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To Keith and Nick, the boys on the touchline




‘For your popular rumour, unlike the rolling stone of the proverb, is one which gathers a deal of moss in its wanderings up and down’

– Charles Dickens, The Old Curiosity Shop



‘I’ve just seen Vengloš in Rock Ferry buying energy drinks / He’s deffo taking over’

– Half Man Half Biscuit, ‘This One’s For Now’




Preliminary Talks

The past is a foreign country. They do football transfers differently there.

Forty years ago, on 9 February 1979, English football’s most sensational transfer of the entire twentieth century was announced. It was not so much about the player, nor the direction of travel. Moving from relegation certainties Birmingham City to league champions Nottingham Forest was a perfectly logical career step for England international Trevor Francis. No, the disquiet was all about the money.

One million pounds.

The fee demanded by Birmingham, and cheerily paid by Forest, was an extraordinary escalation of the British transfer record. Just one deal had previously crossed the half-million threshold, and that was only when David Mills had swapped Middlesbrough for West Bromwich Albion a matter of a few months before. Francis, still only twenty-four despite eight headline-making seasons at St Andrews, was certainly a premium player. His availability was, in the words of the Guardian’s correspondent, ‘like a Rembrandt coming on to the open market’.

Birmingham’s insistence that Francis would only be sold if the million-pound valuation was met may have raised eyebrows in most quarters, but two of the game’s more unorthodox characters – Forest’s Brian Clough and Coventry’s managing director Jimmy Hill – had no qualms about attracting scorn in coming up with the cash. They knew a Rembrandt when they saw one.

For those not alive or too young to follow football back then, it’s surely difficult to grasp the seismic rumbles the transfer provoked. Newspapers ran stinging editorials decrying the ridiculous price tag, while the transfer made the headlines on the early-evening news, a rare event in English football’s more moribund years. The journalist Duncan Hamilton rightly called it ‘football’s equivalent of breaking the sound barrier’.

The amount now sounds paltry. After all, these days middle-ranking academy players routinely attract seven-figure fees. However, what is likely to sound extraordinary to younger ears four decades on is the manner in which such a high-profile transfer was forged.

At the start of February 1979, Birmingham had amassed just eight points all season and were staring the old Division Two right in the face. This wasn’t a prospect that Francis was prepared to countenance. He had submitted the first in a series of transfer requests back in 1976. A full three years later, his manager Jim Smith finally demurred, understanding that Francis deserved a better arena for his talents than the misfiring, almost-certainly-doomed Blues. The size of the transfer fee demanded by the club, and their insistence on not budging on the figure, would be decent compensation.

No restrictive trading periods existed back then, with managers free to buy players right up to the third Thursday in March. But Clough didn’t bother playing it cool and chose not to bide his time – Jimmy Hill was lurking with a counter-offer, after all. Accordingly, there was little brinkmanship involved, with Clough happy to pay the fee (although he would later insist that the final figure was a pound short of a million. The VAT applied to the fee ensured it wasn’t).

Francis – understandably preferring to move to the league champions than to Coventry, whose last piece of silverware was the Second Division title back in 1967 – was summoned to the City Ground. There, he, Clough and Peter Taylor shut themselves away for a four-hour meeting to thrash out terms. Back then, phrases such as ‘sell-on fee’ and ‘buy-out clauses’ weren’t part of football’s lexicon. There was also a distinct lack of agents, advisers and directors of football adding their two-penneth. It was the way Clough liked to work: ‘man-to-man, cards-on-the-bloody-table plain dealing’.

Not that there was anything especially unusual about the set-up; this was largely the way transfers were negotiated at the time. The Dutch midfielder, Arnold Mühren, once told me that the first he knew of Ipswich’s interest in him back in 1978 was when Bobby Robson himself turned up at his house in Volendam. Robson set out the terms of the deal right there in Mühren’s kitchen, with no protracted, multilateral discussions to muddy the waters. Lawrie McMenemy signed Charlie George during the same season. The negotiations involved the Southampton boss picking up George in London and driving him back to the McMenemy homestead in Hampshire where the striker stayed overnight. The contract discussions began between just the two of them the following morning after breakfast.

