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Author’s note

On a hot July night in 2006, minutes after Italy had won the World Cup, I was interviewed by TalkSport. As the players celebrated on the pitch just a few yards away, I said: ‘I hope England wins the World Cup. I hope you get to experience what it feels like.’

I still feel that way. I have come to love this country and its people for the opportunities it has afforded me and my family. And I am proud of the fact that a fellow Italian, Fabio Capello, is in charge of the England team.

Capello is no guarantee of success. But he’s about as close as you can get in football. That alone made him a fascinating subject.

But, in researching this book, I found more. Much more. I found a man who has witnessed up-close so many of the seminal moments in the game over the past forty-five years. A man who has grown and adapted to the changes which have swept across not just football, but Europe as well. A man who is at peace with himself, despite making choices – and occasionally errors – which made him, at times, deeply unpopular.

Writing a biography about a living person is not easy. You’re asked to chronicle somebody’s life, knowing that, no matter how much research you do, there is someone (in my case, someone who lives less than a mile away from my house) who knows the truth – or, at least, his version of the truth – better than you.

I did the best I could. I enlisted the help of trusted researchers and spoke to as many people as I could. Invariably, everyone has an opinion on Capello, some positive, some negative. When the dust settled, I found that I and my researchers had spoken to more than 120 people.

My job was putting all that into some kind of coherent narrative. I gave myself a few ground rules. For every anecdote or story I was told, I tried to get confirmation from at least two primary sources. Sometimes this was possible, sometimes it wasn’t (and, indeed, I could have written a whole other book with the stories that turned out not to be verifiable). One of the things I found in researching this book – and something which will make me forever suspicious of biographies, particularly of those who are long dead – is that the same incident is remembered differently by different people.

Except where otherwise stated, every quote in the book comes from a direct interview, conducted either by me or one of my researchers. I have tried to minimize the use of anonymous quotes, but, in some cases, I had no choice. People have strong feelings when it comes to Capello, there are no two ways about it. And football is, ultimately, a small world.

One more thing. You won’t find much in here about Capello’s childhood or his family life (his wife Laura, his sons Edoardo and Pierfilippo, his mother Evelina). I wanted to respect their privacy and, as an outsider, the brutal truth is that I was never going to get an accurate picture of Capello’s private life. What’s more, I didn’t really care. The one exception is his father, Guerrino, who, by all accounts, was a central figure and a major influence on his life.

Regardless of whether you like Capello or not, regardless of whether you think he is a good manager or, indeed, a good man, I hope you learn something from this book. And I hope you will find that this is a fair and balanced portrayal of one of the most successful men in the history of football.



Introduction

Wednesday, 21 November 2007. Italy, who have already qualified for Euro 2008, are playing the Faroe Islands in Modena. Nine minutes have passed in the second half, the Azzurri are winning 3–0, and the meaningless game is slowly petering out like a run-of-the-mill friendly.

Up in the stands, Marco Civoli, the lead commentator for RAI, the Italian state broadcaster, is told that England are losing by two goals at home to Croatia in their decisive European qualifier. He quickly thinks of a way of breaking the news to his summarizer, Fabio Capello.

As the cameras offer up a close-up of Simone Perrotta, the Italy midfielder, Civoli says, ‘Well, Perrotta, he was born in Ashton-under-Lyne. Which, of course, is in England . . . England, who are losing at home to Croatia! Fabio, were you expecting that? It’s not a full-time score, of course . . .’

‘No, I thought England could have done much better throughout this qualifying campaign,’ Capello replies. ‘They’ve proved themselves to be a team with good players who don’t know how to express themselves. Or, at least, in my opinion, they don’t live up to their potential.’

‘OK, yes-or-no question: would you ever manage England?’

‘Well . . . that would be quite a challenge, eh? That would be something . . . Well, I’m the right age for it . . .’

Odds are, Capello (despite suspecting that – barring a miraculous comeback – Steve McClaren would soon be out of a job) wasn’t thinking of throwing his hat in the England ring. Rather, he was honestly saying what he had said a number of times before: he wanted the England job. He had come very close to getting it some seven years earlier and he knew that, at sixty-one years of age, his window of opportunity was closing.

Some young men enter the priesthood as teenagers and devote their life to God. Capello had entered football and given himself to the game. And, all in all, it had been good to him. He became a top-drawer international player, he won league titles and international caps.

After retirement, he paid his dues, first working with youngsters and, later, learning about the business side of sports management. And, when he turned to coaching, he dominated. He replaced a legend in Arrigo Sacchi at Milan and rewrote the record books. He went to Real Madrid and became the first Italian manager to win the title in a major European league. He delivered another title to Rome, a city which seemed genetically programmed to underachieve. He moved to Juventus and flattened the opposition, keeping his team in first place for two consecutive years, start to finish, while winning two league titles. And then he returned to Madrid, breaking the longest dry spell in half a century and delivering another league title in the most difficult of circumstances.

His CV was there for all to see. Yes, he had tasted failure as well. As a player, he lost one European Cup final, as a manager, he lost a further two. His two titles at Juventus were stripped amid the worst scandal in Italian football history, though he felt strongly that what was achieved on the pitch could not (and should not) be taken away. But these were details. Or, rather, these were the setbacks which made his victories all the sweeter.

There was one thing left to do. One mountain left to conquer. The World Cup. But it wasn’t just about winning it. Sixteen different managers had won the World Cup, most recently his countryman – and long-time sporting rival – Marcello Lippi. No, he would win the World Cup in a way that had never before been done. He would deliver the World Cup at the helm of a foreign team. And not just any team: England, the country who had invented the game only to see it pass it by, the nation groaning under forty-plus years of underachievement.

That would be his crowning achievement. That would be his legacy.

Capello would make history. Again. And in such a way that his record could never be bettered, only equalled.



CHAPTER 1

Pieris

When you’re born at a crossroads, you at once belong to everyone and no one.

Fabio Capello was born into one of the bloodiest, most diverse and most disputed corners of the Old World. A gateway between East and West, a place where history was written both on the backs of its inhabitants and those who were just passing through.

