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1 DOWN AND OUT IN BADEN-BADEN

BADEN-BADEN was where it all began. That was where England’s Fabio Capello era really started. It may have been June 2006, 18 months before Capello took over as England coach, when England’s footballers and their families descended on the small German town on the edge of the Black Forest that was to be their base for that summer’s World Cup, but by the time they left a month later as figures of ridicule, it had become clear that the management of the national team needed to be taken in a radically different direction.

Under England’s Swedish manager, Sven-Goran Eriksson, the culture of celebrity that surrounded the England team had been allowed to run wild. England’s experience in Baden-Baden exposed once and for all the folly of appointing an indulgent manager and permitting the players too much power. The England players needed boundaries, and Eriksson did not give them any. By the end of England’s involvement in the tournament, the English public had grown disillusioned with the behaviour of their players and their players’ wives and girlfriends, and even though Steve McClaren had already been anointed Eriksson’s successor, what happened in Baden-Baden left England supporters yearning for a more disciplinarian manager.

Baden-Baden is a beautiful spa town in southwest Germany. It is a genteel, reserved kind of place with narrow, winding pedestrian streets, elegant shops, a handsome opera house and a lavishly appointed spa complex. The elderly, the affluent and the Russians come to take the waters, seeking a cure for their ills. In the 19th century it was one of the stops on the Grand Tour, a place where the European nobility were fond of spending their summers. In the summer of 2006, though, it was conquered by new foreign invaders. For a month, it was overrun by the English and, in particular, by Wags.

The Wags – a tabloid acronym for the wives and girlfriends of England footballers, invented in the build-up to that year’s World Cup – owed their high profile that summer to the willingness of Eriksson to encourage and indulge their fondness for publicity and self-promotion by agreeing to arrangements for them to travel en masse to Baden-Baden and set up camp there.

By that summer, it had been clear for some time that Eriksson was in thrall to his players, certainly the more famous among them. At the start of his tenure in 2000 he had asked David Beckham to autograph a shirt for his daughter. It was a sign of things to come. When Eriksson was manager he gave the team talks and picked the side, but in most other aspects of organisation the players ran the show. So when England sealed their qualification for Germany, the most influential players decided it would be best if their families went too. Plans were put in place.

The Football Association organised a package tour for the Wags and any parents willing to pay the £20,000-a-head asking price. The cost included accommodation at the stately Brenner’s Park Hotel, a landmark of luxury and old-style sophistication that stood in its own gardens on the banks of the babbling Oosbach River, coach transfers to and from each England match and match tickets. Nancy dell’Olio, Eriksson’s long-time girlfriend, most recently seen appearing on Marco’s Kitchen Burnout, acted as the group’s social secretary. She was busy.

So was the FA. It had run into a problem it could not fix when it discovered that at least 15 football writers from English newspapers had reserved rooms at Brenner’s Park for the duration of the World Cup before they had. It explored the idea of cancelling the journalists’ reservations, but hotel executives refused to countenance it. At a time when the relationship between press and players was uneasy at best, the scene was set for a most unlikely cohabitation.

There were some mutual benefits. Contact between press and players had become progressively more limited during the 1990s and into the new century. Glenn Hoddle, who was paranoid about secrecy and leaks, had stopped the practice of the press travelling on the same plane as England in the run-up to the 1998 World Cup, and journalists had been discouraged from staying in the same hotel as the players even longer ago than that.

It was the trend of the age. The press had been in retreat in sport for some time, desperately trying to protect its previous hegemony against the march of the broadcast media and the incursions of club websites and club television channels. The press weren’t part of the family any more. They were kept at arm’s length. They still travelled on the plane with club sides on Champions League away trips, but often the management went to bizarre lengths to make sure the players were hermetically sealed in terms of contact with journalists.

When Manchester United travelled abroad, the players assembled in a special lounge near the gate. The press boarded the plane first and filed through the cabin to the seats in the rear section. Sponsors and their guests would get on next, and they sat in the middle of the plane, forming a cordon sanitaire so that when the players boarded, there was no prospect of them being remotely near a reporter. When the plane reached its destination, the players disembarked first and were out of the airport and on the bus before the journalists even got to the luggage carousels.

Most journalists only came into contact with England players after international matches in the mixed-zone areas set up between the changing rooms and the car park, where the team coach waited, engine running. The journalists were herded behind metal crowd-control barriers, while selected players were brought over to where they stood. After big games there was often a shoving match resembling a rugby scrum in the mixed zone, as journalists tried to work themselves into a position where they could hear or at least thrust their tape recorder close enough to pick up the player’s voice.

At Premier League matches contact was even more limited. Manchester United, for instance, did not allow any press access to the players’ tunnel at Old Trafford. Most other clubs allowed one or two press men into the tunnel area after games on the understanding that the quotes they picked up from the players were shared with the rest of their daily or Sunday newspaper colleagues.

Social contact between press and players was all but extinct, but in Baden-Baden, to the surprise of everyone, the starvation diet came to an abrupt end. The press and the players’ families were suddenly living side by side, observing each other in the hotel gardens, its restaurant, its television room and, most of all, its bar. It was difficult to say which group was the more disconcerted.

Despite the FA’s misgivings and the occasional contretemps, the players’ parents and the press got on well. As an experiment in social engineering, it was a success. Some of the players’ parents had demonised journalists who had written less than complimentary things about their sons, and now at least had the opportunity to express their resentment and talk the issues through. For many of the journalists, talking to the players’ families made them think more carefully about how easily a mother or a father can be upset by unkind appraisals of their boy.

