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Introduction

Reasons To Be Cheerful (Part Two)

I’ve been writing my weekly column for the Irish Examiner for more than five years now. In addition to forwarding my Gooner’s Diary for my good mate Chris Parry to put up on his Arsenal World website, I also email my missives every week to a couple of hundred Gooners dotted around the globe. These unfortunate, geographically challenged Arsenal fans appear to appreciate the flavour of being present at the live games which they can’t get from the usual media sources. Several times over the years it has been suggested to me that I should compile my pieces into a book. Each season, I threatened to do so but if procrastination was an international sport, I would be England captain and so I never got past talking about it. However, after the Gunners’ glorious Double season in 2002, I thought if I don’t do it now, I never will. I was under the misapprehension that I had already done all the hard work. Róna, my missus, and I had slipped away the day after the Town Hall parade for some much needed R&R in Sardinia. We were sunbathing on the beach when I received a call with the offer to publish Arsenal On The Double and I made the fairly typical mistake of setting a totally unrealistic deadline.

Since my work appears in the Arena, the Irish Examiner’s Wednesday sports supplement, long after everyone has picked the bones of the weekend’s footballing battles, and based on the fact that my column is likely to be read by football fans of all sorts of persuasions, I tend to make it largely anecdotal, in the hope that anyone can enjoy it, not just us devoted Gooners. So, from the moment we returned from our holiday, I was sweating over the arduous process of not only stitching my weekly pieces together but also having to write from scratch details of what actually took place on the pitch. I’ve such a dreadful memory that I am often left having to ask my missus who scored the goals before we’ve even reached the bottom of the stairs of the West Upper. As a result, this proved to be such a troublesome task that I found myself swearing that this was the first and last time I would commit to such an undertaking.

I actually ended up sitting at my desk long past several deadlines, trying to finish the book on the very day that England were playing Brazil in the World Cup. I detest watching football on the box when I can’t give the game my full concentration – that’s why I prefer not to watch matches in pubs (aside from the fact that I’m one of the few non-conformists to the football fans’ obligatory beer gut, alcoholic beverages are not my particular poison). Instead of trying to write and watch the game simultaneously, I thought I would enjoy the football that much more if I recorded it to watch later, when I could relax, having finally forwarded my finished work to the publishers. What a big mistake! Most footie fans can relate to the ridiculous lengths they’ve gone to in an effort to try to reap maximum enjoyment from the delayed transmission of a match by avoiding prior knowledge of the result. Who hasn’t answered the phone on a Saturday evening with the stern pronouncement, ‘Please don’t tell me the score!’? How naive was I to think that I could get away without knowing the outcome of the most important England match since ’66?

Even with the TV turned off, and all the doors and windows shut on that warm summer’s day, it was downright obvious what was going on in the game. Our entire block of flats vibrated to the sound of the celebrations when Owen scored. Consequently, if you are looking for a culprit for England’s ignominious exit from the 2002 World Cup, look no further. The game was up and England’s tournament was over the moment I gave up and turned on the TV halfway through!

I guess a couple of years was just long enough for me to forget all the tribulations of my first book. I would be lying if I said that the welcome surprise of a totally unexpected royalty cheque had nothing to do with my decision. It was just before Easter when I first started getting the jitters about how I was going to juggle our credit-card balances. I was already fretting about creating sufficient credit to cover the astronomic cost of rapidly looming season-ticket renewals. Yet while any advance would be better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick (as my missus would say), it wasn’t my primary motivation.

To the contrary, I had a contract for this book lying on my desk for a couple of weeks in March and I was terrified of signing it. Superstitious sod that I am, I convinced myself that the Arsenal’s season was going so well that the very millisecond I attempted to exploit it for my personal pecuniary gain, Sod’s law would guarantee that I would be putting the complete kibosh on the Gunners. But as week by week we equalled and then surpassed all the records previously set and as this Arsenal side inched their way towards immortality, I became increasingly certain that we were witnessing a feat which might never again be repeated. I therefore felt obliged to offer my individual account of our historic achievement.

I might never have been so presumptuous as to let the ‘T’ word fall from my lips but I have to admit there was a point just before Easter when it was hard not to be taken in by all the tabloid hype. The hacks were raving as if all the trophies were already won, when, in the space of four days, instead of collecting all the pots, our season was suddenly in danger of going completely to pot. I was just relieved that I hadn’t signed the contract before our defeats to Man United and Chelsea, otherwise I would have felt singularly culpable for our FA Cup and Champions League exits. Oh, me of little faith! I was bloody quick to get it signed and returned before we played Liverpool on Good Friday, in case we got beat and the collapse of our Premiership challenge coincided with the publisher changing its mind. In fact, if I’d been clever and written the necessary match-day notes alongside each of my weekly pieces, this book would have been virtually ready for publication the day after Martin Keown’s testimonial. I was certain that such premeditation on my part was destined to result in a season that wasn’t worth writing about so the upshot was that I was faced with the dreadful déjà vu which I’d been desperate to avoid. While everyone else was settling down during warm summer days to savour the feast of football from Portugal, I was distracted by the task of digging up the details of our goalie’s gaffes on a gloomy autumnal evening in Eastern Europe.