Transfer negotiations have long since not been such intimate affairs. We live in the age of the entourage. ‘Sign a player today,’ says Harry Redknapp, ‘and you sometimes need to find a bigger office just to accommodate all the people who are brought along to do the deal. Agents, advisers, lawyers, PR experts, uncles, aunts and mates …’

Even if Francis’s record-breaking move had taken place in the era of agents and entourages, Clough would surely have given any representatives extremely short shrift – and almost certainly an extended interrogation over how the agent could possibly justify any sizeable personal recompense for what they’d contributed to the deal. As it was, without any agent’s cut, Francis reportedly banked £50,000 himself as part of the deal.

Being the most expensive British footballer didn’t accord Francis any special privileges, though. When he was presented to the clamouring press, it was Clough who hogged the limelight. Arriving in gym kit and brandishing a squash racquet, the manager was clearly impatient to get to the courts at Trent Bridge Cricket Ground, just around the corner. The mildly shambolic proceedings undermined Francis, who had arrived at the City Ground in his Jaguar with his glamorous wife Helen, described by eyewitness Duncan Hamilton as ‘looking like a catwalk model from Paris, swathed in a massive fur coat’.

Clough’s reluctance to treat Francis like a high-value commodity continued as soon as the press conference was over, with the new arrival being dealt with in a manner that a twenty-first-century player would not remotely recognise. First, Francis was pitched straight into a Midland Youth League game on a local parks pitch. Then, unavailable to play in Forest’s European Cup campaign unless they reached the final, he was placed on tea-making duties during the quarter-final against the Swiss side Grasshoppers, forced to serve hot beverages to his teammates at half-time.

While not exactly suggesting that Francis was on his uppers and had been forced into a life of servitude (he had, after all, topped up his regular earnings the previous summer by trousering another fifty-grand lump sum for turning out nineteen times for Detroit Express in the North American Soccer League), the story comes from a time when clubs held most, if not all, the cards. It wasn’t until the mid-nineties that the tables were turned, thanks to legal action taken against the Royal Belgian Football Association by an unremarkable midfielder who played for RFC de Liège.

The ruling that colloquially took the name of the plaintiff – Jean-Marc Bosman – had a profound effect on British and European football that’s near impossible to measure. In December 1995, a ruling was finally made on a five-year legal battle. Earlier in his career, with his contract having expired, Bosman had hoped to move across the French border to Dunkerque, but found that RFC de Liège were refusing to release him. Believing such an action to be in contravention of EU freedom of movement legislation, Bosman took his case all the way to the European Court of Justice, who found in his favour. Football transfers would never be the same again: players now had the right to run their contracts down and move for free once their current deal had expired.



* * *



The implementation of the transfer window was a by-product of the Bosman ruling, a way for the football authorities to try to clip players’ wings to curtail their growing power and to guard against a transfer free-for-all. Talk of its introduction in English football, though, was first heard a few years before.

In 1992, the nascent Premier League, the swanky, strutting new kid on the block, gave encouraging words to an idea circulating around some of the more progressive managers of the time that sought to curb the ability of richer clubs to buy their way out of trouble, or to buy success, as late as three-quarters of the way through the season – that third Thursday in March. By reducing the trading period, the argument suggested, you’d be levelling the playing field. And certain managers were keen from a personal standpoint. Terry Venables, in particular, believed it would shrink the burden on his brethren’s shoulders. ‘Terry’s idea is that managers ought to be coaches,’ explained Rick Parry, the Premier League’s first chief executive, ‘spending time with their players and not looking around for new signings or fending off agents.’

By the end of the decade, UEFA issued plans to limit and standardise the transfer market across Europe by implementing a six-week window between mid-December and the end of January. By now, the Premier League – buoyant and increasingly rich – was against the proposal, and they were joined in this by the Bundesliga.

The following couple of years, though, changed the landscape. With the whole system of European football transfers increasingly being interpreted as in contravention of the Treaty of Rome (the treaty which set up the European Economic Community and outlined the concept of a European single market), FIFA proactively drew up compromise proposals. These included accepting the need for a twice-yearly transfer window. With the Premier League the only dissenters across the entire continent, English clubs found themselves under insurmountable pressure from UEFA to adopt the proposals.

