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‘all things excellent are as difficult as they are rare’


Ethics, Spinoza


‘to try to make men aware of the greatness they do not know they have in themselves’


The Temptation of the West, André Malraux




PROLOGUE


I left Arsenal on 13 May 2018.


The club had been my whole life for twenty-two years. It was my passion, my constant preoccupation. Thanks to Arsenal, I was able to pursue my managerial career in exactly the way I wanted: I was able to influence players’ lives, to instil a playing style in the club, and to experience some truly wonderful victories. I had a freedom and a power that managers no longer have today.


Leaving the club after all those incredible, intense, unforgettable years, and losing the intensity of that power, was difficult. Arsenal is still a part of me: I say ‘my club’ when I’m talking about it and, even though it’s in other hands now, I am still as passionate as ever about the club, about the supporters, about the players who are selected, coached, supported, and pushed to give their best. What matters to me are the game and the men, those moments of grace that football offers to those who love it and who give it their all.


Matches won are precious memories, and matches lost, the ones I still don’t dare watch again, continue to haunt me even many years later: what should we have done? What happened? My whole life has swung between loving victory and despising defeat.


I am passionate about football and that passion has never dimmed.


When I arrived at Arsenal, the English didn’t know who I was. The question Arsène who? came up time and again. I understood. I was only the fourth foreign manager in the history of top-flight English football. The first three had had mixed fortunes. The English codified the rules of football just as the French perfected wine. We don’t often ask an English person to come over to make Bordeaux. For twenty-two years, I tried to make the truth of the game and the pitch prevail. I had already known defeat, disappointments, huge anger, departures, and fantastic players, but no team had become part of me quite like this one.


The club changed so much, and I changed with it, and football has changed with us. My kind of football, the conditions in which I pursued my passion, the freedom I had, my longevity as the manager of a club, these things have all but disappeared. I am not sure a player today who still didn’t have a club at fourteen, or a coach until he was nineteen, could go from the French departmental championships to Ligue 1 and play so many matches and have so many adventures. And nor am I sure that a manager nowadays could have overall management responsibility for a team like Arsenal and choose his players in the way I did, with total freedom and total involvement. I was fortunate, but I know what sacrifices I made, too.


In recent years, football has undergone many profound transformations. Some of the changes, I think, are more striking than others: the increasing number of foreign owners; the emergence of social media with its demands and excesses; the unremitting pressure on and isolation of players and managers, at a time when expectations have never been higher. Football has changed a great deal both pre- and post-match, notably with more analysis of the game. But one thing does not change: the 90 minutes still belong to the player, 90 minutes during which he is king.


European football is no longer dominated by three clubs, as it once was. The other teams have moved up to their level.


Analysts have taken on a very prominent role and are involved in matches right from half-time, making it possible to understand the game better, and to have objective criteria for analysing the match, whereas previously everything had been left to the subjectivity of the manager. Nevertheless, the manager remains the sole decision maker.


Statistics and science must be a part of performance analysis, but they need to be used in combination with a deep knowledge of the game. The latest studies show that players are demoralised by too great a use of statistics, no doubt because they feel their individuality is lost in the process.


More than ever, a manager is responsible for a team’s results even though he does not always have the means to influence every decision. Comments about him are always exaggerated one way or the other: ‘He’s brilliant’, or ‘He’s rubbish’.


We are often involved in these transformations without really being aware that they are happening, and we remain focused on what we believe. But today I have emerged from my bubble and everything seems clearer to me: the unjustified attacks, the exaggerations, the loneliness of the manager. I read L’Équipe every day, I watch two, sometimes three matches a day, I listen and wonder how what’s being said can be fair, why certain things happen as they do, where the truth of the game lies, and I do the same with my life, my commitments, my passion.


I look at all these changes and I think about them, and yet I always see football for what it is and what it should be: a match where anything can happen, the players, 90 minutes, fantastic moves, an element of luck, talent, courage, a touch of magic and, for those who are watching these men play, the search for excitement, for a memory, for a lesson in life.


Football exists under the pressure to perform. You need to know how to take a step back, to analyse things from above. A club depends on three things in order to grow: strategy, planning and application.


