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Foreword


BY ROY HODGSON


It is 40 years since I got the call from Bob Houghton in Sweden. I had known Bob since we were at school together in Croydon. We had first worked together at Maidstone United in the early 1970s: him as manager, me as a player. By 1976, he was in Sweden, coaching Malmo FF to consecutive league titles. When one of their rivals, Halmstads BK, decided they wanted an English manager, too, they asked Bob for a recommendation. Fortunately, he chose me.


That would prove the start of a long career. I spent the best part of the next three decades abroad, my work taking me to Sweden, Switzerland, Denmark, Italy, Norway, Finland and even the United Arab Emirates. I had some success, including eight league titles, with Halmstads, Malmo and FC Copenhagen, and countless wonderful experiences. I will never forget taking charge of a Milan derby at San Siro, reaching my first European final or tasting my first World Cup with the Swiss national team in 1994. Along the way, I met some remarkable people and worked with some exceptional players.


I travelled so far that I ended up where I started: back home, working at Fulham, Liverpool, West Bromwich Albion and, the crowning glory, being offered the chance to manage my country in a European Championship finals and World Cup, the greatest honour and privilege of my career. But while that was my eventual destination, there can be no question that I was irrevocably shaped by all I learned, all I saw and all I did during the course of my journey.


Travelling broadens the mind: that is true for anyone, whatever their profession. It certainly improved me as a manager. My view of how the game should be played might have been forged in England, but being exposed to new cultures, new ideas, new languages and new worlds served to expand my horizons and polish my ideas. I witnessed at first hand the game growing, developing, advancing everywhere I went. Being able to harness so many different perspectives opened my eyes in a way that, perhaps, would not have happened had I remained in one place. All of those countries I worked in changed me in some way, hopefully for the better.


I would like to think I gave something back, too. I would hope some of the players with whom I worked can look back and feel they benefited from our time together, and that some of the clubs and countries where I found myself would have fond memories of my time there. I have always been afforded warm welcomes whenever I have had the chance to visit my erstwhile teams; I often find myself meeting former charges, reminiscing about all that we did. I have even been awarded the equivalent of a knighthood in Finland. Obviously, I did something right!


I was not the first Englishman to strike out abroad. Indeed, Bob and I may well have owed our presence in Sweden to one of our predecessors, the remarkable George Raynor. George remains an almost mythical figure in Sweden, thanks to his achievement in taking the country to the World Cup final on home soil in 1958. To many of that generation of players, he is the father of Swedish football.


Yet he is typical, in many ways, because his reputation remains considerably higher abroad than at home. Here was a man who fell short of football’s ultimate triumph only because his side ran into a 17-year-old by the name of Pele in the World Cup final, and yet he struggled to find work when he returned to England. It was a fate I avoided, but which befell so many who, like George, like me, left home to offer the benefit of their experience.


We are often guilty, in football’s ever-shrinking world, of looking overseas for inspiration. We look on the achievements of the Spanish, the Germans and the Dutch – among many others – with envy, wondering which elements of their success we might be able to co-opt into our own thinking, asking why we cannot do things quite like they do. We see the exotic as superior. We talk about needing to leave our own history, our own traditions behind.


As George’s story shows, though, many of the ideas we eulogise now all grew from an English seed. England did not just invent and codify football as we know it, it did not just demonstrate to the rest of the world how to play it; it took a leading role in teaching the craft of the game, too. Those ideas may have been improved, finessed, developed by others, but they came first from a group of men who made the same journey I would make, decades later, leaving England for distant shores.


Men like Jimmy Hogan, credited with inspiring the Magic Magyars who bewitched Wembley in 1953; William Garbutt, the father of Italian football; and Fred Pentland and Jack Greenwell, figures who shaped the destiny of the game in Spain. They are just the most famous names: there are many others who never achieved any sort of celebrity but whose impact, whose legacy, endures to this day. Not only did they help the countries where they worked fall in love with football; they changed the way the game was played. In many ways, though it was not their intention, these visionaries and pioneers helped bring about the end of England’s presumed superiority on the pitch. They made it the world’s game.


When I first arrived in Sweden, it was a country with a tremendous passion for football, but in need of modernisation. Bob Houghton and I tried to encourage our players to think in a different way about how they played the game, tried to take them away from the sweeper system they had played for so long, to deploy a style that might allow them to take their place among the best teams in the world. I was fortunate enough to win five league titles, at Malmo, a feat that remains unmatched. I would like to think I contributed a little to the culture of the country, too: if the 1994 World Cup was good for me, it was better for Sweden. They reached the semi-finals of the tournament, with a side containing several players who had worked with me at Malmo. Not quite what George Raynor managed, but a source of pride nonetheless.


I can imagine, then, the joy that some of the men described in the pages to come would feel at seeing the nations where they worked – whether it be Spain, Italy, Germany, Holland, Hungary or Austria – playing such a key role in the game’s history. We must not seek to monopolise credit, to claim it when it belongs to others, but some must be due to the men we sent out from these shores. These were the men who taught the world to play. I would like to think I might one day be counted among their number.




Introduction


Bulldozers and Craftsmen


Daniele Verde was born in 1996. He grew up in the shadow of Mount Vesuvius, in a suburb of Naples called Rione Traiano. It is a tough, dilapidated sort of a place, the kind of neighbourhood that is only ever mentioned in the newspapers in connection with a gangland killing. Its inhabitants refer to it as Baghdad.


Football was Verde’s escape. He stood out playing in the area’s youth sides. He was spotted by a scout working for Roma and taken to the Italian capital before he had even hit his teens. Early in 2015, he broke into the first team, making his full debut in a win away at Cagliari. He set up both goals. Still breathless from the game, he was interviewed by Roma’s in-house television channel. ‘Voglio ringraziare il Mister per la fiducia,’ he said.