‘It reduces the flexibility for clubs to be able to sell players throughout the season,’ moaned Arsenal’s vice-chairman David Dein. ‘For some clubs, that can be a matter of survival. We were robustly opposed to it, but were advised by UEFA that we had to comply and we have no alternative but to comply against our will.’

On the eve of the 2002–2003 season, the first with the new trading limitations in place, observers were suspicious of what was to come. Writing in the magazine When Saturday Comes, Adrian Chiles let off both barrels. ‘It would be more accurate to call it a transfer wall or a transfer ban. We’re all sleepwalking into this. It comes in on August 31st and it’s going to fundamentally change the way football is run in this country. If I was a tabloid editor, I’d be having sleepless nights now, because what sells stories but transfer speculation? And I’d be having even more sleepless nights if I was a Second or Third Division club, because my understanding is that they won’t be able to sell.’

A few months later, in the same magazine, a more conciliatory tone was set by the writer Barney Ronay, who declared that the new system ‘might just turn out to be exactly what English football – bloated, cash-strapped and cripplingly hungover after partying up to the hilt of its credit limit – is in need of.’ Ronay was a rare, semi-positive voice. ‘The transfer window might just be a staging-post on the way to saving football’s skin.’

Managers, looking more at short-term survival for their clubs rather than long-term sustainability for the sport, weren’t convinced. Venables, that early advocate, was now singing from a different hymn sheet, moaning that having a limited trading was ‘a bit like a greengrocer only being open on Mondays’. Ronay tackled the logic of this observation. ‘The analogy doesn’t work. A greengrocer’s job is selling apples, whereas a football club exists to play football, not to buy or sell players. A more accurate comparison would be greengrocers being encouraged to grow their own apples rather than buying someone else’s, in the hope that the quality of produce will improve and fewer of them will end up going out of business. Manchester United and Arsenal may not agree with the idea of a transfer window, but then neither would Tesco or Sainsbury’s.’

As the window established itself, other managers were in harmony with Venables. ‘It detracts from the game as far as I’m concerned,’ grumbled Sam Allardyce to the Manchester Evening News. ‘It’s such a frantic period that can only cause panic, frustration and inflation of prices. I’m not a lover of it whatsoever.’ His exasperation was mirrored by Gary Megson, speaking to the Telegraph. ‘The transfer window is rubbish. It is unfair and I would like to see it challenged in court. Look at other businesses. If a haulage company wanted a new lorry and someone said in September, you cannot have one until January, you are not allowed to do those kind of things.’ Arsène Wenger joined the criticism. ‘It makes no sense. What is the expression? Act in haste and repent at leisure.’

While John Barnwell, the then head honcho of the League Managers’ Association, argued in 2004 that ‘FIFA’s imposition of the transfer window has left the media with too many column inches to fill during the six months with no player movement’. This could, and would, have consequences for his members. ‘The newspapers had to find something other than player movement to write about. The trend is to turn the focus more onto the managers and how they are faring.’

Within a couple of years, though, Barnwell appeared broadly supportive of how the window was shaping English football, telling the Guardian he believed it to be ‘vital for the game’s future. It demands foresight and continuity, and provides a level playing field for clubs. Teams are now unable to rely on financial power and buy their way to success. They can no longer buy a new centre-forward in March to score the goals to seal promotion or stave off relegation at the expense of a less wealthy club. In the past, clubs have simply bought new players when injuries, suspensions or poor form have a negative effect on results.’

If Barnwell’s words now sound somewhat naïve and idealistic, he couldn’t, of course, have envisaged the torrent of money that would completely reshape English football, in particular, the influx of enormous overseas investment. Clubs might have been disqualified from buying players late in the season, but deep-pocketed owners simply bought ready-made replacements ahead of those injuries, suspensions and poor form. The stockpiling of players – their personal ambitions softened by eye-popping salaries – allowed inequality between clubs to resurface. The playing field revealed its bias again.



* * *



The panic alluded to by Sam Allardyce had already shown its face during English football’s very first transfer window in January 2003. Only this wasn’t panic-buying. It was panic-selling. Leeds United, in gross financial straits despite reaching the semi-finals of the Champions League less than two years earlier, had to cash in on several of their prize assets. Without the longer trading period, the club’s hand was forced into speedily jettisoning players for whatever prices they could muster. As the Daily Mail later pointed out, ‘the other clubs had Leeds over a barrel. They knew they had to sell.’

