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To my children, Nicholas, Aaron, William and Lydia. Follow your dreams.
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Scouts are never off duty. I’ve just come off the phone from Mel Johnson. I mentioned in passing that I am due to attend the final game at Underhill, Barnet’s idiosyncratic little ground for the past 106 years. ‘Ah’ he said. ‘You can do me a favour. They’re playing Wycombe. Can you give me a report on their keeper? A lad called Ingham. He’s 18, six two, six three, played about half a dozen games. I’m hearing good things. I’ll try to watch him on the last day of the season.’

Coincidentally, I had spoken earlier to John Griffin. He told me Peter Taylor was scouting Charles Dunne, Wycombe’s full back, for the England Under 20 squad, and raved about Matt Ingham’s potential. ‘We had him out at Oxford City for eight months, and he’s only been in the first team for six weeks, but we are going to lose him’ he said. ‘I’m already digging in the dirt for the next one.’

Mel Johnson was described by Caroline Shea, PA to QPR’s last 34 managers, as ‘the nicest man in football’ when she took me for a cup of tea before one of the countless interviews for this book. Griffin runs him close, but, in truth, there were few scouts to whom I did not warm. I thank everyone who gave me their time and their trust. I’m especially indebted to Jamie Johnson, Mel’s son, who gave me the idea for this book during a casual conversation in the manager’s office at Millwall. I hope my respect for their trade, and my interest in the tangential issues touched by the recruitment process, shines through.
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At one stage in the process, I was overwhelmed by the volume of information I had accumulated. Enter, stage left, my guardian angel, Caroline Flatley. My former PA at the English Institute of Sport was in the process of leaving the BBC for an executive role at British Cycling, but found time to transcribe the final 27 hours of interviews. A Northern lass like her, attempting to decipher the Bristolian burr of Gary Penrice, redefined culture shock.

I retreated to the Cornish village of Nancledra, and Smithy’s Cottage, to shape the opening chapters. Thanks to Margaret and Mark Taylor, for tolerating this unshaven hermit, whose body clock had exploded. That’s why, above all, I need to recognise the support of my family. Quite how my wife Lynn has lived with me during the gestation period of this book is beyond me. She has had more broken nights with me, in writing mode, than with any of our children, Nicholas, Aaron, William and Lydia.

I promise I won’t put you through it again, until the next time.

Michael Calvin April 2013
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The Initiation

MEL JOHNSON TOOK his tea, without milk or sugar, and sat with his back to the wall, at the circular table closest to the door. His eyes moved quickly, constantly, as he completed his risk assessment. He was friendly and attentive, but there were 83 other scouts in the first-floor room at Staines Town. It was his business to know their business.

A wry grin. He noticed Bullshit Pete was sitting alone, chasing a piece of chicken around his plate. Buffet Billy was working his way through chips, rice and a curry which had the colour and consistency of melted caramel. The Ayatollah was in a conspiratorial huddle with his followers, whose synchronised glances offered clues about the nature and direction of their discussion.

Agents circulated, seeking the convertible currency of casual gossip and inside information. One, nondescript in appearance apart from a lilac roll-neck sweater, was identified by Johnson as Billy Jennings, a striker who helped West Ham win the FA Cup in 1975. His bottle-blond mullet, a feature of my schoolboy scrapbook, had receded to a monkish semi-circle around the ears.

Emissaries from the international game – Brian Eastick, England’s Under 20 coach, and Mark Wotte, Scotland’s performance director – held court. The room hummed with conjecture and cautious conversation. It had the feel of a bookmaker’s on an urban side street. The men, largely middle aged and uniformly watchful, had the pallor of too many such mid-winter nights on the road.

I had invited myself into their world, a place of light and shadow. They were the Nowhere Men, ubiquitous yet anonymous, members of football’s hidden tribe. The elders, like Johnson, had paid their dues at the biggest clubs. Initiates were paid 40 pence a mile, and informed decisions on players worth £10 million or more. All were under threat from technology and the new religion of analytics.

Such men are central to the mythology of modern football. Scouts may be marginalised, professionally, but they possess the power of dreams. There is no textbook for them to follow, no diploma they can receive for their appreciation of the alchemy involved in the creation of a successful player. Their scrutiny is intimate, intense, and highly individual. They must balance nuances of character with aspects of pre-programmed ability, and fit them to the profile and culture of the clubs they represent.

Everyone knows what scouts do, but no one truly understands why they do it, and no one knows who they are. Their anonymity is anathema to the modern game, a gaudy global carousel which invites examination on its own, highly lucrative terms. Scouts supply the star system, but remain resistant to it. At best, they are indistinct figures, judged on false impressions like old-school golf caddies, who were assumed to drink heavily and sleep in hedges. They are an enclosed order, by circumstance rather than philosophy.

Anyone who has ever stood, shivering, on a touchline or sat, shouting, from the back of a stand thinks they can do their job. Whether the average football fan would want to commit to such a disconnected lifestyle is another matter entirely. Being paid for watching up to ten games a week might be the sort of fantasy which sustains a fourth former during an afternoon of algebra, but the hours are long, and family unfriendly. Scouts eat on the run, live on their nerves, and receive a relative pittance.