During my summer of cogitation about the Arsenal’s amazing conquest, I came to the conclusion that in some respects we would have been left with nowhere to go but down, if we had actually fulfilled last season’s Treble promise. It’s true that the Champions League trophy has become something of a Holy Grail for most Gooners but even if we’d won the European Cup, it wouldn’t have had anything like the same kudos in years to come compared to the feat we’ve achieved, which will stand out like a beacon in all the record books. It is often said that you don’t fully appreciate something when it is happening around you. We were like a bunch of morose Humpty Dumpties when our Easter eggs came crashing down around us. At that time, the undefeated record felt like a consolation prize which certainly couldn’t put us back together again.

For those who witnessed the Arsenal’s exploits week by week and who care to look beyond the lavish plaudits of the media bandwagon, we know that in truth the Arsenal were far from the all-conquering Premiership kings who nonchalantly swept aside all comers. In most games, we were a long way from the swaggering side which positively steamed through opponents early in the previous season and, in matches against the likes of Pompey and Man United, we were only a whisker away from our assault on the record ending before it had really begun. Yet, in my warped mind, this is what makes our achievement all the more remarkable.

If we had simply blown away all our opponents, there would be nothing particularly fantastic about our feat. However, it was the grit and gutsy determination we displayed in grinding out many of our results which makes me so proud. It meant that unlike Chelsea’s team of all-stars, the Arsenal demonstrated the tight-knit team spirit of a collection of players prepared to sweat blood for one another. In coming from behind to rescue a result in nine League games, we showed the sort of resolve of never knowing when we were beaten, and never laying down and accepting defeat. These are the sort of traits which only develop between a group of players who have lived in one another’s pockets for a period of time. It is only by enduring the bitter taste of defeat together that they know the extent to which they have to perform to avoid it.

The pressure for immediate success in the modern game is so great that the opportunities to develop young home-grown talent are becoming increasingly rare. As a result, many of the top teams prefer to cherry pick new players every season from the merry-go-round of intercontinental mercenaries. Consequently, the charismatic collective team spirit witnessed within the Arsenal squad last season is likely to become the exception rather than the rule amongst the Premiership elite.

In fact, if it wasn’t for the financial constraints faced by Arsène Wenger as a result of the club’s efforts to fund the new stadium, our manager might have introduced three or four new faces last summer who could’ve had a detrimental effect on the delicate chemistry within our camp. There’s no denying that with a stronger squad overall, we might have had the resources to rest players over the congested Easter period and have still brushed aside both Man United and Chelsea. But who knows if the squad would have retained the same sense of togetherness which enabled them to triumph in several other tight League games when the chips were down.

It is this incessant demand for a conveyor belt of talent going in and out of the top clubs every summer which means it will be all the more unlikely that squads will contain a majority of players who’ve been together as a unit for more than a couple of years. Apart from the very long odds of any team not suffering one bad day at the office amongst all 38 in a season, this is the principal reason I am fairly certain in my conviction that we will never see the likes of the Arsenal’s undefeated season again.

If you’d asked Arsenal fans at the start of the season to choose between winning the Premiership or the Champions League, there would have been many who would have chosen European success because it is the one trophy that has eluded us and the one competition which can confirm to the rest of the footballing world what we already know to be true. However, in retrospect, there will be many Gooners who, along with Arsène Wenger, would rather have achieved our astonishing record, with the exquisite title triumph at White Hart Lane as the icing on the cake. Especially when any old team appeared capable of putting together the 13-game run necessary to rule the European roost. In the words of our manager, ‘Every year, there is a team that wins the Champions League but it is not every year a team sets a record like that . . . This is something unique, especially in a difficult championship in England. So, would I swap it for the Champions League? Not really.’

As for myself, I am as desperate as the next Gooner to see the single missing honour included in the front of our match-day programmes, if only so that I might give up on this crazy and far-too-costly quest of following the Arsenal to the far-flung corners of the Continent. If/when we finally achieve our Champions League ambitions, assuming I am not bankrupt beforehand, I think I’ll be forced to join the majority of Gooners in being more selective, only choosing the tastiest trips abroad and stopping at home to watch the remainder from the comfort of my armchair. Nevertheless, despite my misapprehension (along with thousands of others) that our name was on the Champions League trophy last season, I also wouldn’t swap what we achieved for the world.

The fact that we were forced to fight it out for the vast majority of the 3,420 minutes of League football meant so much to me. It proved that the special ‘Arsenal spirit’ was alive and well, and in evidence every single week amongst this particular squad of Gunners. I grow increasingly concerned as each season passes for the demise of this je ne sais quoi, the certain quality which distinguishes the Arsenals from the Chelseas of the footballing world. My concern is in no small part due to the decreasing percentage of players from these shores year on year. As a result, there was nothing more reassuring than the proof positive that we’ve been watching a group of players who perform with the same passion expressed by those of us on the terraces.

That the majority of them are primarily playing for their teammates and their manager rather than the Arsenal cause per se, doesn’t detract from my appreciation. You can’t expect an Edu or a Gilberto to be imbued with the same feeling for the club after only a couple of seasons, compared to the likes of Ashley Cole. Ashley has been at Highbury since he was in short pants and I would therefore assume his very blood runs the red and white of the Arsenal, just like those of us who’ve supported them our entire lives. But in an age when we’ve grown accustomed to seeing selfish players with overblown egos blame anyone else but themselves for their mistakes, not to mention glory-hunting fans whose only fervour is for the ‘next big thing’ bandwagon, the ‘all for one, one for all’ spirit coursing through this Arsenal squad is a joy to behold.