He is a child of the Bisiacheria, an area of some forty square miles in the north-east corner of Italy, but culturally and historically distinct from the larger Friuli-Venezia Giulia around it. It’s unclear where the term ‘Bisiaco’ (the name given to local inhabitants) comes from. One theory is that it’s derived from the Latin bis acque, which means ‘between waters’, a reference to the nearby Isonzo and Timavo rivers. Others suggest that the term comes from the Slovenian bezjok, meaning ‘refugee’. Lying as it does on a largely flat floodplain close to the waters of the Adriatic Sea, the Bisiacheria has long been a logical entry point to Italy for any traveller from the East. Indeed, back in Roman times, this is where the border crossing was and where customs duties were collected.

In 1420, the area, which previously had enjoyed some level of independence as a city-state, came under the control of the Republic of Venice. The Venetians, with their booming maritime trade, exploited it as an important land-based alternative for commerce with the East. Indeed, for nearly four hundred years, invaders from the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian Empires were regularly repelled just a few miles from where Capello was born. The Venetians were defeated in 1814 and the area fell to the Austrians, who remained in charge until the end of the First World War. In fact, it was during the Great War that the Bisiacheria was the scene of some of the most brutal fighting, as Italian, Slovenian and Austro-Hungarian forces struggled for control. It officially became Italian territory after the armistice of 1918, but peace was not to last long. The Second World War was around the corner.

This time, the battle-lines were a lot less clear. Italy was an Axis power, allied to Germany and Japan. In July 1943 Benito Mussolini, the Italian dictator, was overthrown and a new government led by General Pietro Badoglio took control. After initially announcing that Italy would ‘continue to fight side-by-side with our Germanic ally’, Badoglio changed his mind, and on 8 September 1943 signed a proclamation which ‘ceased all hostilities’ towards Allied troops.

While Badoglio saw it as ‘ending the war’, it was, in fact, a disastrous decision that threw the country into complete chaos. The Italians were in limbo: they had turned their backs on the Germans but had yet to negotiate anything with the Allies, against whom they had been fighting until the previous day. Badoglio, King Victor Emmanuel and most of the cabinet fled Rome and repaired to Brindisi, in the heel of the Italian boot, one of the few places which was controlled neither by Allies nor by Germans. The Germans, who had been preparing for such a scenario since Mussolini’s arrest in late July, sprang into action. They unleashed ‘Operation Achse’, which saw German Wehrmacht divisions (many of whom had been transferred to Italian soil in the meantime) take over key cities in northern and central Italy, including Rome.

As far as the millions of Italian soldiers (and their generals) fighting abroad were concerned, Badoglio’s move effectively left them high and dry. They were given no real instructions. Some were told to return home, but, amidst the chaos, this bordered on the impossible. Others were told to ‘take up arms’ against the Germans with whom they had been often fighting side-by-side until the week before. Given that the Germans controlled logistics and supplies for the Axis, it was a losing proposition from the start. And the German reaction was often violent and brutal. Many were executed (including some 4,000 Italian soldiers on the Greek island of Kefalonia), many more were rounded up and sent to prison camps in Germany.

Among the latter was Guerrino Capello, Fabio’s father, who had been an officer with an artillery division on the eastern front. Like many, he nearly starved to death in the camps. Indeed, when he finally returned home to Pieris in the late summer of 1945, many failed to even recognize him. The once strapping Guerrino weighed a mere forty-eight kilos, just over one hundred pounds. It may have been the realization of how lucky he was to be still alive, unlike so many of his comrades. It may have been the will to buckle down and start again now that the horror was behind him. Or it may simply have been that after six years of hatred and violence, it was time for some love.

Whatever the case, Fabio Capello was conceived around that time. And on 18 June 1946 Guerrino’s wife, Evelina, gave birth to a healthy baby boy. The Italian Republic had only been created on 2 June that year and, until 14 September 1947, the area was controlled by the British Army’s Third Survey, based in nearby Trieste, which meant that Capello missed out on being ‘born British’ by sixteen days.

And, if you believe in destiny, perhaps you could have predicted that this little boy would grow up to one day manage England. Among the British troops in the area were a fair few who had played professional football before the war. The local military authorities thought it would be a good idea to keep the footballers together and so a number of them were stationed in Pieris and would have trained on the town’s pitch, just a stone’s throw from where Capello was born. Among them was Stan Mortensen, who would go on to become a legendary centre-forward for Blackpool and England, scoring twenty-three international goals in twenty-five appearances. And, to this day, he is the only man to have scored a hat-trick in an FA Cup Final (unfortunately for him, it happened in 1953, in what would famously be remembered as the ‘Matthews final’ and his feat would be somewhat overshadowed).

There is zero concrete evidence that Capello saw Mortensen going through his paces in Pieris but it’s tempting to picture the scene. Who knows? – maybe the infant Fabio Capello was there at pitch-side, perhaps in his mother’s arms. Given that Guerrino was heavily involved with the local football club, it stands to reason that he would have been around. And, maybe, just maybe, he would have wanted to show off his baby boy to the future England centre-forward.

The war may have been over, but the Bisiacheria into which Capello was born was hardly a halcyon place. In fact, it would take the best part of a decade to return to normality. The area had always been a melting pot of Italians, Slovenians, Slavs and Austrians, but now it was in danger of boiling over. Tensions between left and right – between the Communists and the Christian Democrats – were rife all over Italy, but in the Bisiacheria there was another twist: nationalism. Many, primarily those of Slovenian descent, sympathized with Josip Tito, the Communist leader of the nascent Yugoslavia, who had led the partisan resistance to the German occupation. They saw this as an opportunity to break away from Italy and return to the pre-1918 status quo. The Italian-speakers in the area naturally grew apprehensive. On 30 June 1946 the pro-Tito Slovenians halted the Giro d’Italia cycle race, pelting the riders with stones as they approached Pieris. The violence soon escalated, not just in the Bisiacheria, but all the way down the Adriatic coast to Trieste. It wasn’t open sreet fighting, it was uglier and more sinister. People would ‘disappear’ from one day to the next, only to turn up a week later, with a bullet in the back of the head, in the foibe – the typical sinkholes which dot the area from the Bisiacheria down to Trieste. By some estimates, as many as two thousand were summarily executed by Tito sympathizers, some of them Fascists who had backed the Germans, but also many whose only crime appears to have been that they wanted the Bisiacheria to remain Italian.