It is the sort of anodyne statement footballers across the world make every day, the kind of sentiment that constitutes the overwhelming majority of column inches and air-time dedicated to the sport. There is a word in there, though, that catches the eye. ‘I want to thank the Mister for his faith.’ Verde was an 18-year-old kid from one of the most deprived parts of Italy, a world of drugs and guns and organised crime, using a word drawn straight from Italian football’s Edwardian ancestry. Not manager. Not coach. Not allenatore. The plain old English ‘Mister’.


There is a story, related by the author David Goldblatt, of a meeting in the 1960s between Denis Healey, then defence secretary, and Sir Richard Turnbull, the penultimate governor of the province of Aden, modern-day Yemen. ‘When the British Empire finally sinks beneath the waves,’ Turnbull told Healey, ‘it will leave behind only two monuments: the game of association football, and the expression “fuck off”.’


Nothing illustrates the truth of Turnbull’s assertion – about the first of those two legacies, at least – better than that word. Mister. It is the word they use for manager in Italy even now, even when they were born at the tail end of the 20th century in parts of Naples that could not be further removed from the Italian game’s genteel, aristocratic origins. They use it in Spain, too. It is almost unique in transcending the ethnic and geographical divides that crisscross the country: Jose Mourinho was el Mister at Real Madrid, just as Pep Guardiola was at Barcelona and Marcelo Bielsa at Athletic Bilbao. Andalucian, Basque, Catalan: everyone is and everyone says Mister.


In Portugal, the official title is treinador, but it is always Mister in conversations in bars and cafes; it is the Mister who bears the brunt of the fans’ frustrations when Benfica or Sporting or FC Porto dare to lose. Across the Atlantic, although in Argentina they prefer director técnico and in Brazil Professor, the word lingers, too. Everyone knows what Mister means. It is not transliterated – as the word time, for team, has been in Brazil – but it stands, in its original English form, a remnant and a relic of where football came from, a memory of how these countries first encountered the sport, a tribute not to the men who first imported the game but to those who helped nurture and stimulate it.


As Turnbull acknowledged, football is one of Britain’s gifts to the world. Geoffrey Green, football correspondent of The Times and legendary chronicler of the game, described it spreading ‘with a speed that defied all opposition’, becoming ‘a cord of understanding amongst the nations and the true link of the universe’. If that sounds overblown, the rather more sober historian James Walvin suggested it functioned as the country’s ‘most durable export’, not just for how it lasted but for how far it spread, way beyond the bounds of empire, infiltrating even those parts of the map that were not coloured imperial pink.


In much of western Europe, it was first introduced by expat aristocrats, encouraged by embassy staff or imported by upper-class students who had been educated at England’s public schools. Genoa, initially, was a football and cricket club, populated exclusively by the English. Fiorentina was founded in an English tea shop. Bologna was established by a group of academics at the city’s university. In Habsburg Austria, there was a craze for all things English at the turn of the 20th century – art and couture and culture – and football was seen as just as sophisticated, just as civilised. In the coffee houses of Vienna, they pored over theories of how to play the game. It was as much an intellectual as a physical pursuit.


As Walvin notes, though, the game only seeped deep into the public consciousness when the masses took hold of it. In Spain, engineers in the Basque region and miners in the south of the country brought it with them and inspired locals to play. In industrial Milan and Turin, factory owners saw it as a way to curry favour with their staff. It was oil workers manning the derricks at Ploiesti who brought it to Romania; two Lancastrians at the textile factory at Orekhovo-Zuyevo in Moscow established the team that would thrill the world as Dynamo; sailors and railway workers took it yet further afield, to Brazil and Argentina and Uruguay.


In this, football’s global spread followed the pattern that had been laid down in Victorian England. The great teams of the Northwest, the founders of the Football League, were established by local grandees as a way of directing their workers’ energies in a constructive fashion. Football as an organised sport, rather than as an informal game, was as much a by-product of the Industrial Revolution as soot and urban squalor.


And, like so many of the other innovations of that period, it was not exported complete, seeded on foreign shores and allowed to develop on its own. As with the textile mills and the factories, there was an appetite not simply for English ideas but for English expertise as well. Locals could provide manpower, workers, but it was to the homeland and the heartland that they looked to for management. Someone had to show them how best to use this new-fangled idea. That is where the Misters come in.


English football has long been charged with standing apart. A sense had endured that, as soon as the game started to catch on, England looked on in horror at what the foreigners were doing with it and promptly, in a fairly literal sense, took its ball home. It is this reactionary isolationism, in most interpretations, that led to England losing its primacy at its own invention. As early as 1955, that was Brian Glanville’s assessment: ‘The story of British football and the foreign challenge is the story of a vast superiority, sacrificed through stupidity, short-sightedness and wanton insularity.’ Green was not nearly so furious, but he was almost as scathing, describing the home nations’ refusal to join the nascent Fifa before World War I as ‘a monumental example of British insularity’.


And yet there is an alternative story which runs perfectly contrary to this accepted narrative. It is one not of haughty dismissal but of intense generosity, of first an individual and later a collective desire to see football grow and thrive across the planet, to make sure everyone could benefit from Britain’s great invention.


It is a story that starts with those men credited with spreading football to all four corners of the globe, famous names like Charles Miller, father of football in Brazil, and James Richardson Spensley, the doctor so central to the establishment of Genoa, Italy’s first club. This part of the story is relatively well known. These were the men who gave the world the game.


They were the pioneers, but the story does not end with them. Just as in Argentina, where once the English had built the railways, English engineers were dispatched to manage them and English coaches and English engines were purchased to stock them, Miller, Spensley and the rest were followed by a second wave of emigrants, charged with teaching the savages – and, in this case, that term applies to anyone from Calais and beyond – how to play, how best to use the gift they had been granted.


These were the Misters. Not the inventors, but the innovators, a handful of dedicated proselytisers, a gang of mavericks, pioneers and outcasts taken far from home by football, tasked with winning converts and showing them the way. They were men who wanted to bring light to the darkness. If the foreigners were going to play our game, they thought, we might as well show them how to do it properly.


Their reasons for going were far from uniform; likewise, the effects they had and the fame they found. Before and immediately after World War I, a clutch went of their own accord, men like Steve Bloomer, Fred Pentland, Jack Greenwell, William Garbutt and Jimmy Hogan.