This may seem counter intuitive, but I resolved to study them, and to share their experiences, because I believed in the essential romanticism of their role. Over the course of more than a year on the road, I was seduced by the process of discovery. I saw boys whose precocity caused time to freeze, and young men, in straightened circumstances, who seized a second chance to shine. I was there when the seeds of natural talent began to germinate; this may occur in a park, or on a non-league gluepot. It may be destined to flower in one of the cathedrals of the game, but it beckons only those who comprehend its potential.

Scouts are nowhere, and everywhere. They are rivals, but mix closely. They offered me an insight into the idiosyncrasies and insecurities of an incestuous community. Their judgements are severe, occasionally unkind, but they must be judged in the context of a game which has an unerring habit of brutalising its participants. What makes scouts different? Time and again Paul Newman’s line, delivered in his role as Butch Cassidy, in the film Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, came to mind:

‘I got vision, and the rest of the world wears bifocals.’

On this particular Wednesday night, February 15, 2012, Chelsea were playing West Ham in the third round of the FA Youth Cup. Teenagers, courted and cosseted before adolescence, were accustomed to indulgences, such as being transported to Wheatsheaf Road in the first team’s luxury coach. They filed, with studied indifference, through the tiny car park, past the picture window of a gymnasium which framed suburban wage slaves purging themselves on treadmills.

It was a big night for the Conference South club, even if its patron, TV astrologer Russell Grant, could not attend due to unforeseen circumstances. The surrounding streets were clogged with traffic, and the Staines Massive, the club’s inevitably entitled support base, swelled beyond 1500. The following night’s fund-raising quiz would struggle to make a quorum.

Chelsea were under pressure to justify an academy which had consumed in excess of £60 million, without producing a first team regular in its first eight years. The annual operational budget, £8 million, dwarfed that of many Football League clubs. A single youth team player, Brazilian striker Lucas Piazon, represented a £10 million investment. West Ham were quietly confident of nurturing a new golden generation, attuned to cherished principles and philosophies, but there were no guarantees.

For some, this Youth Cup run would be a career highlight. Around 10,000 boys are in the academy system. In the region of 1 per cent will make a living out of the game. Two-thirds of those given a professional contract at 18 are out of professional football by the time they are 21. The scouts were there to scavenge; it was their job to be in a position to take advantage of a coach’s lack of foresight, or a club’s lack of patience. They were looking for signs, hints of undervalued talent that others might miss.

Johnson, Liverpool’s principal scout in the South of England, was reassessing players with development potential. His son, Jamie, Millwall’s chief scout, was one of many representatives of Football League clubs looking at long-term loan targets. Dean Austin, newly employed on a part-time basis by Bolton Wanderers, sought youngsters with resale value.

Austin, the former Spurs full back, was working through his angst at the interruption to his coaching career, which had surprisingly stalled. He managed in the Conference, and combined coaching with player recruitment at Southend before becoming Brendan Rodgers’ assistant manager at Watford and Reading. He had been seeking a manager’s role, since leaving Crystal Palace in May 2011, and was prepared to keep head-butting a glass ceiling. ‘He’s my angry young man’ said Johnson, affectionately. ‘I just love getting out there, on that training field’ said Austin, with convincing force.

Mark Anderson arrived from another dawn shift as a senior site manager for a construction company. Football was his release, the Liver Bird on his quilted jacket a badge of honour, even if wearing it on duty defied convention. He was proud of his association with a club of Liverpool’s stature, as a youth scout, and radiated unfulfilled ambition. He, too, was determined to get back into the game on a full-time basis.

Steve Gritt was in his first year as Bournemouth’s chief scout. While Alan Curbishley, his former managerial partner, endured the purgatory of punditry, he was sustaining a career defined by spells in charge at Charlton, Brighton and Millwall. His most recent post, as director of Charlton’s Academy, had relevance, but he remained in culture shock.

‘When I first started in management with Curbs, twenty years ago, the managers went out scouting’ he said, tightening the draw-strings on the fur-lined hood of his quilted coat. ‘That’s not the case these days. So many rely on the judgements of their scouts. Funny, that, because they are the ones who pay, if those judgements are wrong. This job is a bit of an eye-opener, to be honest. Even managers don’t really realise what scouts do, how hard they work. They are out in all weathers, at all hours. They don’t get the credit they deserve.’

The scouts sat where they could, in a 300-seater main stand. They didn’t share the laughter as balls disappeared into adjoining gardens. They were blind to the idiosyncrasies of the setting. Closely planted Leylandii, evergreen symbols of Middle England, stood guard behind one goal. Newly built houses, as neat and symmetrical as loaves of bread on a baker’s shelf, were vulnerable to stray shots at the other end.

During lulls in play, Anderson delivered despatches from football’s dirty war. Scouts were having their car tyres slashed, on suspicion of poaching young players from smaller clubs, who were aggrieved by what was perceived to be the institutionalised greed of the Premier League’s Elite Player Performance Plan. ‘There’s a lot of aggro out there,’ he reported. ‘It’s getting naughty. A lot of clubs won’t have us on the premises.’

Representatives of six Premier League teams, including Arsenal, Manchester United and Chelsea, drafted the plan, which created four categories of academy. It was, essentially, a self-selecting process since those in the top category were required to underwrite an annual budget of £2.3m and employ at least 18 full-time staff. Wealthier clubs were freed from the need to recruit young players within a 90 minute radius, in terms of travel time, from their bases.

