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      INTRODUCTION

      
      On a balmy day in July 2004, thirty-five years after he had first arrived at Liverpool FC and eleven since he had become one
         of their coaches, Sammy Lee got to Melwood for the last time as a member of the club. He had come to collect his belongings.
         I went to help him. He drove us into the training ground after winding down the car window and signing a couple of autographs
         for the teenage signature-hunters that wait for anybody with any connection to Liverpool FC to come in or out.
      

      
      ‘Hi, Sammy, have you seen the new coach? Is he going to sign Aimar? Baraja? Is Owen going? Is Rafa a nice guy? Is he gonna
         win the league for us?’ It felt like one hundred questions cascading down on him, in record time. Who said kids are not curious
         these days? Every query followed hot on the heels of the previous one, nobody was waiting for answers, and Sammy was left
         open-mouthed in his seat. Nobody, though, asked the question that would haunt Sammy every day for the next twelve months:
         ‘Why are you leaving?’
      

      
      The previous night, we had shared a few beers and reminisced in a pub that was like a thousand others in Liverpool: the same
         flowery carpet, the same awkward smiles from the barmaid in response to increasingly poor jokes, the same fireplace that is
         never lit. You could sense that Sammy wanted to prolong the night, chatting and drinking, because he was hours away from severing
         the umbilical cord that had tied him to Liverpool FC for all those years. It was not going to be easy.
      

      
      During the evening he did his utmost to explain his precise motives for leaving Liverpool, but he didn’t quite convince me.
         I simply couldn’t understand his logic. Later, I discovered that until he was named as assistant to Sam Allardyce at Bolton
         Wanderers the following summer, Sammy had been struggling with the same doubts that had left me confused on that warm July
         evening. Not even he had been able to figure out why he had left. The nearest he came to a valid reason was that he had made
         a brave decision that had come from deep inside his footballing psyche and ambition. He knew he needed to make personal progress
         in the game, prompted by the stark realisation that he was roughly the same age as the new Liverpool boss, Rafa Benítez –
         both of them being in their midforties. Sammy needed to shape his future.
      

      
      That night, we had been in the company of his son Matthew, Bernie (the club’s driver) and some of Sammy’s oldest friends.
         It was the first time I had seen him surrounded by normality – not framed by a stadium or a TV camera, nor next to the likes
         of Sami Hyypia, Phil Thompson and Gérard Houllier. Three years earlier, at the old Melwood training ground, I had shared lunch
         with Houllier and Sammy, who had pointed out the new facilities that were being built at the time. The stylish staff offices
         were to become Houllier’s nerve centre: he wanted his presence, his watchful eye, to be felt by everybody. Now, they belonged
         to Benítez. ‘Look, this is the gaffer’s office; he’s not in today,’ said Sammy. ‘You can see all the training taking place
         from his window. But we’ll enter by the back door and say “Hi” to the secretary.’ He acted as if he’d forgotten that this
         was the last time he could wander freely into the building. But, of course, Sammy Lee hadn’t really forgotten at all.
      

      
      As he showed me around his pride was obvious. There was a ‘good morning’ for everyone, a comment about every corner, even
         though the building boasted almost no history. His short figure moved nervously from corridors to rooms, trying to make sure
         I was watching everything, being introduced to everyone, ensuring I missed nothing. He was in the process of quitting the club
         where he had grown up, where he had developed as a footballer and as a man. I was half-expecting him to say at some point,
         ‘I’ll show you this and then I’ll leave this club for ever, if that’s OK with you.’ Ten months later he admitted, ‘I put on
         a good show. I was turning my back on a place I never, ever wanted to leave. I cried and my family cried, but such is life.’
      

      
      Deep in the bowels of Melwood, Graham, one of the kit men, was leaning by a door. John, his colleague, was sitting inside
         the room. Sammy left me with them while he continued his farewell tour of the staff. Graham and John just shook their heads
         in puzzlement, aware that his departure from the club was much more than the end of a personal era. It also signalled the
         beginning of a new age in the history of Liverpool FC, which brought new fears as well as the promise of better times. As
         he said his goodbyes, Sammy tried to calm his evident trepidation with a nervous: ‘Everything’s going to turn out fine – no
         problem.’ He fended off any deeper questions by enquiring about families, summer-holiday plans and, of course, the weather.
      

      
      Naturally, my conversation with the kit men swiftly turned to all those worries that were nagging at Sammy. Above all, the
         greatest fear was about language problems: ‘The new people seem very nice but they don’t speak very much English, do they?’
         Well Rafa did, of course. And he had at least made himself popular with his efforts to make himself understood during the
         brief time since his arrival as Liverpool’s new manager. Even at that early stage he was Rafa rather than Rafael. Everyone
         at the club had already decided that this was a down-to-earth bloke whose ‘normal’ attitude was very welcome after years of
         tension in the corridors of Melwood under Houllier. However, there were numerous other doubts, of the kind that can debilitate
         a football club if answers are not found early enough: ‘How will we make ourselves understood to them?’ ‘Will Rafa change and turn out to be as paranoid [a word used commonly around the club to describe Houllier’s latter years as boss] and difficult as the Frenchman?’ ‘Will he surround himself with as many
         of his own men as Houllier had?’
      

