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			Dedication

			To mum and dad for always encouraging me to follow my dreams.

		

		
			Introduction

			Captain Virgil van Dijk planted a kiss on the Premier League trophy, strolled in front of his team-mates and thrust it triumphantly towards the heavens.

			Fireworks and red ticker tape filled the early evening air as a roar of delight swept around Anfield.

			It was 25 May 2025 and Liverpool had been crowned champions of England for a record-equalling 20th time.

			‘It feels amazing,’ Van Dijk told the jubilant crowd. ‘You guys deserve it. We deserve it as well. We love you guys. I’m so proud of the boys. Let’s enjoy the biggest party ever.’

			On his first trip back to Merseyside since stepping down as manager a year earlier, a beaming Jurgen Klopp stood applauding in the directors’ box as the man who succeeded him, Arne Slot, accepted the acclaim of Anfield. Slot’s name was chanted repeatedly.

			Replacing such an iconic figure as Klopp had been widely regarded as the most difficult transition facing a major Premier League club since summer 2013, when Sir Alex Ferguson’s near 27-year trophy-laden tenure at Manchester United came to an end.

			But Slot had made a mockery of that assessment by taking the fast-track to joining the pantheon of Liverpool greats. All expectations had been exceeded.

			The Dutchman became just the fifth manager in Premier League history to win the league title in his first season in English football – following on from José Mourinho (Chelsea, 2004/05), Carlo Ancelotti (Chelsea, 2009/10), Manuel Pellegrini (Manchester City, 2013/14) and Antonio Conte (Chelsea, 2016/17).

			Only Matt McQueen (1922/23), Joe Fagan (1983/84) and Kenny Dalglish (1985/86) had previously led Liverpool to title glory in their debut campaign at the helm. But that trio had already been well established figures at Anfield before being given the top job, rather than new to the club like Slot.

			Having equalled Manchester United’s record tally of 20 league titles, and their superior haul of six European Cups compared to United’s three, Liverpool’s claim to be England’s most successful club was undeniable. They were back on their perch.

			The sense of euphoria at Anfield was magnified by the fact that it had been 35 years since the club had last been able to celebrate winning the league in front of their supporters. Some had waited their entire lives for that moment.

			When Klopp ended Liverpool’s long title drought in 2019/20, they had been denied all the trappings that should have come with such an achievement as the season was completed behind closed doors due to restrictions imposed during the global pandemic. This time there was no holding back.

			More than a million fans lined the streets of the city for the open-top bus parade which spanned 10 miles and lasted nearly four hours.

			The party had actually started a month earlier. With four matches still to play, Liverpool thrashed Tottenham Hotspur 5–1 at home to move an unassailable 15 points clear of nearest rivals Arsenal. The final whistle had triggered an explosion of joy. Mohamed Salah sank to the turf and pointed to the heavens, while Van Dijk raised both arms aloft. Overcome with emotion, goalkeeper Alisson Becker collapsed in a heap.

			There were tears both on the field and in the stands. A red fog hung over Anfield from the flares which had been lit when the players charged towards the Kop. They danced to ‘One Kiss’ by Dua Lipa and ‘Freed From Desire’ by Gala. So calm and composed for most of the season, Slot donned a special ‘champions 24/25’ shirt and unleashed some Klopp-style fist pumps.

			Van Dijk called players and staff together to lock arms for a spine-tingling rendition of the club’s anthem ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’. Liverpool’s principal owner John W. Henry stood on the pitch filming the scenes on his mobile phone.

			After blowing kisses to his family in the directors’ box, Slot had embraced his backroom staff before taking the microphone to address the fans. ‘It feels great,’ he said. ‘I don’t think I want to say a lot. The only thing I can do now is send my appreciation to Jurgen.’

			A smile crept across his face before he burst into song. ‘Jurgen Klopp, na-na-na-na-na,’ he chanted to the tune of 1980s hit ‘Live Is Life’ by Austrian pop rock band Opus.

			Slot was interrupted by the spray unleashed in his direction from shaken alcohol-free sparkling wine bottles by Van Dijk, Andy Robertson, Cody Gakpo and Harvey Elliott. As the head coach was drenched, the home supporters kept the rendition going.

			Paying tribute to his predecessor during his own moment of glory was a classy act from Slot. It was impromptu, it was modest and it was also deeply symbolic.

			The previous May, Klopp had stood close to the same spot in the Anfield centre circle and delivered a farewell speech. The curtain had just come down on the charismatic German’s glittering eight-and-a-half year Liverpool reign following a 2–0 victory over Wolverhampton Wanderers.

			‘It doesn’t feel like an end, it just feels like the start,’ Klopp told supporters. ‘I saw a football team playing full of talent, full of youth, full of creativity, full of desire, full of greed. People told me I turned them from doubter to believer. That’s not true. Believing is an active act, you have to do it yourself. I just said we have to and you did it. That’s a big difference.

			‘Nobody tells you now to stop believing. This club is in its best moment for a long time. We have this wonderful stadium, wonderful training centre, and we have you, the superpower of world football. Since today I am one of you and I keep believing in you.

