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About the book

Perhaps no football manager has ever had his personal life dissected as forensically as Sven-Göran Eriksson. Yet the man who monopolised the British press during five tumultuous years as England manager remains an enigma. Who is Sven?

Here, in his no-holds-barred autobiography, the secretive Swede takes us on one of the wildest rides in world football. Populated by a fake sheikh, Italian lawyers, Nottingham outlaws and, of course, many of the biggest names in the game, his is a 40-year career that coincides with the evolution of the sport into a global million-pound industry.

Most of all, this is a surprisingly tender, sometimes heart-breaking, but never bitter account of a straightforward man with a most complicated story. A man who has reached a crossroads in his life, who until now has never stopped to ask himself the question: was it worth it?


About the Author

Sven-Göran Eriksson’s remarkable career in football spans four decades across as many continents. He was born in the small town of Sunne in Sweden in 1948. At the age of 34, he led mostly-amateur side IFK Gothenburg to UEFA Cup victory in one of the greatest upsets in football history. He subsequently won numerous league and cup titles in Portugal and Italy with Benfica, Roma and Lazio.

In 2001 he became the first foreign manager of the England national team, reaching three consecutive quarter-finals in major tournaments. English fans will never forget the 5-1 demolition of Germany in Munich that September. His winning record as England manager is eclipsed only by the legendary Sir Alf Ramsey.

Following managerial positions at Manchester City, Mexico, Ivory Coast and Leicester, and a spell as the technical director of Al Nasr in the United Arab Emirates league, he is currently the manager of Chinese Super League club Guangzhou R&F.

Stefan Lovgren assisted Sven-Göran Eriksson with the writing of this book, and also translated the text from Swedish into English.  Stefan is an award-winning journalist, author and film-maker, who has covered everything from World Cups to civil wars.  After 25 years of living in America and Africa, he recently relocated to his native Sweden with his wife and three football-playing sons.
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PROLOGUE

THE first time I went without a job was after England were knocked out of the 2006 World Cup. Until then, I had always had another job lined up before leaving a post. But everything is different with England. It is a job that holds you hostage, until it spits you out. The World Cup was held in Germany that year. After we lost to Portugal on penalties in the quarter-finals, I travelled with the team back to England. From there, I arranged for a private plane to fly me to Torsby. I wanted to get home, put the defeat behind me, the way I had trained myself to do. It was a bad loss, but life would go on. Except this was different. In club football, there is always a next game, always another season. Not so this time. I’d had my chance. There would not be another. Had I done everything I could? 

What made it so disappointing was that I actually thought we could win the World Cup. It was not something I just said to the papers. It had been the plan of the Football Association all along – in 2006 we would be ready. I felt ready. Wayne Rooney had broken a metatarsal bone in his foot just six weeks before the beginning of the tournament. To take him with us, I’d had to fight Sir Alex Ferguson, one of our many battles, and I had won. Rooney was coming. We had no other injuries. Beckham, Gerrard, Owen, Ferdinand, Cole, Terry – they were ready. These were my players. This was my team. 

We had sailed through the group stage with ease, winning it without impressing, which had only made me more convinced that this was going to be our year. In the World Cup, you do not want your team peaking too soon. We beat Ecuador in the second round, then faced Portugal in the quarters. 

Some people say penalties were inevitable. I don’t agree. We would have won that game in regular time if Rooney had not been sent off. Even then, we held out for more than an hour. Most people don’t remember that. 

When penalties arrived, I was still certain we would prevail, even though England had never won a penalty shootout in a World Cup. I was wrong. And it was partly my fault. After what happened two years earlier, I should have brought in a coach to help us prepare psychologically for penalties. I know that now. At the press conference after the game, I thanked the England supporters. I said I would like to be remembered as an honest man who did his best. Then I went home. And everything went quiet. That is when I began to believe in the curse of the former England manager.
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It is early December and the first snow has just arrived, blanketing the ground leading down to the lake. It will be several weeks before Fryken freezes. For now, the waves keep pounding the rocks. It is the only sound you can hear. That was not the case in the summer of 2004, at the height of the Faria business. Back then, the cove below was filled with boats and paparazzi jostling to get a shot, any shot, of me, Swinging Sven. One of them had even rented a crane. My mother got so mad she moved the lunch party inside, even though it was a beautiful summer day.

It has been a month since I left my last job, in Thailand. Some people were surprised I took that assignment, as technical director of a Thai football team. A former England manager working in the Thai Premier League! They said I was finished, that I was going there for the lifestyle, and for the women. The truth is I just wanted to work. So when a wealthy Thai friend of mine who owns a football team in Bangkok offered me a two-month contract as a consultant, I accepted. Why not? I had no other offers. 

I like Thailand, despite the problems I had with Thai politics at Manchester City and Leicester. I like the people, the food, the noise. In Bangkok, I had a hotel suite in the busiest part of the city. That is where I like to be, where the commotion is. Of all the places I have lived, my favourite location may have been Manchester. I stayed at a hotel in the city centre there, with all the restaurants and shops downstairs. It was perfect.

Here, at Björkefors, I get restless. I bought this place in 2002, and I must have spent close to £5 million rebuilding and restoring it. It used to be a convalescent home, which is why there is still an elevator in the main house. Before that, it was a private residence. Selma Lagerlöf, one of the most famous citizens of Värmland, wrote the last chapter of Gösta Berling’s Saga in one of the bedrooms on the third floor. Nineteen years later she won the Nobel Prize for Literature. 

