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Red on Top


‘In terms of outperforming expectations, having young squads and style of football, he ticked all the boxes. I’m surprised it’s gone quite so smoothly but [Slot’s impact] is not a surprise.’

IAN GRAHAM, HOW TO WIN THE PREMIER LEAGUE



The flag of the Netherlands is a horizontal tricolour of red, white and blue. Upside-down Dutch flags along highways became the symbol of the vociferous 2022–23 farmers’ protests. Judging the merit of the protests is not the point here, just that the inverted flags did not sit well with many Dutch men and women who are proud of their national standard. In the Middle Ages, special meanings were associated with the three colours, reflecting what people used to see as the natural order of society, with red representing the people, white the church and blue the nobility.

Liverpool defeated Real Madrid, Los Blancos, on 28 November 2024, and three days later beat Manchester City, the Sky Blues, by the same scoreline: 2–0. Under their first Dutch manager, the Reds brushed aside teams that previously had caused so much grief. Red belongs at the top of the rainbow, the Dutch flag and, as every Liverpool fan would contend, the Premier League and Champions League competitions.

In terms of popularity, Arne Slot is at an all-time high. The whole world now knows the coach hailing from a small village in the Dutch countryside. Every day, his bald head features almost life-size on the front of tabloids and, in smaller versions, in the rapt analyses of The Times, the Guardian, the Athletic and Voetbal International. He is regularly on television and there is a plethora of videos circulating on the internet. That is the consequence of navigating Liverpool FC to the top of the Premier League and the Champions League. Slot responds to it with calm rationality and characteristic modesty. ‘I don’t follow how popular I am. The results are good, yes, but that is done by the players. We put a lot of energy into good results, but the credits must go to the players. They keep achieving these results. That’s why I’ve become so popular, I am part of those results …’ He understands the excitement but is not distracted by it; he just calmly and relentlessly pursues victory, one game at a time.

In the spring of 2024, Arne Slot met with Liverpool sporting director Richard Hughes at his monumental classic mansion in the heart of Zwolle. ‘I had a very good relationship from the start with Richard, which is one of the reasons I loved to join the club,’ Slot explained when asked about his reasons for choosing Liverpool. Now at the AXA Training Centre, their offices sit side by side on the first floor. Liverpool had meticulously compiled a 60-page scouting report on Slot, which Hughes handed to him during their initial meeting. When Slot mentioned that one of his key strengths was improving players, Hughes immediately pointed him to a section full of stats and personal testimonies backing that claim. Liverpool evaluates managerial candidates using a 20-point system – and Slot didn’t just meet expectations, he exceeded them, especially in areas related to player development and availability.

Since arriving from the Netherlands, Slot’s impact at Liverpool has been as understated as it has been remarkable. The Dutchman has a relatively mild-mannered presence in the dugout and at the press conference. Meanwhile, everything he touches turns to gold. Few expected Slot to launch a title challenge in his debut season. Common sense suggested there would be a period of transition, with a top-four finish as a credible goal, but the conversation soon changed, even only a handful of games in. Expectations were vastly exceeded. Players who lost their way when Jürgen Klopp’s final season unravelled in the spring of 2024 were reinvigorated. Slot beat José Mourinho’s 20-year record for the best start by a new Premier League manager, but he is the polar opposite of the Portuguese: humble instead of preening, jokes in press conferences rather than scowls. In 2024, Slot won 23 of his first 27 games in charge, the fastest any manager in charge of a top-flight English club has reached such numbers since William Sudell with Preston in 1888–89 (the inaugural Football League season). For only the third time in their history, Liverpool reached Christmas Day without being beaten away from home (1893–94 and 1987–88 were the other campaigns). Liverpool fans were revelling in the spirit of the holiday season, singing, ‘It’s beginning to look a Slot like Christmas’.

Slot remained remarkably confident and consistent. ‘In general, I think it is difficult to take things from another competition, other players, and bring them to this current situation. The Eredivisie [the Dutch top flight] is a good league, but there are only three title contenders, three teams that can normally take points from each other. The Premier League is completely different from that. We have six, seven, eight teams, maybe nine, that can play top four. I work in the same way as I did with the under-14s in my first year as a manager and when I did the under-21s, at Feyenoord and now. I do the same. I don’t change my way of working. Sometimes you change how you handle certain individuals, because people are not always the same, but the idea, our training sessions, the way of playing, hasn’t changed a lot in seven, eight, nine or ten years.’ He added, ‘I never thought that my vision wouldn’t work or fit here [at Liverpool]. I was brought in because of that vision, so it would be crazy if I didn’t believe in that. But I was very curious when I started: how would these players react to what you say and how you work? But at the same time, top players also need a clear structure and a plan because that’s when they can excel individually. What I mean is that they are also quite easy to convince, if the things you say come true in practice.’

Doomsayers cautioned that Liverpool had been ahead at this point in previous years and still lost the title race. At any time, Liverpool’s challenge could have crumbled. When three wins at the start of the season were followed by a home defeat to Nottingham Forest, it was instantly suggested the honeymoon was over. That was followed by another sequence of seven straight wins and a draw at Arsenal. Pep Guardiola’s team gave them no quarter in 2018–19 and 2021–22, when even 97 and 92 points were not enough to become champions. Unlike previous title challenges that fell short in the Klopp era, Liverpool did not need to think about Manchester City this time. The crisis at the Etihad had Pep Guardiola worried about securing a fourth-place finish. The wide gap halfway through the season alleviated the pressure on the title-race frontrunners. They were the only team performing at the level City had set as benchmark in previous years.

