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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The quotes within this book have been drawn from a mixture of archival research, interviews with Ange Postecoglou and others conducted by me (mostly in 2023), and some interviews by Ben Coonan and Richard Bayliss from an unfinished documentary they were kind enough to pass on for me to use. Quotes from other sources have an endnote. Those without an endnote are from the interviews, from press conferences I either attended or subsequently observed in full online, or from another source otherwise attributed within the text.









FOREWORD


The first impression Ange Postecoglou – or Angie, as so many of Melbourne’s Greek-Australians used to refer to their hometown hero – made on me was in the late 1990s when he was taking his first steps in football management. His South Melbourne team had won two Australian titles and were pursuing a third when we sat in the bowels of the club’s Bob Jane Stadium after an early-season game. In those days these were very intimate post-match press conferences, conducted across a table between him and two or three journalists; there was rarely any TV or radio, and the mood was usually collegiate, more like a discussion than an inquisition.


That’s not how it was this time. South had not played well, and one of my colleagues asked him for an explanation. There were no explanations, no excuses. Postecoglou fixed him with a steely glare and argued to the contrary, even though I, and the other two reporters in that ill-lit and bare space, knew he was only doing so to cover for his players. This was classic early Postecoglou. A man of enormous self-belief, he rarely liked to admit error and he certainly didn’t want to admit that his tactics might not have worked, nor his players not performed.


Fast-forward to January 2000, in a hotel lobby in Rio de Janeiro where Postecoglou, having led his team of part-time players to the inaugural FIFA Club World Championship, is looking forward to locking horns with the likes of Sir Alex Ferguson, the legendary boss of Manchester United. Flanked by sponsors and a handful of club supporters, he was revelling in the challenge as the conversation continued until late into the night. Still only thirty-four, he did not shy away from telling his audience how he would approach the upcoming games against some of the best club sides in the world.


I remember asking whether he would employ what we nowadays would call a ‘low block’, or colloquially ‘park the bus’, to avoid heavy losses and save embarrassment for himself, his players and the club. His look said it all – there was not a chance of that happening. He assured those hanging on his every word that he didn’t plan to sit back and defend desperately to avoid a heavy loss, even though most coaches in his situation would have done so.


South lost all three matches, but only by two-goal margins, and for long periods his troupe of semi-professionals were very much contenders against some of the best teams on the planet. It was a valuable lesson for Postecoglou: tested in the furnace of international competition and in the glare of the global spotlight, he had his philosophy confirmed at such an early stage. He has rarely deviated from it since.


The great Liverpool teams of the 1970s and 1980s were his inspiration. He once explained to me over a cup of coffee in a Melbourne café how men like Kenny Dalglish had provided him with a vision of how the game should be played and that Liverpool and the way it did things had provided a template for the ethos needed to develop a club.


It has not always been plain sailing for Postecoglou, despite his early South Melbourne successes. When he returned home after managing the nation’s junior teams and a period coaching in Greece in the first years of this century, he could not get a job in the Australian game, instead working as a TV analyst.


One night, after appearing alongside him on a show made in Sydney, I offered him a lift back from Melbourne airport as we lived in relative proximity. Although tired and probably fed up, he accepted in good faith – but was then horrified to discover I had forgotten where I parked the car. He nevertheless trudged around a vast outdoor car park at close to midnight looking for the vehicle, eventually discovering it and returning home later than he would have ever imagined. He didn’t complain and, as far as I know, never held it against me. But the story illustrates something that separates Postecoglou from so many other Premier League managers and perhaps explains why so many in the English game find him a breath of fresh air: he has a hinterland. Few top coaches have had to accept lifts from journalists in their clapped-out old car; few have had to take on other jobs to keep the wolf from the door or rebuild their career managing semi-professional clubs. If any Premier League boss has graduated from the school of hard knocks it is he, and it is in those times of difficulty that character comes through.


Postecoglou can be aloof with players, not wanting to develop close relationships as he knows that he cannot be their friend when he has to pick a winning team. No-one, it seems, is immune. In one of his first games in charge of the Socceroos, one of the most senior players in the side was forced to ask one of the PR staff whether he had done anything wrong as the boss had ‘blanked’ him when he passed him in the corridor.


Of course he has an ego. No-one coming from the footballing backwater that was Australia in the 1980s could have succeeded as he has without enormous reserves of self-belief. But he is loyal and supportive of those in whom he believes and respects. He remains in touch with former colleagues and friends from his earliest days in Melbourne and, despite working in the biggest league in the world, has not forgotten his roots.


When I visited the Tottenham training ground before his first ever home match as Spurs boss – against Manchester United in August 2023 – he was happy enough to chat about both old times and his current challenges, and had the empathy to ask about one of my sons, whose illness he had been aware of as my family had conducted a high-profile fundraising campaign to support a cancer charity through his treatment.


At heart, he remains a footballing romantic, stressing that he wants his teams to mirror the qualities he holds to be basic truths about the game: that it is a thing of beauty to be savoured for its intrinsic qualities, an endeavour of brains and brawn, skill and speed, courage and conviction, technique and tactics, but above all of joy, the sort of joy that puts smiles on the faces of fans whenever they see his team in action.


I grew up in North London and have been a Tottenham fan for most of my life, following a club whose credo was best put by legendary double-winning captain Danny Blanchflower: ‘The game is about glory. It is about doing things in style, with a flourish, about going out and beating the other lot, not waiting for them to die of boredom.’


In Ange Postecoglou, they have found a coach who is a true believer, and the lilywhite faithful can rest easy in the knowledge that he will stick to his and Blanchflower’s philosophy, come what may.


Michael Lynch


Former senior football writer,


The Age and Sydney Morning Herald









CHAPTER 1


WHO WE ARE




They don’t play for something important, yeah. They don’t want to play under pressure, they don’t want to play under stress. It is easy in this way. Tottenham’s story is this, 20 years there is the owner and they never won something, but why? The fault is only for the club, or for every manager that stay here. I have seen the managers that Tottenham had on the bench . . . it is time to change this situation if Tottenham want to change. They can change the manager, a lot of managers, but the situation cannot change. Believe me.


Antonio Conte, former Tottenham Hotspur manager, 18 March 2023





It’s 30 September 2023 and Tottenham Hotspur have won again. The big speakers in the club’s home stadium are pumping out ‘Angels’, but Robbie Williams is being drowned out by 60 000 fans. They all know the words to the song, but they’re singing from their own hymn sheet these days. That’s not hyperbole – this feels like a religious experience.


‘And through it aaaaaaallll, we’ll play the way we want to, with big Ange Postecoglou, whether I’m right or wrong,’ they roar over the top of the real lyrics. Or maybe these are the real lyrics now.


Ange Postecoglou is looking around this magnificent arena, soaking up the adulation, fist-pumping the air after a controversial 2–1 win over Liverpool and you can hear Williams fighting a losing battle for attention in the background.


Limbs are flying around everywhere, attached to grown men and women in Tottenham jerseys who are so happy they’re almost levitating. Two weeks earlier, Spurs scored twice deep in stoppage time, in the ninety-eighth and hundredth minutes, to beat Sheffield United 2–1 and produce the latest comeback in Premier League history – and now they’ve done it again, with Pedro Porro’s cross accidentally bundled into the net by Liverpool defender Joël Matip in the ninety-sixth minute. This sort of thing is not normal. Apparently this bloke’s teams do it all the time.