			‘I saw a lot of people crying and it will happen to me tonight as well because I will miss people, but change is good. You never know exactly what to expect, but if you go with the right attitude into that then everything will be fine because the basics are 100 per cent there with the team and the new coach.’

			Since Klopp had delivered his bombshell announcement four months earlier that he would be leaving at the end of the 2023/24 season, it had become a running joke that supporters had increasingly ignored his request not to chant his name during matches. Klopp had previously urged them to focus their attention on inspiring the players instead.

			‘I know you don’t give a shit what I want you to sing, but I have an idea,’ Klopp grinned. ‘Let’s see how the response will be … Arne Slot, na-na-na-na-na.’ Anfield joined in as Slot’s name boomed around the stadium for the first time.

			The baton had been publicly passed on, even if Klopp had jumped the gun slightly given that Liverpool didn’t officially confirm the appointment of his successor until 24 hours later. Klopp’s gesture meant a great deal to Slot, who was saying his own goodbyes in the Dutch city of Rotterdam the same day as his successful three-year spell in charge of Feyenoord ended with an emphatic 4–0 win over Excelsior.

			The departure of Klopp had been eagerly anticipated by Liverpool’s rivals, who expected the club’s fortunes to nosedive in his absence.

			On the morning of 26 January 2024, shortly after Klopp’s decision to step down was made public, Liverpool legend Jamie Carragher was in the ski resort of Courchevel in the French Alps when his phone buzzed. It was a message from former Manchester United defender and fellow Sky Sports pundit Gary Neville.

			It read: ‘Your manager is fucking off and that’s you lot fucked for another 30 years.’ It was tongue in cheek, but the sentiment was clear. Even among Liverpool’s fanbase there was a feeling of apprehension about what the future would hold.

			Ferguson’s successor at Manchester United, David Moyes, lasted less than 12 months at Old Trafford and they had remained in an almost constant state of flux since. By the end of the 2024/25 season United had plumbed new depths under manager Ruben Amorim: their 15th-placed league finish was the lowest since 1974/75. The 42-point gap to Liverpool was the biggest-ever between the clubs at the end of a top-flight campaign.

			United’s title drought had been extended to 12 years – despite spending more than £1.5 billion on transfers during that period.

			Internally, senior Anfield figures never feared a similar implosion. For a start, the squad Klopp left behind was younger and more talented. The ownership of Boston-based Fenway Sports Group (FSG) provided stability off the field and they had plenty of time to plan for the new era given Klopp’s long goodbye.

			However, the fact that the initial target for Slot, who signed a three-year contract, was qualifying for the Champions League showed where the bar was set. His record in Holland was impressive having reached the UEFA Conference League final, won the Eredivisie title and lifted the Dutch Cup with Feyenoord.

			But he hadn’t coached outside of his homeland and the pressure and scrutiny of managing a global powerhouse like Liverpool represented a big step up. At the age of 45, he also arrived on Merseyside at a time when Manchester City were enjoying a spell of unprecedented dominance.

			Pep Guardiola’s City had become the first team in the history of English football to be crowned top-flight champions in four successive seasons. As Liverpool’s title challenge wilted towards the end of Klopp’s reign, Mikel Arteta’s Arsenal had been City’s nearest challengers.

			When BBC Sport asked 30 of their pundits for their Premier League predictions on the eve of the 2024/25 season, not one of them tipped Liverpool to win it. Only two had them down to finish as runners-up and three had them missing out on the top four entirely.

			At that stage, Liverpool were the only Premier League club who hadn’t made a single signing. They had been poised to trigger the £51 million release clause in the contract of Real Sociedad’s Martin Zubimendi, but the Spanish midfielder changed his mind over moving to Anfield and ended up staying put.

			By the time the window closed at the end of August, they had bought Federico Chiesa from Juventus for an initial fee of £10 million as a back-up attacker and struck a £29 million agreement with Valencia for goalkeeper Giorgi Mamardashvili to join Liverpool in the summer of 2025.

			However, with the sales of Fabio Carvalho, Sepp van den Berg and Bobby Clark generating £62 million, Liverpool had made a healthy profit on their summer dealings. There had been no statement of ambition in the transfer market and a section of the fanbase were restless, given the money invested by their rivals.

			Throw into the mix that Slot was without most of his star names until late in pre-season due to their extended breaks following international commitments at the European Championships and the Copa América. There was also growing uncertainty over the futures of captain Virgil van Dijk, Mohamed Salah and Trent Alexander-Arnold as they entered the final year of their contracts.

			But through his tactical acumen and expert man-management, Slot took the squad he inherited from Klopp to the next level. There was no title race, simply a procession as Liverpool embarked on an astonishing 26-game unbeaten league run between September and April. They set standards that no-one else came close to replicating as they led the way from early November onwards and never looked back. When the title was secured, they had been beaten just twice in 34 matches.

			Slot was helped by one of the greatest individual seasons in the history of English football. Salah not only won the Premier League Golden Boot with 29 league goals (34 in all competitions) but also walked away with the Playmaker award after contributing 18 league assists (23 in all competitions).