Some journalists shared a train ride from Baden-Baden to Cologne with Peter Crouch’s parents, Bruce and Jane, on the way to England’s group game with Sweden. The Crouches are amiable, intelligent and articulate people, and they made several small observations about the coverage aimed at their son. They pointed out, in particular, that they found it hurtful when Peter was referred to as a ‘beanpole’ or a ‘walking lamp-post’. They felt the press had grown obsessed with his height and sometimes referred to him as if he were a freak, not one of England’s first-choice strikers.

Gary Neville’s dad, Neville Neville, was also a popular figure. In the early days at Brenner’s Park, Neville acted as a bridge between the families who were most suspicious of the press and the journalists. There were several heated exchanges, but when Neville intervened, most of them were resolved amicably. David Beckham’s mum, Sandra, had more reason than most to harbour grudges about a number of her son’s media tormentors, but most of the time she managed to keep her feelings to herself.

Don Walcott, Theo’s dad, was the only parent not staying at Brenner’s. His 17-year-old son had signed for Arsenal six months earlier, and the Walcotts baulked at the price the FA were demanding for the Brenner’s-based package. He stayed around the corner at a more modest hotel called Der Kleine Prinz, but made a few appearances in the Brenner’s bar. Don was another who enjoyed talking through the football issues of the day with the sports journalists. The same went for Joe Cole’s dad, George.

Only once did the temptation of modest revenge emerge. After England had been knocked out in the quarter-finals, a group of players’ parents had a farewell lunch in the Wintergarten restaurant at Brenner’s Park and let the wine flow. Someone signed the bill before they left and stuck a room number on the bottom of it. A couple of weeks later, Steven Howard, the Sun’s fearlessly inflammatory chief sports writer, was studying his bill as he prepared to check out and noticed a rather large lunch charge he couldn’t remember incurring.

The stay in Baden-Baden was the first time most of the press had made the acquaintance of Jamie Carragher’s extended family. The Carraghers – Jamie’s dad, Philly, plus various other relatives and friends who seemed to come and go – announced their arrival in style at Brenner’s Park, embarking on a bender that ended one morning just as several journalists were gathering in the foyer to drive to England’s training session.

The liveried doormen at Brenner’s, more used to dealing with heads of state than the well-refreshed relatives of England footballers, made a half-hearted attempt to deny a couple of the Carragher clan access, and there followed a rolling maul before the lads forced their way to the lifts and up to their room. The doormen looked more stunned than angry. They had never seen anything like this before. They weren’t trained for Carraghers.

But after a couple of early misunderstandings, the Carraghers and the English sports journalists got on swimmingly. In fact, the Carragher family became cult figures among the press corps. One journalist was summoned to their room to face the music after the Sunday Mirror printed a grainy picture of Philly larking around on the terrace of Brenner’s Park and apparently performing a Hitler salute. The elegant first-floor suite had been converted into a crash pad with mattresses strewn across it wall to wall. The journalist got a half-hearted dressing down and ended up staying for a drink.

The Carraghers’ stay at Brenner’s Park ended rather suddenly one afternoon when a bucket of water was thrown down on to the terrace from a guest room, narrowly missing diners who were having lunch. The Carraghers protested their innocence, but it was obvious by now that Brenner’s was cramping their style, so they moved out. They decamped a few hundred yards down the road towards the centre of town to a bar with rooms above it, and stayed there for the rest of the tournament. The journalists christened it ‘The House of Scouse’.

Brenner’s wasn’t the same without them, but it didn’t diminish the sense that the English sports journalists got on a lot better with the players’ parents than they did with the players. Maybe it was a generational thing. Many of the journalists were closer in age to the parents than they were to the players. Maybe it was just that the players had been burnt too many times by stories they believed encroached upon their personal lives to be comfortable in the presence of journalists.

It wasn’t all sweetness and light. After one particularly energetic exchange of views in the Brenner’s bar, one of the journalists suggested England would be knocked out well before the final. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘we’ll be at this hotel long after you’ve gone home.’ That was not received well. England goalkeeper Paul Robinson’s wife, Rebecca, grew upset one evening when she confronted journalists in the bar about the criticism that had been aimed at her husband. And when Victoria Beckham, who kept a lower profile than most of the wives and girlfriends, started chatting to a couple of the journalists from the press corps at the bar one evening, Cheryl Tweedy got the wrong idea and marched to her defence.

This was in the days before Miss Tweedy had reinvented herself as the down-to-earth darling of the nation on X Factor, and she made it perfectly plain to the journalists that she was ready to rumble. ‘Are these two bothering you?’ she asked Mrs Beckham. When Mrs Beckham assured her everything was OK, Miss Tweedy, soon to become Mrs Ashley Cole, backed away reluctantly. ‘Just as long as you know I’ve got your back,’ she said.

It was when the Wags arrived in force at Brenner’s that the pantomime began in earnest. The players’ families strolled around the gardens and set up camp on the sun loungers at the bottom of the steps that led up to the indoor swimming pool. The sightseers, rubber-neckers and paparazzi arranged themselves on the opposite bank of the Oosbach, 50 metres away. Long lenses were trained on the Wags all day long, and they did not flinch from the cameras’ glare. One day, the Daily Mail reported, Joe Cole’s then girlfriend, Carly Zucker, changed her sunbathing outfit three times.

The management at Brenner’s, worried that their guests might feel violated by this attention from the paparazzi, erected cloth screens around the sunbathing area to block the photographers’ view. Some of the Wags were said to be furious. But the screens stayed. The paparazzi were not too dismayed. They had plenty of other photo opportunities.

