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        Praise for Wenger: The Legend
         
      

 

‘Gripping… Jasper Rees talks to those who know [Wenger] best – players, coaches, and the people of the village in Alsace where he grew up.’


        – Guardian
         
      

 

‘Anybody who wants to understand the modern English game needs to understand Wenger and how he has done it. Jasper Rees has done a thoroughly professional job… [He] avoids the usual football clichés and suffuses his book with humour.’


        – The Times
         
      

 

‘Rees is diligent in his research, travelling to Alsace to meet old friends and colleagues of Wenger, and there are good exchanges with Nick Hornby and Tony Adams.’


        – New Statesman
         
      

 

‘Intriguing… The story has its roots in Alsace, spreads through France and Germany, sidetracks to Japan and finally explodes in England… as good as it is because it has been researched by obtaining unprecedented access to Wenger’s circle of friends and colleagues.’


        – ArsenalWorld.co.uk
         
      

 

‘I found the book to be enjoyable and informative. It paints a picture of Wenger as someone who has dedicated his life to football and is an intense competitor. He is portrayed as a sensitive, intelligent man of the upmost propriety.’


        – ArsenalAmerica.com
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          This book is dedicated to

Alex, Pascale and Florence.

And to Gabriel Warren and Sam Denny.
            
        



         



  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         

INTRODUCTION



‘You are not God when everyone says you are, and you are not miserable when everyone says you are. The truth is somewhere in between.’
            


          Arsène Wenger
            
        



And then there was one.

In August of 1996 Arsène Wenger arrived in London from footballing outer space – the provincial Japanese city of Nagoya. In the rapid to-and-froing of modern football, the year belongs to the Premiership’s Palaeolithic era. Back then there was still a considerable predominance of English players in English football, and a boy called Giggs was a gangly youth. France had yet to win the World Cup (or New Labour a general election). And on the north bank of the English Channel, nobody in football chomped on broccoli.

Results matter in all sport, but in none more than in the billionaire’s playground that is Premiership football where the game’s bosses almost always favour the quick fix over the long view. That is why Arsène Wenger at the start of his seventeenth season found himself by some distance the longest-serving manager in English football. He was ten years ahead of his nearest rival.
         

Compare the through-put of managers at rival clubs in England and the rest of Europe in the time Wenger has been at Arsenal. Not including interim caretakers, Manchester City have had sixteen managers and Chelsea twelve while Tottenham welcomed their eleventh through the revolving door. Real Madrid have had seventeen coaches, Juventus fourteen, AC Milan twelve, Barcelona ten and Bayern Munich nine. AS Monaco, the club where Wenger spent seven seasons, have had eleven. That’s a lot of different hands he’s shaken at the final whistle. The numbers change all the time, like the meter in a taxi.

Only one face was a solid factual certainty in Wenger’s changing world. Alex Ferguson – latterly Sir Alex – and Wenger were there every August, and still there every May, for seventeen long years. Players came and players went (with the exception of Giggs), but their managers stuck around. Ferguson’s job security was underpinned by winning things – not only all those Premierships, but the Champions League, twice.

The story is rather different with Wenger, and that is the story this updated biography will tackle in a new final chapter. It’s the story of a man who has been overtaken by his own revolution but who, now that his ancient rival has finally consented to retire, may be on the cusp of starting another one.

Throughout much of their history Arsenal had offered a tough, uncompromising, rather monotonous brand of football. Before Wenger, generations had grown up on it, put up with it, got used to it. It was what they knew. George Graham in particular regimented Arsenal into practitioners of something you’d never catch Pele praising, let alone playing. It was the polar opposite of the beautiful game: it was the dutiful game. By the mid-1990s, Arsenal were as widely unloved as they had ever been. Fans were giving up their season tickets in droves. And yet within three weeks of Wenger’s first training session – it was that quick – Arsenal were passing the ball on the floor for the first time in living memory. Slowly he changed everything else. He drew on the accumulated knowledge of 25 years’ experimentation and research in French football, putting it all into practice. He signed foreign players the opposition found difficult to handle, played new signings out of position. He altered the eating, drinking and sleeping habits of the players he inherited, improved training routines and training facilities. And it worked. Boring boring Arsenal were transformed overnight into scoring scoring Arsenal. It took Wenger slightly less than two years to win the Double, and within a few more his ideas about match preparation had seeped into the thinking of every club in the Premiership. Then he won the Double again. He became, unarguably, the single most influential figure in English football. No wonder the Queen awarded Wenger an honorary OBE in her 2003 birthday honours list, to go with his Légion d’Honneur.
         

