenger told me the exact same thing: ‘Don’t worry too much about what is going on around you. Make your moves and the ball will find you.’


Which was true, as with a player like Dennis on the pitch, the ball always would find me – I’d make a run in the box and the ball was there. This allowed me to take my game to another level because I needed to concentrate on two things, movement and finishing technique. I didn’t have to mix it up trying to get the ball in the first place. So I worked on my movement, losing my markers, making runs down the outside of defences or stretching the other team, and then Dennis would feed it through to me. It used to seem that as soon I found that yard of space the ball would arrive and, bang, I’d be in.


Really though, that is oversimplifying what Dennis would do for me, as he would lay the ball off in a way that dictated what you had to do next and put you at an even greater advantage. He’d play the ball so it comes to you on the side that’s going to take a defender completely out of the game. For example, if I’d gained half a yard with my run, Dennis would pass it to me in such a way that the defender was always going to be second favourite in a two-horse race – he couldn’t get to the ball without pushing me over, so all he could do was try and jockey me. This bought the other half of that yard of space, giving me time to shoot or lay it off. His touch was good enough to play the ball in to feet in the opposition’s penalty area, too, which is brilliant for a striker but a nightmare for defenders because they’re scared to go for it in case they bring you down.


The quality of his passes could change the game completely, because he wasn’t passing the ball to you in the manner defenders had been prepared for, as they would have been told, ‘If he’s making a pass you can nip in there and nick it.’ When you get players of the quality of Bergkamp or Vieira or Petit, their natural instinct is, ‘I’m not just passing you a ball, I’m passing you a ball in a situation where the defender can’t get to it and we can then retain it.’


Dennis would create opportunities for you that you might not even have seen yourself. He would pass it so you arrived at the ball in a certain way and your first touch would have to go in a certain direction, because he had seen how a space could open up in a certain area and he wanted to influence you towards it. So much of Dennis’s passing game was about influencing what could be about to happen, rather than simply what was going on at that moment. He gave himself the time and space to work this kind of magic because his first touch was always so precise – he’d not only bring the ball under control, instantly, but he’d keep it away from anybody who might be challenging him, and put it in a position where he could play the pass he has already seen in his head.


Sometimes he’d play you a pass that you had no other choice but to play back to him, but really he was just buying himself a second or so, by which point somebody else would have made a run and he would know exactly what he was going to do and have the time and space to pull it off. So much of the time, when us forwards got the ball, it was ‘Where’s Dennis? Where’s Dennis?’, because we knew if we got the ball to him somebody would get it back in a way that would make something happen.

OEBPS/images/9781472123572.jpg
A LIFE IN FOOT

MY AUTOBIOGRAPHY