As Postecoglou makes his way to the players’ tunnel, he’s bear-hugged by Mile Jedinak, who was his captain when he was coach of the Socceroos, Australia’s national men’s team. Jedinak is now his assistant coach. What Jedinak is seeing happen now to this football club, this transformation, he has seen happen before. He has lived through it. It is no less impressive the second time around. They embrace, and then Postecoglou disappears into the tunnel and it’s time for everyone to go home.


But the congregation is still singing as it makes its way down Tottenham High Road towards the Seven Sisters tube station: ‘It’s big Angebaaaaaaalll, so you can keep your Pochettino, Conte and Mourinho, and even Christian Gross. ’Cos everywhere we go, da da da da da, I’m loving Big Ange instead.’


We can trace the genesis of these lyrics to a beach in Ecuador around mid-2023, where James Black, a lifelong Spurs fan and musician, was wandering around with the seed of an idea in his head. Black was on holiday, but still fully dialled into his team’s off-season activities, and was doing his own due diligence on their mysterious new manager from the other side of the world. This Aussie guy with a long surname, who just won the treble in Scotland with Celtic.


Black went down a YouTube rabbit hole of match highlights and press conference zingers, and reached the conclusion that Big Ange was a ‘top lad’ and a perfect fit for Spurs given the way he liked his teams to play. Then he watched the first official match of the Postecoglou era, a 3–2 defeat to West Ham United in a friendly held in Perth, Western Australia, on a cracked Amazon Fire Stick. ‘I turned it off, and I was, like, really happy,’ he says. ‘I’ve got quite a few mates who are Tottenham, we’ve got group chats, and we all said, “This is quality.” And we’d just lost to West Ham. Now when does that happen? As a Tottenham fan, that’s the second- or third-most horrific thing that can happen.’


Black has been writing and singing Tottenham Hotspur songs since 2019, and plays before every match at a bar inside their stadium. He knew he had to come up with a song about Postecoglou to capture this positive vibe he was feeling. He made the connection with Robbie Williams’ song ‘Angels’ because of the similarity between the words ‘Ange’ and ‘Angels’, and repurposed the lyrics while he was walking on the beach in Ecuador. ‘I thought, Right, this has got legs. I guess I got lucky with the last three managers rhyming. And Christian Gross . . . well, I have to put something for the real hardcore fans to nod their heads to.’


Soon after it went semi-viral on the internet, Black received a random message from a Twitter (now X) user named ‘Robbie Hotspur’, who told him Robbie Williams was going to sing his lyrics and co-opt the moment. He was at the pub, and didn’t believe it at first: ‘He said, “Yeah, it’s on, man. He’s about to do it. Check his Instagram in five minutes.” I’m laughing with the lads – yeah, nonsense. Robbie Hotspur? Come on.’ Then, as promised, Williams posted a video of himself and a guitarist singing Black’s cover version of his song. ‘Guess I’m a Tottenham fan now,’ he said. The whole thing exploded.


‘I got into Tottenham because of Paul Gascoigne,’ Black says. ‘I love the personalities. And Ange, I’ve loved him from the start. Some managers might have thought they were too good for Tottenham. But we wanted Ange, and Ange wanted us. That married together really well. I was speaking to a few guys at Sky Sports that I know, and they say they just can’t wait for the next Tottenham presser. They used to hate them – with Conte and Mourinho and that lot . . . the snotty answers and batting them back. Now they’re looking forward to it, and loving it. That sort of thing, it’s very powerful.’


It’s reflected in the bootleg merchandise stands near the club’s stadium on match days. They’re selling flags with Black’s lyrics on them, scarves with Postecoglou’s name and likeness, pins with the Australian and Greek flags, cork hats and T-shirts that say ‘To Dare is to Didgeridoo’, with a kangaroo replacing the famous Tottenham cockerel.


Lisa McMenemy, a vendor at a stall on Park Lane, has seen this all before. She’s a Celtic fan, but her mum follows Spurs, so she’s got a soft spot for them. She’s still a little bit heartbroken that Postecoglou left the Glaswegian club, but not at all surprised at how quickly Tottenham people have fallen under his spell.


‘It’s not the best for Celtic,’ she sighs. ‘It was nice to see a manager who could transform a whole club. I really like him. He takes not only the team but the fans and the whole club on a journey. He sticks by his words, and it gives you more trust as a fan, that you know he’s going to do a good job. I’m not surprised, because I had full faith he would do the exact same thing at Tottenham. It’s definitely changed, you can see more of a passion now. When people come out of the stadium, they’re not as disheartened. They’re there to watch quality football. And that’s what they’ve been getting every game.’


It’s 6 November 2023 and Spurs fans are singing again, only this time they’re down to nine men, and they’re losing. It’s the ninety-fourth minute and Son Heung-min has just had a shot saved that would have made it 2–2. Chelsea recover the ball, surge to the other end of the Tottenham Hotspur Stadium, negotiate their way past Spurs’ thrillingly positioned defensive line, and Nico Jackson finishes off an easy cutback to make it 3–1 and kill off the game. Spurs eventually lose 4–1, but at full-time, the crowd still delivers a standing ovation, a sort of in-the-moment endorsement of Postecoglou’s wild new tactical methodology, followed by a defiant rendition of ‘Oh When the Spurs Go Marching in’. It is his first defeat as a Premier League manager, but it feels like a win. Somehow Ange Postecoglou walks away with his reputation enhanced, not destroyed. The still image of nine players dancing on the tightrope of the halfway line, flying in the face of decades of footballing orthodoxy, becomes the symbol of what is now being called ‘Angeball’.


‘It’s just who we are, mate,’ Postecoglou explains to media after the match, as pundits across the world debate whether he is arrogant, hopelessly naive, or extremely brave for sticking with the high defensive line under such circumstances. ‘As long as I’m here, that’s what we’re going to do. Even with five men, we’ll have a go.’


Spurs had gone undefeated through their first ten games – their best start since 1960–61, which was the last time they’d won the English First Division. Postecoglou was named the Premier League’s manager of the month in each of his first three months, an unprecedented feat which shot him to international fame. The word ‘mate’ became his trademark. But it all came to a crashing halt against Chelsea, which was the start of a five-match losing streak and the hinge point of their season. The fallout was brutal. Defenders Cristian Romero and Destiny Udogie were shown red cards, triggering automatic suspensions, while prized recruits Micky van de Ven and James Maddison suffered serious injuries that would sideline them for the next few months – wiping out, in essence, a quarter of their team for an extended period. Spurs were not the same after that.


It’s 5 May 2024 and Tottenham haven’t won in ages. Or at least that’s what it feels like. It has been a season of ups and downs – much better than the previous season, but judged against the standards set by the first ten games of the Postecoglou era, a bit of a disappointment overall. And as the end draws near, it’s falling apart at the seams. Over the preceding three weeks, Spurs have fallen to Newcastle (4–0), Arsenal (3–2, but all three goals were conceded in the first 38 minutes) and Chelsea (2–0). Players are visibly exhausted, physically, mentally and emotionally, their high line being routinely shredded to pieces. You don’t hear ‘Angels’ much anymore. Spurs are smashed 4–2 by Liverpool at Anfield – their fourth defeat in a row, the worst losing streak the club has suffered in 20 years. Faith is wavering. After the match, Postecoglou walks up to the travelling supporters and thanks them for their support. He points at them, then points his two index fingers at his head, then points at his chest. He later explains he had no idea what he meant by this, but those who seek meaning in these things manage to find it.