Many went into hiding, though not Guerrino. A popular and respected figure in Pieris – he was both a schoolteacher and the local football coach – he remained above the fray, trying instead to bring the two factions together. By the early 1950s the situation had stabilized, not least because the iron curtain came down just a few miles from Pieris, separating the West from Communist Eastern Europe. The Bisiacheria slowly bounced back. Monfalcone, a few towns over from Pieris on the Adriatic coast, became an important shipbuilding centre and the economy recovered. But while wealth and development hit the area, the bloody past was not forgotten. Nor is it forgotten to this day.

By 1962 the teenaged Capello left Pieris for good. I’m always a bit sceptical when we ascribe too much importance to a person’s origins as a way of explaining their personality. We create regional stereotypes and then we look for confirmation, whether it be dour Yorkshiremen or wheeler-dealer cockneys. And Italy is no different. People from Friuli are seen as introverted, humourless, workaholic, tough, unemotional, light years away from the generic Italian stereotype. Depending on your point of view, you may feel that Capello is a typical ‘Friulano’. But, if he is, it’s a coincidence, because he is, in fact, Bisiaco. And it’s something he’ll always carry with him.

That said, it’s equally true that Capello has spent the past forty-six years away from Pieris and the Bisiacheria, nearly half of them in Milan. Those who know him describe him as an ‘urban animal’, a man most at home in big, metropolitan cities, whether Milan or Madrid.

His love of city life and all it offers probably defines him as much as his origins in the Bisiacheria. Yet there is little question that, like all of us, he has not managed to fully free himself from the environment in which he spent his early, formative years. Capello left the Bisiacheria. But the Bisiacheria did not leave him.



CHAPTER 2

Spal

Had he been born forty years later, Capello’s route into professional football might have been different. Until the age of sixteen, he played in the youth ranks of his local side, Pieris. These days, Capello, who began making waves from a young age, would probably have been snapped up by one of the professional clubs in the area, most likely Udinese or Triestina. He would still have lived at home, it’s just that, rather than walking to training after school, the club would have sent a minivan to collect him.

Instead, he stayed where he was, not least because his father coached the local side. It soon became clear, however, that it was time for him to go to the next level. Scouts had seen him play a number of times; it was a question of who got to him first and who could convince Guerrino.

Perhaps it wasn’t surprising that the man to take Capello into the big time was Paolo Mazza, the president of Spal, a small club from Ferrara, in central Italy. Gianni Brera, one of Italy’s greatest twentieth-century journalists, had nicknamed him Il Rabdomante (the ‘Diviner’) for his uncanny talent-spotting abilities. That knack for uncovering hidden gems among lower division players and identifying the promise of youngsters helped Spal rise all the way to Serie A, where they would remain for thirteen seasons.

But Mazza was much more than just a wheeler-dealer president. Born in 1901, he had been a lower division footballer who later said: ‘If my skills matched my love of the game I would have been the greatest player in the world.’ He went on to manage Spal and eventually moved up to sporting director and then, in 1946, the presidency. Despite this, he remained the classic jack-of-all-trades at the club. He was just as likely to help the groundsman repair the divots in the pitch or the kit manager hang the shirts to dry as he was to drive three hours to watch some fifteen-year-old or negotiate the sale of one of his starlets to a bigger side.

Spal may have been a small club, but it thought and acted like a big one. In fact, in some ways it anticipated and pioneered innovations which would later become the norm. Mazza insisted on building a dedicated training centre for the club’s youth teams – the Centro Giovanile di Addestramento – anticipating what would become commonplace many years later. Such was his profile in the game that the Italian FA begged him to take the position of assistant manager at the 1962 World Cup in Chile, despite the fact that he hadn’t actually coached or managed in some twenty-five years. At least not officially: in practice, he was always out there, watching, training and dispensing what he called ‘advice’ (and others might have called ‘unwanted interference’). Yet despite his larger-than-life figure, he was also reserved, businesslike and highly professional.

This probably played a big part in convincing Guerrino that his beloved son would be in good hands, even if it meant moving some 140 miles away. It was the summer of 1962. Mazza arrived at Capello’s home, just a few days after the long and exhausting trip back from Chile. He was disappointed (Italy were controversially knocked out in the first round) and shattered, but he knew there was no time to waste. Other clubs had been sniffing around Capello.

The deal was done quickly, both with the family and with the club. Pieris would receive two million lire, just over £500 at the time. Capello would move at the end of the summer, when he would be enrolling in a local school. It would take a few days for the paperwork to go through, but, as far as Guerrino was concerned, it was a done deal.

Then, a day or two later, another visitor showed up at the Capello home: Gipo Viani. Viani was already a legend. He had been a visionary coach at Bologna, where he was among the first to pioneer the use of a sweeper and often played without a centre-forward, preferring instead to attack via the flanks and with runners from midfield. In 1956, he had moved to Milan, winning two league titles before moving into the role of sporting director. Milan were a club on the rise; that very season they would win their first of seven European Cups. It wasn’t the kind of club used to hearing the word ‘no’. Especially not when the great Viani himself travelled to your home, rather than merely sending an emissary.

Guerrino invited him in and opened a bottle of wine. He wasn’t going to deny Viani his hospitality. But there was no question about him changing his mind, not after committing himself to Mazza and Spal. Viani insisted. He outlined how young Fabio would be joining one of the biggest clubs in the world, how in a few years he’d be playing for the European champions. But Guerrino would not budge. His word was more important.

‘So? Do something, tell Mazza that, on the day he came to see you, you were confused . . . or that you were drunk,’ Viani said. ‘The papers have yet to be filed – make something up and you can get out of it.’

‘I gave him my word.’ Guerrino held firm. Milan might have been able to offer more, both in terms of Fabio’s future as well as a transfer fee for Pieris. But he was old school. A handshake was his bond.

We can only wonder what might have happened if Capello had landed at Milan in 1962, as a youngster, rather than in 1976, as a veteran on his way down. He may still have turned into a great footballer and an even greater manager. But a number of people in his life – from his wife, Laura, to his best friend in football, Edy Reja – probably would not have been a part of it.

Capello arrived in Ferrara that autumn and, on one of his very first days, he wandered into the club offices and was introduced to a lanky wide-eyed kid, roughly his own age. ‘You guys are from the same neck of the woods, I’m sure you’ll get along fine,’ they were told.