Despite having despatched Rio Ferdinand to Manchester United the previous summer for a record-breaking £30m, Leeds still needed to cut costs and recoup more cash by offloading further talent. Lee Bowyer was next to go, heading to West Ham as the first-ever permanent signing during an English transfer window. On the eve of the first deadline day, Robbie Fowler went to Manchester City for £6m, while Jonathan Woodgate was the subject of the biggest deal of the final twenty-four hours, signing for Newcastle for £9m. Deadline day would, in time, become known as the day when over-valued purchases were made and ludicrous sums paid. This first one was defined by a single club trying to clear its decks, and its debts, by selling off the family silver for whatever it could get.

This wasn’t the only difference. There were no Sky reporters hogging the pavement outside training grounds and stadiums during that first window, no clumps of supporters noisily forcing themselves on camera in the background. It wasn’t much of a spectacle at all. Back then, no one had foreseen its appeal and thus its value.

Since then, though, the transfer window has taken on an identity and a character all of its own. It’s a pop-up mini-industry that takes centre stage twice a year, a complete distraction to both those operating within football and those looking in from outside. The sideshow casts a long shadow; in mid-season, it can eclipse the January fixtures. For that month, at least, it appears bigger than the matches themselves.

The transfer process is a much different dance these days, one now led by players – or, at least, by their representatives. These agents are not the only new faces. The window has made the names of certain broadcasters and journalists inextricably connected with it. The same goes for certain managers. And the language that’s spoken, the common tongue of the modern football transfer, is one Brian Clough wouldn’t have understood.

The process has its champions: Niall Quinn, for one, who looks back fondly on his time as Sunderland chairman navigating his way around the ‘marvellous madness’ of deadline day. And it’s still not short of critics. Vice magazine has described the January window as a ‘throbbing, chuntering month of swoops, coups and bullshit’, while the football writer Barry Glendenning refers to it as a ‘glorified trolley-dash through the supermarket of international football humanity’.

Whether dangerous distraction, necessary evil or irresistible circus, the transfer window continues to spin on its biannual orbit, drawing everyone in the football world into its gravitational pull. We feast on its ugly rumours and its careless whispers. And no one remains nonplussed about it. For player, manager, chairman, fan, agent, scout, broadcaster or journalist alike, the window can’t be ignored. It incessantly tugs at your sleeve. You can’t avoid having an opinion about it.

It can be a bewitching and baffling place, even for its main protagonists. Peter Crouch calls it the ‘one part of our world so weird, so cloak and dagger, that even those of us at the centre of it all aren’t really sure what’s happening’. Players are still the commodity, sometimes with little say about the direction they’re traded in. They can be, in Crouch’s eyes, ‘flotsam on the tide’.

For all involved, a transfer window can be the best of times, it can be the worst of times. It comes loaded with dread for clubs with little money to spend or for those struggling to keep hold of their best players. But it comes ripe with excitement for anyone connected to clubs with cash to splash. Draw up the shopping list and let’s spend some money.

Each window takes a different hue. Some are frantic, others are flat. But at the heart of each one is the hope of an improved life for a football club. No club is immune from this. From the Premier League downwards, the idea that a new signing can single-handedly reverse fortunes, turning despair into joy, is an irresistible one.

While the transfer window provides grist to the cynic’s mill, it also empowers football’s hopeless romantics, from club chairman to fantasist fan. It offers the promise of better days, of sunlit uplands. It allows everyone to keep dreaming.



Nige Tassell,

May 2019




CHAPTER ONE

FACT FROM FICTION





‘I don’t want to be wrong. I don’t look at it as fish-and-chip paper. I see it as a dent in the reputation’

– Mike McGrath






In the mid-morning hush of the bar of a five-star Knightsbridge hotel – the kind of establishment where top-hatted concierges wouldn’t entertain the notion of guests actually pressing a lift button themselves – discretion is the watch-word. Here, assignations are unfailingly private; eyes for only whoever’s right in front of them, ears for only their companion’s words. You can imagine a fair few transfer deals have been struck and shaken on in the bar’s darker corners. In short, it’s the kind of high-level meeting place that’s the natural habitat of big-name footballers and their smooth-talking representatives.

