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ABOUT THE BOOK

Following the success of Red Machine and Men in White Suits, books which depicted Liverpool FC’s domination of the 1980s and its fall in the 1990s, Simon Hughes’ Ring of Fire, focusing on the 2000s, is the third in a bestselling series based on revealing interviews.

For Liverpool, this was an era that began with modernization and trophies under manager Gérard Houllier, and it was underpinned by improbable Champions League glory under Rafael Benítez. But that is only half the story. The decade ended with the club on the verge of financial collapse after the shambolic reign of American owners, Tom Hicks and George Gillett. 

In Ring of Fire, Hughes’ interviewees take you through the gates of Melwood’s training ground and into that inner sanctum – the Liverpool dressing room. Each one delivers fascinating insights into the minds of the coaches, boardroom members and players. Amongst them, Michael Owen, Jamie Carragher and Fernando Torres talk frankly about the exhilarating highs and excruciating lows, from winning cups in Cardiff and Istanbul to the political infighting that undermined a succession of managerial reigns.

Ring of Fire tells the real stories behind the headlines, those never told before by the key players who lived through it all.
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For Rosalind (again)




FOREWORD

There was a practice match at Melwood. Two sides of eleven, made up of kids like me and a few older pros not away on international duty, were scheduled to play against each other so that the new manager, Gérard Houllier, could form some opinions about the players he had to work with.

I was desperate to be involved. Change was in the air at Liverpool. The partnership between Roy Evans and Gérard had failed and, with Roy resigning, Gérard was in sole charge.

It felt like an opportunity. I’d only featured in a few games for the reserves but in each one I’d felt comfortable.

The problem was I’d broken my wrist and it was in a plaster cast. Phil Thompson was Gérard’s assistant and he stopped me. ‘Look, you can’t play – it’s the rules.’

I was very frustrated. Fortunately, one of the other players, Richie Partridge, caught Gérard’s eye that morning. Richie was an Irish winger and he was flying at the time. Lots of people spoke about him as a potential first-team player.

Gérard decided to watch Richie in an under-19 fixture at the academy in Kirkby. It was one of my comeback games after the wrist injury. I didn’t know Gérard was going to be there but then I saw him on the side of the pitch before the match kicked off. My dad had always told me from my first day at Liverpool that football was about matching opportunities with performance. I knew this was my chance. Thankfully, I took it and a few weeks later I made my debut for the first team.

The following twelve months proved to be a transitional period at Liverpool. When 1999 turned into the year 2000, I was nineteen years old. I did not foresee success being just around the corner under Gérard but only because I was too young to really understand what it took to create a successful football team at senior level. At that age, you only think about yourself, not what is in store for the club.

I felt a long way from being a regular in the side. Gérard had sat me down and explained that I needed to strengthen my body and change my lifestyle to suit the modern game. I knew straight away that Gérard had visions for the club and wanted to restore a winning mentality. Even though I was young and trying to establish myself, I could see something special was happening and that the manager was a winner who would do anything he thought was necessary to improve the situation of the club.

A few years earlier, I had been an apprentice at Liverpool and I was aware of the Spice Boy image. There was a drinking culture and things throughout the club were perceived as not being quite as professional as they should have been.

Gérard quickly set about clearing out the players he thought weren’t prepared to do what he was asking for on and off the pitch.

For us young lads, he made it obvious early on in his reign that if we were not prepared to ride with the changes he was implementing – and come into work with a winners’ mentality – then we would not find ourselves involved in his project moving forward.

He promoted young lads into the team who he thought had the required hunger and talent, and then used more experienced professionals he believed would set the standards for everyone else.

I would watch Patrik Berger, Vladimir Šmicer, Sami Hyypiä, Jamie Redknapp and Robbie Fowler – the way they acted in games, in the dressing room and on the bus. I asked a lot of questions and tried to learn from their experience. You see professional players who do the right things and you see professionals who don’t. You learn from both.

I was fortunate in that I was in and around the scene at a time when attitudes were shifting because of Gérard’s will. The mood not only presented a chance for me to impress but it also made me realize which was the right path to follow. Had I emerged a few years earlier, I could have gotten involved with the wrong crowd and been exposed to things that were to the detriment of my career rather than my benefit: going out more, eating bad foods, listening to the wrong people.

The weight of expectation at Liverpool is enormous. Whether you are a player or a manager, the shadows of the past loom over you. When Gérard was appointed, Liverpool had not won the league for eight seasons and yet the demand for that to happen remained – and that’s the way it should be at Liverpool.

Gérard revolutionized the club in terms of the way it operated and hauled it into the twenty-first century quicker than anyone could have imagined. The 2000–01 season will be remembered by all of those involved, player or supporter. Jamie Carragher speaks about it as his favourite season in a long career but he was a little bit older than me and probably appreciated more what it all really meant.

In the treble season, I felt young and naive. I felt like I was still learning and that I was nowhere near being the finished article. I was still coming to terms with being a first-team player.

The campaign ended with three trophies in a few months and qualification for the Champions League for the first time since it ceased being the European Cup. If you think about how difficult that would be to achieve for any team now, you realize just what a brilliant story it was. I don’t think the feat will be matched for a long time.

The following season we finished second in the league – the strongest performance since 1990. And yet this period of success fell between a few fallow years and the immediate glory achieved under Rafael Benítez in 2005 with that amazing night at the Ataturk Stadium, winning the most important trophy in European competition for the first time in twenty-one years.

Gérard’s contribution probably doesn’t receive the credit it deserves because it gets diluted by what happened in Istanbul. On a personal level, I know what Gérard did for me. If you’re a proper football person and analyse what Gérard achieved, it was incredible.