For them, travelling abroad was to some extent a simple business decision. They had reached the end of their playing careers and they lived in a country where the overriding belief was that football could not be taught, or learned, but was innate. This was a time when, as Garbutt admitted, ‘no club [in England] would hire a professional coach.’ The role of the trainer was to keep players fit, to improve speed and stamina and strength; professionals, they felt, could not be improved. Most clubs did not train with the ball for much of the week, the theory being that absence would make the heart grow fonder. Deprive them of it in training and they would seek it out more hungrily on match days. Hogan, Garbutt and the rest disagreed. They felt that skills could be practised, tactics fine-tuned, techniques honed. They went abroad to teach because they were in possession of a specialist knowledge, one that made them more valuable commodities in foreign climes than in England.


After 1945, though, a different pattern emerges, not so much one of adventurers striking out into the world of their own accord but of apostles, consciously trained and dispatched by the Football Association. That may not have been the primary intention, but it was an incontestable effect, one that strikes a note of discordance in the theory of English insularity.


By 1948, the FA had established its own coaching scheme, under the auspices of Walter Winterbottom. Many of the clubs in the Football League were still not convinced of the need for anything other than physical training, so many of its graduates were sent out beyond these shores to improve standards elsewhere. One, George Raynor, took Sweden to an Olympic gold medal and a World Cup final. Alan Rogers and Harry Game never came quite so close to achieving such glory, but they are remembered, still, by those they encountered, those they educated across the world, from Antwerp in Belgium all the way to Tehran and Kampala.


Just like their predecessors, though, these men not only found a respect on foreign shores that they were not afforded at home, but in their own way they forged and formed the football traditions of each of the countries where they worked. They developed players, built teams, raised standards, and brought the backwaters into the mainstream. These were not the men who gave the world the game, but they were the men who taught it how to play.


If two teams stand for everything continental football has that English football does not, they are Barcelona and Holland. They boast intertwined visions, mutual traditions of attractive, expansive tactics, a trademark style that has made the former the club the world supports and the latter football’s aesthetes, its arbiters of good taste. Barcelona and Holland stand for football done right. Johan Cruyff, Pep Guardiola, La Masia, Lionel Messi, the Ajax Academy, tiki-taka, Total Football: there is a clear line linking the Barcelona of today with the great Dutch tradition, conceived in Amsterdam and proselytised by the country’s national team. They are the embodiment of sophistication, of exotic glamour. From Barcelona and Ajax, in particular, England has imported more than just players: it has brought in ideas, too, on how to nurture talent and how to instil technique; how, in short, to make the game beautiful. More than anywhere else, it is to Barcelona and Holland that England looks for inspiration.


And yet all of it stems, undeniably, incontrovertibly from Britain. ‘The seeds were sown by the British, and this is the harvest that has been gathered in,’ as Geoffrey Green wrote. The likes of Bobby Robson and Terry Venables – who managed Barcelona in the 1980s and 1990s – can be given some modicum of credit for that, but much of it belongs to men who came long before, men who have all but been struck from history.


Rinus Michels might have invented Total Football, passing his teachings on to Cruyff, mentor to Guardiola, patron saint of La Masia, but the man who laid the foundations for his work was English: Vic Buckingham, who had started his career as manager of West Bromwich Albion in the 1950s. Further back, into the haze of the distant past, there are others as well, names that are never mentioned now. There was Jack Greenwell, who may well have been the longest-serving coach Barcelona have ever employed. Their link is less direct but the likes of Fred Pentland and Jimmy Hogan may also have some part in the story, their ideas observed and co-opted by Barcelona as the club sought to become Spain’s pre-eminent power. Barcelona may stand for everything that we admire most when we look abroad, but all of it, every delicate pass, every inventive tactic, comes laced with a distinctly British history.


It is a story replicated wherever English coaches went: all the way from the steppes of Iran to the Californian coast, from Montevideo to Montreal. The names of many of them may not have resonated in history quite as much as they might have hoped, and few of them ever achieved the recognition in their homeland that they craved, but their impact was seismic and their legacy lasting – not just in all four corners of the globe, but in England, too.


The best measure of how successful they were, these visionaries banished overseas, is in the one place that was not willing to heed their warnings: home. All of those coaches England sent abroad, whether they went of their own volition or whether they were dispatched by the FA, reported back at regular intervals. They were all, by and large, hopeful that they would one day be invited back, their work on faraway shores enough to impress clubs in the all-powerful Football League. The call never came. George Raynor, veteran of a World Cup final, struggled to find work in England so much so that he ended up at Skegness Town.


Perhaps the reason why their accounts of the vast strides being made abroad were disregarded is that it was seen as self-promotion: who knows? All we can be sure of is that Pentland, Garbutt, Hogan and the rest repeatedly warned the game’s authorities that the foreigners were coming, and that they were consistently ignored.


As early as 1928, Pentland was calling for ‘new methods to be adopted’ to prevent England slipping behind the continentals. Two years later, Hogan added his weight to the argument, cautioning that ‘British training methods are out of date’. Raynor perhaps captured it best, writing in his autobiography in the 1960s that in England ‘bulldozers are now more important than craftsmen; what we need is football at speed, but with the artists back in command’.


England was ceaselessly told the world was changing by those who had not only seen the revolution but had set it in train. Their clamour went unheard. The charge of insularity may not be fair, but the one of wilful ignorance most certainly is. The end result is where we find ourselves now, a time when England looks abroad for its players: bulldozers, sometimes, but definitely craftsmen. It looks abroad to see how they teach the game. It looks abroad for managers, too, for expertise. That is the measure of how well England’s missionaries did their job, of how important they are in football’s history: put simply, thanks to the lessons they gave, eventually the masters became the pupils.


English football’s multiculturalism – a philosophy born as much of necessity as ambition – has helped turn the Premier League into the world’s favourite division. All over the planet, fans watch it with awe and admiration, tuning into games early in the morning in the United States and in the dead of night in China, Malaysia and Japan.


