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            i“Alex Fynn and Kevin Whitcher have written extensively about Arsenal over the years. The research involved has given them a keen insight into the workings of the club. This book comes from a place of both love and knowledge.”

            Alan Smith, Arsenal and England 1987–1994

            “Kevin Whitcher is an authentic voice on Arsenal whose eye for detail has been honed over decades of observing, questioning and caring about the club.”

            Amy Lawrence, The Athletic 

            “Alex Fynn knows football, knows the business of football and knows Arsenal. This book is an essential page-turner both for Gooners and for fans of any club who want to get into the boardroom as well as the dressing room.”

            Kieran Maguire, associate professor in football finance and author of The Price of Football 

            “Alex Fynn is a football guru and I am always interested in what he has to say.”

            Arsène Wenger, FIFA chief of global football development and former Arsenal manager

            “Alex Fynn is an intelligent observer of the beautiful game, with strong and meaningful opinions.”

            David Dein, former vice-chairman of Arsenal ii
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            Introduction

         

         The premise of this book was that Arsenal were going to have a successful 2024/25 season. Eighteen other Premier League and thirty-two other Champions League clubs would have been grateful for the results of Arsenal’s so-called unsuccessful campaign. Perhaps after the way the previous season went down to the final day, expectations among the club’s supporters this year were understandably high, particularly as Arsenal had closed the gap to Manchester City and Liverpool looked set for a period of transition under their new manager.

         The narrative thread for this book has been shaped by Kevin Whitcher’s Arsenal Musings column on Substack (https://arsenalmusings.substack.com), which features his match-by-match thoughts and ruminations on key issues. We have resisted the temptation to write as hindsight experts and as a result our analysis in each chapter is sometimes mistaken and sometimes prescient. The book is a forensic account of the ups and downs of a tumultuous season as seen through the eyes of the authors.

         Notwithstanding some unfortunate officiating, a plague of injuries and self-inflicted red cards, Arsenal enjoyed some momentous games. These included the 5–1 win against Manchester City, the record-breaking 7–1 away victory against xPSV Eindhoven and the 5–1 aggregate triumph over the reigning European Champions, Real Madrid, as well as running the eventual winners close in the semi-final – a tie of fine margins.

         So Arsenal supporters should enjoy reviewing the good and bad of a successful 2024/25, remembering that no team has a God-given right to win a trophy. Perhaps next season will see the club go one better, but if it doesn’t, then their fans should reflect on a campaign that, along with some disappointment, brought them much joy.

         
             

         

         Alex Fynn & Kevin Whitcher 
June 2025

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter 1

            What Are the Prospects for Arsenal’s 2024/25 Season?

         

         It’s always a bit tricky to assess the future before the transfer window has closed, and there are a couple of weeks left before squads have to be finalised. In days gone by, the squad photo would be taken on a balmy afternoon towards the end of July, but of course, transfers could happen at any time during pre-season and the season itself. The authorities imposed restrictions on transfers twelve years ago because they thought it would help to protect the integrity of the game. But then why were such limits brought in if the authorities can sanction a player joining halfway through a season, or indeed after three games? Why can’t clubs buy a player anytime like they used to?

         Anyway, there’s a good chance that Mikel Arteta will secure the services of Real Sociedad’s European Championship winner Mikel Merino, to add to the signing of Italy international defender Riccardo Calafiori from Bologna for £42 million. Perhaps the plan is that if Merino joins, he would operate on the left side of an attacking midfield, similar to Declan Rice’s role during the last half of the previous season in which he would drop back to support the deeper holding midfielder (which now should be Rice most of the time) when the opposition had the ball. Very box-to-box, in the way that it seems Arteta initially wanted Kai 2Havertz to fill the void left by Granit Xhaka, which didn’t work out. However, once Havertz was moved into the centre of the attack, the team found their groove.

         In recent seasons, Arsenal have suffered severely from a lack of squad depth, and injuries have been costly. With the belated Premier League rule change allowing five substitutes, it’s become a sixteen-man game on matchday. (No wonder Manchester City kept winning the title.) The advantage is that for this season Arteta seems to have more choice without so much of a drop in quality: five subs are good enough to feature in the front three. If Merino starts, then there are four feasible selections for the two attacking midfield positions – five if Arteta ever considers Oleksandr Zinchenko as the left-sided number 8. Unless Thomas Partey is sold, there would be three options in the holding midfield position. Across defence, with the versatility of Calafiori, Jurriën Timber and Takehiro Tomiyasu, there is real strength in depth, not forgetting Ben White, who can also fill in as centre-back if needed.