Naked self-interest is excused when an outstanding 14-year-old has a bounty of up to £2 million on his head. EP3, as it is known in the trade, was reportedly forced through when the Premier League threatened to withdraw £5.4 million in so-called ‘Solidarity funding’ from Football League clubs if they did not sanction its adoption. Their resistance, understandable because it gave an open invitation for scouts to pilfer boys as young as nine for small change, was futile.

Young footballers are on the menu, and the price list is set. Instead of paying seven-figure sums, the biggest clubs need only to pay £3,000 for every year a newly recruited boy has spent at another club’s academy between the ages of 9 and 11. As little as £12,000 compensation is required, for every year he has been nurtured, elsewhere, between the ages of 12 and 16. Premier League clubs, who had accumulated debts of £361 million from a collective income of £2.3 billion, had a vested interest in portraying anarchy as opportunity. Johnson, a man of ritual and restraint, busied himself with his paperwork. He had folded a sheet of A4 into quarters, and recorded the players’ names and numbers, in formation, in blue and red ink. It would be stored, like thousands of others, in a series of suitcases in his garage. Occasionally, in shorthand designed to offer a mental image, he wrote ‘looks like’ next to a name. Thus Taylor Miles, scorer of West Ham’s 43rd minute equaliser, was linked in perpetuity to Craig Bellamy. He lacked the Liverpool player’s default mode of an enraged ferret, but shared his energy and eye for goal.

Whenever Johnson spoke, he instinctively held the official team sheet over his mouth with his right hand, to prevent strangers overhearing. His voice was soft, yet insistent. ‘You’re very much on your own in this job,’ he said. ‘It can be very lonely. You don’t really have friends, you have your fellow scout acquaintances, but they’re not really friends. It’s a bit of a secret world. We try not to tell each other who we’re watching, but most of the time it’s quite obvious.’

Two young men behind us, one apparently preoccupied with his iPad, another saucer-eyed from texting from his smart phone, caught his attention. ‘You can tell the agents,’ he said, with a barely decipherable flick of the head. ‘They’re the ones who are on the phone all the time. They don’t watch the game at all. They’re here to work the rooms, to see and be seen.’

His son, Jamie, was initially impressed by John Swift, Chelsea’s elegant, straight-backed central midfield player. He made good angles, picked clever passes and was sufficiently adept, technically, to be comfortable on the ball in tight areas. ‘A young one, a Gary Gardner type, Dad,’ he said, referring to another midfield tyro, at Aston Villa. ‘Good footballer but an academy player,’ came the reply. ‘Ask yourself the question: will he keep me in a job if I take him for a Championship or League One club? No. He’ll get you the sack.’ Swift duly faded into insignificance.

The older man was examining body shape, the probabilities of genetic inheritance. ‘Look at Elliot Lee – Rob’s son. Chip off the old block, isn’t he? But a big arse. Not an athlete.’ Few words were wasted, and judgements were harsh: ‘Look at the goalkeepers. One’s a great size, but a coward. The other’s a great shot stopper but too small. Their mistakes prey on your mind.’

I was struck by Chelsea’s Todd Kane, a full back in the modern idiom. He was strong, adventurous and aggressive, and his delivery from wide areas caused problems. ‘He could have a career, him. My first thought is Brentford. He’s a Nicky Shorey type. He does what it says on the tin. Problem is his size – can’t see him defending at the far post at top level. He’ll be a proper pro though.’

There was logic to Johnson’s caution, borne out of 27 years’ experience. ‘The window of opportunity isn’t open for long, and they’re out there flicking and farting around. It is a cruel world. They have only one chance to impress. There are too many games, too many players, to spend long on them. When you are working for Liverpool, a lot of the time you are crossing names off your list.’

Islam Feruz, a small support striker blessed with extreme pace, earned a reprieve by scoring a goal of sublime quality. He picked up the ball midway in the opposition half, surged past four challenges into the heart of the penalty area, and dinked a shot over the advancing West Ham goalkeeper. ‘Blimey!’ exclaimed Johnson. ‘Didn’t see that coming. That was Diego Maradona.’

Feruz was a child of his times. The only son in a family of Somalian refugees which relocated to Glasgow after fleeing to London from Tanzania, he was saved from deportation, at the age of 12, by the advocacy of Celtic’s youth coach, the late Tommy Burns. He made his first team debut at the age of 14, in a memorial match for Burns, a man of immense integrity in a game of shallow expedience.

Within 18 months, Chelsea had taken advantage of a loophole in the system to spirit him south. Conscious of competition from Manchester City, they installed the family in a flat near their Cobham training ground. The boy was reportedly being paid £10,000 a month, and had his own website, which proclaimed: ‘Islam Feruz will be famous.’ Wotte, who might have been expected to be a little more circumspect, promptly compared him to Romario.

With five minutes remaining, and the scores level at 2–2, most of the scouts had seen enough. Only Anderson stayed to witness Chelsea’s win, on penalties, after the game had ended 3–3 after extra time. ‘What have I got to go home to?’ he said with a mischievous smile. ‘I’ll be here helping them sweep up.’ He would make himself busy, networking with agents, parents and coaches. He could talk for England, but, crucially, he was a good listener. He, too, worked a room, like a bee collecting pollen.

Johnson scurried to his car, in the company of Steve McCall, Ipswich’s chief scout. His small talk – ‘that Nat Chalobah, he’s got Chelsea-itis. Got all the tools, but a laid-back Larry’ – was tellingly deceptive. It was several months before he revealed he had logged the defender’s speed of thought, intelligent movement and ease on the ball. He recommended him, as the putative holding midfield player Liverpool were seeking.