To my mind, the most conclusive proof of the all-pervasive musketeer mood at Highbury came with the arrival of Jose Reyes. As our most-expensive-ever signing and aged only 20, it would have been perfectly understandable if Reyes had arrived at The Home Of Football (THOF) with a bit of a swollen head. We might not have been surprised to see him standing around for the first couple of games waiting for the ball to arrive at his feet, until he realised from watching Thierry Henry that it is beholden of even the world’s very best to have to graft along with all the Gunners. However, Jose immediately threw himself into the fray with the fervour of a man possessed.

I can rarely recall being quite so impressed by the debut of an arrival from abroad. His dazzling ability was undeniable from the moment he first touched the ball. Yet it was the way in which Reyes was prepared to run his socks off from minute one which made many Gooners warm to him so quickly. I am not sure how good his grasp of French is, but Jose certainly didn’t need to speak English to pick up on the Gunners ‘defend as a team, win as a team’ vibe. Who would have thought it, but with a work ethic to match his wonderful skills, Jose has so rapidly endeared himself to Arsenal fans that when the new home strip made its debut in the Arsenal shop, Reyes was an even more popular choice of name to have printed on the back than Henry!

Personally, I value Jose’s industry almost as much as his ability. It gives me the same ‘warm all over’ feeling that I get when I see Titi lose possession up front and tear virtually the length of the pitch to put in a tackle on the edge of our own area to try to win the ball back. It’s not something you necessarily want to see because you would rather they conserved their energy for where they can do most harm, but it is certainly the sort of donkey work that you don’t expect these days from players of their calibre. It is the definitive answer to all those cynical critics who contend that all modern-day stars only play for financial gain and personal glory.

Having used this ‘all for one’ musketeer theme on the cover, I’ve been waiting to write this introduction these past couple of weeks, hoping that the long-running soap opera about our very own Porthos – club captain Patrick Vieira – might be resolved. I should have known that the saga would reach a surprising climax within hours of writing these words and, as of this moment, it would appear that the Arsenal have survived yet another Spanish attempt to steal our prize asset.

Considering that it is almost inevitable that Paddy will eventually want to take his turn on football’s gravy train whilst his star is still in the ascendancy, most Gooners were convinced our captain was a goner this time around. It seemed as if our recurring nightmare of the past few summers was finally going to be a reality and that Patrick would be joining the Galacticos at Real. Yet, while the rain in Spain still stays mainly in the plain, it would seem that the grass is not any greener. It is a massive relief that this summer’s saga is over at long last and that our captain is staying at the club. We proved in almost a quarter of our League games last season that we could cope without him but Paddy’s transfer would have been a bitter psychological blow for his teammates.

Patrick was probably the original inspiration for the musketeer spirit in Wenger’s squad and we’ve enjoyed eight incredible years of his loyal service to the cause. However, there are many who feel that he only performed at 75 per cent of his capability last season. So, if Paddy has only decided to stop at Highbury because they weren’t offering sufficient money in Madrid, there will be Gooners who are bound to have some qualms about his continued commitment to the Arsenal. Even an under-par Paddy is probably still better than most midfielders on the planet but our club captain is going to have to prove that he’s still hungry for success at Highbury. As they say, ‘talk is cheap’ but it is on the pitch where he will have to quash all our concerns by demonstrating his continued motivation.

It is a mark of Wenger’s amazing success on a relative shoestring that our players are constant targets for those teams with backers who have, by contrast, bottomless pockets. Our main-man musketeer has eventually pledged his future to the club and escaped the clutches of the leeches who constantly prey upon the individual’s selfish commercial instincts. Hopefully, Vieira’s decision will dissuade his French compatriots from getting itchy feet and all the Arsenal’s stars will be encouraged to avoid the lure of filthy lucre.

Meanwhile, in some respects, Ray Parlour’s departure is no less disturbing. Obviously, you can’t compare the two in terms of natural ability but in all honesty I believe Parlour’s exit could prove particularly detrimental to our squad. With Parlour and Keown gone, Sol Campbell and Ashley Cole are the only two players from these shores currently playing in the regular first-team squad and, of these two, Cole is the sole home-grown player. When Arsène originally arrived at the Arsenal, he immediately earned my respect by stating that he recognised the need to maintain the correct balance if we were to retain that special ‘Arsenal spirit’. I’ve always believed that we’ve reaped the benefits as our foreign players have fed off the passion of players like Parlour, Keown and Cole. This has inspired the Continentals to play the sort of committed football which might otherwise not have come naturally to them. Far be it from me to second guess our great leader but despite the obvious enthusiasm of the likes of young Kolo Touré, I fear for the future if Wenger doesn’t redress this balance by bringing on some home-grown youngsters.

Arsène faces a bit of a catch-22. It seems the youngsters are too inexperienced to risk throwing them into any matches other than the Carling Cup because we can’t afford for them to learn by their mistakes on the job. Yet without a decent run in the first team, we’re never really going to discover if they can cut the mustard. So, invariably, these days they end up learning their trade out on loan at another club. However, without a sufficient number of players to set the example of the sort of high standards of commitment expected at Highbury, I’m constantly terrified by the thought that we could turn into another Chelsea, where on an unglamorous miserable winter’s night up north, our players might all be standing around waiting for one of their teammates to roll up his sleeves and dig us out of a defeat.