Take the trophies away and what did he do for the football club? It was in a far better position when he left than when he joined. He rebuilt the team and installed a mentality that Rafa was able to develop. Rafa would not have immediately achieved what he did at Liverpool had Gérard not created a much more professional set-up first. That’s not a criticism of Rafa, it’s just something that’s impossible to ignore.

It became more difficult for us to win trophies as the decade progressed. Liverpool were still competing on the highest stage but Chelsea had emerged from the pack and Manchester City were gradually becoming a force too. On top of that, Manchester United and Arsenal were there. The competition at the top arguably became more ferocious than ever.

Not many people seem to recognize it but I think Gérard and Rafa were very similar managers in terms of the teams they created, which were compact, very aggressive with the ball, no spaces between the lines and had a solid defence. There were also match-winners within the line-up. Both were so thorough in their preparation, and that, when married with good, determined players, always gives you a chance.

The difference was their personalities. Both personalities got the best out of me. Gérard was a strong man-manager. He acted as a father figure. He looks out for your family and checks on what you are doing away from the game, putting in a lot of time and effort to work on personal relationships. When you go out to play for him and you don’t perform, you feel like you are letting a family member down.

Rafa went the other way. He tries to inspire by provoking reactions. He leaves you searching for praise and that drives you on. There is a distance and a coldness with him. In every training session and game, I needed to prove myself to try to earn love from him. Looking back now, he was good for me. He helped me reach my peak as a footballer.

By the end of the 2000s, Liverpool was barely recognizable in comparison to the club that began the decade. Hundreds of players had come and gone, with new managers came new staff and, meanwhile, the owners had changed as well.

When I first broke into the team, David Moores was in charge, a local man who cared deeply about the success of Liverpool as a football club. By the end of the decade, we were in American hands. Whereas before, Liverpool felt like it was a family-run institution, as 2009 became 2010 it had turned into more of a business. Liverpool was not alone. Most clubs have experienced similar stories.

Gérard had made a big decision to make me captain as a twenty-three year old and it was the position I held until I left when I was thirty-four.

The captaincy of Liverpool is a duty you have to enjoy and embrace, otherwise it will drag you down. It was sink-or-swim time when I was appointed, because I was still developing as a player and probably not quite ready for it as a person.

I was lucky that I had a leader behind me in Jamie Carragher, who was my eyes, my ears and also my voice. Even though I had the armband on, Carra’s influence was enormous. My relationship with him became very strong.

At any big club, the captaincy is a huge responsibility. At Liverpool, I recognized quickly it wasn’t just about leading the team out once a week. It’s a 24/7 job every single day. As a person, you have to develop and if at any point you feel like the responsibility is too big, too heavy or too pressured, you’re not made for it.

The decade was not without its problems. There were some difficult times, especially towards the end. As captain you have to find a way to rise above them and power on.

Steven Gerrard


INTRODUCTION

On the third afternoon of January, Liverpool travelled to London to play Tottenham Hotspur in their first game of the new millennium. Chris Armstrong’s goal meant a 1–0 defeat for Gérard Houllier’s team.

A week later, Blackburn Rovers from the Championship – the second tier of English football – visited Anfield and, again, Liverpool were defeated, tumbling out of the FA Cup after Nathan Blake’s lone strike with six minutes to go.

Fewer than thirty-three thousand spectators turned up to watch on that blustery day, more than ten thousand short of the stadium’s full capacity. Liverpool were fifth in the league and Houllier’s sweeping changes had not yet inspired trust.

Jamie Carragher was continually being compared to Merseyside-born legends from Liverpool’s past and many doubted he was capable of becoming one himself. Steven Gerrard was a shy teenager who came alive on the pitch, charging about, trying to put his stamp on everything, but, though hopes were higher for him, concerns over his physical capacity remained. Houllier had not yet found the best way to manage Gerrard’s developing physique, which was being challenged by the tough new fitness demands of the Premier League.

Ten years later, as they made their way to Birmingham in the snow for the last game of the decade against Aston Villa, Liverpool were seventh in the league and Houllier’s replacement, Rafael Benítez, was halfway through his final season as manager, one that would end in disappointment and uncertainty – just as the decade had begun.

By then, Carragher had cemented his position as the foundation of the defence and he would finish his career second on the club’s all-time appearance list. Gerrard, meanwhile, was regarded as one of the club’s greatest players. He was the player who seemed to be able to do everything after all and the person who carried the burden of the supporters’ hopes and dreams over so many seasons.

Carragher and Gerrard were in the eleven that beat Villa 1–0 when Liverpool’s goal was scored late into that December night by Fernando Torres – someone who, like Gerrard, would capture hearts. Unlike Gerrard, however, Torres would also break them with his subsequent career decisions.

The 2000s had been an era where Liverpool became serious about winning again. Having lifted only two major trophies in the 1990s, there was one for each year in the subsequent decade if you include two Charity Shields and as many European Super Cups. With Houllier in charge, there was a cup treble in 2001, and then the Champions League title against all the odds in 2005 when Benítez had taken over, before another FA Cup a year later.

The football from Houllier’s teams was powerful, quick and disciplined. And discipline was one of the main reasons he had been appointed at Anfield. In the 1990s, society had begun to view footballers more negatively due to the excesses their newly inflated wages afforded them. Liverpool’s Spice Boys had been a high-profile symptom of this change and there was a feeling that the dressing-room culture at the club had to be addressed. Houllier was seen as someone with the ability to restore order.

Houllier saw the way football was going and in the 2000s the expectations on the footballers of Melwood were as clearly defined as the expectations on footballers across the rest of Britain. Wide sections of society and the majority of the media demanded they be normal while simultaneously placing them on pedestals as role models due to their influential reach, not to mention their newfound wealth.

Football raced into a new era of heightened professionalism, where nearly all players attempted to do the right things, say the right things and appear to be the most right-minded people. The obsession with them as well as the inability to separate the sportsman from the celebrity created a very unhappy environment, and in writing this book I was conscious of that and wanted to select individuals who would speak honestly about their experiences rather than giving some sanitized, prepared-for-the-media version.