There is a separate building with an indoor swimming pool, which I had constructed, along with another house for my parents, Sven and Ulla. They lived there until early last year, when my mother passed away. Now my father stays there only when I am here. Otherwise he lives in Torsby, in his apartment in the centre of town. He likes to spend the afternoons with his newfound friends, betting on the horses. It does not look like the family will be together this Christmas. My girlfriend, Yaniseth, is in Panama. She can’t come here because her ex-husband, who lives in Mexico and from whom she’s been separated for several years, doesn’t want their son to leave the country.
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It must have been the spring of 1993, years before I became England manager, when my wife, Anki, and I drove to northern Italy to visit one of the greatest legends of Italian football, Nisse Liedholm. After a glorious career as a player and manager, Liedholm had retired from the game the year before and was now living at the vineyard he had started with his wife in the small village of Cuccaro Monferrato.

I remember the day was cold, and that the road ran through some forest. It did not look like wine country. Perhaps it was fitting that Liedholm’s vineyard should appear out of place in these surroundings. He did not belong there, either. Liedholm was not a winemaker, he was a football man. Like me.

I had taken over from him as manager of Roma almost a decade earlier, when he went back to coaching Milan. At the time we may have been the only Swedish football managers working abroad, certainly in Italy.

I had never been able to compare myself to Liedholm as a player. He was an Olympic gold winner with Sweden when he came to Italy in 1949, and went on to play for twelve years with Milan, winning four scudetti. My playing career, in contrast, went as far as Karlskoga in the Swedish second division, although I had a pretty good right foot, but more about that later. 

Between us as managers, however, a torch had been passed. Yes, I was still waiting to win my first scudetto, and Liedholm had won two championships. But I was now the manager of Sampdoria, an exciting young team led by superstars such as Roberto Mancini and Ruud Gullit. Liedholm, on the other hand, had called it quits in 1989. Three years later, he changed his mind and returned to manage Verona for a brief spell, with disastrous results. In his last match, his team lost 4–0 to Milan.

One time, Anki and I had watched Liedholm on television as he provided commentary on the weekend’s games. On air, he forgot the names of his own players, or got them confused. He was mixing Italian and Swedish. I told Anki that if I ever got to the stage where I could not remember my own players’ names, she should force me to quit the game. 

When we finally arrived at Villa Boemia, Liedholm’s estate, he and his wife Nina, who was a countess, greeted us in the courtyard. They had bought the vineyard twenty years earlier. Liedholm had put all his money into rebuilding the place, and it was stunning. Too stunning. Anki thought it looked artificial, every patch of cement was practically sparkling.

Together with their son Carlo, who was in charge of running the winery, we tasted the wines. After lunch, Nisse, Carlo and I sat down in the garden and the talk turned to football. Liedholm began telling his stories. Did we know that during his first two years as a player for Milan he did not misplace a single pass? When he finally did, the crowd at San Siro had given him a standing ovation that lasted several minutes.

I had heard all the stories, and Carlo had, too. But it did not stop Liedholm from telling them again. He was emotional, and did not entirely make sense. He said he wanted to get back into football. 

‘Don’t you think there is somebody who wants me?’ he asked. ‘I will take any team, even a youth team.’

I was stunned. Here was Nisse Liedholm, a man who had won everything, and still he was not satisfied. It pained me to see the man I had idolised reduced to a shadow of his former larger-than-life self. But I did not have the heart to tell him it was over. Finally, Carlo turned to his father and said something that I will always remember. ‘Papà, basta!’ Be quiet, Dad.

It was not said with any apparent malice. But those two short words cut deep into my heart. It would be many years until I understood why.
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The phone rings. I have two mobile numbers, one English, one Swedish. This is the English number. It is my lawyer, or one of them. I am involved in at least three legal cases. This is the lawyer representing me in the case of Sven-Göran Eriksson versus Samir Khan, the financial adviser who swindled me out of my fortune. 

The truth is, I never cared about money. Not one bit. Some people might find that hard to believe. Suffice to say that Samir Khan caught on pretty quickly. Apparently, I have a beach house in Barbados that he bought for himself with my money. I am told it is next to Wayne Rooney’s house. The lawyer informs me that the court date for the case against Khan has been postponed yet again. I know what another postponement means – more legal fees. If only I could sell the London apartment, but that means kicking Nancy out of it first, which brings me to the next legal case – Sven-Göran Eriksson versus Nancy Dell’Olio.

Nancy is my old girlfriend. She was married to someone else when we met, in Rome, during my time at Lazio. She was irresistible then. Until I came to live with her. By the time I left Italy for England, it should have been over but somehow I agreed for her to move with me. I later bought the London apartment without her knowledge, to get away from her. I had done the same thing in Rome. When we finally broke up, I offered her a deal to stay rent-free in that apartment on the condition that she would move out in 2009, or at least that’s what I thought we’d agreed. She was still there in 2012. It is complicated.

The third case is Sven-Göran Eriksson versus The Mirror Group Newspapers. At the time of writing, this is a live claim so I am restricted by my lawyers in what I can say, but it seems that Mirror Group Newspapers were secretly hacking my phone during my time as England manager, and that this was how the media found out about me and Ulrika. At one point I suspected my own family of selling information about me but I now think that the media obtained lots of information through hacking my phones. It really upsets me to think about the people close to me whom I wrongly accused of selling information about me. 
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It is time for me to tell my own story. Yet I am not sure this is the time for me to do it. I always believed that you write your story once it is finished. But I am not finished. Besides, how do you do it? Where I come from, we don’t talk much about ourselves. We don’t reveal what we feel. That would be a sign of weakness. I have never in my life stopped to look back. Perhaps I have been scared of what I would find? There is only one way to find out. Start from the beginning and move forward. Don’t fall too deep. 


1

I WILL BE FAMOUS

I was born into secrecy. My father Sven did not dare tell his father Erik or his mother Ester that I had come into this world. An 18-year-old boy getting a lass three years his senior pregnant was not something that was looked upon favourably among the countryfolk in northern Värmland at that time. So my father kept quiet about me. When they called to tell him that I was about to be born, he slipped into the winter night without a word to parents or brothers about my impending arrival. 

