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AUTHOR NOTE


[image: A footballer, Gianluca Vialli, wearing a Chelsea FC shirt with a ‘Coors’ sponsorship logo, running with a football at his left foot. There is a blurred crowd behind him.]

Gianluca Vialli and I knew each other since nursery school. I was four when he arrived; he was three. As was customary in those days at our school in Cremona’s Quartiere Po, each of the ‘older’ children was paired with a younger one, and I was joined with Gianluca. Our friendship started then. The nursery was divided into classes, each identified by a colour. Ours was blue. Little did he know . . .

We played together – football, yes, but not only football – through nursery, primary and middle school. On the eve of the 1990 World Cup, when Gianluca was Italy’s golden boy, I remember my mother saying, out of the blue, that whenever he came round to play at our house when we were in school together, she would fix him bread with butter and sugar. 

When it came to football, we played at the Cristo Re parish ground, where his talent stood out more clearly with each passing day, without that ever turning into arrogance on his part. I played on the same team as him, and I played against him. The last time I shared the football pitch with him was in May 1982. By then Gianluca was already a regular in the first team of US Cremonese, the cherished club of our town, yet now and then he still came back to the parish ground. Perhaps the club knew, perhaps they didn’t. In any case, to avoid any risk of injury, on those occasions he played as a goalkeeper. That last night we played until dusk set in.

When Gianluca made his debut with the Italian national team in autumn 1985, I was abroad for my university studies, so I sent him a note to congratulate him. That Christmas, back in Cremona for the holidays, we happened to end up in the same restaurant. When he saw me come in, he stood up from his table and came over to thank me for the note – apologising, on top of that, for not having replied yet. And, of course, he was the one making his debut with the national team, not me.

In the year of the Scudetto with Sampdoria, we settled into a routine. A group of four of us from home would call Gianluca by noon on Wednesday to tell him how many of us would be coming to Genoa the following Sunday. Then, on match day, we would turn up at the stadium and find passes waiting for us – either for the press tribune or pitch side, where, cameras in hand, we would pretend to be photographers.

We all grew up, and Gianluca went first to Turin, then to London. But he never lost touch with any of us. A phone call, a chat, a sandwich at Ugo Grill when he was back in Cremona, or penne alla Vialli at his beloved Osteria San Lorenzo when we visited him in London. And whenever we did meet – Cremona, London, it hardly mattered – it was straight back to the Cristo Re days of our youth. We never talked about the Champions League or World Cups. All we ever talked about was Father Angelo and the gang at Cristo Re, about matches played on that unforgiving pitch, about friends – and friends we had lost.




PART ONE LONDON


[image: Two men, Ruud Gullit and Gianluca Vialli, standing among rows of stadium seating, wearing suits with open-collared shirts and holding a football shirt reading ‘Vialli, 9’.]


1. CHELSEA, 1996


‘English football has always been my obsession.’

GIANLUCA VIALLI



Change was never something Gianluca Vialli feared. He had always known how to leave – gracefully, on his terms. So when the moment came to part ways with Italy, he did it with his head held high and his mind already fixed on what lay ahead.

The contract was generous. Three seasons, a strong foreign currency, a fresh challenge in a new country. London would be home now – more precisely, the blue section of it: Chelsea FC. A smart address in Belgravia was waiting. A Jaguar, too, gleaming like a promise. Glasgow Rangers had made a richer offer, but money had never been the whole story. ‘English football,’ he would say, ‘has always been my obsession.’

‘The Bosman rule – which banned restrictions on EU players moving within clubs – made your life as a professional footballer so much easier,’ he would recall years later. ‘No transaction involved, your current club didn’t even have to speak to anyone, it was just you and the club you wanted to join. It was a major opportunity for a guy like me who wanted to play away from Italy.’

Not without a touch of humour, Gianluca Vialli described himself as ‘an emigrant with a Vuitton suitcase’. The phrase stuck. It captured the man – elegant, grounded, aware of the page he was turning. Albion welcomed him with open arms. ‘His arrival was the start of something thrilling for English football,’ they say now. And they were right. Vialli wasn’t just another foreign signing. He was substance and spectacle. His football, like his manner, was perfectly tuned for England’s tempo: fast, physical, full of fire.

Chelsea, at that point, were dreaming big. The chairman, Ken Bates – part jolly pirate, part property mogul – and vice-chairman Matthew Harding didn’t always see eye-to-eye, but they sang from the same hymn sheet on one thing: make Chelsea a club that wins – and wins big. No more mid-table meandering. They had Europe in their sights, and they were going all-in. That’s why they’d brought in Ruud Gullit first – a midfield general with AC Milan pedigree – and now Vialli. ‘Luca had just won the Champions League and was a charismatic player, a leader of men,’ they recall at Chelsea today. 

