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INTRODUCTION


A Snapshot on 13 March 2002


In the uneven light, the complacency was suffocating. Football’s apparatchiks were celebrating a funeral. On 13 March 2002 at West Ham’s new stadium in east London, a hundred people witnessed the entombment of a valiant campaign for honesty in English football.


They were gathered for the launch of the Independent Football Commission, originally proposed to combat corruption in English football. On a raised dais in the middle of a long reception room beamed Professor Derek Fraser, the new Commission’s chairman. Fraser’s principal qualification seemed to be his obscurity. Until his appointment, the historian and vice-chancellor of the University of Teeside was unknown in public life beyond three inconsequential committees in Middlesbrough. In the distant past, Fraser had occasionally bought a ticket to watch football matches from the terraces. Chairmanship of the Independent Football Commission promised him enhanced status, association with a collection of marginal Westminster personalities and a guaranteed seat in every stadium across England and Wales.


During his introduction Professor Fraser did not minimize his impotence. He explained that the Commission could advise but not impose its opinions. ‘I think the IFC can work,’ said Fraser, emphasizing the word ‘think’, and continued, ‘I can’t promise it will work.’ His own priority was to examine ticketing and merchandising – ‘issues at the heart of football’, he said – although he lacked any significant experience of investigation or regulation. Football fans would dispute his priorities. Many active supporters were irritated by individual clubs exploiting their life-long support, but the majority were more troubled by the developing financial crisis that endangered their club’s survival. That peril was being aggravated by the drain of money towards spiralling wages, foreign clubs and unscrupulous agents. Fraser appeared oblivious to the fears of insolvency and widespread suspicions of dishonesty. ‘I’m unaware of any corruption in football,’ he announced, ‘but there was a lecture at my university about corruption in public life. I was surprised about it.’


In the audience, Richard Scudamore, the pugnacious chief executive of the Premier League since October 1999, smiled with satisfaction. Over the previous three years, Scudamore, a former executive at Yellow Pages, and paid a salary of £653,495 by the Premier League, had opposed a proposal by the Labour government to create an effective regulator empowered to investigate any wrongdoing and enforce probity in football. That afternoon he chortled, ‘I got what I wanted.’ In his emphatic manner Scudamore insisted, ‘There’s no corruption in football.’ The promoters of football’s new gospel, especially the twenty chairmen of the Premier League clubs, habitually sneered at the orthodox fans who challenged those profiting from the game’s glamour and passion. Football was no longer ‘a working man’s game’ but an entertainment business. The Premier League had wilfully challenged and minimized the authority of the Football Association. Regulation was disliked by the mavericks, tycoons and opportunists attracted to football. United by their egoism and passion, they were accustomed to and even relished the harshness of their game, as shown by the selection of players and their violent clashes on the pitch. In summary, they disliked controls. ‘Football is not a business but a sport dependent on excitement and speculation,’ explained Scudamore breathlessly. ‘The game’s finances have always been precarious. Clubs have always spent more than they earned. Teams have always been on the verge of bankruptcy. And there’ll always be rich men ready to pour more money into clubs just to be part of the game.’


The swirl of money from the Sky television bonanza had transformed English football. Premier League clubs employed some of the world’s greatest players and their matches ranked among the best for any audience. Bravado mesmerized the English game. The slaughter at the Hillsborough and Heysel stadiums had been overshadowed by the new profiteering, attracting the incompetent and the dishonest. Old fans were appalled by the new culture. In the opinion of Scudamore’s paymasters, however, any investigation of football’s money trail was undesirable, unless compelling reasons arose.


On the platform, Richard Scudamore’s triumphalism was endorsed by Adam Crozier, the chief executive of the FA. The image-conscious former advertising salesman, bearing a striking resemblance to Peter Mandelson, had once acknowledged the cancer of corruption in football. At a Lancing College old boys’ dinner in March 2001, Crozier had identified specific transfers of foreign players, suggesting that millions of pounds had disappeared in ‘bungs’ – secret payments by agents to managers of clubs. Crozier’s indiscretion had caused uproar among members of the FA. He had chosen never to repeat the truth publicly, preferring to categorize his revelation as ‘tongue in cheek’. Thereafter, the aspiring modernizer emphasized the success of football’s ‘wide and extensive regulation’. At the launch of the Commission, Crozier praised the FA’s imposition of ‘best financial practice’ on clubs, and spoke about the importance of ‘accountability and transparency’. In self-justification he added, ‘We, the FA, are the regulator.’ If Crozier’s self-praise was accurate, and football was well regulated by his staff, then the creation of the new Commission was unnecessary, but Crozier felt compelled to utter an admission. ‘I can see that a lot in the running of football has not been right,’ he conceded, and that justified the Commission’s purpose to ‘change football’s culture, how it is managed and developed’. This was a marketing man lacking passionate affection for football or the confrontational manner to take on the combative chairmen of the Premier League clubs. He glanced nervously at Richard Caborn, the bearded minister of sport, sharing the platform.


The junior minister had discredited himself shortly after his appointment in June 2001 by revealing on radio his ignorance about sport. Creating the Commission had been delayed by two years, admitted Caborn apologetically, appealing to his audience to ignore ‘earlier mistakes’. The word ‘mistakes’ was a guarded reference to the dispute during 1999 between those proposing the regulator – including Downing Street and members of the Labour government’s ‘Football Task Force’ – and the Premier League and Football Association. The scars and anger had not disappeared. Caborn’s endorsement of the Commission as ‘the last piece of the jigsaw to be put into reality’ rang hollow for those disappointed by the creation of a feckless committee rather than the establishment of an independent regulator. His speech also highlighted the irony of celebrating the victory of Richard Scudamore creating a toothless regulator at West Ham’s stadium; an irony to which Professor Fraser and Richard Caborn were oblivious.


One year earlier, Harry Redknapp, West Ham’s robust manager, had been dismissed. During seven turbulent years, Redknapp had bought and sold 134 players, an extraordinary number for any club. His hyperactivity had alarmed Terry Brown, West Ham’s taciturn chairman. ‘What is Harry up to?’ Brown had occasionally asked Peter Storrie, the club’s managing director. Storrie reassured Brown that there was no evidence of any dishonesty by Redknapp, just unease about his close relationships with agents and his own advice, ‘You should make the bucks while you can.’ Terry Brown’s worries caused little concern to Richard Scudamore. The financial mysteries bedevilling the Premier League, the fatal imbalance between the clubs’ precarious solvency and the multimillion pound earnings of their celebrity stars evoked limited distress. Football, like show business, in Scudamore’s opinion, did not warrant the same intrusive supervision as imposed upon banks, Lloyds insurance and international corporations in the City of London. Passing football’s ‘fit and proper test’, Scudamore believed, should not depend upon the financial record of football’s executives but on the criterion of all sports: survival of the fittest, threatening the weakest with extinction.


This philosophy ignored football’s status as the national sport, central to England’s way of life and a microcosm of the nation’s successes and failures. That football should be free of any suggestion of corruption and conflicts of interest was considered to be essential by outsiders who cast doubt over the game’s probity. Those doubts were rejected by football’s owners, managers and administrators. In their frantic bid to prosper, football’s participants had been preoccupied by the events on the pitch, scornful about any debates concerning the morality of their methods in achieving that success. The romance conjured up about ‘the beautiful game’ by the book Fever Pitch escalated the passions and softened the doubts among football’s new middle-class fans and the media. Even those club owners and executives who harboured suspicions about dishonesty in rival clubs, and occasionally feared duplicity by their own managers, preferred to overlook the financial chicanery surrounding the trade in players. Obtaining incriminating evidence about questionable relationships between managers and the players’ agents was difficult even if the suspicions of wrongdoing were compelling.