But there is an irony to its popularity. It is somehow separated from its birthplace, its home. Everyone watches English football, but few seek to ape it or to learn from it. Quite the opposite. The example it sets is that any football culture can be improved by importing the best from a global marketplace, and so that is what they look to do. They watch a football competition that is held in England, but that does not mean they esteem English football.


‘There’s not a great amount of respect for English managers,’ says Scott Cooper. There are still English coaches striking out for distant climes, heirs to the proud tradition started by Bloomer, Garbutt and the others. Cooper is one of them. He was appointed at Muangthong United, in Thailand, after a stint at Leicester City’s academy. His nationality, he believes, was held against him; others in the same position recount the same story.


‘The perception of how we play the game means it is hard for us to win people over. They think an English manager means long balls, diagonals, everything in the air. There is a huge demand for Spanish, German and Dutch coaches, but not the English. When I first got the job at Buriram United, my first side in Thailand, there were a lot of people at the start asking what English coaches have ever done. There were a lot of doubters.’


This book is an attempt to find out how we got from there to here; how the world changed beneath our feet; how a country that the planet once looked to for guidance has now become so thirsty for knowledge. It is, in part, a story of how England paid the price for its blindness to change and its deafness to suggestion. It is the story of how football’s motherland lost its place at the top table through – to borrow from Glanville – ‘extraordinary complacency and infinite self-deception’.


But it is also a story about how England, without realising it, fired the very revolution that would remove its crown. And at the heart of that story are a group of other stories, each of them a branch of the vine, that take as their stars a handful of men who sowed the seeds, across the planet, of the inversion of football’s natural order. They were the men who wrote football’s history and shaped its destiny, who changed the way it looks, the way it is played, the way it is discussed to this day. If the first wave – Spensley, Miller and the rest – gave the world the game they knew, these were the men who gave us the game we have. They were the men who taught the world to play. This is the story of these men. This is the story of the Misters.



1


All Our Yesterdays


Alan Rogers’ flat is a riot of photos. They litter every available surface, stuff every drawer, lurk under tables and in cupboards. There are folders full of them, some sepia-tinted, some black and white, some with the occasional flash of colour. There are newspaper cuttings and pages ripped from magazines, all a little frayed at the edges.


Here, he shakes hands with the Empress of Iran. Here, rather unsteady on a malnourished horse, he treks down a path with spear-clutching tribesmen in Lesotho. Here he is in Chicago, here in Bloemfontein, another in Tehran. He even has a photo, from a summer long past, when he formed part of the same football team as Des O’Connor.


He was nearly 90 when I went to visit him at the start of 2014. He is still in good shape. He was running four or five miles a day until a few years ago, round the lake in Southport. He is a little slow going down stairs, but he goes up them at quite a lick. His mind is clear and his tongue is sharp, and he has a good head of hair. Looking at his photos, you suspect that is quite important to him. He was a good-looking man, Alan, a bright smile, glinting blond locks, a tale to tell.


Alan lives in a grand old Victorian house, long since converted to flats, on a quiet road just around the corner from Lord Street, the town’s main drag. Most of the apartments were abandoned when the absentee landlord put up the rent. It is just Alan and one neighbour now. In Alan’s, the paint on the ceiling is mottled with damp. The roof above the rotting bay window looks eerily like it might cave in, but it is a pleasant enough spot. From the lone armchair, he can see the grey clouds scudding in off the Irish Sea, and the corner of the lake. The decor is sparse: a single bed, a sofa, a couple of old filing cabinets. He has a sink and an oven in a small kitchen hived off the main room; he and his neighbour share the bathroom along the hall. It is what an estate agent would call bijou.


As he sits in his armchair, though, he tells a story of grand adventure. Each time he picks up another photo, points out another image, he embarks on another anecdote, dredges up another memory, veers off down another winding road. These are the highlights of a story that spans three decades and encompasses four continents.


The list of countries he called home, however briefly, is enviable: the Philippines, South Africa, Uganda, Swaziland, Zambia, Iran, the United States, Iceland, Qatar, Cyprus. He describes winning trophies and titles and medals and honours. There is one story in which he was feted by royalty and another in which he was, he says, swindled by mobsters. Another picture reminds him of the time he spent defying South Africa’s apartheid laws to sneak into Lesotho. That leads on to one about his brush with Iran’s SAVAK, once the world’s most feared secret police force. And then he explains how he wandered out for breakfast one morning in Libya and saw three bodies strung up from the trees.


If it was not for the photos, for that documentary evidence of each and every one of his escapades, you would be inclined to believe that there was a degree of embellishment. The stories seem a little tall. A simple check, though, a trawl through Google, removes any doubt.


It was in Iran that Alan had his greatest success. He won a clutch of championships; he was hailed as a hero. One of his stories was about being invited back, in 2006, alongside Frank O’Farrell, the former Manchester United manager who had taken charge of the country’s national team for a while. He recounted being greeted at Tehran airport by a sea of people. It was, he says, crammed to the rafters: there was a military band there, standing to attention, clutching their weapons of choice, trumpets and trombones, close to their chests, and a phalanx of photographers and reporters clustered together, cameras and notepads at the ready. He remembers the huge roar that greeted them as they appeared, flanked by a security team. It is a scene so unlikely as to be unbelievable: two men, pensioners now, cheered as heroes thousands of miles from home, in a country widely seen as a pariah state.


As they made their way out of the airport, Rogers said, he caught sight of a familiar face in the crowd, beckoning him over. ‘It was one of my former players,’ he explains. ‘He was shouting my name, above all of that noise. He was shouting, “Mr Rogers! Mr Rogers!” He had this big grin on his face. When he saw me looking, he just shouted: “Bollocks!” Then he let out this enormous laugh.’


A flicker of a smile crosses his face, his eyes glinting behind his Dennis Taylor bifocals. ‘Still, at least he’d remembered the first thing I taught him.’


