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TO FEYENOORD

In 2007, when Arne Slot was still a player and about to make the move from NAC Breda to Sparta Rotterdam, there was no such thing as a transfer journalist. People with access to detailed and usually confidential information about the business of buying and selling players either kept it to themselves or, if my colleagues and I were lucky, tipped off a club watcher. Seventeen years ago, I received a somewhat cryptic tip. An enthusiastic but often loose-lipped Sparta insider asked me: ‘What do you think Arne Slot’s next step should be?’ Sparta had been on the lookout for an experienced attacking midfielder for a while, and I soon put two and two together. I called Slot the same day. He was dumbstruck by the leaking of his transfer from Breda to Rotterdam, and neither confirmed nor denied it. But soon afterwards, he signed a contract at Het Kasteel.

A lot has changed since then, especially in terms of how quickly news travels around the world, but leaks are nothing new. On 4 December 2020, a Feyenoord supporter who clearly had good contacts announced on social media that the club was about to sign Slot as its new coach. My paper obviously wanted this checked out. It was the day before Sinterklaasavond, when Dutch children get their Christmas presents, but I spent it making calls, sending WhatsApp messages, making more calls, and generally asking around. I tried Slot himself, of course. This time he didn’t pick up, but I did get a reply via WhatsApp. He said he’d previously told a press conference in Alkmaar that his players were always getting approached by other clubs, and he’d be disappointed if they disclosed this to the media. This would cause a stir at an important time for the club. He continued: ‘I’m sure you’ll understand why I should set a good example as coach and not discuss rumours about any club.’ That sounded like confirmation of the story, but it was still a bit too flimsy for a scoop. I did some more digging, and other off-the-record sources validated my suspicions: Slot was taking over from Dick Advocaat at Feyenoord.

The club issued an official press release on 15 December, and it was time for the new coach to begin in earnest on the task of rebuilding Feyenoord. Slot had been let go by AZ Alkmaar, but for now he had to keep his work for Feyenoord under wraps as much as possible: Advocaat was still in Rotterdam, readying the club for the Europa League and didn’t want any distractions. Maintaining radio silence was not an insurmountable problem, and Slot outlined his detailed plans for Feyenoord at a meeting in the spring of 2021. It took place in the elegant downtown apartment of the club’s Danish sporting director, Frank Arnesen, who nodded along as Slot spoke. Stijn Vandenbroucke, Feyenoord’s Belgian head of medical and performance, sat opposite him sipping from a glass of water, but Slot left his untouched. The three had been sitting together for a while, but he did all the talking as the other two listened intently. Vandenbroucke had worked with leading coaches including Guus Hiddink, Arie Haan, Dick Advocaat, Sam Allardyce, and Gianfranco Zola. A couple of hours later, when Slot left the apartment, Vandenbroucke told Arnesen he was ‘very impressed’ with the new coach.

Arnesen had already come to the same conclusion. As sporting director, he was aware that his predecessor Sjaak Troost had promised Dirk Kuyt that he, Kuyt, would eventually become Feyenoord’s head coach. Arnesen had a very different view. Kuyt had since coached Feyenoord’s first youth eleven, but he hadn’t exactly made a stellar impression. Arnesen was a proponent of the theory that coaching was all about experience, something which Kuyt simply lacked. This didn’t mean that Feyenoord should be looking for an older coach: on the contrary, Arnesen had a very clear idea of who he wanted at De Kuip but had long thought that Slot was still under contract at AZ and wasn’t a feasible option. ‘I had a good relationship with Mino Raiola, Slot’s agent,’ he said. ‘I was talking to him about a player in the spring of 2020, and he told me that Slot’s contract with AZ was ending, so he might be a possibility to replace Dick Advocaat at De Kuip. From that moment on, I kept a close eye on Arne: for example, I watched how he came across in interviews, and analysed how he got his team playing football. I soon had a good idea of what he was like as a coach.’