I have been playing since I was a child. I’ve known amateur clubs with players and coaches who played wonderful football, who were excited about every match, who talked about nothing but football, who were capable of crossing France on a second-class sleeper train to play a match then travelling back to Strasbourg in the early hours of the morning to go straight in to work at a factory, without complaining, without any expectations other than playing and winning the next match. That creates lifelong bonds, and the coaches from those teams have been my mentors. They were passionate, and realistic, too, and they knew how to communicate their love of the game.


Playing is still a source of joy for me today. Like all those who play football at any level, I continue to rediscover the excitement I felt as a child.


A day without a football match seems empty to me. I still enjoy watching football because I want to carry on learning, thinking, trying to progress in my understanding of the game and what can be offered to a player to help him evolve. But in the past few months, I have occasionally skipped watching a match with one of my favourite teams on television, or some other match I hope will be interesting. Instead of this sacrosanct time dedicated to football, I spend an evening with my daughter or my friends. Previously, that would have been impossible. So now I have some more peaceful moments when I notice the beauty around me, be it the countryside, a city like London, or like Paris where I am spending more and more time.


For thirty-five years, I lived like a top athlete, obsessed by my passion. I didn’t go to the theatre or the cinema; I neglected those around me. For thirty-five years, I didn’t miss a single match, a single cup, a single championship, which meant living with an iron discipline, and I continue to live like that today: I get up at 5:30 a.m., do my exercises, train, eat and drink the way my former players did. I no longer know if this is a choice or a habit that imprisons me. But it’s the only way for me to live. Without it, I think I would be unhappy. If happiness is liking the life one lives, I can say I have been happy, and still am.


For all those years, the only thing that counted for me was the next match and the result. For all those years, all I wanted was to win. My time and my thoughts were taken up with this sole objective. I was only really there when I was on the pitch. With other people, with those that I love, I was often elsewhere. I either saw nothing or I saw everything in red and white, the colours of all the teams that I have coached: Nancy, Monaco, Nagoya, Arsenal. I did not see beauty or pleasure or relaxation. The idea of taking holidays, having a good time, never occurred to me, or hardly ever. Even my nights were filled with dreams of football. I dreamt about upcoming matches, about the advice I could give, about the two or three players I was never sure of: should I play them immediately, or let them go; calm their frustrations, carry on motivating them? They were my ghosts.


I say to my friends jokingly that grass – the grass on the pitch of the stadium onto which I walked out so often, which can change the outcome of a match, which I took obsessive care of, which I talked about every morning with the club groundsman – is my only drug. It makes them laugh, but it’s totally true. It is my drug. Since I left Arsenal, I have turned down clubs where I thought I would not have the same freedom, the same power. FIFA made me an offer that I accepted because it is a new challenge and an effective way of reflecting on my sport and working with a team. Until such time, maybe, that I find myself back in the heaven and hell of a manager’s job.


I want to share what I know, what I have learnt about the game and the sport, and pass it on to those who love it, to those who know it but also to those who are less familiar with the power and beauty of football and who wonder how we succeed, how we lead men to victory, what we learn from defeats for ourselves and for others. I would like to contribute to creating a structure for our game around the world. And to ensure that wherever it comes from, talent can be spotted and developed.


Today, my former players are not my only ghosts, and upcoming matches are no longer my only dreams.


After the death of my sister, my brother Guy died a few months ago. He was my big brother. He was five years older than me. He played football before I did, and it was with him that I first played: in our bedroom above our parents’ bistro, in the streets of our village and in the Duttlenheim football club. They are dreams of when we were starting out, the moments on which everything hinged, when I was the youngest but very determined. I would fight to play with my brother and his friends.


They are dreams of childhood, in an Alsace that still feels like home to me, an Alsace that shaped my personality.


They are dreams in which the only language I hear spoken is the Alsatian German dialect.


They are dreams that take me back to where it all began.
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THE CHILD WHO DREAMT ABOUT FOOTBALL


I’ve always suffered from the intensity of my desires, even if I didn’t know where the feelings came from. They undoubtedly originated in the Alsace village where I grew up: Duttlenheim, a few kilometres from Strasbourg. It’s a village that no longer exists: the years have passed and everything has changed. I am the child of another century and another era: the streets I used to know, and where I first played football, the men who educated me, among whom I grew up, the football pitch that hosted our club’s matches, the spirit that reigned there, the way children used to grow up – it’s all changed so much. It was a village of farmers, where the horse ruled supreme. There were three blacksmiths. Today there are none.