When they were not sunbathing, the Wags shopped or partied. The leading Wags – Miss Zucker, Frank Lampard’s fiancée Elen Rives, Steven Gerrard’s wife Alex Curran, Wayne Rooney’s girlfriend Coleen McLoughlin – usually opted for safety in numbers on shopping expeditions. Dressed in designer gear from top to bottom, including big sunglasses, they turned left out of the main entrance to Brenner’s Park and took the brief stroll to the town centre side by side, forming a mobile blockade across the narrow streets.

It was as if their afternoon stroll had been choreographed. They were a dramatic vision of moneyed womanhood on the move. Passers-by stopped to stare when they walked past, a slavering pack of paparazzi retreating in front of them, snapping away for all they were worth. The Wags were quite a sight and they knew it. The Guardian’s Marina Hyde, for whom these displays were manna from heaven, labelled them the Reservoir Wags.

At night the Wags switched into party mode. They colonised a bar-restaurant called Garibaldi’s in the centre of Baden-Baden, which became paparazzi nirvana. Miss Rives distinguished herself early on by dancing on a table and belting out her own version of ‘I Will Survive’. Her antics were reported in the English newspapers the next day.

The Wags soon became a media phenomenon. Every national newspaper sent news reporters as well as sports writers to World Cups, and by 2006 their duties had changed. For the previous 30 years, the job of news reporters at major football tournaments mainly involved charting the desecration of European cities by English hooligans. There were problems at the 1988 European Championships in West Germany and at the 1990 World Cup in Italy. At the 1992 European Championships in Sweden, English hooligans caused widespread destruction in Stockholm and Malmö. At the 1998 World Cup in France, English yobs had clashed with Tunisian fans before their first group game in Marseille and set the city alight. At Euro 2000 they had laid waste to Charleroi in Belgium.

And then, abruptly, the trouble stopped. The banning orders obtained by the FA and the government prevented the worst trouble makers from travelling abroad. Many hooligans were also discouraged from travelling to the World Cup in Japan and South Korea in 2002 because of the cost and the fearsome reputation of the police force in both countries. That tournament was the year when real England supporters reclaimed the right to follow the national team in peace.

The new trend was confirmed when there were no problems involving England fans at the 2004 European Championships in Portugal. So when the 2006 World Cup came around and it seemed likely that all would still be quiet, it grew increasingly obvious the news reporters would not be able to fill the paper by sticking to their traditional ‘hooli-watch’ beat. They needed a new agenda. Enter the Wags.

So every English newspaper had at least one news reporter in Baden-Baden. Most had more. One, who had embedded herself at Brenner’s Park and tried to befriend the Wags by posing as an ordinary tourist, aroused their suspicions and was asked to leave by the management. Most journalists contented themselves by hanging around Garibaldi’s or documenting how much the Wags had spent in the local boutiques.

The truth is that the Wags did not behave particularly badly. They enjoyed themselves on their nights out and had a few drinks. They spent some money on their shopping trips and pampered themselves during the day, lying in the sunshine, swimming in the pool, going to the spa and having lunch on the terrace. They did exactly what most affluent young women on holiday would do.

But it was what they represented rather than what they did that seemed to cause so much offence. To many, their displays of conspicuous consumption symbolised the worst excesses of empty celebrity. They were characterised as young women with no talent of their own, gorging themselves daily on the trappings of their husbands’ success. ‘Not even the stores of Vuitton and Gucci can keep up with the daily attack of the hooligans with Visas,’ one German-based writer for the Spanish paper ABC observed. ‘The Moët & Chandon doesn’t last the night since the team from Albion arrived at this aristocratic health resort.’

The Wags had sprung from the soil moistened by the tears shed at the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, in 1997. The blanket coverage of Diana’s life and death had taken the obsession with celebrity in England to new heights, and soon publications devoted to the lives of the famous began to appear and multiply. Hello! was the forerunner, OK! went weekly in 1996, Now was launched in 1997, then Heat in 1999 and Closer in 2002. There was an insatiable appetite for celebrity: either for reading about one, marrying one or even becoming one.

Some English newspapers were horrified by the monster they had created. Stephen Glover of the Daily Mail was particularly appalled. ‘Not very long ago, English women were held up on the Continent as the acme of style and elegance,’ he wrote. ‘Now the world looks at the Wags and sees young women with a lot of money and no style, who behave as though they are enjoying a hen night in Ibiza. It seems not remotely to occur to the Wags, nor to the Football Association executives who, I suppose, are ultimately responsible for them, what a tawdry spectacle and what a shaming role model they present.’

Glover and other conservative commentators interpreted the behaviour of the Wags as indicative of the dysfunctionality of English society. For others it was merely a symbol of everything that was wrong with Sven-Goran Eriksson’s England. Eriksson had come to stand for the triumph of style over substance, reputation over ability, and celebrity over talent. The highly visible presence of the Wags in Baden-Baden and the amount of time the players were allowed to spend with them in the midst of the tournament was confirmation, for many, that Eriksson was in thrall to celebrity.

Eriksson was not a dictator-manager. He listened to players’ wishes and did his best to accommodate them. He was a consensus boss, someone who believed that if he kept the players happy off the pitch, they would perform better on it. Austerity was definitely not his thing. The players’ hotel, the Schlosshotel Bühlerhöhe, which was occupied solely by the England squad and its support staff, was a spectacular building set on top of a mountain about half an hour’s drive outside Baden-Baden. Because the public had been banned, it felt cavernous and half-deserted to the players. Indulged by Eriksson, they quickly settled into a routine of being driven down the winding mountain road to visit their families several times a week.