Arnesen continued gathering information wherever possible, without revealing that he wanted to lure Slot to Feyenoord. He recalled that Søren Lerby, his former teammate at Ajax, PSV and the Danish national side, had once casually mentioned his admiration for Slot. Lerby’s son Kaj was friends with Robbert Schilder, who’d previously played for Ajax and FC Twente, but later in his career had ended up at Cambuur Leeuwarden in the northern province of Friesland, where he was coached by Slot. Schilder, too, had been very impressed. ‘Schilder told me Slot was a natural,’ Lerby said. ‘He created better players, and he got through to everyone because he was so clear. Schilder said Slot’s going to be a fantastic coach.’

Schilder also described a memorable, very early morning breakfast in Cambuur. He found himself sharing a table with Slot, who said he’d got up at five to go for a walk and think about football. Arnesen grew increasingly excited as he heard all this, and when Advocaat said he was leaving Feyenoord and Arnesen was certain that Slot was coming onto the market, he began putting out feelers. ‘It was all top secret – I didn’t even tell my wife,’ he said. ‘I can’t disclose where we met, it’s still a secret.’

Arnesen was very pleased by what he heard from Slot. ‘We had two long meetings about how we saw football. Arne explained that he wanted to start with a careful build-up to a fast, attacking game, which was exactly the way I envisioned Feyenoord playing. After these two conversations, I persuaded the other decision makers at Feyenoord that we needed Slot as our new coach. I also made a point of mentioning his name to Dick Advocaat and Cor Pot in the coaches’ room once again, and they were positive, though they didn’t know that Feyenoord was already considering Arne.’

AZ summarily dismissed Slot on 5 December 2020 after it leaked out that he’d been talking to a rival club without telling management at Alkmaar. A week and a half later, Feyenoord announced that Slot was signing for two seasons, with an option to renew for a third. Slot stayed out of the media during this time, and a single quote from him appeared on the club’s official website: ‘I was honoured to be approached by a top club like Feyenoord, and I’m proud to be taking this step.’ It was written for him by the media department, but he was probably closely involved in it. The statement included a passing remark that was just the kind of comment Slot would make, and could be interpreted as a subtle sneer at the people in Alkmaar who’d so unceremoniously kicked him out. ‘After three years at Cambuur and three and a half at AZ (I’d hoped and expected that it would be four), this is a wonderful and challenging next step in my career as a coach. So I’m very happy, and proud of this opportunity to follow in the footsteps of great figures like Ronald Koeman, Giovanni van Bronckhorst and Dick Advocaat as chief coach of Feyenoord.’

The mention of Advocaat was deliberate. Slot was a completely different coach, but he respected Advocaat and didn’t want to tread on his toes. Not long afterwards, Advocaat and his assistant Cor Pot drove to Slot’s home in Limmen, in the province of Noord-Holland, to discuss Feyenoord with their successor. After he’d parked up, Pot thought he spotted a photographer in the distance. This surprised him slightly, because no one knew about the meeting. Slot had invited the pair to his home in this sleepy little town near Alkmaar because he thought they’d be shielded from prying eyes.

That afternoon, Advocaat gave Slot a comprehensive briefing. Most importantly, he advised maintaining reasonably cordial relations with the media outlets that always followed the club. There were more at Feyenoord than there had been at AZ, though there weren’t exactly busloads of them. AD, ESPN, Voetbal International magazine and local television company RTV Rijnmond provided full coverage of Feyenoord, while other newspapers and broadcasters did so on an ad-hoc basis. Listening to Advocaat, Slot recalled an evening lecture he’d attended as part of the UEFA Pro course, the highest diploma awarded by the KNVB. Kees Jansma, the doyen of Dutch sports journalism, had been invited to tell students how to deal with the media when you’re a coach. Jansma had covered the 1966 World Cup final between England and West Germany, and Slot listened attentively. The journalist argued that you shouldn’t be overly concerned with media outlets that support you – or, for that matter, those that don’t. But you could, in his opinion, influence the big group in the middle and get them onside. His advice was to look at it like taking a pie and cutting it into three pieces.