The 2000s was the decade where, at Liverpool especially, it became a dangerous policy to deal only in outcomes, as if they were the definitive answers. Through technological advance, the world became smaller than it has ever been but just because it was the most-talked-about period in the club’s history, this did not necessarily make it the most understood.

The football from Benítez’s teams was similar to Houllier’s but more sophisticated. He trusted creative players, those who could ‘play in-between the lines’, though always with tactical awareness. Under him, Liverpool went as close as they had to winning the title in any of the previous nineteen seasons, but in 2009 frustrating home draws against lesser opposition proved to be critical.

And yet there is a belief that it is impossible to discuss modern Liverpool without mentioning the name Rafael Benítez. Few divide opinion like him: the person who earned the loyalty of Liverpool supporters by providing as magical a night as any in the club’s history in Istanbul, while also, apparently, being misunderstood – as Liverpool people often feel they are.

Benítez was the first person of influence to publicly expose the troubled times under the co-ownership of Tom Hicks and George Gillett after they had taken control from David Moores, and yet throughout the corresponding years – like all obsessives – he was accused of losing touch with reality.

From 2008 to 2010, there was civil war at Liverpool. Conclusions about the causes of the problems in that period may have seemed black and white according to which person you listened to. Objectively the evidence revealed the failed relationship between Hicks and Gillett was the root and yet at boardroom and management level the problems were nuanced. I hoped this book might shed new light on the situation.

I was told by readers of Red Machine and Men in White Suits that the strengths of those books were the meetings with the more curious types: individuals that perhaps made less of a contribution at Liverpool compared to others but retained more information because their experiences were briefer. For Ring of Fire, however, I decided for a step up in profile with the interviewees, aware that it might contribute towards a more serious book.

The 2000s were also the period in which I entered professional journalism, and this enabled me to appreciate that the better players usually had more exciting things to say, revealing that – although it might seem otherwise, and though certainly not always the case – in many instances the game’s most influential characters are the footballers with the most engaging and forceful personalities.

And yet I determined there should be a few notable absentees. Steven Gerrard released his second autobiography in 2015, covering many of the issues I might have spoken to him about. Maybe it was a big call to leave out Liverpool’s greatest modern player but in the end I decided it would be better for him to do the foreword, looking over the book like the protective guardian he became for so many at Liverpool for so long.

He would be a presence throughout the narrative anyway, just like Benítez, who similarly to Gerrard remains active in football. This complicates things because active sportsmen have more to lose by being unguarded. Benítez realizes he divides opinion and I had never seen an interview with him where he discusses his innermost feelings. After reading his autobiography, for example, I was left with the impression that he might believe that most football outcomes are a consequence of tactics rather than relationships.

Active players and managers have a habit of telling you more when the Dictaphone has been switched off. They hope their thoughts are presented as undisputed fact, thus blurring the lines of truth. I didn’t want Ring of Fire to be that sort of book, especially when the success of the others was based around the accountability of the stories.

I met with Benítez’s representatives to try to establish what might happen if we met and I left wondering about the benefits of including him. I arrived at the conclusion that, although Benítez’s name counts for something, in terms of core material – strong content – he might be best left alone, in the same way Kenny Dalglish was left alone in Red Machine or Robbie Fowler in Men in White Suits. Then within twenty-four hours Benítez was appointed as Newcastle United’s manager and a meeting became impossible due to his newfound responsibilities.

I had turned to Jamie Carragher first, because he seemed like the most sensible starting point. His Liverpool career stretched across three decades, covering the whole of this one. He released his autobiography in 2008 and so much has happened since then I hoped I might establish a different reflection on the period now he is older and maybe a bit wiser.

Carragher was incredibly generous with his time, sitting down with me on three occasions across successive weeks. These meetings required the least amount of travel. We live in the same area of Liverpool, so it involved me opening my door and walking three minutes to a modest restaurant around the corner where we sat and talked mainly about what drives him on the most, what fuels that insatiable appetite that kept him at the top of the game for so long.

Carragher is such a humble and entertaining person it is easy to forget just how much people revere him. At the end of the third interview, upon discovering a parking ticket on his car because his time had elapsed in the throes of our conversation, he returned to the restaurant, where I was organizing myself, to tell me of his frustrations, joking that I should pay the fine. ‘But you have the freedom of Sefton,’ I reminded him. ‘If you wanted to graze wild horses on the roundabouts, nobody could stop you.’

I went to see Houllier in Paris. Like Carragher, he was kind, insisting on picking me up from my hotel during rush hour. Houllier was magnificently French: intelligent, expressive, reflective and occasionally abrupt. As Liverpool’s manager, he prided himself on his accessibility, being there for the players if they needed it, no matter the hour of day. I wondered whether this had a detrimental effect on his health, never being able to switch off from work. He recognized I had flown out specifically to meet him and after realizing I was not leaving France until the next day, he invited me to his office the following morning in case there was anything I’d missed in the initial interview.

More time with a subject is an offer no journalist refuses, so naturally I went along, regardless of the fact I was pretty happy with the initial outcome. Upon arriving at his hidden office on a dusty side street off a road that leads up towards Montmartre, Houllier greeted me ambivalently. ‘You came then?’ But after five minutes or so, he returned to being intelligent, expressive and reflective. Later, as I walked away back towards the banks of the Seine, I realized I quite liked him and began to understand why players did too.

When I met with Phil Thompson, he sat with his gym bag next to him and talked for hours, reminding me of his traditional values and connecting this book with Liverpool’s past by reaching back into the 1960s and offering a description of what made the club great in the first place.