Johnson had been taken to Anfield by Damien Comolli, with whom he worked, as chief scout, for Tottenham. He recruited Gareth Bale from Southampton, but was a victim of regime change under Harry Redknapp. It was the first time he had been ‘moved on’ since he began scouting, as a self-confessed ‘football fanatic’, in 1985. The following year, on Good Friday, he recommended Norwich City sign an 11-year-old midfield player he had spotted playing for Ridgeway Rovers in the Canaries Cup.

David Beckham was duly invited for trials at Carrow Road, but joined Tottenham’s School of Excellence before Manchester United, and corporate canonisation, beckoned. Since Leyton Orient, the boy’s local club, were also unfulfilled suitors at that time, there was an appropriate symmetry to Johnson’s next tutorial, an Under 19 international between England and the Czech Republic at Brisbane Road.

Johnson parked in the terraced streets surrounding the ground, and popped into a newsagent to buy a local paper. ‘Everyone canes me for it, even Damien,’ he said, with a self-deprecating chuckle. ‘But I always buy one for the titbits. You never know what you’ll find out.’ He returned to his car, and studied the Czech squad on his iPad for an hour, before he entered the Olympic Suite, 35 minutes from kick-off.

The scouts were devouring ham and mustard sandwiches, with the obligatory chips, as they retold tall tales of ducking and diving. My favourite revealed the ingenuity and duplicity of one solid citizen, who monitored youth football for Portsmouth, did first team match assessments for Newcastle United, and covered non-League football for Wolverhampton Wanderers. All three clubs were ignorant of his involvement with the others.

Johnson preferred the company of Tottenham coach Clive Allen. ‘He was good to me at Spurs,’ he explained. ‘He kept phoning to see how I was after they outed me. You don’t forget things like that.’ They discussed striker Harry Kane. He was excelling on loan at Millwall, whose manager Kenny Jackett had worked with Johnson at Watford and QPR. The one doubt, about his pace at the highest level, was neutralised by memories of Teddy Sheringham, a player whose game intelligence compensated for a slight lack of speed.

‘I love this place,’ Johnson reflected, as we looked out on to a museum piece, the deserted old main stand. ‘The fans are the funniest around. I was here once when they started chanting “we can see you washing up” at the inhabitants of the flats in the corner. It’s a proper club, with some great people.’ Memories of the old John Chiedozie tea bar, and the fabled eccentricity of former manager John Sitton, stirred a smile.

Stuart Pearce, who was to make a cameo appearance as England caretaker manager against Holland at Wembley the following night, nodded as he bustled past with his retinue. Johnson had talked football with him the previous week, in Jackett’s office at the Den, but his perspective shifted suddenly, as the teams, and his sheet of A4, came out. ‘We know the England boys so well,’ he rationalised. ‘This is my chance to look at the Czechs. They’ve beaten some top sides.’ He quickly concentrated on goalkeeper Lukas Zima, a tall, slightly built fashion victim in tangerine kit, and predominantly orange boots. All that remained was for him to address the error of my ways.

‘Don’t look at the game, look at the man,’ Johnson instructed. ‘You are following play just like the coaches who come out with me. Scouts study their man. I blank the other players out, although if the ball is at the other end of the pitch I’ll watch out of the corner of my eye, just in case I get asked for an opinion. You cannot follow the ball in this job.’

I felt self-conscious at first, but it was simple, and startlingly effective. Watching Zima so intensely had a strange intimacy. He morphed from an unknown name on a team sheet to a definable human being. His mannerisms became familiar, and the complexities of his character emerged. He unwittingly evoked sympathy and understanding. Johnson was enthused: ‘Look at him. Good concentration. Keeps communicating. Attention to detail. He’s alert, thinking. A good size. I like him. I like his bravery. He’s been out at people’s feet a couple of times. I know he punches, but all the foreign ones do, especially at youth level.’

As he spoke, England broke quickly from an ill-judged Czech attack. Harry Kane chested the ball down inside his own half, fed Ross Barkley on the right, and sprinted to receive a return ball on the edge of the penalty area before scoring with a low shot into the corner. Johnson spoke with proprietorial authority and concern: ‘There was nothing the keeper could do. He’s got nothing in front of him. That Celtic boy, the left-sided centre half, is struggling for his life. It’s not the keeper’s fault they keep getting caught out by balls over the top.’

The consensus at half-time was that the Czechs were ‘crap’. Lil Fuccillo, Luton’s technical director, was telling anyone who would listen: ‘it’s Barça this, Barça that. I’m getting sick of it. We’ve got to play to our strengths in this country.’ Rather than enlist in the Bedfordshire branch of the Flat Earth Society, Johnson gravitated towards Dave Holden, the veteran Arsenal scout, who was instrumental in the recruitment of Alex Oxlade-Chamberlain.

There was an easy rapport between the pair – ‘not a lot out there is there?’ – and each knew not to read too much into the small talk. They strayed beyond the immediacy of the match, to engage in a discussion about the best culture in which to inculcate young players. Holden, a former school teacher who had retained a broad Geordie accent, insisted: ‘Players recognise the best players. They’ll have a young one in the group if they see something in him. Players also challenge coaches. They know if the coach isn’t good enough, the outstanding player in the group will regress to the level of the others.’