Slot was not immediately convinced: he hoped and believed that your performance alone determined whether you received fair, honest treatment from the media. But Advocaat knew what he was talking about. Ajax and national coach Rinus Michels had once urged him to tell journalists as little as possible. Advocaat advised Slot to be approachable, and keep journalists on his side as much as possible, but not to put all his cards on the table. He explained how Feyenoord operated as a club, how its medical staff worked together, and how temperamental its best player, Steven Berghuis, could sometimes be. A few days prior, Advocaat had overheard a brief conversation at the club’s training complex between Berghuis and the great Dutch coach Leo Beenhakker. ‘Hey, Steven, how’s it going?’ Beenhakker had asked. Berghuis was in one of his taciturn moods, and all he said was: ‘Fine, Mr Beenhakker. We’re fifth.’

Slot felt his afternoon with Advocaat and Pot had been useful, and expressed great respect for his predecessor in his first interviews as Feyenoord’s coach. He also praised Steven Berghuis, even though Pot had said at the meeting that he wasn’t a fan of the striker, finding his mercurial personality a constant threat to the team’s cohesion. As was so often the case, Slot begged to differ. He believed that Berghuis needed to become a key player and stay at De Kuip, confidently predicting that Berghuis would be so enamoured by Feyenoord’s new playing style that he’d whistle happy tunes on the training pitch. Insiders said Berghuis valued his conversations with Slot, who he felt might have been the best man to get the club back on top, but he eventually left for arch-rivals Ajax.

To Slot, this felt a bit like his first defeat at Feyenoord, but he wasn’t downhearted. He and Arnesen had obviously discussed in detail the possibility that Berghuis might leave, and the two had spent months mulling over the changes they wanted to make at Feyenoord. ‘We talked about the players we wanted to sign,’ Arnesen said. ‘Arne was very clear about everything.’

Slot was also very clear about what he wanted during that first spring 2021 meeting with Vandenbroucke and Arnesen, at Arnesen’s central Rotterdam apartment. As head of medical and performance, Vandenbroucke’s job was to get players fit. Slot said he needed a selection that was strong enough to pile on the pressure in the attack. ‘He was very clear, and so was his vision of football,’ Vandenbroucke told an interviewer. This vision included what Slot called ‘physical preconditions’: Players must be ultrafit if they were to meet his requirements. ‘And those preconditions were an interesting challenge for us, if I’m being honest,’ Vandenbroucke said.

Slot’s new playing style required a 30 to 50 per cent increase in high-intensity runs and total distance covered per match. At his meeting with Arnesen and Vandenbroucke, he specified exactly how far players should run individually and as a team, and said that anyone apparently unable to achieve these targets would not be a good match for the new Feyenoord and should start looking for another club. This included Francesco Antonucci, the Belgian on whom Feyenoord had spent a hefty sum. He’d become a protégé of Frank Arnesen, who had initially loaned him to FC Volendam, but when Slot took over at Feyenoord, Antonucci disappeared into the sunset. At the end of 2024, aged twenty-five, he was Sven van Beek’s teammate at Al-Shahaniya Sports Club in Qatar.

Vandenbroucke said that under Slot, Feyenoord would be fanatical about applying pressure, and the performance team must teach the players to ‘run a lot, and very fast... I’d never seen anything so detailed.’ The club knew this was par for the course with Slot. He maintained a clear vision and approach, kept a close eye on everything, but was no dictator. The performance team were given free rein to get the job done as they saw fit, as long as it achieved the desired results, of course.

Slot commented: ‘We were playing in Europe in just over four weeks, so I sat down with Stijn Vandenbroucke to answer one question. How can we combine big physical improvements with my exercise formats to structure the way we play this season? So I looked for formats that suited our style of play, but would also help us to boost our physical performance quickly.’

It worked, and Feyenoord continued to be impressed by Slot. ‘Arne manages every training session very intensively and thoughtfully,’ Vandenbroucke said. The players had to be toughened up and turned into athletes. The club had two heads of performance: Leigh Egger, an Australian, and Ruben Peeters, a Belgian and former intern at Alkmaar, who’d been taken on that summer. Together with Vandenbroucke, they put together a preparatory plan. Slot was determined that there would be no compromises, and Vandenbroucke commented: ‘He doesn’t let his heart rule his head, and once we’ve come up with a plan, he sticks to it.’ For three years, he watched Slot maintain this consistency – win or lose, rain or shine, happy or sad.