In the book Thompson is followed by Danny Murphy, a midfielder who proved you can score three match-winning goals for Liverpool at Old Trafford and still not be remembered fondly; similarly there was Michael Owen, who proved you can score hundreds of goals for Liverpool but this will count for very little if you later sign for Manchester United.

The chapter with academy graduate Neil Mellor is shorter than the rest because I wanted it to reflect his snapshot Anfield career and his brief but significant contribution to the first team. After Mellor is Dietmar Hamann, the untypical German midfielder – and an untypical footballer – yet someone who is more serious and perceptive than he lets on.

From there, I thought a flavour of Spain was essential to try to explain why Benítez divides opinion. Hamann had spoken so positively about him, and Mellor had too, so I went to see Xabi Alonso and Albert Riera, players who in 2016 find themselves in very different places.

For a change, I thought it wise to speak to someone with great influence who did not play and was not a manager. The role of the chief executive emerged as a significant feature of football in the twenty-first century and Rick Parry revealed to me the reality of what it was like running Liverpool day-to-day, week-to-week, month-to-month, year upon year. His story is a reminder that although supporters might have an opinion on the work of someone like Parry, ultimately the only opinion that gets tested is his. After I spent nearly six hours with him, Parry joked that I must have felt like Anthony Clare from the radio series In The Psychiatrist’s Chair.

I arrived finally at Fernando Torres, realizing it is impossible to think about his breathtaking contribution towards Liverpool without considering the circumstances of his departure. You cannot divorce Torres the centre-forward who streaked across boxes and dashed past defenders as if they were not there from Torres the traitor, the one who signed for Chelsea.

Torres had never given an interview to anyone where he detailed the reasons why he left Liverpool, so I consider his inclusion as a coup. He recognized this was a unique opportunity for self-justification, because he did not want to do it through the papers, where news headlines might detract from his reasoning. He understood there is greater room for context in a book and hoped that this might make Liverpool supporters understand why he made the ultimate decision to go somewhere else.

It was only when Torres took breaks to compose himself, as his sentences became shorter while he spoke about his acrimonious exit from Liverpool and what happened in his career thereafter, that I realized the Spanish star is more complex – and certainly more vulnerable – than I ever really appreciated. It forced me to conclude that his expressed fondness for Liverpool and its people had always been genuine. I also discovered sadness in him, maybe even loneliness.

Torres had flourished at Liverpool with a great midfield and Steven Gerrard pulling the strings behind him, and though he was sharing pitch space with lesser talents like Milan Jovanović and Paul Konchesky by the end of his time at Anfield, Xabi Alonso and Michael Owen had proven before him that legacies are only protected by selecting the timing of your exit and your next destination wisely.

Liverpool had fallen some distance very quickly. In 2010, for the second successive year, the auditors KPMG expressed ‘material uncertainty’ about the club’s ability to continue as a going concern. The new chairman, Martin Broughton, appeared before the Premier League to give a guarantee, which had to be backed up by the banks, that Liverpool would be able to fulfil their fixtures.

The seismic split between Hicks and Gillett had created a power vacuum, inspiring only a culture of paranoia at Liverpool, where the best interests of the club were not being served first by anyone consistently.

If one story sums up the mood at Melwood by the end of the decade, it is this. It was late in the afternoon and the training ground was almost empty. Bunkered in his office up on the second floor, Rafael Benítez was looking at some papers from behind a desk. An unfamiliar member of staff knocked on the door, picking up letters to be delivered in the final post of the day.

Benítez seemed surprised by the sudden company.

And then he is said to have asked, ‘Whose side are you on?’


CHAPTER ONE
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PHIL THOMPSON,
Mr Liverpool

IT WAS THE second week in November 1998 and litter from the fast-food kiosks inside Anfield whirled across the pitch in strange formation. The floodlights shone, lighting up a squally winter’s night, but the gloom on the terraces intensified as the temperature and the mood plummeted. Wisecracks were made about the cardboard plates, hotdog wrappers and drink cartons forming a more effective barrier than Liverpool’s defence. The famous stadium seemed quiet and lonely, the only loud noise coming from the Anfield Road End, where the few away fans stood in a pack for warmth. ‘Are you Tranmere in disguise?’ came the muffled chorus. ‘Bye, bye, Evans,’ they continued cruelly, knowing that a 3–1 victory for their team, Tottenham Hotspur, was likely to mean the end for Liverpool’s joint manager, Roy Evans, who had served the club for more than thirty years.

The main stand was silent, aside from the commentary area where Graham ‘Beeky’ Beecroft, an experienced presenter, was describing the scene in front of him, where John Scales had scored – a player sold by Evans to Tottenham because he was deemed past his best almost two years earlier.

Phil Thompson was the match analyser for Radio City. When the visiting team’s third goal went in, he leaned his elbows on the table in front of him and held his head in his hands, cursing to himself. Thompson – a European Cup-winning captain with Liverpool – eventually looked up and stared at the dugout where Evans and Gérard Houllier, the person he shared a job with, were positioned at opposite ends of the seating arrangement.

‘I was thinking to myself, What the fuck is happening? Where the fuck is this all going? I was looking at Roy, I was looking at Gérard and between the two of them you couldn’t feel anything. Neither of them seemed to want to take control.’

Thompson remembers the moment he picked up the microphone and began to speak, glowering dead-eyed at Beecroft, who was reduced to the role of listener for the next five minutes.

‘My frustrations erupted on the radio,’ Thompson continues. ‘I’ve learned over time it’s about how you say things rather than how angry you get. But I went into a rant about how I saw my football club. There was no relationship between the managers, the players and the supporters. I said that things needed to change. They needed to change right away.’

Thompson drove home in a bad mood that night and went straight to bed without saying anything to his wife, Marg. The following morning, it was back to the day job. Pine DIY was one of his businesses in Kirkby. Upon opening the back door he found a letter left with only his name scrawled on the envelope. It was from a Liverpool fan who, after hearing Thompson the previous evening, had decided to write to him straight away, delivering the message to his door. Thompson was humbled by what he read.