As the season wore on, a familiar storyline began to emerge – the idea that Arne Slot’s Liverpool were only on top because Arsenal had been so unfortunate. In north London, some were convinced that the injury of Martin Ødegaard earlier in the season, followed by later setbacks to Bukayo Saka, Gabriel Martinelli and Kai Havertz, had skewed the title race. In their version of events, it should have been Slot chasing Arteta, not the other way around. But that narrative conveniently glossed over what Liverpool had endured. Between October and December, first-choice keeper Alisson missed a significant run of games, and yet barely a ripple was felt because Caoimhin Kelleher stepped up brilliantly. Cody Gakpo, the team’s second-highest scorer, was also sidelined for a spell, but that was treated like a footnote. Diogo Jota quietly dealt with his own injury issues, while rising star Conor Bradley overcame multiple setbacks with barely a mention outside Liverpool circles. It’s always the losing side that complains about bad luck and refereeing calls. Champions find a way. Runners-up find reasons.

The ‘lucky Liverpool’ narrative clung on since day one. The thinking was clear: Klopp had to contend with the greatest domestic forces ever, while Slot coasted past mediocre rivals. This is disrespectful not only to Slot but to Pep Guardiola and Mikel Arteta as well. Advocates of this theory ignore the task Slot inherited: stepping out from under the immense shadow of Jürgen Klopp, whose impact reached far beyond the pitch and deep into the fabric of the city itself. This wasn’t just a coaching change – it was one of the toughest transitions in modern football, rivalling the daunting handovers after Wenger at Arsenal and Ferguson at Manchester United. And history shows just how turbulent those were.

For nine years, Jürgen Klopp’s infectious presence defined Anfield. His departure didn’t just result in a managerial vacancy, it left a deep void. Klopp wasn’t just successful, his energy resonated with the players on the pitch and the supporters in the stands. He made Liverpool one of the best teams in the world. Taking over from such a towering figure was never going to be simple. Arne Slot stepped into a role many viewed as one of the toughest in football: keeping Liverpool competitive, chasing silverware and doing so with just a single major new signing. There were instances of fortune – like the favourable result against Chelsea and the dramatic win over PSG – but those moments alone don’t define an entire season. Slot has the clarity of thought and the ability to assemble a cohesive, effective side. He has a coach’s vision, the capacity to see the full picture while managing the smallest details. That comes from his innate football intelligence, a deep connection to the game and an unrelenting commitment to the fine-tuning of his methods over a decade. All of that was essential as he followed in the footsteps of an icon.

Arne Slot has turned out to be an ideal appointment for Liverpool, a coach with the wisdom and confidence to avoid unnecessary changes. His impact has been both impressive and nuanced. Rather than overhaul what he inherited, he built on the strong foundation left by Klopp and elevated the team to another level. That’s rare in modern management, where incoming coaches often insist on sweeping changes. While Klopp had aimed for marquee signings like Mbappé, Bellingham, Caicedo and Zubimendi, Liverpool ultimately brought in Szoboszlai, Gravenberch and Endo. Slot inherited a solid and talented squad, but he has significantly improved the performances of players who were previously seen as modest contributors. Gravenberch has been a standout transformation, but others like Gakpo, Szoboszlai and Curtis Jones have also progressed under his guidance. And while Mohamed Salah’s incredible season has drawn plenty of attention, it would be reductive to credit the player alone. Slot’s composed leadership, tactical adaptability and well-timed substitutions have all played a crucial role in Liverpool’s success.

Liverpool under Arne Slot have managed to strike a compelling balance, blending the high-intensity pressing associated with Jürgen Klopp with Slot’s own more calculated, positional approach. The result has been dynamic, attacking football that overwhelms opponents with relentless energy, while also embracing a more composed, possession-driven rhythm. A key feature of Slot’s tactical management is his ability to distil the game into clear, manageable components. In possession, his players actively look for structural flaws or individual vulnerabilities in the opposition and, once identified, they are quick to capitalise. Slot’s strategic clarity has been vital to Liverpool’s strong Premier League campaign. His incisive in-game adjustments have often been the fine margin, turning potential defeats into draws, and draws into critical victories.

By February, Arne Slot’s Liverpool had done enough to win the praise of the club’s former stars. ‘This could be a very, very special season for Liverpool,’ declared ex-defender Jamie Carragher. Jamie Redknapp, former midfielder, echoed the sentiment: ‘Liverpool are probably the best team in the world at the moment. What Slot’s doing is phenomenal. He’s been fantastic.’ By April, the mood around Anfield had shifted from optimism to expectation. A 20th league title, one that would see them draw level with Manchester United at the summit of English football, was within reach. The fans made their feelings known, chanting with growing conviction, ‘We’re going to win the league, and now you’re going to believe us.’

Some critics discounted Liverpool’s campaign, suggesting it fell short of historic proportions – brilliant, yes, but not legendary – after hopes of a trophy-laden season narrowed to just the league title. But Arne Slot rightly pointed out that calling it ‘just’ the Premier League overlooks its true significance. That it happened in his debut season only adds to the magnitude of the achievement. Securing the title confirmed what had been evident for months: Liverpool were the standout team in England. When the moment arrived, the celebrations were spirited and fully deserved – a fitting tribute to a season that was, by any measure, a resounding success.