Sure enough, there on a Farsi blog site is a picture of Alan, a few years younger, standing awkwardly next to O’Farrell, not looking at the camera. The ‘bollocks’ story is not mentioned. They were indeed there for an anniversary, though, and had been invited to give a press conference. ‘In person,’ the correspondent wrote, ‘they were incredible.’ His name might not mean much in England, but the Iranians certainly remember Alan Rogers.


To some extent, Alan is a curious place to begin the story of how English coaches taught the world to play. He was not the first to go abroad: he may not have known it at the time, but when he took his first job away from England, he was becoming part of a tradition that already stretched back half a century.


Nor was he the most successful. He was not the father of a school of thought that lasted for a century. He did not reach a World Cup final or leave his stamp on one of the world’s preeminent football nations. There may be some, in East Africa or the United States or the heart of Asia, who would concede that he played some small part in helping them develop their game, but it would be a stretch to suggest that his influence stretches much beyond that. Alan, by the extraordinary standards set by some of those whose stories are to come, was pretty ordinary.


So, then, why start here, in this Southport bedsit? In part, it is for the simple reason that it is here that the story of the book begins. At the age of 17, as World War II raged, Alan signed up for military service. He was posted to the destroyer HMS Oribi, as a gunner. He would take part in the Arctic convoys, the route by which the Allies transported vital supplies to the Soviet Union. Winston Churchill described the journey undertaken by the merchant ships as ‘the worst in the world’. It was not an exaggeration. German planes buzzed overhead. U-boats prowled beneath the surface. Over the course of the war, 120 ships were sunk, if not by the enemy then by the monstrous storms or the drifting ice floes. Oribi came under heavy fire off the coast of Norway. It survived, and Alan with it.


Seventy years after the end of the war, his service and his courage were recognised. In the summer of 2013, it was announced that he was one of just a handful of survivors of those hellish journeys who would be awarded the Arctic Star. There was a piece in Southport’s local newspaper about the town’s newest, oldest hero. Beneath his recollections of life on board the Oribi was a brief description of what he did when the war ended. A friend brought it to my attention. It spoke volumes that the details of his life after the convoys sounded, if anything, even more remarkable than what he had experienced at sea. It was with that curt list of the countries where he had worked that the germ of this book started to grow.


That is not the only reason. Alan makes an apposite place to start because of the contrast between how he is viewed at home and how he is viewed in those countries where he worked. In England, it is not so much that he has been long forgotten, more that he has simply never been known.


He was never a professional footballer. He had a trial for Everton as a teenager, but his eyesight let him down, and he played for non-league Redhill after being demobbed, but that was about it. ‘I’m one of these,’ he says, gesturing with a ham sandwich, ‘like Wenger or Mourinho. I never played for anyone, not really. I was a coach. But I won people over – all of them – because I got results.’


His lack of playing experience essentially precluded him from ever getting a job in the Football League. English football’s mistrust of anyone who has not played at the highest level is not a new phenomenon – in the 1960s, nobody on these shores was prepared to be won over by anyone’s results. Alan was forced to go abroad and stay abroad to build his career. The effect was a curious one: a man totally unknown in his homeland, but with some measure of fame in places more faraway than he could ever have imagined. This, too, makes his story a fitting place to start, because this was a fate suffered by the vast majority of those who followed the same path as him. No matter how famous they became elsewhere, nobody in England was prepared to give them a chance. What happened to Alan stands for what happened to countless others, too.


And so does his approach to his career abroad. There is a little of all of the stories that follow in Alan’s account of his life. His first job, after the end of the war, was on a farming camp in Reigate. In 1952, he moved from there to Butlin’s holiday camps, working at Pwllheli, in north Wales, at Clacton-on-Sea, at Skegness. His time as a Redcoat lasted for a decade. He married a beauty queen. Wenger and Mourinho might have had unorthodox routes into management, but they never had to run a tombola in the middle of a boxing match.


It was here that he first discovered that he had something of a gift for coaching players. He had organised the football competitions at the camps, working with professionals who were paid to be there for the summer: Ivor Allchurch at Pwllheli, Ronnie Clayton at Skegness. He enjoyed the work; he knew, as he says, that he ‘could organise these people’. He suspected management might be his forte. In 1960, inspired by his success running teams, Alan decided to go on a Football Association training course in Durham. His initial aim was to hone his skills, not start a new career.


The course Alan went on was run by the man who would become Sir Walter Winterbottom. He is best known, of course, for his work as England manager, but in truth his legacy extends some way beyond that role. Winterbottom is the father of coaching in a form that we would recognise in this country. It was during that course that Rogers caught Winterbottom’s eye. ‘He said I did very well,’ Rogers remembers. ‘All sorts came down, from all sorts of different clubs. I was the best on the course.’ His certificate, signed by the chairman of the Football Association, Stanley Rous, does not quite bear that assessment out: he passed his Theory of Coaching and Practical Performance evaluations, and was deemed ‘satisfactory’ in his Practical Coaching module. His strong suit was Laws of the Game. He was officially recognised as ‘Good’ at that.


Rogers returned to Skegness for a year, and then travelled to Lilleshall for a refresher course. His world had been turned upside down in the intervening period. As he recalls it, his wife had gone to Jersey ‘and never come back’. That would prove the defining moment of his life.


‘On that course, Winterbottom asked me what I was going to do,’ he says. ‘He was the top man, and he was asking me if I was thinking about coaching full time. I sat down all night and thought about it. It would be a big job to get anywhere in England, I knew that. The people taking training at clubs in those days did not have badges, nothing like that. They were not coaches. I thought I would like to coach, but I knew I would have to start right at the bottom, and that it’d be difficult getting a good wage. The results counted then like they do now: it was a risk.


‘The next morning, he asked again. “What do you want to do?” He said there were jobs abroad that he could offer me. There was one in Tripoli, in Libya, and one in the Philippines. I thought: “I’ve just got divorced. I’ll make some money, I’ll get stuck in out there.”’