      
      The kit men needed someone to set their minds at rest. And quickly. ‘We have to go to the States for a tour but don’t know
         when he wants the kit ready, or even what he wants in the bags. We don’t even know whether we’ll be kept on or kicked out.’
      

      
      On the floor above us, Sammy had finished his painful duty. Now he finally reassured himself, ‘OK, that’s it, everything is
         in order. Time to grab the bull by the horns and move on.’ He started to take his belongings out of drawers and put them in
         two small cardboard boxes. There was no ceremony as he transferred his history to the boot of his car. It was all over quickly
         and quietly, as is usual with him.
      

      
      Back in the kit room, Sammy, animated again, told us that Paco Herrera and his wife Josefina had just arrived at Melwood and
         were on their first tour of inspection. It would be fair to say that Paco walked around the training ground that day as Benítez’s
         assistant manager, although a few months later his role became much more ambiguous. On that first day, he was a Spaniard in
         awe. Liverpool FC carries that kind of historical weight for those involved in football.
      

      
      Sammy sought out Paco and introduced us in what remained of his Spanish from his playing days at Osasuna, somewhat surprising
         himself with his fluency. ‘No hablo bien, no hablo bien, perdona’ (I don’t speak well, I don’t speak well, sorry!), he was saying in almost perfect Spanish.
      

      
      Then, before we realised it had happened, Sammy was in his car and driving away from Melwood, away from his beloved club.

      
      Left with my fellow Spaniards, I offered to show Paco and his wife around the city. I had lived in Liverpool between 1991
         and 1997. The place had developed greatly since I‘d left, but I still knew it like the back of my hand, right down to its
         darkest streets and alleyways. Walking to Paco’s car, I had the sensation that Sammy had gently but deliberately passed the
         baton to a new generation of coaches who were on the point of beginning the biggest revolution since Bill Shankly departed in 1974. That much seemed clear. But
         I had no idea that ten months later they would win the Champions League after twenty-one barren years on a balmy Istanbul
         night that seemed to encapsulate a turbulent year in the life of Liverpool Football Club. Chief executive Rick Parry called
         it ‘a perfect microcosm of the season, with all the ups, downs and unexpected twists and turns’.
      

      
      The path from that bittersweet day in July 2004 to the triumphant return from Istanbul with the ‘cup with big ears’ is the
         story of how Rafa Benítez imposed himself on a club that had stagnated. Against many expectations, he proved himself to be
         perfectly in tune with the ethos and line of succession established at Anfield by Shankly in 1959. Meanwhile, Liverpool (the
         fans, the city and the club) regenerated Rafa’s own love of football and his dreams of what he could achieve in his professional
         career.
      

      
      Along the way, Rafa, Paco, Xabi Alonso, Luis García and the rest of the new inhabitants of Anfield discovered what it means
         to belong to Liverpool and to pull on the red shirt.
      

   
      
      (1)

      
      RAFA’S ARRIVAL

      
      Rafa, We Have to Go to Liverpool

      
      The first time Rafa Benítez’s name was mentioned in Liverpool FC’s upper echelons was after a UEFA Cup tie against Marseille.
         It was the middle of March 2004 and the French team had just sent Liverpool crashing out of Europe. The strong rumour was
         that if Gérard Houllier didn’t improve things rapidly, then Benítez was top of the list to replace him. The road ahead already
         looked bleak for the French coach, given that the best he could realistically aspire to was a mere fourth place in the Premiership.
         But that at least would give Liverpool a shot in the qualifying rounds for the next Champions League.
      

      
      Houllier’s reign had peaked in 2001, when Liverpool won five trophies in six months and finished third in the Premiership.
         ‘The next step had to be winning the title,’ the Frenchman’s then assistant and now Sky Sports pundit Phil Thompson admits.
         But Houllier’s big-money signings had not improved the team’s performance (El Hadji Diouf in 2002 for £11 million; Harry Kewell
         in 2003 for £5 million), while other players ghosted through the club almost unnoticed (like goalkeeper Patrice Luzi Bernardi,
         who played a mere thirteen minutes with the first team, and midfielder Alou Diarra who never debuted at all). Matters finally
         reached the point where ‘you are either sacked or you come to a friendly agreement’, as Thompson delicately phrases it. Although
         the final decision on Houllier’s future was taken only after the season was over, not even a better run in the UEFA Cup could have saved the manager. ‘It was time for a change,’ admits Jamie Carragher. Phil Thompson
         agrees: ‘To quote what people said, we had gone as far as we could. We couldn’t go that extra mile to win the Holy Grail –
         the Premiership. If we couldn’t do it, we had to get someone who could.’
      