Arne Slot’s impressive start as Liverpool head coach made him a celebrated figure back home in the Netherlands. His early success at Anfield didn’t just earn admiration, it sparked a surge of interest in the Premier League, as Dutch fans embraced one of their own making waves on the international stage. Milan van Dongen said on ESPN, ‘We honestly think of Arne Slot as the best coach in the world. He already had a big status here in the Netherlands because of what he was able to make of a moderate team like Feyenoord. All the things we saw at Feyenoord we see at Liverpool now but with better players. Normally, we are not the most “proud” of our stars, but the fans of Feyenoord definitely look at what he is doing with joy and pride. We have never seen Arne Slot in crisis. He never lost three times in a row with Feyenoord and he is yet to do so at Liverpool. It is quite special. There is a lot of enthusiasm for how Liverpool are playing.’

VoetbalPrimeur’s Lars Teunissen said, ‘One hundred per cent there is more interest in the Premier League here because of Arne. I have friends who are interested in the Premier League but would generally only see the highlights. Now everyone is buying a subscription for the Premier League broadcaster to see the Liverpool games. Slot is doing an amazing job. Did we all expect it to be so good? No, but we knew when he was at Feyenoord he made the players look 10 times better. Now you are seeing in the Dutch league that those players are back at a normal level. We knew Liverpool had an amazing manager and now the people in Liverpool are seeing it. He is loved in the Netherlands. A lot of Feyenoord fans hope he comes back one day. But everyone in the Netherlands understands now he will not be working here for the next 20 years because he will win big prizes abroad. Tactically he is amazing.’

Arne Slot downplayed the weight of past achievements, emphasising that each season brings its own unique challenges. He noted that the title-winning Liverpool side of the past faced a different landscape than the one he confronted. Players like Virgil van Dijk, Mohamed Salah and Andy Robertson were chasing a second league crown. But while the squad had experience, Slot reminded everyone that nothing comes easy for a club that had lifted just one league trophy in the last 35 years. ‘You can’t compare the circumstances because the players who won the league here already did it during a time when there were no fans inside the stadium, and at a certain time they were 25 points clear. You can hardly talk about pressure then!’

The hunger for Premier League glory at Anfield was intensified by the fact that when Liverpool finally ended their 30-year wait, they were robbed of the chance to fully enjoy it. Klopp never had the chance to celebrate winning the Premier League in a full stadium; the 2020 commemorations were held behind closed doors because of Covid. It would be a first for many to celebrate winning the Premier League title in a packed Anfield. Everyone at the club craved the full experience that should come with winning the league – the stadium, the celebrations, the noise, the emotions. Mohamed Salah admitted he and his teammates felt short-changed when their previous successful campaign was concluded without supporters present. He was clear: more than the Champions League, he wanted to win the Premier League, something he had never felt before.

Arne Slot would have been forgiven had his first season ended without silverware. There were disappointments along the way: a Champions League exit in the last 16, a lacklustre FA Cup loss with a reserve side to Championship opponents, and a shock Carabao Cup final defeat. But in the Premier League, Liverpool were a force. Slot’s team moved through the campaign with calm authority, pursuing the title with remarkable composure. There was a seamless transition into a new era and that is the greatest compliment that can be paid given the scale of the club and the magnitude of the job Slot inherited.

Jan Everse had two coaching spells at PEC Zwolle while the future Liverpool manager was playing for the club. ‘Arne was not so famous when he came to England. I spoke to three or four English journalists at the time and I told them, “I’m sure he’s a better coach than Klopp.” They looked at me as if I were an idiot. Seriously, they thought I was a complete idiot, like I had just escaped from the ward in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Yet we have known all along, with many games still to play, they would finish as champions.’ What made Arne Slot the managerial genius he is today, this book will tell.
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From Bergentheim to Liverpool


‘Once you have a reputation for getting up early, you’ll never be late again.’

ARNE SLOT’S GRANDFATHER


Driving from west to east in the Netherlands, you leave the metropolitan sprawl behind and enter open countryside. It’s flat everywhere, with no mountain or hillock to break the horizontal monotony; the only vertical relief is provided by rows of poplars lining drainage ditches and narrow roads. This is a great place for riding bicycles, something that almost every Dutchman or Dutchwoman does daily. In fact, there more bicycles in Holland than there are people. Separate bicycle paths are a standard fixture, running parallel to roads for motorised traffic, even rural highways. The motorways that run from big cities to the east peter out as you get closer to the regions bordering Germany. A visitor must get to his or her destination over provincial roads surrounded by green pastures with the ubiquitous black-and-white Dutch dairy cows. The pungent smell of manure is a reminder that this is farmland, that Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague are a safe distance away near the North Sea coast. The province where Arne Slot’s hometown is located, Overijssel, is named for its location ‘across the [River] IJssel’ [with a capital J and pronounced ‘Ai-sul’], from the perspective of the dominant, wealthy west.

Bergentheim was first mentioned in 1381 as Bergenthem. The name probably comes from Bergenheem, a compound of berg, ‘terrain elevation or hill’, and heem, ’place of residence or dwelling’. An odd name, perhaps, since there is nothing resembling a hill around, but then, Dutchmen enjoy adding ‘bergs’ to place names. Around 1835, local entrepreneurs procured a peat excavation concession. It was a slow beginning: in 1840, the hamlet was home to just 243 people. Soon after, the Almelo–De Haandrik Canal was dug with the purpose of supplying the Overijssel canals with sufficient water to keep the peat barges afloat. Once it opened in 1856, the useful brown commodity could easily be transported elsewhere by ship. In 1905, a railway station was added, but it was closed in 1975 and demolished in 1993, indicative of the demographic ups and downs of this remote area.

