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Calmness and Swagger

A foreword by Lee Dixon

I’ll have an argument as long as anyone wants over the quality of the sides from Arsenal’s most successful period under Arsène Wenger. If you take the 1998 Double winners, the 2002 Double team and the ‘Invincibles’ of 2004, the ’98 side was the best.

I say that because we still had the back four at its peak – Tony Adams alongside either Martin Keown or Steve Bould at centre back, Nigel Winterburn and myself at full back. We were hugely experienced and still very, very fit. And then Wenger just sprinkled this amazing talent in front of us. Nicolas Anelka was unplayable. The two midfield players, Patrick Vieira and Emmanuel Petit, were the best in the league as a duo. We had pace from Marc Overmars, industry from Ray Parlour and invention from Dennis Bergkamp. Ian Wright was still deadly and, in David Seaman, we had the best goalkeeper in my book.

The 2002 team was brilliant and the Invincibles were amazing, but if we all had to play each other in a round robin, I think the ’98 side would come out on top.

If you wrote a script – or a book! – about how Arsenal’s 1997–98 season was going to end, you wouldn’t be far off writing it the way it played out. It culminated in an incredible run of victories as we were chasing down Manchester United, playing some brilliant football in front of the crowd at Highbury.

Then, when we hosted Everton on that perfect Sunday afternoon in May, the icing on the cake: Mr Messi himself – aka Bouldy – chipped the ball over to Tony Adams, our captain who’d been through so much. The way Tony lashed it into the net with his left foot, it was fantasy stuff.

I’m sure we all dreamed it would end like that. The way we played that year and the way Tony scored such an uncharacteristically beautiful goal to cap it off – plus his iconic celebration that’s been immortalized as a statue outside the Emirates Stadium – it summed up everything that was good about that era under Arsène Wenger. He brought a calmness and a swagger to what had been a military brand of football before he arrived, a very regimented style of play.

Arsène gave us all freedom, and Tony epitomized that with a left-footed volley in the sunshine. I feel quite emotional thinking about it now.


1

Arsène for Arsenal

It started with a spark. The snap of a lighter. Arsène Wenger leaned forward and ignited his cigarette. It was 2 January 1989. The AS Monaco manager had spent part of the French football season’s winter break in Istanbul, watching Galatasaray in preparation for an upcoming European Cup quarter-final meeting with the Turkish champions. Having decided to stop over in London for a few days before returning to the principality, he’d called the agent of Glenn Hoddle, Monaco’s English midfielder and former Tottenham Hotspur icon, to ask for help arranging to see a match during his short stay in England’s capital. That’s how the Frenchman – distinctive for his lanky, six-foot-three frame, thick-rimmed spectacles and beige trench coat – found himself in the exclusive cocktail room within the bowels of Arsenal’s Highbury stadium.

Arsenal beat local rivals Tottenham 2-0 that afternoon, with goals from Paul Merson and Michael Thomas. It was a result that would prove crucial in what was to be one of the tightest and most dramatic title races in First Division history, with the Gunners beating Liverpool 2-0 at Anfield on the final day of the campaign to pip the Merseysiders to the championship by virtue of having scored eight more goals across the course of the season, with total points and goal difference dead even between the two clubs.

The 45,129 spectators crammed into Arsenal’s quaint home ground for that New Year derby showdown with Spurs had no idea that serendipity would shine on the Gunners that day to reward them with more than simply three points for their victory and bragging rights over their North London nemesis. The spark of a distant bright future was about to be lit.

At the time, women were not permitted to enter Highbury’s directors’ box within 45 minutes of kick-off on match days. As such, the female companions of the club’s executives congregated in the cocktail lounge, where VIP guests were also stationed. When Wenger sought a light for his cigarette, it was a friend of the vice-chairman David Dein’s wife, Barbara, who obliged.

After the trio exchanged small talk, Barbara Dein alerted her husband to the presence of this intriguing French football manager. David Dein introduced himself to Wenger at half time. ‘I went through and met Arsène and had a chat,’ Dein says. ‘I remember him standing there, in this long raincoat, with what looked like National Health glasses. He didn’t look like a football manager at all; he looked like a professor. I said to him, “What are you doing here?” He said, “I’ve been to Istanbul, Turkey. I’m just staying overnight. I’m going back to Monaco tomorrow.” I said to him, “What are you doing tonight? My wife and I are going out for dinner at a friend’s house. Would you like to join us?” The next answer changed all our lives. He said, “Yes, I would be delighted to.” So I hijacked him. He came out for dinner with us. My friend happened to be in showbiz, and at the end of the evening we found ourselves playing charades. I said to him, because he didn’t speak great English at the time, “Do you want to play?” And he said, “OK.” Five minutes later, he’s acting out A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I looked at him and I thought, “This guy’s a bit special.” He speaks multiple languages and is highly intelligent.’

Dein had purchased a 16 per cent stake in Arsenal in 1983, investing in his beloved club with the wealth earned through his rise from manning an exotic fruit stall on Shepherd’s Bush market to running an international sugar exports company with offices in Pall Mall. His initial investment in the flagging Gunners, who’d gone 12 years without a league championship and 4 without a trophy of any kind, was at the time described as ‘dead money’ by chairman Peter Hill-Wood. But by 1991, Dein would increase his shareholding to 42 per cent while Arsenal claimed their second league title in three years. He would also be one of the architects of the Premier League’s formation in 1992, as one of five directors from top English clubs who pushed through a breakaway from the Football League. With a knack for wielding gentle influence, he was once described by The Guardian, not entirely flatteringly, as an ‘instinctive politician’. But there can be little doubt that Dein’s weathervane for football – both the game itself and its surrounding business – was as accurate as any. And in Wenger, he saw the future. Arsenal’s future.

‘I’m not spiritual,’ he says, ‘but I sort of saw it in the sky: Arsène for Arsenal. It’s destiny. It’s going to happen one day.’
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