I come from that world, from that village that was like an island, and the man I would become, the player I was, the manager, this man who thinks only of football, was moulded, shaped by the spirit of those places and by the men who lived there. I lived in a world dominated by the cult of physical effort.


In those days, the village was shut off from the rest of the world, like all villages in Alsace, and dominated by religion. Down the generations the names tended to stay the same, and we were known by my mother’s family name – ‘the Metzes’. Life fitted into the pocket handkerchief-sized space between the bistro, the school, the church, the town hall, the shops and the football ground that was two kilometres from the train station where nobody ever went: why would anyone leave that haven, that world where everyone helped everyone else? All around the village were fields where I spent a lot of time at the weekends and during the school holidays. That was where I learnt to do hard physical work, to milk the cows, just like my grandparents and my parents’ friends did. It was a world of small farmers where physical strength was respected and admired. The men I knew worked the earth, lived off it, and I really loved those people. They earned no more than a meagre living, certainly. It was subsistence farming where the crops were mostly tobacco, wheat, rye, beetroot and potatoes. It was tractor-less agriculture – tractors didn’t arrive in the village until 1963, when I was fourteen – relying solely on the strength of men and horses. My paternal grandparents had one horse. Having two was already a sign of affluence.


These were tough, taciturn men, who would go to mass on Sunday mornings and to my parents’ modest bistro whenever they could. The village was all they knew of the world. It was here that their friendships were formed, and their romances, it was here that they worked, here their children grew up.


In this closed world, we children were free, we were never afraid, we trusted one another. Whenever we did anything stupid or wrong, it was reported by word of mouth and immediately punished. Religion gave us a very clear sense of what was right, of morality, of truth. We village children were always together, growing up on the streets and in the fields, but the dreams we had were not the same.


My father was one of the men from that village: he was a rational man, deeply attached to his village, an incredibly hard-working and religious man. Profoundly good and understanding. He gave me a road-map for life, with values that gave me incredible strength to face any trials and the worst betrayals. He had been a part of those numerous ‘malgré-nous’, the people from the area who’d been forcibly conscripted (‘against our will’) to fight with the Germans against their own country. He never spoke about the war, but I always admired his bravery, his modesty, and I knew what terrible trials he must have been through. I was born after the war, on 22 October 1949, and like all the children in the region my childhood was permeated with that post-war atmosphere, the tragedy every family had lived through.


My father had worked at Bugatti between the ages of fourteen and seventeen, then in the bistro with my mother, before setting up his own auto parts business in nearby Strasbourg. He never took a day off, never had a week’s holiday. His day began at 7 a.m. in the bistro, then he’d work at his company, and when he got back at 8 p.m., he would go on working at the bistro. This was where the football club met, and where the club’s results and forthcoming matches were posted. Every Wednesday evening, the committee of the football club, which had been established in 1923, would put together the team for the following Sunday’s match. Watching the way we played non-stop, and seeing how passionate we were about it, and that we weren’t too bad, my father had formed the youth team where my brother and I started out.


My father definitely liked football, even if he never said as much. To him it was a pastime for livening up the village, a few fine battles, a distraction, but it wasn’t a constant dream for him as it was for the other men of the village, it wasn’t an all-consuming passion. He and my mother never dreamt that my brother or I would become players: it was inconceivable. My brother was talented, he played as a midfielder and a central defender. Everything was there and yet he was lacking something, a key, something that didn’t quite click: faith. Football, to all of them, was a pastime. Full stop. Not a job. A job is more serious, something that allows you to earn a living, and that wasn’t the case with football.


During those years, I remember a prevailing atmosphere of hard work and enjoyment, and we did both of those things to the full.