			The prolific Egyptian attacker broke the record for most goal involvements over a 38-game Premier League season which was previously held jointly by Arsenal’s Thierry Henry (2002/03) and Manchester City’s Erling Haaland (2022/23) with 44.

			Salah was crowned the Football Writers’ Association Footballer of the Year for a record-equalling third time after receiving almost 90 per cent of the votes, the biggest margin of victory this century. At the other end of the field, Slot benefited from the inspirational leadership of Van Dijk, who became the first Dutch player to captain a side to the English top-flight crown and also the first non-British player to skipper Liverpool to the league championship.

			The feelgood factor during the run-in had been fuelled by the sight of both Salah and Van Dijk signing two-year extensions. Confirmation that Alexander-Arnold would be leaving for Real Madrid created a side-show, but ultimately it didn’t detract from the enormity of Liverpool’s achievement.

			The summer of 2025 should have been one of celebration and unbridled optimism on Merseyside as the champions’ squad evolved with the biggest transfer spending spree in the club’s history.

			However, just 39 days after the trophy lift, the mood at Anfield was one of shock and devastation. On the morning of 3 July 2025 the news broke that Liverpool forward Diogo Jota and his brother Andre Silva had died in a car accident in Spain. They had been en route to Santander to catch a ferry to England when the Lamborghini they were travelling in careered off the road.

			Jota had married his childhood sweetheart Rute Cardoso in their home city of Porto less than a fortnight earlier and they had three young children. Professionally, the 28-year-old had followed up clinching the Premier League title with Liverpool by helping Portugal win the Nations League. It was all so unimaginably cruel.

			Suddenly, a tale of glorious triumph was also one of heartbreaking tragedy. Grieving supporters descended on Anfield in their thousands to pay their respects and leave flowers, cards, shirts, scarves, banners, flags, hats and even PlayStation controllers, a nod to Jota’s love of gaming. The shrine outside the Main Stand quickly spanned the entire length of the stadium.

			Liverpool permanently retired his No. 20 shirt. It was an unprecedented gesture by the club in memory of a player who touched the hearts of millions around the world, not just with his talent with a ball at his feet, but also with his humble, kind and genuine personality.

			Among the tributes, one written on a Liverpool shirt outside Anfield read: ‘He signed in 2020, he wore the No. 20, and he won us No. 20. Forever a Red.’

			Rest in peace Diogo.
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			The transformer

			‘It’s not so important what people think when you come in, it’s much more important what they think when you leave.’

			Jurgen Klopp

			The Titanic Hotel – close to Liverpool’s iconic waterfront – was the setting for a lavish farewell party.

			After all the emotion of Jurgen Klopp’s Anfield send-off a few hours earlier, it was time for players and staff to unwind with family and friends. The champagne flowed on the evening of 19 May 2024 and an orchestral band played before the DJ, Twotone, took over.

			As Liverpool legend John Barnes delighted the crowd with a rendition of ‘Rapper’s Delight’ by the Sugarhill Gang, Klopp made his way up to the stage. They formed an unlikely double act as Barnes rapped and Klopp, wearing a black shirt, blue jeans and a black baseball cap on back to front, showed off his dance moves.

			The array of silverware won during Klopp’s tenure was on display and there was a photo booth for guests to get prints emblazoned with the caption ‘Danke Jurgen’. The celebrations went on until 4 a.m.

			At one point the big screen showed a collection of video messages from current and former players thanking Klopp for the impact he had made on their careers. There were also tributes paid to defender Joel Matip and midfielder Thiago, who were both leaving the club as free agents at the end of the 2023/24 season.

			Klopp’s diary had been packed during his final week at the helm. The players were given the following day off after a chaotic 3–3 draw at Aston Villa on the Monday night, but Klopp headed to Anfield.

			After walking across the pitch and standing on the Kop with a Liverpool scarf around his neck filming a goodbye video with the in-house LFCTV crew, he attended a special event for around 700 club staff from across all departments in the Main Stand’s biggest executive lounge.

			There was an hour-long Q&A during which he talked about what it meant to be part of the ‘LFC family’. There was both laughter and tears. Despite having spent nearly a decade living in England, he conceded that some things still baffled him: ‘Cricket! I hear the scores announced and I still have no idea who has won.’

			Klopp revealed that he would be back at Anfield sooner than anyone anticipated as his wife Ulla had got them tickets to attend Taylor Swift’s concert in the stadium the following month and he started singing her hit song ‘Shake It Off’.

			His advice for building a great team? ‘Build it around Bobby Firmino.’ Klopp went on to explain that his favourite Scouse word was ‘luv’ and it had taken him years to understand why the ladies in the canteen at the training ground would say to him each morning: ‘Do you wanna coffee, luv?’

			It was Klopp’s idea to have ‘Thank you luv’ emblazoned on the front of the hoodies that departing staff put on after his final game in charge against Wolverhampton Wanderers. On the back of them it read: ‘I’ll Never Walk Alone Again’.

