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Prologue: the long road

Mohamed Salah began his journey to Cairo for training sessions with a daily commute on a road with no name. In fact, it was more of a rocky path that connected the village of Nagrig to another road known only by two of the places it cut through, Tanta and Basyoun. In the height of summer, the heat was already searing when he set off but in the depths of winter, the sun was much lower in the sky and in this part of the Nile Delta the temperatures plunged, leaving dew on the fields of jasmine and white onion.

The first logistical problem for Salah, who was twelve when he began this lonely routine, was the reliability of the transport taking him to the nearest town on the first leg of the journey: the microbus. For anyone wanting to travel around Egypt on a budget, the microbus system is vital. Except, it is not really a system at all and is better described as an informal network, in which would-be travellers rely on sufficient fellow passengers turning up to cover the petrol and to make the driver enough cash to encourage him to get going. If you are the first person on board, there is usually a decent wait until the carriage is full. This has a knock-on effect for anyone boarding further down the road.

To get an idea of a microbus, imagine a sardine can with tyres: they are not exactly comfortable or fragrant; smaller than a camper with two or three rows of three or four pleather seats, pressed up to the back of those in front. They are not for tall people and fortunately for Salah, he was rather small for his age, like a lot of the boys from the countryside. Whatever your height, it is impossible to complete a journey in a microbus without banging your head, due to the depressions in the roads, which drivers seem to attack even if they know they are there.

Salah had to be in Cairo for early afternoon. Cooperation from school was required, and he regularly left class at 9 a.m., having started his day only two hours earlier. If everything went to plan, it would take around three hours to navigate the 120 km of mainly backroads but this was not always the case. It meant he had to leave himself room for things to go wrong, especially on certain days, when the traffic was sometimes worse as he reached Cairo, or – as he learnt with time – on the days when it had seemed one of the drivers had been up late the night before, inevitably leading to tardiness.

There were four legs. On a good day, the first would take half an hour, the second would take one hour, the third another two hours, and the last between forty-five minutes and an hour. Even this did not account for breaks, waiting for the next microbus to arrive when he was late, or waiting for other passengers to turn up.

Like the microbus ‘system’, the ‘terminal’ at the end of leg one in Basyoun was not really a proper facility, but rather a gathering point at the rear of the town where insects attacked donkeys as the donkeys tried to seek shade beneath wooden carts. No one really knew how long the drivers had been working, but they seemed to like their rest; huddling around conspiratorially in a circle while puffing on rolled tobacco like it was an Olympic sport.

With the Qur’an crackling on the radio, the more vocal passengers reminded their driver it was time to go, but it is hard to imagine Salah, not yet even a teenager, as one of those. In familiar surroundings he was quietly confident, but all of this must have been incredibly unnerving, especially at first, as he travelled further and further away from the fresher air, stillness and isolation of Nagrig, and closer to the magnetism and mayhem of one of the biggest cities in Africa.

From Basyoun there was another microbus to the moody city of Tanta, where Salah was first registered to a football club. Western women have been warned not to visit Tanta, due to a number of attacks. In 2011, during the Egyptian revolution, the city was the scene of a bloodbath, as the army forced protesters back, shooting indiscriminately. Near the ‘terminal’, again an informal arrangement underneath an enormous concrete fly-over, there would later be a mural of Salah himself, painted on a wall next to a series of bullet holes, a reminder, for anyone who knows what they are looking for, of where Egypt has recently been.

To Cairo’s Ramses Square, still a couple of hours away. Yet the city of Cairo itself is so vast that you enter the environs much earlier. Suddenly, the countryside gives way and humanity is everywhere. It is hard to do the place justice through video, photography or even words. Perhaps only one word is needed: ‘pandemonium’, mainly because of the sheer number of vehicles and the impression that their brakes are directly attached to their horns. Amidst the din, behaviours are unfamiliar: no car boots seem to lock, so when a chassis hits an uneven part of the broiling tarmac, the boot bursts open, revealing whatever is inside – sometimes livestock.

There was still a distance for Salah to travel even when he reached Ramses Square – which is a real terminal and a place where it feels as though the whole world has descended. His club, El Mokawloon, was located on the other side of the city. And once he made it, through more choking traffic, once the city’s pollution had got up his nose and was filling his lungs, and his fingernails had become familiar with crud, there was a walk uphill for twenty minutes or so after the drop-off point.