The journey in neighbour Andersson’s taxi cost five kronor (50p). In half an hour he reached my grandmother’s house in Sunne where I was born on 5 February 1948. The delivery was complicated. The umbilical cord had wrapped around my neck. A doctor had to be called and for a while they thought I would not make it. But when the sun rose, I was already a few hours old and my father could go to work as usual.

My father’s family owned a farm with plenty of land in the village of Stöpafors, on the western side of Fryken. Sven and his brother Karl-Erik worked as conductors for the bus company, which their uncle owned. It was on the local route that my father had met my mother, Ulla. She worked in a textile store in Torsby and took the bus there and back every day. I don’t know what my father did to charm her, but he must have done something right because soon my mother was pregnant with me.

While my father’s family were relatively well off by local standards, my mother’s were not. Her father had one day up and left his wife and four children, never to return. From the day he disappeared his name was never mentioned again. It was only many years later that I learned he was also called Sven. My mother and her siblings were named Svensson. But when my grandfather disappeared, they all changed their last names to Thudén, my grandmother’s maiden name – all but my mother. She kept the name Svensson until she got married. In Sweden, ‘Svensson’ is the name you use to refer to the average Swede. It is curious that my mother kept the name for so long, because she was hardly a Svensson. 

As a young girl, my mother was a very bright student. Her teachers urged her to pursue her education but her mother would not allow her to do that. After sixth grade, she had to start working to earn money. She would be forever resentful that she was not given the opportunity of an education, especially since her younger siblings were allowed to continue with their schooling. Things did not improve when she became pregnant. Two weeks after I was born we moved into a small room that she rented in Torsby.

There we lived, my mother and I, without electricity or running water. I slept on a pull-out kitchen couch, which was not bad because it was placed next to an iron furnace where there was always a fire going, so it was warm. On the floor above us lived my second cousins and on the floor below Maja, a seamstress, had a room. I helped her with her sewing by pumping the foot pedals of her Singer sewing machine with my hands. 

My father claims he told his parents about me soon after I was born. Nevertheless, he stayed at their house until I was two years old before moving in with us. My parents got married then. After that, my mother was allowed to come to Stöpafors, but it probably took a while before she was fully accepted by my father’s parents. In the beginning, she mostly stayed in the kitchen while she was there.

Soon after that my father went away for his military service. I remember how he put me on my mother’s bed to say goodbye. My father doesn’t believe that I could remember it. He thinks that I must have seen an old photograph. But I remember that his uniform was grey and the fabric was rough. It could not have been easy for my mother to be left alone again, but she was thick-skinned. She did everything for me. One day her son would show the world what she was never able to show herself. I was going to be her revenge on life.
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After my father completed his military service, we moved into an apartment with one room and a kitchen at Östmarksvägen in Torsby. Dad went from bus conductor to driver. His uncle Gottfrid Jönsson also drove the bus. Sometimes Gottfrid let me sit on his lap when he drove the 22-mile route from Torsby to Sunne. Having a four-year-old boy steer the bus did not seem to bother the passengers. 

My mother, however, worried about everything. In Värmland, we have a saying that goes: ‘Everything will work out … and if it doesn’t, it doesn’t matter.’ My mother was a Värmland-native through and through, but her outlook on life was far from easy-going.

My mother believed in God. At home we said grace before dinner and she would read the Lord’s Prayer to me every night. Mainly, our religion was about how you behaved. You had to respect everyone, be polite and greet people properly. I had to wait to take a biscuit until all the grown-ups had been served; otherwise I would be in big trouble. My grandmother, Edla, was kind, but very strict. I guess she had to be as a single mother of four children. My mother took after her mother that way.

My father, on the other hand, was not the religious type. When he was little, the village pastor would come to the family home in Stöpafors to test him on the Bible. That did not go well. My father was not able to learn anything by heart. He did not care much for schoolwork. After sixth grade, unlike my mother, he was relieved never to have to set foot in school again. He thought school was a waste of time. 

Clearly, I had to take my own schooling seriously. My mother would not have tolerated anything else. I was a quiet student who did as he was told. I got very good grades. There is not a whole lot else to tell about my early education. To be honest, the schooling was not something that interested me or most of the other boys in the area. Our lives were all about sports.
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‘Next jumper: Sven-Göran “two pancakes high” Eriksson!’ the speaker called out. It was my first ski-jumping competition, held in the small town of Grums. I was eight, maybe nine, years old and small for my age, which the speaker pointed out with that pancake remark. I had trained all winter with my ski-jumping club SK Bore at the 25-metre jumping hill in Torsby. I borrowed the skis. They were huge, wooden planks, so heavy that I could hardly carry them, one at a time, up the steep steps leading up to the top. The first time I jumped I was terrified. I remember Arne just holding me while I sat up there on top with my skis on. 

‘Should I let you go?’ he asked. 

‘No,’ I answered, but of course he let me go anyway. So I went.

I survived my first jump, and I think I did okay in my first competitive jump, too. After that, it was all ski-jumping during the winter months. Anders ‘Pewe’ Persson, who was two years older than I was, organised taxis to competitions. Sometimes we trained in Sysslebäck, which had a 70-metre-tall jumping hill. Pewe was one of the best youth jumpers in Sweden but the first time my father came to see me jump, Pewe fell and suffered a concussion.

Ski-jumping was not a particularly safe sport. It required courage, which I did not lack, but also strength and technique. You had to be able to push your body foward during the jump. One time I crashed and hit my lower back so badly I could not sit down for a week. But that was nothing compared to what happened to one of the other boys, Kullbleck. He fell during training on the big hill in Sysslebäck. The snow conditions were fast that day, too fast for Kullbleck, who was not able to stand up properly during the jump. When he landed, his knee hit his chin. Pewe ran down to check on him. It was not good. Kullbleck had bitten off half his tongue. Pewe kept calm, though. ‘Close your mouth,’ he said. ‘We’re going to the hospital.’ In northern Värmland we didn’t make a big fuss about things. 