Arne Slot grew up in this small village in the middle of the meadows and cornfields. It is a tiny, tidy village a short distance from the German border on a canal as straight as a ruler – as most of them are in the geometric design of the Dutch landscape. The place is peaceful and quiet, and there is little to distinguish the different times of the day. The church bells sound every half an hour to remind the locals that time, indeed, is passing.

Bergentheim sits at the northeastern tip of the Dutch Bible Belt. It is conservative and sober. Whoever zooms in on this eastern enclave sees the Netherlands without wokeism. Unlike in the secularised west and north, religion is still relevant here, with two churches standing sentry beside the canal bisecting the village. Bergentheim native, Hardenberg alderman and Feyenoord supporter Alwin te Rietstap has the lowdown on village realities. ‘The Reformed Church alone has more than 1,000 members. And then there is also a PKN church [Protestant Church in the Netherlands].’ The Reformed Church is keeping with the times and has its own YouTube channel. As elsewhere in the Netherlands, secularisation has had an impact here, too – there used to be three churches – but it is still common for people to hang a small picture of Jesus or the Virgin Mary in their bedrooms. The locals are proud of their spiritual and cultural heritage and know that, now as 2,000 years ago, wise men come from the east.

British-Dutch author James Worthy shared a personal view of the local population in his Nieuwe Revu column:

I want to talk to the residents about Arne Slot. Why don’t I just call him? I’m a writer and writers never take the easy route. Bergentheim is a village in the municipality of Hardenberg. It has 3,570 inhabitants. The inhabitants here do not say Bergentheim, but ‘Banthum’. It is a peaceful village. When you bicycle here, you can see what the houses are thinking. There is a text on almost every home. Zie niet om. Niet klagen, maar dragen. Doe mar kalm an. ‘Don’t look back. Don’t complain, but endure. Take it easy.’ But the inhabitants of Bergentheim are harder to read. They weigh all their words, but most words seem too heavy for their tongue to bear. I think it is beautiful. Where trust prevails, words are unnecessary. In Arne Slot’s birthplace, the back doors are wide open, but the people are closed.


In reality, the situation is not quite as bleak. The locals do have time for a chat, but they first carefully check out a new arrival. They are friendly once they have decided he or she is alright. That is a good thing because now that Arne Slot has put the small village on the map by becoming a successful Liverpool manager, visits from probing English reporters and awed football pilgrims are becoming a regular occurrence.

Arend Martijn Slot is his official full name. He was a student at De Koningsberger elementary school. The school website informs parents interested in enrolling their children that ‘the Koningsberger school is an open Christian primary school. All pupils are welcome at our school, provided that the Christian principles are respected. Parents and pupils are expected to make a positive contribution during religious education and the celebrations of Christian holidays.’ Rote learning of the New Testament was once a feature of the education programme, as young Arne found out first-hand. He learned psalm verses every week and parts of the Bible were read aloud. ‘He especially liked the story of the Good Samaritan,’ recalled Jan Ophof, Slot’s boyhood coach. ‘That one made an impression on him.’

Despite the religious education, Arne wasn’t big on attending church. In an interview, Slot said, ‘We are religious at home. My parents went to church three out of four Sundays. We always hoped that, when it was ten o’clock, we wouldn’t hear them shuffling around. But that childhood made sure that I don’t completely let go of my faith, let’s put it that way. However, I am not practising.’ Former teachers of Arne call him a smart boy who was sociable and popular, who fit well in the group and who worked hard. ‘Intelligent, positive, friendly’ is the consensus. Former classmate Rik van der Velde also called Arne ‘popular with the ladies. They all thought he was a nice boy.’

Like the religious verities that were imprinted on the young Slot’s mind, family heritage is never far away. When he became Feyenoord coach, his Rotterdam audience soon became acquainted with some of the wisdom of Arne Slot’s grandfather. By the time Slot was guiding his charges around pylons on the Feyenoord training ground, his opa had already passed away. The elder Slot must have been a fount of wisdom because his grandson referred to his maxims on a regular basis. ‘You can’t hate the world because of one person’ and other morsels of Overijssel pragmatic philosophy found their way into the minds and hearts of the fans – or, at least, the players. ‘Unfortunately, my grandfather is no longer around,’ said Slot. The elder Slot’s proverb about rising early took some time to register. While church had failed to motivate Arne to get out of bed early, football proved very effective. Today, Liverpool players testify that he is always the first to arrive at the AXA Training Centre, as well as the last one to leave.

Bergentheimers indulge in periodic forays into Germany to get cheaper gas in the village of Itterbeck. ‘Tank billig’ (‘fill up cheaply’) promises a regional tourist website. On the whole, life was not exciting in the Slot family of six. They occasionally crossed the village borders to go shopping in Zwolle, the provincial capital, a 40-minute drive west. The Bergentheim public infrastructure is limited to two primary schools, a Plus supermarket, a snack bar named Mies, a hunting club called ’t Hijgend Hert (‘The Panting Deer’), a community centre, the two churches and, of course, the football club. The third of four children in a sporting family, Arne played tennis, but it was an almost foregone conclusion that he would also play football, as one in six of the inhabitants of Bergentheim do. In the Overijssel village, there is not much to do apart from playing sports. On balmy summer evenings, it seems as if the one truly unifying faith in the village is football. It is a very important sport for Bergentheim, confirms Kitty Koiter, deputy director of Arne’s primary school. ‘It’s something you often see in small villages and it also plays a role here. We actually have two major team sports in Bergentheim, and those are volleyball and football. That’s why many boys play football. You still see that today.’