It’s 14 May 2024 and Spurs fans are singing again, and they’re losing again. ‘Arsenal, are you watching?’ they chant. Tottenham are defeated 2–0 by Manchester City, who go on to be crowned Premier League champions a few days later. It’s Tottenham’s fifth loss in six games. It’s also their best performance in weeks, but nobody really cares about that. The main thing here is that, because of this result, their North London rival Arsenal have almost certainly been denied the title. A perfect storm of circumstances has led to this once-in-a-generation event where the title race has become intertwined with the petty and trivial politics of football rivalries, Tottenham’s inferiority complex and Postecoglou’s iron-willed determination to win all of the time, no matter what, zero exceptions. The atmosphere is strange and eerie at the Tottenham Hotspur Stadium, because most Spurs fans wanted to lose. When City scored, some of them even performed what is known as the ‘Poznan’, which is when they turn their backs to the field, link arms and jump up and down in celebration. Postecoglou struggles to compute the scenes around him and blows up at a supporter who uses abusive language towards him in the dugout. He tells the world that the previous 48 hours have revealed to him that the club’s foundations are ‘fairly fragile’, but refuses to elaborate.


And this is the part he says he enjoys the most.


‘Angeball’ might seem like a term that’s popped up overnight, the latest example of the [insert surname]-ball cliche (see: Wengerball, Sarriball, Bielsaball) which has swept through modern football. Some of the great unwashed in Australia might think it’s a rip-off of Bazball, the English cricket team’s new attacking modus operandi, named after coach Brendon ‘Baz’ McCullum – whose ideas, unsurprisingly, Postecoglou admires.


But Angeball entered the vernacular well over a decade ago, first emerging on Twitter (or X) in 2012, when Postecoglou was at Melbourne Victory and unveiled a new striker-less system, not unlike the way Spurs set up that night against Manchester City. When Postecoglou became the coach of the Socceroos, the Australian men’s national team, and his radical ways were exposed to a bigger, broader audience, Angeball really began to pick up linguistic steam. Now it’s gone global.


So what is it, exactly?


Angeball is not a formation or a structure or a system or a particular pattern of play. It can be all or some of these elements but is much bigger than any of them. It’s one of those things; you know it when you see it. In its most basic form, Angeball is a state of mind; the core difference with Bazball is that nobody is ever under any pretences. Winning absolutely still matters.


‘For me, it starts with the ball.’ This is how Postecoglou begins to explain his playing philosophy to a group of like-minded coaches, analysts and football nerds in a Zoom webinar for Hudl, a video and data analysis platform, in April 2020. ‘Everything that we coach and preach in terms of the way we want to play starts with the ball. There are certain things that are non-negotiable, and the first one is I want my teams to have the ball. So, our attacking philosophy, our defensive philosophy, is all sort of measured around that.’ The ball seems like an obvious place to start. Putting it in the other team’s net is the main objective of football, after all.


‘The end goal is we just want to score more goals than everybody else,’ he continues. Again, obvious. Goals win games. We know this. Preventing them from being scored against you may mean you will never lose, but if you don’t score them, you’ll never win. And yet most coaches spend more time worrying about defence and negation than attack and creation – self-preservation instead of exposure to risk. Postecoglou thinks differently. He is always mindful of what the opposition is doing, and the threats they pose, but will never let it dictate how his teams approach the game or curtail their ambitions. Attack, to him, is the best form of defence. Everything flows from there.


‘As a coach, when I’m watching the game, I’m just not comfortable when the opposition have the ball,’ he says. ‘I don’t want to be in a situation where I’m watching the opposition working us around the pitch or looking for space. Even our defensive work doesn’t stray from what our core belief is: we want to be a team that has the ball. We want to be an aggressive, attacking, bold, brave football team.’


In practice, that means keeping the ball for as long as possible, and reacting as quickly as possible if and when it is lost. Postecoglou’s teams are known for their relentless ‘pressing’ – football jargon for chasing the ball aggressively and applying pressure on the opposition player who has it to force them into a turnover. It’s not mindless harrying; there’s a plan, there are triggers when the players know it’s their turn to press, and it involves all eleven of them, all of the time.


Ideally, this happens as far away from the team’s defensive goal as possible, and as close to their attacking goal as possible, which is why you often see the last line of defenders standing near the halfway line, reducing the space available to the opposition, and the goalkeeper out of his box, acting at times as an extra outfielder. It means they are vulnerable to counterattacks, but that’s a gamble Postecoglou is willing to take. ‘It starts, most of the time, with how do we play out from the back? Even under pressure, our goalkeeper and defenders are constantly looking for options short – and they have options short,’ he says. ‘It starts with the goalkeeper and ends with us attacking in the opposition box. For me, that’s our football.’


Pumping the ball long from defence is anathema to Angeball. So is, in most circumstances, passing the ball backwards. Close observers may have figured this out by spotting an incensed Postecoglou in his technical area, yelling at his players something like: ‘STOP PASSING IT FUCKING BACKWARDS!’


What he wants is for his players to take the game on, to pass their way out of trouble. When they’re being pressed, he wants them to play short balls to each other. They could concede immediately if they make a mistake close enough to their own goal, which is why most coaches (and players, for that matter) prefer not to do it. But if they play it long, while the immediate danger might be cleared, it usually sets up a fifty-fifty battle for possession elsewhere on the field, which means a greater chance they could lose the ball.


Postecoglou’s teams always eschew the easier, safer, more comfortable option in favour of the one that could bring greater rewards. He knows that if his players can find little pockets of space, swap positions, create triangles or squares or other shapes which help them outnumber the opposition, they can confuse their opponents, drag defenders out of place, move the ball up the pitch and into an area where they can take a shot. Not just any shot from a speculative angle, but a shot from somewhere central, close to goal, so as to give them the best possible chance of scoring. And the quicker they can do it, the harder it will be for the opposition.


His idea of utopia, he once said, is a world where there are no defenders, midfielders or attackers, but ten outfield players who are not restricted by their starting positions and can swap and rotate at will.


There is never a time when Postecoglou’s teams are not trying to score a goal, no matter the scoreline, situation or conditions – whether it’s the first day of the season or the final minutes of the last game with the trophy in the bag, or on a pristine pitch in glorious sunshine, on artificial turf in the depths of a Scottish winter or on a dustbowl in the Middle Eastern heat. If they do find themselves in a scenario where they desperately need a goal late in a match, they don’t have to suddenly change their tactics and become attacking. They already are. They do this not for the sake of putting on a show, or to prove a point, but because Postecoglou believes it is the most effective way to win.


Here’s the catch.