When we were not jumping, we played ice hockey or went cross-country skiing, but when eventually winter gave way to spring, football took over. In school, we played during every recess – Torsten Kjellgren and me against everyone else. We still won. Our natural meeting place was the Björnevi football ground. As soon as the snow melted, and sometimes even before then, Björnevi filled up with football-playing boys of all ages. The girls did not really play back then. 

We played quite a bit at home, too, even though the garden sloped so much that the ball constantly rolled out into the street. There were several families living in the building. Klara Norlén lived in one apartment. Her son, Göte, was my father’s age and he worked for the Transportation Board. He was a former player for the Torsby senior team and always played football with us kids at home. He was also a musician and when he got home from work, he first had to practise his clarinet. It was torment having to wait for him to finish before we could start playing football.

Usually, we played with just one goal. One of us was the goalkeeper and another one played defence. I was normally the centre forward and Göte hit crosses that I was supposed to head into goal. There was just one problem – the goal stood next to a shed where Göte’s mother stored milk and cheese. We had no refrigerators at the time. Sometimes the ball hit the wall of the shed so hard that the milk pot got knocked over and shattered. When that happened, Göte ran into the woodshed to hide before his mother came running out, yelling how she had told us a thousand times to go and play football somewhere else. 

Göte gave me Gunnar Nordahl’s autobiography, Gold and Green Pitches. Nordahl was Sweden’s first professional football player. He signed for AC Milan in 1949 and became one of the top goalscorers of all time in the Italian Serie A. I stayed up at night to read about his miraculous achievements at the San Siro. Italy felt farther away than the moon.

But Nordahl was not a member of the Swedish national team that made the final of the 1958 World Cup. The tournament was held in Sweden and everyone followed it on the radio or on television. We did not have a television, but someone else must have had one because I distinctly remember watching a fuzzy broadcast of one of the games. Highlights from the matches were shown in the cinema. Kurt ‘Kurre’ Hamrin was our favourite Swedish player. He was from Stockholm, but he had relatives in Värmland and spent summers there. Of all the players in that World Cup, however, Pelé was, of course, the greatest. To do what he did as a 17-year-old, scoring two goals in the final when Brazil beat Sweden 5–2, was fantastic. After the World Cup, we all wanted to be Pelé.
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One night I was sleeping on the kitchen couch when a rat suddenly scurried across my chest, and my mother decided we had to move. My father wanted to buy a car, but my mother insisted that we should build our own house, so that is how it would be. They bought a plot on Åsögatan in Torsby and my mother arranged for the building permit. I was 11 years old when we moved in, at Easter 1959. My parents could not get a single loan that covered the entire cost of building the house, so had to take out a second loan at a higher interest rate. We had moved from one room to four but had no money for furniture. In the beginning, we ate a lot of porridge and pancakes. 

Three years earlier, a little brother, Lars-Erik, had arrived. ‘Lasse’, as he was called, was often sick as a child. He had asthma. To be honest, he did not figure in my life very much. He was eight years younger than I was and so we never played sports together. In the summer, I had to look after Lasse when my parents were at work. It was not a job that I enjoyed. It was, however, because of Lasse that I got my nickname, ‘Svennis’. When he was little, he could not say Sven-Göran, so he said ‘Tenn-hönan’, which rhymes with Sven-Göran in Swedish but translates as ‘pewter chicken’. I did not like the name.

‘Don’t call me Tennhönan,’ I said.

‘Okay, Tennis,’ he replied.

‘Don’t call me Tennis, either,’ I said. ‘At least say, Svennis.’ And that’s how I got the name Svennis.

For several years, my mother had been working at the kiosk that sold sweets, cigarettes and newspapers. She was known as ‘Ulla in the kiosk’ and had a stern reputation around Torsby. She did not like kids hanging around the kiosk doing nothing. My father had started driving lorries, a job that paid better than driving the bus, but finances were still tight. At least once a month, my parents would make the journey across the border to Norway to buy butter and flour, staples that were cheaper there than in Sweden. 

Personally, I was oblivious to any financial hardships that my parents endured. Things always seemed to work out fine. I remember wanting a pair of ‘slamkrypare’, ankle-high winter boots that had a zipper on top and were very popular at the time. My parents could not afford to buy them for me, but anyway they got me a pair for my birthday. Ahead of the 1960 summer Olympics, my father rented our first television. Two months later he bought it outright. The store owner offered to deduct the rent my dad had paid from the sale price. In Torsby, people helped each other.

When I reached my teenage years, I started working during the summer as a baker’s apprentice at the New Bakery in Torsby. The pastry chef at the shop, Sven-Åke ‘Åsen’ Olsson, was also the coach of Torsby’s senior football and hockey teams. The work day at the bakery started at 4 a.m. and for hours we baked scones and ginger biscuits and talked football. Sometimes Åsen drew tactics in the flour on the baking sheets. In time, those talks grew more and more sophisticated. 

After lunch, my work day was over and I headed to Björnevi to play football. I didn’t stand out in the team. I was small and skinny, but I ran a lot and worked very hard. When we played matches, my dad always came to watch.

I was stubborn and hated losing. My worst memory from my early playing years was when we made the regional final of the ‘Little World Cup’, a tournament with teams from all over Sweden. The score was tied after extra time, so the game had to be decided by penalties. At that time, one player took all five penalties. I was chosen. I scored my first four, putting them all in the same corner. The other guy also scored his four. I decided to switch corners for my last penalty. Why, I do not know. I struck it cleanly enough, but the keeper guessed correctly and tipped the shot onto the post. We lost and I cried. I vowed never ever to suffer such a heartbreaking defeat again.
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The Torsby senior team played in the Swedish fourth division at that time. The day before each match, Åsen would announce the starting eleven on the public noticeboard opposite my mother’s kiosk. I often wondered why he did that. Maybe it was to get the locals involved. If so, it worked. The Torsby residents all flocked to that noticeboard the day before the game to find out whom Åsen had picked. If a surprise name was included, heated discussions ensued. I usually bicycled there to check the line-up. One day my name would be up there on the board.