VV Bergentheim has an impressive facility located on the edge of a forest, with the unlikely name Sportpark Moscou. Young ‘Banthummers’ have to cycle along the canal to get there. It’s only 1.5 kilometres from the heart of the village, a trifle for habitual Dutch cyclists. Children of all ages gather for after-school training at the club, on pitches of surprisingly good quality. There is an old stand, as well as a 4G pitch, where a banner is attached to a fence, displaying the message, ‘Green Beast! Green Pride!’

‘We have the most beautiful accommodations in the municipality of Hardenberg, which we are part of,’ claimed Ophof. ‘We have good sponsors,’ said chairman Bert Nijenhuis, pointing with pride to the immaculate clubhouse. Nowadays, the club has about 600 members, of which almost 400 are playing regularly. Ophof has a photograph of Arne Slot’s team of nine- and ten-year-olds. Arne once was a boy with lush brown hair, demonstrating his deft touches on the ball in a green shirt, white shorts, green socks and wearing the captain’s white armband.

Arne’s father, Arend, was the headmaster of the village school. He was a natural teacher. ‘Just like my mother, my sister and my wife,’ said Arne Slot. ‘We were not poor, but certainly not rich either. We didn’t lack anything, but with four children, we had to watch the money. If my parents bought each of us a Mars bar, they would make us very happy. As in any family, one parent was stricter than the other. For me it was my father.’ His father did not just run the school; he had also been Bergentheim’s star football player and a former member of the Dutch amateur team. In 1976, his team nearly qualified for participation in the Montreal Olympic Games.

In the elder Slot’s day, there was still some stigma attached to getting paid for playing football – especially in the church atmosphere of Bergentheim. ‘He played for the Dutch amateur team,’ said Nijenhuis. ‘But he never became a professional. In those days, it was not so common to go straight into professional football, and father Slot had just graduated from the Pabo (Pedagogical Academy for Primary Education), so he decided to become a teacher.’ From the time he was six years old, Arne sat in the dressing room when his father gave instructions to first-team players. Together with his younger brother Jakko, Arne would mine the pages of Voetbal, leerplan voor de ideale voetballer (published in English as Soccer Fundamentals for Players and Coaches) by football technique guru Wiel Coerver for useful exercises. The elder Slot was proud of his sons’ development but always very demanding.

Slot remembered, ‘My father almost never came to watch me because he was a trainer [as the manager is commonly called in the Netherlands]. Once or twice a year it worked and we would drive home together. When I asked him what he thought about my game, he could be very critical. I didn’t always like that at the time, even though I knew he thought I was a good football player. But he had quite a good view of it and it was certainly good for my development as a player and as a coach. He had a drive to get the most out of his players, and I think they actually performed better the years he trained them. At his level, he was a successful coach. Under his leadership, VV Bergentheim played in the first class of the amateur leagues [the sixth tier of Dutch football], which can be called a miracle. They never made it before or after him.’

Slot’s father said, ‘Because my wife wanted some time for herself on Saturdays, I often took Arne with me. He sat in the dressing room at every match briefing, very calmly observing everything. I sometimes said: Don’t you want to play outside, boy? No, he wanted to experience everything. He was six or seven then. He also sat very attentively next to me in the dugout.’ Slot learned some things from watching his father’s team talks but developed a rather different style. ‘I was physically there sometimes, although I don’t think I listened very well. But I saw how it went and found it very interesting. During the matches I sat on the bench between the substitutes. In terms of personality, my father was a Louis van Gaal. His players were really a bit afraid of him, in a good way. For me, tact and fairness are crucial. Just like my father, I challenge a player who makes a mistake head on. I’m not selective, it doesn’t matter to me whether someone is captain or a new player. But I always consider: how does that criticism come across? I will never deliberately embarrass anyone. I can certainly be hard, but it shouldn’t defeat its purpose.’

In the dressing room, Arne was modest, not the one who always had the last word. ‘Not at all,’ said Nijenhuis. ‘But if he had an opinion about something, he said it, in a polite way. And it made sense. His father always trained for fitness. Today, you can also see that [Slot’s] Feyenoord’s players are in shape. And everything is done in the form of a match. One against one, two against two, four against four.’ Slot’s old PEC Zwolle teammate Bram van Polen saw the funny side of coach Slot’s commitment to physical development. ‘The demand that he wants his lads to be in top shape … he didn’t have that himself in the past. I don’t know if he’s ever seen the inside of a weights room.’