It must be hard work for the likes of Liam Brady, trying to entice the cream of the schoolboy crop to the Arsenal’s Academy, with Ashley Cole as the only example of what they might achieve. What’s more, it must be soul destroying for the academicians who are frequently taking a step forward to find themselves on the fringes of the first-team squad, only to be forced to take two steps back as Arsène introduces another experienced foreign player in their position because he’s too afraid to risk the Arsenal’s season on their young shoulders. In this respect, with Sol Campbell out injured, the Arsenal will be starting the season with Ashley Cole as the only British player on the pitch. I would be a whole heap happier if, instead of all the talk of the possibility of bringing in Trabelski from Ajax, Wenger would redress the balance slightly by allowing the home-grown likes of Justin Hoyte an opportunity to prove himself as cover at right-back.

It is ironic when you consider that we started lasted season surrounded by gloom and doom. Our squad was supposedly too thin to offer a serious assault on the Championship and the drain of the new stadium on the club’s finances meant that we were left with nothing more than a plot to piss in. This summer we’ve seen Kanu, Wiltord, Parlour and Keown exit Highbury (from the main protagonists) to be replaced only by Van Persie and Flamini, and yet somehow suddenly we have the strongest squad in the land, according to all the pundits. I assume the redoubtable Jose Reyes and the emergence of exuberant youngsters like Cesc and Pennant are the main reasons for the change in attitude. Meanwhile, any of my Vieira-related anxieties seemed fairly ridiculous whilst watching a ten-goal romp on a warm summer’s afternoon at Underhill. In what’s become the traditional pre-season curtain-raiser against Barnet, Reyes was in such heady hat-trick form, as if he was on a mission to show his countrymen the sort of magic they missed by omitting him from Spain’s Euro 2004 squad. My pessimism resulting from Paddy’s saga soon passed and I was left with good cause to be looking forward to another sensational season.

A short snooze to the soporific sound of wood on willow and that was the sum total of football’s summer break. What’s more, the Arsenal’s new stadium seems to have sprung up whilst I was dozing. As I drive past the gargantuan building site of Ashburton Grove almost daily, the rapid progress suggests it might be finished long before the August 2006 moving-in date. Considering the site lay fallow for so many months, it’s astonishing to witness the quantum leap since the turn of the year as the stadium and the surrounding high-rise edifices are erected before my very eyes. I fully appreciate all of the advantages to the Arsenal of the increased capacity at Ashburton Grove and the fact that thousands more Gooners will be able to watch live games, when so many currently can’t obtain tickets. Yet as our new ground gradually takes shape, I can’t escape my feelings of personal dread. The higher the stadium reaches towards the sky, the inevitable day draws ever closer when we will finally have to leave our Highbury home for the last time.

Most football fans are creatures of habit. Apart from the fact that I now walk to Highbury instead of driving from north London, and I no longer have to be dragged kicking and screaming past the hot-dog and burger stalls because I’ve long since learnt that you have to be really starving for them to taste anywhere near as good as they smell, I follow the same match-day rituals today that my old man introduced me to some 30-odd years ago.

Sadly, the designs of all modern stadia suggest that we are unlikely to find anything comparable to our fabulous West Upper pitch in the new ground. The equivalent seats are bound to be a lot further away from the action. What’s more, it will be almost impossible to recreate that wonderful aura of football history that one feels the moment you enter Highbury’s portals. I am sure there will be many advantages to our brand spanking, state-of-the-art, new stadium. The PA system might be more audible and there will be a myriad of choices for those half-time hunger pangs other than just bagels and hot dogs. But such trifles are all likely to be small consolation for losing the footballing home in which I have lived and loved (and had the odd cross word with) the Arsenal for most of my life. Watching football will indeed be a ‘whole new ball game’. I fully appreciate the club’s intentions to safeguard the Arsenal’s long-term future as a major force in both English and European football but for purely selfish reasons, I couldn’t be more content with the old one!

However, the knowledge that we have a finite amount of time left to luxuriate in the comfortable familiarity of our Home Of Football means that I will be sure to savour every single match between now and the doubtless tearful last clunk of Highbury’s turnstile. As I write at the beginning of August, Róna and I are both at the letterbox first thing in the morning, eagerly awaiting the delivery of our season tickets. It’s crazy to think of the struggle involved in stumping up the money for something so small but which is our passport to so much potential pleasure.

After last season’s amazing exploits, I think I am even more desperate than usual for the day when we can get back up on our Highbury horse. I can’t wait to head out of our flat in Highbury Quadrant for the short walk to our first home game. Out of the Quadrant, into a Blackstock Road positively buzzing with optimism about the new season, everybody sporting their new replica tops with a whole new rash of ‘Invincible’-type epithets printed across the back. Then, past the throng outside the Gunners pub, where you catch the first whiff of football’s peculiarly distinctive airborne bouillabaisse of beer, fried onions, sweat and hors d’oeuvres.