That day came sooner than I expected. I was 16 years old when the door bell rang one night. It was Åsen. He wanted to tell me and my parents that I had been selected to start the following day’s match. ‘Okay,’ I said, as if it were no big deal. But that night I could barely sleep and in the morning I had to bicycle down to the noticeboard to make sure that my name really was there. 

How my debut match went, or even who our opponents were, I don’t remember. There must have been those who thought Åsen had lost his mind picking a 16-year-old boy who was still at school for the Torsby senior team. But I must have done reasonably well, because I played regularly after that. I was the youngest player on the team. 

By the time I was 18, I was working at the local state insurance office. At Christmas time, all my friends who had gone to work somewhere else returned to Torsby. On Christmas Day we all got together in someone’s apartment and drank glögg mixed with vodka, played cards and talked about what we wanted to do with our lives. I was probably slightly intoxicated when I said, ‘I will be famous.’

The others laughed. What on earth would I be famous for?

‘I haven’t decided yet,’ I said.

It was really out of character for me to stick my neck out like that. This was Värmland, where no one was better than anyone else. But I knew I was special. My mother had told me so. 


2

TORD

‘MONDAY morning’ to ‘Saturday night’. That’s how we ranked girls by their looks. My life was not just about football. I had discovered girls, too. A knockout girl was awarded the honour of being called ‘Saturday night’. A ‘Monday morning’ belonged at the other end of the scale. It may sound a little mean, but it was pretty innocent, and if the girls had ranked us in the same way, most of us would probably not have survived beyond Wednesday.

Unless we had a game the next day, we used to get together at the New Bakery on Saturday nights, sitting in the back room drinking aquavit and soda before going out. There was usually one designated driver for the evening. I had bought a rusty old Opel together with my father, so that designated driver was occasionally me. Sometimes we went to Kongsvinger in Norway, and more than once some of us got pretty smashed during those excursions. If we were going dancing in Ekshärad or Hagfors, the girls would come with us, so things did not get quite as rowdy. No alcohol was available at those dance places so we used to stand in the car park mixing rum and Coke, freezing our butts off in the middle of winter. 

I was pretty popular with the girls, although I was no Casanova. Pewe and Anders Hallström were very good dancers. Anders, son of the local tailor, was a sharp dresser. Leif Gunnarsson, our right back, was going out with the district’s most beautiful girl, Siv, and everyone wondered how on earth he could have managed it. The problem was Siv never wanted to come dancing with us. She lived halfway to Ekshärad and if we were going there, we had to drop Leif off on the way. Sometimes we sat in the car for fifteen minutes waiting for Leif to persuade Siv to come with us. 

In Ekshärad I met Nina Persson, who became my first steady girlfriend. Anders Hallström got together with her sister. Nina was ‘Saturday night’. Her father, Rune, was a ceramics artist and well known in northern Värmland. He also ran a local support group for people who had been caught shooting moose illegally. He believed everyone had the right to shoot moose. People needed food. But Rune had a drinking problem and sometimes things got out of hand. One time when Anders and I came to pick up Nina and her sister, Rune was waiting on the veranda with a rifle in his hand.

‘Don’t you lay a hand on my daughters!’ he yelled.

Nina was the first girl I brought home to meet my parents, but in my mother’s eyes, no girl was good enough for me. Even Nina. That was something that would never change.

After I did my military service, Nina and I moved to Karlstad. I still worked for the state insurance agency, but in a new office. I commuted to Torsby for training and matches. Nina probably thought that I spent too much time playing football, and our relationship was creaky. It ended completely when she moved to Örebro to study. She married a physical education teacher there.

Work at the insurance office was just as boring as it had been in Torsby. One day I was talking to Bengt Frykman, who worked in radio in Värmland, and he asked me why I would stay in a job that I had no interest in. After hanging up the phone, I walked straight into my supervisor’s office and quit my job. 

I was 21 years old when I moved back to Torsby and started high school. One person who approved of my decision to continue my education was my mother. To her, there was nothing more important than education. Around this time the kiosk closed. My mother worked in a bookstore for a year or two before she began working the night shift at the local hospital. She was happy for me to move in with her and my dad in the house on Åsgatan. Lasse and I had our own rooms on the second floor.

Living at home, however, did not really work out. My mother still worried about me. I was an adult now, but that did not matter. If I was out late, she would sit up all night to make sure I got home okay. She rarely complained about me, but when Lasse Sundberg and I disappeared for two days without a word – we had gone to Norway to meet some girls – my mother told my father to rebuke me. It was the only time I ever heard my father raise his voice. Either I had to shape up or I had to move out, he said. I moved out.

For some reason, I had got it into my head to study economics. For that, I had to move schools, to Åmål in Dalsland, 93 miles away. It was the first time I had lived outside Värmland. I also had to change football teams. Kurt Rösvall, with whom I had played in Torsby, convinced me to sign for SK Sifhälla, a third-division team in the neighbouring town of Säffle. No salary was involved but the club gave me a free apartment. I was definitely heading up in the footballing world.
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Ann-Christine – everyone called her ‘Anki’ – was 17 years old, five years younger than I was. I had seen her in school a few times, but I had not talked to her. The Karlberg School in Åmål was a new school with about a thousand students, a lot for such a small town. One day I sat in the cafeteria playing whist with some friends when Anki stopped to watch the card game. She was standing behind my partner, opposite from me. After a while, she started signalling to me what cards to play, based on what cards my partner held. In other words, she helped me. It was called cheating.