So a new pantomime began. This time it wasn’t just the Wags wandering through the streets of Baden-Baden, but the Wags and their partners. It all seemed the wrong way around, as though the Wags were the stars of the show and the players were their escorts. On visiting days, the photographers camped on the opposite side of the Oosbach were especially busy. They might not be able to train their lenses on the sunbathing area any more, but there were no screens around the conservatory that housed the Wintergarten restaurant, where they could see David eating with Victoria, Ashley hand in hand with Cheryl, and Michael Owen gambolling in the garden with his kids. Wayne Bridge and his pregnant girlfriend Vanessa Perroncel did not get as much attention. They would later …

Some of the players saw the bad publicity coming. Gary Neville gave his fiancée Emma such strict instructions about not giving anyone a chance to portray her as a spendthrift party animal that she was nervous about even leaving the hotel with her mum, who was staying with her, in case the paparazzi got a picture of her looking in a shop window or having a soft drink. A few others kept their distance too, but they were in the minority. Their families’ trip had not just been sanctioned by the FA, it had been encouraged by the manager. In those circumstances, it was difficult for these players to tell their families that they would be staying in their own hotel rather than coming to visit like the rest of the squad.

Sometimes the players came to Brenner’s Park to watch World Cup matches with their families in the television room there. The journalists sat on one side of the semi-circles of chairs and the players on the other. It would be an exaggeration to say they spent more time at Brenner’s Park than they did at the Schlosshotel Bühlerhöhe, but it was a close-run thing.

Again, it looked worse than it was. The players were with their families, going on gentle walks or relaxing in the grounds of a hotel. But it left them open to censure and ridicule. It gave the impression that they were in Germany for a family holiday, not for the most important football tournament of their lives, a tournament over which the whole of England had worked itself into a frenzy.

Most of the players who were in that England squad admitted later that the balance between work and leisure was wrong. Even Rio Ferdinand, who had set the tone for the players’ attitude to the tournament by filming a programme for ITV called Rio’s World Cup Wind-Ups, which was based on the US show Punk’d and featured unsuspecting squad members, such as Gary Neville, Beckham and Rooney, becoming the victims of pranks, accepted that the players had been caught up in the whirl of attention that greeted them in Baden-Baden.

‘There was a big show around the whole England squad,’ Ferdinand said. ‘It was like a theatre unfolding, and football became a secondary element. People were worrying more about what people were wearing than the games. We were in the bubble ourselves. In Baden-Baden, looking back, it was like a circus. We probably had too much contact with families. That’s just my opinion. You’re in a tournament and you don’t get many tournaments in your career. You have to be focused. Not just the Wags, but families being really close, us being close to you guys in the media, the paparazzi situation; it wasn’t really separated from the football.’

Jamie Carragher was even more damning, particularly about Eriksson’s laissez-faire attitude. ‘I was never sure if Eriksson was an international manager or international playboy,’ Carragher wrote in his autobiography. ‘I know what he was best at. The longer he spent in the job, the worse his status became as a football coach and the better he became a Casanova.’

That was why, even though England reached the quarter-finals at the 2006 World Cup, and even then lost only on penalties to Portugal, the tournament was seen as a miserable failure by the country’s fans and created widespread disillusion with the national team. England’s exit prompted a ferocious backlash against the culture of excess that the Wags had showcased in Baden-Baden, and left Eriksson’s credibility seriously damaged.

The FA was by then committed to handing the job to McClaren, but even if the Wags never again attained the prominence they enjoyed in Baden-Baden, McClaren was just as much in thrall to the players as Eriksson had been. He referred to them by their first names, even their nicknames. He gave the impression of wanting to be their buddy, not their manager. He never escaped the shadow of what had happened in Baden-Baden.

Nobody knew it then, but Baden-Baden was where England started to turn towards Fabio Capello. Baden-Baden created the conditions for his appointment 18 months later. England fans were sick of player-power and of managers who bowed to it. They wanted the old order restored. They wanted a manager who managed, and they wanted players who would go to a World Cup to play football rather than to wander through the streets of a German spa town gazing into shop windows at designer handbags with their wives and girlfriends. They wanted everything that Eriksson was not, and when they appointed Capello, that was what they got.

Baden-Baden breathed a sigh of relief when the Wags, the England players and the paparazzi departed. The Carraghers were among the last to leave. They paid one final visit to Brenner’s Park to collect their belongings from their room and then made an unconventional exit. Rather than use the front door, they strode out through the hotel gardens, their cases under their arms, and past the journalists lying on the deckchairs that the Wags had vacated.

The gate on the pedestrian bridge over the Oosbach was still locked, so they paused on the banks of the little river, rolled up their socks and waded through the water to the other side.

‘Tally-ho, boys,’ Philly Carragher shouted across at the journalists as he turned to go. ‘Tally-ho.’


2 NO MORE MR NICE GUYS

THE first time James Milner was named in an England squad, he arrived at the team hotel carrying illicit cargo. It was February 2009 and Fabio Capello had been in charge for just over a year. Some of the older professionals had regaled Milner with tales of woe about the level of control Capello exercised over them during England get-togethers. In particular, they had told him that the food was miserable and bland, that there was not enough of it and that most players sneaked in a few extras to relieve the monotony. So when Milner showed up at The Grove near Watford, ahead of England’s friendly in Spain, he had stashed a couple of bars of chocolate in his case.