         The hope is now that, barring an unfortunate run of injuries, with more rotation and rest, Arsenal can handle what promises to be a demanding season, one made even more challenging by the summer international commitments involving a fair number of the first team squad. The Bukayo Saka issue – his being absolutely indispensable – remains unresolved. Fouled incessantly, the drop-off when he doesn’t feature has been noticeable. Reiss Nelson is an honest pro and he’ll always have that winner against Bournemouth, but he’s inconsistent and often not particularly impactful. Assuming no new signing to give Saka a break on the right, Gabriel Jesus and Leandro Trossard could take turns relieving him for the odd game. 3

         The rather large elephant in the room for the season ahead is the Premier League’s determination to press on with the hearing of the 115 charges against Manchester City for breaching the league’s financial rules, which, based on the points deductions handed out to Everton and Nottingham Forest, could actually see the club relegated if the same degree of punishment per infringement were applied. Unfortunately, to protect the worldwide popularity of the Premier League, it appears more likely a substantial fine would be administered rather than a swingeing points penalty. Sad to say, sport is not above political opportunism – much as it should be.

         So, if Arsenal are to secure their first league title in twenty-one seasons, it will have to be done on the field with a stronger squad. The anticipated Merino signing gives cause for optimism. The first half of 2023/24 was a settling-in period for a team that had to get used to life without the rejuvenated and influential Granit Xhaka, the de facto captain despite not wearing the armband. Arsenal did well to pick up as many points as they did before going on an incredible run from January 2024, performing like champions-elect, but unfortunately the Manchester City machine just would not relent.

         However, football moves in cycles. Arsenal’s personnel are still maturing, whereas City are now facing the possible final seasons of Pep Guardiola and Kevin De Bruyne. The latter might willingly take a Saudi pay cheque, but his employers don’t need the money and might prefer to have him this season and then allow him to leave on a free transfer if no fresh deal can be agreed. If in the next couple of weeks De Bruyne does go, it would be a huge fillip to the title hopes not only of Arsenal but of Liverpool as well. Although Jürgen Klopp has departed 4the Anfield club, he has bequeathed a very decent squad and one that will surely be involved in the title race, unless Klopp’s replacement, Arne Slot, and the return of Michael Edwards, who was a key component in Klopp’s success, as the head of football operations, turn out to be disappointments. So Arsenal not only have to overcome the trophy holders but also hold off the only other side to have won the title since 2017. There will be a further five teams – Aston Villa, Newcastle United, Chelsea, Tottenham Hotspur and Manchester United – competing for the four guaranteed (maybe five, depending on the UEFA coefficient later in the season) Champions League qualification spots. None of these teams look like a title contender at the moment, and only Newcastle are without the distraction of European competition.

         Arsenal have looked proficient in pre-season, despite not fielding a full squad until the last pre-season encounter: a 2–0 victory in the Emirates Cup against Olympique Lyonnais at home on 11 August. Most years, non-competitive games are no real guide to what lies in store. There are exceptions – 1988/89 and 2003/04 were indications of the good times to come – but given the squad sizes these days, even in a summer without a major final, a coach’s first-choice eleven rarely start more than the ultimate warm-up game.

         The line-up for the opening fixture of the league will probably see the same eleven that started in the Emirates Cup. In a 4–3–3 formation: Raya – White, Saliba, Gabriel, Zinchenko – Partey, Rice, Ødegaard – Martinelli, Havertz, Saka. There will be tougher tests than Wolverhampton Wanderers at home, but there must also be no complacency to ensure a winning start to the campaign.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter 2

            Saka the Difference as Arsenal Off to Winning Ways

         

         ARSENAL 2 WOLVERHAMPTON WANDERERS 0

PREMIER LEAGUE – SATURDAY 17 AUGUST 2024

         Arsenal opened the 2024/25 Premier League campaign on a sunny afternoon against Wolverhampton Wanderers. Given how competitive it will surely be at the top end of the table, there really isn’t much latitude in terms of dropping cheap points. With all due respect, Wolves will surely finish in the bottom half of the table, so it is the kind of fixture that simply has to be converted into maximum points if Mikel Arteta’s team are to have a serious chance of overcoming Manchester City. There is a belief it can be done. There was in 2023/24 too, but an incredible series of results from the eventual winners just couldn’t be bettered. The loss at home to Aston Villa in the concluding weeks ultimately proved decisive, although the other major moment was Son Heung-min’s inability to equalise when Tottenham Hotspur hosted Manchester City in the final midweek game of the season.