Dutch star Ruud Gullit had already sprinkled a bit of stardust over Stamford Bridge, and his name alone had made England take notice. But Vialli was the cherry on top. Better still, he came on a free after parting ways with Juventus, meaning Chelsea landed a world-class striker for peanuts – ‘cost relatively little but brought immense value in terms of skill, leadership, quality and personality.’

The adventure kicks off properly on 17 June, 1996. Looking the part, as ever, Gianluca Vialli steps into the spotlight at Stamford Bridge, razor-sharp in both suit and scalp. Two seasons under Marcello Lippi at Juventus have polished his style to a high gloss, and now, holding up the Blues’ No. 9 shirt, he’s the picture of suave ambition.

The press room is rammed. More Italian journalists than English ones, all jostling for a quote. But Vialli sets the tone before the first flashbulb goes off: ‘Gentlemen, we talk Chelsea. No Juve, no Italian national team, not a word.’ Clear as a referee’s whistle. This wasn’t just a move abroad, it was a line drawn in the sand.

In those same days, Arrigo Sacchi’s Italy are knocking about England for Euro ’96. Vialli, very conspicuously, is not part of the squad – left out after a long-running bust-up with the high priest of pressing himself. In 48 hours, Italy are due to face Germany in a must-win match. Vialli’s response? Shrug and switch allegiances. Five days before the Chelsea press conference, he’d already made waves by saying that, just as he backed Brazil at USA ’94, now his money was on England. Cue the Daily Sport going full back-page barmy, plastering the country with headlines that left English fans grinning and the Azzurri camp reaching for the smelling salts.

Oddly enough, no one does push Vialli on Juve. He left Turin with the handshakes and hugs of a gentleman’s exit. But the situation with Sacchi is still raw. A few days earlier, Gianluca couldn’t help but fan the flames when poked by a snide question from one of his countrymen, responding: ‘Since he arrived [as manager of the Italian national team] the atmosphere has changed – it has become oppressive, obsessive.’ A swing of the boot, well placed. But today, Vialli’s not biting; no more angry words on the national team or its manager. Two days later, Italy will limp to a goalless draw against Germany and pack their bags early. One can’t help but wonder, if Vialli had been leading the line, would the story have ended differently? 

But Gianluca isn’t dwelling on what’s happening in Italy. He’s got his eyes firmly on this new chapter in London. And he’s got a plan. ‘I want to entertain and enjoy myself,’ he says. ‘We can win, but in the way they like it here – not necessarily by finishing first, but by getting the very best out of ourselves.’ Classic Vialli: results with a touch of romance. A nod to the formula that brought glory at Sampdoria.

He’s nearly 32, but there’s no urgency in him. London’s energy and the thrill of English football have given him a second wind. He’s sharp. Serene. Ready.

 ‘He was a beautiful soul, an Italian man with great charm, but a quiet kind of charm. He knew he was a great footballer, of course, but he never made you feel it. And more than anything, he was curious about the world around him.’ That’s how they still speak of him in England – the man who rocked up in the summer of ’96, suitcase in hand and eyes full of wonder.

The English press are quick off the mark. First question: why Chelsea? Vialli doesn’t miss a beat. London, he says – always London. ‘Living in London was always my dream’, a line he repeats so often it could’ve been printed on the back of Chelsea’s season ticket. But it wasn’t just the pull of Hyde Park’s views and a decent espresso in Knightsbridge. From a footballing angle, it was about playing under a mate – Ruud Gullit. A friend, a fellow player, and now the Chelsea coach. That connection, Gianluca insists, made all the difference. Later, that line might carry a hint of irony, considering what’s to come, but the respect between them, at least in those early days, is genuine.

Gullit, who’d gone to great lengths to get Vialli into a Chelsea shirt, makes his case plain: ‘When I got here, Hoddle told me I was needed to shake things up. Now we play an interesting game. People like it. But we were missing an experienced man, someone who could teach attacking movement. With Gianluca, we’ll get to goal in a way that’s different from the traditional style. I don’t care how many goals he scores. I just hope he helps the team grow.’

Not your typical English managerial quote, but then again, Gullit wasn’t your typical English manager.