When this biography was first published in 2003, the Wenger narrative was already a thing of wonder. A year later, when it was updated for the paperback edition, Wenger and Arsenal had made history in a way no one would have predicted – or no one but Wenger himself. The previous summer Manchester United had spent around £30 million of their huge gate receipts and Asian merchandising income over the close season. This was when £30 million was a lot of money even in football. But that same summer Chelsea had begun operating under the new ownership of Russian oligarch Roman Abramovich, who in the close season casually wrote out cheques totalling somewhat over £100 million. The new era of footballing hyper-inflation was launched. Wenger counted out the coppers to acquire one German goalkeeper to replace the irreplaceable Seaman. This was football as meekonomics. Arsenal then went on to do something unimaginable: to play a whole Premiership season without losing a single game. The team became known as the Invincibles.
         

Since then, what? Wenger has been anointed coach of the decade by a federation of football statisticians. He has had an asteroid named after him. He has also troubled the front end of the newspapers with an extramarital affair with a French rapper. But there has been only one trophy since the Invincibles - yet another FA Cup, in 2005.

In the meantime, Arsenal left Highbury, their ground of 93 years, and moved into the magnificent custom-built stadium with its lucrative 360-degree ring of hospitality boxes. The Emirates was built to house larger crowds paying more money (the most in the Premiership for a season ticket) to shrink the fiscal distance between Arsenal and richer rivals. The club came within fourteen minutes of entering their new home as European champions. Arsenal played their last game at Highbury on 6 May 2006 and ten days later were in Paris for the Champions League final where that same German goalkeeper – Jens Lehmann – was sent off after eighteen minutes and Barcelona eventually overhauled Sol Campbell’s surprise goal with two of their own.
         

The Invincibles began to break up. Wenger had always been astute in letting his charges go when he was good and ready and had, in his view, got the best out of them: Petit, Overmars, Vieira, Henry, Pires, Gilberto Silva, even Anelka (whose legs worked rather better than his brain). The money was always used to rebuild. But the first worrying sign of a new order came soon after that Paris final. With his best years still to come and at the end of a tawdry tapping-up saga, Ashley Cole, who was one of Arsenal’s very few locally sourced English successes, took the petro-roubles on offer at Chelsea. In due course other top players would leave for bigger-spending clubs: Hleb, Song and finally Fàbregas to Barcelona, Flamini to AC Milan, Nasri to Manchester City, Van Persie to Manchester United. Where once Wenger had counted on his own mystic aura to ensure loyalty, it became clear that Arsenal were no longer able to keep their best players. They became the best selling club in the country, probably in Europe and perhaps even the world.

In 2009, upon outstripping Herbert Chapman as the club’s longest serving manager, Wenger conceded that he had been a reckless appointment. ‘At that time, what Arsenal did, you needed to be a little bit crazy. Crazy in the sense that I had no name, I was foreign, there was no history. They needed to be, maybe not crazy, but brave.’
         

After 2005 a different sort of bravery was required: to stick to Plan A when Plan B – reckless spending – was seen by many as the only way to end the drought. Finishing in the top four became the new grail. An annual set of news stories took on the formal pattern of a ritual dance. The football pages would report that Wenger was confident his top player would be persuaded to stay with Arsenal. His top player would then leave. Wenger would reassure fans that he would be making a big splash before the transfer window closed. One or two signings would duly arrive that had an underwhelming flavour. It was a mixed comfort to see the return of old players whom Wenger, a great believer in youth, had allowed to leave: Lehmann, Campbell, Henry. There was even talk of bringing back the original talisman Vieira. Over the years, that degree in economics from Strasbourg, which slightly awed everyone in 1996, started to look like the cause of all the problems. As the composition of the Arsenal board was changed by death and infighting, and all sorts of heavyweights and high-rollers jostled for control of the club’s future, Wenger’s diligent concern about the balance sheet found him refusing to spend money the club didn’t have just to keep up with the big spenders.