Slot stood out. ‘His scoring, dribbling, passing, receiving were good. Super. Together with a few other boys, he was part of a good generation,’ said Van der Velde, who was in Slot’s team from the F’s to the C’s. Arne was in the under-10 side when he had a trial with Jan Ophof – who was then training the D1, the under-12 team. Ophof said he discovered that his protege was thinking like a coach at the age of nine. ‘I was coaching ten- to twelve-year-olds, but his father said, “Can he play with your team?” I said: “Well, prove it!” And he managed it very well, even though he was younger. Technically, he was very gifted. It was the right thing to do … Arne was nine years old and he would ask me, “Coach, can we change this? Can we move this player or that? Can we do this, can we do that?” And I kept looking at him, thinking, “Is he really only nine?” I never had another player like him. He was already reading the game as a kid. Even then he was direct, technically very strong. Before he had the ball, he already knew where it had to go. He knew whether to pass it out to the right wing or the left, in a split-second. He would go to sleep with the ball and wake up with it.’

Eddy Eggengoor played football with Slot when they were boys. He thought that the biggest difference between how kids played the game then and now was the unstructured spontaneity that characterised their game time. ‘You came home from school earlier. I would throw my book bag in the corner, pick up my neighbour Arne Slot and go play football on the street, in a square, or on a field with a large group of boys. Nowadays you see very few youngsters kicking a ball on the street. All the fields and squares are being built on.’ Arne also played football behind the house with his brothers Edwin and Jakko. About his obsession with the game, Slot said, ‘If you want to become a professional footballer and you play in the amateurs team, you have to stand out. When I see those six-, seven-, eight-year-old boys playing football now, I sometimes think: they are a hundred times better than I used to be. I usually played with the group above me and I often excelled there too. I did it partly to impress; it probably has to do with wanting to be significant. When we played football at half past eleven, the players from the first team – who started at half past twelve – often came to watch our game. That was a reason for me, as a 13-year-old, to do my best and show something.’

Jakko Slot has fond memories of those early days. At just 14, Arne produced coaching sessions for the VV Bergentheim youth team. ‘When I look back at the sessions we used to do with those boys on the training pitch, it was actually ridiculous. The players were 16 years old, two years older than Arne. But Arne knew exactly how he wanted to coach them. It was well beyond their understanding and way above what a coach should pass on to young players. It was top-level stuff already, but we thought it was normal. He is doing everything I always expected from him and even more. Arne was never the quickest player in his professional career, but he was by far the brightest. He has become a famous manager in Europe and can’t walk anywhere in the Netherlands without people stopping him for a photo. In fact, they stop me too because we look alike; they think I’m Arne. It happens more and more often. It’s quite funny. I am very proud of Arne. What he is achieving is fantastic; he’s become a great manager in football. But what makes me even prouder is his personality, how he has developed as a person in every way.’

Football in Bergentheim is a community experience. Because of its location in the east of the country, the village naturally is a stronghold for FC Twente fans. Next in the line of favoured clubs is Ajax, and there are a few stray Feyenoord supporters around. One of these rare specimens is alderman Te Rietstap, who elicits a compassionate response from the locals. ‘When I walked around the fields in Bergentheim with a Feyenoord shirt, people looked at me with pity.’

Living in a smaller community is more congenial to maintaining harmonious relationships. Commitment and loyalty are highly valued, and they are part of Arne Slot’s DNA. ‘I want people to be positive and feel good. It’s always nice when they think I’m a good football player or coach, but I think it’s even better when they say, above all, he was a very nice person to work with. I have known the people with whom I have worked really well for quite a long time. Loyalty matters a great deal to me. I’m quite easy-going in social interactions, in the sense that I don’t first try to determine whether I like someone or not. When I walk through my old village, I see people and say hi to everyone, because I like to be considerate.’ Slot has built an image around his equable temperament, seldom lurching too high or too low. It is a mindset typical of Bergentheim people, who are not inclined towards hero-worship.

Author Ronald Giphart interviewed Slot for his book Het Beste van Jezelf (‘The Best of Yourself’) and asked him how he is able to maintain his core values and moral compass in the rather opportunistic world of professional football. Slot explained that justice and compassion are essential to him. ‘For me, humanity is a higher priority than winning a match. During an important team meeting in the Feyenoord training complex, we once saw a father and mother arguing outside in the presence of their five- or six-year-old son. Someone said that we had better continue with the discussion, but I said that I thought it was more important to first see whether the situation involving that child ended well.’ Slot is not happy with what he sees as an increasing indifference in modern times. ‘You wish you could rewind society 15, 20 years in terms of how we treat each other, but unfortunately that is not possible. We are all responsible for making the world a more pleasant place. It is very clear that football is constantly being used as an example. When I was driving home after a Sparta away game, there was a traffic warden at a road closure, but a man wanted to drive on. The man got out and started fighting. I do see a hardening of society.’

At VV Bergentheim, they still think it’s a shame that Arne Slot never played in the senior team. He did play in the youth foursome, and in the national final matches four-vs-four in Zeist (home base of the KNVB, the Dutch FA) he finished fourth with his team. The prize, a beautiful clock, still adorns the cafeteria of VV Bergentheim. After that, he was quickly scouted as one of the talented youngsters and went to Zwolle in 1992–93. The fact that FC Zwolle (the precursor of today’s PEC Zwolle) eventually included him in their training programme was a huge experience. ‘I had never been on a train before,’ Slot said – he was 14. At the time, he was still at the VWO (Preparatory Scientific Education) in Hardenberg and was fanatical about finishing his homework during the daily train journey, just to be able to train and play football as much as possible. He also earned two certificates in preparation for a study in business administration. He was a good student, but preferred to watch football on TV on any channel he could find and practised the game whenever he could. Beyond football, he did what kids his age did at that time. He played PlayStation, listened to the Dutch rock band Bløf, and watched Friends and All Stars, about the fictional football club Swift Boys. He even read some serious books you don’t ordinarily find lying around in a teenage player’s room. Pulitzer Prize-winner Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes was on his reading list. He wasn’t particularly independent. Even after he turned professional, he still lived at home for some time.