‘It was four pages long and it began something like, “Phil, your time has come to return to Liverpool FC; your calling has arrived. We need passionate people like you; people who will set those players straight.”’

In the afternoon, Thompson arrived at the Pitz five-a-side football facility not far from Anfield, down the hill in Kirkdale, where he was to prepare for a forthcoming masters tournament with other former players. Thompson says his trousers were ‘literally around my ankles’ when his mobile phone began to ring and on the other end of the line was Peter Robinson, Liverpool’s secretary, inviting him to a meeting at the mansion of chairman David Moores in Halsall, Lancashire.

‘Straight away, I thought I might have been getting a dressing-down for what I’d said on the radio – that kind of thing happens,’ Thompson admits.

‘But on the way to Halsall, I spoke to my brother Owen and the wife. Marg’s a teacher and she was still at work. I told her, “Love, you’ve got to get out of the classroom. It’s possible that I’ve had the call from Liverpool . . .”’

In Halsall, Thompson was greeted by a sombre atmosphere.

‘David has a lovely house but it was like a funeral parlour, with everyone sitting around in silence. Peter stepped forward and explained that Gérard was going to be the manager in sole charge and that it was unanimously agreed that he needed someone by his side that was disciplined and someone who could stand up to the players and rescue the club from the Spice Boys era. They wanted a big voice. Tom Saunders stood up and began to speak: “There’s only one person we need – and that person is Phil Thompson.”

‘After what happened with Graeme Souness, it was a lovely moment – they were coming for me.’

Thompson had been sacked by Souness and Liverpool seven years earlier for supposedly being too aggressive with the club’s reserve-team players, swearing at them too much. Thompson reasons he was only following what Ronnie Moran had done two decades earlier when Thompson was a teenager and Moran was coach.

‘It did no harm to my career,’ Thompson thinks. ‘I moulded my reserve team on Ronnie’s. He barked orders, so I barked orders. I didn’t care if I was popular or not. My satisfaction came from getting results and seeing young players get pushed into the first team. When Graeme sacked me, he said I shouted too much at the young lads in the reserves. My attitude was, if you couldn’t handle me shouting at you in front of a couple of hundred people at a reserve match, you wouldn’t have a chance with the first team, where everyone, especially the crowd, wants to have a pop at you.’

Having dismissed Thompson’s authoritarian approach on the advice of Souness, Liverpool’s board now deemed it to be the key ingredient missing from the dressing room. Thompson didn’t leave Houllier’s home near Sefton Park till the early hours of the following morning, marking the end of what he considers the most remarkable twenty-four hours of his life.

‘I’d only met Gérard once before and I didn’t know the fella at all. But I said to him that evening, “Listen, mate, I’m going to be different to anything you’ve ever worked with. I’m a nark. I’m brash. I’m aggressive. I’m a moaner. But Gérard, I’ll give you 100 per cent loyalty and trust to bring the success back.’

The mission facing Houllier and Thompson was enormous.

‘There was indiscipline at the club,’ Thompson says. ‘Gérard and Roy had been dragged apart by the players who had too much power. Re-instilling the discipline was a big responsibility and it was going to be an arduous task.

‘I became the Bob Paisley of the duo. Gérard was going to be the Shanks – the good guy. I went in there and I was like a whirlwind. I loved it. And everybody hated me, every player.’

Before Thompson’s return was made public, he turned up at Melwood unannounced. He concedes that to some of the players it must have been like an old fearsome guard returning to the asylum after the lunatics had taken over.

‘I bumped into some of the lads that played under me for the reserves. Jamie Redknapp and Steve Harkness were there.

‘“What are you doing here, Thommo?” they asked.

‘“I’m your new assistant manager, lads,” I told them.

‘Their faces, you should have seen their faces – they dropped on the floor. Straight away, Harky warned me, “You can’t be the way you were with us, Thommo – it won’t work.”

‘“Oh,” I said. “In any walk of life – no matter how much money you’re being paid – you’ve gotta have discipline.”

‘“Mmmmm,” he goes, dismissively. “We’ll see . . .”

‘I thought to myself then, I’ve got to get into these straight away. So I did.’

Houllier and Thompson quickly concluded that the presence of Paul Ince, the club’s captain, was the biggest problem at Liverpool. Ince’s influence when Evans was in sole charge was so considerable that he’d persuaded the manager to switch from an effective 3–5–2 formation to a standard 4–4–2 because it suited his qualities more and it was what he was used to at previous clubs Manchester United and Inter Milan.

‘Paul was a good player, don’t get me wrong,’ Thompson says. ‘But he wasn’t what we wanted or where we wanted to go or be. So our development was going to be at his expense.

‘Everyone called Ince “the Guv’nor”. He was the big man, running the dressing room. A lot of the young lads looked up to him. So I made it my point to make it difficult for him. And he hated me. He hated Gérard too, writing a massive two-page article in one of the tabloid papers when he left for Middlesbrough, saying that we would drag the club down.

‘A couple of years later, in 2001, Gérard thought it was time to reply and he admitted that Ince was right. We had dragged the team down – to Cardiff, not once, not twice, not three times but four – winning all of those cups!’

A smile begins to slowly spread across Thompson’s distinctive-looking face towards the end of this particular story, his eyes twinkling. It satisfies him that he was able to bring down those he thought acted like they were more important than Liverpool, the club he’d grown up supporting, the club he ended up playing for and winning a European Cup with as captain all those years before.

Thompson admits he relished cracking heads.

‘If you ask any of the lads that played with me or any of the ones I coached, I know what they’ll say about me,’ he says, making a slitting gesture across his throat. ‘There was a passion burning inside of me. It was uncontrollable. It’s still there, I think. I’d say I’m a perfectionist. Others would say something less flattering.’