‘For all that to happen,’ Postecoglou says, ‘it takes a lot of time in terms of preparing players and staff to understand why we need to play this way.’ By his own estimation, the process of embedding these principles and concepts into the culture of a team usually takes between six and twelve months – depending on how much of an opportunity he’s had to shape his squad, bring in players with the right attributes and move on the ones who don’t fit. It is not a switch that can be flicked. The physical and mental demands of training, playing and living like this will test a player’s body and mind. And the transition period is extremely painful. Especially for fans.


Each time Postecoglou has taken charge of a new team, it’s been roughly the same sort of pattern. Obvious teething issues interspersed with flashes of real promise. Disjointed pressing and passing. Bad, bad defending. Widespread questioning of Postecoglou, his appointment, those who appointed him, his methods, his sanity, and why anyone from Australia should be trusted on football. The losses pile up. Pundits will say his team has been ‘figured out’, and that a ‘Plan B’ is required immediately. The word ‘naive’ will get thrown around. Critics will point out that he spends most of his press conferences looking at the floor and not the person asking him questions. The industry will smell blood.


But then the smog begins to clear. The team starts to make a habit of scoring late equalisers or winners. Certain players who were thought to be rubbish begin to find previously unimaginable levels of performance. ‘Maybe he’s onto something,’ the critics concede. A creeping sense of inevitability starts to build around the team, then around the club, and soon enough, outsiders sense it too. The sceptics start to believe. Then it starts to look like it’s working. Then it starts working. And then it’s really working. At this point the players are not executing tactics anymore; what they are doing has become part of them. And from then on, it tends to take care of itself.


Tottenham Hotspur are somewhere along the road. Postecoglou’s first season at the club has unfolded in the wrong order: the good times came before the struggles. Nobody is quite sure why, but Spurs have still ended up at the same inflexion point as all his other teams, confronted by the same mental barriers. On the other side, history suggests, is success. Always.


On the day before Tottenham’s first home game, at his weekly press conference, Postecoglou spoke about something he heard Australian singer Nick Cave say about his relationship with fans of his music. It wasn’t his job to make Tottenham fans happy, Postecoglou said, but to give them joy. ‘And joy comes from suffering. I thought it was a great description of what football is about. It is not about being happy, because you actually suffer a game of football until that joyous moment when the ball goes in the net, or you win the game. I want to bring them joy, but they need to understand there will be some suffering within that.’


I first crossed paths with Ange Postecoglou in 2010 when he was the coach of Brisbane Roar. I was studying at a university on Queensland’s Gold Coast, an hour south of Brisbane, when I began my first job in journalism as a freelance sports reporter for a now-defunct website.


His ‘Roarcelona’ team blew my mind. The A-League, Australia’s top domestic competition, was relatively new, and most of the teams played basic transitional football. The players were clearly limited technically. But the football Brisbane Roar played was otherworldly, a beacon of hope glowing bright in an ocean of mud and muck. They played like Barcelona, and that is no word of a lie – hence the nickname. At times it was like they were playing a completely different sport to everyone else. I was not and never have been a Brisbane Roar fan, but like many other Australians, I felt inexplicably drawn to them, as if what they were doing was so powerful it superseded any existing club loyalties or allegiances.


It was clear to me back then that Postecoglou was a special coach who could produce teams with a certain intangible quality that nobody else seemed capable of identifying, let alone replicating. If these players could be made to do that, I thought, then perhaps everything we were taught about Australian soccer, all the self-limiting rhetoric we internalised, and where we supposedly fitted into the world game’s pecking order, was wrong.


Back then, the only way to watch the A-League was through Foxtel, Australia’s main cable television provider. I couldn’t afford it at the time, but some of my mates at uni had it installed so they could watch the Premier League. So on weekends, I would head to one of their places in the afternoon or early evening to catch an A-League game or two. They would ask me why I wasted so much time watching such low-grade, poor-quality football, and sometimes I wondered the same thing. But I will never forget, in October 2011, watching Brisbane Roar’s 7–1 massacre of Adelaide United. That day, I begged a couple of my mates to take a look for themselves. They rolled their eyes, groaned, and dragged themselves to the couch. But as the goals piled up, they huddled around the TV with me, transfixed by the way Brisbane’s passing and movement sliced apart Adelaide’s defence. It might have only been the A-League, but the theory behind the play was obviously world-class.


As my career progressed, I was fortunate to cover Postecoglou’s Socceroos tenure closely. My very first assignment with Australian Associated Press was covering the 2015 Asian Cup. As the team embarked on a long, arduous qualification campaign for the 2018 World Cup in Russia, I followed them to countries such as Tajikistan, Saudi Arabia and Japan. The customary ‘match day minus two’ roundtable chat with Ange was the highlight of every trip; it was also pretty much the only time we’d ever get to speak to him because, as his players will tell you, he’s not one for chit-chat. In Iran, I was part of a special pre-match media briefing where he explained the rationale for his controversial switch to a three-at-the-back formation – a decision that would ultimately lead to his sad exit from the Australian game. When I joined the Sydney Morning Herald and he made his long-awaited leap into club football abroad, I continued to study his evolution as a coach, and would interview him every so often.


I haven’t always agreed with his tactical decisions or the way he carries himself. But on more than one occasion I have found myself looking back at some of those things I haven’t liked or understood in the moment and, only in retrospect, realising he was right all along. There can be a stark incongruence between what he says at a given moment and what everyone else sees – and I think it’s because he is always looking at the bigger picture, while the rest of us are often stuck on smaller details. I suppose that’s what it means to be ahead of your time.


The opportunity to write this book came about not long after he was confirmed as Spurs manager. When I ran it past him for approval, he said he could not be directly involved due to time constraints, but that I should ‘just go for it’, which is typical Ange. He said he would not steer me towards or away from any interview subjects – aside from his family, which he wanted off limits. He wanted me to rely on my own judgement. I soon learnt this was not dissimilar to how he deals with his backroom staff.


‘My only advice to you would be to write the book you want to write,’ Postecoglou told me. ‘Not necessarily the one I want told.’


This book is a narrative retelling of Ange Postecoglou’s life and career in football, drawn from more than fifty interviews with those who have worked with, against, above and below him – players, former teammates, rival coaches, his assistants, other staff, CEOs and chairs, his closest friends, journalists who have covered his teams and fans who have followed them, and Postecoglou himself. It has been supplemented by other interviews I have conducted with Postecoglou, his ex-assistants and ex-players in recent years, including some previously unreleased material, as well as archival research – newspaper clippings, magazine features, long-form podcasts and radio appearances, documentaries, public speeches, television shows – plus my own recollections and eyewitness accounts from having covered Postecoglou’s teams first-hand.


What quickly became apparent was how little he has changed in his almost thirty years of coaching. He is fundamentally the same guy. What you see is always what you’ve gotten with him. His teams have always played the same way, and for the same reasons. He has the same aura, the same short and sweet approach in his dealings with players and staff. He has never shied away from a challenge of any kind; in fact, he relishes a challenge, so much so that he actively seeks out the biggest ones, inserts himself right in the middle, and confronts them head-on. He has always stuck to his guns, and those around him have always known he was bound for the top. I am not sure why it took the rest of Australia so long to figure it out.


