Avraham Grant – who is he?

The appointment of Avraham Grant as Jose Morinho's successor as Chelsea manager had surely raised more than one eyebrow all over the world - especially in Great Britain, especially in England and especially in London. Virtually unknown coach, not even from traditional "football" country (such as France or Germany) has "all of the sudden" become the first man in one of the best clubs of the world. Well, not exactly the first – that seat is taken by club owner, Roman Abramovich – but one of the most powerful in terms of decision making – at least as long as those are pre- and in-game strategy decisions. So, why him? To answer that we need to rephrase first – who is he? Who, the hell, is this Avraham Grant?!
Well, here it is:

Avraham Grant was born on May the 6th in Petah-Tiqwa, Israel. He is married to a local (Israeli) TV star Tzofit Grant and has 2 children. But that hs nothing to do with football, right? Well this does – never played for anyprofessional or semi-professional team. Avraham's desire for football, came in an  unusual disguise for his young age – in 1973, just 18 years old he was appointed as the coach of Hapoel Petah-Tiqwa junior team. The major team was playing in Liga Artzit (second Israeli division) then. Avraham commanded a revolution in club's junior training program and scouting and in 5 years lead his young team to its first Israeli youth championship – in what has been a totally unexpected season triumph. 
Still, it was not until 1986, when he was selected, again rather unexpectedly, as senior team head coach by the club owner Haim Zimmer. What is so unexpected about that, you might ask. Well, the team head coach at the time was Giora Shpegel, who, beside being one of the most appreciated league trouble-solvers, has finally taken Hapoel PT into Liga Leumit (at the time – Israeli top football division). That happened in 1985 – and here it is, in the 1986/87 season Shpiegel is gone and Grant is the head coach. Obviously, Grant had sentiments to his rising talents from junior squad. He brought several young faces into the senior team – among them were Alon Hazan, Beni Kozashvili and 18-year-old Rafi Cohen from Hapoel Eilat, who eventually became the National team primary goalkeeper in the early 90s. Those and others became to be known as "Grant babies", and the team's tradition of developing young talents has been acknowledged throughout the country ever since. Grant's Hapoel Petah-Tiqwa played some gorgeous attacking football, and had been a fierce and sometimes the only challenge to Maccabi's Haifa two championships triumph (1988,1990). For a previously unknown team from peripheral city, 2nd place and 2 "Toto" Cups (Israeli version of League Cup) trophies in three years was definitely a huge success. Avraham Grant is still considered by the Petah-Tiqwa club as a person who gave the team its current one-of-the-top-teams status and a distinguished character. In 1991 Grant left the Hapoel for Maccabi Tel-Aviv – to watch his former team finally win a major competition - the National Cup - and become the first Israeli team in the Cup Winners Cup competition.

However, as Maccabi TA was quite a strong team itself, in 1992/3 Grant lead the players to the league title (first in 5 years). Yet again, his achievements were not just in the trophy room. New young talents, such as Avi Nimni, Itzik Zohar, Nir Sevilya and others were discovered, raised and delivered to become Maccabi TA and national team major force.

Grant had a brief spell in Hapoel Haifa (4th place in 1994/5 season), to come back to Maccabi Tel'-Aviv, replacing Dror Kashtan. The fans were furious, when award-winning Kashtan was replaced with Grant, a friend of Lony Herzikovitch, the club owner (sounds familiar to you, doesn't it?). Although Maccabi won the league in 1995, both unsuccessful youth development and poor team performance in the following years lead to Grant's retirement from Maccabi. He decided to take a break from coaching for several years.

It was not until 2001 when he almost accepted the invitation to become national junior team coach. But the offer from widely supported and star-packed Maccabi Haifa was even more tempting. So Grant opted for the club, were he coached some locally and internationally known players – Arik Benado, Giovanni Rosso, Nir Davidovich, Nenad Pralha and others. The squad was so formidable that back-to-back championships and another "Toto" Cup hardly impressed anybody. On the other hand, Grant had no opportunity to promote young players to senior team – as the standards were pretty high. Yossi Benayoun made it through, though… 
Looking to improve the level of his team all the time, Grant (along with assistant coach Marco Balbul) was the first to introduce computer-aided technology of video-analysis to Israeli football. Computer simulations were used to prepare the team for important matches and improve tactical understanding of the players. In the end of his second season with Maccabi, Grant received an offer to coach the national team – and team's president Yaacov Shahar has agreed to release him.

Being national football team head coach is a pretty hard job. Especially in Israel as the country, still in 3rd or 4th European ranking group is looking for its first major competition qualification. The fans consider the team at least equal with traditionally strong football nations – such as Ireland and Denmark and wait for results impatiently. Euro 2004 qualifiers ended in 3rd place finish (and out of play-off qualifications) for Grant, who succeeded Danish Richard Nilsen. Considered as a failure by many, it was still a fair result to Grant's efforts. During the campaign Grant used the computer-aided technology implemented in Haifa to improve team-play and planned to conduct a "change of generations" in the national team. He introduced many young and promising players such as Abbas Suan, Gal Alberman and Yanniv Katan to the team, but bad results and media pressure forced him to recall veterans as Arik Benado and Walid Badir to the squad. International star Eyal Berkovich was left out (as "does not fit into the system" player), provoking a non-stop public debate over the decision. 
In World Cup 2006 qualifiers Grant did an exceptional job. Israel finished the group that included France, Switzerland, Ireland, Cyprus and Faroe Islands without loosing a single game. Unfortunately, they did not won too many also, coming third and just short of the qualification on goal-difference from the Swiss.
Team's defense, though conceded some silly goals, looked much better then the previous years – more organized and disciplined. The attack provided less satisfation – only one goal in 10 games was scored by a striker. Many observers considered it a result of Grant's 4-5-1 formation, which opted to defend and counterattack with Yossi Benayun being the playmaker and supporting midfield cast consisting of Abbas Swan, Michael Zandberg and Salim Toama. Despite the acknowledged success, Grant was constantly criticized by the local media and some unhappy players. Forward Pini Balili and Eyal Berkovich stated that they will never play for Grant, respected commentator Avi Ratzon and former national coach Shlomo Sharf regularly condemned his "too defensive" approach. "I had enough", said Grant and retired before the Euro 2008 qualifiers, putting an end to all the speculation regarding another spell at a national team.
During 2006 there were rumors of Grant taking position in Hapoel Tel'-Aviv and multimillionaire-owned Bejtar Jerusalem – but he preferred another club owned by the same man (Akrady Gaidamak) – Premier League Portsmouth. He was appointed as technical director with Harry Redknapp being the manager.

In July 2007 the offer came from Abvraham's old friend Roman Abramovich to join Chelsea as a member of coaching stuff – and the rest is history.

So – back to our questions from the first paragraph. 

Who is Avraham Grant? Well, I think this piece sums it up pretty clear – potent coach and manager with deep understanding of almost every aspect of the game. Prefers young over old, defines his tasks clearly. Grant can surely determine his team's strengths and weaknesses and act accordingly. Media critic does not influence him every day – but in the long run he is very affected.

Why him?

I am sorry, if all of the above doesn't answer that (and I think it doesn't) – you'll have to ask Mr. Abramovich…

John Sinitsky.