The gossip was global. Jaap Stam was making a positive impact as Manchester United’s Brazilian scout, and was pushing hard for Dede, the Vasco da Gama central defender. Barcelona had taken out first options on 39 young players at Boca Juniors. Glenn Roeder, the former Newcastle manager, had been added to Aston Villa’s scouting staff. By the time the litany of opportunity was complete, the second half was underway.

We were joined by Anderson, Liverpool’s youth scout, who exclaimed ‘there’s our boy again!’ when Todd Kane delivered a cross on the run that enabled Chelsea colleague Patrick Bamford to extend England’s lead with a stooping header. Johnson’s other duty involved monitoring winger Nathan Redmond, who was introduced as a substitute, midway through the half. ‘Watch him,’ he counselled. ‘He won’t really be trying. He’ll be more worried about playing for Birmingham on Saturday, and in the Cup replay against Chelsea next week.’ Sure enough, Redmond was measured, to the point of indolence. He contributed little, apart from a languid flick and brief bursts of pace in insignificant areas. Another early departure was entirely excusable.

Again, Johnson had rationed his intelligence. No one had detected his interest in the goalkeeper. ‘The trick in this game is never to let people know what you are thinking, or how you are working. There are plenty out there happy to feed off your knowledge.’ His report on Zima, who had been signed by Genoa from Slavia Prague, was on the Anfield system by 2 a.m., with a recommendation that he be watched by Liverpool’s Italian scout.

It was one of 200 such reports, submitted that week. Whether it would receive the attention it deserved was another matter entirely.
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Billy’s Boys

THE WHIFF OF cordite was disguised by the sweet scent of fresh lilies, which saturated the lobby at the Melwood training ground, where an honour guard of men in late middle age cradled scrapbooks sanctified by the scrawl of superstars and superannuated underachievers. A bronze bust and an inscription, set in polished granite and extending from floor to ceiling, demanded due homage to the heroic contradictions of Liverpool Football Club.

The inscription read: ‘Above all, I would like to be remembered as a man who was selfless, who strove and worried so that others could share the glory, and who built up a family of people who could hold their heads up high and say: “We are Liverpool”.’ It was signed, in spidery copperplate, ‘Billy Shankly’.

Behind the façade of unanimity, that family was dysfunctional. It appeared divided by doomed romanticism, emotional incontinence and institutionalised ignorance. The football club which enshrined the socialist philosophies of the Ayrshire mining community that shaped Shankly’s character now existed only in the imagination of its followers. It was, like Nye Bevan’s NHS, an unsustainable ideal, a relic of cultural change.

Social circumstances were forbidding. Merseyside was a predictable prisoner of recession. A derelict site, opposite the entrance where the men congregated on a bright, cold day, was boarded up. Melwood was protected by three strands of barbed wire, stretched above walls consisting of rectangular slabs of pre-stressed concrete. Pallid, three-storey blocks of flats, the residue of 1960s planning policies, had signs relaying the bleak message: ‘Ball games prohibited.’

Mel Johnson visited infrequently, but understood the dynamics of the situation. He respected manager Kenny Dalglish, and revered the doctrines of the Anfield Boot Room. Yet he represented modernity, and the influence of Sporting Director Damien Comolli, whose 4 a.m. emails signalled the start of many working days. ‘Damien expects you to work as hard as he does,’ said Johnson. ‘That means you have to be prepared for silly hours, and silly trips, but you want to do as well as you can for the fella.’

This was not a universal consideration. Comolli has been seen as a polarising figure. Though knowledgeable and discerning, he was accused of overstating his influence at Arsenal. He recruited well at Tottenham, but had a difficult relationship with manager Martin Jol. He had his critics at Saint Etienne, a club riven by internal politics. However, Liverpool’s new American owners were convinced by the authenticity of his links to Billy Beane, the patron saint of Moneyball, whom he had first met as a student. The fault lines between tradition and innovation were widening, imperceptibly, but inevitably.

Moneyball was a game changer for a certain type of owner, enticed into English football by the commercial potential of its globalisation. They wished to match Beane’s success, in turning the Oakland Athletics into baseball’s most conspicuous overachievers through a novel recruitment strategy based upon the analysis of previously unconsidered statistics, and the defiance of conventional wisdom. Comolli was in on the deal, long before Hollywood turned Michael Lewis’ book, which gave the analytic movement its brand name, into a vehicle for Brad Pitt.

Comolli was waiting at the head of the open-plan stairs which led to the inner sanctum. His chameleon qualities were immediately apparent: his suit matched the corporate grey of the landing carpet, and his open-necked striped shirt, offset by Paul Smith cufflinks, was expensively mundane. Here was a self-contained man, accustomed to revealing as little as possible of himself. His overriding instinct involved placing everything in the context of past achievement, rather than unsubstantiated or inconvenient opinion.

His office reflected his character and lifestyle. A carry-on suitcase in the corner testified to his recent schedule: he had returned from Europe that morning, after watching six matches in five countries in the previous five days. There were few signs of human warmth, apart from two small family photographs, taken on a beach holiday, but hidden behind an incongruous, commemorative football. A French book, Le But (‘The Goal’), sat on a coffee table before a plush leather sofa. A framed copy of the two-page press release announcing his arrival at Anfield was on the wall. The Academy Performance Plan, 2012–13, nestled at the top of a neatly stacked in-tray.