There’s always a small frisson to see a rapidly filling North Bank (or usually already full in my case) looming large, occupying the entire vista at the end of Elwood Street. Then it’s a quick dash around the ground, weaving our way through the waves of the East Stand’s incoming tide of Gooners, only stopping to satisfy my superstitious need to purchase a programme from the same seller, and hesitating just long enough to hail my good mate Kev at the bookstall near the Tube station, before he responds with the obligatory raised-eyebrow exasperation at my habitual tardiness, as he hollers for me to get a wriggle on. Turning left at the station, as I pass the entrance to the North Bank and Lower West I will usually pat my pocket for the umpteenth time for confirmation of the reassuring feel of my red booklet of coupons. Finally, I reach one of my favourites of the Arsenal’s art deco aspects, the relatively small facade of the West Upper, squeezed in between the Victorian terraced gaffs on Highbury Hill.

A quick fumble for some loose change to throw in the bucket of whichever charity happens to be collecting (for good luck rather than an act of conscience) and then for the first coupon in my booklet, always taking care not to tear out two. Amongst all my Highbury hocus-pocus, I have to enter via the same turnstile, unless they are all closed and there’s only the one left over for latecomers like myself. As a slower walker, Ró might often leave home before me or I might have hurried on ahead of her but for the first game of the season, we will usually walk around together, splitting up at the foot of the stairs once inside. Ró makes the most of her asthma to save her from the slog up the stairs by heading into the Exec to use the lift. We meet up again at the top with me the one breathing heavily, cursing my 40-a-day Camel habit after I’ve tromped up all those steps.

Then it’s along the corridor, past the bagel counter and the other food and drink outlet, and finally up the last flight of stairs to the top of the bulkhead for Block X. The thrill never diminishes as I step out into the sunlight and my field of vision is filled with the bright green perfection of the Highbury pitch. It’s all downhill from there in the physical sense. Halfway down the steps, I’ll linger to catch the eye of Nell, my long-suffering partner in awayday Arsenal crimes, and a brief bit of lip reading to suss out if he’s prepared to miss the start of another match by accompanying me on our next sortie. Turning right three rows from the front of the West Upper, I will apologise as usual for forcing everyone to their feet as I shuffle along to my seat.

There are a few seats near us with an obstructed view which don’t belong to season-ticket holders, where the faces might change from match to match. However, the occupants of the seats in our immediate vicinity are forever constant and so the first game of every season feels more like a family homecoming. There’s the eternal fixture of the two elderly gents behind us, whom remind me of the two old men in the balcony of the Muppet Show. Ray, whom I bump into all over this country and Europe, since he follows the Gunners as religiously as myself, sits in the adjacent seat on my right and Simon sits on Ró’s left, or sometimes he wangles a seat in the Exec and we have his son beside us.

Sitting in front are Joe and Nick, two very old mates who were responsible for me obtaining my seat in the first place. I originally agreed to lease the season ticket from a pal of theirs who’d moved to Hong Kong and eventually I was fortunate enough to inherit it for good. When the adjacent seat came up for grabs a few years back, there was no way I was going to let it go, even though the price of two season tickets leaves us permanently up to our eyeballs in debt. I am forever indebted to Joe and Nick as a result and I express my gratitude at every game, regularly bestowing headaches on them both with my incessant hollering. Nick’s fitting claim to fame is that he is the creator of the ‘George Knows’ and ‘Arsène Knows’ banners, which many will have seen hanging from the front of the West Upper and, more recently, in the background of those magical photos of Arsène Wenger at White Hart Lane. Having introduced you to my Highbury cast of characters, all that remains is for me to ask if you are sitting comfortably, then let the sensational story of the Arsenal’s historic season begin.
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Friendly: Friday, 11 July (A) Arsenal 0 Peterborough 1

Friendly: Saturday, 19 July (A) Arsenal 0 Barnet 0

Friendly: Tuesday, 22 July (A) Arsenal 2 Ritzing 2 Cygan (60), Ljungberg (85 pen)

Friendly: Friday, 25 July (A) Arsenal 2 Austria-Vienna 0 Bergkamp (29), Jeffers (44)

Friendly: Tuesday, 29 July (N) Arsenal 1 Besiktas 0 Bergkamp (48)

Friendly: Thursday, 31 July (A) Arsenal 3 St Albans 1 Volz (19, 51), Halls (60)

Friendly: Saturday, 2 August (A) Arsenal 1 Celtic 1 Kanu (71)

Friendly: Tuesday, 5 August (A) Arsenal 3 Rangers 0 Edu (31), Lauren (47 pen), Campbell (59)

Community Shield: Sunday, 10 August (N) Arsenal 1 Manchester United 1 Henry (20); Utd win 4–3 on penalties

Cup-final triumph followed by news that Thierry Henry has signed a new contract with a three-year extension; keeper Jens Lehmann is signed from Borussia Dortmund for £1.5 million; Arsenal’s proposed move to Ashburton Grove is still in limbo due to financial uncertainty; Russian billionaire Roman Abramovich buys Chelsea; customary doubts whether Patrick Vieira and Robert Pires will follow Titi by putting pen to paper; Arsenal send Van Bronckhorst and Jeffers on loan to ease the wage bill; Dennis Bergkamp is offered a further year at Highbury on vastly reduced terms; the club is so hard up that the players travel to Austria for pre-season preparation on an economy flight; Gael Clichy signs from French Second Division AS Cannes for £250,000 and Philippe Senderos from Servette for an undisclosed fee, rumoured to be worth around £2.5 million; Kolo Touré plays at centre-back in the pre-season friendlies.

Downhearted? Despondent? Do Me a Favour!