			At the end of the Q&A, Liverpool chief executive Billy Hogan presented Klopp with a book full of photos and heartfelt messages written by staff members. Flicking through it, he spotted a photo of himself looking fresh faced at his Anfield unveiling in October 2015.

			‘This is proof of why I have to leave,’ he chuckled. ‘It was only eight-and-a-half years ago, but it looks like 500!’

			Klopp couldn’t stay for the refreshments because he had accepted an invitation to have dinner with Sir Alex Ferguson. Despite Liverpool’s intense rivalry with Manchester United, there had been a long-standing mutual respect between them. Klopp had described encountering the United managerial legend for the first time as ‘like meeting the Pope’.

			When Klopp was crowned the League Managers’ Association Manager of the Year after ending Liverpool’s 30-year title drought in 2019/20, Ferguson had been effusive in his praise. ‘Incredible and thoroughly deserved,’ Ferguson said. ‘The performance level of your team was outstanding. Your personality went right through the whole club. I’ll forgive you for waking me up at half past three in the morning to tell me you’d won the league!’

			Liverpool weren’t just losing Klopp in May 2024. Assistant managers Peter Krawietz and Pep Lijnders, elite development coach Vitor Matos, goalkeeping coaches John Achterberg and Jack Robinson, head of fitness Andreas Kornmayer, head of recovery and performance Andreas Schlumberger, and first-team operations manager Ray Haughan were all moving on.

			Klopp spent his last Wednesday evening in charge in his local pub, The Freshfield, in the town of Formby, 12 miles north of Anfield, drinking beer and reminiscing with Krawietz and members of the club’s media department.

			The following day Van Dijk delivered a moving speech at a barbecue held at the club’s AXA Training Centre in Kirkby. The squad presented Klopp and each of his coaches with a Rolex watch as a leaving gift.

			After overseeing his final training session on the Saturday, Klopp cleared out his office. He broke down while reading letters from fans who detailed how he had changed their lives. The Liverpool Echo newspaper published his open letter to the fans in which he described Liverpool as ‘the city of open arms’.

			Much to the amusement of the players, given his repeated warnings to them over the years about the perils of using social media, Klopp launched his own Instagram account. Within 48 hours, @Kloppo had gathered more than two million followers.

			With Liverpool already destined to finish third in the Premier League, there was little riding on the game against Wolves but a 2–0 win was secured by goals from Alexis Mac Allister and Jarell Quansah. After returning to the home dressing room, Klopp addressed the squad for one final time.

			‘I love you, that’s all I can say,’ he said. ‘The football you are able to play is absolutely ridiculous. I can’t wait, watching you developing, making the next steps. Thank you for the ride. I’m so proud of you, and I’m so proud that I have been allowed to be part of this. The sky is the limit for you boys.’

			When Klopp finally conducted his post-match press conference some two hours after the final whistle, he got his mobile phone out and took a photo of the journalists sitting in front of him. ‘In case I miss you,’ he joked.

			Nine days later, following a holiday in Majorca, there was one final date on his goodbye tour as 10,000 supporters packed into Liverpool’s M&S Bank Arena for ‘An Evening With Jurgen Klopp’. Hosted by comedian John Bishop and LFCTV presenter Peter McDowall, it raised funds for the charitable work of the LFC Foundation. Klopp had agreed to become an honorary ambassador and made a personal donation of €100,000 (around £86,000).

			The event started with a video message from James Bond actor Daniel Craig: ‘In the few precious moments I spent with you, I said, hand on heart, I would follow that man anywhere.

			‘Thank-you for what you’ve achieved at Liverpool Football Club. It’s been quite a ride. Your ability to cut through the bullshit and get to the heart of what really matters has inspired me and millions of people around the world. Wherever you go and whatever you do, I wish you and your family only joy.’

			There was music from singer Alfie Boe and Liverpool bands the Lightning Seeds and the Zutons, but Klopp took centre stage. He joked that he was the third ‘Scouser’ to sell out the arena after Paul McCartney and Jamie Webster.

			‘What you did here tonight no other club in the world would have done,’ he said. ‘If another club had done this nine days after the last fella had left then it would have been empty.

			‘I don’t think the human race is made for getting as much attention as I’ve had over the past few weeks. I wasn’t ready to receive this much love. I’ve known myself the longest, nearly 57 years, how can you imagine that something like this would happen? If my best friend was in the same situation I’d sit up there and think: “He’s probably a decent fella.” But unfortunately, you’re talking about me and I can’t get my head around that.’

			Klopp described taking the Liverpool job in 2015 as the best decision of his life after marrying his wife Ulla. ‘If it was easy to leave then what would that say about the time we had together? It’s really difficult to leave and that’s how it should be. Let’s not be sad that it’s ending, be happy that it happened.’

			Asked about his reasons for standing down, Klopp added: ‘A lot of people don’t believe me when I say I’m running out of energy. It’s not that I can’t get up in the morning. Being manager of Liverpool, you can’t do it at 90 per cent. You have to be on top of your game and I’m not anymore. I cannot be here as a passenger.