Arend and Fennie Slot kept photo albums about their son for years. His mum is a former kindergarten teacher. His parents were interviewed when Arne got the Feyenoord manager’s job. ‘Sometimes I really have to pinch myself. I remember well the first time Arne appeared on television. We were all ready for it at home. It’s completely normal now when he appears on television. I am so proud of him. I am also proud of Edwin, Jakko and Gerlinde, our three other children. But what Arne has achieved is so special. Almost something magical.’ His father added, ‘Especially the way in which he has done it. Look how he lets them play. That is football as you want to see it. Beautiful and well developed. Our friends from the Rotterdam area said that, for the next five years, Arne will not be able to walk through the city without a wig.’

While Arne’s brothers played at their highest level with the amateurs of HHC Hardenberg, and Eddy Eggengoor and his brother Wilko mainly played in Bergentheim, Arne progressed considerably further. But fame has not turned Slot into a self-absorbed celebrity, as it has some other football stars. The day Feyenoord won the Eredivisie title, 14 May 2023, also happened to be Mother’s Day. Fennie said, ‘I got a message from him in the morning. “Happy Mother’s Day,” Arne wrote. On a day like that, that he thinks about it, I thought that was very special. He hardly misses a birthday. If at all possible, he even goes to those of his nephews and nieces.’

As an authentic Dutchman, Slot’s father freely offers his opinion on Liverpool’s performances when things do not run the way he thinks they should. Even though his son’s side topped the Premier League and Champions League tables, he wasn’t quite pleased with the Champions League 2–1 victory over Lille. It was an exercise in control, typical of a number of the wins in Slot’s first season in England. Slot admitted the more patient approach against the French team may not have been a spectator’s delight.

That is difficult for fans and my father is a fan as well. When I call him after a game, he says, ‘Ah, it wasn’t as exciting as other games of Liverpool.’ I had to try to explain to him that in these games you can easily lose if you are starting to force all kinds of difficult balls, but he’s not always agreeing with me then. Nottingham Forest is probably the best in the league if you play these stupid balls – I call them stupid balls – which my father would love to see us playing a bit more. It is a difficult balance of taking the risk and conceding a lot or having control and not creating as much.


The two are close and speak every day.

There have definitely not been many Liverpool games where he has said, ‘Oh! I like what I saw!’ I think his favourite games would be the ones in which we had a comfortable lead far before the end, because he is always a bit nervous. Every game for us is tight, so I think his favourite would be West Ham away or Tottenham away [when Liverpool scored five and six goals, respectively]. But since he was in the stadium against Manchester City and Real Madrid, I think if you were to ask him now, he would tell you those were his most special moments because he was there with my mum as well. He is an ambassador for his amateur club and they play in Holland at a similar time to us. He has a lot of troubles, so the first half he goes there and then goes home really fast so he can see our game. He is following everything like most dads do. The funny thing is he was always quite critical [when I was playing] so when my son is playing, I am like: ‘Oh! Well done! Well done!’ I think maybe my son will go on to be critical again.


The well-known VV Bergentheim alumnus returned to the bucolic setting of his hometown in August 2020, the year that Covid-19 appeared, to offer a coaching clinic to aspiring youth. Slot was greeted at Sportpark Moscou with torches burning green, the club’s primary colour. On the first day of the training, he explained that good technique is important and taught the children some ball skills. But during his opening speech, he emphasised that having fun in football is the most important thing: the Arne Slot Football Days should become a treasured memory. ‘I am happy that, in a summer when we cannot go on holiday or only to a limited extent, I can organise a three-day event for youth aged seven to thirteen in my hometown. When I was young, I went to the streets every day to master Wiel Coerver exercises. My father would show them to me once, and I only came back after I had mastered the exercise. I can remember well that as a young player I was allowed to participate in the four-vs-four tournament at the KNVB in Zeist with some boys from Bergentheim. During those days, I felt what it was like to live as a professional. That made me want more and strengthened my dream of becoming a professional football player.’ Jakko Slot’s company FrontRow shares responsibility for the organisation of the recurring event. Arne’s younger brother said that, for the first edition, the 100 registered children would receive a special kit and a ball. ‘We intend to organise this event annually and in several locations in the east of the Netherlands, which makes it extra special.’

The Dutch are firm believers in nuchterheid, the sober-minded rationalism that was well represented in their greatest thinker, Erasmus of Rotterdam. Dutchmen think that it is wrong to let emotions gain the upper hand. Football supporters in the Netherlands are a little uncomfortable with Brazilian exuberance, the free flow of emotion in Cameroonians and the patriotic passions exhibited by South Koreans or Russians at World Cup matches. Words such as ‘hysteria’ and ‘craziness’ are commonly employed to describe unmitigated outpourings of feeling. Self-control and modesty are highly prized. Showiness is frowned upon, as is flaunting one’s wealth. Although being nuchter is considered an essential quality in every corner of the Netherlands, the eastern borderlands most fully embody the popular virtue. An Overijssel native is proud of his or her heritage, without thinking it is necessary to shout from the rooftops how great he or she is. For the Bergentheimers, it is important that Arne Slot has remained ‘so normal’. Former classmate Van der Velde said, ‘When I see him on TV now, I still see that boy from back then, with that Dutch down-to-earthness. A few years ago, one of our former classmates was in the stadium at an AZ match. And then he still spends time to talking with you. Imagine that.’