11 August 2003

It is that time of year when I lie awake in the mornings, eagerly awaiting the familiar sound of the postie’s trolley trundling along the pavement outside Highbury Quadrant. I get more anxious as each day drifts by, hoping that the rattle of the letterbox will signal the arrival of the small, brown envelope which contains the key to another season’s worth of heart-stopping thrills at The Home Of Football.

With each passing season, our two little red booklets of vouchers are turning ever more into the torment of Tantalus, priced so far beyond our means. If it wasn’t for a Premiership Barclaycard stumping up all £3,300 at 0 per cent interest, this term we would certainly have been up shit creek without the proverbial paddle. And with only beer money to service our champagne tastes, it is becoming increasingly inevitable that Róna and I will eventually have to throw in the sponge to our privileged posh pitch. Perhaps it won’t be such a wrench when – if? – our new stadium becomes a reality. Yet, sadly, I will be most surprised if we are able to obtain season tickets at the sort of football-fan friendly £400 paid by the inhabitant of the Stretford End who was sitting next to me on the train to Cardiff on Sunday. Perhaps those prices don’t include seven Cup games, but it remains less than a quarter of the cost of our seats and a third of a comparative pitch in Highbury’s Clock End or North Bank!

However, at t’other end of the value spectrum, it might be a first for Highbury prices to have edged above those charged at the wrong end of the Seven Sisters Road, but you have only to look at the paucity of entertainment on offer from Hoddle’s assorted has-beens to appreciate that our Arsenal pleasures would appear cheap at twice the price.

No, this is not a memo to Messrs Dein and Fiszman, implying that they might take even more advantage of our limitless loyalty to dig the club out of our Ashburton grave – we have already seen some not-so-poor punters prepared to stump up five grand for a bond which seems to promise nothing more precise than a seat, somewhere, at some point in the future. I am certainly no expert on the subject, but even to my commercially callow ears, it sounded like the board were building bricks with straw. In the light of events, or the lack thereof, during the summer, the scheme to create a separate company to oversee our ambitious building project and to ensure that it doesn’t have a detrimental impact on either the playing side of the Arsenal plc or Arsène’s ability to challenge for trophies, would on the face of it seem somewhat naive.

Nevertheless, the sole purchase of a bargain-basement replacement for Spunky in the Arsenal onion bag, a middle-aged keeper who, according to Sunday’s Grobbelaar impersonation, might be more suited to the Edinburgh Festival than a footie pitch, hasn’t left me feeling like the harbinger of doom and gloom that’s been heard from some Gooner quarters. To the contrary, I am quite optimistic about starting a season where, for once, the insatiable expectation levels are slightly less than usual, and I’m looking forward to laughing at the absolute lack of impact of all the ‘show me the money’ mercenaries elsewhere.

It is indeed ironic that some pundits are suggesting that Abramovich’s millions will allow Chelski to usurp our capital crown, when, last season, they were writing about the best team spirit seen at the Bridge in more than 30 years, engendered by the club’s very lack of summer spending. I am hoping that the external problems, along with the absence of any divisively large egos arriving in the Arsenal dressing-room, will foster that famous ‘us against the rest of the world’ spirit which was sadly lacking when the chips were down last season.

A dour 0–0 at Underhill did little to inspire such faith. In fact, seeing a strikingly similarly built Yaya Touré attempting to fill Vieira’s vast shoes, I couldn’t help but wonder if we were about to cash in on Patrick and hope that no one would notice. Still, any fears I might have felt about the Arsenal’s future were soon dispelled as Martin Keown came off the pitch displaying reassuringly familiar pride in yet ‘Another clean sheet!’

Moreover, there might be a silver lining to our prospects for the Premiership poorhouse, if it proves to be a platform for our home-grown youngsters and the sort of scintillating skills seen from Aliadière at Celtic Park. Having witnessed Volz bag a brace against St Albans, I only hope there will be room for a couple of Brady’s boys from slightly closer to home to redress the cosmopolitan balance. Meanwhile, Patrick Vieira’s impact in the second half of the first of our Glasgow friendlies put me in mind of the ‘wherever he wants’ punchline about where the 20-stone pet gorilla sits. The Arsenal were a completely different animal once our captain came on the pitch, Patrick’s presence seeming to transform the entire team from timid lemurs to tenacious lions. As infuriating as the incessant conjecture about Vieira’s contract may be, if I drew one conclusion from his contribution, it was that the club should pay Paddy absolutely whatever he wants.

Whereas, there were several conclusions to be drawn from Sunday’s game. The Millennium Stadium would be a wonderful stage for football – if they upped and moved Cardiff a little closer to home. After travelling to Wales for the FA Cup final only a couple of months back, there was little enthusiasm for the trip to Sunday’s friendly. Two of Róna’s sisters are visiting from Dublin, but I couldn’t persuade any of these Gooner gals (nor anyone else for that matter) to give up their seat on the sofa and sweat it out on an eight-hour slow coach to Cardiff and back.

I think Franny Jeffers’ petulant red-card reaction was perhaps inspired by his frustration at his abysmal first touch. I am convinced there is something awry with Jeffers’ persona which suggests he will never quite gel with the sophisticates in this Arsenal squad. We were more than patient with Pires’s last season, as we waited for him to recover fully from the effects of his injury. Yet if we are to mount a serious challenge, both he and Ljungberg will need to prove they aren’t one-season wonders. I hope to see the two of them firing on a few more cylinders this term, while Bergkamp serves up the ammunition as his flame burns bright on one last burst of glorious Gooner oxygen. With Titi Henry sitting pretty atop this tree, winning friends as one of the few players who hasn’t been blinded by the roubles in Abramovich’s apparently bottomless pockets, there can be few more potent strike forces.