Postecoglou’s story is a potted history of Australian soccer, and parts of it are a genuine Greek tragedy. He comes from a family who migrated in search of a better life and found a home at a club which helped them form connections in a strange new land. He is a ball boy who rose to captain, won two titles, represented his country, became a coach, then won two more – only to find himself suddenly cast aside as a pariah, abandoned by the community he loved, needing to prove himself all over again. It would not be the only time.


His relationship with the game in Australia is complicated. Although he is one of the most influential figures in its history, he appears to find comfort in thinking of himself as an outsider. Through so many of soccer’s greatest moments in Australia, from the death of the old National Soccer League (NSL) to the establishment of the A-League, and on the international stage, Postecoglou has been there, most of the time as the protagonist. Now he is overseas, breaking down more barriers, continuing to achieve the impossible, normalising for the rest of the world the sound of an Aussie accent in conversations about football.


He can be seen as a stubborn idealist or a total genius. An everyman or a misunderstood savant. Gregarious or grumpy. He’s a loner, yet people want to give everything for him. He delegates many tasks to his colleagues, yet you can see his fingerprints everywhere. He does not micromanage, and yet he sees, hears and knows everything around him.


He is a straightforward man of contradictions, and they all somehow make sense.


To truly understand Ange Postecoglou, where he comes from and what makes him the way he is, you have to understand Australian soccer, all of its infuriating quirks and eccentricities. To do that, you have to understand soccer’s position in the Australian psyche, and the critical role that ethnicity plays in both the sport and the country.


And to do that, we have to go right back to the very start.









CHAPTER 2


KEEP THE BALL DOWN




Roberto: So why don’t you come here anymore?


Steve: Mate, you got too trendy for me.


Roberto: These clowns? Screw them. Learn the word antipasto and they think they’re Italian.


Steve: I remember at school, you know, I used to lay out all my food in front of me, my salami, my pasta dura bread, all that stuff, but all the kids, they used to laugh at me. Now, you lay it out on a platter, you call it antipasto, and they’ll pay 20 bucks for it.


Roberto: Mate, I charge 30.


The Wog Boy, 2000





To choose football as an Australian, as Ange Postecoglou once put it, is to choose the hard road. It means an athletic life spent in the shadows of Aussie Rules, Rugby League, cricket and the other sports Australia is better known for. It means instinctively leafing towards the death notices in the newspaper to find anything on football – and failing. It means foreigners thinking you know nothing about the game, an assumption that persists even when compelling evidence to the contrary is submitted. For the players good enough to represent the national team, it means more long-haul travel than perhaps any other team in world football, to far-flung, often inhospitable destinations, to play in front of hostile crowds.


Above all else, it means sacrificing sleep. Australia’s east coast is ten hours ahead of GMT, so any top-level European football is played at profoundly unsociable hours. To watch it live requires high levels of commitment and discipline, and a difficult decision: stay up all night and deal with the consequences later, or go to bed early and try to wake up for the game. Either way, through bleary eyes, the television screen becomes a portal to a distant universe where football is king. The next day’s exhaustion is worn as a badge of honour. The well-rested among us don’t know what they’re missing; overseas, they don’t know how good they’ve got it.


Most kids cry when they’re woken up too early. A young Ange Postecoglou looked forward to it, because a tap on the shoulder in the dead of night meant there was a game to watch. It was as if the rest of the world was still fast asleep and it was just him and his old man, Jim, on the couch, riding every goal, miss, pass and tackle like they were there at the stadium. Whatever their grainy black-and-white TV served up, they would watch it together. On Monday night, it was Match of the Day. Jim would point out the teams and players that excited him: the dribblers, the passers and the entertainers, like Eddie Gray and Peter Lorimer from Don Revie’s Leeds United, and Kevin Keegan and Kenny Dalglish from Bob Paisley’s Liverpool. And so Ange loved them too.


When the Socceroos were on the world stage, Jim and Ange didn’t miss a second. In 1974, Australia’s World Cup debut, they were inspired by the feats of Rale Rasic’s ragtag squad of tradesmen, miners and salesmen, and how they opened up a new realm of possibilities for football in their country. ‘For me it was the equivalent of the moon landing,’ Postecoglou says. ‘Anything was possible.’1


At the same tournament, they were mesmerised by the Dutch – Johan Cruyff and Total Football – and bored witless by the ultra-defensive Italians. Jim always hated catenaccio, and anything else that got in the way of the game being played the way he liked it. ‘Kάτω η μπάλα’ he would tell his son, which, roughly translated from Greek, means ‘Keep the ball down’. Ange would live by those words.


Born in the Athens suburb of Nea Filadelfeia on 27 August 1965, Postecoglou remembers practically nothing from the first five years of his life – aside from a stuffed toy dog he used to carry around, and a trip to the hospital after slipping over in their yard and splitting open his head on a brick. His most vivid memories are from Melbourne, and revolve almost exclusively around football and his father, Dimitri (Jim for short), who has been the single biggest influence on his life. They were created either on the couch at home or at Middle Park Stadium, the two places where Postecoglou learnt about the game.


One morning, less than two years after Postecoglou was born, Athens awoke to tanks rolling through the city and Greek folk music blaring over the radio. A group of right-wing army officers had seized power, overthrowing the country’s caretaker government a month before planned elections. This military junta would rule with an iron fist for seven years, clamping down on civil liberties, banning all political parties, and arresting and torturing perceived opponents. It was a dark time.


Jim was a carpenter who ran a children’s furniture and toy-making business, which was mandatorily acquired by the regime. While he never truly wanted to leave Greece, that turmoil is what convinced him to seek new pastures, and the opportunity for a better life for his family. In the end, it came down to a choice between Australia and South Africa, and like so many other Greeks at the time, he picked the former. Australia had opened its doors to European migrants to boost the population, sparked by fears of a Japanese invasion during World War II. The government’s slogan was ‘Populate or perish’ – otherwise, warned Arthur Calwell, the then minister for immigration, the ‘yellow races’ would take over within twenty-five years.


After a thirty-day voyage on the high seas, Jim, his wife Voula, their ten-year-old daughter Elizabeth and five-year-old Evangelos set foot in their new country. No uncles, aunties, cousins or grandparents, no friends – just the four of them. They knew not a soul, could not speak a word of English, and had barely any money.


‘I keep thinking about my dad’s decision to come [to Australia],’ Postecoglou says. ‘And I reckon every major decision I’ve made in my professional life – sometimes in my personal life – whenever I’ve had a choice between doing what’s safe and doing something that’s a little bit risky, a little bit edgy, I’ve gone down that road. And I reckon that goes back to my father making a decision years ago to up and take his family to a land he didn’t know. That sort of character trait is in me . . . I’m not known for playing it safe. I just feel that’s closer to my spirit.’2


After an initial period spent in the Bonegilla migrant camp in northern Victoria, the Postecoglou family settled in Prahran, an inner suburb of Melbourne, home to the biggest Greek diaspora community in the world. In the absence of their own extended family, it would become their support network. These days, Prahran is fully gentrified – running through it is Chapel Street, one of the city’s main entertainment strips, which is lined with trendy cafés, boutiques, pubs and nightspots. Back then, it was the working-class heartbeat of Hellenic Melbourne.