      
      Chief executive Rick Parry understood that the upheaval had to be postponed until the summer, but he had been quietly planning
         for the change ever since that Marseille game. ‘We took it a step at a time until the end of the season, because we still
         had objectives to play for,’ he recalls. ‘It was very important to finish fourth and we didn’t want attention to be distracted
         from that. Then we had to decide, in a measured way, what to do about Gérard Houllier.’
      

      
      The season had been a rollercoaster ride in terms of the team’s performance – at one point the side had slipped to ninth position,
         and even the long-suffering and loyal Kop started a booing campaign. David Moores, the club’s stoic chairman, then made public
         his feelings that nothing less than fourth place would be acceptable. That represented the first step towards a change of
         regime.
      

      
      After two bad defeats, losing 4–2 to Arsenal at Highbury and 0–1 to Charlton at Anfield, Liverpool raised their game to secure
         three epic victories (including a sweet 0–1 triumph at Old Trafford thanks to Danny Murphy’s penalty) and two draws to grab
         the final Champions League spot. Anfield bid good riddance to a tough season with the optimistic chant: ‘Champions League
         here we come.’
      

      
      Nine days after the end of the season and six years after he had arrived at Anfield, Houllier stepped down. Or, more accurately,
         he was pushed. Liverpool had finished thirty points behind the champions, Arsenal, which was simply unacceptable. He departed
         on Monday 24 May, and by 16 June it was confirmed that Rafa Benítez would be Liverpool’s new coach. ‘Obviously we were aware
         of Rafa’s achievements,’ says Parry. That’s an understatement. Valencia, more than any other team during the final two years
         of the Houllier era, had taken Liverpool apart. Their superiority over the Reds was more acute than even that of Arsenal or
         Manchester United. ‘They played extremely well against us three times,’ Parry remembers, ‘twice in the Champions League and once pre-season.
         Our players had come off the pitch saying, “That is a well-organised team.” In truth, we had not played against many better
         teams than Rafa’s Valencia, and that is something you keep in mind.’ Another understatement: those at the top of the Liverpool
         hierarchy knew that Benítez had to be their man.
      

      
      The first game at which the Spaniard met his future team was his very first in charge of Valencia, in the Amsterdam Tournament
         during the summer of 2001. Liverpool, still coming back down to earth after their dramatic UEFA Cup final victory over Alavés,
         beat Valencia with a single Jari Litmanen goal. But the Spanish side, though short of fitness and physical power, gave a good
         account of themselves. A year later, the coach showed what he could do with talented players and a little time. In the first
         match of the Champions League group stage, Benítez was making his debut in the primary European club competition and Valencia
         defeated Liverpool 2–0 in the Mestalla Stadium with a magnificent display of football. Both the English and Spanish media
         compared his team to the famous Liverpool sides of the 1980s. His first visit as a manager to Anfield yeilded a solitary Rufete
         goal and a 0–1 victory, but Liverpool were flattered by the scoreline. Valencia qualified from the group. Houllier’s team
         did not.
      

      
      The friendly match between the two sides at Anfield in August 2003 was used by the Valencia board to try to take the heat
         out of the increasingly bitter confrontations between Jesus García Pitarch, their director of football, and Benítez, who was
         publicly complaining about Pitarch’s interference in transfer deals. This dispute turned out to be the beginning of the end
         for Benítez at Valencia. Despite the tension behind the scenes, Rafa’s Valencia won 0–2, and the Kop honoured their visitors
         with a generous ovation, a display of sportsmanship that pleasantly surprised Benítez. ‘These supporters are different, aren’t
         they?’ he said that night. So, amid a deteriorating relationship between the boardroom and the coach, but with terrific football on the pitch, Valencia began the most successful season in their eighty-five-year history. And their last with Rafa
         Benítez at the helm.
      

      
      Ten months later, the English press was full of rumours about José Mourinho, Alan Curbishley and Martin O’Neill as potential
         replacements for Houllier at Anfield. But O’Neill was never seriously considered, and Mourinho ruined his chances with the
         way he celebrated Costinha’s goal against Manchester United at Old Trafford in the Champions League: his leaping along the
         touchline was very un-Liverpool. Curbishley was a stronger candidate, but even he was just a back-up in case things didn’t
         come to fruition with Benítez.
      

      
      But, of course, by this stage Benítez had had more than enough of the office politics at Valencia, even though he’d just won
         them both La Liga and the UEFA Cup. However, he still had one year left in his contract at the Spanish club, and he was prepared
         to see it out, but he felt his work was not being recognised by the directors, who refused to sign the players he asked for,
         or, worse still, bought others he did not want. He asked for a right-back and a well-known striker, suggesting Brazilian World
         Cup-winner Cafú, Alessandro Birindelli and Giovanni Elber. Instead he got a left-winger, the Uruguayan Nestor Fabián Canobbio,
         and a young, virtually unknown forward, Ricardo Oliveira. When he was presented with Canobbio, Benítez unusually lost his
         cool. ‘If I was stubborn about this, then Canobbio simply would not get a game with Valencia,’ he told a shocked press conference
         at the club’s training ground one day. ‘I asked the club for a sofa and they brought me a lampshade – and that can’t be right,’
         he added poetically. Before this public outburst, he had made his disappointment known to the Valencia directors in several
         of their regular, heated meetings. In one, he told them, ‘Previously, if I made a pit stop, you’d change a wheel for me. Now,
         I don’t even get anywhere near the pit stop because you won’t let me drive in.’
      