			‘Announcing it early was important. Imagine we played against Wolves, the families were walking around and then I said: “By the way, I fuck off!” That doesn’t work. The club would have problems. When you are responsible for a club like this you have to make sensible decisions and that’s what I did. Was it right? Absolutely and the timing we couldn’t change. It was a good season, not a perfect season. It’s a basis. We helped the new manager already by not winning everything so he can improve things.’

			After a montage of highlights from his Liverpool reign was played on the big screen, the night ended with Klopp being serenaded by supporters for nearly two minutes to the tune of the famous Beatles song ‘I Feel Fine’.

			Jurgen said to me you know

			We’ll win the Premier League you know

			He said so

			I’m in love with him and I feel fine

			I’m so glad that Jurgen is a Red

			I’m so glad he delivered what he said.

			Puffing out his cheeks and wiping tears from his eyes, Klopp got to his feet before delivering his customary fist pumps one last time.

			Liverpool Football Club were in a mess.

			Two days after Fenway Sports Group (then known as New England Sports Ventures) won a London High Court battle to complete a £300 million takeover of the Premier League club in October 2010, principal owner John W. Henry and chairman Tom Werner took their seats for the Merseyside derby at Goodison Park.

			It was an unpleasant experience in more ways than one. Roy Hodgson’s Liverpool slumped to a dismal 2–0 defeat which left them 19th in the table – only goal difference kept them off the bottom.

			‘After Everton scored one of their goals, one of their supporters spat at John and me,’ Werner recalled. ‘It was a somewhat rude welcome to English football. Gradually, the enormity of the task we had taken on unfolded and revealed itself.’

			The debt-ridden and divisive reign of former American owners Tom Hicks and George Gillett had taken its toll both on and off the pitch with Liverpool pulled back from the brink of administration.

			Within three months Hodgson had been sacked and Kop legend Sir Kenny Dalglish returned for a second spell in charge to spearhead the resurgence. He galvanised the fanbase and won the League Cup, but was relieved of his duties in May 2012 after a disappointing eighth-placed finish.

			The owners had expected Champions League qualification after sanctioning a £113 million outlay on transfers, including a club record £35 million on Newcastle United striker Andy Carroll. Director of football Damien Comolli was also dismissed.

			FSG then put their faith in Brendan Rodgers, who came agonisingly close to winning the Premier League in 2013/14. It was breathtaking to watch as the lethal front two of Luis Suárez and Daniel Sturridge, who scored 52 league goals between them that season, spearheaded an unexpected title challenge. Rodgers’ Liverpool needed just seven points from their remaining three league games to be crowned champions.

			However, there was heartbreak as Steven Gerrard’s cruel slip against José Mourinho’s Chelsea at Anfield consigned them to a damaging defeat. A late capitulation at Crystal Palace then sealed their fate as Manchester City pipped them to the big prize.

			After hitting such heights, the wheels came off under Rodgers. Suárez left for Barcelona and Liverpool made a hash of replacing him as they missed out on Alexis Sanchez, who joined Arsenal instead. They ended up signing the erratic Mario Balotelli, who scored just four times in 28 appearances before being cast aside.

			The nadir was a humiliating 6–1 thrashing at Stoke City on the final day of the 2014/15 season – the final appearance of Gerrard’s stellar Liverpool career. It was a sad way for the club’s greatest player of the modern era to sign off. Despite a sixth-placed finish, Rodgers limped on into the following season but with little discernible improvement FSG took action. The Northern Irishman was relieved of his duties after a 1–1 draw at Everton on 4 October 2015. Liverpool were 10th in the Premier League with just 12 points from eight matches.

			By then Klopp had already agreed to cut short his sabbatical after stepping down as Borussia Dortmund boss five months earlier. He had flown from Munich to New York with his agent Marc Kosicke to meet Liverpool’s owners at the Lexington Avenue offices of law firm Shearman & Sterling, having already spoken extensively with FSG president Mike Gordon on the phone.

			FSG also met with Italian coach Carlo Ancelotti, who was available after parting company with Real Madrid, but Klopp was always their top target. It wasn’t just the success he had masterminded at Dortmund with back-to-back Bundesliga titles, lifting the German Cup and reaching the Champions League final, but the manner in which it had been achieved with such an exciting attacking brand of football and his sheer force of personality.

			The data provided by Liverpool’s director of research Ian Graham told the owners not to be concerned about the downturn in Dortmund’s fortunes in Klopp’s final season there: the underlying numbers were much better than the results. Whereas Ancelotti talked about the need for a rebuilding job at Anfield, Klopp saw plenty of untapped potential in the existing squad.

			‘After that first meeting, we turned to each other and said: “Forget his tactical strategy, he’s absolutely the right person for this club,”’ Werner told The Athletic in 2024. ‘We had interviewed other coaches but he was just extraordinarily charismatic. He could be the CEO of any number of big companies outside of football. He has this remarkable ability to motivate people.’

			It was just after 5.30 p.m. on Thursday 8 October 2015 when Klopp arrived at Liverpool’s Hope Street Hotel in a Mercedes V-Class and headed for The Sixth boardroom to sign a three-year contract. At his Anfield unveiling in front of the world’s media the following day, Klopp delivered a masterful display as he described himself as ‘the normal one’ and urged fans to ‘change from doubters to believers’.