‘To rebuild, that’s exciting as well,’ Wenger once said after another pillar of the team left to win things elsewhere. These words will not have been exciting to Arsenal fans after nearly a decade on a diet of jam yesterday and jam tomorrow. Rebuilding, as ever for Wenger, revolved around scouting the world for talented youth. By the summer of 2013 a minority of fans were calling more loudly than ever for Wenger to go. There was the unignorable nadir of losing 8-2 at Old Trafford. But then he went and spent £42.5 million on a single player, Mesut Özil, breaking the club’s own transfer record by £30 million. The sight of Wenger throwing his money around made the entire football world do a double take. A similar volte face in relation to wealth spending takes place in a famous Christmas story by Charles Dickens.
         

But this is a new era. Liberated and perhaps even reborn after the departure of Ferguson, could this even be a new Arsène Wenger, the grand old man of English football seizing the day?



  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         

YOUTH



‘I don’t remember when I first kicked a football. I’m sure it was just an ordinary day for a French child, but I suppose I must have been about ten or eleven. Today, I’d say that’s too late to become a first-class professional player, but I didn’t know that at the time. It is a fact that from the moment I started football, I was totally engrossed in this game. Then, however, unlike today, there was a big gap between being engrossed in football and becoming a professional player. I am very doubtful that I ever felt like aiming to become a professional. Of course, that doesn’t mean I never dreamed of it if the chance came up, but I didn’t see football as a job. It was virtually impossible in the village where I lived to become anything like a professional footballer. In those days, there was no question of even the fairly big clubs putting effort into scouting, so nobody noticed boys playing football in a small village.’
            


          Arsène Wenger
            
        



Every career in football kicks off with a discovery, with a discoverer. In the beginning there was Max Hild. Or ‘Max’ Hild. He is actually a Raymond, but he picked up the nickname while doing his military service and it stuck. Only his wife calls him Raymond. The whole of French football knows him as Max.
         

The young Arsène Wenger was found by Hild one spring in the late 1960s. ‘He was 18,’ says Hild, ‘and playing for his village. I was coach for the neighbouring team. Our espoirs were playing against Duttlenheim. It was a Wednesday evening. I can’t remember the score but we won.’ The neighbouring team was AS Mutzig, a club with a reputation under Hild’s stewardship for playing the best amateur football in Alsace. The espoirs were the kids, the ones who still have hope.
         

It was so long ago that England were world champions. Arsenal, with a team containing Pat Rice, Bob Wilson and George Graham, would not win the Double for another couple of seasons. Rice would later be Arsène Wenger’s assistant, Wilson his goalkeeping coach. Graham would be his predecessor, and his antithesis. ‘That was the first time I noticed him,’ says Hild. ‘He was a midfielder. He played very well. He made such an impression that I got in touch with him and the next year he came to play for Mutzig in the third division.’
         

Max Hild, the small trim boyish man who meets me at the station in Strasbourg, is almost two decades older than Wenger. It is a freezing Saturday morning in February and the city, the designated capital and centre of Europe, is quiet. Hild is wearing blue jeans, a tie and a navy blue jacket.

‘Ponchour,’ he says, in a high voice.

It takes a while to decode the inflections peculiar to Max Hild’s French. He speaks precisely, but with an Alsatian accent in which consonants melt in the mouth like butter in a saucepan. Bs become Ps, J becomes Ch, Ds become Ts. It’s the accent specific to a region where the natural frontier with Germany – the Rhine – is only a few kilometres east of the city.
         

We get in Max Hild’s car and head for a place he calls ‘Tuttlenheim’. It is a cloudless day; a wintry haze smothers the Rhine basin in silence. Somewhere out beyond these intensively farmed flats are the Vosges mountains, but you can’t see them, not in this opaque light. The only features to interrupt the horizontal monotony of the landscape are farm silos and the upward thrust of an occasional church.