Duplicity in the smaller clubs was serious but the scandals unearthed during the previous decade at Tottenham, Arsenal and Nottingham Forest had become notorious. The legacy was ceaseless gossip made far worse after Sky television paid £1.3 billion in 2001 for the exclusive rights over three years to the Premier League’s matches. The new fortune had flowed swiftly through the clubs to footballers and their agents, often abroad. All were enriching themselves by charging millions of pounds to organize and approve the transfers of players. The more disreputable agents were suspected to be secretly paying club managers a portion of their commissions as bribes for buying their players. Dishonest managers, some club chairmen were convinced, were even purchasing unqualified players just to receive the secret payments, or ‘bungs’, from the agents. The trade in people was diverting precious money out of English football, especially from the clubs struggling in the lower divisions. England’s football, the purists complained, was being strangled by greed.


Football’s tacit endorsement of sleaze is emblazoned on the stadium at Nottingham Forest’s ground. Huge red letters on the roof pronounce ‘The Brian Clough Stand’. Brian Clough, the club’s famous former manager, was condemned in 1998 for his dishonesty but he remained a hero for his team’s victories in Europe. Financial irregularities off the pitch were deemed by Clough’s many admirers to be irrelevant. The remedy proposed by the critics was an independent regulator but the reaction by football’s executives to accountability was emphatic. ‘Get rid of any idea of an independent regulator,’ David Dein, the successful vice-chairman of Arsenal and aspirant to become the chairman of the Football Association, had told Richard Scudamore.


Dein’s gospel of non-interference mirrored that of the old guard in the City of London during the 1980s. Just as the unscrupulousness of a minority threatened football, the City of London’s reputation and fortunes had been harmed by similar behaviour. Self-regulation, the City of London players had repeatedly preached, was essential for their continued prosperity. But successive scandals, destroying the credibility and value of traditional City institutions, demolished the resistance to independent regulation. Numerous greedy, incompetent, blinkered English players in the City were ousted, casualties of their own self-interest. Many of England’s prestigious financial institutions vanished without a trace. Their successors were dynamic and efficient, but mostly foreign-owned. Richard Scudamore, David Dein and others in the Premier League denied that the same fate threatened English football. Stubbornly, the sport’s scions preached that the problems of football’s ethics and morality would be resolved by those involved in the game. It was different from the City, they argued; their sport was not a business but an infatuation. Yet their self-interest was short-sighted.


In public, the clubs’ directors took a sentimental view of football’s survival and spoke of old values, but at the same time they swaggered like modern business tycoons, preoccupied by money and promoting superstars. The message was confusing. Emotion had not been the sentiment displayed by Richard Scudamore’s members during the flotation of their clubs on London’s stock exchange during the 1990s, or in their quest for £1 billion of loans. Football, the chairmen had boasted to the bankers, was a mature, money-making machine. Then, deluded by their self-promotion, the clubs’ chairmen had recklessly wasted their millions.


In 1992, there were eleven foreign players employed by English clubs. In 1999, there were over 200 foreign players and, out of the £150 million spent on players during that summer, £125 million was earned by overseas clubs. The money was lost to British football. In 2002, nearly half the 896 players registered by Premier League clubs were not British, despite the lower wages which British players expected. Managers, owing no life-long loyalty to the clubs’ chairmen, and knowing that managers were rarely fired for spending too much money, had been buying in a bid for glory. The wages paid by clubs were exceeding their income. Some chairmen, employing players on contracts beyond the expiry of the Sky agreement and struggling to repay loans, feared their finances were unsustainable. Only the sale of players could cover their trading losses. Vulnerable chairmen turned to Richard Scudamore to judge the odds in their gamble with financial reality. ‘We can stay bullish,’ said Scudamore. ‘We’ve got a good product.’


Investors disagreed. During 2001 football clubs’ share prices collapsed. The clubs had become financial pygmies. The national sport revealed its dependence on external funding, private and governmental. Few protested that public money was supporting the country’s richest sport, although football’s commercial naivety threatened self-destruction. Like the City of London, the clubs could contemplate consolidation to avoid poverty, disintegration and disaster, but in the process the harmonious equality of England’s football tradition would disappear. While the Premier League clubs could prosper, the gulf between the giants and the rest would ruin football and an inherent quality of English culture. That scenario was refuted by Richard Scudamore and his principal supporters in the Premier League. The extinction of football clubs, unlike England’s former major industries – coal, shipbuilding, heavy machinery and electronics – was impossible, Scudamore argued, thanks to the wallets of publicity-seeking millionaires eager to replace a sinking chairman.


Becoming the owner of a Premier League club was the dream of countless businessmen eager to emerge from obscurity to mix with celebrities and enjoy the spotlight. The lure attracting aspiring chairmen was the eruption of roars of excitement in their own stadiums. Sitting in the centre of the front row, their self-importance was fed by the idea that they could grant the wishes of the fans. Even so, their pleasure was often offset by the pain of threats and abuse from fans whose lives were dedicated to their clubs. Any failure to deliver an optimistic prediction threatened a chairman’s reputation. To avoid that fate, they bowed to irrational pressure that the club’s money should never be conserved but spent on new players. The reality of the business of football was spending at whatever cost to sustain popularity among those besotted by the game, to avoid the risk of losing a reputation.


Public humiliation troubled the twenty chairmen of the Premier League clubs. Embarrassment was familiar in their trade. Players were debunked by their managers; managers, fearing dismissal, were chastened by the clubs’ chairmen; and the chairmen were abused by shareholders and disgruntled fans, especially those executives vaingloriously seeking applause by appearing on the pitch. Those emotions were evident at the Premier League’s regular meetings held every three months, either at the League’s headquarters near Hyde Park or at the Landmark Hotel, near Marylebone in central London.


To suggest equality, the chairmen sat in the alphabetical order of their clubs, but in their medieval court there was no sense of democracy. The Big Five – Rick Parry of Liverpool, Peter Kenyon of Manchester United, Peter Ridsdale of Leeds, David Dein of Arsenal and Ken Bates of Chelsea – were tenacious combatants, often trying to price the other fifteen chairmen out of the market. In their battle to win the championships, the Big Five’s expenditure depressed their smaller neighbours and enhanced their self-esteem, which was also regularly massaged by their appearance on the back pages of the tabloid newspapers, and by their salaries. Ridsdale earned £645,000 per annum, Kenyon £563,000, Parry £457,000, Dein about £500,000, while Ken Bates’s complete income remained a mystery. Their new fame, spread beyond their small fiefdoms, encouraged cynicism, not least among themselves. Amusingly, the same men who constantly discussed and determined the fate and public reputations of professional footballers, displayed extreme sensitivity about the public portrayal of their own status.


Ken Bates and David Dein epitomized the exceptional vanities. The bearded chairman of Chelsea, having completed the reconstruction of his stadium within the aspiring Chelsea Village complex, was convinced that his team would win immortal glory. Few among his peers shared that optimism, not least because his abrasive manner weakened his credibility. Although Bates often spoke sense and won applause – ‘Oh Peter, why don’t you piss off out of the Premier League,’ he memorably cursed Peter Kenyon for advocating a European super league – his vulgarity and tiresome pontification about every subject undermined his audience’s trust. The frequent banter between Bates and David Dein provided hilarity but little sense. Whatever Dein said always sparked a venomous tease from Bates, whom he taunted as ‘an evil man with too much influence’.


David Dein attracted respect but also wariness. Even among that select clan, the ambition and outspokenness of the suave vice-chairman of Arsenal were exceptional. His acknowledged passion for his club – he was the architect of Arsenal’s success and a modernizing influence on English football – was said by his critics to equal his passion for himself. Few doubted that his ultimate target was to become the chairman of the Football Association. Opinion about the likelihood of his success was divided, but rivals hinted at his weakened personal finances and the strain of his relationships with other Arsenal directors. Twice he had been embarrassed by Bates during those meetings: first, for his forlorn attempt between 1991 and 1992 to forge an alliance with ITV rather than the more profitable Sky; and second, after other Arsenal directors were revealed as secretly negotiating to buy Wembley stadium for the club while the FA was simultaneously committing itself to a redevelopment scheme. Dein asserted complete ignorance about these negotiations. Gleefully, Bates trumpeted Dein’s distress; although in retaliation Bates was reminded about the £105,000 fine imposed in January 1991 on Chelsea by the Football League for irregular payments to players.