He wore his authority well. He exercised strategic control of Liverpool’s recruitment policy, and organised a weekly conference call involving six key figures in recruitment. Domestic policy was carried out by Johnson, in the South of England, and Alan Harper, the former Everton midfield player, in the North. Steve Hitchen, based in Le Mans, had a global role, which included responsibility for a network of European scouts. Academy recruitment was overseen by Frank McParland and Stuart Webber, supported by David Moss, the former Luton winger. All had their own networks of scouts, contacts and informants.

Comolli spoke in a Eurodrawl which had eerie similarities to that of former Liverpool manager Gerard Houllier. He explained: ‘It is a mix of being humble enough to say I don’t know everything and I can be wrong, and being self-confident enough to be comfortable with the decision I am going to make. It is a balance. That is something I took from my experience at Spurs. At one point I isolated myself too much from the scouting staff. I wasn’t listening sufficiently. That is a mistake I won’t make again. In the end you are the one who is going to be responsible. You are the one who is going to get criticism. You have to have thick skin. But I don’t have a problem with that. I don’t care what is said about me. People need to understand that when we make a decision on the successful player we go through the same process with a player who is a failure. There could be ten thousand reasons he went wrong, and one reason why the other player went right. The professionalism, the way we look at it, is exactly the same, whether it is a failure or a success.

‘There are no rules in scouting because you are dealing with human beings. Emotional intelligence is very important, but it is not the only thing you need. It is a business which challenges everything about you. We review our system every six months. Have we got the right strategy in place? Have we got the right people? Do we need to adjust? What about the type of players we are looking at? Is our coverage in South America good enough? Is our coverage in Asia good enough? Everybody works differently. You have directors of football who don’t travel to games, but I do, and I watch a lot of games on video. I am at the very end of the process. It is very pre-remedial.

‘The local scout sees a player: either he says “I am convinced” or “I would like to have another opinion.” Then someone else goes. If it is abroad it is Steve. If Steve tells me “I am convinced” I go to watch, and decide. Sometimes he says “I want you to look.” I don’t think trust is the whole thing, but it is part of it. If Mel goes to see a player that three other scouts are recommending, and I think he is good enough, but Mel tells me he isn’t, I will listen to him, and understand why. It is about challenge, and being challenged. Talking to Arsene, he said to me a fantastic thing: “The more I am in football the less I understand it.” And that is Arsene Wenger. So who am I, you know, not to be humble? I cannot afford not to show humility. It is impossible. I can only talk about football, but that is probably true of successful people in any sphere.’

They were fine words, shiny sentiments which required the sandpaper of scrutiny. There was a compelling logic to the conventional wisdom, whispered in tea rooms and corridors, that Comolli’s reputation, as a data evangelist, had set him on collision course with Dalglish, headmaster of old school football management. Both men portrayed their differences as strengths, and argued that they operated well, in an atmosphere of mutual trust and respect, but such statements of faith are rarely taken at face value in such a cynical environment as professional football.

Alex Smithies was one of the guardians of the club’s conscience. He had been a fixture at Liverpool since being employed by Bob Paisley in 1979, and understood the accumulated weight of wisdom, acquired over 50 years in the game. He was based in Newcastle and specialised in assessing impending opposition, but his status, as Dalglish’s most trusted scout, involved making a final check on principal transfer targets. He operated on the front line, where statisticians were regarded as armchair generals: ‘I was at a meeting with Kenny the other day, when one of the whizz kids tried to get clever. Kenny told him: “At this club we rely only on our eyes and our ears.”’

Those twelve words defined the battleground. Dalglish had been brought up to believe in the subjective judgement of a football man’s eye and the timeless quality of peer recognition. Comolli, by instinct and inclination, believed in the objectivity of raw data, and the complementary expertise of a new generation of technically adept, university educated analysts like Liverpool’s Michael Edwards, who blended mathematical algorithms with flesh, blood and bruises. He was too politically conscious to fail to detect the obvious challenge of my artful description of Dalglish as ‘a traditional British manager’.

To be honest, it didn’t take much to break the code. ‘I don’t like the definition,’ he said, leaning forward, utilising equally obvious body language to emphasise the point. ‘Kenny is extremely progressive and very, very open minded to everything which is new. When he left management I’m not sure he’d ever had a fitness coach. Now he is back we have five. He has bought into it. He trusts people. The scouting is the same. He said, “Before I didn’t need scouts. I didn’t need anybody abroad. Now it is global.” The real Kenny is not traditional. He is progressive.’

Anfield was a place of whispers and moans; an overt challenge to Dalglish’s fundamental faith in British players, who carried a forbidding financial premium in an overheated transfer market, was out of the question because of his legendary status. Yet the numbers didn’t appear to add up. The £85 million paid for Andy Carroll, Jordan Henderson, Charlie Adam and Stewart Downing compounded problems created by the profligacy of the Rafa Benitez era. The deals didn’t conform to the rigour of the Moneyball model, although Comolli argued, with some justification, that they had to be judged over a three or four year period. Liverpool’s immediate future depended on an uneasy compromise, and an unusual outbreak of patience and perspective.

Though the endgame had still to be played out, Comolli had a missionary’s ebullience: ‘For the people who are open minded enough, the revolution has already happened. It can only keep growing and growing. We are at the point where we are advanced enough, in terms of what we can look at in the data, to make real progress. At the moment there are eight clubs in the Premier League who are either using statisticians or appointing them. Whether that will increase is very difficult to predict. You have dynamics within clubs, politics. You might have a statistician. But at what level does he operate? What interaction has he with the people who make those decisions? I know some of those details, but not all.