When he got down to dinner he told some of the other players what he had done and, as players often do, they sensed the opportunity for a wind-up. They asked Milner, who is one of the most professional and conscientious of modern players, where he had left the chocolate and when he said it was still in his case, expressions of alarm spread across their faces. They lied and told Milner that Capello was such a control freak that he made a point of rifling through the bags of new arrivals to check whether they had smuggled anything in. They said it was only a matter of time until Capello discovered his stash. They said he might even be in his room right that minute. Milner shot back up the stairs and got rid of the chocolate. As he disappeared from view, the other players roared with laughter. There were other occasions under Capello when players got so desperate for some variety in their diet that they arranged for surreptitious fast-food deliveries to be made to the team hotel. One said that when his order arrived at The Grove, which was the team’s regular base, he was so worried about being caught red-handed by Capello that he was almost too scared to eat it.

Things had changed since the days of Eriksson and McClaren. McClaren’s reign had been short-lived and ill-fated. It had ended one wet winter’s night in November 2007 when England lost 3–2 to Croatia at Wembley and failed to qualify for the European Championships in Austria and Switzerland the following summer. In the midst of what was at times a shambolic performance, McClaren had stood on the touchline, sheltering from the pouring rain under an umbrella. It was said later that he did it out of vanity because he was sensitive about his thinning hair being plastered to his scalp, but it was the image that came to define him. Watching at home, the wife of television pundit and Daily Mail columnist Andy Townsend said, ‘Look at the wally with the brolly.’ Townsend mentioned it to the Daily Mail sports desk and one of the most famous sports headlines of recent years was born. Even now, after rebuilding his career and his reputation by winning the Dutch title with Twente Enschede, it is a moniker that McClaren has been unable to shake off.

McClaren was sacked the day after the defeat to Croatia, and by mid-December, after the FA had tried and failed to recruit Jose Mourinho, they turned to Capello. Capello was one of the greatest managers of his generation. At 61 years old, he was in the autumn of his career and had been out of work since he was dismissed by Real Madrid in the summer of 2007, but he had won multiple Serie A titles with AC Milan, Roma and Juventus, as well as two Primera Liga titles with Madrid, and he had masterminded one of the most emphatic Champions League Final victories of all when his Milan side crushed Barcelona 4–0 in Athens in 1994. He might have been close to retirement age, but he was still one of the biggest names in world football. After the way McClaren’s reign had worked out, there was no great appetite for another English manager to take charge of the national team. Abject failure can do funny things to patriotism. Capello, most agreed, would represent quite a catch if England could snare him.

Capello was interested too. He was attracted by the history of English football and the country’s great craving to repeat the yellowing triumph of World Cup victory in 1966. ‘My dream is managing England,’ Capello had said in a March 2006 interview with the Italian magazine L’Espresso. ‘It’s something I have carried inside me for my entire life. In three years I am going to quit club football, and I would love for my dream to come true. After that, I’ll be ready to quit for good.’ The FA and its then chief executive, Brian Barwick, were encouraged. Barwick also knew that Capello had been working as an expert summariser for Italian television on the night England lost to Croatia. Capello was in Modena as an analyst at the Italy–Faroe Islands qualifier when the commentator told him the latest score from Wembley and asked him if he would be interested in taking the England job if it became available. ‘That would be quite a challenge, eh,’ Capello said.

On Friday, 14 December it was announced that Capello had been appointed England manager. He was England’s 15th post-war boss and the country’s second foreign manager. He had been awarded a four-and-a-half-year contract worth £6 million a year. That made him the best-paid manager in the world. Capello had rejected plans for a bonus system that would have operated on a sliding scale depending on which round England reached in the 2010 World Cup finals. Capello said he wanted a bonus only if England reached the final, which would be played at Soccer City in Johannesburg. He would regard anything else as failure, he told Barwick, and he did not wish to be rewarded for failure. A break clause was included in the contract, which gave both the FA and Capello a two-week window after the World Cup to extricate themselves from the remaining two years of the deal. That meant that if the tournament went badly, the FA could sack Capello without incurring a significant financial penalty. They could save themselves, according to most estimates, about £10 million in potential compensation. But the break clause worked both ways. It also meant that if England did well at the World Cup, other suitors would flock around Capello and he would be able to name his price.

The FA also employed four Italian assistants as part of Capello’s team. Franco Baldini, who had worked with Capello at Roma and Real Madrid and was brought in as general manager, was widely respected as a scout and talent-spotter. If Capello was an intimidating presence, Baldini was charming and gregarious. His English was excellent and he had soon struck up a good relationship with many of the football writers in the English press. Paul Hayward, the Observer’s chief sports writer, described him as ‘a free spirit and all round dude’. Baldini and Capello formed a classic good cop–bad cop combination, both with the press and the players, although by the time the World Cup arrived, some of the England players had come to distrust Baldini and believed he represented a divisive presence.

Then there was 70-year-old Italo Galbiati, who had been a trusted consiglieri to Capello for 19 years at Milan, Real Madrid, Roma and Juventus. Galbiati rarely gave interviews, but he did speak to Gazzetta dello Sport during the World Cup in South Africa to explain his role. ‘If a player makes a mistake, Fabio reprimands him. I reiterate the concept to the player, go again through the mistake, and explain to him how to avoid it in the future,’ Galbiati said. ‘We joke and we laugh, but we are deadly serious about our work. I just keep a little closer to the players. Our motto is “The day after is another day”. We’ve never rested on our laurels. As a famous Italian song goes, “the party has just started and then is over”.’