These personality clashes amused Peter Ridsdale, the dedicated chairman of Leeds since 1997. The profile of the amiable former human resources director, and managing director of Top Man, carefully nurtured as everyone’s friend, especially among his team’s supporters, was overshadowed by the violence among his players and their fans. The club had also borrowed £60 million from Lazards to buy players and win the championship. The unkind among his peers recited Ridsdale’s alleged rhetoric: ‘I don’t know whether to stand for election as the chairman of the FA or for the House of Commons.’ His support for Bates, and against Dein, especially for the reconstruction of Wembley, placed him as a trusted insider, and another favourite to chair the FA.


Regardless of those differences, the three – Dein, Bates and Ridsdale – were united in public to protect their mutual interests. Disciplinary proceedings against Premier League clubs were avoided and any mention of irregularities was smothered. The three felt they could rely on Rick Parry of Liverpool not to protest. The respected former chief executive of the Premier League was accustomed to backstabbing among the twenty chairmen and admired the rough-edged, swashbuckling style of the old guard still lusting for success. Reluctant to perform as a main player, Parry was pleased to praise Bates’s altruism for saving Chelsea and the commitment of Doug Ellis of Aston Villa to the game.


‘Deadly’ Doug Ellis, seated between Dein and Bates, was the unfashionable face of the Premier League. ‘I’m a frustrated footballer who had to buy a football club,’ he said about Aston Villa, where the game was first played in 1874 to keep workers warm. With the millions he had earned from nineteen businesses including hotels, holiday tours, telephones, a brewery, house building and land speculation, Ellis indulged his vanity. His bright-red Rolls Royce, registration number AV1, was parked prominently by the stadium and, on match days, whenever he raised his eyes from the pitch, he gazed at the gigantic red letters on the roof of the new stand opposite spelling ‘The Doug Ellis Stand’. ‘They insisted on the name,’ explained the chairman about his fellow directors, although over the years he had repeated, ‘The best committee is one person.’


A less pleasing sight for the chairman on match days was the substitutes sitting idly on benches, each earning over £20,000 per week. ‘My God,’ he cursed, calculating their cost at £20 million, contributing to the club’s pretax losses of £400,000 in 2002, a distressing reversal from £22 million profits in 1998. His rivals, Ellis believed, would be crippled by their loans to buy players. Those who dreamt of profits from football relying on the crude arithmetic that a 42,000 crowd on match days produced an income of £540,000 were misled. A good result on the pitch spawned an illusion of financial success. Success in the Premier League cost a fortune, Ellis calculated, and the debts were suicidal. ‘I never borrow money which I can’t afford to pay back,’ he preached. The consequence was a team which never won trophies, unfilled seats in the stadium and the hostility of Villa’s supporters towards the chairman’s financial prudence. ‘I’ll not call them yobbos,’ Ellis told critics. ‘They are my customers. But my duty is to look after the shareholders’ interests.’ The major shareholder was Ellis himself, who had bought a 47 per cent stake in Aston Villa in 1982 for £425,000 and kept 33 per cent of the shares on flotation in 1997, valuing his stake at the time at £42 million. By the end of 2002, his shares were worth £4.3 million.


Ellis had a strange affection for Bates. ‘His ego gets in the way of his club,’ mused Ellis. ‘He’s a man who believes in his own eternity and suffers from self-inflicted love bites.’ Ellis had never forgotten Bates’s gripe after chartering his yacht in the Mediterranean. ‘The cook was no good,’ Bates complained on his return. Bates was similarly carping about Ellis: he was old, offered nothing for the future, he was surrounded by no talent and his team attracted poor crowds.


As the founding chief executive of the Premier League, Rick Parry, a sober accountant, had witnessed the influence of the new millions paid by television upon his nineteen colleagues. Greed, egoism and rivalry had contaminated their relationships. At the outset, he had been staggered. ‘It’s a nightmare. Horrific,’ he complained to a friend. ‘They’re knifing each other. Practically hitting each other. They even send me newspaper cuttings to support their allegations of wrongdoing.’ The roots of their hostility were traced back to David Dein’s coup in 1988 in forging a deal on behalf of the First Division with ITV. In 1992, the supporters of ITV’s bid opposed any proposal by Sky’s supporters, and vice-versa. ‘I can’t get a two-thirds majority for anything,’ Parry had confessed. The crunch was the proposal that the Premier League should accept the sponsorship of Carling beer. Automatically, seven supporters of ITV’s bid voted against. ‘That’s it,’ hollered Ron Noades, the combative chairman of Crystal Palace. ‘I’m fed up with all of this. It’s a complete shambles. I’m off.’ To the astonishment of David Dein, Noades stomped out of the room and was followed by twelve other chairmen. Parry gazed at the remaining six. Dein looked sheepish. ‘I think the meeting’s come to an end,’ said Parry teasingly. ‘There’s no quorum,’ agreed Sir John Quinton, the chairman, ‘so that’s the end.’ Dein, a man with a carefully cultivated reputation, blushed. Erasing the memory of that embarrassment had been Parry’s task while touring the country to negotiate a permanent truce. Even so, the mood was changing. The unexpected value of Sky’s bid would transform their clubs. Continuing the arguments would impede their opportunity to maximize profits. So the seven capitulated and outright warfare ceased.


Eight years later, managing the permanent rivalry at the quarterly meetings was the responsibility of Dave Richards, the former chairman of Sheffield Wednesday. Moderate and shy of the media, Richards was tolerated as chairman because, unlike Sir John Quinton, his predecessor, he understood the business idiosyncrasies of the clubs. In the football world Richards was still considered to be financially savvy although his company, Three Star Engineering, had slid towards insolvency. In 1997, he sold 36 per cent of Sheffield Wednesday for £15.6 million to Charterhouse, a merchant bank, who expected to take a profit after the club reached the top of the Premier League. Instead, the club was relegated to the First Division and the bank was marooned with huge debts. Charterhouse would sell its interest in 2000 for £2 million. Richards’s appointment as chairman, with the support of Ken Bates, was not applauded by Joe Ashton, the local Sheffield MP: ‘It’s like the captain of the Titanic being appointed First Lord of the Admiralty.’


Even among their peers in the conference room, more than half of the chairmen, titans in their home towns, were too nervous to speak. Freddie Shepherd of Newcastle was silent; Bill Kenwright of Everton, hailed as a ‘lovely man’ but deemed to be ‘out of his depth’, paying excessive wages and transfer fees on the orders of his executives, sat passively; and Terry Brown, the solid chairman of West Ham, watched with disdain the clash of vanities. Daniel Levy, the Cambridge-educated chairman of Tottenham, observed the propriety of a newcomer, listening to a group of men who shared basic courtesies but wilfully abandoned loyalties to score an advantage.


Between the clamorous and the silent were the tolerated minnows. Rupert Lowe, the decent chairman of Southampton, won some kudos for realism. ‘We’ve bobbed and diced with death for twenty-three years,’ he conceded, but he was scathing about those espousing the ‘That’s the way we’ve always done it’ mentality. Opposite Lowe was Richard Murray, the sensible saviour of Charlton Athletic. For ten years Murray had toiled, watching two-thirds of his financial investment disappear. ‘Football is a charity not a business,’ he lamented. Only Liverpool, Arsenal and Manchester United, exploiting global brands, could be certain of profits. Murray’s consolation was to participate in the world’s richest football game while dismissing, like the other chairmen, any notion of distributing their new wealth around the remaining clubs of the Football League.