Duttlenheim materialises like a ghost. Naturally it’s the church of St Louis that shows itself first, a monstrous assertion in the middle distance. We turn off the motorway and are soon ambling along a main drag flanked by a mixture of solid modern houses and charming older structures. A settlement has been here since Roman times, and the name Duttlenheim has been around since at least 992. It feels as if some of its buildings have too. Alsatian architecture, even in Strasbourg, is at the bijou end of rustic. There are cross-hatched timber beams everywhere; every second building is a barn of some sort. There are yards with neatly piled firewood and museum-piece agricultural instruments. In one courtyard is an old wooden farm building, and a couple of tractors. Next door to it is a house, neat, modern and impeccably bourgeois with a steep sloping roof and a large conifer on the front lawn. The plate on the letter box says ‘A. Wenger’. ‘A’ in this instance stands for Alphonse.
         

Further down on the same block, just by the crossroads, is a restaurant. A bistro, they call it here. La Croix d’Or, it says above the door, not to be confused with the village’s other restaurant, La Couronne d’Or. Arsène Wenger’s father Alphonse ran an automobile spare-parts business in Strasbourg, but he and his wife Louise also owned and ran La Croix d’Or. It must once have been a residential house and at some point transmogrified into a watering-hole. On a blackboard outside the dishes of the day are listed. On Fridays they serve rosbif.
         

In the 1950s the Wengers actually lived in the smaller neighbouring village, Duppigheim, but they spent all their time here. It was in this building that the future manager of Arsenal grew up, along with his older sister and brother. You wouldn’t guess to look at it from the outside, but within its four walls Arsène Wenger imbibed one of the central tenets of his footballing philosophy: that it is an offence to be drunk in charge of a football, or even to let alcohol touch your lips as a player. Perhaps ‘imbibed’ is the wrong word.

‘When he was little he was in La Croix d’Or all the time,’ says Hild, who at the end of a long career as an amateur in the lower divisions had his first drink of beer at 36. ‘He saw a lot of people drinking, and the after-effects.’

In 1996, when Wenger was revealed as the new manager of Arsenal, he inherited a captain in the early stages of recovery from addiction to alcohol. Never in a rush to volunteer much about himself, it took Wenger two years to open up to Tony Adams and pool his memories of the alcohol abuse which, for better or worse, helped to plump the family coffers. ‘It’s further down the road that he actually had compassion for it,’ recalls Adams. ‘Later on down the line he shared things with me. He talked about being brought up in a Strasbourg pub and observing the way alcohol changed people, the effect the drink had on people.’
         

The French don’t use the term, but when all’s said and done, La Croix d’Or is indeed a pub. The interior is all bright pine panelling. A bar, robust and square, dominates the main room. There are tables and chairs, table football, a small dining-room off the side and a blue-and-white tiled room at the back leading to the toilets. At Saturday lunchtime it is empty. The place looks pretty much as the Wengers left it over 20 years ago. So says the current owner from under his thick grey moustache. There used to be the inevitable barn flanking the building, but that’s gone now.

Later in the afternoon it will fill with the smell of cigarettes and choucroute and beer and the chatter of Duttlenheimers whose families have known and intermarried with one another in this small community for centuries. You can’t imagine an environment more alien to the clean, antiseptic worlds which Wenger would later try to create at each of the clubs where he was made coach: smoke-free, alcohol-free, fat-free. And yet it was the siège of FC Duttlenheim – the HQ, the head office – where the talk was all of football, where the game leaked into the marrow of the young Arsène and stayed there.
         

On the bar is a copy of Alsace Foot, a weekly newspaper that gives some idea of the local passion for the game. There are 80,000 registered players in Alsace, out of a population of only 1.5 million.
         

‘Alsace has always been football country,’ says Max Hild. ‘It’s been the number one sport since I was a boy.’ The front page of Alsace Foot is usually devoted to Racing Club de Strasbourg, the big city outfit, but further in the font size gets smaller and the games more local. The results of the Ligue d’Alsace, in which FC Duttlenheim plays, are noted in the back half. Village football was truly a humble launchpad for the journey that followed – to running the Prince’s team in Monaco, Toyota’s team in Japan, and on to the most traditional old club in the country that gave football to the world. No wonder, as the russet-cheeked barman says, while drying a glass, ‘Arsène really is a hero of Duttlenheim.’
         