As a child, I was absolutely free, and often very alone. My mother would recall: ‘We used to leave you in your room and not worry about you.’ Perhaps that’s where my independence comes from. In any time left between school, the fields and the church, I played football whenever I could, on the streets and in the yards and the gardens that taught me so much. I played like the other children, like my older brother, like the men of my village must have played, the way my maternal uncles used to talk about it, but football was already occupying all my thoughts and turning slowly but surely into an obsession.


It’s practically my first memory: I’m watching our team play, I’m keeping my distance, I’m watching with faith and passion, I’m holding a prayer book and praying for victory, I’m five or six years old. Is it possible that I knew, despite my young age, that we weren’t any good and that it would take a miracle, some help from God, the support of my faith, to make us win? Is it possible that I knew, despite my young age and those impossible dreams, that football would become my only religion, my only hope: a match won, a victory, a beautiful and respected game? Did I already have, perhaps, that fierce desire to win? Years later, I replaced the prayer book with good players and being well prepared for the likelihood of winning – reason instead of faith.


I have another memory that is a good illustration of this hoping for victory. I would often spend hours in the fields with a farmer who let me work alongside him or who would take a rest while I gave him a hand. His name was Adolphe Kocher. We talked football, we discussed the team’s disappointing results, we went back over the match. One day, he claimed that he was a brilliant player himself and that with him on board the team was going to dazzle, that we’d be victorious at last. ‘You’ll see, kid, I’ll play in the next match.’ I spent the following few days waiting for the next match, imagining how he would play, dreaming of the goals he’d score. But he had lied to me: he didn’t play in the next match. Everything fell apart. I was that little boy who wanted to win at all costs, who could think of nothing but coming first, nothing but victory.


My parents’ bistro was the beating heart of that village. It was like so many Alsatian bistros: open every day, heated by a stove in the middle, about twenty tables, filled with men who drank one beer after another and smoked unfiltered Gauloises and talked non-stop about football: their team, the neighbouring team, the team they would be up against next, and the team they so admired, Racing Club de Strasbourg, which fired them up, made them smoke more and drink more and then so often shout, and fight, and fall.


That bistro, La Croix d’Or, was my school: I listened to their conversations, I noticed which man talked loudest, which one lied, who was the conceited one and who the retiring one, their forecasts, their rages, their analyses. It was actions that counted, not words. Was this already a school for observing individuals and how groups worked? Definitely. I just remember those men who talked so much while my father was so silent. As a child, when I used to walk across the bistro, and later at around ten, twelve years old, when I would sometimes serve there, I would be constantly listening, watching, attempting to understand. If I came to love players, managers, all real enthusiasts, if I loved listening to them and working out what sort of men they were, I owe that to the customers at the bistro, to the men of my village. I retained their fervour, but not their excesses: alcohol, brawling, violence, everything that used to scare or disgust me as a child. It was hard to see people I admired, my father’s customers, drinking so much and sometimes turning violent. They needed to be restrained. That made a huge impression on me. But it gave me strength and an incredible instinct.


When I left that smoke-filled room, I would make my way into the apartment upstairs where we lived. We were a family without my having any understanding of what that word meant: my parents worked from morning to night, both of them at the bistro, or my mother in the bistro and my father at his car parts business. They had started working at fourteen. My mother had been orphaned very young. They were models of courage and tenacity, resilient people who did not complain. We never ate together and we talked very little. My sister was ten years older than me and my brother five: I was the little one, the one everybody wanted to protect but also the one left to fend for himself, the child who watches and imitates and tries to grow up faster.


On each floor of our house, I had a perfect observation post: invisible, hidden, noting the failings and excesses of my elders, taking the best from them, their experiences, their passions, their relentless effort, understanding the bravery of their lives, lives that were simple and modest and uncomplicated, men with dreams that were limited by their horizons and who could not leave. I was curious, and doubtless more impatient than the others to discover other towns, other regions. I’d figured out that I was living in the midst of men who were soon going to lose their way of life, their habits, their simple faith. I felt that I wanted to escape, even if it meant bearing the weight of guilt for that leaving. I wasn’t abandoning them. It remained my world, though my parents, brother and sister undoubtedly suffered from my moving away, from that passion that swept everything away with it. They never said as much. They didn’t often praise, nor did they reproach or articulate their suffering. I imagine it hit my brother the hardest. But we remained very close and, when I was at Arsenal, he watched every match and screamed at me like a big brother does whenever he thought I had got something wrong.