The story of the first 70 years of England’s direct involvement in world football can be divided neatly into two parts. The first half is populated by mavericks, men who set out for far-flung corners of the globe because they possessed the nerve and the courage to take a chance but also because they found themselves in a position of economic necessity, where they were almost forced to do so. The second is a tale of missionaries, men dispatched by the Football Association to help spread the word of the game to every part of the planet. Alan makes a fitting first case study because he has a little of both traits. He was a maverick, from an unorthodox background, who saw going abroad as a way to earn a better living than he might at home, but he was also a missionary, part of a greater plan to help foreign countries improve their standard of play.


He was certainly not a natural traveller. Offered the choice of Libya or the Philippines, he plumped for the latter. He remembers Manila as being ‘like walking into sauna, it was so hot and humid’. He was there to work with Brian Birch, once a player of no little repute with Manchester United, who was dispatched to coach the country’s senior team. Rogers would be in charge of the under-19s. He remembers their first meeting. ‘Brian came in, sopping wet. It wasn’t raining. His first words to me were: “It’s not what you think.”’


He was told that he could not select any players of Chinese origin. ‘They were the best, technically,’ he says. He battled the insects, and did his best to cope with the violence that stalked the city’s streets. ‘Every day someone would get stabbed. Everyone had a knife. That did not happen in England.’ He hated the insects, and the heat, and the country’s predilection for baseball, and the fact that he was not coaching every day. He would arrange games only for them to be cancelled at the last minute. He gives the impression that he did not relish being abroad. That, too, is true of many of those English coaches who went out both before and after him. They did not necessarily go because of some form of wanderlust. They wanted, more than anything else, to be given a chance at home. Like Alan, they left England harbouring the desire to come back, hoping and believing that if they showcased their talents abroad, they might one day get what they craved: a position at a Football League club.


Like Alan, most never got that chance. Like Alan, they kept travelling, desperately hoping that at one point they would be able to stop. That is why this book starts with Alan. Not because he was the first, or the best, or the most influential, but because in his story there is a touch of all of the others.


To celebrate his 90th birthday, Alan’s army of nephews and nieces arranged a party for him at the Royal Clifton hotel in Southport. They dug out old photos of their uncle from all his various postings; they tried to piece together the jigsaw of his peripatetic career. Alan is a little fuzzy on dates and details now, understandably, but seeing it as one coherent narrative brought a realisation. ‘I gave a speech,’ he says. ‘I told them I have had a marvellous life. I had a good life. Don’t worry about that. I’ve seen Niagara Falls and stood on Hollywood and Vine. I’ve been to the Alamo and to Rorke’s Drift. I said I might be a 90-year-old now, but back then, I was buzzing.’ He glances out of the window. ‘I was fucking buzzing.’


Alan, though, was not in any of the countries he visited to sightsee. He was no mere tourist. There is no question he saw his coaching career as an unparalleled opportunity to expand his horizons, to see things he might otherwise never have been able to see, but he was working, and working hard. In the course of his time abroad, he coached many thousands of players. He can take credit for stimulating the development of the game in half a dozen countries, perhaps more.


In Africa, he defied South Africa’s brutal apartheid regime to coach in what is now Lesotho. He was sent by the Football Association to report on the state of the game and run coaching courses in Zambia and Swaziland. He concentrated much of his work on helping introduce more sophisticated tactics. ‘Where most African clubs fall down is in tactics and in defence,’ he told the Lusaka Times after landing in Zambia. ‘Their individual ball control is good, although there are still some skills they can develop. But their game is usually based on attack and often they come apart defensively under pressure. Tactically, I think I can do a lot here.’ As a measure of how demanding his schedule was, the newspaper confirms that his first session, working with players at Nchanga Rangers, was due to start that very evening. Alan’s life was no sinecure.


His first trip to the United States, in the early part of 1966, was no easier. In a three-month tour of duty, he crisscrossed the country, hosting 52 coaching sessions in 26 cities, travelling from Chicago to California, Miami to New York and all points in between. He spoke to packed auditoriums of wannabe coaches, discussing tactics and techniques and the importance of raising players in the right way. He visited Mexican and Italian and Polish clubs, trying to craft something lasting from scratch sides playing in amateur leagues. He taught, he says, a modern style of play, influenced by the Hungarians and Brazilians of the 1950s, with a touch of the wonderful Dutch teams of the 1970s thrown in later on.


It would be dishonest to suggest Alan was a visionary. There is not an English equivalent to Rinus Michels sitting in a flat in Southport. But it would be equally unfair to deny him the place in history that he warrants. Because of Alan’s work, many thousands of players were just a little bit better than they might otherwise have been. Nearly a dozen countries across four continents became slightly better at football slightly quicker than they might. That is his legacy, and it is one that he should be both proud of and celebrated for. Alan played his part. It might only be the briefest of cameos, but he has a role nonetheless in football’s history, and that is more than most of us can manage.


Of course, his influence was most deeply felt in those countries where he stayed for some period of time. After his sojourn in the Philippines, he returned home. He wrote to Allen Wade, director of coaching at the FA, asking if he had any positions available. Wade offered him the chance to coach in South Africa. Rogers, exhausted by his experiences in Asia, must have been tempted to turn it down, but he had little prospect of earning money elsewhere. In 1963, he got on the boat.


His job would be in Bloemfontein, what he describes as ‘the worst place’ for the strictures of apartheid. There is, as with everyone who agreed to work in South Africa at the time, a moral ambiguity to his criticism of the regime, but he does not seem to have enjoyed his encounter with institutionalised racism. ‘Blacks were not allowed to watch the games,’ he says. ‘They had to stand outside the stadium. It was terrible. They had to leave the town when the siren went at 7pm. They had to walk back to the townships on the edge of the city. They came in every morning, the nannies and the cleaners, but in the evening it was only white people. It was a very strange way to live.’