This also makes it the perfect location in which to meet, and get to understand the whispered ways of, one of the UK’s most high-profile football newspaper reporters. After stints at the Press Association and Wardles news agency, Mike McGrath has spent more than half a decade decoding and deciphering transfer rumours on behalf of the Sun and the Sun On Sunday. This is a man charged with separating fact from fiction.

His bullshit detector is turned up to the max.

‘It’s about trusting your contacts in what they’re telling you,’ he explains. ‘That is the most important part. As newspaper journalists, we can’t actually wait for Aaron Ramsey to sign his pre-contract with Juventus. We have to try to find out in advance – how long he’s signing for, how much he’s signing for, what his squad number’s going to be …

‘You can go onto any website and there’ll be a rumour. But my first point of call is always my contacts. I listen to what they’re saying and I may then see if anything’s been written about that before. You have a level of scepticism that’s really healthy and you have to try to find out the veracity of it. You ring round your contacts, but things can shock you. When it’s not a story you’ve been involved in and it just pops up somewhere else, you might disbelieve it to begin with.

‘I don’t think many people were on to Diego Dalot going to Man United in the summer of 2018 until the club’s statement came out. That didn’t come with a big build-up. You might say it wasn’t one of the biggest transfers in the world, but they did keep it under wraps. Fabinho going to Liverpool from Monaco was another. Nobody had worked on that story until he signed. Or, if they did, it was maybe just a few hours before. That was a surprise, which reflects the discreet way that Liverpool go about their transfers. And, from what I’ve been told by my contacts, they don’t get told by agents who they should be signing. They tell agents who they want to sign. They’ve got a clear way of working in the market, which meant the Fabinho deal was able to be kept quiet until the very last minute – or even after he’d signed on the dotted line.’

The ability to detect bullshit at twenty paces is crucial to the reporter who wants to create a reputation by only revealing stories of truth and efficacy. ‘Everybody has their own way of working and they rely on people who are involved in deals – or are close to these deals. There are a lot more people now involved in transfers. Two clubs are doing the deal and there are employees working at both clubs, and the player has people working for him too. It’s down to finding out the best information, however that’s possible. You want contacts who know what’s going on in a transfer deal. As a journalist, you need to get to know whoever these people are; common sense would tell you that there are more people with information on what might be happening. There are a lot more eyes and ears.’

Idle speculation isn’t a currency that the worth-their-salt journalist can dare to trade in. That can be left to Twitter feeds like Indykaila News, an account boasting 280,000 followers and which puts out a hundredweight of transfer gossip every day. But its quantity-over-quality output can’t genuinely be enlightening to many of its followers. Some of the rumours it posts are so spurious, illogical or patently ridiculous that they’ve led plenty of people to regard it as a parody account.

Certainly, no print journalist with a reputation to build or maintain – and a (possibly fragile) circulation to protect – can afford to allow themselves to be hoodwinked by any such tall stories. There’s egg on faces if so. And the history books contain some salutary lessons in this respect. The case of Didier Baptiste is one such tale.

In the final year of the last millennium, a struggling Liverpool team was linked to Baptiste, a French under-21 left-back who plied his trade with Monaco. His nationality alone gave the story a veneer of credibility, as it would mean that he’d be linking up with compatriot Gérard Houllier, by then the unilateral boss at Anfield following the departure of joint-manager Roy Evans.

It was the News of the World who first made the claim about Baptiste’s move, reporting that the Frenchman ‘would be an ideal addition to the Liverpool back four’. The Times and the Observer picked up the story, as did the club’s own 60p-a-minute ClubCall phone line. But faces turned as scarlet as the Liverpool home kit when it emerged that Didier Baptiste didn’t actually exist; he was merely a character from Dream Team, Sky One’s football-set soap opera. Experienced journalists had been easily taken in. At three different publications, in three different editorial departments, the filter that sifted fact from fiction hadn’t been switched on.