All substitutes without exception were required to run off the pitch at the end of the game, and anyone who didn’t measure up to expectations would soon know about it. Orkun Kökçü, for example, was less than fully fit after the 2021 Euros, which were held at multiple venues. The Turkish international was starting his umpteenth year at his boyhood club, and risked becoming complacent. His previous season, in which Feyenoord didn’t get its ticket to the Conference League until after progressing through the qualifying rounds, had been far from spectacular. Kökçü’s family had written to Dick Advocaat that summer, thanking him for improving the player’s performance, but it was still nowhere near good enough for Slot. ‘The first time I saw him as Feyenoord coach, he just shook my hand,’ Kökçü said. Later, before the midfielder’s first preseason training session, Slot asked him a single question: Was he fit? ‘I said yes,’ Kökçü reported. ‘But when we played a small-sided game, he could see I could no longer switch quickly to the pace he wanted.’

At the training camp in Austria, Kökçü soon realised that with Slot in charge, he had to get his act together or leave. Robin van Persie, who’d gone to Austria as assistant coach, warned him: ‘Your fitness is a bit of an issue under this coach, you know.’ Kökçü got the message. He asked teammate Tyrell Malacia to join him for extra training at Hans and Jordan Kroon’s prestigious gym in Rotterdam-Noord, having previously turned down several invitations to do so. He even set up a small gym at home, mainly to improve his explosiveness. ‘Slot regularly texted to ask how he was getting on and encourage him,’ Vandenbroucke said. At the old Feyenoord, Orkun Kökçü could have gotten away with relying on his natural talent and not trying very hard, but everything changed when Slot came on the scene – for everyone.

Staff said he never stopped pushing the players, getting them extremely fit, tough enough to play three matches in eight days and maximise their availability. At long last, there seemed to be a culture of high performance at De Kuip. And there was a plan, Slot’s plan. Each morning, Vandenbroucke, Egger and Peeters met him to determine the physical limits within which staff could work with players. Insiders said Slot was always ‘critical’ at these meetings, asking lots of questions and often disagreeing with the others’ plans, yet he nearly always kept within the agreed boundaries. Slot and his assistants also had a massive arsenal of techniques to drive players to their physical limits on the training field. ‘The players enjoyed the coaching, hard though it was,’ Vandenbroucke said. ‘Every session was intense.’ Slot had very detailed plans for each player: for example, Vandenbroucke told Slot that new striker Santiago Giménez would take time to adapt to Slot’s style, based on data from his previous club and physicals in the Netherlands. Slot gave him that time, always playing Danilo centre forward for the first few months. Vandenbroucke said that it was up to Slot to decide whether Giménez had the technical and tactical skills.

Slot set the bar high in this respect. He believed players who couldn’t veer quickly when sprinting were by definition not top-class material: to be any good in the game, they must be able to accelerate, slow down and then get back up to full speed. Feyenoord were physically stronger than their opponents in almost every match. The people at Feyenoord’s training complex 1908 would smile and say: ‘Opponent outworked. Again.’ Running tirelessly and darting around is one thing, but this was only one of the features that made Feyenoord’s style so entertaining. Significantly, Slot often talked about Napoli, Manchester City, Liverpool and Arsenal matches. He loved teams that were comfortable in possession, heaped on the pressure with or without the ball, and strove to outnumber their opponents on parts of the pitch and keep them off balance. They chose wingbacks who pushed towards the midfield and strengthened the build-up and wingers who dominated one on one, a hobbyhorse of Slot’s.

Much of this was the natural legacy of Pep Guardiola. ‘There aren’t many young coaches who haven’t been inspired by Guardiola,’ Slot said. He also often mentioned Brighton & Hove Albion’s Italian coach Roberto De Zerbi, who left for Olympique Marseille in the summer of 2024, and gave him many ideas that would help to streamline Feyenoord’s build-up even further.