David Sheepshanks, an Old Etonian and the erratic chairman of Ipswich, recently promoted to the Premier League, sought to spearhead greater modernization. In 1999 he hired Lord Bell, the publicist, to promote his bid to succeed Keith Wiseman as chairman of the FA. Bitter that the Premier League had preferred to support Geoff Thompson’s candidacy, Sheepshanks sought to recover from his defeat by campaigning to replace either Ellis or Bates on the FA’s board in 2002. ‘A man with a huge ego who should think about his own club,’ murmured Ellis about Sheepshanks, the sage bemused by the conceit of a self-publicist. ‘To have an ego in football without the gravitas is dangerous. He sets himself up as a champion of all clubs, but here it’s dog-eats-dog.’


None of the club chairmen was prepared to allow outside monitoring of finances. Nearly all opposed the idea of signing undertakings that their directors had not made secret payments to agents or players. ‘There’s overwhelming opposition to regulation,’ admitted David Davies, an executive on the FA. Few chairmen cared to trust the FA.


At the end of every meeting, the twenty representatives departed to continue their fight among themselves. Football, they were content to reassert, remained a law unto itself – even in the event of financial catastrophe or intolerable dishonesty.
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THE SOLITARY INVESTIGATOR


The investigator was frustrated. Four years after his appointment as football’s ‘sleaze-buster’, Graham Bean was unloved and faintly ridiculed. Malpractice and even allegations of corruption were rife in the Premier League, but the tycoons owning and controlling the game appeared unconcerned by the defiance of the rules and regulations.


Graham Bean’s appointment in November 1998 by the FA as football’s ‘compliance officer’ had been dismissed as tokenism by most of the twenty chairmen of the Premier League, who ranked among the world’s richest football owners. The notion of a 37-year-old detective constable from Yorkshire singlehandedly eradicating corruption in the national sport, they scoffed, was fatuous. His nomination served only to placate public opinion and the Labour government. To many of those self-important tycoons, revelling in power and publicity, the ‘sleaze-buster’s’ anticipated failure was reassuring. As far as they were concerned, interference in their business was unwelcome.


By chance Bean had heard the telephone ring at his home, a terraced house in Cudworth, near Barnsley, at 9.30 a.m. as he passed on his patrol around the village. After eighteen years as a policeman – smashing violent gangs and securing dozens of convictions – Bean had welcomed the news as a stepping stone to something better. Fortunately his credentials had appealed to the FA. The detective was the representative of the Football Supporters Association and was participating in the Labour government’s Football Task Force. On the morning of his appointment, the passionate football fan was proud about the FA’s courage and honesty. As the regulator of the sport’s integrity in the country’s 43,000 clubs, the organization was empowered to supervise the game’s finances, protect clubs from property developers stripping out the assets and root out corruption. ‘FIFA don’t have someone like me,’ he noted about football’s international governing authority, ‘because they’re so corrupt.’


Four years later, Bean had become disillusioned with the FA and with the chairmen of the football clubs, especially those in the Premier League. ‘English football is bent,’ the ‘sleaze-buster’ confided to friends. Bungs, bribes, frauds and a flood of cash had besmirched his beloved sport. Corruption, he concluded, was endemic. His task, he lamented, was physically impossible for one man. He had visited every club to discover and appoint a single informant but under pressure from the clubs’ chairmen, the FA was ‘backing down too quickly’ after his reports of irregularities. The FA’s priorities, he believed, were ‘wrong’.


Some blamed in particular Nic Coward, the FA’s secretary, for failing to enforce the rules. The 34-year-old grey-haired lawyer trained at Freshfields, a major solicitors’ partnership in the City, was unaccustomed to complicated investigations and to any distasteful repercussions. Some criticized Coward’s lack of leadership, his preference for rugby rather than football, and his inclination to mask problems. To some occupants of the FA’s new headquarters in Soho Square, Bean’s exposure of twelve months of corruption at Hull and Chesterfield football clubs in 2000 had elicited few congratulations. Even the imprisonment in 1999 of Ken Richardson, the owner of Doncaster Rovers, for conspiring to burn down the stadium of the 120-year-old club had not aroused the FA to impose any fine, not least because the process would have publicized the decision in 1984 to ban Richardson for twenty-five years from horse racing. Some FA officials sensed Coward’s lack of support and a nervous antagonism towards Bean’s investigations. The evidence was Coward’s attitude after the criticism of Paul Scally, the chairman of Gillingham FC. Scally had been criticized for allegedly betting on football games and the club was under investigation for alleged financial irregularities. Eventually Coward acted against Gillingham although his hesitation could be criticized as apparent indifference. ‘What’s happening?’ asked Bean some months later. ‘I know I’ve got a decision to make on Gillingham,’ replied Coward. As the official responsible for the FA’s regulations, Coward was criticized as a reluctant enforcer who vocally rejected any responsibility for vetting. Eventually, Scally paid, but Coward’s apparent hesitation reflected the indifference among the FA’s senior personalities.


Bean was the sole guardian against that indifference but the twenty chief executives attending the quarterly meeting of the Premier League at the Landmark Hotel on 12 December 2001 were scathing about him. ‘A lone police constable isn’t going to solve anything,’ Rick Parry had told his competitors. ‘What hope has he got?’ agreed another of football’s warlords. ‘Just another sergeant,’ said David Sheepshanks dismissively about ‘Constable Bean’. ‘A bloody compliance officer pursuing newspaper tips,’ scoffed Ken Bates with his customary venom. The abrasive property developer had protested to the FA about Bean, even mentioning court action to avoid Bean’s intrusion. Some chairmen appeared to approve the dictum ‘First you get on, then you get rich, then you get honest’.


Their contempt towards Graham Bean mirrored their irritation towards the agents who represented their employees. Control of the agents – condemned as rogues – was a familiar topic among the chairmen, despite their disagreement about retaliation. ‘I don’t want any controls over agents,’ said Bates. Although they may have had mixed feelings towards Ken Bates, many chairmen shared his resentment towards any interference in their negotiations to sign players. In their view, so long as the buyer and seller were satisfied, financial chicanery was irrelevant.


That detachment towards uncontrolled agents troubled David Dein. He suggested a code of conduct, insisting that agents were paid over the length of a player’s contract to discourage any incentive to move players constantly and earn extra commissions. ‘Crap,’ snarled Ken Bates. As usual, the discussion ended in stalemate, although eventually Bates and the FA accepted Dein’s idea. It would have marginal influence. Their paperless business, brokered in secretive conversations between men committed to discretion, was impenetrable to outsiders. In many cases the financial arrangements between the clubs and agents were unverifiable. Payments were occasionally either deposited in anonymous offshore companies established to conceal the identity of the beneficiaries, or given in cash. In this atmosphere, there was little sympathy for Graham Bean.


Richard Murray, a representative of the less wealthy clubs, ranked among Bean’s few supporters. ‘There are some dubious people involved in management and agencies,’ he said, ‘and we need to do something.’ Corruption, Murray thought, helped the bigger clubs at the expense of the smaller clubs. With less money, some minor clubs would disappear and honest people would be deterred from involvement. The rebuttal was swift. ‘As long as they don’t stand on my toes,’ snapped a voice down the table, ‘I don’t care. I won’t go out of my way to investigate.’


There was an uncomfortable silence until Rupert Lowe suggested that agents’ fees should be controlled through the PAYE income tax system. Lowe, who had angrily spurned the offer of money by an agent during a train journey to Lille, was supported by David Sheepshanks. The Old Etonian’s refusal earlier that year to pay agents had proved harmful: agents, Sheepshanks discovered, had refused to offer his club any players. Reluctantly, he had agreed to pay 5 per cent commission, but he wanted the Premier League clubs to agree that all payments should be declared. The silent expressions of rejection by Parry, Bates, Dein and Martin Edwards and Peter Kenyon of Manchester United terminated the debate. Richard Scudamore, deftly presenting himself as all things to all men, understood the Big Five’s requirement to dictate the outcome of critical issues. Little had changed since Peter Leaver QC, his predecessor, had concluded, ‘the clubs whinge about agents all the time but don’t want to do anything. They don’t even want to register their fees.’