These days, in the age of social media where spurious rumour and idle gossip have no end of outlets, journalists need their stories to be as watertight as possible. To reach that point, due diligence and deep research are required, often well in advance of the trading period. ‘It’s important you work outside the window,’ says McGrath. ‘Clubs get a sense of what they want a couple of months before. They don’t start looking on January 1st. Prior to the window, you might get a sense of what the market might be doing, so the work you do beforehand is vital. You can’t just call someone up and say, “Is this happening?” You need to know who’s representing who and you need to make sure you’re on the other end of the phone. You can’t go into the window completely cold, hoping that news will fall into your lap. It doesn’t happen like that.’

Playing a strategic long game is, though, counterweighted by the pressure to break a story, to make that headline before anyone else, to be ahead of your journalistic brethren. During McGrath’s five-year spell on the Sun on Sunday, this was a particularly tall order, trying to keep a certain story under wraps and away from the grabbing hands of those reporters on the dailies. ‘It wasn’t uncommon to be working on something from Tuesday until Thursday – and to be quite happy with yourself: “It’s fine. I’ve got the splash on Sunday” – and then pick up the paper on Friday to find you’ve been scooped by another journalist who’s worked on the same thing at the same time but has been published a couple of days before. You’re left with nothing.

‘There is pressure on everyone working in football media to be first in breaking that story. Not just to be right, but to be quickest too. This is really difficult. And journalists’ reputations rest on it. A journalist’s following on Twitter can be bigger than the circulation of a national newspaper and this is because of what they deliver on their Twitter feed. That competition is intense to be the first, and to trust your contacts to give you the right information so that you are fast and accurate.

‘It doesn’t get any easier. Holding material is even trickier in the age of social media. It’s made the job slightly harder, but journalists thrive on competition. You go up against your rivals to get the better story. That’s the essence of any journalism. We all know where we stand. We’re going up against rolling news and social media. But it’s rare to find a journalist of any age who wouldn’t at least go on Twitter to see what’s on there. Twitter is actually a traditional outlet. I don’t treat it as a source, but it is a media outlet – a feed of news that other people are providing.

‘If you have a bone fide story, a bang-on exclusive, and it breaks in a newspaper at seven o’clock in the morning, when people are down the newsagents, that’s brilliant. It’s still possible and it still happens. And that’s what we’re striving for. I say seven in the morning, but more realistically that means ten o’clock the night before when the back pages get revealed.

‘You have small moments when you think, “I’ve done all right there.” One of my recent stories sticks in my head – Eric Choupo-Moting to Paris Saint-Germain. This guy couldn’t kick a ball in the reserves at Stoke. The story was that he was going to PSG and I got loads of stick from people who said I didn’t know what I was talking about. And then he signed. I enjoyed that one. But if I get one wrong, I see that as a defeat. Just as a professional footballer doesn’t want to lose a match, I don’t want to be wrong. I don’t look at it as fish-and-chip paper. I see it as a dent in the reputation.’

McGrath orders another coffee, another hit of caffeine. The days as a football reporter on a national paper – and these days for him, after his move from the Sun on Sunday to the Sun, are now on a daily national paper – can be long, especially during the two windows. Insatiable, even. Unlike the summer, January comes with a full programme of league and cup matches too. The reporter has to be open all hours.

‘During the season, I’ll do a game on a Saturday and usually one in midweek. The rest of the time, my editor wants news. I don’t have a quota, but I want to be on top of new stories. I try to meet my contacts face to face, which obviously involves travel and time. And I’m on the phone all the time. My one-year-old son doesn’t talk a lot, but he’ll pick up a phone, or anything that vaguely resembles a phone, and start gabbing away, because that’s what he sees me doing. I don’t switch my phone off, but I will put it on silent when I sleep. But football is twenty-four seven. You can take a really important call at ten thirty at night. Most people generally work nine to five. You would think people wouldn’t want to be bothered before nine am or after five thirty pm. But I find that’s when the best stuff in football happens. You could take a call at nine pm. and that might be your back-page lead story.

‘You’re not waiting around for people to call you up. You should be always digging for stories and verifying things by calling as many people as possible. You should be on your phone all the time. The battery should be down to nought midway through the day.’

