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Genesis

IN AUGUST 1996, very few Arsenal fans had heard of Arsène Wenger. When the 1996–97 season began, Bruce Rioch was team manager at Highbury, and apparently he was secure in his job. But just six weeks into the new season, Rioch had been sacked and replaced by a Frenchman known to almost no Englishman, with the notable exception of Arsenal vice-chairman David Dein.

Arsène Wenger joined Arsenal from the Japanese club Grampus Eight, where he had gone to work after a successful seven years in charge of Monaco. But it was still a largely unknown figure who arrived at Highbury to give his first press conference on Sunday, 22 September 1996. That morning, a slim, studious-looking 46-year-old introduced himself to the awaiting press, and a new chapter in the story of Arsenal Football Club began.

At that first press conference, it became obvious that the urbane, university-educated Wenger would bring a new way of thinking to the cliché-ridden world of English football. But, with hindsight, one can see that, in his early public comments, he set his stall out early doors.

‘I had the feeling the club needed me, and I wanted to be here.’

‘If I’m here it’s not because I’m a friend of the vice-chairman of Arsenal. It’s because the board of Arsenal think I have the right qualities to work here, and it’s up to me to prove they made the right choice.’

‘I love English football because the roots of football are here. I like the spirit of the games, and at Arsenal I like the appearance of the club and the potential of the club.’

‘I want to improve the squad with my ideas.’

‘My message to the fans is come here and watch us and be happy.’

22 September 1996 – Introductory comments on a Sunday morning in North London.

‘I tried to watch the Spurs match on television in my hotel yesterday, but I fell asleep.’

23 September 1996 – and already endearing himself to Arsenal supporters.

‘My challenge is to mix the English style to a more continental way. Also I am conscious that I have to win over the supporters because they don’t really know me and I am foreign. But if they reject me it will not be because I am foreign. They will reject me if I don’t do a good job.’

25 September 1996 – well aware that his appointment was greeted by many Arsenal fans with a sense of bafflement. Some of these fans were perfectly happy for an overseas coach to replace Bruce Rioch when they thought it would be Johan Cruyff, and not Arsène Who?

‘Without doubt I am going to look in France [for new Arsenal players].’

11 October 1996 – a statement of intent.

‘I know that for the confidence of the team and for my future works it would be important to start with a victory … if I’d started with a loss everyone would have spoken about it.’

12 October 1996 – after his first game in charge against Blackburn results in a 2–0 win for Arsenal. Both goals were scored by Ian Wright, and Patrick Vieira was the only non-Briton in the Arsenal side.

‘Foreigners are bringing bad things as well as good things to the game here.’

21 December 1996 – after Nottingham Forest’s Croatian player Nikola Jerkan reacts theatrically to contact with Ian Wright, and the Arsenal player is sent off.

‘I would never accept second place as enough but in terms of European football it is really just the same and all we can do is try to finish as high as possible.’

14 March 1997 – Arsenal have a chance of winning the Premiership, just five months after Wenger takes over. And, with Champions League football no longer restricted to League champions, the runners-up spot is worthy of pursuit in its own right.

‘Although I never thought we could be champions [in 1996–97] when I arrived at Arsenal we are now in a good position among six teams who could win it: Manchester, Newcastle, Wimbledon, Liverpool, Chelsea and ourselves.’

19 March 1997 – and still Wenger thinks of winning the title in a close-run race which did indeed involve Wimbledon.

‘The race is now for the second place and, fortunately, second place may be as important as first, really.’

19 April 1997 – Arsenal concede an unfortunate late goal to Blackburn, leading to an equally unfortunate third-place Premiership finish behind Newcastle and champions Manchester United.
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‘It is strange that Manchester United should be complaining like this because it becomes a bigger problem when you allow it to dominate your thinking.’