In Bergentheim – the village of neighbourliness, where the community centre is called Veur Mekaar (‘For Each Other’ – in the eastern dialect), where everyone knows each other and says hoi and ajuus (‘Hi’ and ‘See you later’) – they don’t like it when you get too big for your boots. Putting things into perspective is essential. Is Slot the greatest Banthummer of all time? Not really, according to club chairman Nijenhuis. ‘Nothing to disparage Slot. But in wartime, we had many resistance fighters. They deserve even more honour.’

‘The war hit Bergentheim hard,’ said Feyenoord fan Te Rietstap, who is the grandson of one of those resistance fighters and a member of the local committee for the commemoration of the fallen of 1940–45. Twelve members of the resistance were shot on 2 March 1945, two months before the end of the war. ‘That is a lot, for such a small village. At school, students adopt war monuments and commit to maintaining them. The war commemoration [on 4 May] is still well attended every year. Maybe that is where my love for Rotterdam comes from: the city that rose up again after [being heavily bombed in] the war. It says something about the mentality. In Rotterdam, and in Bergentheim.’

In an article in the Athletic, Simon Hughes analysed ‘The Rise and Rise of the Premier League’s Frontier Coaches’. He found that in the 2024–25 season, 9 of the league’s 20 managers were either born or raised within 50 kilometres of a national border: Unai Emery, Mikel Arteta, Andoni Iraola, Thomas Frank, Oliver Glasner, Kieran McKenna, Julen Lopetegui, Arne Slot and Erik ten Hag (until his October dismissal). Ten Hag was born in the Dutch town of Haaksbergen, just 10km from Germany. Slot was brought up in a village separated from German soil by 12km. (Former Netherlands and Chelsea coach Guus Hiddink hails from Varsseveld, a town 8km from the German border.) Sports psychologist Marc Sagal is quoted in the article as saying:

Proximity to multiple cultures, including languages and various traditions, can help with adapting to new environments, resolving conflict, and being sensitive to differences. Perhaps from a less obvious perspective, this could contribute to a bit of entrenchment and solidification of a person’s identity. In other words, there might be times when, because of so many other influences, there is a desire to protect and preserve one’s way of doing things. Border regions often have unique identities that are very separate from the countries they belong to. The desire to preserve one’s unique cultural heritage might manifest in football managers as an exceptionally tight attachment to a playing style, football philosophy, or identity.


On the one hand, Arne Slot is an amiable, tolerant and flexible borderland diplomat. On the other hand, he is someone who staunchly believes in his particular analysis, vision and development of football. Taken together, these qualities have enabled him to become one of the modern game’s sharpest, most sophisticated and successful strategists.
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Middling Midfielder

‘I would not have put myself in the first eleven.’

ARNE SLOT


No one could have imagined that the world of professional football would eventually reward Arne Slot with a real-estate portfolio that included a beachside apartment in Egmond aan Zee and a monumental 1881 early Art Nouveau villa in the heart of Zwolle. His career as a player was over before it really got started. Dutch sports reporter Sierd de Vos once called Slot the ‘Xavi of Bergentheim’. Slot still considers it the biggest compliment he received in his playing career, but it might be a touch generous, given the testimony of former teammates that he was never especially quick or nimble.

Former coach Ben Hendriks gave Arne Slot his debut at FC Zwolle as a 15-year-old. He also made him team captain. In 1995, Slot got into Zwolle’s first team as a 17-year-old. It was the beginning of 18 years in the margins of professional football as a gifted but cautious technician, with the through ball his weapon of choice. Slot’s playing style was devoid of the dynamism and speed that were to be the defining characteristic of the teams he managed. Although there were few complaints about his abilities and insight, his body looked a bit frail. Slot mostly played at the same tempo throughout the game, without any bursts of speed. Although he recognised the moments for deep runs, he couldn’t make them. Due to his limited physical power and range of action, he had to be smart to survive in professional football. He never came anywhere near the level of his dream club FC Barcelona and fell well short of the quality of his childhood idols Marco van Basten and Dennis Bergkamp. Still, he eventually became an effective goal-scoring midfielder.

Typing Arne Slot into YouTube will yield a skimpy selection of footage of his time on the ball. Slot was a stylist, someone who compensated for his lack of physical strength and running capacity with technical finesse and tactical ingenuity. He produced smart receptions and subtle passes. Jan Everse was appointed as Zwolle’s manager in 1996. Slot’s professional debut before Everse’s arrival came in a team that would finish in 15th place in the Dutch second division. He was best suited to play as a number 8 or number 10. Everse saw a ‘technical player with a good vision of the game. A lot of people had the idea that Arne was lazy and phlegmatic, that he didn’t put much effort into it. But that wasn’t true. You just shouldn’t expect sliding tackles from Arne.’ Slot’s start under Everse was not smooth, with many injuries and a lot of sitting on the bench. ‘He had some trouble with that, because he thought he was good. He didn’t doubt his own qualities. Arne was young and a bit stubborn, so I said, “Invest in yourself, otherwise you will always remain in doubt.”’

That message got through. But it took nearly 18 months
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