Frustrated by his experiences coaching ‘a white team in an all-white league’, Alan spread his wings a little. ‘I went down to Maseru in Basutoland – what’s now Lesotho – on my days off,’ he says. He is pointing now at the photo in which he sits, not entirely comfortably, on that rather hungry-looking horse, being guided down a steep, rocky path by tribesmen. ‘A white fella contacted me while I was down there. He had married a black woman, so could not operate in Bloemfontein. He asked me to come and do some coaching. It was only just over the border, about 90 miles away. They were not organised, and because of apartheid they obviously could not come and play in the Orange Free State, which was the closest place to them. I felt sorry for the players.’


A year in Bloemfontein was enough for him. He thought he had a job lined up at Wanderers, in the less hard-line surrounds of Johannesburg, but was pipped at the post by Alex Forbes, the Arsenal player. ‘He pulled rank on me.’ Instead, he would spend much of 1964 and 1965 on that FA tour of Lesotho, Swaziland and Zambia, assessing the facilities each nation could boast and the abilities of the local players.


‘Zambia was the best organised,’ he says. ‘That was the heart of the copper belt, so there was a real mix of people. Every town I went to, they had the best stadia, everything was well maintained. The crowds were quite good, and they were good players. Far better than in Swaziland and Lesotho. Jackie Sewell was there. He had played for Notts County and England but he had ended up playing for Zambia. I’m not sure how: I fancy he had a pal there who had got him a job in Lusaka, paying well, and he was playing for them as well. For an international-standard footballer to be playing for Zambia was remarkable.’


Rogers’ reports on what he found in each of the nations he visited clearly impressed his paymasters, even if the messages he sent back had a tendency to make life a little awkward. He had written to Wade from Lesotho to express his belief that apartheid was stymying the game’s development in Lesotho. Wade responded, in April 1965, by admitting that ‘many of the clubs in South Africa are unhappy with this situation’, but insisting that he ‘did not feel qualified to express an opinion on this matter’.


They were sufficiently satisfied with his work, though, to send him on a similar jaunt to the United States at the start of 1966. There, too, he found life frustrating, although this time the issue was the reluctance of the television companies to try to finance football and the desire of many of the authorities he encountered to promote what was seen as ‘the European game’. By May, he was back home. His career had already taken him to six countries, each of them now just a little affected by what he had taught them. That would have been legacy enough. Rogers was only just getting started.




Rogers is not a shy man, nor a bashful one. He was, as he says, ‘a good coach’, ‘always pushing, learning, presenting my ideas’. That this is no idle boast can be proved by one, very brief, stop in his career. He spent the 1966 World Cup on Merseyside, where Hungary were billeted for the tournament. He watched all of their games, attended their training sessions, picked the brains of their coaching staff. He did not stay still for long: no sooner had the country stopped celebrating a triumph that disguised quite how far it was losing touch with football’s zeitgeist than he was off again, called to take charge of Uganda for the Gossage Cup, a sort of East African regional championships.


It was not, on the face of it, a promising assignment. After casting an eye over a few club games, he named a squad for the tournament. Newspapers in Kampala confirmed he had asked 30 players to attend his training camp. Only 12 of them turned up, and two of them were goalkeepers. Rogers embarked on a frantic series of phone calls to try to muster a team. He wrote letters, registered requests with various clubs. He describes a week or so of total chaos. Uganda made the final of the competition. He was indeed, it seems, quite a good coach.


Judging by his next move, he was not afraid of a challenge, either. His work in the United States had been enough to establish something of a reputation there, and later in 1966 he was offered the chance to take charge of the Chicago Spurs, one of the ten founding members of the National Professional Soccer League, a forerunner of the North American Soccer League. ‘I had coached in Chicago on the trip in early 1966. Three sessions. They thought I was the man for the job. There was the social life and all that stuff, so I went.’


Again, he would find his preparations disrupted by difficulty in getting a team together. The NPSL was not recognised by the US football authorities, the USSF, or by Fifa. ‘They had jumped the gun, I think,’ he said. ‘That made it hard to get players: we had a couple of local lads, a couple of Mexicans, and I brought Joe Haverty across from Arsenal. We could only play at Soldier Field. It held 80,000. Jack Dempsey boxed there. It’s right on the waterfront. It’s so big, but it was no football stadium. We had to play on top of the baseball diamond. It was terrible. The gates weren’t very big. The television companies did not like football because it’s harder to film than basketball, so you had to play at midday.’


Results were respectable – Rogers, not given to unnecessary modesty, says he ‘did well’ – but it was more the lifestyle Chicago afforded him that he enjoyed. ‘I found [a partner] out there who wasn’t too bad, and that was going OK,’ he says. The adventure would end prematurely. The NPSL was forced to merge with the United Soccer Association to form the NASL; the Spurs were relocated to Kansas City because another franchise, the Mustangs, had already arranged a deal to play in Chicago. Rogers, in dispute with the team’s owners, would not go with them.


Before he left, though, he had the chance to go out for a drink with Malcolm Allison, the legendarily bombastic Manchester City manager. His side had come out to Chicago to play a money-spinning pre-season game. ‘He was a real John Wayne type, a great big cigar clamped between his lips,’ smiles Rogers. ‘We were talking about who the best coaches in the world were. I said Helenio Herrera, at Inter Milan. Allison said he was a coward, too defensive. So I asked him: “Who do you think the best three in the game are?” And he looked at me and replied: “Well, the other two are . . .”’


He laughs as he tells the story, amused by the brazen cockiness of the remark. It is not long, though, before Rogers is remembering his own golden age, and declaring that, in a certain place and at a certain time, he stood comparison with one of the most decorated managers in history.




O’Farrell and Rogers landed back in Tehran in January 2006. It was the height of the War on Terror; Iran was the heart of what George W. Bush had dubbed the ‘axis of evil’. Fears over Iran’s nuclear programme were mounting. Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the country’s hard-line, anti-American president, had been elected just a few months previously. He would, it is fair to say, have been unimpressed at the sight of two Englishmen – ancient or not – being mobbed at the airport. He probably would not even have laughed at hearing Rogers’ former player shout ‘Bollocks!’ at him.