			‘If we want, this could be a very special day,’ he said. ‘If you are prepared to work for it, if you are patient enough. If I’m sat here in four years, I think we will have won one title in this time. If not, the next one [job] may be in Switzerland!’

			‘It’s not so important what people think of you when you come in, it’s much more important what they think when you leave.’

			No managerial appointment in Liverpool’s history had created such fervour or been so universally popular among supporters, but the scale of the task facing Klopp was immense.

			This was a club which had won just a solitary League Cup in the previous nine years and had only qualified for the Champions League once in the previous six seasons. They were competing against opponents with much deeper pockets. Manchester City were bankrolled by the riches of Abu Dhabi, while Chelsea had the financial backing of Russian billionaire Roman Abramovich.

			Klopp had turned down an approach from Manchester United the previous year after discussions in Germany with their executive vice-chairman Ed Woodward, who had described Old Trafford as ‘like an adult version of Disneyland’. That didn’t appeal to Klopp. But the self-confessed ‘football romantic’ was energised by the prospect of reviving Liverpool’s fortunes.

			He quickly established that the downward spiral of the previous 18 months and a torrent of negativity had left the Liverpool players feeling inhibited and devoid of confidence. He told them: ‘The only criticism which is really important is mine.’ Time off was reduced and training sessions became much more intense as he sought to instil his gruelling counter-pressing style.

			In one of his first team meetings with the squad he wrote on the board:

			T – TERRIBLE

			E – ENTHUSIASTIC

			A – AMBITIOUS

			M – MENTALLY-STRONG MACHINES

			‘He said that terrible was how opponents were going to feel after going up against us for 90 minutes,’ recalls goalkeeper Simon Mignolet. ‘It was all about being part of a team – everyone working together and being a machine to break opponents down.’

			Klopp asked all the staff based at the club’s Melwood training complex to pass through the room one by one and told his players: ‘Everyone has to know everyone’s name. These people are here to help you perform. We’re all one family. Everyone is responsible for everything.’

			Kenny Grimes had worked on the gate as security at Melwood since 1994. ‘The culture soon changed,’ he said. ‘Everyone just seemed happier and more relaxed. Jurgen made you feel part of Liverpool FC to a much greater extent.’

			Klopp also had to change attitudes at Anfield. A month into the job, he was baffled by the sight of fans heading towards the exit gates with Liverpool 2–1 down at home to Crystal Palace with a few minutes remaining. ‘I felt pretty alone,’ Klopp admitted in his post-match press conference. ‘We decide when it’s over.’

			When Divock Origi scored a stoppage-time equaliser against West Bromwich Albion a month later, Klopp made the players hold hands afterwards in front of the Kop. He was mocked by critics for ‘celebrating’ a draw against mid-table opposition but they missed the point. It was simply a show of togetherness and a thank-you to supporters who had stuck by the team during a difficult afternoon.

			The players had expected their Christmas party at Formby Hall Golf Resort and Spa to be cancelled after a chastening 3–0 loss at Watford, but much to their surprise they all received a text message from Klopp which read: ‘Whatever we do together, we do as well as we can, and tonight that means we party.’ They were told they had to stay until at least 1 a.m.

			Klopp reached two finals with the squad he inherited. Defeat to Manchester City on penalties in the League Cup final at Wembley was followed by an unexpected run to the final of the Europa League in Switzerland.

			Liverpool trailed 4–2 on aggregate with just 25 minutes remaining of the quarter-final second leg against Klopp’s former club Borussia Dortmund before staging a stunning fightback. Dejan Lovren’s 91st minute header sent Anfield into raptures. ‘The Kop created the best half an hour I’ve ever had in football,’ Klopp said.

			Sturridge fired them ahead against Sevilla in the final but they fell apart in the second half and were beaten 3–1. Klopp was determined to lift the despondent mood back at Basel’s Novotel and gathered players and staff together on the dance floor. Taking the microphone, he said: ‘Two hours ago you all felt shit. Now hopefully you all feel better. This is just the start for us. We will play in many more finals.’ Klopp then launched into a rendition of ‘We are Liverpool, tra-la-la-la!’

			After finishing eighth in the Premier League, reinforcements arrived in the summer of 2016 in the form of Sadio Mané, Georginio Wijnaldum, Joel Matip and Loris Karius. Both Mané and Wijnaldum had also been targeted by Tottenham, but Klopp’s sales pitch ensured they were Anfield-bound.

			In his attempt to raise standards, Klopp made it abundantly clear that indiscipline would not be tolerated. Defender Mamadou Sakho was sent home in disgrace from the pre-season tour of America after being late for the team flight to California, late for a team meal and then failing to turn up to a treatment session. ‘We have rules. If somebody doesn’t respect it or somebody gives me the feeling he is not respecting it, then I have to react,’ Klopp said.

			The French centre-back had missed the end of the previous season following a failed UEFA drugs test. He was subsequently cleared but Klopp was furious that he had taken weight-loss supplements without the club’s knowledge. Sakho joined Crystal Palace, initially on loan the following January, and never played for Liverpool again.