In the village, we didn’t have much. I sometimes wonder whether my passion might not have been born out of that frustration: that small world, those so scarce words we exchanged, those matches our team lost, that pitch that had so little in common with real football pitches did, like the one in Strasbourg where one of my uncles used to take me twice a year, those tears I shed with each defeat.


I’ve met a lot of players in my career who did not come through the traditional youth academies or experienced early rejection before later finding success, men for whom football became an impossible dream but who found their way back in with their heads held high, like Olivier Giroud, Laurent Koscielny, N’Golo Kanté, Franck Ribéry – the list goes on.


When I think about my childhood, I have very specific memories.


We played on the streets.


We played with no jerseys, no coach, and no referee. Having no jerseys was invaluable because it forced us to look up and develop our peripheral vision, to acquire vision that was deeper. Having no coach, when young, was also invaluable for allowing us to develop a game based on taking the initiative. Have we perhaps drifted to the opposite extreme today?


We would put together a team at random or according to the wishes of the two captains of the moment, who were often the two best players.


I played with children my own age who have remained cherished friends, like Joseph Metz, the Burels, the Geistels and Hugues Chales. We were very like one another, we had the same schooling, the same codes. But I also played with older players, who were the same age as my big brother or older still. And when you play with older children, you have to be resilient, cunning, not afraid. With the children my age and the older ones, I quickly understood that I could get by and be accepted.


We knew instinctively who was good, who had played well, whom we could count on.


We played to enjoy ourselves and that counted as much as victory.


Matches often ended in abuse or brawling. When we were injured there was no sub, you finished the match a passenger on the wing. You needed to survive, grit your teeth.


My brother and I would train in our bedroom, on the street in front of our house, in the garden behind the bistro, constantly. Yet we didn’t talk. He saw me as a little kid. The only certain way of being with him was to play and to play well.


We would set off on foot towards what passed for a stadium, and when we were playing a team from another village, we would walk over to their ground, like a journey from one world to another.


It was the football of low-level amateurs, glorious, free, joyful, passionate. The matches were sometimes interrupted by one of us deserting because we had to do our homework, or have lunch, or learn the catechism, which used to infuriate me. It was an education in resourcefulness, in tenacity, in passion, in physical effort. I owe it a lot.


So when there was an end-of-season tournament organised in the village between four teams, the priest would bless the teams and the players would change in my parents’ bistro before going to parade past. It was our World Cup. There were other great joys that came later, but that one has left its mark on me for ever.


I think about a story told by a Serbian player I very much admired. He must have lived in a village that was like mine but even poorer, far from everything, lost in the Yugoslavian countryside. When he was small, his uncle had given him a fabulous, shiny-white new ball. In order not to spoil it, he and his brother decided never to let it bounce on the ground and play only with their heads. There was only one ball, and they had to make it last. During one match, he was spotted by a coach from Red Star Belgrade. He was recruited thanks to the skills he had developed playing with his head in this way. What sort of player would he have been if he’d had access to twenty balls?


Not spoiling the ball he was given, playing all the time, developing his own qualities through perseverance and training: I liked everything about this story. The white ball was sacred to me, too, and it remains so to this day.


That was the kind of football I came from. If I’d had parents who were football enthusiasts and who’d encouraged me, if from the age of five I’d been at a school with a coach and had been given instructions, if I’d read all the manuals, watched every possible match on TV, what kind of player, what kind of manager would I have been? Football wasn’t something I watched on television because we didn’t have one. Except sometimes at school, where each child brought in one franc and we would watch a match on the black and white TV. It’s possible that school was where I saw the final of the European Cup in 1960, aged ten: Real Madrid won 7-3 against Eintracht Frankfurt, their fifth European Cup in a row. In those days, Racing Club de Strasbourg was the team I supported, along with the German club Borussia Mönchengladbach. But I just loved Real Madrid. I thought it the strongest, the most beautiful, the most impressive of all clubs. The players were all in white, looking magnificent. There were players I admired, like Kopa, Puskás and Di Stéfano. It really was the dream club. Years later, when I was managing Arsenal, I was twice offered the chance to take over at Real. It’s terrible to have to turn down your childhood club. But I had a mission at Arsenal, a contract to honour, and I’d given my word. Besides, I must be the manager who has said no the most times: to PSG, to Juventus, to the national teams of both France and Japan. And each time was hard, but a commitment is a commitment. I’m sure that moral code is another thing I got from my childhood.