Slot’s vision of football had finally become Feyenoord’s, and he now had a team that was fitter than its rivals. As regular as clockwork, Feyenoord made the difference right at the end. In April 2023, after 120 gruelling minutes in the Europa League against AS Roma in the Stadio Olimpico, not one player had cramp. A week and a half later, the players watched the cup final between Ajax and PSV. A string of their opponents succumbed to fatigue as the final whistle approached, suffering one cramp attack after another. ‘I’ve actually never seen anyone at Feyenoord have cramp, all through the season,’ said Alireza Jahanbakhsh, the Iranian forward acquired for a relatively low sum on Slot’s advice in the summer of 2021. Slot had been told when he arrived at De Kuip that the club’s hands were tied financially. Their desperate efforts to keep Steven Berghuis had failed, but they spent the modest proceeds from his transfer to Ajax on buying Marcus Pedersen, Fredrik Aursnes and Gernot Trauner. They also acquired Guus Til on loan from Spartak Moscow and Reiss Nelson from Arsenal, all relatively affordable players who Slot felt were a fit for his technique.

When Feyenoord hurriedly signed Belgian-born Cyriel Dessers on loan from Racing Genk in what looked like a panic buy, they hit the jackpot. In a single season, Dessers notched up nine goals in the league and ten in Europe. Frank Arnesen said Slot had shaped the team to his requirements in record time. ‘Looking back, I’m really surprised at how quickly Slot managed to turn Feyenoord into a playing and winning eleven.’

He felt Slot could make his mark in Rotterdam, but this was not guaranteed. ‘As a head coach, Arne had only one year’s experience at Cambuur and one and a half at AZ, and Feyenoord was a very different kettle of fish to AZ. The pressure was much greater, but he soon achieved results.’

It started in the preseason, with a surprise 2–1 defeat of Atlético Madrid at De Kuip. Striker Bryan Linssen was in fine form in that match, showing from his first day under Slot that Feyenoord was on the up. ‘The play immediately shifted from defensive to very attacking, but the thing that struck me most was the team’s sudden burst of energy. Slot set this up nicely, and we trained very hard at putting the other side under pressure. Guus Til and I played an important role in this, but Slot would sometimes simply say Bryan, just do what feels right as striker. We beat Atlético Madrid 2–1. We all remember the team spirit we showed when there was a scuffle involving their coach, Diego Simeone, and Slot has often cited the incident as a perfect example of how we should walk through fire for one another during every match. We trained ruthlessly, always with the ball, and always with a view to the next game. Our condition got better and better, and we felt super fit. I think the quality of the pregame meetings was very high. Slot motivated us and gave us detailed information about the other side, telling us exactly how to play in order to keep control of the game. When the coach says things and they turn out to be correct 99 per cent of the time, you reach a point where you believe everything that comes out of their mouth. We believed implicitly in his strategy. That first year of Slot’s at Feyenoord, which was also my last at the club, was truly fantastic.’



MEMORABLE MATCHES

Olympique Marseille 0–0 Feyenoord

5 May 2022

A lot of people would think surely Feyenoord’s 3–2 home win at De Kuip against Marseille a couple of weeks earlier was a lot better. And in some ways it was. So, for example, was Feyenoord’s 1–3 away win against VfB Stuttgart on 15 September 1998. But two weeks later, on 29 September, in the return fixture, Feyenoord got off to a good start but squandered an opportunity to wipe the floor with a major club. Stuttgart won 0–3 at De Kuip, and the Rotterdam side’s European adventure was once again over. However, they did finish the job in May 2022, which is why a 0–0 in Marseille was more important than a 3–2 win in Rotterdam. While Arne Slot would probably never list a goalless draw as one of his most memorable matches, he liked to entertain the crowd, so he might well make an exception for the Marseille match.