			Roberto Firmino, who had struggled under Brendan Rodgers after arriving from Hoffenheim, was transformed after being moved into a central attacking role. Klopp’s side were also indebted to the goals of Philippe Coutinho and Mané as they secured a top-four finish and Champions League qualification by beating Middlesbrough 3–0 on the final day of the 2016/17 season.

			Nurturing young talent proved to be a theme of the Klopp era with academy graduate Trent Alexander-Arnold soon establishing himself as the first-choice right-back after being handed his debut at the age of 18.

			‘Especially early on, as a young player coming through at such a big club, you go through a lot: the demands, the pressure, the expectation,’ Alexander-Arnold told The Athletic in 2024. ‘Jurgen helped me so much. He put an arm around me and took the pressure off. He talked to me about managing my emotions. He knew when a bollocking was needed or a little bit of love. He helped me go from being a young player breaking through to being a leader. I owe him so much.’

			Prior to Klopp’s appointment, Liverpool’s recruitment process had been dysfunctional. Rodgers’ refusal to work with a sporting director meant that a transfer committee was formed comprising of the manager, chief executive Ian Ayre, technical director Michael Edwards, head of recruitment Dave Fallows and chief scout Barry Hunter.

			Director of research Ian Graham, who boasts a PhD in biological physics from the University of Cambridge, was an ‘unofficial member’ of the committee after being headhunted by Edwards from data company Decision Technology in 2012. The Welshman was tasked with building the first in-house analytics department in the Premier League. FSG’s data-led approach was designed to find value in the market, but there was friction behind the scenes over which players should be pursued.

			‘The typical experience of a data person going into a club back in the early 2010s was you come in with some bright ideas straight out of university and some old football guys think, “This is all rubbish; we’re not going to listen to this stuff”,’ Graham told The Athletic in 2024. ‘There was resistance – and there was certainly resistance from Brendan.’

			Rodgers had wanted Ashley Williams and Ryan Bertrand but ended up with Sakho and Alberto Moreno. The manager got his own way with the signing of Fabio Borini, who he had previously managed at Swansea City, when other members of the committee felt that Daniel Sturridge was a better option. Sturridge was belatedly bought from Chelsea six months later.

			It became well known publicly which players were ‘Rodgers’ signings’ such as Joe Allen, Rickie Lambert and Adam Lallana, and which players were ‘committee signings’ such as Iago Aspas, Emre Can and Lazar Markovic.

			‘In the first few years of the transfer committee, those failed signings, most of them were because the players we wanted to bring in Brendan vetoed,’ Graham added. ‘And the ones Brendan wanted to bring in we vetoed. So at times we ended up with fifth or sixth choice players. We just weren’t getting our top targets.’

			In the summer of 2015, Graham had opposed Rodgers’ plan to buy Aston Villa striker Christian Benteke because the data suggested he would be a poor fit for Liverpool’s style. However, the owners agreed to trigger his £32.5 million release clause with the compromise being that Rodgers would accept the signing of Firmino from Hoffenheim for £29 million. Firmino, who was greatly admired by Edwards, went on to score 111 goals in 362 games for Liverpool, while Benteke was off-loaded after just one season having netted 10 times in 42 appearances.

			With Klopp at the helm, the following summer window was much less fraught. ‘The difference was Jurgen’s open-mindedness,’ Graham said. ‘The data gradually became more sophisticated and the models improved, but there wasn’t a step-change in the quality of our analysis when Brendan left and Jurgen arrived. It was the same processes and the same people. Jurgen saw players in the same way as Michael Edwards, whereas Brendan didn’t.

			‘Jurgen believed in experts and that they can make a difference. He knew that data informed our recruitment process and the feedback he got after games from our video analysis department and he was receptive to that. In those first two seasons in particular, Jurgen was suggesting players I would have been suggesting to him. What he saw in a player was the same as what we saw in a player. We didn’t have to fight.’

			There was a clear strategy but good fortune also played a part. Klopp had initially targeted Bayern Munich’s Mario Gotze before Mané was signed from Southampton for £30 million in June 2016. Gotze, who scored the winning goal for Germany in the 2014 World Cup final against Argentina, visited Klopp’s house in Formby, but opted to stay in his homeland and joined Borussia Dortmund instead because they could offer Champions League football.

			The following summer Klopp held talks with Bayer Leverkusen’s Julian Brandt before being convinced that Mohamed Salah was actually the best wide forward available on the market. The Egyptian attacker had been branded a Premier League flop after an unsuccessful stint at Chelsea, but Liverpool’s scouting reports and data analysis of his performances in Italy, first for Fiorentina and then Roma, were glowing. Edwards, who by then had been promoted to the role of sporting director, agreed a £43.9 million deal.

			‘We couldn’t believe that we were able to sign Mo,’ Graham said. ‘We didn’t understand why Man City or Arsenal weren’t putting in bids. From a complicated data point of view, he ticked all the boxes. Mo came with the baggage of having failed in the Premier League, but our data analysis helped us to understand that we could ignore that. Michael Edwards, Dave Fallows and Barry Hunter convinced Jurgen to go for Mo and he was gracious enough to speak publicly about the part they played in that.