Then he adds. ‘Me, I prefer fishing to football.’

Max Hild’s car turns right at the solitary traffic-light and treads gently through the village. Duttlenheim has swollen, mostly at the edges, since the late 1960s when there were 1,500 inhabitants. These days there are 2,500, and a new school, better facilities. If it’s quiet now, it must have been even quieter then.
         

We pass La Couronne d’Or, pass the ugly 19th-century bulk of St Louis (Catholic, of course), pass the mairie, and more barns and bungalows until we turn right down a track that leads to the sports field. At the far end there is a man-made rectangle of water for those who prefer fishing, and there are newish tennis courts. But the main facility is a small football pitch. It is hemmed in by the road on this side and the backs of houses on the other. Wedged in between the houses and the touchline is an open-sided stand of the kind you might erect to give horses shelter in a windy field.
         

There is no seating, no rudimentary terrace. You could cram perhaps a hundred spectators in there, but you’d have to put the tall ones at the back.

It was here, on this ground, that Arsène Wenger learnt how to play football. There wasn’t a lot else to do in Duttlenheim in the 50s and 60s. For the younger children, primary school was in the village. It was run by the church. The teacher was called Sister Joseph. The cleverer ones went to secondary school in Obernai, about 10 kilometres away by bus, while the others stayed behind to learn a trade.

Wenger was one of the cleverer ones. But after school, at weekends, in the holidays, there was football, or watching football. The FA Cup final was the first foreign football he clapped eyes on, on the one television set in the village, in the school, in the late 50s. He would have seen Tottenham win one half of their double in 1961.

The children would count the cars which occasionally passed through the village. ‘One of you took the Citroëns, the other took the Renaults,’ remembers Claude Wenger, who may or may not be a relative. (‘Perhaps our grandparents were cousins,’ he says vaguely.) Everyone knew one another. ‘Back then no one went away on holiday. We were together the whole time.’

Because the Wengers ran a restaurant, they couldn’t always keep an eye on their children. It was a village where everyone took care of the young. Wenger later compared it to a kibbutz. But it was a Catholic kibbutz. The young Arsène put his faith at the service of the team. He’d be in church reciting from his prayer book when the team were playing on Sunday. He would pray for them to win.
         

When he wasn’t praying, he was rounding up boys to play in the game. In such a small village, it wasn’t easy getting 11 together in one age group. Arsène would spend the whole week assembling a team. Otherwise they’d have to play one short, or two. Perhaps it was in the early 1960s that he began his love affair with pace and power, as you needed these to combat numerically superior teams. Arsenal often thrive when one of their number has been sent off; and struggle, by contrast, when they are playing against ten.

Not that, at the age of 12, he could muster much in the way of pace or power. Hild says the player he later spotted was ‘quite quick’. Claude Wenger says he was ‘quite slow’. Most people seem to agree with Claude Wenger. He was also short enough to have earned a humiliating nickname. When he arrived at Arsenal they called him Clouseau because there was something haphazard and clumsy about him (plus he spoke English with a hilarious French accent). Then they called him Windows because he wore glasses. But as a young teenager they called him Petit: Titch.
         

‘Even at 12 he was a very calm, very lucid player,’ says Jean-Noël Huck, who played for Mutzig. The same age as Wenger, he came up against him throughout their teens. ‘He was always the technician, the strategist of the team. He was already getting his ideas across, but calmly.’ With a larger pool to choose from, Mutzig always won their games against Duttlenheim, all the way through the age groups.
         

Wenger was going through a growth spurt when he got into the FC Duttlenheim first team at 16. When he shot up, he still didn’t use his head much, or at least not in the air. Training was once a week, on Wednesday evenings. There was no coach as such to instil tactics and skills, but someone who oversaw the session. On the pitch, even as the youngest player in the team, Arsène was in charge. ‘He was virtually, more or less, le patron,’ says Claude Wenger. ‘Arsène wasn’t the captain and yet he was. It was, “You do this, you do that, you do this, you do that.” He was the leader.’
         

Arsène Wenger was born in October 1949, two years after his older brother Guy. The three Wengers all ended up playing together for Duttlenheim. Guy was left back, Claude was right back and, according to Claude, Arsène was not a midfielder but an old-fashioned inside right. He also disputes Hild’s suggestion that Arsène was 18 when he was discovered.
         