Regulations are anathema to mavericks, especially types like Ken Bates, the architect of Chelsea’s revival, whose business history appeared to test the assurances by Adam Crozier and Richard Scudamore that the game and its finances were properly regulated to ensure that only those passing the ‘fit and proper’ test would be accepted by the Premier League and FA. ‘An unwelcoming club,’ Bean had reported to Nic Coward, referring to Chelsea. Even Arsenal was immune to Bean’s scrutiny. ‘Investigating anything at Arsenal is more than my job’s worth,’ confessed Bean. The relationship between the Premier League clubs and agents would not be investigated. Scudamore nodded towards Rick Parry to voice the conclusion. ‘We need to compete with Real Madrid and other European clubs,’ said Parry. ‘We can’t control the agents alone. We’ve got to leave it to FIFA.’


Relying on FIFA, the international football regulator, was futile. The organization’s past investigations of alleged irregularities involving agents had been incomplete, filed and forgotten. In its Zürich headquarters, Sepp Blatter, the president, was under attack for corruption. Millions of pounds were said to be unaccounted for and there were stories about Blatter’s payments of cash to African delegates in 1998 to secure their votes for his election. Corruption in football was firmly established at the sport’s summit. Few doubted that the sport, awash with billions of pounds, was defiled by ‘bungs’. Graham Bean’s struggle to produce evidence of dishonesty satisfied outsiders and reassured the guilty. Football’s history over the previous thirty years proved the existence of dishonesty and confirmed the impossibility of its cure.


Hard-drinking, foul-mouthed and popular, Tommy Docherty, the coach of Manchester United from 1972 until 1977, personified the lovable debauchery and irresistible intoxication of football. Born in Glasgow’s Gorbals, the footballer had been the darling of his fellow professionals and the media. He personified the game’s habit of giving enormous pleasure but also inflicting terrible destruction during a managerial career before the dramatic change in football’s finances.


In Docherty’s era, BBC Television annually paid less than £50,000 for the rights to film all of the First Division’s matches, and the club owners profited from cheap labour. Contractually, players were the possession of the clubs, unable to move freely; they always risked an abrupt termination of their careers by injuries. Bobby Charlton, Denis Law and George Best – all football legends in their lifetimes – were earning between £250 and £350 per week. Apart from Stanley Matthews and other unblemished heroes, football players were treated with limited respect. In a revolutionary change in 1978, the Football League allowed players to be transferred on free contracts to determine their own fate and the transfer fees rose. Some club managers sought to benefit from the new, lucrative trade.


Greed was Tommy Docherty’s ruin. In 1977, he was dismissed by Manchester United. His fame was transformed into notoriety. Away from the spotlight, gossips spoke about his affair with the wife of the club’s physiotherapist and his avarice. In November 1978, he was suspended by Derby for admitting in a libel trial that he had told ‘a pack of lies’. He was also accused by the club of taking a £1,000 bribe for allowing George Best to play a match in 1973 for Dunstable. His nemesis came when he was arrested by Detective Superintendent Jim Reddington of the local police concerning three suspicious transfers valued at £2 million. With remarkable speed, the players had arrived at Derby and left soon after, arousing the suggestion that Docherty had received ‘bungs’ from the transactions. After his exhaustive inquiry Reddington decided not to prosecute Docherty and, untroubled, the manager departed from Derby in April 1979 for Queens Park Rangers. Docherty remained unashamed of the allegations. ‘I’ve always said there’s a place for the press,’ he said after the storm of publicity, ‘but they haven’t dug it yet.’ In a lunchtime speech to the Football Writers Association, the manager was candid about his morality. ‘Lots of times,’ laughed Docherty, ‘managers have to be cheats and conmen. People say we tell lies. Of course we tell lies. We are the biggest hypocrites. We cheat. In our business the morals are all different. The only way to survive is by cheating. And there’s no way that can be changed. That’s our life, that’s the law of our life.’


Docherty’s confession aroused little surprise. In that era, at least one turnstile on every football ground was said to belong to the club’s chairman, to provide cash for bungs and his lifestyle. ‘Folding doesn’t tell stories,’ was the maxim mentioned by players, stuffing brown envelopes in their pockets and laughing over the apocryphal story describing a gust of wind blowing their manager’s cash dividend across a beach. Docherty, insiders knew, was unexceptional. Sir Denis Follows, the general secretary of the FA, was renowned for his collection of emeralds and the acceptance of gold cuff-links as presents for casting his vote. His confidants at the FA were familiar with Follows’s complaint that Stanley Rous, his predecessor and the president of FIFA, had informed the representatives of other nations about his gratitude for contributions to his collection of gold watches. Rous, it was said with some laughter, had lost his position in 1974, after twelve years, to the challenger Joao Havelange because the Brazilian had actually given the gold watches to African delegates casting their vote for him. Rous’s greed influenced Ted Croker, the FA’s general secretary in the 1970s. Croker was fond of charging his suits, haircuts and holiday golf trips to his expenses. His income, it was said, was supplemented by supplying black market tickets for key matches to Flashman, a notorious character. In 1977, allegations were made about the corruption of Don Revie, the admired but neurotic manager of England’s team, and renowned for encouraging the Leeds United team to play violently.


Don Revie’s appointment as England’s manager had surprised those who remembered his corruption during the 1960s as the manager of Leeds. Eyewitnesses recalled five occasions on which Revie had offered cash to opposing players to ‘go easy’ and let Leeds win or score more goals. Among those who refused was Bob Stokoe, the player-manager of Bury, who rejected Revie’s offer of £500. Revie also offered illegal payments to attract players to Leeds. Other eyewitnesses recalled that Revie in 1971 had ordered his subordinates to enter the dressing rooms and offer players money to throw a match allowing Leeds to win. In 1972, he had repeated the offer to get ‘the right result’ against Wolves, when Leeds needed one point to win the Double. The offer was rejected, and Leeds lost 2–1. Rigging match results in English football was not unknown. In 1963, three had been jailed for such a conspiracy on behalf of Sheffield Wednesday; but that had not been orchestrated by a lauded manager of the England team.


In 1977, the Daily Mirror threatened to expose Don Revie. To avoid embarrassment England’s manager suddenly abandoned the national team without any public explanation and accepted a two year contract with Abu Dhabi’s Football Association. Revie assumed (correctly) that while he was away he could stymie the FA’s investigation of the Mirror’s dossier. Ted Croker, the FA’s general secretary, had assembled a five-man committee, but they were content to remain paralysed until Revie returned to Britain four years later. To Croker’s satisfaction, when Revie returned to Britain the Mirror’s allegations were suppressed by Revie serving a writ for libel on the newspaper and claiming that the rules of ‘sub judice’ prevented him answering the FA’s questions.


Croker’s behaviour showed that the football family cared for its own kind; the ‘guardians’ of football would resist outsiders imposing any restrictions upon their heroes. Although a judge subsequently condemned Revie’s behaviour as ‘deceitful and greedy’, Croker continued to remain silent and quietly assisted Revie’s masquerade. Croker’s memoirs, published in 1987, conjure a false scenario for Revie’s unexpected resignation in 1977. Revie, Croker wrote, threatened to resign unless he was paid £100,000. Croker described the FA’s refusal to pay as the provocation for Revie’s departure and effectively concealed the anticipated revelation of Revie’s corruption as the reason for the manager’s resignation. The truth only emerged after Revie’s death in 1989, and even then the FA maintained its silence. Some simply blamed an encrusted regulator, but insiders understood that Revie’s corrupt methods had developed deep roots. Insiders were even suspicious that some players at Manchester United may have also been involved in a conspiracy to fix certain matches between 1960 and 1962. Harry Gregg, United’s goalkeeper, claimed publicly that he had been offered money to allow goals through.