It turned out Anki was the daughter of one of the principals at the school, Karl-Erik Pettersson. That may have deterred other potential suitors, but it did not put me off. I invited her to go dancing at the civic hall in Säffle. We kissed on the dance floor and after that we were a couple. At weekends I would collect her in Åmål in my old Saab and drive the 10 miles to my place in Säffle. My apartment was a sparsely furnished one-room place. My mother had arranged for most of the furniture in the apartment.

Anki came from a family of sports enthusiasts. She loved football. She was very mature for her age and we shared the same ambition to travel. My idea of sailing around the world, however, was not received with any enthusiasm. Anki got seasick as soon as she set foot on a boat. To celebrate Midsummer’s Eve in 1971, she came with me to Torsby for the first time. I think she had a bit of a culture shock. She had never seen people drink so much. One of my friends asked her if he could offer her a drink. ‘Sure,’ Anki said. She probably thought they would at least be sitting at a table, having a proper drink. But instead my friend opened the boot of his car where he kept a drum of moonshine. We called it ‘The Forest Star’.

Anki also met my parents. My mother made pizza, which she was probably alone in making among the Torsby residents at that time. As with my previous girlfriends, my mother was friendly but sceptical towards Anki. Despite that, she could not help but talk and talk. My father, Lasse and I had rarely listened to her. I think she told her whole life story to Anki, things that I knew nothing about.

My last year in high school was easy. I was five years older than everyone else and highly motivated. When Anki and I graduated at the same time, I knew that I wanted to continue my studies at university. At the same time, I was a football player. I had not given up hope of one day playing in the Swedish top division, Allsvenskan, or even moving abroad to play professionally. I had to get an education where I was guaranteed a job, but why not stick to sports? I could teach physical education. I decided to apply to the Swedish School of Sport and Health Sciences in Örebro, and was given a place. Now I just had to find another football team to play for. 
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In 1972, KB Karlskoga played in the second division. Their 34-year-old player-manager, Tord Grip, had three international caps to his name. They were a good team with ambitions of getting into the top flight – exactly the kind of team that I needed to develop my own playing career. I contacted KB and they invited me to come for a trial, so I drove the 28 miles from Örebro, where I was living in student accommodation. It was a drive that I would come to know well.

Tord and I got along right away, but he showed me no partiality. The level of play at KB Karlskoga was a lot higher, and faster, than I was used to. Also, I was playing right back at that time, and KB already had two experienced players for that position. To get into the team would prove much harder than I had ever expected.

My studies at GIH, as the sports university was known, were a lot easier. We had classes from eight in the morning to five in the afternoon – physiology and anatomy and things like that. Anki had got a job at the hospital in Örebro but she didn’t like it and instead decided to study to become a teacher. The college was in Karlstad and we agreed to meet at weekends, but that was easier said than done. On Saturdays I played for KB reserves and sometimes made the bench for Sunday games. I don’t think I went to Karlstad to visit Anki a single time, and we broke up for a couple of months. 

As soon as classes were over for the day, I got into my Renault and drove to Karlskoga for training with the team. I was convinced that my chance would come, which it did in the spring of 1973 when a 25-year-old Torsby boy with professional ambitions finally got to make his debut in the Swedish second division. I must have done a decent job, because after that I got to play regularly. I was looked upon as a distinctly average defender, but someone who rarely made mistakes.

There was nothing wrong with my right foot and no one could fault me for effort. I had also gained strength after spending the winters running up and down a local hill. I did not like to slide tackle, preferring instead to stay on my feet. I was modern that way.

After graduating from GIH, I got a job as a PT teacher at a school on the outskirts of Karlskoga and moved into an apartment in town. Anki had a year of her course remaining but we were back together and at least we would be a little closer to each other. Soon she came to live with me. Our interests were not an exact match. She would come to see me play but she also wanted me to go shopping for antiques with her. 

Around this time, the Dutch, and especially Ajax, were revolutionising the game with their so-called ‘total football’. Until then, activities on the pitch had revolved around eleven individuals versus eleven individuals. In the 1958 World Cup final, Swedish left back Sven Axbom was left completely on his own to handle Brazil’s virtuoso winger Garrincha. Time and again Axbom was turned inside out by Garrincha without ever getting any support from his team-mates. The Dutch tried to change that by prioritising the collective. The team moved together. Attackers became defenders, defenders became attackers. It was something the footballing world had never seen before. 

In Karlskoga, we hardly played total football. To our head coach, a Hungarian by the name of Imre Moré, football was still the individual’s game. During a match away to Helsingborg, I discovered how Axbom must have felt during the 1958 final. I was left to my own devices to cope with a tricky winger who, despite not being Garrincha, proved way too fast for me. Time and again he blew by me on the right flank.

‘Svennis, get closer!’ Moré ordered from the sideline. 

So I moved closer to the winger, which resulted in their left back sending the ball over me for the winger to chase down.

‘Drop deep!’ Moré yelled.

So I dropped deep, but that didn’t work either. The winger had time to receive the ball and turn upfield to face me. He didn’t bother with any trickery, but simply kicked the ball on and ran past me. It was a mess. In the dressing room at half-time, I asked Moré if he had any other ideas about how we could stop him. I had one of my own.

‘How about if the centre backs moved out and helped me?’ I asked.

Moré had not expected that.

‘You know, that’s not a bad idea,’ he said.

I don’t remember if we managed to stem the winger’s exploits, but I began to wonder if there was more to football than 60-yard dashes and one-on-one duels. There had to be a better way, a way to help each other and play as a team. I didn’t know it then, but for the first time I had begun thinking like a coach.
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By this time, 1975, I had also started to realise that my dream of making it professionally as a football player would probably not come true. I was 27 years old and an average right back in a mid-table team in the Swedish second division. When Gunnar Nordahl was the same age, he was on his way to Milan after making 33 starts for the Swedish national team, scoring 43 goals. Also, I was suffering from an injured ankle that kept me on the sidelines for some stretches of time.