The pair had been invited to return for eight days by Persepolis, the country’s most famous, most successful club. The Iranian embassy had sent envoys to Rogers’ home in Southport, and O’Farrell’s in Torquay, to persuade them to attend a gala dinner held in honour of some of their former players. Neither was entirely sure; both were in their eighties, long cocooned from the rigours of international travel. ‘We had a chat, and decided we might as well,’ says Rogers.


O’Farrell might have been the more famous face, as erstwhile coach of the Iranian national team, but it was Rogers who was the star turn. He, after all, had led Persepolis to four league titles; he had helped them to victories over some of the most glamorous teams in the world. He flickers with pride as he remembers it. ‘I was recognised everywhere,’ he says. ‘I was with the best team. I was winning all the time. It sounds stupid, but I was a bit like Fergie, really.’


Rogers had arrived in Iran, after his American adventure, in 1969. His employers were not Persepolis, but a club called Paykan. ‘It was the FA who recommended me,’ he says. ‘Ken Aston – the referee – had done a course in Tehran for people from all over Asia. When he travelled back, [the Iranian football authorities] asked him if the FA could find a coach for one of their clubs, Paykan. I had been doing well, so they told me there was a job going. The way it worked was that the local FA would fly you out, you’d see if it was OK, and then you’d make up your mind. I didn’t speak a word of the language, of course, but the facilities were good, and the club was backed by a big car firm. I agreed to take it. I flew back to London, where I had a flat, closed that down, and flew back out.


‘The standard would have been the same as at the bottom of the Second Division in England. People have the wrong idea: they are not professional teams, but they train the same as they do here because they’re on the payroll of the ministry or the company or whatever. They just don’t go into work, you see. I could get them any time I wanted. If it was too hot, or there was a downpour, I could knock training back a couple of hours and they would still turn up. That first year, we won the league and the cup. Paykan begged me to stay.’


He rejected their overtures. An ownership tussle meant that Paykan, as a club, would cease to exist, with most of their players joining Persepolis. Amid the uncertainty, an offer arrived from the United States. There had been a change of ownership at his old team, the Spurs, now based in Kansas City, but many of his old allies in the club’s administration remained. It was an appealing prospect, but his stay lasted only a year. He was tempted back east by Persepolis, a new club full of familiar faces from Paykan. It would prove a defining move in his career, such a successful time that he would be invited back 30 years later to speak to the club’s most famous players. It was at Persepolis that he would become the Persian Ferguson.


In the space of his four years at the club, he would win two league titles and establish Persepolis as the pre-eminent force in Iranian football. He would be introduced to the Empress Farah; he would be carried aloft by his players in front of 30,000 screaming fans. ‘I did very well,’ he says. ‘You can tell when you’re doing well, because nobody argues with you. The crowds liked me. I never used to have to pay in restaurants, all that stuff. We would get a full house every game. These were big matches, big teams. The supporters were good, certainly in Tehran. It was a bit different in the oil fields, down south. You’d get people chucking rocks at you there.’


It is his victories over visiting touring sides – from the Soviet Union, from South America, from England – that brought him most pleasure, though. He remembers ‘stuffing’ CSKA Moscow to win the ‘Friendship Cup’ with Paykan; at Persepolis, he managed a 1-1 draw with Manchester United, the same scoreline with Stoke City and a victory over Bournemouth. They drew with Sao Paulo in a tense, fractious game described as ‘more like a wrestling match’. Only Crystal Palace, he remembers, dispatched Persepolis with any ease.


‘We were playing a four-three-three,’ he explains. ‘They had never had that in Iran. I took it there. I had two fullbacks: one went to Bayern Munich and the other ended up playing in the States. I made those two. I had a midfielder, Ali Parvin, who was captain of the national team. We were a good side.


‘I remember Chelsea came out. We got a draw with them. We ran Newcastle off their feet: they had been on tour in Hong Kong and were on their way back. But my biggest win was against Nacional, the Uruguayan team who were world champions. We stuffed them 1-0. They were all surprised by how good we were. Of course, we were three or four thousand feet up, so it was easier for us.


‘Teams came out with the wrong impression about some of the sides they were going to face. It was very difficult to win those games and if you were at the end of a long tour and your energy levels were down, the local players would run you into the ground. Nacional had played three games by that stage and they had won them all, but we stuffed them. My record in those matches was good. They have never done anything like that with a club side since.’


The local press agreed. One newspaper noted that the city had gone ‘wild with joy’ after the victory, with ‘young Persepolis supporters singing and dancing’ so much that ‘a few people fainted among the crowd’. After the win, they took to ‘marching around the streets, cheering their club’.


It was not just on the pitch that Rogers enjoyed life in Tehran. The Iranian capital was, then, a cosmopolitan, welcoming place for westerners, a place of bistros and embassy garden parties and lush hotel bars. Rogers cautions that there were ‘certain things you could not do in Iran’, but for an expat, beyond criticising the Shah, it is not immediately clear what those things were.


‘I enjoyed it,’ Rogers says. His priorities become clear. ‘I found it peaceful. They had bars, you could get a drink. All of the women that had been to Europe were wearing miniskirts and everything. It went so well. There were different crowds. I used to mix with the people from the embassy. There were garden parties, and I’d be invited to their homes and everything. They had a place up the hill, in the mountains that ring the city, where it was a lot cooler in summer.’


It sounds idyllic, but even in the gilded bubble he had created for himself, Rogers knew things were not quite right. ‘They used to have secret police chasing the revolutionaries,’ he says. ‘I remember walking home from the bar at the US embassy one night and I suddenly found myself surrounded by all these dogs. They all had rabies, all the strays. I remember thinking: “How do I get out of this?” If I ran, they’d chase me. If I stopped, they stopped. Anyway, all of a sudden, a car screeches around the corner, coming out of one of the narrow back streets. No lights on. Really gunning it. Twenty yards behind them was another car. The dogs bolted, and it saved me. But it was the SAVAK, the secret police, chasing someone. One of my players was in the SAVAK. We knew he was in the SAVAK, all of the other players knew he was in the SAVAK. That is what it was like. They had someone everywhere.’
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