The personification of football’s culture of dishonesty was Brian Clough, the hero of Nottingham Forest. Drunken, outspoken and flamboyant, Clough, who managed Nottingham Forest between 1975 and 1993, was praised by fans and commentators for winning the League and twice winning the European Cup, in 1979 and 1980. The price was Clough’s apparent belief that success had bequeathed a licence for a secret income. Between April 1987 and April 1993, Clough masterminded fifty-eight transfers worth £19.5 million and he allegedly pocketed about £1 million in cash paid back to him by grateful agents and managers. Provocatively, in 1980, Clough created a company called Sting Ltd. Eventually he would pay the Inland Revenue £600,000 for unpaid taxes. Clough’s dishonesty passed unchecked, partly because he generously ensured that others benefited from his deceit, and partly because no one in football’s family deemed it proper to interfere.


Some of the players at Forest were paid cash paid out through the club’s community scheme and the catering business; some scouts were rewarded with huge sums of cash in brown envelopes, and a favoured few were alleged to have received signing-on fees in Guernsey accounts. Even the club’s accountant, Andrew Plumb, was convicted of stealing money. During the Clough era Plumb stole £70,000 from the club for personal expenses, possibly from cash received at the turnstiles for tickets. The club never complained to the police, and even after Plumb’s conviction the club declined an independent examination of its accounts.


In spite of the restrictions on football agents, the FA showed little concern whether the rules were followed. ‘I don’t trust any agent,’ said Doug Ellis, who had reluctantly collaborated with rogue agents over the previous thirty-three years – he saw them as necessary evils to sustain his dream. In 1993, Ellis had sought to buy Mark Bosnich, an Australian goalkeeper who had been forced by British immigration laws to resign from Manchester United and return home. In order to play for Aston Villa, Bosnich would need to become a British citizen. A plan to change Bosnich’s nationality was encouraged by Graham Smith, the director of First Wave, an agency. By marrying Lisa Hall, an English woman, suggested Smith, the Australian would automatically receive British citizenship. ‘I suggested a marriage,’ said Ellis, although Lisa Hall would angrily deny that the marriage was ‘arranged’, albeit that six months later the couple parted. Graham Smith’s fee from Ellis for arranging a transfer was an immediate payment of £150,000 and a promise of a further £150,000 after Bosnich had made 150 first-team appearances. As a member of the FA’s international and finance committees, Ellis knew that his use of an agent was a breach of the FA’s rules.


Graham Smith denied acting as an agent for Bosnich. ‘Everything we do is absolutely 100 per cent above board,’ Smith declared. ‘If I put a price on a player it’s not a transfer fee. It’s a consultancy fee.’ Few believed the explanation. Aston Villa was fined £20,000 by the FA for irregular dealings with an agent, but Ellis remained on the FA’s committees. ‘I only broke the rules slightly,’ said Ellis, adding that only ‘very few’ managers took ‘bungs’ from agents. The chairman of Aston Villa showed himself to be a canny businessman with a special talent for sniffing out dubious relationships.


The leaders of English football consoled themselves that corruption in other countries appeared to be far worse. In Brazil, Renata Alves, a secretary employed by the national coach, admitted that he left meetings with a briefcase stuffed with dollars from commissions for selling players; while Wanderley Luxemburgo, a Brazilian coach, admitted that players were included in the national team at the request of unnamed agents to increase their value. In Italy, Paolo Rossi, a sprightly forward, was accused of throwing matches in return for bribes but was acquitted in a trial on the grounds that ‘sporting fraud is not a crime’. In Portugal, referees were convicted of accepting money, furs, holidays and prostitutes from clubs for fixing matches. In France, a six year investigation of Olympique Marseille’s defeat of AC Milan in 1993 for the European Cup established that teams and players had been bribed to ease Marseille’s path to the championship. In Switzerland, Kurt Roethlisberger, an international referee, was banned for life after offering a Swiss club to fix a match for 100,000 Swiss francs. The condemnation of Roethlisberger triggered off other accounts about referees and stories of whole teams across Europe and South America wilfully throwing matches in return for bribes. In the Greek and Italian championships the final positions at the end of the season were notoriously price-sensitive.


English football appeared immune from that level of corruption until in November 1994 the Sun newspaper published allegations that Bruce Grobbelaar, an unorthodox and theatrical goalkeeper, had taken a bribe of £40,000 in 1993 while playing for Liverpool to allow Newcastle to score and win. Grobbelaar was also accused of being offered £175,000 to ‘miss’ saves in two matches and that he had lost a £125,000 bribe by mistakenly saving a goal. The evidence against Grobbelaar appeared damning. He had been secretly filmed in a hotel room discussing the bribes with a friend from Zimbabwe. The revelations cast a mood that English football had ‘lost its soul’ in ‘a season of scandal’. But the comments of Rick Parry, the first chief executive of the Premier League, suggested scepticism: ‘None of us want to believe it, and I don’t by the way, because that would be betraying the game more than any single act I could think of.’ Grobbelaar and others were arrested on 14 March 1995. Two years later, a jury failed to reach a verdict. At the end of the second trial in August 1997, Grobbelaar and his co-defendants were acquitted. Grobbelaar’s innocence appeared to be finally established by a jury awarding him damages of £85,000 in a libel case against the Sun. But the two juries who had declared his innocence were refuted by the Court of Appeal in January 2001. Three judges upheld an appeal by the Sun and declared that Grobbelaar had confessed to match-fixing in the secret tape, a decision in large measure confirmed by the House of Lords who awarded Grobbelaar contemptible damages of £1 on the basis that although there was evidence of his taking money, it was not proved that he was fixing match results. Six years after the original allegations Grobbelaar was declared to be guilty. By then, any shock had evaporated. The only punishment he suffered was a fine of £10,000 and a ban on playing for six months imposed by the FA for admitting he forecast the result of matches to a Far East betting syndicate. Grobbelaar had become an unmentioned sideshow to more serious chicanery.


In the House of Commons, on 30 January 1995, Kate Hoey, the feisty Labour MP with a special interest in sport, had demanded that the Conservative government intervene to deal with ‘the variety of allegations, scandals and corrupt practices which have surrounded the game in recent years’. Hoey, an active football supporter, used the protection of parliamentary privilege to accuse a clutch of football’s heroes of dishonesty. Among her cast list were Brian Clough, George Graham, Ron Atkinson, Terry Venables and an infamous agent, Eric Hall. ‘Millions of pounds,’ she alleged, were ‘siphoned off from the game in backhanders, bungs and fixes.’ Some personalities, she alleged, had breached the 1906 Corruption Act; and one was renowned for asking, ‘Is there a sweetie in it for me?’ Conservative ministers, she shrilled angrily, refused to treat football seriously. Shrugging off Eric Hall’s insistence that ‘football is monster clean’ and the ‘patronizing’ denial of sleaze in football by Doug Ellis, she demanded an independent inquiry to expose how the taxpayer was being ‘ripped off’. ‘This government,’ she lamented, ‘is refusing to step in and bring to book the arrogant men who run our national sport.’


Hoey’s passionate plea was rejected by the Conservatives. Ian Sproat, the minister of sport, believed that football should regulate itself. Rather than government control, he preferred to rely on the assurances of Howard Wilkinson, the manager of Leeds United and of the League Managers Association. However, in February 1995 Wilkinson conceded that ‘strong action needs to be taken’ to end the sleaze in football. If the business was to prosper, said Wilkinson, the sport’s regulators were required to investigate the allegations of corruption. Since then, without government pressure, little had been done. Football’s critics were invited to vanish. The game belonged to its admirers and heroes, and few more heroic than Terry Venables, who represented the genius, the fun and the worship of the game. His admirers preferred to ignore his unscrupulousness.
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THE HERO: TERRY VENABLES


Lying is common among the football fraternity and Terry Venables was a flawless practitioner of the art. On 21 June 1991, the purpose of his lies was special. The location of his deception was Henry Ansbacher’s, a small merchant bank in the City of London. And here Venables was to consummate a union with Alan Sugar, the founder of Amstrad, the computer and electronics company. In what was blessed as ‘a football marriage made in heaven’, the two men were to become the joint owners of Tottenham Hotspur.