‘He was spotted by Max Hild on 6 May 1969,’ he says. Which makes it a Tuesday, incidentally, not (as Hild says) a Wednesday. Arsène was a few months shy of 20. ‘He played his last game for us on June 22, 1969, against Dannemarie in the Haut-Rhin, and we became champions of Alsace.’ The history books record that they actually became regional third division champions.

What Hild does remember correctly is that the young Arsène was the best player in the side. ‘He was head and shoulders above his team-mates and I sensed that he had the potential to go further.’ The further he went in football, so the joke took root in Duttlenheim that actually Hild picked the wrong Wenger.
         

‘Now when the old guys talk about it they still say that Guy was better at football than Arsène,’ says Claude Wenger, who chuckles at a popular local witticism for what must be the umpteenth time. ‘That makes us laugh because if you had a meeting at two in the afternoon his brother would turn up at half past. Arsène was always early. Guy was 100 per cent the opposite to Arsène. Guy had one small fault. He liked going out in the evenings. Arsène was extremely serious.’

Roger Niggel, who is now the mayor of Mutzig, remembers playing against both of them. ‘Arsène’s brother didn’t have his outlook or his technical gifts. He was a bit more hot-headed, a bit less methodical.’

Even at that age of experimentation and discovery, Arsène wasn’t a drinker. ‘Drink wasn’t our style,’ says Jean-Noël Huck. The most they’d ever treat themselves to was un panaché, a shandy. At 16 or 17 Wenger and Huck started hanging out together on Sunday evenings if the games weren’t too far away. Their two areas of study were football and girls: there was a lot of theory, but also some practice.
         

In the days before the discothèque came to rural Alsace, they would go to village dances and local fêtes. There were a couple of other friends and they started going on holiday together, to a villa on the Costa Brava, to a hotel in Rimini. They chased girls and played hours of football on the beach and went out at night. They never came in later than two a.m.
         

By the time Wenger started playing for Mutzig, Huck had gone to play for Racing. He introduced Wenger to two other young profes-sionals, Marco Molitor and Dario Grava. Thus Wenger found himself in an Alsatian gang of four in which he was the only one who would not go on to play for France or even, it seemed at this point, any higher than the amateur third division. The three of them went to watch him play at Mutzig on Sundays. In Strasbourg they would hang out at Snack Michel, opposite the main post office. Their company was a constant reminder of his own limitations as a player. He compensated for the talent gap by bleeding his friends dry.

‘He was full of questions,’ says Grava, who represented France at the Olympics in Mexico City in 1968. ‘He asked about how selection happened, training sessions, physiology, muscles. He took a lot of notes. He was already more a coach than a player. At only 20!’

And he always had his sheer cleverness to fall back on. ‘You could tell he was a football intellectual,’ says Molitor. ‘He was tuned in to everything, watching everything.’ They were a bright bunch. Molitor used his spare time to do a course in physiotherapy at the university’s medical faculty. Grava had left school young, although, unlike most comparable footballers in England, he read copiously: Balzac, Dumas, Voltaire.

‘Arsène was quite precise in his choice of reading,’ says Grava. ‘He read France Football a lot.’ But there was no escaping it. ‘Of the four of us,’ says Huck, ‘Arsène was the only one who took his studies further. It showed in his conversation, in his vocabulary. Intellectually he was way ahead of most people.’
         

The fact is that if Wenger harboured ambitions to be a professional footballer, Max Hild turned up too late. He was by now at Strasbourg University doing a degree in politics and economics (having started out briefly in medicine). ‘Scouting as we know it today wasn’t like that in those days,’ says Hild. ‘Now you do training courses for youngsters of 13 or 14. Back then it wasn’t as precise a science as it is now. If he had been spotted at 15 or 16, he could have had a playing career, without doubt. He could have turned into a good first division professional.’