Football was a distant, inaccessible world, and nobody around me ever believed it might become my world, my life. Deep down, I hoped football would always occupy the number one spot in my heart, because without that dream, I was sure I would be miserable: unlike the others in my village, I wanted to leave, to step out onto a real pitch, to experience real battles.


They were years of hopes and discoveries.


When I talk to players who have come from a long way away, the ones from Africa especially, I know and recognise the vital importance of their childhoods, of the places they grew up, the ways those places shaped their bodies and their personalities. Alsace, and that childhood, gave me behavioural and moral codes, and stamina. But they shaped me physically, too. Some traces still remain: I have for example got a hollow at the top of my spine, a hollow that led some doctors to say I would be in a wheelchair at forty. Apparently it might have been due to having carried very heavy sacks of coal. The hollow is still there, it didn’t interfere with my running as a player, and I’m still standing.


Of course to be a good football player, technique does matter, and that’s something you acquire young, when you’re between seven and twelve, but it’s not enough on its own: not being afraid, knowing how to take the initiative, being resilient, reliable, showing solidarity, being a bit crazy, having one hell of a passion – I’m sure you acquire those things when young, too.


I know that as a child I was already hungry to know myself, to confront my limits, to surpass them. And football was my tool for doing this. I didn’t want to suffer from my physical and mental inadequacies, I wanted rather to understand them, and overcome them. Coming from my village, speaking only Alsatian, I didn’t understand much at school and I didn’t work at all. My parents were very busy, so I was used to running wild and my behaviour at school was very much that of a ‘tourist’. Fortunately I had a sudden wake-up call at fifteen, and caught up on the whole curriculum on my own. I discovered that if I worked hard I could achieve something. I passed my baccalaureate, then an economics degree at the University of Strasbourg. The subjects I chose to study allowed me to get a better understanding of how clubs worked, how they draw up their budgets, plan their investments, and purchase players. And later still, I took a three-week language course in Cambridge, at the age of 29, to learn to be confident in English. I was sure that would come in useful to me in football.


When I was fourteen, the age of Catholic confirmation, that momentous age at which according to the men in the village you become a man, you head off to work in the factory or the fields, and you are given a cigarette and a watch, everything changed. I didn’t start working in the factory but I did receive a watch. I took to smoking much later in Cannes with my friend Jean-Marc Guillou when we used to spend hours talking football every night.


My parents sold the bistro. My mother stopped working and my father worked full-time in his business. We moved into a village house that my father had built. What has stayed with me, right up until today, was the football with the Duttlenheim youth team, the bistro, the football clubs, and the lessons I’d learnt.
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THE YOUNG MAN WHO PLAYED FOOTBALL


In the 1960s, my brother and I were playing in the Duttlen­heim football team. We were good, but I felt that everything was still to be done, to be proved. The club told us we were talented, indeed among the best in the village, but that didn’t count for much. Our club played at the lowest rung of departmental football, and we often lost. But I do remember that when we organised ourselves – we had no coach – and put as much passion into it as possible, there were some fine victories and some wonderful mutual support, some yelling between players and an education in resourcefulness, in initiative.


We played in red and white. Fate would have it that those would be the colours of every team I would later coach.


We didn’t train; we just played, in a rather chaotic fashion, on Wednesday evening to prepare for the Sunday match. There was a committee that drew up the team list for the next match and that was it. The village was only just starting to have electrical lighting that made it possible to train in the evenings. Years later, when I got to know other clubs, other divisions, teams that were better prepared and better coached, I discovered the strengths and weaknesses that those years in Duttlenheim had left me with. I paid for that particularly with a lack of physical training. All us lads came from the same village – with the exception of one or two others from outside who played with us because the club and the village were gradually opening up – and between us, we had never done a single training session, we’d never done running exercises.
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