The Postecoglou clan lived in a two-bedroom house near the Jam Factory – literally an old jam factory that was converted into a shopping centre in 1979 – which they shared with the family who had sponsored them. Jim had picked up some carpentry work, and during the week, he left home early, often before Ange was even awake. He’d get back late at night, grumpy and irritable, then wolf down dinner and fall asleep on the couch.


Not long after arriving in Melbourne, Jim heard about a double-bed mattress that was being given away for free, so he and the father from the other family went out on foot to collect it. Hoisting it above their heads, they tried to get their bearings but realised they’d forgotten how to get home. As night fell, the two of them wandered the streets, unable to ask for directions in English, use public transport or consult a map, much less a GPS system. After going around in circles, twice passing by Prahran Town Hall, they eventually found their way back. Jim collapsed on the mattress as soon as they walked through the door, totally exhausted.


‘Our story is not unique to me and my family,’ Postecoglou says. ‘It’s the immigrant story.’3


Sundays had a typical rhythm in the Postecoglou household: this was the one day of the week when everyone would sleep in. Then it was breakfast in bed, followed by World Championship Wrestling on television – Ange’s hero was Spiros Arion, the ‘Golden Greek’. When the wrestling finished, it meant there was about an hour to go until the best part of the day, the highlight of the week, the thing he looked forward to the most: the drive to Middle Park Stadium with his dad to watch South Melbourne Hellas. All the troubles of the week would melt away, and Jim would come out of his shell.


‘I loved that time,’ he says. ‘Just sitting in the car with the old man, me and him. As soon as he walked through those gates, he was a different person. He was really sociable and engaging with everyone. He was really passionate about the game and he’d be animated, and that was, to me, my real dad. I never saw him during the week. So when I got a glimpse of that, I’d go, “I want a part of that.”’4


On the way there, father and son would try to predict the team selection or speculate about the result; on the way back, they would debate why they’d won or lost and which players had stood out. At post-match gatherings, instead of running off with kids his own age to make the most of the fading sun, Ange would sit on his father’s lap and chatter away about the game: the tactics, the referee, the coaches – all the usual contours of football discourse, which Postecoglou was exposed to at an abnormally early age.


‘It is a simple equation,’ he says. ‘I loved the game because it got me closer to him [Jim], and the rest just evolved from there.’5


Football, from then on, was everything.


South Melbourne Hellas arose from the merger of three football clubs in 1959. Two of them, Hellenic and Yarra Park Aias, were very popular and effectively absorbed the third, South Melbourne United. Hellenic and Yarra Park were both founded by Greek immigrants, and so the new club took on an outwardly Greek identity: ‘Hellas’ is Greek for ‘Greece’, the club’s logo was inspired by the Greek flag, and their royal blue shirts are a nod to the Greek national team. When the National Soccer League was launched in 1977 – the first football code in Australia to go fully national – Hellas was one of the fourteen foundation clubs, and boasted arguably the biggest football fanbase in the country.


But South Melbourne Hellas, like all ethnic clubs, had a broader purpose that went way beyond sport. Middle Park was a social sanctuary, a place for Greek immigrants to come together at the end of a hard week as ‘New Australians’, relax and be Greek again – speak Greek, sing Greek songs, eat Greek food with other Greeks. Single men would come to meet their future wives, and vice versa. The club was a vehicle for cultural expression and preservation, but it was also a community hub and a support system for people still struggling to come to grips with this strange country where they played football with a different-shaped ball. In return, Australian football benefited from the expertise and passion of these migrant groups, who lifted the standards and enriched the local game, and whose children – like Postecoglou – went on to fill the ranks of the national teams and domestic league in their adopted homeland.


There were dozens of clubs like Hellas across Australia, with practically each ethnic community in each city setting up their own. There was a Croatia in Melbourne and Sydney, and a Juventus in Melbourne and Adelaide. Marconi, one of the Italian clubs in Sydney, was named for Italian Nobel prize winner Guglielmo Marconi, the inventor of wireless radio transmission. There was Footscray JUST, which stood for ‘Jugoslav United Soccer Team’. The Dutch had a team in Brisbane called Hollandia. Sunshine George Cross, the Maltese club in Melbourne’s western suburbs, took its name from the George Cross awarded to the people of Malta by the British King George IV for bravery during World War II. Inevitably, political tensions between certain nationalities would cause issues, and newspapers would splash tales of riots and other violence onto their front pages, with leading columnists delighting in trashing the game, all while the sports sections at the back ignored the actual football. Most ‘regular’ Australians refused to rally behind the flag or emblem of a foreign nation and followed other codes instead. But these clubs gave football a fundamentally ethnic identity, providing a kaleidoscopic reflection of multicultural Australia as it really was – as opposed to how Australia preferred to see itself.


There is a flashback scene in the cult Australian comedy film The Wog Boy which resonates with migrants of Postecoglou’s vintage. In it, the main character, Steve Karamitsis, a first-generation Greek-Australian portrayed by comedian Nick Giannopoulos, reminisces about the turning point in his life, the moment he decided to fight back against the racist teasing he copped at school. Most children of Anglo-Saxon origin at the time ate basic white-bread sandwiches with the crusts cut off. Then the camera pans to a young Steve, wearing traditional Greek dress (his mother had heard he had to wear a ‘uniform’ at school), sitting in front of a full spread of continental bread, salami, tomatoes and other ethnic foods. Three young, red-haired, freckled kids come up to him, pointing their fingers and repeating: ‘Wog boy! Wog boy! Wog boy!’ Steve responds by bashing them over the head with a salami.


Of course, the scene is an exaggeration, but only just. Postecoglou can recount an almost identical experience, minus the violent reprisal and Greek attire. ‘You’d go to school and everybody would open their packed lunches,’ he says. ‘So everybody had their Vegemite sandwiches. And I’d open mine up and you’d get cheese, salami, olives and taramasalata . . . and they were all like: “What the hell is going on?”’6


Between 1959 and 1970, more than 120 000 Greek-born migrants moved to Australia. Today, Australia is arguably the world’s most successful multicultural nation, but back then, the country was going through profound societal change, and the transition was not smooth. The last remnants of the White Australia policy, which enforced racial criteria to preserve the country’s British cultural heritage, were only legally dismantled in 1973 by the Whitlam government, which moved away from the previous policy of assimilation towards integration and diversity. It took a while for society to catch up, however – for a long time, migrants faced varying levels of discrimination and prejudice. People like Postecoglou were teased and tormented for no reason other than having an unusual-sounding surname, something he later described as a ‘real impediment’ to life in Australia at the time. He recalls stories from his father about him and other Greeks being verbally or physically abused on public transport for coming to Australia, taking jobs from the locals and not knowing how to speak the language. When Ange was ten, the family actually changed their surname by deed poll to ‘Postekos’, which is what Ange has on all of his legal documents.


‘It was a fad in those days to shorten your name if you were Greek, so that’s what they did,’ he says. Until he was called up to play for an Australian youth team at age eighteen and had to get his first passport, he never thought much of it. ‘I never liked it and never used it. I was proud of my background, but when it came to my first passport, and my first driver’s licence, there was nothing I could do about it.’7


The prevalent insult thrown around at the time was ‘wog’, a catch-all racial slur directed predominantly at migrants of Mediterranean origin – Greeks and Italians mainly – but which eventually was applied to anyone who wasn’t a white Anglo-Saxon. By extension, football became ‘wogball’.