Even Alan Sugar, a crude streetfighter glowering with suspicion, was deceived by the camouflage. El Tel’s wisecracks, his scruffy clothes and the universal acclaim from being Tottenham’s football coach obscured his greed for money. Venables’s eccentricities diverted any doubts. His habit of publicly holding court in hotel lobbies – alternating between the Royal Garden in Kensington, the Carlton Tower in Belgravia and the Royal Lancaster in Bayswater – rather than using a conventional office, aroused amusement. Terry, everyone knew, hated solitude and lusted for strangers’ recognition while guffawing with his admirers. Even his recent purchase of Scribes, a bankrupt nightclub in Kensington, evoked smiles. The image of Terry hosting a continuous party in a gloomy basement – pouring champagne and leading raucous karaoke sing-songs – was endearing. No one speculated that the cheeky chappie, ambitious and desperate, had blatantly lied to fulfil his dream of buying Tottenham.


Irving Scholar, the seller, was departing reluctantly. Magnetized by football like so many of his breed, Scholar was an eccentric whose chairmanship of the football club had become notably unimpressive. In Venables’s opinion the property developer, living as a tax exile in Monaco, had failed to understand that football belonged to the fans not the shareholders. As one of the club’s business managers, Scholar had also failed. Tottenham’s debts to the Midland Bank were £11 million and, to Scholar’s embarrassment, the bank had appointed David Buchler, an insolvency expert, to the board after the stock exchange suspended the company’s shares.


Requiring help to fund the club’s debts, Scholar had searched for saviours, finally choosing Robert Maxwell. On the night Scholar was due to sell the club to Sugar and Venables, Robert Maxwell attempted to frustrate the deal. ‘Oi, you,’ Sugar screamed down the telephone at Maxwell in front of a room full of bankers and lawyers summoned to complete his purchase, ‘this is my fucking deal. What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Eh?’ Sugar had paused for Maxwell’s reply. ‘Don’t even think about lousing up my fucking deal, or me and you will fall out in a fucking big way.’ Sentiment never encroached on Sugar’s business dealings. By nature he kept his distance, disdaining any attempt to glad-hand or indulge in frivolities. For him there was more than a football club at stake. He had been enticed into the deal by Rupert Murdoch, who was anxious to sabotage Maxwell’s bid. Murdoch feared that if Maxwell owned Tottenham the new Premier League would sell their television rights to ITV and not to Sky. Sugar would favour Sky’s bid because he would be contracted to manufacture the broadcaster’s satellite dishes. Accordingly, after trashing Maxwell, Sugar had an incentive to cajole the professionals in the room into completing the sale to the ‘dream-team’.


Sugar appeared to be Venables’s ideal partner. Both were rough diamonds from the east of London and both appreciated money. To Venables’s misfortune, his new partner was infinitely more successful in accumulating the riches that remained the footballer’s dream. To Venables’s good fortune, Sugar had said nothing in the bank when the football manager had failed to produce his down payment of £750,000 for the shares. Without a blink, Sugar’s brief telephone call had conjured the required money and Venables’s ambition had materialized.


No one suspected Venables’s plight as he boldly signed the formal document pledging that £2.25 million, out of a total of £3 million, for his purchase of Tottenham shares was ‘from his own resources’. His dearth of money was unknown to Alan Sugar and his bankers. Despite the millions of pounds Venables had earned over the previous fifteen years, excelling as a footballer and manager of four clubs, including Barcelona, he had invested badly and spent freely. To buy the shares Venables had secretly borrowed £2,150,000 from Norfina, a fringe bank, and £250,000 was advanced from Yawetz, another lender. The loans were negotiated by Eddie Ashby, a businessman Venables had appointed as his adviser and manager. Ashby, an apparently innocuous businessman, understood Venables’s weakness. ‘Venables didn’t need help,’ Ashby would later explain, ‘he needed protection from himself and those around him.’ Like Sugar and Scholar, Venables was immune to any self-doubt. The football manager with a low attention span believed that he knew as much about money as football but was nevertheless grateful for Ashby’s assistance. ‘There is no doubt that the Venables–Sugar takeover of Tottenham,’ said Ashby, ‘would not have happened without me. I knew that I had saved Tottenham.’ But the subsequent judgement by DTI investigators would be that Venables was the least naive person in that room and that he had preferred to indulge in a ‘charade’ and ‘a piece of window dressing designed to deceive’.


Terry Venables’s dream was to build a successful club. Alan Sugar’s dream was to earn profits and glory. Venables regarded his arrangement with Sugar as remarkably convenient. Accustomed to docile chairmen willing to pay out millions of pounds without expecting any influence over its expenditure, Venables hoped that Sugar would adopt the chairman’s traditional role, as an invisible presence while the management of the team was entrusted to the chief executive. Sugar’s unusually benign tone misled Venables to assume his right to spend Sugar’s money without question. ‘Just sit in the corner and shut up while I stand amid adoring crowds,’ was Sugar’s subsequent interpretation of Venables’s attitude. While Venables trained the team and enjoyed himself, his commercial duties as chief executive of the club were given over to Eddie Ashby. In Ashby’s recollection, Venables’s reason for delegating these duties was explicit: ‘I ain’t got a fuckin’ clue where to start. It’s running the fuckin’ business side that’s scaring the shit out of me.’ Ashby’s version was never contested: ‘I acted as Terry’s alter ego for everything except football.’


Compared with the bizarre range of rough diamonds and nouveaux riches attracted to football, Eddie Ashby appeared excessively conventional. He had earned some wealth in his twenties as a contractor jointly providing cleaning services with Michael Ashcroft, later rewarded with a peerage by the Conservative party. Their relationship ended in acrimony. More recently Ashby had been the director of forty-three companies which were either in receivership, in liquidation or struck off. To some it appeared that he had assiduously sought to avoid the attention of the Inland Revenue and Customs and Excise. On 18 June 1991, just as Ashby assumed the title ‘personal assistant to the Chief Executive Officer of Tottenham’ and delighted about ‘a dream come true’, he was declared bankrupt. Venables’s general manager was forbidden by law to undertake any duties controlling any company, and especially Tottenham, a public company. ‘I’m a bankrupt,’ Ashby told Venables, fearing immediate dismissal. ‘This bankruptcy thing, it ain’t a problem,’ replied Venables, apparently fearless about that. Ashby assumed that Venables was unwilling to abandon his co-conspirator in his lies about the finance for his Tottenham shares. To avoid benefiting his creditors, Ashby’s salary and expenses were paid to a company owned by his wife and son.


Terry Venables had always been reluctant to allow the normal rules to interfere with his ambitions or habits, not least after attaining his new status. Any consultations, he assumed, especially about the expenditure of money, were unnecessary. Alan Sugar became aware of his partner’s caprice while on holiday in Sardinia. Tottenham announced the purchase of Gordon Durie, a Scottish forward, for £2.4 million. Sugar exploded in anger. Not only did he expect to be consulted about expenditure, but Venables had recklessly broken the pledge to the club’s bank not to increase the company’s debts. ‘I’m in charge of money,’ Sugar screamed. ‘What’s going on?’ In Venables’s life, irate chairmen were unexceptional and easily ignored, but Sugar appeared to be more obsessed with money than most. The clash of two men, both criticized as ‘control freaks’, was a pertinent omen. Venables’s calculated indifference was brutal: ‘Are we a fucking success if we make £5 million and get relegated or are we a success if we win the League and lose fucking money?’ Their differences were irreconcilable. Venables wanted money to buy players while Sugar wanted money as a profit on his investment. The contest was between Sugar, the abrasive but disciplined businessman, and Venables, the winsome chancer. The rift conditioned their individual reactions to the unexpected disclosures about the mismanagement of Tottenham’s finances.


The keeper of the secrets was Peter Barnes, the club secretary. Soon after the sale, in July 1991, Barnes handed an internal file to Eddie Ashby containing some unconventional contracts concluded during the years before Sugar’s arrival. ‘This has got all the secret deals in it,’ was Ashby’s colourful version of his conversation with Barnes. The secrets concerned payments to players and agents.