Capello’s team was completed by his fitness coach, Massimo Neri, and his goalkeeping coach, Franco Tancredi. Capello had proposed that each member of his Italian support staff should be mirrored by an Englishman, but this never really happened. Ray Clemence was kept on as a goalkeeping coach, and Stuart Pearce, who was already England Under-21 coach, was hired as an assistant. The job provided valuable experience for Pearce, who was a knowledgeable, enthusiastic coach, because it allowed him to watch Capello in action. But beyond the time-honoured servility of putting the cones out before training sessions, it was often difficult to grasp quite what role Pearce performed for the England senior team.

Capello made his first appearance as England manager on 17 December, when the FA paraded him as the new boss at a press conference at the Royal Lancaster Hotel in London, just north of Hyde Park. Outside, a John Bull character festooned from head to toe in Union Jacks and Crosses of St George, who objected vehemently to the idea of England having a foreign manager and had made occasional placard protests against Sven-Goran Eriksson, held up a banner on which he had written a message that conveyed his feelings about the new appointment: ‘Crap-ello’. Inside, in the same cavernous banqueting suite where the Football Writers’ Association held its annual awards dinner the Thursday before every FA Cup Final, Capello appeared on the stage. He made his first statement as England manager in English. ‘I am very proud and honoured to be the England manager,’ he said. ‘I have wanted this job for a long time, but at this moment my English is not so well and I prefer to answer in Italian.’

Capello started work at the FA’s then headquarters in Soho Square in early January. He moved into an apartment in Chelsea with his wife Laura, and settled into a routine of watching as many Premier League matches as he could in the build-up to his first game in charge, a friendly against Switzerland at Wembley on 6 February. The FA’s director of communications, Adrian Bevington, a bright and astute man who got on well with the English media because he was scrupulously fair as well as being as helpful as possible without exceeding the bounds of confidentiality, organised a series of lunches between Capello and various arms of the English media. Bevington had been with the FA since 1997, when he joined the governing body of the English game as a press officer, but he was in a senior position now and rising through the organisation. He understood the workings of the media and their differing demands well. Daily newspaper journalists, Sunday newspaper writers, radio commentators and television broadcasters all met separately with the new England manager in one of the private dining rooms of the Soho Hotel over a period of several weeks.

Almost everyone was impressed with Capello. It was hard not to be. His manner was brusque without being rude, but he was good, entertaining company. The journalists were also struck by his candour. The lunches were off the record, but Capello was still refreshingly honest. Most journalists were struck in particular by how damning he was about Michael Owen at those early lunches. Owen’s recent career had been blighted by injury, but under Eriksson and McClaren it had always been assumed that when he was fit he was untouchable. He had been capped 88 times for his country and had scored 40 goals. Only Bobby Charlton, Gary Lineker and Jimmy Greaves had scored more times for England than Owen.

But Capello made it clear that Owen had a lot to do to convince him he was worth a place. Various journalists spoke up on Owen’s behalf and pointed out that when he played he usually scored, especially in big games. Capello nodded, but said that when Owen did not score, he contributed nothing to the team. His involvement in build-up play was minimal, his ability to hold the ball up was limited. Capello said that for long periods of matches, Owen was a passenger, and it was obvious from what he said and also from his demeanour that he did not have room for passengers. Owen appeared for Capello only once – in a friendly defeat to France in March 2008, when he appeared as a second-half substitute for Wayne Rooney. He was injured in the build-up to the World Cup, but it was not his hamstring injury that stopped him going to South Africa. Capello would not have picked him anyway.

At one of the lunches Capello was asked if he had read any books by other football managers or coaches from other sports. He mentioned only one: Sacred Hoops, a memoir by American basketball legend Phil Jackson, the most successful coach in NBA history, who had guided Michael Jordan at the Chicago Bulls, and Kobe Bryant and Shaquille O’Neal at the Los Angeles Lakers. Capello said he enjoyed Sacred Hoops because of the insight it gave him into how Jackson dealt with big stars like Jordan, who Jackson referred to in the book as ‘Michelangelo in baggy shorts’. Jackson talked about his battle to make Jordan realise that ‘the true measure of a star was his ability to make the people around him look good’.

Capello and his wife had travelled widely, including trips to Tibet and China, and the assorted spiritual references in Sacred Hoops, Jackson’s use of Taoist principles, and his keenness to draw on the teachings of Native Americans also appealed to Capello. In one passage, Jackson spoke of an initial meeting with Dennis Rodman, the enfant terrible of American basketball, whom Jackson was contemplating adding to the Bulls’ roster. ‘I sat for a long spell in silence with Dennis,’ Jackson wrote. ‘I felt his presence. To Dennis, words were empty. He had been promised much and been betrayed. He didn’t need words. I felt assured that he could and would play and that in the crunch, he would do his part. We had connected by our hearts in a non-verbal way, the way of the spirit.’

It was hard to imagine Capello sitting in meditation with Wayne Rooney and connecting in a non-verbal way, but nevertheless his enthusiasm about Jackson’s book seemed to indicate at least a willingness to try to explore ways of dealing with high-maintenance star players. The English press also saw a different side to him when they travelled with him to Maseru in Lesotho in April 2008. Capello had gone to lend his support to an FA-sponsored initiative aimed at encouraging young people to find out their HIV status. He and some of the journalists crowded into a white tent to watch a 14-year-old boy take an Aids test.