Finally, Salah had arrived. Though he believed it was worthwhile, that he was on to something, he never imagined where his dedication would eventually take him.

In 2019, I became one of the many journalists to try and recreate this journey, but as the road from Tanta to Cairo became more congested, I realised that being an adult with a guide, it was impossible to really capture what it was like for Salah. He had been by himself and in his own world as he stared at the changing landscape day after monotonous day, hoping his story would end differently to those of the other boys leaving the countryside in the pursuit of sporting success and fame and fortune.

The wages Salah took home from Cairo were not even enough to pay for the bus fares. His father, who made reasonable money out of Nagrig’s jasmine fields, covered the difference. So much has changed in Egypt since, yet so much has not, as this book will explore. With the Egyptian economy tanking, the money from El Mokawloon would have been worth just £2 twenty years later when, in 2024, a thirty-two-year-old Salah was so talented, popular and marketable that he was earning close to a million pounds a week.

He was once just an anonymous kid from a place only a few people in Egypt had ever heard of. Yet since 2017, when he signed for Liverpool, the club that he subsequently helped return to its former glories, Salah has become one of the most identifiable footballers on the planet.

He is now to Egypt what Lionel Messi is to Argentina and Cristiano Ronaldo is to Portugal. In Europe, people have an idea of how big a star Salah is back home – but do they really get it? Both his and Egypt’s own stories are unique. This is a country that has produced the most successful teams in the continent of Africa, and yet until Salah it had not produced a superstar like the Ivory Coast’s Didier Drogba or Samuel Eto’o from Cameroon.

While the top European or South American nations might have two or three go-to players at any one time, Salah is the first Egyptian not just to thrive abroad but to become one of the game’s greatest players. No Egyptian has generated the same level of interest both at home and across other parts of the world and that puts him under unique pressure. No European footballer would be expected to respond to the same level of scrutiny. For Egypt, Salah is alone. It is just him.

Egypt is a conservative but passionate, football-mad country. Egyptians tend to be attached to strong, male personalities, dating back to the pharaohs. Salah, however, does not fit easily into that profile. The relationship is therefore complex, even though he is the biggest name in Egypt and is followed by the most people, and everybody tends to acknowledge that.

Yet does he evoke the same sort of emotion as someone like Drogba, a player who helped end a civil war? Many years later Drogba visited a bank in Abidjan and had to leave through the back door because a crowd was starting to gather. One man saw the escape and when he approached Drogba, he became so excited that he started to undress himself. There is an attachment to figures like Drogba because he makes people feel like they can relate to him. Perhaps this is what Salah lacks. He does not seem like a normal human being to some, maybe because he protects himself by putting layers between himself and others. If he makes mistakes, we never really hear about them. He doesn’t appear to have natural flaws. His performance and yield are that good.

In Liverpool, he is the player whose records made the pursuit of the impossible seem realistic. His impact at the club was marked by the fact he reached a century of goals faster than any other player. By the end of his seventh season at Anfield, he had scored more times in the Premier League than any African and, at the time of writing in September 2024, his 214 goals overall meant he was close to becoming the fourth-highest scorer in the club’s history, having already leapfrogged arguably its two greatest players, Sir Kenny Dalglish and Steven Gerrard.

While Dalglish cemented his status through his successes as a manager and Gerrard remains the longest-serving captain, like Salah, the pair were not out-and-out strikers. This makes Salah’s record all the more remarkable: his 158 goals in the Premier League era are the most of any player since the formation of the competition in 1992. This means Salah also stands above Robbie Fowler and Michael Owen, even though he was a winger and they were centre forwards.

Across his time at Liverpool, Salah’s forty-seven goals mark him as the club’s all-time leading scorer in European competition. He has also won three Premier League Golden Boot titles. He would deliver when it really mattered, whether it was a penalty kick in the Champions League final or the fifteen goals in sixteen games against Manchester United. No Liverpool player in its history has scored more times versus their ferocious regional rivals.

Salah became so reliable in terms of availability and output, he was almost taken for granted. On two occasions, he was ignored for the Premier League Player of the Year, including in 2018–19 when he was the division’s top scorer and finished the campaign as a Champions League winner. Did he get the recognition he deserved?