One series of secret payments had been made to Ossie Ardiles, a formidable Argentinian midfielder. ‘This reeks of commercial immorality and impropriety,’ asserted Jonathan Crystal, a barrister, a director of Tottenham and a friend of Venables. ‘The situation . . . is disgraceful. There has been a consistent pattern of improper arrangements and schemes designed to pay money to Mr Ardiles without any regard for the tax consequences or the regulations of the Football League.’ Other unannounced arrangements highlighted in the file were ‘loans’ approved by Tottenham’s management to Paul Gascoigne and Chris Waddle, both star footballers, for house purchases and a BMW car for Gascoigne’s father, which were not declared to the Inland Revenue.


The file also contained records of unusual payments to agents. In an informal arrangement, Tottenham had paid £25,000 to Eric ‘Monster’ Hall, a former music business hustler who had spotted the potential wealth in football transfers. ‘I’m not a one-man-band,’ puffed the extravagant cigar smoker, ‘I’m a one-man-orchestra.’ Those payments breached the FA’s rules prohibiting agents receiving any money for transfers. Until 1995, the FA had forbidden players to be represented by agents. Tottenham’s unauthorized relationship with Hall had encouraged a culture of impropriety in the club.


The serious revelation in the secretary’s file was the apparent financial loss to other football clubs in the sale of three players – Paul Allen, Mitchell Thomas and Bobby Mimms – to Tottenham. In common with other football clubs, Tottenham had persuaded the players to transfer to White Hart Lane by secretly offering money or cars. Under FA rules, all those payments were to be recorded on the printed contracts. Tottenham had failed in several transfers to fulfil that obligation. This uncomplicated deception influenced the permanent tribunal established by the FA to fix fair prices for the players’ transfers. The tribunal’s decision was determined by the amount of the player’s wages that would be paid by the buying club. Tottenham’s habit had been to present to the tribunal a contract showing a false, lower income. The false contract reduced the transfer fee which the selling clubs would receive from Tottenham. The players did not suffer; under the valid but secret contract, the players were guaranteed ‘loans’ in excess of £400,000 and tax-free payments which would not be repaid. Luton FC had lost £200,000 in the sale of Mitchell Thomas, while West Ham had lost £250,000 in the sale of Paul Allen. Both players were represented by Eric Hall.


Eric Hall’s relationship with Tottenham was remarkably close. A majority of the club’s players were represented by the agent on a handshake. The absence of written agreements was not a sign of trust but rather to avoid providing any incriminating evidence for the FA. Hall epitomized the proactive agent, acting often in his own interest. With some aggression, he used his inside knowledge and influence to stir up deals, instigating transfers by inserting stories into newspapers. ‘Eric’s a deal maker,’ Venables told Sugar without revealing that his friend had been allowed to issue false invoices to Tottenham to conceal his activities, encouraging conflicts of interest to flourish. In the negotiation of a new contract for Justin Edinburgh with Tottenham, Hall demanded £5,000 from both Tottenham and Edinburgh. The player claimed to have paid his fee in cash from his hospital bed after a visit by Hall, although the agent denied the allegation.


After reading the file, Eddie Ashby self-interestedly concluded, ‘This is the way some football clubs are run. You can’t survive unless you fiddle.’ Tottenham’s conduct, although contravening the FA’s regulations, had not been unusual among English football clubs. After all, Venables had received £50,000 just for signing his contract.


Hiding money offshore and paying cash from wodges of banknotes pulled from his trousers, Venables epitomized the football aficionado. The source of Venables’s wodge was a mystery even for Ashby, although he suspected that it came from Venables’s father, a publican in Chingford. ‘Untangling Terry’s wealth,’ said Ashby, ‘would be a mammoth task.’ In the chaos he discovered unpaid taxes, unpaid domestic bills, and Venables professing ignorance about his own assets and loans. The chaos was reflected in Venables’s lifestyle; the new chief executive of a public company shunned any desk, preferring to spend his time at the training ground, in hotel lobbies, or at Scribes, a drinking club.


Scribes in Kensington satisfied Venables’s lust for occupying the centre of attention. His parties attracted on one spectacular night Bill Wyman, Adam Faith, Kenny Lynch, Dennis Wise, Vinnie Jones, Denis Law and Paul Gascoigne, all gyrating on a wooden dance floor taken without payment from White Hart Lane. In the background sat ‘Mad’ Frankie Fraser, the retired murderer, surrounded by journalists prepared to sing their host’s praises in return for access to personalities and exclusive stories. Few were aware that under Venables’s management the club had lost over £100,000 and, unable to pay its debts or honour its cheques, had received writs, summonses and judgements from its creditors. ‘We were stretching it out as long as we could,’ admitted Venables, who used his creditors’ money to pay himself £32,000 and finance his entertainment. For the enjoyment of that rollercoaster Venables thanked Ashby. ‘What you did with Scribes was brilliant,’ Venables told Ashby, who agreed to manage Scribes and Tottenham even though he was a bankrupt. This was against the law and unsuspected by Alan Sugar on his arrival at White Hart Lane on 21 June 1991 for the first board meeting. At the top of the agenda was the sale of Paul Gascoigne to Lazio of Italy. The sale of the club’s best player had been reluctantly agreed by Irving Scholar to repay the club’s debts.


Negotiating the sale had been assigned by Scholar to Dennis Roach, a north London agent who would be closely involved with Tottenham for over thirty years, and with many other major British clubs, in an extraordinary career which established him as football’s principal agent.


Adroitly, Roach, alias ‘The Cockroach’, a former minor football player, had become expert at inserting himself into the trade of players between clubs. Transfers often depended upon his paid participation, and his notoriety appeared to encourage Roach’s sense of invincibility. He knew the football regulators in Britain were ineffective and compromised; their officials were answerable to the same club owners who traded with him and tolerated the conflicts of interest and cash-payment culture. In the intensifying search by managers for foreign players, many relied upon Roach despite his astronomic fees and a reputation splattered by controversy and enmity.


Dennis Roach was part of the so-called ‘St Albans mafia’, an unusual group of football enthusiasts – including Tony Berry of Blue Arrow, a recruitment company, and a director of Tottenham – who grew up as wartime children around the north-western fringes of London. Like many working-class boys, Roach sought his escape from poverty through football, although he was unblessed with the necessary ability to become a top player. He was born on 3 April 1940 in Bushey; Roach’s father, Frederick, was a council employee. After an enjoyable but academically disappointing passage through a local grammar school, he played as a professional for Bedford, Hillingdon and Barnet. Roach would mention that his signing-on fee to Bedford as an apprentice paid for his wedding, but Roach was twenty-eight years old when he married Janet Lovegrove, a hairdresser, in a Catholic church on 5 June 1968, long after his football career ended, partly due to an injury. That slight mistake was not an aberration; in later years, Roach presented colourful stories about his career. The varying accounts were constructed on one truth: football was his passion but money was even more important.


In parallel to his frustrated football career, Roach was selling fitted kitchens and carpets with his brother from a shop in north London. His good fortune during that period was to establish a relationship with a Saudi businessman who in turn secured a contract to provide carpets ‘for six hundred houses in Saudi Arabia’. Although in later years Roach did not protest when reports described his customer as ‘a Saudi prince’, in reality the sale was to Saudi Airlines.


His second piece of good fortune was to meet, on a Portuguese beach in 1972, Johan Cruyff, the outstanding Dutch forward. To the famed international footballer, Roach resembled an Irish wide-boy, speaking eloquently, intently and with humour – the qualities which encouraged many to invite the agent, frequently described as ‘my best friend’, to be the guest speaker at weddings and birthday parties. Roach decided to attach himself to Cruyff and break into the football business. Unlike the carpet trade, trading footballers would be lucrative and fun and, with no risk of unsaleable stock, there were limited overheads. Few players, Roach recognized, were able to exploit their commercial value in negotiations with the clubs’ owners and most were naive about finance. They would tolerate agents’ fees so long as there was no cost for themselves. Another attraction was that little in the business was recorded on paper, creating possibilities to avoid taxation.
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