      
      The renegotiation of his contract had begun in early 2004, when Valencia’s league performances were faltering. Managing director
         Manuel Llorente seemed in no hurry to finalise matters, and his stance didn’t change even when the season was coming to a
         climax and Valencia were in with a chance of snatching the title off Real Madrid. ‘My ideal scenario was to continue the work
         I had started at Valencia,’ explains Benítez. ‘But the managing director said to me, “If I give you two more years on your
         contract and then you lose three matches, it is going to be my problem!” If that was how much respect my three years of work
         had earned, then it seemed obvious to me that they had little interest in my staying. The worst thing was that he said all
         this to me on a late Seville evening the day before my team went out and reclaimed La Liga. I wanted to stay, but it was not
         to be because a guy with this attitude was always going to sack me sooner or later. He couldn’t wait to axe me. I think he
         felt that I was in his way and he wanted freedom to spin his little web around the club without a strong-minded coach in the
         way. Personally, I was just waiting for them to sort out my situation properly. But that individual just didn’t want things
         resolved, so, of course, I was left with no choice but to lodge a legal claim against the club and to explain in public the
         reasons for my departure. I did not leave either in search of better wages or because I was unhappy at the club. It says a
         lot that when they were due to negotiate my new contract, the person who was supposed to be in charge of that particular task
         didn’t even come to the meeting, and around the same time he was speaking to other coaches.’
      

      
      At the end of the 2004 season, Benítez accused Llorente of stalling contract talks and of reneging on a planned meeting with
         Rafa’s agent Manolo García Quilón. He also knew that Valencia had tried to sign the former Mallorca coach Gregorio Manzano,
         another client of Quillón, the previous year. Furthermore, in March 2004, Llorente had sounded out César Ferrando, who was
         successfully improving with his tactical work a poor squad at Albacete. And a week before Benítez announced his departure,
         the general director had called Claudio Ranieri. Rafa felt hurt and, probably for the first time in his public life, he could
         not hold his tongue. Llorente, Rafa said on TV ‘is a man with no friends who stays in the shadows waiting to stab you in the back’. In another interview, he lamented, ‘It
         appears that I’m valued more outside the club than I am at Valencia itself.’ Unable to cope with any more dents to his pride,
         he told Quilón at the end of May that he wanted to leave.
      

      
      Meanwhile, after many years of in-fighting between the club’s biggest shareholders, peace had finally been restored to the
         Valencia board. The new majority shareholder and soon-to-be president was Juan Bautista Soler. His top priority was to renegotiate
         Benítez’s contract. But it was already too late. On Monday 31 May Benítez’s home was the venue for a meeting between the coach,
         his agent and key members of the Valencia board. As the directors arrived, Benítez, with his hand still closing the front
         door behind them, told Soler and Llorente that they were wasting their time. ‘Won’t you stay, even for more money?’ asked
         the anxious new man in charge. Benítez was offered a two-year contract extension on the spot, plus the chance of attaining
         the position of director of football. But the coach was not convinced. The very next morning, he held a press conference and
         announced that he was leaving Valenica. Tears soon began to stream down his face, so much so that he couldn’t finish reading
         his statement. The sentence he omitted was: ‘I have two daughters, one born in Valencia, and both of whom are falleras [lovers of Valencia’s spectacular spring firework festival], and that is why the club and the city will always be in my thoughts
         and in my heart.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve always said that Benítez is made of stone and doesn’t show feelings or pain – but the first time I saw him cry was in
         Valencia on that day of the press conference,’ says Pako Ayestarán. As Rafa mentioned in the statement, the ‘damage to his
         state of mind and personal well-being’ that the Spanish club had caused him in the previous year and a half had effectively
         forced him to pursue his career elsewhere. He decided very swiftly where his future would be. That same day, Rick Parry confirmed
         in Liverpool that ‘There will be an announcement about the new coach in two weeks.’
      

      
      Benítez asked Valencia to rescind his contract in an amicable fashion. The club, still in shock about the situation they had
         created, initially accepted such a solution and agreed to settle the matter out of court. But Llorente, the main reason for
         Benítez’s decision to quit the club, convinced the board to sue him for breach of contract, plus damage done to the sporting,
         economic and corporate health of the club. The figure the board concocted was €3 million, a sum which has no basis in any
         clause contained in the coach’s employment contract. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ Benítez had warned Llorente when he first heard of
         the threat. The coach knew that the law was on his side and that the club was obliged to compensate him under the labour laws of the country as long as he had followed due process.
      