The boy was Reja. He was some eight months older than Capello and he too had just arrived. He hailed from Gorizia, a few miles up the road from Pieris and was of Slovenian descent. Both were midfielders and, together, they would form the heart of Spal’s youth team in the 1962–63 season.

They also became inseparable off the pitch. That first year they boarded together in a room above the club offices. ‘And then, for three years, we moved in with Teresa and Amelia,’ Reja recalls. It may have been the 1960s, but this was not a case of two young bucks sharing some free-love pad with their girlfriends. Teresa and Amelia were, in fact, elderly spinsters who took in boarders to make some extra cash.

Reja and Capello shared a room and their days followed a familiar routine. Reja would go to school in the morning, they would meet for training and then Capello would go to school in the afternoon. They would get together for dinner around eight o’clock. And then their paths would diverge.

‘I would stay up and watch television with the spinsters, he would go to bed,’ says Reja. ‘Most nights, by nine, nine thirty at the latest, he’d be asleep. He was single-minded that way.’

The spinsters treated them as if they were the sons they never had. And they were territorial too. ‘One of them liked me, the other one preferred Fabio,’ says Reja. ‘Sometimes we’d lie in bed and listen to them bicker over which one of us was the finer, more upstanding young man.’

Even then, Capello was obsessively tidy and organized. He put all his energy into school and football.

‘There was an obvious focus about him,’ says Reja. ‘He was very competitive, always pushing himself. And he always wanted to win. It was like that on the pitch, but also in whatever he did. Whether we played tennis or went swimming, it always turned into a competition.

‘I have to say, if he became what he is today, it’s because he always had that attitude. I can’t say I was quite as obsessive. And maybe that’s part of the reason why he did so well.’

Reja, who enjoyed a long career in Serie A and Serie B and went on to become a successful manager, most recently at Napoli, was no slouch himself. It’s just that it was difficult for anyone to match Capello’s drive.

That second season, 1963–64, was to be a big one for Capello. Not only did he make his first-team debut, but he met the love of his life. It was storybook stuff. Capello would ride a city bus to school and one day he spotted Laura. One thing led to another. And now, forty-five years later, they’re still together.

The two friends would both marry in 1969, within a few weeks of each other. But, at the time, Capello was preoccupied with turning his brief encounters on the bus into a proper courtship. He soon discovered the perfect ruse to see as much of Laura as possible. He volunteered to take the daughter of his youth-team coach, Giovanbattista Fabbri, to and from school. And he often went to Fabbri’s home for dinner. Given that Laura lived just around the corner, the arrangement worked very well.

‘He’d come to see me, we’d have dinner and then he’d leave, but I knew he was going to see Laura,’ says Fabbri. ‘I didn’t mind. It was all very innocent, those were different times. And besides, given the effort he put into his schoolwork and his football, there was nothing to worry about.’

Capello and Laura would often double-date with Reja and his girlfriend, Livia. ‘I owe Fabio a lot,’ says Reja. ‘Because Laura and the woman who would become my wife, Livia, were close friends and remain close to this day. Although, initially, Fabio had an easier time than me. Before I got to know her, I would always see Livia with this other guy and so I assumed she had a boyfriend. And so I kept my distance. It was only later that I discovered that the guy she was always with was actually her twin brother.’

The two couples spent a lot of time together and would regularly summer in Grado, on the coast, not far from Pieris. They would borrow Guerrino’s little boat and spend days out on the lagoon, fishing and snorkelling.

‘It seems silly today, when I look back it was just an ordinary little boat with an outboard motor, nothing special,’ recalls Reja. ‘And it’s not as if we did anything amazing. But to us, it seemed wonderful. Out there, on the water, in a boat . . . those were some of the happiest times of my life.’

These days, they obviously don’t see as much of each other, though the wives speak often. But, whenever they can, they go back to Grado and eat at Nico, the seafood restaurant they’ve been patronizing for nearly half a century. It’s one of the few times Capello allows himself to become sentimental.

Imagining Capello as a teenager is not easy to do. Those who knew him at the time say that, beneath the workaholism and competitiveness, there was a fun streak. ‘He was intoxicated with football,’ says Fabbri. ‘I can’t count the times he’d be over for dinner and we’d end up taking the ball out and playing right there in my front room. I loved it, though my wife didn’t always appreciate it.’

But Fabbri wasn’t just an excuse to see Laura. He genuinely has a special bond with him. When I interviewed Capello in October 2007, he said that Fabbri, along with Helenio Herrera, who worked with him at Roma, was the manager who influenced him the most. To this day, Fabbri keeps two stuffed pheasants in his house, a gift from the young Capello: ‘He was sixteen or seventeen when he shot them.’ Hunting was a passion Capello shared with Guerrino. Whenever he went home, father and son would set off, guns in hand. Anything they shot would either get stuffed or eaten. Nothing went to waste.

‘After going home to see his family, he’d often return with a bag full of little birds that he had shot and he’d bring it to our house,’ says Fabbri. ‘My wife would cook them up with some red wine and some polenta.’

Fabbri also seemed to bring out the fun-loving side of Capello, the one few – apart from his closest friends – ever saw. Fabbri surprised him one day with a special training routine, aimed partly at improving his technique, partly at helping him loosen up.

‘It worked like this,’ says Fabbri. ‘I’d put him on a bicycle and have him pedal towards the goal. Then I’d send over a cross and he’d have to head it in, without falling off the bike. Then, we’d switch over. I’d be on the bike and he had to put in a cross accurate enough to reach me, wherever I decided to cycle.’

On the pitch, Capello was making strides as well. The transition from Pieris to Fabbri’s youth team was a bit bumpy to begin with. Mazza came down to watch some of his early training sessions and, after a particularly poor outing, was distinctly unimpressed.

‘I’m thinking I might have made a mistake,’ he told Fabbri. ‘They say people from Friuli are tough and resilient. This guy looks like he’s made of ricotta.’ The ‘Diviner’ seemed to be doubting his own judgement. But Fabbri was having none of it.

‘Trust me, this kid is going to make it,’ he said. ‘You’ll see . . .’