‘When Michael Edwards was in America, he was not alone. Fulham were there. Everton were there. West Brom were there. That’s why I speak with Michael every day. The first time I went to see Billy Beane in Oakland I had my biggest lesson. I realised then how much you can, and should, know your players. You look at fitness data, tactical and technical data. For first team recruitment you have two aspects: availability and money. If we know there is a top player somewhere, but not in a position we need, or not of the style we are looking for at this moment in time, we still monitor him on a regular basis. But the reality is we concentrate only on the ones who are going to come in and make an impact in the first team.

‘There are not many players in the world that can get you into the Champions League, or can excel in the Premier League for a club of Liverpool’s heritage and ambition. We can pretty much afford anyone we want, but how many of those players are available? You can write off those at United, City, Barcelona, Real Madrid. You will have difficulties getting them out of Chelsea or Arsenal. What’s left, on the open market? That’s why we must have a massive database. The management of the knowledge is a challenge in itself. Michael has helped us tremendously in organising it. He has prevented us drowning in the data.

‘With senior players you assess the tactical, technical, physical and mental aspects of performance. Once you look at those four does he fit into your team philosophy? Is that what your manager wants? In a way you do not know what you are getting when you sign someone, but there are times when you are able to spend quality time with the player. You assess his background, his family and his agent. I often say, tell me who your agent is and I’ll tell you who you are. We are nowhere near to being psychologists, but when you have been doing this job for quite a while you manage to read the player’s personality. What you don’t know is whether he will thrive under pressure, or whether he will collapse under the weight of a big club. The best way to solve that riddle, to make an educated guess about what the player can become, is by doing what they do with the draft in the US, where they psychologically test players. That will never happen here because you are dealing with someone else’s property.’

And someone’s son. Everyone involved affected to ignore the moral ambivalence of the manic search for the best young talent. Competition was fierce, and minimal advantage, in an incestuous environment, was maximised. MK Dons manager Karl Robinson, who spent eight years as a Liverpool Academy coach, played a pivotal role in persuading Sheyi Ojo to sign for his old club instead of Chelsea, who assumed their £1.5 million bid for the schoolboy was sufficient. It cost Liverpool half that sum to lure Jerome Sinclair, another 14-year-old striker, from West Bromwich Albion’s Academy.

Mel Johnson used his friendship with Wycombe Wanderers manager Gary Waddock, with whom he had worked at QPR, to secure another prodigy, Jordon Ibe. He was tipped off the night before the 15-year-old made his first team debut against Sheffield Wednesday, and made a late switch to see the boy get booked for celebrating his goal with his parents, in the main stand. Johnson had a head start on suitors from Tottenham and Manchester United, and immediately recommended him to Comolli. He watched each of his 11 games with increasing trepidation before Liverpool made a £500,000 down payment on Ibe’s potential.

Yet one name at Melwood was spoken in hushed tones, as if reverence would spare its owner the random cruelties of fate: Raheem Sterling. Liverpool is a club, and a city, in thrall to the compelling possibilities of an underdog’s story, and I had not known such anticipation for more than two decades. Then, at a social function whose purpose has long since been lost in time, I had sat next to Ian St John, and listened, rapt, to tales of a 12-year-old known simply as ‘Michael’.

Michael Owen’s was a straightforward story. He was the son of a former footballer, who represented the values of a tightly knit family with middle-class pretensions. Sterling’s was more edgy, that of a ghetto child who owed everything to the wisdom and love of a mother, Nadine, who brought four children up on her own in the most difficult circumstances. Owen coped with his commoditisation, but no one knew if Sterling had the maturity to deal with the apparent inevitability of celebrity.

His journey began in Maverley, one of Jamaica’s most marginalised communities, where gun crime is rife, and drug gangs dispense summary justice. He played street scrimmage, an anarchic form of football with fluid rules, on the ominously named Reaper Road, before, at the age of six, he emigrated, with his family. He was transplanted into a similar culture on the St Raphael’s estate, in the shadow of Wembley Stadium.

The St Raphz Soldiers, a so-called Blood gang aligned to the Mozart Crew, fought the Suspect Gang from the adjoining Stonebridge estate. Violence escalated, with police reporting that Yardie drug barons had ordered hit-men, imported from Jamaica, to put a murderous end to factional fighting among crack-cocaine dealers in the area. Sterling failed to settle in a mainstream primary school, because of behavioural problems, but found salvation at the Vernon House Special School and in the Alpha and Omega youth team.

He gradually overcame anger management issues, and the stigma of being labelled by social services as having special educational needs was neutralised by his footballing ability. The game consumed him; it highlighted his work ethic and underpinned his fragile self-esteem. His mother successfully taught him the importance of personal and mutual respect. He joined Queens Park Rangers’ Centre of Excellence at the age of 11, and within three years was starring for the Under 18s. His pace and directness were matched by a surreal, almost balletic, quality on the ball. Crowds swelled from 50 to 500.

Mark Anderson, Liverpool’s youth scout, was alerted to the phenomenon by his brother Lee. He first saw Sterling play against Crystal Palace. ‘I couldn’t believe my eyes,’ he said. ‘There were some raw edges, but he was the best thing I’d ever seen. I flagged him up immediately, and watched him countless times. He produced something special in every game, showed me everything.’ Frank McParland, Liverpool’s Academy Director, responded identically, and the chase was on.