The best Hild could offer a player of nearly 20 who was already set in his ways was a place in the first team of AS Mutzig, where Hild himself ended his playing days as a defensive midfielder – un porteur d’eau, in the earthy French phrase: a water-carrier. It seems Wenger’s advanced age didn’t matter because, even though Wenger thought about little else, he was also a pragmatist. The plan was for him to spend his life trading in automobile spare parts. ‘He wasn’t predestined to be a footballer,’ says Hild. ‘He was going to take over his father’s business in Strasbourg after his studies.’ In the end, Guy took over the family firm instead while his younger brother studied, trained and played, studied, trained and played through three clubs and ten years.
         

You can trace the path of Arsène Wenger the footballer via the size of the tribunes (or stands) he played in front of. Mutzig is a short drive south from Duttlenheim. Max Hild’s hatchback potters on through and almost out the other side of the town until there on the left, behind a fence, is the ground. The stand is a low structure a third of the length of the pitch. It is green, and has seating. It holds several hundred, but it was a popular team and crowds regularly reached 1500. Or the entire population of Duttlenheim. Just across the road from the stand, behind some houses, looms the red rocky mass of the Vosges foothills. They have appeared out of nowhere.
         

AS Mutzig was in the third division, known as the National, which was broken up into six national regions each containing 16 clubs. The eastern division was composed partly of the reserve teams of larger clubs – Sochaux, Besançon, Metz, Nancy, Racing Club de Strasbourg. Hild had been coaching at Mutzig for six years with some success. The players were amateur and trained twice a week – three times a week pre-season – and on Sunday mornings before the game met at a hotel on the corner of the main street, right under a towering medieval gateway to the old town. Wenger walked straight into the first team and stayed there.

It was a big leap from village football. ‘He did incredibly well to establish himself,’ says Hild, who seems to have prized Wenger’s merits as a player higher than anyone else. ‘His playing style was of someone very tall, long-limbed, very skilful, with a very good picture of the game. He ran a lot, he was quite quick, he passed the ball well and had good speed of thought. On top of that, he was good in the air.’

Can Hild compare his protégé to a modern player? He thinks for a bit and then plumps for Ray Parlour. About a week later he changes his mind. ‘He was rather more like Roy Keane.’
         

From the entire history of world football, he couldn’t have come up with anyone less temperamentally similar. ‘He was very energetic,’ explains Hild, ‘a midfielder who went forward a lot, and scored goals.’ But he wasn’t one for premeditated revenge attacks then, or the juddering vein in the neck? ‘No, he always knew how to control himself. He’s always had self-control, as a player and a coach.’
         

Wenger stayed for three years, in which time Mutzig won the Coupe d’Alsace. The final at FC Strasbourg 06 was at Schiltigheim, a tiny ground on the city outskirts. Roger Niggel remembers ‘quite a tense match’, but Mutzig won 3-0. At this higher level he seems to have been less voluble on the pitch. Niggel, who was 12 years his senior, and played alongside him in midfield, says that 20-year-old Wenger ‘didn’t talk much. He was very calm in the matches. Maybe once or twice he’d shout. But he was very controlled. He liked winning the ball and could get forward quickly. He was a simple player. Like he is in life. He wasn’t exubérant. He did what was asked of him.’
         

Wenger formed only superficial relationships with his team-mates. Dario Grava noted that he didn’t thrive in new social situations. ‘I wouldn’t say he was closed, but he was reserved. He made friends with difficulty. He wasn’t outgoing. With us, his friends, it was fine. But if someone came along that only one of us knew, Arsène didn’t talk much; he was on the defensive. Maybe it was some sort of screen to protect himself. If this person came along three or four or five times, and he saw that they were at least acceptable, it would be easier for him. But he always held himself back a bit.’
         

What he found much easier was to place his trust in someone older than himself, someone he could look up to. This turned out to be a pattern in his life: the lure of the vertical relationship. As soon as he joined AS Mutzig a much deeper rapport with Hild took root. Hild had not just spotted a talented young footballer. He had found for himself a surrogate son, and Wenger had found a surrogate father.

‘Arsène was like a son to me,’ he says proudly, emphatically. ‘He was at my house all the time.’ Hild took Wenger fishing. Although his young friend didn’t really care for it, it was a sign of his studiousness and his curiosity that he still wanted to know how the equipment worked. It’s not as if Wenger’s father Alphonse didn’t come to all the games. But Hild and Wenger shared a common passion. Playing football was not enough. Talking about it wasn’t either, although there was a phenomenal amount of that. They had to watch it too, and not just on the German television they could get in Alsace. They had to watch the best football in Europe in the flesh. At the time, that was to be found just a few hours down an autobahn over the border in West Germany.