			‘Signing Mo because he had failed at Chelsea was doing something different, but we didn’t care about looking stupid. That was the difference between us and a lot of clubs at that time. We just cared about making the right decision and we believed in the process. It was similar with Firmino and Mané, who came from mid-table clubs. They were the three stars. Everyone at the club was really excited we could get them. We didn’t care that the rest of the world didn’t feel that way.’

			Shortly after Salah’s arrival, data also played an important role in the £10 million signing of left-back Andy Robertson from relegated Hull City, who had the worst defensive record in the Premier League. ‘It’s pretty rare that a big club signs you off the back of something like that,’ Graham said. ‘The club had just got back into the Champions League and it felt like the first steps of the journey. You could see how much belief everyone had in Jurgen. The whole club was connected. Before, from the outside looking in, it didn’t look that way. Part of that was signing good characters: people who could carry his messages within the changing room as his eyes can’t be everywhere.’

			Salah rewrote the Premier League record books in 2017/18, setting a new best of 32 league goals over a 38-game season as he scored 44 times in all competitions. As well as the Golden Boot, he landed the PFA Player of the Year and the FWA Footballer of the Year double. The three-pronged attack of Salah, Firmino and Mané contributed a staggering 91 goals between them.

			Fears that the mid-season sale of Coutinho to Barcelona for £142 million would derail the club’s resurgence proved misplaced as Klopp’s side excelled. Liverpool reached their first Champions League final for 11 years and secured back-to-back top-four finishes in the Premier League for the first time since 2009.

			Five days before Coutinho’s exit, Liverpool shattered their transfer record to sign Southampton centre-back Virgil van Dijk for £75 million. It proved to be one of the most transformative signings of the Premier League era.

			Buying a player for that kind of money was alien to Klopp. He had always developed elite talent rather than bought the finished article. ‘I want to do it differently,’ Klopp had told reporters 18 months earlier after Manchester United had made Paul Pogba the most expensive player in world football following a £89 million move from Juventus.

			Accused of hypocrisy after Van Dijk became the most expensive defender on the planet, Klopp grinned and said: ‘Did I change my opinion? Yes. That is true. But it is better to change your opinion than never have one.’

			Van Dijk’s arrival solved one area for weakness as Liverpool finally had the defensive leader they had lacked since Jamie Carragher’s retirement in 2013. However, there was another glaring issue Klopp was still grappling with.

			‘I’m infinitely sorry to my team-mates, for you fans, and for all the staff. I know that I messed it up with the two mistakes and let you all down. I’d just like to turn back the time but that’s not possible,’ tearful goalkeeper Loris Karius posted on social media in the aftermath of the 3–1 defeat to Real Madrid in the 2018 Champions League final.

			For the opening half-hour in Kyiv, Liverpool had more than held their own but then came the skulduggery and the implosion. A tearful Salah was forced off with a shoulder injury after being cynically slammed into the turf by Sergio Ramos. The Real Madrid captain struck again early in the second half when his stray elbow caught Karius in the head.

			Moments later, the goalkeeper inexplicably rolled the ball straight into the path of Karim Benzema, who gleefully accepted the gift. Mané’s equaliser briefly gave Liverpool hope but it was swiftly whipped away by the impact of substitute Gareth Bale. His sensational overhead kick restored the advantage and the Welshman settled proceedings with seven minutes left when his 30-yarder embarrassingly slipped through Karius’ grasp.

			Captain Jordan Henderson emerged from a scene of devastation in the dressing room to tell reporters: ‘It was the worst feeling, but I believe in this team, I believe in this manager. We will be back in the Champions League final again.’

			Four days after the final, Klopp received a call from Germany legend Franz Beckenbauer, who alerted him to the possibility that Karius may have been concussed by the blow from Ramos shortly before his first blunder of the night. This set in motion a bizarre chain of events that led to Karius, who by that stage was on holiday in America, being told to visit specialists at Boston’s Massachusetts General Hospital.

			Brain scans showed Karius had ‘visual-spatial dysfunction’, which can result in an inability to judge where objects are. Out of 30 markers for concussion, Liverpool said test results showed he had 26 of them. ‘What the rest of the world is making of it, I don’t care,’ insisted Klopp, who branded Ramos ‘a brutal wrestler’. ‘We don’t use it as an excuse, we use it as an explanation.’

			Karius’ confidence was shot to bits and he never played in a competitive game for the club again. Behind the scenes, Liverpool had been working on a replacement long before the Champions League final. Goalkeeper coach John Achterberg had followed Alisson Becker’s development closely since being alerted to his potential by former Liverpool goalkeeper Alexander Doni in 2013 and had compiled an extensive dossier on the Roma No. 1.

			‘When we played against Ali in a pre-season friendly in the United States in 2016, I told Jurgen: “This is the one I was telling you about.” I kept watching and writing reports on every game he played. I spoke
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