Along with everyone else, my greatest fear is for the Arsenal’s defensive frailties. Considering there was a German goalie, who has just been introduced to the Arsenal’s defensive system, a right-back from Cameroon, who has only recently begun to learn his trade, and a young centre-back from the Ivory Coast in Kolo Touré, who has to date played in virtually every position on the pitch, they weren’t the only ones who were apparently nervous every time United stormed forward on Sunday. It remains to be seen if Wenger can mould the resources at his disposal into a solid defensive unit.

However, the Gooner bellyachers don’t know they are born. We are slap bang in the middle of an era that many of us wouldn’t have dared dream about only a few years back, privileged to be watching football artistry which might not be bettered in our lifetimes. Instead of counting down the days, searching for signs of the almost inevitable cyclical decline, put away your prematurely drawn knives and just enjoy! All the pressure is on the proliferation of prima donnas, stepping on each other’s toes as they trot off down the Kings Road, and if watching them fail is not sufficient fun, we can always laugh at Tottenham.
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Premiership: Saturday, 16 August (H) Arsenal 2 Everton 1 Henry (35 pen), Pires (58)

Ten man Arsenal secure maximum points despite Sol Campbell red card.

Absence does indeed make the heart grow fonder and, after being deprived of my beloved Highbury home during a couple of long summer months, I never tire of the terrific thrill of trotting around for our first home game of the season. I get no less excited now than I did when I was only six years old. A few more years towards the infirmities of old age and I will probably have to start worrying about pissing my pants again! I know we Gooners are fortunate that our silverware fantasies are not as fanciful as all those fans whose teams are forced to compete on an increasingly uneven playing field, but, starting from scratch, I continue to cling to the romantic idea that, up and down the country, fans are arriving at their particular places of worship with all of us united. No matter how unrealistic a notion it might be in the heads of some, our hearts are all full of hope that this might be our season.

I had the wind knocked out of my sails on opening day before I’d even entered the stadium and it was straight round to the box office on Monday after an embarrassing incident. I am not proud to admit that I tend to look down my nose at anyone who dithers at the turnstiles, tentatively handing over their ticket, unsure whether they are at the correct entrance. I automatically assume that the fact that they aren’t a member of our far too exclusive season-ticket club means they can’t possibly be as faithful a follower of my religion and therefore have little right to be holding me up (as I’m always late and hurrying to make kick-off). However, on Saturday it was me who felt like folks behind in the queue might mistakenly assume it was my ‘first day at school’. I even overheard someone tut-tutting with a ‘schoolboy error’ snipe as I was turned away.

I was told to go round to the East Stand because my booklet had pink vouchers instead of yellow. I just stood there in a state of shock. I certainly didn’t fancy missing much of the first half of the opening game whilst running round to the box office to resolve the mix-up. Thankfully, I gained admittance at the second attempt, after showing the geezer at the turnstile the ticket in the front of my little red booklet which showed the details of my West Upper seat. Having swapped my booklet over for the correct one on the Monday, I was a happy bunny walking home with a whole season of guaranteed football pleasure in my grubby little hands.

Hail to the Grief

18 August 2003

The press haven’t finished pontificating about the opening games of the Premiership and already the Arsenal face the prospect of losing two of our best players to suspensions. As one of the least mercurial members of our squad, it was surprising to see replays of Campbell’s uncharacteristic reaction to Djemba-Djemba’s tackle at Cardiff. I can’t recall the last time Sol let an opponent get under his usually stoic skin. Additionally, anyone who has ever had a kickabout in the park will know how hard it is to resist the temptation to hack away the legs of an opponent who has just taken advantage of your statuesque defending, leaving you for dead, staring at your shoelaces, hoping there are no spectators. I can only imagine that such feelings must be far more intense when one is burdened by all the optimism for the forthcoming season of 30,000-odd baying Arsenal fans (although I couldn’t help but wonder if Campbell would have been quite so quick to clip Gravesen and prevent an attempt on goal if the reassuring frame of Dave Seaman was still standing between the sticks).

As for Thierry Henry, I could see the charge of disrepute descending on the club from the second he started prancing towards the wrong corner of the ground on Saturday after sticking away his penalty. However, what Henry does with the ball at his feet is usually a big enough outrage for opposing fans. He has rarely resorted to Robbie Savage-style roguery to raise the temperature a few notches. Nothing will convince me that his inadvertently triumphant teasing of the Toffees fans was anything more than an act of gross stupidity. If it hadn’t have been the first game of the season and we had been away from home, where Henry might have been reacting to the remorseless badinage from the Blues fans, I wouldn’t have been so certain. Although there would be no mileage for the tabloids in cutting Henry some slack and, as a result, I have a feeling that, since it’s the Arsenal, the FA will relish this ‘early doors’ opportunity to set such a high-profile example.

As with Arsène, my paranoia meter might already have been piqued by the media. I can immediately recall several instances where opponents have been equally irresponsible and their actions haven’t even rated a mention (considering the passion this sport arouses, I personally think it is ridiculous to always expect players to have the patience of Job in the face of intense provocation). Moreover, if incitement is a hanging offence, I can think of several officials who should long since have been hung, drawn and quartered as the lead instigators of several incidents of wholesale mayhem!