      
      So, backed into a corner by the stubborn attitude of the club, he counter-sued and took Valencia to court in order to guarantee
         his rightful compensation. He was finally awarded €2.4 million (Pako Ayestarán received €600,000). The club’s lawsuit against
         Benítez is still unresolved, but he believes they have no chance of winning. ‘Instead of going back to Valencia for a tribute
         to the achievements of my team, I’m having to go back there to resolve a court case,’ he points out bitterly. In fact, he
         has not returned to the city since the summer of his departure.
      

      
      Despite his disillusion with the club with which he achieved so much during his three-year reign, Benítez has not totally
         severed his ties. He calls his old contacts on an almost daily basis to find out the latest news and gossip. And he regularly
         reads the Spanish sports papers (sometimes in the small hours, when the first editions are published on the internet), so
         he witnessed all the ups and downs at Valencia in 2004–05. He understood that the return of Claudio Ranieri, who had coached
         the team before Rafa himself, had been designed to pacify the supporters. For his part, Ranieri says, ‘I know how these things
         go, and from the beginning I accepted as normal the very long shadow left by Benítez. To overcome that was always going to
         be my major challenge.’ Clearly the board felt he was not up to the challenge and swiftly sacked him after a run of poor results.
         Benítez saw it as a betrayal of trust that his former assistant coach, Antonio López, then took over. Their relationship had
         soured anyway in Rafa’s last few months at the club, and especially when López bizarrely claimed that Benítez owed a great
         deal of his success to him. Soon after his appointment as coach, López lost all support inside and outside the dressing room,
         and he was sacked after only three months in charge. It’s doubtful that Benítez shed any tears for him.
      

      
      At the last match of the 2004–05 season, against Osasuna, Valencia fans voiced their feelings. In the first post-Benítez year,
         the club had finished seventh, twenty-six points behind La Liga champions Barcelona and they had only qualified for the competition
         that nobody wants to enter, the Intertoto Cup, which forces the players to end their summer holidays early. The supporters
         exchanged text messages that exhorted everyone to treat the Osasuna game as a chance to pay tribute to the Liverpool coach,
         who had lifted the European Cup the previous Wednesday: ‘Sunday, match against Osasuna, homage to Benítez. Pass it on.’ At
         the game there were banners everywhere congratulating their former hero.
      

      
      Benítez had indeed cast a long shadow over Valencia. Quique Sánchez Flores, the ex-Getafe coach, took over the team at the
         start of the 2005–06 season, and in his first press conference announced, ‘The style that we have to follow is that of Rafa
         Benítez.’ The irony is not lost on the Liverpool manager. ‘What pained me most over the last year was to see that all the
         work I started was failing to come to fruition because it was not followed through,’ he complains. ‘You have to look within
         the club for those reponsible. Some of them would like to have me airbrushed out of the old squad photos!’ Certainly, on the
         website and in some club publications they have omitted his name and those of his staff, even though they orchestrated the most successful era in the club’s history. ‘At
         Valencia there is a biased flow of information because the media is controlled by a particular line of thought and opinion
         coming from the top of the club,’ he explains. ‘It means that the ordinary fans don’t really know what’s happening.’ Only by understanding this can you put into context his efforts to fight against the hatchet-job done
         on him in Valencia.
      

      
      Unaware of the nitty-gritty of the politics that were upsetting Rafa so much, but conscious of the problems that had made
         his job so difficult at Valencia, chairman David Moores and chief executive Rick Parry flew out to Spain shortly after they
         had announced Houllier’s dismissal. ‘Rafa came to my place in Spain, where Rick and I met him I was very impressed with the
         way he spoke,’ the chairman remembers. ‘We spent half a day with him and I was amazed by his knowledge of Liverpool FC. He
         told us that when he was growing up, Liverpool were the team that were winning everything, so he’d consider it a great honour
         if we took him on as our manager.’
      

      
      Benítez reminded them that he was well acquainted with the demands of English club football, having developed his coaching
         skills with Tottenham Hotspur’s under-19 side, worked with Manchester United’s and Arsenal’s first teams, and observed at
         close quarters the FA’s development programme at Lilleshall. ‘What was also remarkable was his obvious enthusiasm just for
         talking about football – tactics, players and so on. And from his personality you got an immediate sense that he was unassuming in
         the right way: there was no arrogance,’ says Parry.
      

      
      On the day of his public, emotional farewell, Benítez also handed in his letter of resignation to Valencia. He then had to
         work out his fifteen-day notice. During that period, from 1 to 16 June, Liverpool gave off-the-record briefings about the
         encouraging progress being made in negotiations with the new coach. Rumours spread quickly that Benítez was already in at
         Anfield, and would soon publicly reject three other offers which were on the table – from Spurs, Internazionale and (by far
         the most lucrative) a €4m per season deal with Besiktas in Turkey.
      