It probably does not help that he almost never gives interviews and when he did, he gives so little away about himself. What everyone sees is simply a good, industrious family man, who lives life cleanly and never seems to stop scoring. His consistency has meant he has been visible all the time and this has bred a feeling of familiarity. Yet his discretion has meant that, although he is always there, in plain sight, we barely really know him. He has never spoken to anyone publicly about his innermost feelings and I don’t think he ever will because of how he styles himself and because of the potential consequences for such openness, especially in a country as authoritarian as Egypt, where he still has family.

It means that this book does not include an interview or exclusive commentary from Salah. By speaking to me, he would indirectly have been endorsing the content, which may have placed him in a difficult position – especially at home, where his every public remark is monitored by the state.

Yet by speaking to him, I suspect I would not have felt like I was getting any closer to the truth. I was also aware that co-operation had the potential to compromise journalism and, fundamentally, I wanted this book to be an extensive piece of reporting that explored his key relationships and explained the unique forces around him.

For many people close to Salah, speaking openly about him also brought complications: if they were still employed by Liverpool, it would require sanctioning by the club, which therefore reduced the amount of information they could tell me on the record. Some of these people were, after all, also protecting their own jobs.

Meanwhile, other sources were acutely aware of the heat that might come their way if they put their name to a quote that either someone with influence in Egypt or Liverpool, or indeed, Salah, did not like.

This explains why some of the more delicate topics involve the sort of off-record conversations that have been the basis for journalism since it started to play a functioning role in democratic society.

The dynamic meant that – like Premier League defenders, especially between 2017 and 2020 – I felt like I was always chasing him.

What became clear to me about Salah is that although he sees himself as an independent in the same way as Michael Jordan once did, he also takes satisfaction in his story resonating with people from the region he came from.

He would act as a bridge between two worlds and it is his hope that other Muslim footballers, especially from Egypt, would follow him.

Yet I’m not so sure they will. It takes a special ability and personality to ride above the distractions that he has had to deal with.

It is possible he is just a one-off.




Chapter 1

Egyptian king

Just to the south of Liverpool’s city centre, the biggest arch of its kind outside China represents the oldest community from that country in Europe. The area strides Upper Parliament Street, where some of the Georgian townhouses have peeling signs that show the West African states and Caribbean islands that used to have a presence in the Liverpool afterhours scene. The district behind it is known by its postcode, and it is now more common in L8 to see shops with connections to the horn of Africa or the Middle East. The distinctions are a reminder that Liverpool is multi-ethnic rather than multicultural. There remains a sense of segregation because it is uncommon to see its foreign communities in other parts of the city, especially in the north, which is overwhelmingly white.

Liverpool’s power grew out of its port, which was once the biggest in the British Empire outside London. Look around closely and there are reminders everywhere of Liverpool’s past: statues, roads, buildings and docks are named after the men whose influence grew out of the slave trade, the industry that made some people in Liverpool very rich indeed.

The politics of Liverpool makes its identity more complicated. Though like a lot of places in Britain it was once dominated by the right, it has swung left since 1979, when the non-interventionist economic strategies of Margaret Thatcher hit the city hard. The idea of a ‘managed decline’ was floated at government level and by the end of her premiership eleven years later, the evidence in Liverpool, which felt stranded in every sense, suggested the policy had been carried out. Though Liverpool has identified with the left ever since, in truth it is better defined as a city in perpetual opposition. Within twelve months of New Labour rising to power in the late 1990s, it voted in a Liberal Democrat council that stood for longer than a decade.

All of this has fed into an outsider mentality and Liverpool has also been accused of exceptionalism. A lot of – but not all – Liverpudlians do not feel like they are a part of the national debate. When arrests were made following riots instigated by the far right in Liverpool in the summer of 2024, many of the men facing prosecution had addresses on Merseyside. This cold reality was a reminder that not all attitudes are the same. Simmering below the surface is a dark feeling that many in Liverpool prefer to ignore.