‘It was called either kiss chasey or wogball,’ says Michael Petersen, a teammate of Postecoglou from his playing days at South Melbourne. ‘Kiss chasey because after the boys scored a goal everyone would be hugging and kissing, and wogball because only the ethnics played it. It wasn’t cool to play soccer when Ange and I were growing up.’8


Only in more recent times has the term ‘wog’ been reclaimed as a sort of badge of honour. The Wog Boy, and other ethnic-based comedies like it, played a small part in that, as did the biography of legendary Socceroo Johnny Warren, which was titled Sheilas, Wogs and Poofters – summing up the stereotypical Australian view of the kinds of people who were into football, namely girls, ethnics and homosexuals.


A young Ange Postecoglou was trapped between two worlds. His father was pushing him towards football in the hope it would help weld him to his Greek heritage. ‘He was really scared of losing me if I connected with a sport that wasn’t one he understood or was familiar with . . . It was just his way, I guess, of parenting,’ he says.9 But while Postecoglou loved football, loved South Melbourne Hellas, and loved what both of them did for his father, he could feel a pull in a different direction. ‘I just wanted to fit in. I wanted to be Australian,’ he says. ‘I liked Australian music, I liked Australian food, I wanted nothing to do with Greece. Whereas the rest of the family still had a little bit of a tie with where we came from.’10


So, like most Australian kids, Postecoglou happily dabbled in other sports. Growing up in Melbourne, it was mandatory to have an interest in Aussie Rules, so he followed Carlton, one of the dominant teams in the VFL (Victorian Football League; now the Australian Football League, or AFL) during the early 1970s, and the club with traditionally the biggest wog supporter base. His favourite player was Alex Jesaulenko, an Austrian immigrant who’d moved to Australia as a child. ‘I figured if they could accept the guy with a name like Jesaulenko, Postecoglou wasn’t too far on the spectrum that I could be one of them,’ he says, adding: ‘I loved Aussie Rules. I wanted to get immersed into that, because that’s what all the other kids were doing. I couldn’t go to school and say I loved soccer . . . the game was very much a migrant sport, and in many respects, a sport that people didn’t really embrace at all. If you said you liked it or loved it, you cast yourself almost as an outsider. So that was a contradiction with me trying to fit in at school: I’d wear my Carlton jumper and at playtime, we’d play kick-to-kick and in the summer, we joined the cricket team. We’d be outside, school holiday time, from morning till daylight savings kicked in at nine o’clock, playing cricket out in the street. I loved that. We were street kids.’11


Jim could barely tolerate Aussie Rules. Postecoglou remembers bringing home a trophy in Year 5 for being the most improved player in his school’s Aussie Rules team and putting it on the dinner table. His dad immediately took him outside for a half-hour tutorial on the real football.


But cricket? ‘He hated cricket,’ Postecoglou says. ‘He goes, “Five days, sitting there, watching a guy with a ball and a stick?”’


One day, Postecoglou somehow convinced his dad to go with him to watch an Ashes Test match. It was Boxing Day at the Melbourne Cricket Ground, and England’s Chris Tavaré was at the crease. ‘He was the slowest batsman you could ever come across,’ he recalls. ‘The first session, there was about 20 runs. Nothing happened. The only solace for my old man was back then, you could still smoke, so he’s puffing through his pack of cigarettes. Lunch happens, we’ve been there for two-and-a-half hours, getting to the middle session, and then finally a wicket falls. But just at that moment, my old man went to light up his cigarette. He dropped his lighter, went down to pick it up, missed the wicket. He’s going to me, “What happened?” I said, “Dad, he’s out!” He said, “Let’s get out of here. We’re going home.” I never got him to go to the cricket again.’12


By the time football had truly captured Ange Postecoglou’s heart, he couldn’t wait for his father to provide his next fix at Middle Park on the weekend. He was thinking about the game every second of every day. He had to have more.


Starting from around the age of seven, he would go to the newsagent and wait for three-month-old editions of Shoot, Roy of the Rovers or Tiger magazine, and read them cover to cover. Tales from the famous Boot Room at Anfield, where Bill Shankly and his coaching staff talked shop every day, became a particular favourite. When his mother sent him to the corner shop, he’d dribble a tennis ball there and back.


‘When the bug hit me, and it hit me pretty early in terms of loving the game, the obsession with the game, I wanted to know everything about it. I wanted to know not just on the field, off the field, coaching, strategy, I read about dynasties of clubs, and legacies, and all that kind of thing,’ he says.13


He’d spend half his 20 cents of lunch money on the Herald-Sun, a daily newspaper in Melbourne, and start reading from the back page. If there was no football news, he’d mine whatever snippets of insight or inspiration he could from other sports. He closely followed the careers of legendary Aussie Rules coaches like Allan Jeans, Tom Hafey and Ron Barassi, learning how they handled certain situations or worked certain personalities, the things they’d say to the media, how journalists interpreted their comments, how the whole business ticked.


‘From a young age, I created this kind of fantasy world around me within my own bedroom that made me dream really, really big – like, massive,’ he says. ‘Which is not, I think, unusual for any kid. But it felt real to me. So when I was doing that, I was almost conditioning myself, and learning that process from a young age to not think about just playing football, or just winning games or whatever, but big stuff. Do something magnificent, something amazing, something everyone talks about. Do big things and talk big and think big and put yourself in places where people will never expect you to be. I had that in my head from a young age.’


Postecoglou lived out these fantasies for the first time in Year 7 at Prahran High School. The school had never had a soccer team before, so he, along with a few other migrant kids, decided to start one. They wore the hand-me-down sleeveless guernseys of the school’s Aussie Rules team, its sporting pride, which actually worked to their advantage because opposition teams never took them seriously. The coach they were assigned, the school’s music teacher, spent training sessions sitting under a tree marking homework. That wasn’t going to work for Ange, so at twelve years of age, he started bossing his mates around. By the end of the season, they’d won the state high school championship.


Ange remembers the prize: a pennant and a Supernaught album for being man of the match. He had found his calling. ‘What was in me at that time to feel . . . comfortable in that space? Even more bizarre for me is that my mates actually listened to me,’ Postecoglou says. ‘Because in a social sense, I wasn’t the leader. In the playground, I was just one of the kids. But they just said, “You just seemed like you knew [what] you were talking about, so we just did it.”’


He adds: ‘The music teacher had no idea. He was quite impressed by the end of it: “Angie, you’re going alright here, there might be a future for you.” Everyone just seemed to accept it.’14


Postecoglou keeps a very tight circle of friends, and he met most of them around this time. Nick Deligiannis, one of Postecoglou’s closest mates, can still picture the day they all turned up for their first training session with South Melbourne’s juniors. Ange and Manny Anezakis were in one age group, while Nick and Chris Nikou were in the one below, on the next field over. For the four of them, Middle Park was home.


‘I remember Ange’s dad holding his hand, and my dad holding mine. We were standing there waiting to be corralled into whatever the hell we were going to do,’ Deligiannis says. ‘We played together and against each other through juniors, and ever since then, we’re just best friends, right? Our family, our parents were close, and we were close. And fifty years later, here we are today.’