      
      Liverpool had chosen their man in a bid to return to the style of leadership initiated by Bill Shankly. As one banner in Istanbul
         proclaimed a year later, the club ‘dare not forget today that we are the heirs of that first revolution’. Benítez, like Shankly, is an unpretentious coach who does not agree with ‘star systems’;
         he does not like to grab the headlines; and his motto is ‘work, work, work’. Above all, he has the ruthless focus of a winner.
         It was important for the club to make sure that the rebuilding process that everyone knew was essential was given to somebody
         who understood the ‘Liverpool way’. This man had a record of success, but he was still young (forty-four) and hungry.
      

      
      During his first long conversation with Benítez, not so much an interview as a chat about football, Rick Parry could tell
         that the Spaniard was going to fit the bill. ‘You can try to explain the “Liverpool way” to a head-hunter and ask him to go
         and find somebody, but it is really only by talking for hours that you realise whether you have the right person. With Rafa,
         we had that feeling almost right away,’ Parry remembers. ‘We sensed there was a clear and natural link to the past with him.
         The key is not to try to manufacture that link for the sake of it. There were lots of things in the past that were perhaps
         wrong, and you cling to them for the wrong reasons. It is important to hang on to the bits that were good, and that was a
         critically important part of Liverpool’s sustained success in the past, irrespective of the personalities. What we saw in
         Rafa was modesty, calmness and above all his hunger for more. And perhaps Rafa saw something of the club in him. Maybe he
         realised that it was not “just another job”.’
      

      
      He certainly did. It was made clear from the start that Benítez would be given an incredible amount of responsibility as both
         coach and manager. This powerful dual role simply does not exist in Spain. He was also going to take charge of a sleeping
         giant with a degree of football history which very few clubs can boast. Liverpool possessed its own special magic. Moreover,
         he was offered a five-year contract which would bring him the support, the time and the faith that had been so cruelly denied
         to him at Valencia.
      

      
      ‘I knew precisely what to do and which offer to pick,’explains Rafa. ‘Perhaps on a day-to-day basis the greatness of the club
         is not plainly obvious, but we felt there was something special in the air right from the start. For example, when we have a minute’s
         silence at Anfield, you cannot hear a single sound. They place a high value on tradition and they like to feel different.
         It is not just a football team, it is a sentiment. You are made to feel at home immediately. People here value the effort
         almost as much as the results, and the fans are very civil. They ask for your autograph very politely. If you are busy with
         someone, they will wait until you finish speaking. They will even offer you a beer. Sometimes your heart stops when you arrive
         at nine in the morning and you see a child waiting outside the training ground. You sign an autograph for him and have a picture
         taken with him. Then when you are leaving to go home, at whatever time it is, he’ll still be there waiting for someone else
         to come out. It makes no difference whether it’s raining or it’s cold.’
      

      
      Benítez’s choice of Liverpool was also prompted by some persistent lobbying from Pako Ayestarán, a constant presence by his
         side as ‘physical trainer’ since Rafa had first coached Osasuna in 1996. ‘Rafa, we have to go to Liverpool,’ Ayestarán frequently told his boss. ‘Pako has always been a Liverpool fanatic,’ explains Benítez. ‘When
         he was eighteen he wrote to the club asking for a scarf and they sent him some complete team kits for him and his friends.’
         Ayestarán confirms, ‘I’d been saying to Rafa for ages, “Let’s go to Liverpool, let’s go to Liverpool.” I was suggesting that
         we had to try England, and if possible this great club in particular.’
      

      
      Pako was born in 1963, three years after Benítez, and belonged to that generation of teenagers who had been hypnotised by
         the Liverpool team that won almost everything in the 1970s and 1980s. Obviously, kids always want to support the winning team
         and the one they see playing most often on television, but there were other elements to Ayestarán’s devotion, too. He was
         a born Real Sociedad fan, and one 1970s UEFA Cup tie produced his dream match: Real Sociedad versus Liverpool. The Reds’ thumped
         the Basques 9–1 on aggregate, and Ayestarán, far from being bitter, was in awe. Playing for Liverpool at the time was John Toshack, who later went on to coach Real Sociedad. Later still, John Aldridge left Liverpool
         to become the first ever non-Basque to play for Real Sociedad. So, for two decades, Pako, just by supporting his local team,
         was reminded of Liverpool. And he never lost that admiration he’d felt as a youngster in the Basque Country. ‘After leaving
         Extremadura in 1999, we went to England and Italy to see training sessions,’ he recalls. ‘We were in Manchester for a week
         and I kept insisting, “Let’s go and see Liverpool – you’ll see what it’s like!” but he refused and we stayed at Manchester
         United’s training ground for the entire week.’ Nevertheless, this early visit to the world of the Premiership helped Benítez
         gain an insight into Liverpool’s place in English footballing folklore. It was a depth of understanding that would impress
         Moores and Parry years later.
      

      
      According to one Liverpool player, Ayestarán is not only the ‘best coach I have ever had’, but ‘the man who takes charge of
         training, looks after the physical shape of the squad and also has a say in tactics’. During a match, while Benítez patrols
         the touchline, Ayestarán remains seated, taking notes. His job at that time is to spot any problems the opposing team are
         causing and work out how these can be overcome.
      