This snapshot underlines why the year of 2018 was a particularly special one in Liverpool. While the city centre was booming a decade after holding the title of European Capital of Culture, structures in wider parts of the region were creaking again after eight years of austerity. Liverpool was underfunded and some of the worst poverty could be found near the stadiums of its football clubs, Liverpool FC and Everton FC. Eleven of Liverpool’s neighbourhoods had fused as the most deprived one per cent in the country, including Anfield and Walton, where many families, even those engaged in employment, were relying on food banks.

As it often had throughout the history of the city, salvation came in part from the success of one of its football teams. Liverpool FC were on the up under charismatic German manager Jürgen Klopp. Back in the Champions League for only the second time in eight years, the club was becoming relevant again on the stage that once made it so famous. At the start of the 2017–18 season, Liverpool had won the European Cup or Champions League five times – a record that made them the most successful team in England.

What was different about this team to those of the past was its expressiveness, in a religious sense, especially in an attack that would become one of the most feared in Europe. While an evangelical Christian from Brazil called Roberto Firmino joined Liverpool in 2015, he was flanked by two practising Muslims. The first to join in 2016 had been Sadio Mané, a Senegalese player who had since been photographed cleaning floors in a Liverpool mosque when he was not doing his weekly shop in a supermarket wearing a traditional West African tunic and sandals. Even though the more recent arrival was the most expensive transfer in the club’s history, arguably less was expected from Mohamed Salah when he joined in 2017 because of his failure to make an impression at Chelsea during a previous spell in the Premier League.

Not even the recruiters at Liverpool predicted his impact when they recommended his signing to Klopp. But, by the end of his first season at Anfield, Liverpool were in another Champions League final thanks largely to Salah’s forty-four goals in fifty-two games. The scale of this achievement had given the team a sense of invincibility: with him involved, anything was possible.

What followed was Salah-mania, reaching a point where it became routine for Liverpool supporters during the World Cup of 2018, regardless of race or religion, to gather at the city’s Abdullah Quilliam mosque. Quilliam, a solicitor, had been a Methodist preacher until 1887 when, following a trip to Morocco, he became the first Christian in Victorian England to convert to Islam. Salah had scored the goal that sent his country to the tournament for the first time in twenty-eight years.

Liverpool’s Irish Centre was only a few streets away and, though Ireland had not qualified, the tricolour flag flew from the windows of the mosque. Salah’s goals as well as his reaction to some of those goals (he practised the sujood – the act of prostration that is part of Islamic worship), had helped lift a barrier of negative perceptions about Muslims that so many leaders and institutions could not.

A study by Stanford University in the United States revealed that the number of hate crimes on Merseyside fell after Salah’s arrival at Liverpool. While there were 18.9 per cent fewer crimes than predicted, social media had seen a 53 per cent fall in anti-Muslim posts from Liverpool fans, who called him ‘the Egyptian King’ and claimed, ‘I’d be a Muslim too,’ when they serenaded him.

Salah had achieved this without saying anything inspiring. In fact, most of his words were bland. He’d simply scored goals for a really popular team that was winning again and, in that moment, reminded everyone of his faith by demonstrating a simple act that is usually performed by billions of people during prayer time every day of the week.

The goal that gave warning to the rest of the league that Salah was a different player to the one who left Chelsea after just nine hours of Premier League football came against Arsenal at Anfield in August 2017. The visiting team had a corner, but when Liverpool broke from the edge of their area, it was Salah carrying possession and it took him just 12.96 seconds to put the ball in the back of the net. Liverpool won that game 4–0 and a few months later, when the team scored the same number of goals at West Ham, one of them came from Salah. Again, it was delivered with blistering pace on the counterattack.

Given how quickly Salah made his mark at Liverpool, it is easy to forget that the partnerships around him evolved rather than arrived fully formed. Over the years that followed, Salah’s name would be associated with Mané and Firmino in the same way that Liverpool’s febrile supporter base remembered the surnames of partnerships like Toshack and Keegan, Rush and Dalglish, and more recently Torres and Gerrard. Yet, as Salah admitted much later, ‘We could not do the pressing in the first season. It took time to do it properly. Our system – counter-pressing – is not easy to adapt to quickly.’

This early part of Salah’s Liverpool career featured indifferent outcomes. Having dismantled Arsenal at Anfield, Liverpool were then thumped 5–0 at Manchester City in a game heavily influenced by Mané’s early red card for a high kick on Brazilian goalkeeper Ederson. The following month, they lost 4–1 at Wembley against Tottenham before throwing away a three-goal lead at Sevilla in the Champions League, where they ended up just about clinging to a draw.