At first, many people in the Netherlands didn’t take the new Conference League too seriously. National coach Louis van Gaal was foremost among them. After the group stage, Feyenoord made short work of Partizan Belgrade (2–5 away, 3–1 home), and then Sparta Prague in the quarter-final. A spectacular home match ended in a frustrating 3–3 draw, but in Prague, Feyenoord struck back with a 1–3 victory. Next came the two games against Olympique Marseille: a magnificent 3–2 home win and, in Marseille, a goalless draw, that clinched it for Feyenoord. This was an intense match, with violence leaving the team and many of its supporters stuck in the stadium for hours afterwards. Police sprayed tear gas, and some Feyenoord fans had to run to their hotel to avoid clashes with home supporters.

Olympique had already been told to leave a large part of the stands empty after serious incidents in the previous round against PAOK Thessaloniki. Before the game, the Feyenoord players’ bus was brought to a standstill in the narrow streets when Olympique supporters bombarded it with loose cobblestones. Striker Bryan Linssen later said: ‘The bus stopped, and they started throwing stones at us. John de Wolf yelled “Lie down!”, and Slot was the first to lie down in the aisle.’

Shaken, the team arrived at the stadium and asked for the kick-off to be delayed by fifteen minutes, but UEFA refused. It was a hectic ninety minutes, but Feyenoord stayed strong. Slot punched the air in celebration of the win, and then calmly analysed the match in the French club’s spacious press room. It had been a tense end to the game, he said. ‘We could hardly hear one another, the Marseille crowd were whistling so loud. It’s really special that we got into the final here of all places.’

The result was all the more impressive given that Feyenoord were playing their Israeli reserve keeper Ofir Marciano, who didn’t exactly make a dazzling impression during his time at the club, but kept the ball clear of the net in Marseille. As well as being Feyenoord’s ticket to the final, this was a further boost to Slot’s European reputation, and a chance for keeper Justin Bijlow to steel himself for the big game in Tirana.

And, despite the 0–0 scoreline, Slot proclaimed it ‘a great evening’.
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‘WE’RE GOING TO PLAY ATTACKING FOOTBALL AND WORK RIDICULOUSLY HARD’

Arne Slot appears to have worshipped his grandfather. During his three years as Feyenoord’s head coach, he regularly quoted pearls of wisdom from his late relative, like: ‘Don’t hate the world just because of one person.’ Several times, Slot mentioned another maxim that acquired near-classic status at De Kuip: ‘If you get a reputation for waking up early, you’ll never be late again.’ He never failed to mention that his grandfather owned the copyright on these adages, adding: ‘Sadly, my grandpa is no longer with us.’

In mid-June 2021, Slot was thinking of him again as he began his stint at Feyenoord and sought to make a good first impression. Another thing his grandfather had said was when you give a presentation, hit them before they hit you. That day, the club’s assistant coach and former player John de Wolf was left reeling by the impact Slot made. He’d worked for Dick Advocaat, Slot’s predecessor at De Kuip, and was left open mouthed by the pictures Slot showed his players. ‘He gave a great presentation on day one about what kind of football he wanted to play, and what kind of a person he was. My first thought was this guy is really special.’ That morning, Slot talked about where Feyenoord was now and, much more importantly, which way he thought it should be heading. He assessed Pep Guardiola’s style of play at Manchester City, and Roberto De Zerbi’s carefully structured build-ups at Brighton & Hove Albion. He discussed why these squads always stood out, and how all these things could be taught, regardless of the players’ quality.

Thirty-two-year-old midfielder Jens Toornstra had worked with many coaches, but realised right from the word go that Slot’s approach was something truly special. ‘I thought his very first meeting was the absolute best. He showed us videos of top European teams, and the kind of work and energy they put into their games. He said it was very high intensity, and we should take a leaf out of their book.’

Slot described his first few days at his new club as a period of ‘indoctrination’. He showed the Feyenoord players a video of Chelsea and Manchester City in the 2021 Champions League final, when Kai Havertz scored the winning goal for the London team. ‘Watch closely,’ he told them. ‘This is a zero-chance match. Do you know why? Because they’re all top-class players, and they did everything they could to avoid giving away chances. That’s what we need to do.’