      
      The long professional relationship with Ayestarán is one of the key elements in Benítez’s success at Tenerife, Valencia and
         now Liverpool. Together they have accumulated experiences and information about training systems and tactics, ‘and we are
         still open to anybody who can teach us new ways to do things’, says Benítez. ‘Pako is very dedicated but even more importantly
         he is very knowledgeable and always learning,’ adds the Liverpool boss. ‘Without doubt he is the best physical trainer there
         is, and now that he has become my assistant manager I rely on him for many of the jobs I used to do at Valencia. Given that
         I’m now the general manager as well as the coach, I have to delegate. The guys gather all sorts of information, but Pako is
         the one pulling it all together to give it shape and meaning.’
      

      
      Some people have accused Benítez of favouring a scientific approach which can sacrifice player–coach relationships. There
         is certainly an element of truth in this. It is partly due to a personality that prefers to analyse rather than work on emotion,
         but is also a deliberate tactic to maintain a certain distance between himself and his players. Pako and Rafa play the good-cop,
         bad-cop game. As Pako takes on most of the coaching, he has a close relationship with the players, while Rafa gives the orders,
         and the bad and good news. He doesn’t want any of his decisions to be disputed, so at some point he has to treat the players
         not as friends but as employees.
      

      
      A couple of ‘the guys’ that Benítez mentioned are two more of his loyal Spanish assistants: José Manuel Ochotorena and Paco
         Herrera. Ochotorena, or ‘Ochoto’ for short, was a successful keeper at Valencia and Real Madrid and is now the goalkeeping
         coach of both Liverpool and the Spanish national side. Benítez’s opinion is that Ochoto ‘adds serenity to the analysis of
         situations’. Paco Herrera, now the reserve-team manager, is also a vital component in Liverpool’s scouting operation. He has
         taken on the job of rebuilding what Benítez judged to be the club’s insufficiently stocked database of potential signings.
         Furthermore, he analyses rivals, using cutting-edge technology to prepare videos of the strengths, weaknesses, successful
         tactics and flaws in opponents. This material then becomes the basis for Rafa’s regular technical briefings. Herrera’s multifaceted
         role has confused many commentators, who seem to expect backroom staff to be given one job and to stick to it. Rafa clarifies
         the situation eloquently, simply calling Herrera ‘my adviser’. ‘He is doing a very important job in the wings,’ adds Benítez.
         ‘He not only talks to agents and finds out about players, but chats to me about tactics and analyses games. Away from the
         playing and coaching side, Paco has given players, particularly the ones coming from Spain, the confidence and protection
         they sometimes require when either changing club or moving country. To some of the guys here, he is almost like a father figure.’ Herrera, who was a professional in La Liga, has coached teams in the Spanish first and second divisions (Mérida,
         Badajoz, Extremadura) and his knowledge of European football, his reading of games and his coaching talent have been essential
         elements in Benítez’s work.
      

      
      Alex Miller, the chief scout under Houllier, helps Rafa and the team understand the demands of a domestic competition that
         takes time to master, as well as playing a paternal role with the English-speaking contingent. The Scotsman’s story is one
         of survival. He is now the only coach remaining from the previous regime with his five years at the club (plus the seventeen
         he spent at Rangers) providing the experience Rafa needed. ‘Alex is useful for me,’ says Benítez. ‘He is a very good coach
         who knows the players and the English Premiership. It’s important to have him because he can tell me about the teams we will
         play.’
      

      
      Sammy Lee probably could have done Miller’s job, but he felt too much a part of the previous era and thought it was not fair
         to either the club or Houllier to attempt to continue with the new boss. ‘As time goes by there must be someone with a little
         bit of history in the club,’ says another Liverpool old boy, Phil Thompson. ‘I think Rafa made a big mistake with Sammy Lee.
         There should have been a place for him.’ But Rafa preferred to count on people he knew, so he brought them with him. He made
         it clear from the moment he arrived that Lee would not be part of the new decision-making team, and that was enough to convince
         Sammy to hand in his resignation. Rick Parry asked him to stay, and the club even invited him to come on the pre-season tour
         of America so he could get to know the new team before burning his bridges. Paco Herrera also tried to make him feel needed,
         but Sammy could not be persuaded to change his mind. Some supportive words from Rafa might have made the difference, but they
         were never uttered. Nor were they a little later for Michael Owen or later still for Steven Gerrard. Benítez the bad-cop again.
      

      
      On that USA tour, Rafa soon realised he had a much bigger job than he had imagined. In some cases the squad lacked basic knowledge and, more worryingly, even the enthusiasm to learn.
         But the new boss didn’t allow himself to be deflected from his mission. He threw himself straight into the rebuilding process.
      