In his first nineteen Premier League games for his new club, Salah started just seven beside Mané and Firmino, as Klopp used Philippe Coutinho, Daniel Sturridge and Dominic Solanke as part of his rotation. And when what became a famous three did start together, Liverpool won only three of the first seven games.

While these initial results did not indicate what the future might look like, what helped was the repetition of the training sessions, developing patterns. Often a three in attack became a five because the full-backs were allowed to express themselves. Meanwhile, with time, the midfield became less creative, more disciplined and awkward to play against.

Within this system, Salah became a bewitching red blur. By late November, he had scored fourteen goals in eighteen matches, more than any total recorded by a Liverpool player over a whole campaign since the 2013–14 season. His seven goals in four league matches led to his first Player of the Month award. He would later become the first player from any club to scoop the accolade three times in one season.

What was remarkable was the consistency that followed, with his worst goal drought lasting just one game before he reached thirty goals for the campaign. He would enter the history books again after his four goals against Watford meant he’d scored more times than anyone else for Liverpool in their debut season, moving past Fernando Torres. What was even more remarkable was the fact that there were still a couple of months to go.

Towards the end of that game, Salah played as a centre forward. It had not been a role Klopp envisioned him playing. At Roma, he’d played entirely on the wing because of the presence of a dominant striker in Edin Dzeko. Yet Klopp began to realise that in games where Liverpool had a lead, he could leave him in the centre, poised for a counterattack.

Despite the records Salah was breaking, Klopp wanted more out of him in a defensive capacity. Even after his first goal for Liverpool in a pre-season friendly at Wigan Athletic, he preferred to focus on what he saw as an inability to defend. Against Watford, Klopp was appreciative of Salah’s efforts in tracking back to prevent an opportunity opening up for the visiting team in the first half. ‘He took each sprint like the hundred-metre final in the Olympic Games,’ Klopp concluded.

Only legendary figures in Liverpool’s history had matched Salah’s numbers. His fortieth goal of the season, a figure previously achieved at Liverpool by Roger Hunt (1961–62) and the club’s all-time leading scorer Ian Rush (1983–84 and 1986–87), meant his own status was secured beside such company inside just eight months.

Though neither Hunt nor Rush reached the milestone faster than the newcomer, it was difficult to gauge what Salah really thought of it all. The landmark was reached during a 3–0 victory over Bournemouth, after which he reluctantly agreed to be interviewed in Anfield’s mixed zone for the first time by local journalists who had been waiting to speak to him since the start of the season. Salah stepped forward and spoke for more than three minutes, trying desperately to veer the conversation back to the role of his teammates and the simple importance of results over any personal achievements.

Twelve different Liverpool players had served him with an opportunity to score by this point, yet there were also eleven unassisted goals made possible by his own pace, his instinct, and as Klopp was increasingly pleased about, his pressing.

These numbers did not reflect everything, however. Salah was increasingly appreciative of the movement around him by teammates like Firmino. ‘I think the way he plays it, gives us more chances to score,’ Salah said enthusiastically, before moving on to the full-back usually found closer to the touchline. After Salah had finished speaking, Trent Alexander-Arnold appeared, describing training against Salah, as a ‘nightmare because you’re up against him. There’s sometimes I don’t really like him because he does that stuff to me.’

That ‘stuff’ wasn’t showboating, but rather running at full speed, darting at opponents waiting for the slightest gap to appear before shifting his momentum to create an opportunity for himself. It had helped Salah close in on Rush’s record of forty-seven goals in a season, as well as the Premier League Golden Boot. The latter seemed to be on his mind more than the target set by Rush. He would admit that some of his teammates were now looking to pass to him, to try and help him beat Harry Kane and Sergio Agüero, the other forwards trying to win the award. It was the only issue Salah was asked about where the answer was firm, rather than deflective.

Do you want them to pass it more to you?

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘They pass the ball anyway. I am happy to have this feeling, you know. You feel they want to support you and want to help you to score goals. That’s a good feeling.’