Thompson reasons that his quest for perfection stems from a desire to make up for what he sees as disappointments in the past, in that he was not selected to play for Liverpool’s youth teams until he was fifteen. He wasn’t even in the Kirkby boys’ district side until the age of fourteen. His passion for Liverpool and for football became greater because his struggle to get there was greater than that of others.

‘Liverpool was the Holy Grail for me. It was something to reach for. I dreamed of nothing other than being a Liverpool player from the age of eight. It meant that I was able to enjoy my football club and support them as a child. I went through the process of the standing boys’ pen. These kids now, they feel as if they belong at Liverpool from birth because they’re being signed up too early. They’re still fans but they’re fans in a less fervent way because they are having to think about their own standing within the club too soon. Maybe it erodes the love.

‘The clubs – all of them, not just Liverpool – have encouraged elitism,’ he continues. ‘It’s not healthy. Kids can’t have proper childhoods. One or two do because their parents know the score but many slip through the net. Those who don’t have the family support behind them, they let the status go to their heads. Rather than receiving the right guidance, they get over-coached and as a result few of them are able to figure out solutions for themselves. The instinctive footballers have disappeared. How many kids have come out of Kirkby in the last ten years? Not many.’

The building of Liverpool’s academy had already been commissioned by the time Thompson and Houllier became assistant and manager. He thinks the site’s separation from Melwood hasn’t really worked out.

‘There’s a desire in the modern world to compartmentalize everything. I was fortunate that at fifteen I could see the reserve-team players, those younger professionals. I was in the B team and I wanted to be in the A team. When I was in the A team, I wanted to be in the reserves. When I was in the reserves, I wanted to be in the first team. I could visibly see my career in front of me. I knew the standards that I needed to meet because they were obvious around me.

‘In 1998, when the academy was built here in Kirkby, it became elitist, because all the responsibilities a young player used to have disappeared. There was no more cleaning baths, boots, balls and changing rooms. The young players had people there to do that for them and it made them precious.

‘When I was fifteen, I loved being there at Melwood. I was going to enjoy my time at Liverpool no matter how short or long it might be. Just being near my heroes, my idols, was the biggest thrill. I wanted to be the best boot polisher at the club, my baths were cleaner than any other apprentice, my floors were done with warmth and love, and the training kit, although it was crap, was put out as neatly as possible.

‘When I was twenty-four or twenty-five, I sat down with Ronnie Moran and all the others. It was one of those moments where you realize how far you’ve travelled. I asked Ronnie what he saw in me, a skinny kid from Kirkby. I was rake-thin. “We could see you could play, Thommo,” he told me. “That’s why we always picked you on the staff team for the famous five-a-sides.”

‘It wasn’t because they knew I could run all day – I was a cross-country runner for the county as a kid – it was because I didn’t want to be beaten at all. “We watched you every day doing those meaningless jobs and you didn’t cut corners. You did them to perfection. That tells us, as staff, you’ll go all the way on the pitch to make sure the backs of your teammates are covered.”’

Bill Shankly – the man who transformed Liverpool from Second Division also-rans to First Division and FA Cup champions – was Thompson’s hero. But Moran was his mentor, the former player whose career at Liverpool followed the same path as Thompson’s: from B team to A team to reserves before making the most important step of them all – to the first team. Before Thompson could drive, Moran used to give him lifts to training in his Morris Minor.

‘I’d get the 44D bus to the Crown pub in Norris Green and Ronnie was always there on time, as promised,’ Thompson recalls. ‘Ronnie had more influence over me than anyone else at Liverpool. He was the biggest moaner I’ve ever met. He complained about everything. He would not rest. Even if we’d won 5–0 on the Saturday, he’d arrive for work on the Monday morning screaming at everybody. He treated us like school kids and if he wasn’t happy, he’d have us doing shuttle runs as a punishment, no matter what the previous result had been. Kenny Dalglish, Graeme Souness – he didn’t care how great you were, he’d be bawling at you, the moaning bastard. It’s only when you stop and analyse it that you realize Ronnie was the driving force behind a lot of the success. He made sure there was no rest for us. He made sure everybody remained grounded. Ronnie got praise for his work but not as much as he should have done.’

I meet Thompson one morning in November at the bar of the David Lloyd health and fitness centre in Kirkby. He lives a fifteen-minute drive north into Lancashire but he returns to the facility in his home town pretty much every week day because he knows most of the people here, a community spirit exists and he enjoys connecting with his past.

‘Where we are now is the site of the old Kirkby Town FC,’ he informs me. ‘I played here for Kirkby School Boys when I was a lad.’

The David Lloyd centre is next door to Liverpool Football Club’s aforementioned youth academy. ‘You can see wonderful pitches there now but back in the day it’s where I used to run my Sunday league team from when I was playing for Liverpool. The area has played a big part in my life. It’s religious ground for me, this.’

Thompson was twenty-one years old and in his prime when he took charge of the Falcon Sunday league side for the first time. By then, he was already well established in Liverpool’s first team, having helped win a league title and a UEFA Cup double. He was also the owner of an FA Cup-winners’ medal.

‘I was obsessed by football, bloody obsessed,’ he grins, rubbing his hands together. ‘I couldn’t get enough of it. That’s why I took charge of the Falcon. The best-known Sunday league team in Kirkby was the Fantail and people often got us confused with them. We were probably a step down in terms of football ability but we were a proper team with a proper spirit from a proper pub.’

Thompson managed the Falcon for twelve seasons. On Monday mornings, he’d arrive at Anfield and while he was getting changed, Ronnie Moran and Roy Evans, the first-team coach and reserve-team manager, would ask the same question separately.