Whatever else one might think of Capello, whether you like him or hate him, it’s safe to say that it was probably the last time anyone compared him to ricotta cheese: ‘soft’, ‘creamy’ and ‘somewhat flavourless’ are not adjectives you would associate with him. In any case, Fabbri decided to prove his point. He invited Mazza along to watch the youth side’s next game. And, just for that one match, he played Capello out of position. Rather than his usual central midfield role, he was deployed as a holding midfielder, with strict instructions to take the opposing number ten out of the game. He fulfilled the task with gusto, supplying crunching tackles and turning in one of the most physical performances of his career. Mazza was duly impressed. Fabbri gloated.

What was he like as a player? He sat in front of the back four, dictating play and imposing himself on the midfield. He had an uncanny ability to read the play and pick out passes. He was two-footed, strong in the air and in the tackle. His only obvious weakness was a lack of pace. I’ve asked dozens of former teammates to compare him to present-day players and they’ve come up with a wide-ranging selection of names: Massimo Ambrosini, Esteban Cambiasso, Patrick Vieira, Michael Carrick, Pep Guardiola, Demetrio Albertini . . . plus a half-dozen others, including Daniele De Rossi, my personal choice. What stood out about the young Capello though was his personality.

‘From day one he told his teammates what to do, how to move, where to go . . . it’s a cliché, but, even as a kid, he was a manager on the pitch,’ says Fabbri. ‘He had ability, but he also had a confidence and a poise you rarely see. And he wasn’t afraid to make himself heard. He’d often tell me, his boss, what to do. Always politely, of course, but firmly.’

He spent two seasons in the youth team. In his second, they won the Italian youth championship. The senior side, however, were doing poorly and so, that spring, Fabbri was promoted to the first team. With Spal sliding towards relegation, he called up some of his youngsters, including Capello, who made his debut on 29 March 1964, a 3–1 loss to Sampdoria. They went down that season, with Capello making four appearances. But the following year they came straight back up and the young midfielder from Pieris began getting more and more time in the side.

The veterans had mixed feelings about Capello’s rise. On the one hand, he was clearly a gifted player who could contribute to the team. On the other, he was seen as Mazza’s ‘pet’ and some were jealous. Particularly because, for all his ability and intelligence, he had a major flaw. . .

‘Back then, there were no substitutions,’ says Gianfranco Bozzao, a defender in Capello’s Spal. ‘And, early on, Fabio simply lacked stamina. Or maybe he didn’t know quite how to pace himself. But what would happen is that he would play twenty minutes all-out and then his energy would wane. And we pretty much had to “carry” him the rest of the way. We didn’t mind, he was worth it.’

One of the players ‘carrying’ Capello was none other than Edy Reja. His workrate had won him a space in the side and, in 1965–66, their first year back in the top flight, Spal were counting on their teenaged midfield to help them stay up.

‘Fabio was tough and committed, but, at the time, he had some limits in terms of endurance,’ Reja said in a 2003 newspaper interview. ‘He was even booed sometimes by our own fans, despite being the resident starlet. And so we all worked hard for him. One thing I always could do was run all day. I didn’t mind sacrificing myself for him. It allowed him to take a breather occasionally. We understood this, we had to protect him because he was too important to us. Our whole side revolved around him.’

The club felt Capello needed to fill out and grow physically stronger. But they weren’t about to lock him in a gym for six months. Back then, if you were good enough, you played. And others would have to adjust. Reja and Capello were even called up to the Italian Under 23 side, as mere nineteen-year-olds, such was the regard in which they were held. And Capello, even at that tender age, was named Spal’s penalty-taker. Confidence was never his problem.

That year, Spal alternated moments of brilliance with drops in form, as you would expect from a very young side. On 12 September 1965, they produced their first shock of the season, winning 2–0 away to Roma at the Stadio Olimpico. It was something of a coming-of-age party for both Capello and Reja. ‘We dominated them and both of us played very well,’ Reja recalled in 2003. ‘We beat Roma at home as well that year [2–1]. We knew we had impressed them. It was clear, especially for Fabio, that he would be getting offers from bigger clubs.’

Spal managed to stay up on the last day of the season. They came back from two goals down at Brescia to draw 2–2, thus avoiding a relegation playoff against Sampdoria. It was a triumph for a young team put together on a shoestring budget.

The following year was not so fortunate for Capello. He suffered a bad injury to his left knee, one which would never fully go away and would dog him for the rest of his career. Sports medicine back then was rudimentary, both in terms of diagnosis and treatment. As far as specific rehab work was concerned, forget about it: you hurt your knee, the doctor would fix it and you’d be out on the pitch again. Capello ended up making just sixteen appearances. And without him pulling the strings, Spal looked lost and slid down the table.

Then Roma came calling. Capello was moving to the big time: a metropolis of three million, an 80,000 seat stadium, fans who demanded ownership of their stars, a media that introduced itself into every sinew of a player’s life. Things were about to change radically.

For Capello, it spelled the end of a key chapter in his life. In those five years in Ferrara, he had grown to become a man. He had discovered that he was, in fact, good enough to make a living playing professional football and that he could do it at the highest level. He had left his family and, especially, his father. He had forged two of the most influential relationships in his life: Reja, who would become one of his very closest friends, and Laura, with whom he would share the rest of his life and start a family.

His reference points in life were shifting. Guerrino had always been the hub of his life and would continue to be there. They would continue to write long letters to each other, twice a week, with unfailing regularity. But, as inevitably happens when we grow up and strike out on our own, he would now be sharing that role as mentor. Throughout, he followed his son closely – coming down to watch him train as a player and then, later, watching him lead training sessions when he worked with the kids at Milan, right up until his death in 1982 – but always from a distance, at least when it came to the professional sphere.

‘Signor Guerrino was a great man,’ Reja told me. It was curious but telling how he addressed his best friend’s father, a man he had known for twenty years, with the more formal ‘Signor’. ‘Just being in his company was stimulating. I remember when he came to visit, he was always somewhat detached, respectful of our space and what we did. He played a big role in our lives, especially Fabio’s of course, but he was never invasive, he was never one of those fathers who could not let go.’

I have no idea whether Guerrino was familiar with the work of Khalil Gibran, or whether he even read poetry. But I like to think he would have appreciated the following lines from Gibran’s ‘On Children’:

You are the bows from which your children

As living arrows are sent forth.

The archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite,

And He bends you with His might

That His arrows may go swift and far.

Let our bending in the archer’s hand be for gladness;

For even as He loves the arrow that flies,

So He loves also the bow that is stable.