Hot tears fell down the boy’s face while a doctor explained to him what was happening and what the repercussions might be. Capello watched nervously. The boy’s blood was taken and after what seemed like an eternity he was told that his test was negative. He was not HIV positive. Capello admitted that he had been close to tears himself. ‘It was a very emotional experience,’ Capello said. ‘I have taken part in many charitable events to help young people before, but it was never so emotional and so intense as this. There was a lot of tension in the tent. I have children and grandchildren of my own, so I was really afraid and worried. But the happy fact is that, at the end, we scored a goal, so to speak, and it was a very important result.’

Still, when Capello’s first England squad met up before the game against Switzerland, the players were met not with spiritualism but with a series of practical demands that Capello saw as ground rules. Most of these so-called Ten Commandments were common sense, but they included the banning of mobile phones and the presence of players’ agents at the team hotel. Emile Heskey was the first to fall foul of the mobile phone rule when Capello saw him trying to send text messages while holding his phone under the table when the players were at dinner before a qualifying tie in the Ukraine in October 2009. Capello smashed a tray down on the table in a rage and ordered Heskey to switch his phone off. Nobody used their mobile phone again.

The players were taken aback by what they considered the severity of the conditions that were imposed on them by Capello. After the indulgences of the Eriksson and McClaren years, this was the opposite extreme. Mainly, as Milner had been told, it was the blandness of the food, the boiled chicken and fish, the lack of variety, the lack of anything they considered remotely interesting, that unsettled them. Some of the players found it hard to see the point of effecting dramatic changes in their diet for a couple of days before they went back to the food they ate when they were on duty with their clubs. There was a futility to the ephemerality of it that the players found frustrating, but they put up with it. They also submitted to the new rules about staying in their rooms for long periods of the afternoon. Capello was insistent that they should rest after lunch. Even wandering around the hotel was frowned upon. Again, the players put up with it. It was only for a couple of days at a time.

For his first game in charge against Switzerland, Capello was without John Terry, Ledley King and Frank Lampard through injury. He arranged his team in a 4–1–4–1 formation with David James in goal and a back four of Wes Brown, Rio Ferdinand, Matthew Upson and Ashley Cole. Gareth Barry played in the holding role behind a midfield four of David Bentley, Jermaine Jenas, Steven Gerrard and Joe Cole. Rooney was on his own up front. More than 86,000 fans came to Wembley to witness the start of the new era, and saw England seal a 2–1 win with goals from Jenas and substitute Shaun Wright-Phillips. Considering the last game at Wembley had been the traumatic 3–2 defeat to Croatia, it was a promising beginning.

England lost the next game against France, though, looking lacklustre and unsure, and after summer games against the USA, Trinidad and Tobago and the Czech Republic, they went into their opening back-to-back World Cup qualifiers against Andorra in Barcelona and Croatia in Zagreb with the public still unsure what to make of Capello. England had again been poor against the Czechs, and had salvaged only a 2–2 draw with a 92nd-minute equaliser from Joe Cole. Everyone liked Capello’s stance on discipline and had warmed to certain details, such as the fact that he called the players by their surnames, but they knew that the real test of how much had changed would come against Croatia.

The tie against Andorra carried bad memories of the last time England played against them in the Olympic Stadium in Barcelona in March 2007, when McClaren was subjected to vicious barracking from England fans throughout the game. This time, England negotiated the game smoothly enough. The pattern of the match was similar to the one they had played 18 months earlier but the mood was different. England fans had given up on McClaren by the time his team faced what was effectively a side representing a Pyrenean ski resort, but it was still too early to judge Capello. The England manager sprang a surprise by playing the Arsenal prodigy Theo Walcott on the right side of a midfield four instead of David Beckham, but everything else was routine, and England won with two goals in seven minutes from half-time substitute Joe Cole. It was decent preparation for Croatia.

Croatia had never lost a competitive international at the Maksimir Stadium, a run that extended to 35 games, and many had assumed that Capello would recall Beckham so that he could draw on his experience and use him as a steadying influence in the intimidating atmosphere. But Capello kept faith with Walcott in a 4–4–2 system that paired Rooney and Heskey together in attack. Walcott repaid Capello with a hat-trick as England cut loose and destroyed Slaven Bilic’s side 4–1. The victory was greeted with wonderment by England fans, who had been expecting another humbling from the Croats to go with the home and away defeats they had inflicted on McClaren in the European Championship qualifiers. The victory in Zagreb was England’s best result since the 5–1 victory over Germany in Munich in 2001.

It was the perfect outcome for Capello. It drew a thick line under the McClaren era and vindicated all the changes in tone and mood that Capello had made. Any of the players who might have been harbouring resentments about the Spartan conditions, strict discipline and bland diet they were having to put up with before England matches knew that they would have to keep their mouths firmly shut. Whatever Capello was doing, it was working beautifully. This was not a time for dissent. The mood in the country was totally transformed. Most England fans had been resigned to a miserable World Cup qualifying campaign, and had assumed that Croatia would finish top of the group and England would make the playoffs at best. Now they started dreaming again.

Never mind qualifying for the World Cup. With Capello in charge, anything was possible. In the public mind, England had been reborn, rid of the dead weight of so many years of Eriksson and McClaren and their shared unwillingness to assert authority over their players. Now, finally, England had a manager who was knocking the same players into shape and they were responding. Capello became a national hero overnight, the man who had single-handedly vanquished player-power and made the Premier League’s millionaire stars have some respect for authority at last. He described the Wags as ‘a virus’. He was hailed as a kind of football vigilante, Charles Bronson in a tracksuit, putting the Baby Bentley Brigade, the drinkers, the brawlers, the partyers, the playboys all back in their place. Capello could do no wrong.