As far as I am concerned, it is no coincidence our players’ actions are regularly subject to far more intense scrutiny than teams located in the North. If you heard the way they moaned about having to traipse to Wales, you would realise that the majority of the tabloids’ principal panderers of tittle-tattle rarely roam beyond the boundaries of the M25. One of the privileges of their seniority is that they can bag Highbury at the weekend, sacrifice an Arsenal lamb (lion!) on the altar of their asinine headlines and still be home for tea. (Please, forgive me, but I have to blame the press for perpetuating the myth of our disciplinary problems by planting subconscious seeds into the minds of the officials. While I am fully aware that we are no angels, I know full well that we are far from being the worst offenders.)

Perhaps I am no better. I’ve spent the weekend whinging about the media’s failure to focus on the football being played, as they constantly nit-pick at the periphery (do we really give a monkey’s how the Russian mogul chooses to celebrate the evidence on Merseyside that he hasn’t entirely wasted a couple of hundred million quid?). Yet here I am, spouting from my soapbox, after less than a week of the season because Róna and I had to scrimp and save (more like beg, borrow and steal) over three grand for the scrumptious prospect of Highbury’s high-class entertainment. If only we could demand a refund for some of the sixty quid it cost us for our seats when deprived of our favourite stars when they’re suspended on the sidelines as hostages to their misfortune! The senseless punishment doesn’t fit the crime. Everton certainly didn’t benefit on Saturday, but it is their immediate competitors who might end up profiting from Sol’s suspension.

Sol didn’t leave his stud marks on anyone’s shin. In fact, Thierry was probably the most injured party and I doubt he’ll be in a hurry to do it again. He looked disgusted as he subsequently brushed himself down having been showered in a hail of coins, spittle, ale and anything else that came to the berserk Blues fans’ hands. No malice or harm was intended or caused by either Campbell or Henry. Compared with the antics for which the game was once renowned, the likes of Peter Storey and ‘Chopper’ Harris must be laughing their heads off over the innocuous incidents which result in early baths in contests up and down the country today. As ever, it will be us poor punters who’ll end up being punished.

Halsey is as popular as Gollum to most Gooners after sending Sol off for the second time in successive appearances at Highbury, but perhaps Campbell’s favourite compadre has done us a great service. While I am quite confident that the Arsenal first eleven are capable of frightening the life out of any opposition going forward, listening to the pundits on the radio rave about United’s Portuguese prodigy or considering the collection of tried-and-tested talent queuing for a place in Chelsea’s team, I am concerned that our squad might begin to look a little stretched (sadly, it appears, somewhat sooner than expected).

However, I am hoping that the hard-learned lessons of letting a somewhat-arrogant eight-point grip on the title slip through our grasp will inspire a greater determination this term. What’s more, we now have one of the most settled squads in the League. This should ensure that we outshine our opponents in at least one extremely important department: team spirit. If there is one positive aspect to the repercussions from Cardiff and Saturday’s contest, it could be the immediate inspiration of a ‘backs to the wall’, ‘Arsenal against the world’ sense of injustice. Previously, this hasn’t materialised until at least midwinter, after some months of mauling by the media, when we’ve become well and truly demented by a multitude of diabolical refereeing decisions.

When Everton conjured up a consolation goal with five minutes on the clock, recent memories of late goals conceded and points carelessly wasted resulted in plenty of worried faces in the West Upper, especially with Rooney on the pitch. However, someone should have warned young Wayne that it was his ball skills which were being compared to Gazza’s. It wasn’t an invitation for an identical battle with the bulge (song for the day: ‘Salad for Rooney!’).

Meanwhile, it is onwards to Boro with three points in the bag, which is all that matters at the end of the day. Yet if suspensions are the source of a ‘fortress Arsenal’-style resolve which ensures the end of weekly last-minute white-knuckle rides, I guess I should be grateful to Halsey for a heart that will still be ticking in the weeks ahead and which will be able to cope with all these Gooner collywobbles!
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Premiership: Sunday, 24 August (A) Arsenal 4 Middlesbrough 0 Henry (5), Gilberto (13), Wiltord (22, 60)

Arsène finagles 16-year-old ‘Cesc’ Fábregas Soler from Barcelona; Gunners go top of the League after Riverside romp.

I am renowned for my rotten recognition skills, but ever since the Cellnet Stadium opened, my pal Nell and I have grown accustomed to seeing the same two huge police horses outside the away fans entrance, with the same particularly sociable copper in the saddle of one. He’d trained his mount to entertain the punters and, in return for a titbit, this splendid creature would tap its hoof and nod its head. This season, we saw the same rozzer but, sadly, he informed us that his old companion had been retired. I like to think that this lovely animal’s lifetime of service was rewarded and it was seeing out its days in a luscious meadow. Yet the cynic in me imagines that, in light of the prohibitive cost to the police force, it is perhaps more likely to have ended up in a tin of our pooch Treacle’s pet food, turned into the same mincemeat that we were about to make of Middlesbrough.

Slow Boat from Cairo

25 August 2003

There’s nothing like driving 500 miles in one day to serve as a reminder that the season has started in earnest. That and the sight of the Arsenal strikers putting a sock in the mouths of all those in the media who have focused on anything other than this football side’s fabulous ability to frighten
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