And then there was Laura. Those who know the couple well – that rare inner circle – say you cannot overestimate the impact of Laura on Capello’s life. It’s not just the usual cliché about the ‘great woman behind the great man’. What many forget is that Capello went through some very difficult times, particularly as a player. Laura centred him, focused him, settled him.

In writing this book, as I’ve said, I made it a point to be respectful of Capello’s private life. I did not try to speak to his octogenarian mother, I did not track down his boyhood friends or delve too far into his family. I wanted to keep it in the professional sphere. But Laura’s contribution ought not to be overlooked. To this day, even when he is away from home, they speak four or five times a day. The relationship between a man and his life partner ought to remain private. That said, if you want to begin to understand Capello, you have to be at least aware of Laura and the relationship which began to bloom way back in the mid-1960s.

His life was changing for the better and so too was the larger world around him. After suffering through the aftermath of the Second World War, Italy was back on its feet. The economy was booming, there was a new optimism. The legacy of the war was still fresh on everyone’s mind, the memory of the folly that had been the latter years of Mussolini’s regime was very real. But there was also a desire to look ahead. For those years, right up to 1967, life was largely good. The country was growing and there was a certain innocence. When Reja, earlier in this chapter, talked about his summers with Capello, out fishing in Guerrino’s boat, and how it seemed like the most extraordinary and wonderful thing in the world, he’s not just talking about some Huckleberry Finn/Tom Sawyer childhood memory. He’s reflecting the mood of an entire nation. An innocent nation, one which had yet to confront itself with what was to come: terrorism, drugs, the escalation of the Cold War. But also women’s liberation, changing social attitudes (divorce only became legal in Italy in 1970), rock and roll, the counterculture.

When Capello left to join Roma in 1967, it wasn’t just his world that was changing. The wider world was as well. For ever.



CHAPTER 3

The Eternal City

When Capello arrived at Roma in 1967, he found a club which had been punching well below its weight. But then, that was nothing new. They were the biggest club in Italy’s capital, they had a fiercely passionate support and yet they had won just one league title in their history (and that came during the war, when there really wasn’t much to celebrate). Think Newcastle United – if Newcastle had been in the top flight for all but one year of their history and if Newcastle had a catchment area that was ten times greater.

Apart from that one scudetto, Roma’s trophy room was bare, save for the odd Coppa Italia and the Inter-Cities Fairs Cup, the precursor to the UEFA Cup (which, curiously, Newcastle also won). The fans did not take underachievement well. Some blamed some kind of grand conspiracy on the part of the wealthy Northern clubs. Others suffered in silence, knowing that next season would, most likely, bring more heartache. Still others vented their legitimate anger at the club, blaming mismanagement for their regular humiliation.

They had been relegated once before, in 1951, but the true low point came perhaps during the 1964–65 season, three years before Capello’s arrival. Everyone knew the club was heavily in debt, but few could have imagined the scale of the problem. After training one January afternoon, manager Juan Carlos Lorenzo decided he couldn’t take it any more. He announced that the club was broke, that there was no money to pay players and that there probably wasn’t any money to travel to the next fixture, away to Vicenza. The supporters were angry, but, typically, sprang into action. They organized a fundraising event at the Sistine Theatre in Rome and invited Giacomo Losi, the club’s captain and longest serving player. Several old-time Roma fans told me that the sight of Losi, the hometown hero, wandering through the theatre aisles, bucket in hand, collecting donations as he fought back tears was one of the most humiliating sights in the club’s history. At the same time, it encapsulated Roma and its supporters.

With the help of a new president, Franco Evangelisti, Roma avoided bankruptcy and returned to respectability. By the time Capello signed for the club in 1967, enthusiasm was mounting. In addition to the future England manager, they signed Franco Cordova, an elegant midfielder, Giuliano Taccola, a promising and popular centre-forward, and, above all, Jair, the Brazilian winger who had already won two European Cups with Internazionale. Quick and unpredictable, Jair had been part of Brazil’s 1962 World Cup winning squad and probably would have played a major role alongside Pelé, if he hadn’t had the misfortune of being kept out of the side by a certain Garrincha.

The season began on a high. After eight matches, Roma were unbeaten and in first place. Capello had played his part, most notably scoring the only goal in a stunning 1–0 victory over Juventus. (Throughout his career, he had a knack for doing well against his previous or, in this case, future clubs.) But then he injured his left knee again, the same one he had hurt at Spal. Opinions vary, but it’s more than likely that the original injury had never properly healed. The club sent him to Paris for two weeks of treatment with a then famous – if unorthodox – doctor, who had treated everyone from the French rugby team to prima ballerinas. He would concoct mysterious foul-smelling ointments made of herbs, chemicals and goodness knows what else, and patients had to apply them for up to eighteen hours a day. One day, Capello ended up in a famous Paris nightspot with an ointment-filled bandage on his knee. The smell was so foul that several patrons demanded he leave immediately.

In any case, it may have been a coincidence, but without Capello Roma went into free-fall and tumbled down the table. They finished in tenth place, just five points from relegation in the sixteen-team Serie A. Manager Oronzo Pugliese, who had been mercilessly booed by supporters following a 6–2 home defeat to Inter, was sacked. To replace him, Evangelisti, the club president, made the boldest of moves. He turned to Helenio Herrera, the wizard, the man who had turned Inter into a worldwide force in winning two European Cups. Herrera did not come cheap: his £150,000 a year contract made him easily the highest paid manager in the world at the time. But he was already one of the greatest managers in the history of the game. And, from Capello’s point of view, he would prove to be a tremendous influence.

Herrera was unique, one of the most colourful figures football has ever seen. His father was a well-known radical Spanish anarchist who was forced to flee to Argentina at the turn of the century. Herrera was born in Buenos Aires, but, at the age of four, his parents emigrated to Morocco, where his father continued his political activities, attempting to organize anarchist work collectives, much to the amusement of the French colonial authorities. Herrera grew up in poverty in Casablanca, but developed into a decent footballer, eventually moving to Paris and winning a handful of caps for France as a defender. He turned to management immediately after retirement, leading – among others – the Spanish clubs Atlético Madrid, Deportivo La Coruña, Sevilla and Barcelona, and Belenenses of Portugal.