It must have been a real eye opener for a club that had long since lost its sense of direction on the pitch. Feyenoord boasted an impressive stadium, a rich history and a passionate fanbase. But for years, no one knew what it stood for in purely footballing terms. The low point in the club’s quest for an identity was a scene in a documentary it made for Disney+, entitled Dat ene woord, That one word. In a few painful minutes of TV, Feyenoord director Mark Koevermans, who has since left the club, addresses a room full of youth coaches at its Varkenoord training centre. He asks them an apparently simple question: ‘Where is Feyenoord now as far as football, the game itself, is concerned?’ There’s an embarrassing silence, and the coaches look at one another as though they’ve been handed a high-school exam paper and the first question is about something they haven’t covered in class. The head of training has no idea, and nor do the youth coaches who’ve been with the club for ever and a day. Former first-eleven players don’t know, and the new generation of youth coaches either haven’t a clue or don’t dare to answer.

Yes, Feyenoord had always been a major cultural icon in Rotterdam, the Netherlands and to an extent the rest of Europe. A lot of European clubs would give their right arms to have lots and lots of supporters who trusted their coach and players to turn in consistently good results. Here, it was normal. When Feyenoord beat Ajax, thousands of happy people would stand outside the training complex waiting to see the team. If Liverpool defeated Manchester United, the players had a fast, unobstructed run back to the motorway. Of course, Feyenoord’s training centre was located in a residential area, and the English clubs were more off the beaten track, but any former player or coach would tell you Feyenoord was a really special experience.

Yet when Disney pointed its cameras at the club and asked where it was heading, nobody knew, not even Koevermans. Arne Slot, on the other hand, knew right from his very first day. That morning he shared his vision with the players, who’d ended the previous season in fifth place and just scraped into the Conference League qualifying rounds. ‘We’re going to play attacking football, which to me is mainly about what you do when you’re not in possession. So, we’re going to move fast, and work ridiculously hard.’

When he was assistant to AZ’s head coach John van den Brom, and with his permission, Slot gave the squad a stern dressing-down after the first preseason friendly. He showed them a video of themselves, a ragtag bunch of lacklustre players who thought it was okay to trudge up and down the pitch when they didn’t have possession. ‘I didn’t pull my punches,’ he said. ‘John was fine with this, and I made my point clearly. I showed them twenty-five minutes of video in which they just shrugged and wandered around whenever they lost the ball. I really rubbed their noses in it that day, and I spared absolutely no one. I reckon this strategy worked.’

Many of the points Slot made at Feyenoord were the same ones he’d made at his two previous jobs in Leeuwarden and Alkmaar, and his approach was simple. He insisted on high intensity, which basically meant covering long distances at high speed, and lots of sprinting. He demanded smart, synchronised running, so if the ball was on the left, someone should be sprinting deep on the right. A tight formation was key, with defenders supporting attacks and attackers sprinting back after they lost the ball, crushing their opponents. Slot wanted the squad to take the initiative and dominate the field, but gave them plenty of scope for creativity, especially on the forward flanks. They must have the upper hand in one-on-ones and switch very fast from attack to defence. Time after time, he emphasised that all the players must sprint back into defence, and the forwards should take the commanding role in piling on pressure. ‘This is what we’re going to do, and this is what I expect of you as players,’ he said. He had a very clear message, and had obviously discussed Feyenoord’s future at great length with sporting director Frank Arnesen, who told him the club had a simple and easily understandable goal: ‘We want to play fresh, attacking football that fans identify with and increases the transfer value of our players.’ Arnesen said the same thing to journalists, and they, too, found him a model of clarity. If anyone thought Slot was going to suddenly deviate from the strategy he’d pursued at Cambuur and AZ, they were mistaken. He said: ‘I’m still basically doing the same thing as I did with the PEC Zwolle under-fourteen side.’

Within days, just about everyone at the club had decided that he was good at his job, but what did he himself think were the ingredients of effective coaching? ‘I think one of the most important requirements for a good coach is to have good players. There are all kinds of other routes to success, but in my view they all depend on the kind of players you have. If you’ve got a young group, you need to use drills and videos to share your vision of how they should play. If your group has experience of that style of play, you need to adapt to that as well. People skills are also an important factor; to me, just giving good training sessions doesn’t necessarily make you a good coach.’