It was a small insight into Salah’s way of thinking. He wanted individual awards rather than club records. He liked feeling the support of those around him. Yet when it came to the Champions League, that mattered more than any personal accolade he might take. Salah knew that no Egyptian had ever lifted the trophy.

The chances of this happening increased when he scored twice against his old club Roma in a semi-final first leg at Anfield where Firmino and Mané helped complete a 5–2 rout. With the Italian press also wanting him to speak, he slalomed through the mixed zone again, leaving others to talk on his behalf. ‘He deserves the credit, but I think he deserves even more to be honest,’ his teammate Dejan Lovren said. ‘Forty-three goals, guys. F***ing hell. Forty-three goals. F***ing hell.’

Lovren was an interesting character, a refugee forced out of Croatia as the former Yugoslavia disintegrated. He would grow up in Munich before returning to Zagreb where he launched his career. His outsider mentality meant he had something in common with Salah, a player who was treading new ground for so many reasons. They would become close friends.

Initially, Lovren described Liverpool as a team that had progressed through Europe despite its lack of ‘superstars’. Then he seemed to remember what Salah was doing, a player whose forty-three goals in forty-seven appearances were supported by thirteen assists. For context, Lionel Messi had forty goals and eighteen assists for Barcelona in fifty appearances in 2017–18 and Cristiano Ronaldo forty-two goals and eight assists ahead of the first leg in the other semi-final between Real Madrid and Bayern Munich.

Lovren reappraised his assessment: ‘Yes, he is the one,’ the defender said. ‘He is becoming the superstar. It looks easy what he does, but it is very difficult. I believe he should be regarded as one of the best three in the world at the end of the year.’

Instead, when the winner of the Ballon d’Or was announced in December 2018, Salah did not even feature in the top five nominees. Egypt’s performance in the World Cup played a part, as the country was eliminated after only two games in the group stages.

Yet more significant was what happened in the Champions League final in Kyiv, where Liverpool lost 3–1 to a Real Madrid team inspired by Luka Modrić, who later in the summer captained Croatia to its first World Cup final.

Though France prevailed on that occasion, Modrić was voted as the best player in the world. It was the first time someone other than Messi or Ronaldo had taken the award since the Brazilian midfielder Kaka in 2007.

Yet Salah’s sixth-place finish was remarkable in the context of Egyptian history because the country had never had a nominee in the category since it was launched in 1956. There can be no doubt, however, that he would have been higher had Kyiv turned out differently. Not only did Liverpool lose, but his night was over as early as the twenty-fifth minute after being yanked to the floor by defender, Sergio Ramos, who then landed on his arm.

Ramos – whose twenty-five red cards set a European record – somehow escaped punishment from the Slovenian referee, Damir Skomina. After Salah left the field in tears, everything that could go wrong for Liverpool did go wrong: while the team’s German goalkeeper Loris Karius made two extraordinary blunders, Real’s Welsh substitute Gareth Bale’s first touch of the game was a bicycle kick, which flew past him.

Salah had been to hospital and back by the time the game was finished. As he sat in the bowels of the Olympic Stadium in pain and struggling to contain his emotions, Ramos and the rest of the Real squad were next door, celebrating.

Liverpool and Salah were devastated. On the basis of everything that had happened, the team was never going to win, nor was Salah going to receive the individual award that he deserved, given his impact across the entire season.

Yet the fervour around him was not dissipating. His shoulder injury now meant he was racing to be fit for the World Cup. After a €1 billion lawsuit against Ramos was launched by an Egyptian lawyer, a petition called on FIFA to take action against the defender for ‘using tricks that defy the spirit of the game and fair play’. It received more than half a million signatures.

Ramos suggested ‘everything is magnified’ and claimed Salah, in fact, grabbed his arm first. ‘I am only missing Firmino saying that he got a cold because a drop of my sweat landed on him,’ he told the AS newspaper. Ramos also suggested he’d exchanged messages with Salah, but did not reveal the content of those messages.

Meanwhile, in the Indonesian capital of Jakarta, where nearly 84 per cent of the population are Muslim, a demonstration outside the Spanish embassy threatened to turn nasty until the country’s military police showed up with their batons.

Salah had missed out on the game’s most famous trophy as well as its most prestigious individual award but he was now a global superstar and during this period, his supporters were almost willing to go into battle for him.
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