As pre-season loomed, Vialli began to ease into London life while the Italian press clocked his every move like a hawk in a trench coat. Giovanna, Vialli’s childhood sweetheart from Cremona, was spotted in town ‘house-hunting and preparing for the move’. Meanwhile, Vialli took up residence in one of those plush hotels overlooking Hyde Park – just until the furniture arrived. He was relaxed, upbeat, relieved. ‘After 15 years of stress and too much attention,’ he told the crowd at his unveiling press conference, ‘I can finally have a normal life. In London, no one bothers you on the street.’ Journalist Amy Raphael would later remember, ‘He was happy to be just another person, not recognised, not stopped in the street. Except by Italian fans, of course!’

It’s true – Londoners don’t usually collar players for a signature while they’re queuing for a flat white. Different culture. Bit more reserve. But let’s not kid ourselves, the English tabloids play a far nastier game than anything in Serie A. With a vast network of tipsters – hotel porters, cabbies, waiters in the West End – they’ve got eyes everywhere. One minute you’re leaving a quiet dinner, next you’re flashbulbed like a Bond villain outside a top London restaurant. That’s life in English football. No mob on the pavement, but the long lens never sleeps.

Gianluca Vialli’s first week in London wasn’t exactly quiet. In fact, it played out like a tabloid hat-trick – three headline-grabbing moments, each more farcical than the last. First up: a paparazzi ambush outside a Chelsea restaurant. Vialli’s just finished dinner with the sons of Juventus president Giampiero Boniperti, a friendly bite with old ties. But the press reads it as a coded message: Vialli might be in blue now, but his heart’s still trimmed in black and white. After all, he had just lifted the Champions League trophy with Juve. The cameras click like mad.

Next, the unveiling press conference. The room’s buzzing, Gianluca’s beaming and suddenly, in she struts. A model kitted out in hot pants and a stare that says ‘accidental photobomb’ louder than any flash. She’s not lost. She’s been planted, courtesy of a cheeky lensman. The mission? Snag a saucy shot to stir up scandal. Stamford Bridge’s press room has never felt so close to a tabloid sting. And then, the pièce de resistance – a pure work of fiction. Word gets out that Gianluca’s had dinner in a Chelsea eatery, San Lorenzo. Same day, earlier on, Princess Diana had lunch there. That’s it. That’s the whole story. And somehow, that wafer-thin coincidence is spun into a full-blown romance, complete with front-page headlines. 

But Gianluca, ever the pro, learns fast. Soon enough, he’ll master the art of ignoring the snappers. Not dodging them – there’s no need for disguises or back-door escapes. Just that calm, knowing shrug. Let them shoot. He’s got bigger things on his plate.

From the off, he throws himself into the job. He knows what’s at stake. It’s not just about taking a payday abroad, this is a real project, a real chance. And he’s under the microscope. Chelsea fans are watching. The London press is watching. The football world is watching. Back in Italy, they’re watching, too. Some cheer him on, seeing the move as gutsy, romantic even – a player choosing joy and freedom over comfort and convention. Others are sharpening knives, waiting for him to trip, to fall flat on his well-tailored face.



2. CREMONA, 1964–1980


‘Cremona helped make me the man I am.’

GIANLUCA VIALLI



From the moment his polished Italian loafers hit English soil, Gianluca Vialli fell for London. It was love at first sight, and the affair never ended. But if the British capital became his adopted home, he never once turned his back on his roots. Not when he first arrived in the mid-nineties, and not in the 30 years that followed. 

Through it all, his love for Cremona – his hometown tucked away in the flat, steamy-in-summer, foggy-in-autumn Po Valley – remained unwavering. A part of him never left. And unlike the countless footballers with rags-to-riches backstories, Vialli’s upbringing didn’t come with grit and struggle. He was no scrapper from the margins. ‘I had a good childhood,’ Gianluca never tired of saying. ‘I grew up in the Quartiere Po neighbourhood in Cremona. I played football in the courtyard.’

Someone once put it perfectly: ‘Even after years in London, Vialli carried a deep, almost instinctive bond with his homeland and his people. It was the kind of gratitude you find in those who leave, see the world, and never forget where they came from.’ And when the fame, accolades and silverware piled up, Vialli didn’t reinvent himself. He just said it straight: ‘I’m proud to be called a provincial. I wouldn’t have wanted to be born in a bigger city. Cremona fits me – my personality, the things I love. They say it takes a village to raise a child. Besides my family, besides my parents, I must thank Cremona. It helped make me the man I am.’