Chelsea, Arsenal and Manchester City were also interested, yet there was a strange innocence about Sterling. He omitted to tell QPR he had been taken informally under the wing of Tom Walley, a veteran youth coach who produced such England internationals as Ashley Cole and David James. Walley had no ulterior motive; he was in thrall to the purity of the boy’s talent. ‘I was looking for a bit of purple, a bit of quality,’ he remembered. ‘I found it.’ The tipping point came one afternoon in Cassiobury Park, Watford, where Sterling played one on one against his friend, my nephew, Jamie. They literally used jumpers for goalposts. The coach called my brother David, Jamie’s father, with a simple entreaty: “Get down here, quick. This is something special.”’

Sterling was a regular in pick-up games organised by Walley on a pitch marked out in the back garden of the home of Tim Sherwood, Tottenham’s technical co-ordinator. A trial game was arranged, between Tottenham Under 15s and a Brent Schools select, featuring Sterling, who was thought to be available for £200,000. Remarkably, Spurs turned him down, because academy coaches were split about his long-term potential and the challenges of his background. Fulham were convinced they were about to sign him. ‘We had Raheem in the building, and were totally blown away when Liverpool came in for the boy,’ admitted Barry Simmonds, their chief scout. Anderson and McParland had successfully lobbied Sterling’s family, and close friends, that Raheem’s best interests would be served by a £1 million move to Merseyside. A month before his 15th birthday, he was billeted with ‘house parents’ and installed in the fifth form at Rainhill School in St Helens.

Comolli, who admitted his reluctance to recruit players with definable social problems, exhibited an intriguing sense of detachment: ‘We are happy to take risks on young talent. Time will tell whether young players tick all the boxes. We don’t use statistics with them, because we haven’t got any data. So we purely rely on the scout’s eyes. It was the same with Gareth Bale when he came to Tottenham. We were relying on Mel’s eyes, my eyes. Obviously I am involved to a degree, but when it comes to big signings, high profile young players, I don’t go to see them. When they walk into the place most of the time I don’t know them, but I trust the people I work with. Mel and Frank would have seen them. So would five or six other scouts.

‘When we are really keen and think we are going to do it, I challenge people a little bit: “How does he compare to so and so? What’s the deal? Is it expensive? Have you checked his background?” Then Frank comes to me, and says this is the deal. I then say yes or no. When you talk about young players we think we have a playing philosophy here which can be summarised very simply. We have a pass and move style. We want to have possession of the ball. We want talented players who are going to fit that system, who are going to make the difference individually in the final third. So if you talk about Raheem, or Jordon for that matter, that is exactly what they are.’

His aloofness defied the emotional intensity of the game, and of the club which was going through an intermittent bout of self-analysis. Did he never experience that eureka moment of recognition, or that post-coital glow of sheer satisfaction? At last, a smile: ‘Once, with Cristiano Ronaldo. I was with Arsenal. I was the only scout at the Montaigu tournament in France. It is the best under sixteen tournament in Europe. Portugal were playing Japan on a Thursday afternoon. At half time I called my contact in Portugal and said, “I have just seen something unbelievable, I need to know everything about him.” It was incredible . . .’

He was wistful, almost lovestruck in tone, but it was a fleeting indulgence. ‘Personal development is massive,’ he announced, in a more familiar, businesslike tone. ‘I am not the same person, not the same scout in practice, that I was fifteen years ago. It is an accumulation of experience that makes you intelligent, or more intelligent, I should say. There are things I look at now that I never used to look at. I had this understanding with Arsène. I knew exactly how he worked. I knew exactly how he thought. I knew exactly how he wanted to play, what type of player he wanted.

‘Take Robin Van Persie, as an example. When we signed him for Arsenal he had generally been used as a substitute. Steve Rowley, the chief scout, and myself used to go and see ten minutes, fifteen minutes twenty minutes. We were absolutely astonished by his talent. We pushed and we pushed and we pushed for Arsenal to sign him. For peanuts. And of course he had deficiencies. He had disciplinary issues. He had this and that, but I always thought if we give this player to Arsène, he’s gonna make him something special. What I hate in scouting is strict rules. Clubs tell me we do that and we do that and then we do that. I hate that, because there are no rules, absolutely no rules.

‘I watched Robert Pires fourteen times, and he convinced me on the fourteenth time. I watched him home and away. In the national team and for his club. When it was cold, when it was hot. On the right, on the left, central. Everything you can think of. The only doubt we had about him was his mental toughness. I went to see him the day before my first daughter was born. When I came back home I had to take my wife straight to hospital. I almost missed the birth of my first child. Robert was playing for Marseille at Sedan. If Marseille lost, they were going down to the Second Division. You can imagine the pressure – that would be like Man United going down. He was absolutely outstanding. He carried the team on his shoulders. He was fantastic. The next day from the hospital, waiting for my child to arrive, I called Arsène and told him: “I have two pieces of news. One we are in the hospital. My child is on the way. Two Pires – sign him.”’

His tone was measured, but it was, nevertheless, a stream of consciousness. The contradictions of Comolli’s character had emerged without warning, like a sudden storm at sea. His knowledge was unimpeachable, extensive, but he felt the need for self-justification. It was as if he, the über-professional, had been overcome by vanity. The mask was off.

‘I am not a man of rules,’ he insisted. ‘People talk of value. Value? You can find it everywhere. Did we find
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