McGrath’s news-gathering will invariably include injury updates and perhaps the odd training-ground bust-up involving teammates or a war of words between uppity player and disciplinarian manager. But the most valuable morsels, the nutritious titbits being fed to the readership, concern those all-important arrivals and departures. ‘Whatever readers you listen to – whether it’s the cabbie who’s taking you to a ground or somebody you meet on the train to a match – they’re always interested in “Who are we signing?” The transfer market is the one thing they want to know about above all else. The newspaper has to reflect what the fans want and what they’re demanding, so what’s going on is the market is the currency we deal in. Is their club spending enough on the team? Is it spending too much? And, obviously, who are they spending it on? Maybe it’s more appealing to the reader, to the fan, because it’s behind a curtain. They desperately want to know what’s going on, who’s going to be the next big signing, who’s going to be that new number nine …

‘I know journalists who don’t like the window, but I actually do. It’s the fruits of your labour. You’re hoping that all the hard work you’ve done comes good in the window. But it might not. It’s an open market: a transfer will happen or it won’t happen. You stand and fall by what you write.

‘The day before deadline day is the worst. You don’t want to miss the one. But I like deadline day itself – the drama and the challenge. There’s a finality to it. A player will sign for a particular club or he won’t.’

A rare guarantee of certainty in a fluid landscape. ‘It all comes out in the wash.’



* * *



Andy Wright was not unlike many other football-obsessed teenage boys anxious to consume – and be consumed by – transfer rumours and gossip. He grew up in a Manchester United-supporting house and can remember, in pre-internet days, how he and his dad were glued to Ceefax in order to learn of any updates on Alan Shearer’s mooted move to Old Trafford. ‘Has it updated? “BA stewardess says Shearer’s name is on the flight-list for United pre-season tour.” Oh my God. This is happening!’

The adult Andy Wright is a little less wide-eyed and gullible than his teenage self. He needs to be. Wright holds the position of trading director for SkyBet, the man with ultimate responsibility for all the bets placed with the online bookmaker, including its football markets, which feature a biannual book on the transfer window. If you think a certain player is going to stick or twist – and if, should he twist, you have a fair inkling of that player’s final destination – SkyBet will offer odds. Hazard to Real Madrid? Pogba back to Juventus? Kane to stay put? Its traders are ready and waiting.

SkyBet has been running a book on the transfer window for nearly ten years and was the first bookmaker to do so. ‘Going back a few years,’ explains Wright, ‘it would only have been a handful of players you could bet on. Back then, it would have only been the equivalent of Sanchez, Aubameyang, Mkhitaryan … Just four or five. Now it’s around a hundred or so players. It grew out of customer requests. A trading floor – and certainly the one here – will try to facilitate customer requests. We’ve grown to understand this is an e-commerce arena we’re in and the old trader-vs-punter mentality has gone away a bit. Customers can ask us for a particular bet and if we say no, we might then lose that customer’s business for ever, as they could ask William Hill who then give them a price on it. Our RequestABet facility is very much about giving control back to the customer. It’s a two-way street. If what you want to bet on isn’t on our site or on our app, come and ask us and we’ll do what we can – within reason.

‘You get some truly ridiculous things being asked of us. “Can I have a bet on my next-door neighbour to become a Commonwealth Games gold medallist swimmer in the next twenty years?” “No idea, but here’s a price.” Customers in this digital age expect to get what they want, rather than what they’re allowed. The world has changed a bit and the traders have certainly become a little less protective of margins. It’s now more about giving customers an experience. We’re an entertainment business. It’s fun. No way is this making or breaking our year.

‘For the last few years, we’ve offered “to stay” odds – where a player doesn’t move. In a way, this was to counteract a charge that was laid at our door. Previously we just offered “Where are they going?” odds and if the player didn’t move, every bet would be a loser. So we now offer “to stay” odds and this obviously gives customers the option to say, “I think that story’s nonsense. Four to one for Sanchez to stay at Arsenal? Fantastic.” So we just try to offer customers as many options and the things they want as possible. We’re definitely right to offer “to stay”, but we never make money on it.’

The proximity of Sky to SkyBet (the latter used to be owned by the former, but is now the property of the Canadian company The Stars Group) is manna to the conspiracy theorists, the suggestion being that Sky Sports News could give more credibility to an unlikely transfer rumour than is due in order to drive bets to its one-time sister organisation. The pair, though, are not in cahoots, as Wright is keen to stress.