When South Melbourne’s senior team won, all of the players and committee members would go back into the rooms, and Nick, Ange, Manny and Chris would run out onto the pitch with a ball, emulating their heroes. ‘We’d always get told off. They’d let us play for about 10–15 minutes, and then it was, “Off you go,”’ says Anezakis, who played in the same team as Postecoglou in the NSL and was his roommate on interstate trips. His late father, Leo, served as the club’s president. ‘I’m not saying that that’s how you become a senior player, but it always helps. We were born there, raised there . . . we’d sit around [and] mingle with all the supporters, the really faithful ones. We became part of the furniture. Some players go to train, get your bag and go home, because they were tired or whatever. Ange and I [would] go into the cafeteria. That club became the most important thing in our life at that time. The friendship was just something that came with that.’


They’re family now. When they all got married, Nick was koumbaro (best man) for Ange, Chris for Nick and Ange for Chris. Manny christened one of Postecoglou’s sons. ‘If you’d have said to me, “Listen, the guy you’re bumming around with is going to be coaching in the Premier League” . . . even he might have said, “What are you smoking, mate?”’ says Nikou, a lawyer and sports administrator who was chair of Football Australia between 2018 and 2023.


Part of why Postecoglou resonates so much with fans is because, ultimately, he is one as well. He grew up on the terraces. He hates VAR (video assistant referee). He has navigated X-rated pop-ups on dodgy websites to find working streams of obscure matches.15 He has daydreamed about statues being built in his honour for his achievements on Football Manager. He even played fantasy football long before it was even a thing. From the early 1990s, on the opening night of every Premier League season, the tradition was that Deligiannis, Nikou and Postecoglou would meet up at someone’s place, order a few pizzas and conduct a player draft, drawing up the necessary documentation by hand on exercise paper. Then they’d watch the first game of the season together. The competition only came to an abrupt end because, for one of them, managing in the Premier League was no longer a fantasy.


Nikou, as the last person to win it, still has the trophy. ‘It’s a shield. It’s called the Kourada League,’ he says. ‘Which is Greek for “turd”.’


Postecoglou is also a known Seinfeld fan. In one particularly memorable episode, George’s fiancée, Susan, begins hanging out with Elaine and Jerry, and George fears there will be no part of his life left for himself. ‘I have Relationship George, but I also have Independent George,’ he explains to Jerry. ‘That’s the George you know, the George you grew up with . . . He’s dying, Jerry! If Relationship George walks through that door, he will kill Independent George!’


In his 2016 book Changing the Game: Football in Australia through My Eyes, Postecoglou refers to that episode to explain how he structures his own friendships: there’s Coach Ange and Relationship Ange, and never the twain shall meet. Not many of us get to see Relationship Ange, but his mates do. Steve Blair, one of his closest friends from his days playing for South Melbourne, reckons he saw Relationship Ange get so drunk on an end-of-season trip that he genuinely thought he was going to die.


‘He’s a normal, average sort of bloke,’ says Ralph Battista, who joined this crew of friends later on at university. ‘He’s great at what he does, but for us . . . we’ll watch the AFL grand final together, go outside, have a kick and fall into the gutter, make ourselves look stupid. Family picnics and birthdays and gatherings and it’s just sit down, talk rubbish.’


Anezakis cannot remember ever having a disagreement with Postecoglou. ‘He’s got the best one-liners in the business. We’re just forever laughing,’ he says. ‘Some people think he hasn’t got a sense of humour. I’m telling you now, he’s one funny cat.’


These guys would be best placed to know about Postecoglou’s weaknesses. As a coach, as a person, he genuinely does not appear to have many. But they’ve got to be in there somewhere, don’t they?


‘I could be a smartarse and say souvlaki,’ says Nikou.


‘Don’t give him a screwdriver,’ says Battista. ‘He wouldn’t know what to do with it. You can start with that. I’ve never seen him in the garden. Barbecue is terrible, forget it. If you like your meat double well done, he’s a rockstar there.’


The consensus seems to be that Postecoglou’s Achilles heel is also his superpower: he’s very, very stubborn. If stubbornness was an Olympic sport, he might be in with a shot at representing Australia. It’s what’s helped him get to the very top of football. But that single-minded outlook can sometimes obscure other ideas.


‘He’s adamant on a position. And if he’s adamant, he’s adamant,’ Nikou says. ‘And so in that sense, you would probably struggle to say, “Hang on, there might be a different perspective.” It’s a double-edged sword.’


Postecoglou was once the guest of honour at a Greek community function in Melbourne, speaking on stage in front of around 1000 people. When he was asked about his Greek language skills, he explained that there was pretty much only one reason why he put any effort into learning it as a kid: so he could read Elias Donoudis’s columns in Neos Kosmos, the local Greek newspaper.


‘I wasn’t there. But ten people told me. It’s a nice compliment.’ Donoudis smiles.


Much of Greek life in Melbourne during the 1970s revolved around Neos Kosmos (New World), which was founded in 1957 and became one of the largest and most successful ethnic newspapers anywhere in the world. It was a balm for the many immigrants who could not read or speak English, and for whom switching on the television or radio, or picking up the Herald-Sun, resulted in nothing but frustration. Neos Kosmos was more than a newspaper in the same way Hellas was more than a football club. For Greeks, it was a vital source of information from their homeland, but also a way for them to get their heads around daily affairs in Australia, find jobs or goods through the classifieds, and stay connected with fellow expats.


The ethnic papers also wrote about local soccer religiously, at a time when the mainstream media often didn’t bother. And no journalist has covered Postecoglou’s career for longer than Donoudis, who has been a sports reporter and columnist for Neos Kosmos for more than fifty years. One day, back when the paper’s offices were on Lonsdale Street in Melbourne’s CBD, Donoudis was approached by Postecoglou’s sister, Liz, who often hired movies from a nearby video rental business. Ange would have been around ten years old at the time. As Donoudis recalls, ‘His sister said, “Elias, my brother plays soccer. He’s good. Can you write a story about him?” I said, “Yes, no problem.” And I’ve been writing stories about him ever since.’ Donoudis continues: ‘I followed his improvement, step by step. It’s a very interesting story, his life. The thing that helped him was his passion. He loved football. You could see, you could tell. If you love something . . . you have the base. He wanted to succeed, and he did it.’


Donoudis knew the Postecoglou family well, since they were regulars at Middle Park for South Melbourne games, and he would travel around the country and sometimes overseas covering the team. When Postecoglou became coach, Donoudis recalls greeting him before one match with a couple of other journalists. As they shook hands, Postecoglou surreptitiously passed Donoudis a folded-up piece of paper containing South Melbourne’s starting eleven. Later, the other reporters expressed bewilderment that he had managed to predict the exact team.


Donoudis made a point of ending his articles about Ange with a message taken straight from the lips of his father, Jim: ‘Angie, don’t forget: Κάτω η μπάλα.’ Keep the ball down.


‘It’s a classic line,’ he says.









CHAPTER 3


HELLAS




ANGIE POSTECOGLOU (defender): Made his first team debut this year. Started with the Hellas under-10s. Tremendous potential. Aggressive, full of confidence, loves to overlap. Estimated market value: $7000.
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