‘“How did you get on yesterday?” they’d say – not even mentioning the Liverpool game on the Saturday. Wherever we played – even if it was Southampton – I’d be on Arbour Lane on a Sunday morning by 11 a.m. with the kits, the balls and the sponges in the boot of my car. It was blowing a gale every week. The lads would breathe alcoholic fumes all over you. You’d be driving around Kirkby trying to get some of them out of bed to come and play. But they were fantastic times. As much as I loved playing for Liverpool, some of my greatest football moments were with the Falcon.’

Surely all the other teams in the league must have wanted to beat a side managed by a Liverpool player?

‘Of course they did,’ he laughs. ‘There was expectancy on us every week. It got harder for us after an administration error meant we had to leave the Kirkby and District League, where we were comfortable, and join the Kirkby New Town League. Because our application was late, there was only one place left in all of the divisions and it was in the top one. Oh my goodness, it was tough. We got kicked all over the place. These teams, they were good anyway but they upped the anti a notch or two because I managed the Falcon. In the dressing room after one game, I told the lads if they wanted to pack it in, they should discuss it in the pub and I’d understand. They were getting booted everywhere and I appreciated they had to go off to work on a Monday morning as labourers. Many of them were self-employed. I didn’t want to be responsible for an injury; they needed to work to support their families. My older brother Owen, who also played, later came to me and said that the lads wanted to continue. They didn’t want to duck out and let the bigger fellas win. It was typical of the attitude you get from lads in Kirkby.’

The Falcon went on to win everything there was to win in the New Town League. Thompson created what he calls a ‘no-excuse culture’ by putting pressure on himself to attend all games. His commitment was as great as anyone else’s.

Liverpool had not yet won a European Cup in the spring of 1977 but having beaten FC Zurich in Switzerland during the semi-final first leg that year, he was ruled out of the return through injury and decided to attend a final the Falcon were playing in at Prescot Cables instead. He remembers driving down the M57 and seeing the floodlights of Anfield shining in the distance and then the celebrations afterwards back at the pub after finding out that Zurich had been brushed aside. The Falcon had also won.

‘We trained every Thursday night where the old Kirkby Stadium used to be, on shale all-weather pitches. It was twelve- or thirteen-a-side; you’d get lads who weren’t good enough but came along for the craic anyway. It was cut-throat stuff. But I’d train too – even though I had a game for Liverpool on the Saturday. Nobody at the club knew.’

It was only when Thompson was given the job as Liverpool’s reserve-team manager after retiring that he resigned as manager of the Falcon. Sunday morning was a busy part of the working week for Liverpool’s backroom staff, as they used the time to clean kits, treat injuries and discuss what had happened the day before. That Thompson was able to lead a double life for so long – his entire playing career – reflects his mania for football.

‘I think it all started with my mum rather than my dad,’ he says. ‘My mum was a big Liverpudlian and she went to Anfield all the time. She used to go in the main stand during the 1950s, right by the tunnel. One of my earliest memories was going with her along with my auntie and brother Owen to the Inter Milan European Cup match in 1965. I was eleven years old and how she got tickets for it, I’ll never know. It was the biggest game in Liverpool’s history and beforehand Gerry Byrne and Gordon Milne walked around the pitch holding the FA Cup, which had been won a few days before. We were sitting on the front row of the Kemlyn Road and I could reach out and almost touch it. God, I get goosepimples just thinking about that night.

‘Mum was really passionate, so when I started playing she couldn’t have been any more proud. My dad was an Evertonian and he worked at sea; a lot of men in Kirkby did. Whenever he came home from America, he’d bring us gifts from New York and try to make me and my brothers turn towards Everton. It was never going to happen. I was still standing on the Kop when I was seventeen and playing in the reserves. I was Liverpool mad.’

Thompson’s terrace education began in the infamous boys’ pen.

‘There was a lad from school, Tommy Heaton, and we used to go together. It was a shilling to get in. The environment was a tough one. There was a drainpipe in the corner and I used to try to scale it to get in the Kop, because that’s where you aspired to be. Being in the Kop was a sign of maturity.’

Although he grew up in Kirkby, Thompson was born in Kensington, the inner-city area of Liverpool known affectionately by locals as ‘Kenny’, which has given the world a series of famous musicians, including John and Mick Head from Shack, as well as Ian McNabb. Thompson was one of seven brothers and sisters who lived in a Victorian terraced house on Ling Street under the watchful eye of his mum, May, whose sister, June, was never far away, helping her control the young boys.

‘Kenny’s only a mile away from Anfield. On match days, you knew a game of football was happening because everyone seemed to be heading in the same direction. My mum applied to the council for a bigger house. Kirkby was an overspill town being built because of the baby boom, so we were shoved out there on Stonehey Road.’

The three-bedroom new-build was opposite the old Brookfield High School and backed on to St Joseph’s juniors. Thompson was surrounded by football pitches and such access eventually helped nurture skills that invited an opportunity to trial at Melwood, Liverpool’s training ground, aged fourteen. Thompson missed his end-of-year school exams to make sure he was there. John Gidman, who later played for Everton and both Manchester clubs, was also in attendance, along with Kenny Pritchard, whose goals at junior levels had marked him out as the one to watch over the six weeks they spent together.

‘The other lads signed apprentice forms before me,’ Thompson says, underlining the fact that his career was not mapped out from a young age. ‘Liverpool kept me waiting. It was coming towards the end of the trial and we had a game against Bury at Melwood. I was too scared to ask the people at Liverpool what was going on. I wanted it so much, so I asked my mum to come along and speak to Tom Bush, who was the youth development officer. We won and I played really well but as we walked home, past where the Bill Shankly Playing Fields are now, I was struggling to find the courage to ask her what Tom had said. “Did you speak to him then?” I asked. She delayed her response. “What’s the matter – it’s bad news, isn’t it?” Then she told me Liverpool wanted me to sign, though Tom had told her not to tell me because he wanted to deliver the news the following day. I was so emotional. I feel it now. I gave her the biggest hug ever.’