‘Yes, we’re a Sky brand and we license the name. But we don’t get information from Sky reporters. It just doesn’t happen. My answer is the same as the head of trading at Paddy Power or William Hill would say. We have no advantage. That’s the honest truth.’

How SkyBet gathers the intelligence that allows them to grade and measure each rumour that comes into their orbit is fascinating. While their traders will religiously read the daily rumour mills that grind into fast-spinning action as the next window approaches, these aren’t the material for calculating the odds they’ll offer. The most direct source available to them is observing how their customers interpret each fresh rumour. As football fans, the traders will have their own instincts, but it’s the punters who sift through the nonsense, who give a story credence or reject it out of hand. Just as the value of, say, a house is determined by the amount that someone is prepared to pay for it, the value of a transfer story is partly ascertained by whether (and by how much) someone is prepared to wager on it. That is, the punters’ activity is the primary determinant of the odds of whether they move up or down.

‘More than any information we can glean from Sky journalists or the BBC gossip column,’ says Wright, ‘customers know what’s going on. We can’t be across everything. One evening we saw a run of bets come in for a player involved in an on–off transfer. The bets, which suggested he was going to Man City, were coming in from the West Midlands, which was where he lived. A bit of investigation into the customers involved showed that they knew the guy personally and were at a house party with him. They had opened an account with us and were, for want of a better expression, filling their boots. It highlights the fact that we’re sat in an office in Leeds. We haven’t got people out and about at house parties, so we’re reliant on using the skill of our traders to understand and interpret the customers’ betting patterns.

‘A customer might bet on twenty transfers in each window but, for example, everything they bet on concerning Arsenal or Crystal Palace is always right. With data analytics, we can pinpoint a customer and keep an eye on them. They can do whatever they want with anything that’s not Palace, but we need to be flagging their Palace bets to the team as quickly as possible and get alerts set up. His or her ten-pound bet is worth far more than my ten-pound bet. They’re informed and I’m not.’

A sharp trader – one quick to protect the integrity of the market and its margins – needs to demonstrate the skills of the private investigator to find out more about a certain bet-laying punter. ‘There are so many people involved in a transfer. It could be the chauffeur for the family that owns a club. If he’s told to go and pick a player up and deliver them to the stadium, he’s got a decent idea that they’re probably in talks. He can put two and two together. You can do a bit of snooping, but it’s hard to know what someone’s angle is. The chauffeur might just have texted a random mate who lived the other end of the country – “Guess who’s in the back of my car?” He might not have been thinking about it from a betting perspective, but his mate has interpreted it and run with it. You need to understand the cold, hard facts: this guy knows about Leicester City, that customer knows about Crystal Palace. So get them flagged, put them on watch lists and monitor their betting activity.’

The trader needs to second-guess the customer’s motivations far more than those of the actual player being transferred. Does the size of stake correlate to the credibility of the bet that’s been placed? ‘Ultimately it’s a customer’s choice how much they bet. One man’s pound might be another man’s ten pounds. But if a customer who usually bets a pound suddenly puts a twenty-five-pound bet on, they’re obviously more sure about that one. What is it that they know?

‘There’s the wisdom of the crowd too. If there was suddenly a flurry of “Mkhitaryan to stay” bets – even if they were just one-pound bets but there were twenty of them – we’d have to consider why twenty people in the last two minutes have come to the same conclusion. And what makes a single trader’s opinion stronger than their twenty? Sometimes, though, you can read too much into particular bets. It might be an Arsenal fan who wanted Mkhitaryan to sign, but put a pound on him to stay at United so that if he did, they could at least be happy by having a pint with the proceeds.’

And SkyBet’s traders also need to be keeping half an eye on their competitors too, as their rivals have a physical advantage over this team anchored to a third-floor office in Leeds. ‘If William Hill or Paddy Power started cutting a player, we need to be aware they’ve done that. We don’t have any retail presence. They’ve got shops in north London, so if a load of people in a branch near Tottenham’s training ground start backing Lucas Moura and they then start cutting the price, we need to be mindful of that. We’re not just going to move because they’ve moved, but it’s another factor that builds up the picture of where we should be.’

The successful trader not only has to be a sharp-witted detective, but they also need to have eyes in every direction in order to pay sufficient attention to the
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