   
      
      (2)

      
      BEFORE THE KICK-OFF
(THE FANS)

      
      My Wife Thinks I’m at Work but I’m
in the ’Bul with Stevie and Rafa

      
      For at least 10,000 of the 35,000 Liverpool fans who travelled to Istanbul, the journey began at John Lennon Airport. Eighty-two
         flights using nineteen different European airlines left Liverpool’s runway over the three days building up to that day of
         days, with the last charter flight leaving Liverpool at 9.45 on the morning of the match – Wednesday 25 May. That was the
         busiest day in the airport’s history. Naturally, they called it ‘Operation Turkish Delight’.
      

      
      Other intrepid fans had booked cheap package deals to Bulgarian seaside resorts and were willing to brave a bumpy twelve-hour
         journey over the border into Turkey. But that wasn’t the only alternative. From all corners of the globe they came: from Cape
         Town via Athens; from Cologne, Amsterdam, Eindhoven, Sofia, Frankfurt, Paris, Düsseldorf, Brussels. The list went on and on.
         Those Liverpool fans who managed to reach any European city with an onward connection to Istanbul spent an average of £600
         travelling to the Turkish capital. It took some five days to get there. Purpose of the visit: the UEFA Champions League Final.
      

      
      Once they landed at Atatürk International Airport or the smaller Sabiha Gokcen, in the Asian half of the city, they headed
         straight to Taksim Square, the Red Army’s HQ for the forty-eight hours leading up to the match. On that Wednesday, once the
         right bus had been located and boarded (which happened in most cases), the idea was to join those who had arrived earlier
         in the week and had spent their time organising the biggest party the city had ever witnessed. More than one Liverpudlian became very familiar with Efes,
         the local brew.
      

      
      In the square, the Beatles Café, with pictures of the Fab Four and copies of the Merseybeat newspaper adorning the walls, and an Irish pub with the Portuguese name Fado were full for the whole day. From the trees,
         Scouse lads were singing, ‘Treeboy, Treeboy’ with Efes in hand, and every time the first notes of ‘The Fields of Anfield Road’
         or Johnny Cash’s ‘Ring of Fire’ were chanted, hundreds of Reds duly joined in. The sellers of fake Liverpool shirts were doing
         a roaring trade, even though some still bore the name of the exiled El Hadji Diouf, and some Reds exchanged scarves with the
         hugely outnumbered Milan supporters who had ventured into the square.
      

      
      There was a noticeable sense of friendliness both here and around the city that contradicted the predictable media scare stories.
         The press had forgotten two crucial points. First, the travelling fans belonged to a new generation of supporters, nurtured
         in seated stadia for a game that had been turned into a family affair by politicians, Sky Sports, marketing men and history.
         Second, Turkey was desperate to send a positive message to the world, and especially to a sceptical European Union. The country
         wanted to be seen as modern, Western and sophisticated; as a place that could successfully organise the biggest events. Low-profile
         policing, impromptu chants of ‘Istanbul, Istanbul, Istanbul’ and a huge Liverpool flag unfurled in front of the Blue Mosque
         all helped to push Turkey’s image to new heights.
      

      
      Turkish children spent hours clapping along to ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’, while other locals cheered the fans on their way
         to the stadium as if it were the most exciting thing they had done in years. Hundreds of supporters breathed in the atmosphere.
         They had plenty of time to do so, too. Some of the drivers organised by travel agencies to take fans to the stadium were decidedly
         nervous of the motorway traffic and hugged the inside lane. ‘Listen, mate, either you go faster or we’re gonna throw you out
         of the window’ was a threat made by some of the more impatient fans who feared they would miss the kick-off. Closer to the stadium, the traffic
         jams were horrendous. For some, the twenty-mile journey from the centre of town took over three hours. The coaches were forced
         to stop for calls of nature, and, more crucially, to purchase more drinks. ‘One, two or three beers per head?’ asked one travel
         company representative. ‘Ten,’ came the reply from the bus’s passengers.
      

      
      On top of a hill bereft of any other buildings, the Atatürk Stadium is, according to the UEFA website, ‘fortunately not trapped
         in a heavily developed location’. There is plenty of potential for future extension or redevelopment, as an estate agent might
         put it. In other words, Atatürk Stadium is in the middle of a bleak, lunar landscape featuring piles of rubble, bricks and
         stones (potentially dangerous in the first Italian–English final since Heysel), and can be reached only by taxi or dedicated
         coaches. The two one-lane roads to and from the stadium had to cope with the arrival of 70,000 spectators. The second road
         had been completed just a few weeks before the final and the paint on its surface was still glistening on that May night.
      

      
      The moment that the Atatürk could be glimpsed in the distance, fans abandoned their buses, which were haphazardly dumped a
         couple of miles away from the stadium, and foot-slogged it the remainder of the way. It was a mighty spectacle: like a huge
         trail of red ants. They passed yellow taxis, queuing in a long, static convoy, their occupants deliberating whether to join
         the infantry, too. Some cows patiently crossed the road to find some of the scattered green patches that decorated the hill.
         Fans left their crates of beer to scramble up the hillside and have their pictures taken with the nonchalant animals.
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