Herrera came to Inter in 1960 and his unorthodox methods immediately made a splash. It wasn’t just his strict discipline and his mania for controlling the private lives of his players (he would send minions to do ‘bed-checks’ in their homes during the week) which set him apart. He had favourite slogans (such as Class + Preparation + Intelligence + Athleticism = Championships) which he would plaster on billboards around Inter’s training ground and make the players chant repeatedly, mantra-like during sessions. Most of all, he pioneered the infamous ritiro, or pre-match retreat. For a Sunday game, he would get the squad together on a Thursday and lock them up in a remote country hotel, away from temptation.

This manager, this quirky cosmopolitan product of six nations in three continents, became a key figure in Capello’s development. ‘Herrera taught me to never fear an opponent,’ Capello told me, in October 2007, ‘to channel my determination in the right way. And, most importantly, he showed me that, if you could find confidence inside you, you always stood a chance to win.’

Let’s see . . . if you buy into the stereotyped image of Capello, the parallels between him and Herrera become obvious. Both defensive-orientated specialists, uncompromising, single-minded, strict disciplinarians – they do, in some ways, seem cut from the same cloth. But, in fact, as you’ll find out reading this book, there’s a lot more to Capello than that. And there is more to Herrera than the capsule definition as the man who turned catenaccio into a household word. One basic difference, for example, is that, unlike Capello, Herrera was very close to his players, demanding their undivided attention before, during and after training sessions. He was very physical, with the habit of touching their chests, one by one, as they filed on the pitch. It was his way of telling them that ‘heart’ mattered. By contrast, Capello was – and is – far more aloof.

In Herrera’s first season, Capello, finally fit, was a fixture in midfield, chipping in with six goals. One of them came against Juventus, on 16 February 1969, as Roma snatched a 2–2 draw away to the defending Serie A champions. Once again, Capello had scored against a former or future club: ‘Yes, it happened throughout his career,’ says Luciano Spinosi, a defender in that Roma side. ‘I don’t know why, but it’s uncanny. Then again, Fabio rarely got the big matches wrong.’

The season, however, was scarred by an unexpected and senseless tragedy. On 15 March Roma were in Sardinia, where they were set to face Cagliari the next day. That night, Taccola, the rangy centre-forward who had arrived the year before, told the team doctor that he had a bad headache and a high fever. Despite having trained normally the previous day, Herrera kept him out of the lineup. After the match, a scoreless draw, the doctor proceeded to give Taccola a painkilling injection in the dressing room. Within seconds Taccola collapsed, just steps away from Capello. The doctor frantically tried to revive him, an ambulance was called and, by the time it arrived, he had slipped into a coma. That night, he passed away. The causes of his death remain shrouded in mystery; Taccola had suffered from high fevers and headaches for most of the season and, in some quarters, it was suggested that, had the medical staff acted sooner, none of this would have happened.

Unsurprisingly, Taccola’s death had a variety of knock-on effects and not just because Roma had lost their top scorer. The aftermath soured the relationship between Herrera and Alvaro Marchini, who had replaced Evangelisti as president a few months earlier. Marchini, a proud Communist who had fought with the partisans against the Germans during the war, had said that Herrera’s massive contract was ‘immoral’ and ‘scandalous’ and attempted to have it rescinded.

Herrera, never one to shy away from a fight, fired back with equal venom and the two reached an uneasy truce, probably because the side were doing well. But Taccola’s death infuriated and pained Marchini. In his version of events, when he heard the news of his young centre-forward’s collapse, he immediately rang Cagliari’s Sant’Elia stadium and asked to speak to Herrera to find out about Taccola’s condition.

According to Marchini, Herrera simply confirmed that Taccola was in a coma and then insisted on discussing the game itself and how the team would replace the player. To Marchini, Herrera’s behaviour went beyond the single-mindedness of a manager worried about his side; it spilled over into gross insensitivity and ‘lack of humanity’. A young man had just died and Herrera wanted to talk about football. As for Capello, at twenty-one, he had seen death up close, just like his father before him during the war. It was not something you easily forgot.

After the trauma and the shock of what happened, Roma recorded just two league wins the rest of the season and finished in eighth place. However, things went much better in the Coppa Italia. They cruised through the competition and qualified for the final group stage which saw them pitted against Cagliari, Foggia and Torino. As tournaments went, it was a bit anticlimactic. The vagaries of Italian scheduling meant that it was played in June, dragging the season out needlessly. By the time Roma travelled to Foggia in the final group game, it was 29 June, a full six weeks after the end of the Serie A season. What’s more, they had virtually already won the competition. Roma were on seven points, with a goal difference of +4. Foggia were on five points, with a goal difference of –2. This meant that, to not win the Cup, they would have had to lose by a three-goal margin against a Serie B side. With Herrera in charge, that was never going to happen. Roma hit on the break and came away with a 3–1 victory.

‘Most of us had never won anything, so we had a massive celebration in the dressing room and under the showers, where we had a massive group hug,’ says Luciano Spinosi. ‘Capello celebrated as well, in his own way. He was like that even then, he never got carried away. It was his first piece of silverware as a professional, but he was probably already thinking of what was to come next.’

Spinosi and Capello grew close that year. Reja remained his dearest friend – for a while it looked as if he too would join Roma, though it never came to pass – but Capello got on well with Spinosi. So much so that, when he and Laura married that very summer, he asked him to be a witness.

By all accounts, those were happy times for Capello off the pitch, perhaps the happiest as a player. He and Laura, who joined him in Rome as soon as they were married, made a home for themselves in the Balduina neighbourhood, on the north-western outskirts of Rome. The Balduina, on the slope of Monte Mario, is Rome’s highest point, and, from there, the city spills out in all its beauty.

While its history goes way back – Dante Alighieri made reference to Monte Mario in Canto XIV in the ‘Paradiso’ of his Divine Comedy – until the early twentieth century it was largely undeveloped. The housing boom took off after the war, as Rome’s population escalated. Roma’s former president, Count Francesco Marini-Dettina, had been one of the early real estate developers and many Roma players, including Capello, ended up living in one of his properties.

It’s worth taking a step back to note just how ‘normal’ a footballer’s life was back then. It wasn’t uncommon for employers – whether they be factories or banks or government institutions

– to provide housing for their employees. And a lot of it was built in the Balduina, which was ripe for development in the 1950s. In that sense, Capello and the other Roma players were not that different from the supporters who cheered them on in the stands, right down to the fact that most of them took the bus to work (well, training).