11 April 1997 – a taste of things to come! Manchester United’s successes in 1996–97 had created a situation where they would have to play their last four Premiership games in an eight-day period. The club moaned about this, but to no avail, after Arsène Wenger (and others) had expressed opposition to extending the season for United’s benefit. At this point, United manager Alex Ferguson launched an extraordinary attack on his Arsenal counterpart, which is worth quoting in full. ‘He has no experience of English football. He’s come from Japan. And now he’s into English football and he is now telling everybody in England how to organise their football. I think he should keep his mouth shut. Firmly shut.’ Unfortunately for Scotsman Ferguson, Arsène Wenger would keep his mouth very much open, according to circumstances, in the years ahead.
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Monsieur

WHEN ARSÈNE WENGER came to Arsenal in 1996, he was a Frenchman. Nine years later, he still was. But in 2005, there was nothing unusual about overseas managers working at the top of English football, both at club and international level. It was a different story when Monsieur Wenger first arrived at Highbury.

When appointed, Wenger became only the second-ever foreign coach to manage a top English club having played no football in England himself, and the earlier reign of Josef Venglos at Aston Villa had been a total failure. But Arsène Wenger would enjoy huge success in England as he set about imposing his deeply-held beliefs on football and footballers, both on and off the field.

From the beginning, Wenger set out to transform the famously laddish lifestyles then practised by players at many English clubs, Arsenal included. By chance, just prior to Wenger’s arrival, Tony Adams had decided to abandon his own boozing ways, and so it was a sober Arsenal captain who led an increasingly fit team of Arsenal footballers, with every aspect of their diet, fitness and training monitored by Wenger and his technical staff.

This was all new in the English game, but even as Wenger set about changing old English attitudes, his public comments revealed a man deeply in love with English football, a game to which his own contribution would be fully recognised.

‘To go to another country with a football club at a high level and be successful is a big challenge for me.’

22 September 1996 – Wenger looks forward to the years ahead.

‘There was only one previous example of offering such a job to a person like me, who had never played in England, a country with over a century of football history. That’s only natural. With a history like that, it was almost unthinkable to turn to an outsider for help. It was like Japan turning to France for a sumo manager.’

Later reflections on the near-unique circumstances of his appointment as Arsenal manager.

‘The English train less than the French. For them [the English], as long as they have given their all in a match, training is just an accessory. I am trying to change that attitude, to make them realise that training is crucial.’

Getting down to work, late in 1996 …

‘I like players to relax with massages and hot baths. I believe they are helpful, physically and psychologically.’

… having made the decision to employ a dedicated masseur.

‘I think in England you eat too much sugar and meat and not enough vegetables.’

18 October 1996.

‘You can’t survive today at the top level … if you don’t have a healthy life.’

25 March 1999.

‘When cards [are] played for nearly nothing it is great. But when the purpose is big money you have to forbid it because it spoils your mind.’

6 November 2000 – no big-money card games on the Arsenal team coach.

‘To play at the top level you have to have control over your life and part of that is to do with mental strength.’

8 March 2004 – Wenger finally bans Arsenal players from drinking alcohol at all, having long since closed down the once-famous players’ bar.

‘Everyone has a private life and so do I … I have a girlfriend in the South of France. I have lived with her for three years, but that is my business.’

9 November 1996 – girlfriend Annie and their daughter Léa would later join Arsène Wenger at his home in England, but without formally marrying.

‘I am in a bad position to say it because I’m not married, but I’m happy if my players are married or in a stable relationship. They are the same players but they are better mentally, have better discipline and more emotional stability. If you have to go out every night to find a girl when you are 21 or 22 it’s not the best way to prepare for a football game.’

10 April 1999 – questioning the value of a laddish social life for footballers.

‘I watch football … one of the good things about being in England is that most matches are played on a Sunday. I watch games on most days and I have a large library of video tapes.’

May 1999 – Wenger reveals how he chooses to spend his leisure time.

‘I don’t go out. I have a lot of interest in theatre and movies and when I wasn’t a manager I watched a lot. Now I just don’t have the time.’

25 January 2002.

‘I don’t have a life outside football. When people ask me how I like London, I say, “Where is London?”’

28 September 2002 – Wenger reveals the all-consuming nature of his work with Arsenal.
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‘Fair play is an English word. It is not a French word, and it has been copied all over the world. Unfortunately, it does not function any more here.’