Slot said the only big difference between Cambuur, AZ and Feyenoord was the amount of media attention they got – not to mention the number of people who had opinions, positive or negative, about the club, players and coach. Standing in the Austrian sunshine at his first training camp with the club, he said he had no illusions about the attention he’d receive. All the same, he gave the three reporters accompanying him free rein to wander round the complex and watch his training sessions each day. Slot knew he was a good coach. In a podcast hosted by fellow coach Alex Pastoor, he explained how he felt he was born to do the job and there was no reason to stop the media looking over his shoulder, because they could influence fans’ opinions.

But what about his critics? ‘Every coach has to deal with a lot of criticism sooner or later – look at what happened to Frank de Boer.’ It’s not for nothing that people tell you to avoid a career as national coach or prime minister.

Slot: ‘And what about as coach of Ajax and Feyenoord?’

Succeed at Feyenoord, and you instantly become a public hero.

Slot also mentioned the club’s coach from 2015 to 2019: ‘Giovanni van Bronckhorst got a great deal of praise and respect, but I think he also experienced the other side at Feyenoord. It doesn’t matter whether you’re a laptop coach or, in this case, a Feyenoord icon, but if we play engaging football, I think we’re laying the foundations for a great future.’ Before Slot came on the scene, the club regarded fully attacking play as a high-risk strategy. They weren’t that great at defending either, and their playing style was less offensive than the one he had in mind. His explanation was almost Cruyffian: ‘If you totally give way and concede a goal, no one ever says: “shouldn’t you start pressing forward?” Football is not rocket science at Feyenoord or anywhere else. The difficult thing is maintaining maximum intensity. If you have the ball, you want to create an advantage and quickly capitalise on it. And if you don’t have the ball, you make sure you’re not outnumbered. If you are, you sprint back like the clappers to stop them outnumbering you. So, you have to move with the ball to outnumber them and stop it happening to you.’

After two weeks with the club, at the training camp in Austria, Slot was asked what, with hindsight, was an important question: ‘Arne, can you make Feyenoord champions?’ He leaned back on the sofa and smiled. He could see the challenges facing his squad, and knew that some of them had hidden talents that he needed to unlock quickly, but he didn’t say yes or no. ‘If you’d asked me a couple of years ago whether I could make a champion of AZ, my first thought would have been it’ll be really hard to narrow a twenty-seven-point gap behind Ajax and PSV. A year later, when the pandemic brought the season to a standstill, AZ was in joint first position. Here again, we’re starting from well behind the rest of the field, but AZ had a great squad, and they broke through. Feyenoord has talent that’s made the breakthrough, but they mostly play behind the ball. At AZ it was Boadu, Stengs and Koopmeiners – guys who scored goals.’

Meanwhile, Slot was moulding Feyenoord the way he wanted it, and his modern approach was starting to bear fruit. He said this wasn’t surprising, since exactly the same thing had happened when he began coaching the PEC Zwolle under-fourteens in the autumn of 2013. Frustratingly for Slot, they weren’t over-endowed with talent, but at the age of thirty-five and newly emerged from his career as a professional footballer, he took the job seriously.

On Monday mornings, he’d make his players watch two-hour videos of the Barcelona midfield’s build-up play during matches, pointing out that these elite players sprinted even when they weren’t in possession. On another occasion, he used a video of Ajax inflicting a crushing defeat as teaching material for the group of teenagers. Of course he had overly high ambitions for these youngsters, but they still enjoyed his approach. Some were kept on the bench for entire games, causing irritation in some quarters, but he coached and mentored the youth team like a first eleven. Little by little they learnt to play under pressure and started winning games.

Slot didn’t earn his reputation as a tactical mastermind simply by showing his players videos. Fast forward to Liverpool, when he won his first Premier League game against newly promoted Ipswich Town. After an average first half, his team romped home with a 2–0 win, leaving analysts to debate how he’d created a much stronger team so quickly. They explained that he’d gotten his midfielders to open up play to the wings more often, rather than going through the centre, which was crowded with Ipswich players. Slot himself pointed out that Ipswich had gotten tired and
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