And so it started. Three or four times a year, the odd couple – a short middle-aged man and a lanky young man – would head out across the Rhine. ‘We’d arrange it for when we didn’t have our own games and when the game wasn’t too far away.’
         

Wenger had already been taken to watch Borussia Mönchengladbach as a boy by his father, though not quite enough to count himself an actual supporter. Now they cherry-picked the best games in the Bundesliga. Munich was only three hours from Strasbourg; Stuttgart was half that. Frankfurt wasn’t far either. Not that they hurried home. They’d stop on the motorway on the way home to eat and talk.

‘Our conversation always revolved around technique, tactics, strategy, the organisation in the game. Arsène was always searching for something. He was very receptive and was always a very good analyst of players.’

Wenger loved what he saw. ‘The Germans were inspired by the attacking game,’ says Hild. ‘All the defenders attacked, all the time. Everyone was allowed to go forward. But everyone had to defend.’ Sometimes they didn’t get home till three or four in the morning.

They also went to internationals to watch a side graced by the blond-maned playmaker Gunter Netzer, the keeper Sepp Maier with his huge gloves, the Afro-haired fullback Paul Breitner, the thunder-thighed striker Gerhard Müller. It was a generation which grafted industry onto something more carefree. They rolled their sleeves up, but they also rolled their socks down.

This lasted for most of the 1970s, the decade when West German football was at its peak. West Germany won the European Championships in 1972, and the World Cup on their own turf two years later, when they beat a gifted Dutch side. Bayern Munich, meanwhile, obliterated all before them, winning the European Cup for three years in succession from 1974, including the defeat of Leeds United in 1975.
         

The final was in Paris, and Hild and Wenger were there to witness the Leeds fans rip up the stadium seating and earn the club a three-year ban from European competition. (This was Wenger’s unpromising introduction to English football culture.) Bayern were masterminded at the back by the Kaiser, Franz Beckenbauer, the kind of visionary libero on whom, in his wilder flights of fancy, Wenger modelled himself.
         

Twenty years later Bayern Munich would try to lure Wenger away from Monaco to become their coach. It was Beckenbauer who made the approach. Wenger has always been as scrupulous as possible about honouring contracts, and he turned the Kaiser down.

It was consistent with his personality that Wenger wasn’t a noisy spectator even at the biggest games. ‘He liked the atmosphere in the stand,’ says Hild. ‘But it wasn’t him who made the atmosphere.’ Did he ever get excited? ‘No, never.’

The biggest trip and the biggest game came in 1977. Again it was to see a European Cup final between a German side and an English one. Bayern had been knocked off their perch, but Borussia Mönchengladbach, the team Wenger had seen as a boy, made it to the final in Rome in their stead. Their opponents were Liverpool.

This time the two Germanophiles had company: they flew down to Rome with the rest of AS Vauban, the small Strasbourg team Hild was now coaching and Wenger was playing for. It’s not as if Wenger was actively a fan of Borussia. ‘He quite liked Mönchengladbach,’ recalls Hild. ‘And we thought they were going to win.’
         

And when they didn’t, was Wenger downcast? ‘Not at all. For us it was enough to see a good game. We were neutral.’ Berti Vogts had, with maximum efficiency, snuffed out the threat of Johann Cruyff in the World Cup final in 1974, but he failed to eliminate Kevin Keegan. It was seen as Keegan’s greatest game for Liverpool. It was also his last: he too had decided that the best football was being played in Germany and that summer moved to Hamburg. (The European Cup was promptly won by English clubs for six years in succession. In three of those finals West Germany supplied the losers, including in 1980, against Nottingham Forest, Keegan’s Hamburg.)

Only a year later Wenger’s career as a footballer reached its peak when he made a solitary appearance in European competition, for Racing Club de Strasbourg. He played as a libero, the Kaiser’s position. The opposing team were, inevitably, West German. It was an unmitigated disaster.
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