19 April 1997 – showing his early knowledge of English culture, after a breach of the throw-in-after-injury etiquette by Blackburn’s Chris Sutton leads to a goal that costs Arsenal a place in the Champions League. Years later, Sutton’s act still rankled with Wenger, who would respond famously to a similar faux pas by one of his own players.

‘In England, football is important for everybody.’

22 November 1996.

‘By 2006 it will be forty years since England last staged the World Cup finals. I think that after that amount of time it should return to the country where football was created.’

13 February 1997 – a Frenchman cheers on England’s ill-fated bid to host football’s biggest tournament.

‘If I can help Arsenal and England I’ll do it. But I’m not responsible for England.’

20 April 1998 – on the subject of an injured Ian Wright, whose chances of playing in the 1998 World Cup were threatened by his lack of first-team football at Arsenal.

‘It is too easy to say England went out of the World Cup because of David Beckham.’

9 August 1998 – Wenger has his say on the Manchester United player who had endured a summer of media hatred. This followed a World Cup second-round game in which Beckham was sent off for petulantly kicking Argentina’s Diego Simeone. Beckham was blamed for England’s subsequent exit from the tournament by England manager Glenn Hoddle and, most venomously of all, the English tabloid press.

‘Beckham is not a dirty player. Only in World Cups.’

20 September 1998 – Wenger in jovial mood after Arsenal secure an emphatic win over Manchester United, David Beckham and all.

‘I work in this country [England] and I am always telling people how good the game is here.’

22 July 2000.

‘I am not as pessimistic as many people in England. I personally believe there are very good players in England.’

13 October 2000 – Wenger refuses to share English gloom following the national team’s dismal start to the World Cup qualifiers, and the resignation of Kevin Keegan as manager …

‘Maybe England can win it. OK, you lost at home to Germany, but maybe you’ll win in Germany.’

… and reflecting on England’s World Cup-qualifying defeat at Wembley. So poor a performance was this that few within English football thought it possible that England could win the 2001 return fixture in Germany. Wenger was one of them. Less than a year later, under Sven-Göran Eriksson, England won 5–1 in Munich.
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‘That job is not for me.’

24 October 2000 – Wenger ruling himself out of the England reckoning …

‘My mind is not like the English weather forecast. It does not constantly change.’

… and confirming his disinterest in the England manager’s job, again …

‘I have not heard [Sven-Göran] Eriksson say that he does not want the job.’

… but suggesting another possible candidate to fill the vacancy.

‘I think the championship in England is more difficult than anywhere else, maybe. The commitment is higher than anywhere else in the world. Listen, last night I had the choice between Cannes and Nantes on French TV and Middlesbrough against Manchester City in Division One. And after half an hour I switched to Middlesbrough–Manchester City. Because there was more passion around the field.’

18 April 1998 – on viewing choices during a night in at home.

‘It’s difficult to know how people see me … I feel more a manager who loves football than specifically that I come from a different country. I’m the same nationality as everybody who loves football.’

1 May 1998.

‘They [Kanu and Diawara] need to get used to this kind of fight, and that was good practice for them today. Welcome to English football.’

3 April 1999 – after a hard-fought, highly physical goalless draw with Southampton, the kind of game with which Arsenal’s recently signed African players were still largely unfamiliar.

‘Sometimes now, when I watch continental games on television, I’m a bit bored. I ask, “Where is the intensity?”’

2 August 1999.

‘We need not just quality in our passing and calmness, but power. English power.’

4 April 2001 – pleading for Anglo-Saxon potency in a forthcoming Champions League encounter with Valencia.

‘I don’t kick dressing-room doors, or the cat, or even journalists.’

23 November 2001 – outlining his management style to the press, and perhaps offering a contrast with more ‘traditional’ football managers within the English game.

‘For the time being, England is the best place to work in world football. I want to continue here for as long as it pleases me and as long as people are happy with me.’

12 January 2001 – talking up I’Angleterre to the media in his native country in an interview translated by the English media from the French, one of five languages spoken fluently by Arsène Wenger.

‘It is a great honour to be given this individual award but, as football is a team sport, I must give a great deal of credit and recognition to everyone that has helped me since I became manager of Arsenal in 1996.’