The following season, 1969–70, began under a cloud. Herrera, the autocratic, highly paid manager, and Marchini, the Communist president, remained at loggerheads. The players were caught in the middle. At twenty-three Capello wasn’t going to take sides either way, but it was clear that, professionally, he owed a lot to Herrera.

‘Herrera believed in me, despite the injuries which had dogged me prior to his arrival,’ he said in a later interview. ‘He taught me a lot about many things and, tactically, I really improved under his tutelage. I think he is the greatest foreign manager Italy ever had. He influenced so many people and took our game as a nation to a different level.’

Increasingly, Capello was taking Roma by the hand and growing as a leader. He was very much Herrera’s man on the pitch, the guy who would execute the manager’s wishes. One match stands out in the mind of Giovanni Battista Monti, who for three decades would serve as Milan’s team doctor and develop a close relationship with Capello. It was 16 October 1969, Roma were visitors at the San Siro.

‘We were the reigning European Champions and they came here and beat us 3–2,’ he recalled. ‘Peiró [Roma’s Spanish striker] scored two, Capello the other. But what I remember most was that they taught us a lesson in football. Capello was simply perfect that day, dominating the pitch.’

Once again, Capello was scoring against past or future teams. What made the pill somewhat harder to swallow for Milan was that everyone knew that, seven years before, on the day of Viani’s famous visit to Pieris, they had come tantalizingly close to signing him.

‘His technique was exceptional, he was a gifted passer who could put the ball anywhere he liked,’ says his teammate Fausto Landini. ‘I think he had a natural sense for the rhythm of a game. Coupled with his strong personality, it made him a natural leader. He always wanted to win and, if he had something to say, he said it, during or after the game. Sometimes it could get unpleasant, but most of us knew that he was simply trying to get the best out of us.’

Occasionally, it would spill over. Spinosi remembers another match which left Capello raging at everyone after the final whistle. Roma were hosting Sampdoria at the Stadio Olimpico. They battered them from the first minute, with Spinosi opening the scoring, followed by Capello and Braglia. Then, an hour or so into the game, Roma fell apart. Samp roared back, scoring twice and grabbing the equalizer with four minutes to go.

‘I was just glad the game was over,’ recalls Spinosi. ‘We played so well for so long and then it all went wrong. If we had played just two more minutes, I’m convinced they would have scored again. Momentum had shifted entirely. Fabio’s reaction was different. I too was angry, but also relieved that we had got a point. He was absolutely furious, he was ranting at all his teammates both as we walked off the pitch and all through our time in the dressing room. Like I said, he hated to lose.’

Roma’s form continued to be erratic in the league, brilliant one week, unwatchable the next. After a 2–0 loss at Sampdoria in March, Marchini finally pulled the plug on Herrera. The personal acrimony between the two had, of course, been significant. But now, the lack of forward progress in the league gave him the perfect excuse. Luciano Tessari came in on an interim basis.

Yet for many, there was still a lot to look forward to. Roma had done well in the Cup Winners’ Cup, reaching the semi-final against Poland’s Gornik Zabrze. The first leg, played on April Fools’ Day at the Stadio Olimpico, finished 1–1. Capello put Roma ahead in the return leg, poking in the rebound after his own penalty was saved. Gornik stormed back to equalize, taking the game into extra-time. Wladimir Lubanski netted for the Poles to give them the lead, before Francesco Scaratti, a hard-nosed fullback, smacked a late, late goal into the Gornik net. It finished 2–2. These days, with a score like that, Roma would have qualified on the away-goals rule. But, back then, away goals in extra-time did not count double. The tie would be heading to a replay in a neutral venue.

Roma’s players knew this, which is why they were somewhat muted at the final whistle. Nando Martellini, the man doing commentary for Italian television, did not. He assumed that Roma had qualified on the away-goals rule and proudly announced that they were in the Cup-Winners’ Cup final, before signing off. Hundreds of thousands of Roma fans, believing Martellini was correct, spilled out on to the streets to celebrate. Those were the days when – much more than now – if the man on television said something, it had to be true. And so Roma fans awoke the next morning not only facing the uncertainty of a replay, but also with the humiliation of having celebrated the night away for no good reason.

UEFA had determined that the deciding match be played in Strasbourg. Gornik took the lead, Capello – who else? – equalized from the spot, calmly side-footing it past the keeper. The match stayed deadlocked at 1–1 even after extra-time. After 330 minutes of football had been played, neither side had the supremacy.

UEFA’s solution to those situations probably seems absurd nowadays: a coin toss. But, corny as it sounds, those were different times. Winning was important, but there was little at stake, apart from prestige and satisfaction. Compared to today, people were perhaps a bit more accepting about things outside of their control. There was a slightly greater fatalism, a greater sense that if it was not meant to be, it was not meant to be.

Thanks to YouTube, anyone can see what happened to this day. The pictures are grainy and black-and-white, but the silliness of the occasion is evident. The cameras show a large crowd of people gathered around someone, presumably the referee. There are players, coaching staff, police, hangers-on, a fetching woman in a miniskirt. You can clearly see the coin rise up into the air, dozens of heads following its flight, and landing on the pitch. Then, seconds later, the Gornik players erupt in celebration, as if they had just won the World Cup.

Roma and their fans were gutted. It had turned into a season to forget. But the worst was yet to come. Marchini, already unpopular after his row with Herrera, felt he needed to balance the books. Out of the blue, he sold Capello, Spinosi and Landini, three of Roma’s rising stars, to Juventus. It was the footballing equivalent of raising the white flag.

Roma supporters had had enough. Marchini was threatened and had to obtain police protection. Flags and season tickets were tossed on to bonfires outside the Stadio Olimpico. There were marches and demonstrations. It was 1970, after all, and in those days people loved a mass protest. But it was to no avail. The deal was done. Capello was touched by the outpouring of sympathy, if a little disturbed at the vehemence of the reaction. He had come to love Rome, his first son Pierfilippo was born there, his family were settled. ‘I implored the club not to sell me,’ he would say in a later interview. ‘But the club needed the cash. I was very sad to leave.’

However depressed he might have been, he knew that Juventus – then, as now – were almost impossible to turn down. He had turned twenty-four at the end of the season. He had to accept that the time was right to go to the next level.
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