Late that autumn, I received what was to be the most important phone call of my footballing life. Tord Grip had left his job as head coach at Örebro and was taking over at Degerfors.

‘Is it now time for you to quit playing?’ he asked me. ‘Why don’t you come and join me as my assistant coach.’

‘Absolutely,’ I said, and with that I left my playing career behind me. 


3

FOUR-FOUR-TWO

THERE are towns where football is larger than religion and there are towns where football is religion. Then there is Degerfors. This small industrial community is barely big enough to call itself a town, but it is difficult to find a place where football is taken more seriously than in Degerfors. In the middle of the 1970s, 9,000 people lived there, but when the team played at home, their ground, Stora Valla, would fill up with thousands more. 

It is also difficult to find a more provincial town in all of Sweden. In Degerfors, outsiders have always been viewed with deep suspicion, even those from other parts of Värmland. Many of the club’s best players over the years had been born there, but to achieve success the club had been forced to recruit players from the outside. The farther north they had looked, the more successful the club had been. Tord was from the north and he loved Degerfors. He had played for them for ten years and so, when he got the chance of the head coach’s job, he did not hesitate, despite Degerfors being stuck in the third division. The club welcomed him with open arms. 

He had no problem convincing me to come but it was more difficult to persuade the Degerfors board that I was the right man for the assistant’s job. They wanted him to pick someone local, not a Karlskoga player without any coaching experience. But Tord insisted. He saw something







































EPILOGUE

The motorway through Guangzhou is elevated, which means we are travelling high above the tops of the trees. A month and a half has passed since I came to China. The street life flies by us below. We never need to stop or even slow down, despite driving through the heart of a city of more than twelve million residents. We just keep going.

From London, I flew back to Dubai. I didn’t want just to leave the job. The club had treated me perfectly. I liked it in Dubai. But I wanted to get back to the football pitch. I am a football coach. At Al-Nasr, they understood that. We parted as friends. I felt I had accomplished what I went there to do. I had set up the football school and the academy, given my advice about the senior team and how the club could be developed. Now it was up to them to move forward.
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The first December snow had just fallen in Björkefors when I started telling my story. I was without a job. Now, eight months later, I am sitting in a car in China on my way to train my new team. It has taken me a lot longer than I had expected to go through my story. The job has been much bigger than I had expected. I have never stopped to think back about my life before.

In Värmland, we don’t talk much about ourselves. We are kind and polite, but we seldom reveal our true emotions – a character trait that has helped me in my professional life. In my career I have said only what is necessary, and left my emotions out of it. But things work differently in the world outside.

I suppose it is no coincidence that I started the story by recounting the time I visited Nisse Liedholm at his vineyard. I understand now why Liedholm asked me for help in finding a team to coach, even just a youth team. He could not let go of football. He had spent a lifetime on the football pitch, but he was still not satisfied. If Liedholm, the legend, was not satisfied, is it possible ever to be satisfied as a football manager? Now, twenty years later, I know the answer to that question.

The other day I read the manuscript of my book from start to finish for the first time. My life. I was surprised by the emotion that swept over me when I got to the end. I felt depressed. Yaniseth and Alcides had returned to Panama after visiting me in China. It was late in the afternoon and I took my bicycle and cycled along the Pearl River, which flows through Guangzhou. It was beautiful. Where had the years gone? My children? Friends? The women? Time? It hurt to think back. 
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All my life I have kept diaries in which I have written down what I have done and where I have been each day. To help me remember my story, I wanted to go through those diaries and so I asked my brother to send them to me. He did not know where I was going to be, so he sent them to my lawyers in London. When I came to China, I asked my lawyers to send the diaries here and now they are stuck in Chinese customs. 

My mother kept a diary, too. Lasse found one in my parents’ house at Björkefors, which dated back to 2002. Underneath each date, my mother had written: ‘Sven-Göran called.’

Each day I called home. Each day my mother wrote it down in her diary. I had never thought much about those calls. They were not about anything important. I would tell my parents where I was and where I was going after that. My mother would tell me about the weather in Sweden and if Lasse had come over for coffee that day. But the important thing was not what was said.

I understand that my mother found all the newspaper gossip about the women a burden. She wrote that down. I told my parents not to read all that garbage, but still they did. ‘I feel sorry for you, my son,’ my mother wrote in her diary on 22 April 2002, after the Ulrika business had come out. ‘But stay strong, it will pass.’

She had difficulty sleeping. She lay awake at night and worried. She did not want to say anything to me. One day my dad said to me that he wouldn’t mind reading about the football, too, not just the women. My mother got mad. She thought that was mean of him, even though she was the one who had wanted him to talk to me about the women stories.

As for me, I don’t regret anything. I have given everything for football. There is no other way. The price I have paid for my success is high but I have never asked myself if it was worth it. Others have also had to pay a price for my success, not least my family. I left Anki for football. I could not always be there for my children. It was difficult for my brother to live in my shadow. My parents suffered quietly. At the same time, I believe they are all living pretty happy lives today. Perhaps I had something to do with that as well?

I should have made different decisions when it came to my finances but money was never important to me. I was born poor and maybe I will die poor, but I know I have lived and will continue to live a good life in between. I should never have trusted Samir Khan but I know that I also have myself to blame for being so gullible. Still, I cannot understand how a legal system like Britain’s can be so slow. Imagine if I worked the same way in football. I would not have got far.