Walcott provided an enthralling insight into Capello’s modus operandi off the pitch in an interview he gave to the Guardian. He told the newspaper’s David Hytner about an incident where he had misread the time of a team meeting on
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ENGLAND’S RESULTS UNDER FABIO CAPELLO

Key:

WC-Q – World Cup qualifying match

WC-F – World Cup finals match

F – Friendly match

6.2.08 Switzerland (F) (Wembley) Won 2–1

26.3.08 France (F) (Paris) Lost 0–1

28.5.08 United States (F) (Wembley) Won 2–0

1.6.08 Trinidad & Tobago (F) (Port of Spain) Won 3–0

20.8.08 Czech Republic (Wembley) Drew 2–2

6.9.08 Andorra (WC-Q) (Barcelona) Won 2–0

10.9.08 Croatia (WC-Q) (Zagreb) Won 4–1

11.10.08 Kazakhstan (WC-Q) (Wembley) Won 5–1

15.10.08 Belarus (WC-Q) (Minsk) Won 3–1

19.11.08 Germany (F) (Berlin) Won 2–1

11.2.09 Spain (F) (Seville) Lost 0–2

28.3.09 Slovakia (F) (Wembley) Won 4–0

1.4.09 Ukraine (WC-Q) (Wembley) Won 2–1

6.6.09 Kazakhstan (WC-Q) (Almaty) Won 4–0

10.6.09 Andorra (WC-Q) (Wembley) Won 6–0

12.8.09 Netherlands (F) (Amsterdam) Drew 2–2

5.9.09 Slovenia (F) (Wembley) Won 2–1

9.9.09 Croatia (WC-Q) (Wembley) Won 5–1

10.10.09 Ukraine (WC-Q) (Dnipropetrovsk) Lost 0–1

14.10.09 Belarus (WC-Q) (Wembley) Won 3–0

14.11.09 Brazil (F) (Qatar) Lost 0–1

3.3.10 Egypt (F) (Wembley) Won 3–1

24.5.10 Mexico (F) (Wembley) Won 3–1

30.5.10 Japan (F) (Graz, Austria) Won 2–1

12.6.10 United States (WC-F) (Rustenburg) Drew 1–1

18.6.10 Algeria (WC-F) (Cape Town) Drew 0–0

23.6.10 Slovenia (WC-F) (Port Elizabeth) Won 1–0

27.6.10 Germany (WC-F) (Bloemfontein) Lost 1–4

ENGLAND’S RECORD UNDER FABIO CAPELLO

Key:

F – Goals For

A – Goals Against



	World Cup finals

	P 4,

	W 1,

	D 2,

	L 1,

	F 3 – A 5



	World Cup qualifiers

	P 10,

	W 9,

	D 0,

	L 1,

	F 34 – A 6



	Friendly matches

	P 14,

	W 9,

	D 2,

	L 3,

	F 27 – A 14



	TOTAL

	P 28,

	W 19,

	D 4,

	L 5,

	F 64 – A 25




ENGLAND APPEARANCES UNDER FABIO CAPELLO

(Maximum 28; substitute appearances in brackets)

Rooney, Wayne 24

Barry, Gareth 22 (+ 1)

Terry, John 22

Lampard, Frank 21 (+ 1)

Cole, Ashley 21

Gerrard, Steven 20 (+ 1)

Johnson, Glen 19 (+ 2)

James, David 17 (+ 1)

Ferdinand, Rio 14

Heskey, Emile 12 (+ 5)

Upson, Matthew 12 (+ 2)

Green, Robert 9 (+ 1)

Walcott, Theo 9 (+1)

Brown, Wes 9

Defoe, Jermain 8 (+ 9)

Lennon, Aaron 8 (+ 2)

Beckham, David 6 (+10)

Wright-Phillips, Shaun 5 (+ 11)

Milner, James 5 (+ 6)

Bridge, Wayne 5 (+4)

Crouch, Peter 4 (+ 12)

Carrick, Michael 4 (+ 4)

Downing, Stewart 4 (+3)

Cole, Joe 3 (+ 6)

Lescott, Joleon 3 (+2)

Agbonlahor, Gabriel 3

Jenas, Jermaine 2 (+2)

Bent, Darren 2 + 1

Foster, Ben 2 (+1)

Hargreaves, Owen 2 (+1)

Baines, Leighton 2

King, Ledley 2

Young, Ashley 1 (+5)

Bentley, Darren 1 (+4)

Carragher, Jamie 1 (+3)

Huddlestone, Tom 1 (+ 2)

Jagielka, Phil 1 (+2)

Woodgate, Jonathan 1 (+1)

Ashton, Dean 1

Cole, Carlton 0 (+ 7)

Hart, Joe 0 + 3

Carson, Scott 0 (+1)

Johnson, Adam 0 (+1)

Owen, Michael 0 (+1)

Warnock, Stephen 0 (+1)

Total number of players used = 45.

GOALSCORERS

Rooney 11; Defoe 9; Crouch 7; Lampard 6; Gerrard 5; J Cole 3; Terry 3; Walcott 3; Wright-Phillips 3; Barry 2; Heskey 2; Upson 2; Brown 1; Ferdinand 1; Jenas 1; G Johnson 1; King 1; own goals 3. (Total 64)

CAPTAINS

Terry 15; Gerrard 6; Ferdinand 5; Beckham 1; Rooney 1.
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