12 June 2003 – on the news of his honorary OBE.


Gunners 1

IN AUGUST 1996, the Arsenal team featured only one overseas player, the prodigiously gifted Dutchman Dennis Bergkamp, who joined the club under the Bruce Rioch regime. The rest of the team were doughty Britons, with the star player undoubtedly Ian Wright, a striker of traditionally English goalscoring virtues.

But, even before Rioch’s successor took over, things began to change at Arsenal. By the time Arsène Wenger gave his first press conference, the twenty-year-old Frenchman Patrick Vieira had agreed to join the club. By the start of the 1997–98 season, he had been joined by fellow countrymen Nicolas Anelka and Emmanuel Petit, as well as Bergkamp’s compatriot Marc Overmars, all of whose talents were fully appreciated by their new club manager.

The overseas arrivals did bring a new sophistication to Arsenal’s football and, as the seasons passed, Wenger’s teams have become ever more international in composition. But, during Wenger’s early years, one part of his team remained wholly home grown. In the early 1990s, the then Arsenal boss George Graham built the best defence in England. As Wenger took over, this defensive unit remained intact and the new manager saw no reason for change.

‘If you project ten years into the future, the best teams in England will play with seven or eight foreign players.’

Late 1996 – early prophecies of what is to come.

‘If you bring players in, you have to make sure they have the right spirit, because it’s important not to destroy your spirit.’

16 November 1996.

‘I have a deep respect for my squad.’

23 November 1996 – prior to Wenger’s first derby game against Spurs.

‘He’s a celebration specialist.’

24 November 1996 – after Wenger’s first victorious derby game against Spurs, during which Ian Wright removed his shirt after scoring to reveal a vest sporting the message ‘I love the lads’.

‘He [Ian Wright] can have one TV show, if it doesn’t take up too much time.’

10 January 1998 – when questioned about Wright’s showbiz ambitions.

‘When Ian Wright is going well you must put him in jail to keep him out of the game.’

28 March 1998 – when Ian Wright was still a footballer.

‘[Martin Keown’s] movie career is probably over.’

10 April 1998 – and still with showbiz in response to Arsenal’s defender requiring stitches to a facial injury sustained in the FA Cup semi-final against Wolves. Few were aware that Keown’s movie career had ever begun.

‘Davor Suker is the type of player we have needed.’

10 September 1999 – on signing the well-known Croatian striker.

‘We will be letting him [Suker] go.’

14 April 2000 – but not for that long.

‘[Vieira is] a great midfielder because he’s a fighter.’

22 September 1996 – on signing the then little-known Patrick Vieira.

‘He [Vieira] has everything you want from a midfielder.’

17 February 1999 – one satisfied manager.

‘We want him [Vieira] to be forever at Arsenal.’

16 August 2000 – expressing sentiments shared by many Arsenal supporters on the subject of Patrick Vieira.

‘Vieira was a giant from the first to the last minute.’

21 September 2000 – praise for Vieira after a towering performance at West Ham, a year on from a game at Upton Park when Vieira’s performance had been all too human.

‘I can show you Patrick’s shin protector. It’s broken and full of blood.’

6 January 2001 – after Vieira is the victim of an horrific tackle in an FA Cup tie at Carlisle. This was a far from unprecedented incident, and Wenger was pleased that, on this occasion, his player did not react to the foul play against him.

‘He’s not always the devil people think he is. He’s gone nineteen games now without a booking – it’s a long time, too long, he’s too soft!’

11 January 2001 – an ironic response to a relatively peaceful period of Patrick Vieira’s Arsenal career.

‘We need a big squad. But it’s always a very fine line to keep everyone happy and have good players when you need [them]. That could be about twenty players. If you go to 25 or 30 players, and they never play, you lose what makes you strong.’

25 April 1998.


[image: image]


‘My team is only two years of age.’

27 February 1999 – Wenger’s Double-winning side appears to be still in its infancy!

‘I think after every match he comes in with a bottle of champagne. He can open a shop now.’

19 January 1997 – on another man-of-the-match performance by Dennis Bergkamp.

‘He’s 27 … at his age you can become a huge player or go backwards.’

Directing Bergkamp to the career crossroads at the end of the 1996–97 season.

‘Dennis
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