Of the fifteen players who signed apprentice forms that summer, Thompson was the only one to emerge as a professional. And this was despite the fact that midway through his two-year apprenticeship Tom Bush died and Tony Waiters was appointed as his replacement for a brief period.

‘I left Brookfield School without any qualifications. I threw all my eggs into one basket. So I had to make it happen,’ he reasons. ‘Maybe Tom dying unsettled a few of the others. I know Giddy [John Gidman] and Tony didn’t see eye to eye. Sometimes that happens in football and your career is sent spinning on a different path. I liked Tony, though.’

Thinking about this period in his life, Thompson still gets excited now.

‘It was a fascinating time to be an apprentice,’ he explains, racing through his thoughts. ‘Can you imagine going into a dressing room and Roger Hunt is sitting there? He was a knight of the realm to Liverpool supporters like me. I’d stand there open-mouthed, looking at him like an idiot. I’ve met Pelé and Eusébio; I’ve played against Diego Maradona. But Roger was the greatest to me. I had photographs of him behind my bed and posters all over the walls. When I think that I won more than Roger did at Liverpool and eventually achieved what Bill Shankly did in managing the club, even if it was only for three months, I have to stop and take a moment. It’s weird.’

Thompson trained on Tuesday and Thursday nights at Melwood, sometimes under the supervision of Reuben Bennett. A former goalkeeper, Bennett once completed a game for Dundee with a broken leg. He later joined Liverpool’s coaching team under Phil Taylor. Obsessed by fitness, Shankly put him in charge of physical conditioning. In Liverpool’s Boot Room, he was known as Sherlock because he often patrolled the grounds of Melwood in a deerstalker hat.

‘Reuben was a hard, rash Scotsman from Aberdeen. He was mysterious – Shanks’s right-hand man. I know Bob Paisley was Shanks’s assistant but Reuben was the one Shanks confided in. His bark was bigger than Ronnie Moran’s. He didn’t live far from Melwood, so he would turn up for training and stand on the side of the pitch in his long raincoat. You felt in awe when you saw him; you were honoured.

‘Later, when I joined the first team, Reuben was over sixty but played as the goal-hanger in the five-a-side games. No matter what the weather was like, he’d wear a pair of trainers rather than boots. Even if he scored the first of seventeen goals, he’d celebrate it as if it was the FA Cup final. He’d wind up the young lads and you were desperate to beat him because his passion was so clear.’

Thompson remembers meeting Shankly for the first time, bumping into him in the corridor outside his office at Anfield. He describes the moment as ‘an audience with the Pope’. His outstanding memory of those early years is of the way Shankly used to ignore players who were injured, ostensibly because they were of no use to him but the deeper reason being that he thought of injuries as diseases that would contaminate his squad if acknowledged.

‘It was purely psychological,’ Thompson thinks. ‘Nobody wanted to get injured, because the loneliness was humiliating. I can see him popping his head into the treatment room and letting on to Bob [Paisley] and Joe [Fagan] but ignoring the fella lying down on the table. It could have been Roger Hunt or Ron Yeats but he wouldn’t have wished them good morning if they weren’t available to play for him.’

Thompson describes Anfield as a ‘workplace’.

‘We’d be in every day doing long hours. I can still smell the bleach now, the way we’d clean the floors using a scrubbing brush, then a mop and a bucket. Ronnie and Joe would come along and inspect your work and you couldn’t go home if the baths weren’t sparkling. It was a labour of love. Anfield held a sense of belonging. I’m convinced it had an impact on results too because, come a match day, we felt comfortable.’

Shankly had transformed Melwood from a run-down weed-infested playing field into sacred earth by introducing the five-a-side games that defined his ‘pass-and-move’ philosophy. Shankly raised the club from the lower reaches of the old Second Division to become champions of the First in less than five years, before Bob Paisley’s team went on to dominate Europe. Outsiders struggled to figure out Liverpool’s secret, believing mystical forces were at work behind the walls of the training ground. Thompson thinks the success was based on simple repetition and working by a set of unwritten rules enforced by tough men like Ronnie Moran.

‘As a kid, you were told not to hold on to the ball for too long, particularly in midfield or at centre-half; you had to get it, you had to give it. Ronnie would drill us. It was only when you got around the opposition’s 18-yard box that you were allowed to express yourself.

‘If I close my eyes and think about training at Melwood as a teenager, my thighs begin to hurt because Ronnie had us down on our haunches, jockeying an opponent back and forth. I don’t think anyone knows what jockeying is now. It’s such a basic skill and learning how to do it properly improves your understanding of timing.

‘A lot of the success was a consequence of repetition. Getting it, giving it – it became a natural act. When I stepped up to the reserves, all I could hear from the touchline was Ronnie screaming, “Give it early!” I was a midfielder originally but I remember shouting back to Ronnie, “I haven’t even got it yet!” Ronnie wanted things to happen before it was humanly possible. Ideally, it was done in one pass, without the need for a controlled first touch.

‘We didn’t have a term for it but it was this simplicity that I believe formed the Liverpool way. Others tried to complicate it. When the lads later got together for former players’ games, it was as though we still had Ronnie on the touchline. Someone would pass it to me and straight away I’d shift it to Phil Neal. The Everton and United players, they’d try to do tricks and run through the middle of the pitch, holding on to possession for too long. At Liverpool, only the wingers – Steve Heighway, Cally [Ian Callaghan] and Peter Thompson – were allowed to run with possession. Everyone else – get it, give it.’

Thompson evolved into a central defender, having spent his teenage years in midfield.

‘By the time I reached the reserves, I was more of a holding midfield player but I still scored seven or eight goals a season. My biggest asset was being able to read the game and
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