For Gianluca, Cremona wasn’t just a place, it was the place – a world unto itself. A place where the memories were warm and uncomplicated. Where the Cristo Re parish meant football and friendship, not fame. Where his mates didn’t care that he’d become a star striker – maybe because they always knew he would. ‘Luca was always three, four steps ahead of everyone else,’ they say now. ‘Even back on the parish pitch, he was something else. You knew he would make it big.’ 

Growing up in Cremona in the 1970s meant many things. For Gianluca Vialli, it meant harmony. While much of Italy was wracked by fear and fury – left-wing Red Brigades, neo-fascist Ordine Nuovo, bombs, kidnappings, political killings and pitched battles on university steps – Cremona felt a world apart. The chaos played out on the nightly news, with headlines sounding like dispatches from a distant front. But if you were raised in the Quartiere Po district, like he was, the storm never quite reached your door. There were no bombings in Cremona. No mass strikes shutting down factories. No students occupying schools and quoting Marx between history lessons. For Gianluca, the unrest belonged to somewhere else. Cremona was quiet, Quartiere Po even quieter. Leafy. Safe. 

The neighbourhood itself had sprung into life in the early 1900s, its sycamore-lined avenue stretching towards the Po River like a promenade in a postcard. By the time young Gianluca and his siblings were chasing footballs and dreams, the area still went by its old name: Villaggio Po. A village within the city. Tucked away. Its own little world outside the city walls, erected in medieval times and torn down at the turn of the century.

The Vialli family’s first home sat at the corner of Via Adda and Via Mincio, just across from the new church, built in 1958 – six years before Gianluca was born. But once Gianluca, the fifth child, arrived, space got tight and noise levels went up. So they moved, this time to a new flat at the far end of Viale Po, just a stone’s throw from the Baldesio rowing club, where Gianluca’s parents were members. 

The family were tightly knit, still are. Their roots led northward to the Alpine village of Cles in Trentino. During the war, Gianluca’s grandfather, Giovanni Vialli, had been a key figure in the anti-Fascist Partito d’Azione. After the 1943 armistice, his office in the city centre became a hidden headquarters for Il Comitato di Liberazione Nazionale, the Italian Resistance working against Mussolini’s fascists. Gianluca’s father was a solid, dependable, building contractor. His mother, Maria Teresa, came from the nearby village of Casalmorano, part of that same stretch of the Cremona countryside that also produced one of Italy’s finest left-backs, Antonio Cabrini. In her school years, his mother had been a competitive track and field athlete. Gianluca often spoke of his upbringing not with pride, but with grounded gratitude: ‘My parents helped me keep my feet on the ground.’ And that, perhaps, was the foundation of everything.

Football wasn’t exactly the lifeblood of the Vialli household – five kids, four boys: Mila, the eldest and the only girl, then Nino (born Giovanni, after his grandfather), Marco, Maffo and Gianluca. Not then, anyway. ‘There wasn’t much passion for the game at home,’ Gianluca would later say. ‘My father is a Juventus fan, but not a die-hard. There were five of us siblings, and only one really cared about football. But for me, it was a lightning strike. I remember my first boots, my first ball.’ 

Gianluca grew up in the afterglow of Inter Milan’s glory years of the mid-1960s and in the long shadow of that legendary 4–3 epic match between Italy and West Germany at the 1970 World Cup in Mexico. Football wasn’t just a game – it was a national fever. ‘Football was everywhere. The whole country could feel it,’ he would remember.

On 1 October, 1970, just months after that historic night at the Azteca, Gianluca started elementary school. But school was always a warm-up to the main event. ‘I had worked out a system,’ he remembered. ‘In the morning, I paid close attention in class, so, right after lunch, at home I could finish my homework fast. After that, it was only football. All day long. Until late in the evening, when my brother and I played in our room with a paper ball. Endless, wild matches in a tiny space. And while we played, we did the commentary ourselves.’

The brother in question is Maffo – the one who shared Gianluca’s obsession for football. Just two years older, just as gifted. The two formed a tight unit, the heart of every courtyard classic. And what a courtyard it was. Tucked between four apartment blocks, lined with garages that doubled as goalposts, a scattering of trees and just enough green to dream on, but the pitch was cobbled stone. Not exactly Wembley turf, but perfect for toughening up a young striker’s touch. 

Afternoons blurred into marathons of four-a-side matches, with Maffo always by his side. And on Saturdays, the talk turned to English football – the real deal. The matches beamed in from across the Channel lit their imaginations. The kits, for one – those bold horizontal stripes, worn by teams such as Queens Park Rangers – you’d never find on an Italian pitch. The drama. The freedom. The style. It all felt like another world.

‘We were all really
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3. CHELSEA, 1996
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