The other day we put Björkefors up for sale. If my finances had been better, I may not have decided to sell it. It feels a bit melancholy. I made Björkefors what it is but it has not been the same since my mother died. My father does not want to live there any more and my children will never want to live there permanently. I don’t want to live there permanently. The summers are beautiful, but the winters are long. Besides, there is only one place where I belong.
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I still believe that I am one of the world’s greatest football managers. You have to believe that, otherwise you might as well give up. I know I am a better manager now than I was when I won the UEFA Cup with Gothenburg. It would be strange otherwise. I have managed a dozen teams on four different continents since then. Experience is one of the most important tools in a football manager’s arsenal.

The other day I was thinking about the catastrophic first season I had with Roma. I was 36 years old and believed I knew everything. The teams I had managed before, in Sweden and Portugal, won title upon title. I was not afraid to take over a team that the season before were a missed penalty away from being crowned champions of Europe. I had my footballing philosophy and I was convinced that it would generate the same results there as it had with my previous teams. What I didn’t understand was that Roma was different. It was a team full of superstars. Still, I tried to change them. Change everything. I suppose I trusted myself more than my players and that is why things went the way they did.

There is nothing more difficult for a football manager than to admit failures and mistakes. It is a sign of weakness. I would much rather point out that I have won seventeen titles than the fact that I have not won a single one since Lazio. England was a failure. In 2006, we should have reached the final. Our team was good enough. There was no team better than us. If we had reached the final, would we have won it? I have never approached a game thinking I would not win it. Still, I don’t lose any sleep over England. I know I did a good job. 

I have been lucky in my career. I was lucky when Tord called and asked if I wanted to come to Degerfors. What would have happened if he had not done that? What would have happened if they had not called me from IFK Gothenburg? But when you are given the opportunity, you must deliver the goods. In football, you are quickly exposed if you just talk garbage. I think that is the difference between football and business.

Football coaching is different today compared to when I started. You have to be able to handle players, coaches and owners, but also sponsors and the media. New training methods and new philosophies emerge, yet much stays the same. How you handle people as a coach remains the same, what you do to make a player feel comfortable, how you explain things in the best possible way. The players must know what they should do on the football pitch. After that, it is up to them. In the end, the best players win.
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The training ground is located far outside the city. The drive takes an hour. The club wants to build a new training ground, but the problem is finding the land for it. Everything is already bought up. Everywhere you look in Guangzhou, enormous skyscrapers and apartment complexes are rising up.

A contruction company, R+F, owns the team. The two owners of the company, Zhang Li and Li Sze Lim, bought the club two years ago. I have been to visit them in their offices on the top floor of one of the skyscrapers in the city. Very impressive. They have huge resources and ambitions for the club. Football is something new to them. If we do well, it will help the company, but they want to see results before they invest too much money. The first goal is to qualify for the Asian Champions League. 

I use my time in the car to go through today’s training session with my assistant coach, Roger Palmgren. Our South African fitness coach, Divan Augustyn, is also travelling with us. Some of the players are unhappy that they have to do some extra physical work. I promise Divan that I will talk to them before the first session of the day. Physical conditioning is very important. Many of the players were in poor shape when we came to the club.

We arrive at the hotel that is our base and I shake hands with all the people working there. This is important. After that, I go to my room. All the players and coaches have a room at the hotel where they can change and shower and rest between training sessions. Most of the Chinese players live at the hotel, while the foreign players live in the city. My room is a suite, but it is not very fancy.

The room next to mine belongs to Yakubu, our big goalscorer – the same Yakubu I had on loan at Leicester. He and I have a good understanding. He came to Guangzhou R+F a year ago. In his debut last seaon, against Guangzhou Evergrande, he scored the only goal of the match. Evergrande still won the league. This year, they are on top again. The team is managed by my old friend Marcelo Lippi. I met him the other day. This is the first time he has taken a job outside Italy. He loves it in China.

The coaching staff gather in the dining hall forty-five minutes before the first training session. We are about ten people, among them my Chinese assistant manager, Li Bing. His title is actually team leader, but I use him as an assistant coach. I also have an interpreter, Julio, who is a fun-loving Chinese guy. I suppose he has a real name in Chinese. We have another interpreter, Ricardo, who can translate into Portuguese for our two Brazilian players. I lead the meeting. We have a few minor things to cover. Nothing complicated.

To get to the training pitches, you have to walk along a narrow trail that zigzags through a grove. I follow our three goalkeepers. It is warm and humid, but a nice little walk. We go through an opening in the fence and step on to the first training pitch. There are three pitches, arranged lengthways, with the short ends against each other. I have never seen that before. The fitness coaches have put out cones and balls on the middle pitch, and pulled the goals closer so that we can play small games, three-on-three and four-on-four.

It is almost eleven o’clock when we gather on the pitch. I want to talk to the players before we get started. I understand that the last few days have been hard work, I tell them. I understand that they are tired. But it is important to follow the conditioning programme we have set up. I don’t want to hear any complaints. It is their job as footballers to train hard. I say a couple of sentences at a time, waiting for the interpreter to translate. The whole speech takes about two minutes.

Divan takes care of the warm-up. He does a lot of core strength exercises, which is good. We try to use the ball as much as possible, even during the physical training. After that we move on to small-game play. The skies have darkened and we have been playing for just a few minutes when it starts to rain. It feels good. In the heat, the rain is a release.

Roger and I are standing together, watching the play. The tempo is fast. Things have been looking better and better. The last game we won 4–1 at home to Hangzhou Greentown. Zhang Li, one of the owners, was there. He came out on the pitch to congratulate me afterwards. Our two Brazilians, Davi and Rafael, have played better recently. We have also signed a new Australian centre back, Eddy Bosnar. I am convinced he will do a good job for us.

When training is over on the pitch, the players move into the gym next door for the extra physical work. Soon, lunch will be served. This afternoon we are doing another session. We are going to play the full field. I stay on the pitch to do some interval training on my own. The rain is falling harder now. It does not bother me. On the contrary, it feels wonderful. I don’t want to stop. I run another leg. A little farther this time.
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