         The pre-match thought was that Arteta would select the same starting eleven as he did in the final pre-season match against Olympique Lyonnais on 11 August, and so it was. It’s good to have choices, and Arsenal’s bench has decent depth 6in all areas of the pitch. With the extra European matches and possible domestic cup runs, there will have to be a fair amount of rotation this season. The manager likes one of his full-backs to invert and, barring costly mistakes, it’s likely he would happily retain Oleksandr Zinchenko for the role. However, both Jurriën Timber and Riccardo Calafiori are capable of playing in this fashion; Timber especially is less likely to be prone to error and can perform on both flanks. Takehiro Tomiyasu has also played effectively in this manner, highlighting the type of defender Arteta has sought to add to his ranks: comfortable on the ball, able to slip into midfield when required and above all defensively sound. In theory, it’s total football, as passed down through Rinus Michels, Johan Cruyff and Pep Guardiola.

         The selection of Kai Havertz over Gabriel Jesus is significant though, and nods to old-style English football. David Raya mixes and matches tactics now to make them less predictable. Against Wolves there were a few long goal kicks aimed specifically at Havertz’s head, so although possession is generally prioritised, Arteta is prepared to play the percentages sufficiently to keep the opposition on their toes. Ultimately, though, the game was the Bukayo Saka show. His contribution earned the team three points. A peach of a cross for Havertz to head in after twenty-five minutes put the home side ahead and the game was settled by Saka’s individual goal after seventy-three minutes, where José Sá, the Wolves goalkeeper, was left guessing as to which side of his goal to protect. The bottom line here is that certain players are simply irreplaceable, and Saka is certainly one of them.

         It was interesting to see Arsenal’s press formation with Havertz at the spearhead, Declan Rice and Martin Ødegaard 7behind him and Gabriel Martinelli, Thomas Partey and Saka in a line. The typical Christmas tree format forced Wolves to play it out wide, where space was more restricted, or play it long, where it was generally picked up by one of the home centre-backs.

         Jarred Gillett was the referee and he has an unfortunate history of some poor decisions where Arsenal are concerned. As long as his supposedly beloved Liverpool are competing for the title and Arsenal are contenders, a cynic might believe with some justification that this will sadly continue. The decision not to reduce Wolves to ten men when Yerson Mosquera had Havertz in a chokehold early in the second half was incorrect, an issue that was exacerbated when VAR did not step in – theoretically the reason for its existence.* Mosquera did not even receive a yellow card, eliciting the belief that there will be occasions this season when Arsenal have to overcome not only the opposition but also the agenda of PGMOL employees.†

         There was some early season sloppiness that needs to be ironed out. Partey gave the ball away more than once and, more unexpectedly, so did William Saliba. Such errors can occasionally be afforded against lesser teams and Arsenal were fortunate to get away with them this time. The loss of such possession presented Wolves with their best chance: a first-half header that saw David Raya pull off an excellent one-handed 8save. He played well and the debate over whether or not he should start ahead of Aaron Ramsdale is history now. After Raya’s season-long loan, the £27 million transfer fee was paid to Brentford, cementing his future in north London. 

         For the most part, it was a fairly pedestrian performance. Rice was perhaps feeling the effects of a long season which had only culminated with the Euros final just a month previously, Ben White seemed quieter than usual and even Ødegaard was less involved than expected. The excellent fluidity conspicuous in the final two pre-season matches was absent, but naturally the real tests are going to be more competitive. Of course, winning was the priority, so on that front it was job done. Move on to the next one.

         News of the injury that forced Rice’s withdrawal late on, which initially appeared to be just cramp but may turn out to be something more serious, is anxiously awaited. Assuming Mikel Merino is secured from Real Sociedad (where he has played with both Ødegaard and Kieran Tierney), which seems to be a matter of routine now, he will be phased in. If Rice were to be out for a couple of weeks, Havertz might drop back and Jesus could come in, as happened when Rice was withdrawn in the eighty-fifth minute. When Leandro Trossard came on to replace Saka, Martinelli switched to the right wing, which might be an option for future matches. If Saka is rested or, perish the thought, injured, Jesus is another option there too. Fábio Vieira feels like too much of a step down – a transfer that hasn’t really worked out; Reiss Nelson is also still at the club but a season on loan somewhere probably awaits him.

         Before kick-off, there was a heartfelt minute of appreciation for the sadly departed Kevin Campbell. Many of the 60,000 in 9attendance yesterday were old enough to have seen the striker in his prime between 1990 and 1994 when he played his part in a succession of Arsenal trophy wins. A graduate of the Arsenal Youth System, as centre-forward Campbell won four honours with Arsenal, including the 1991 League title and the 1994 European Cup Winners’ Cup, scoring forty-six goals in 163 appearances before being transferred to Everton in 1995. His loss was deeply felt by supporters who closely identified with ‘one of their own’ and whose post-football career as a pundit was characterised by a deep knowledge of the game and a warm engaging personality.

         As for the current side, it’s a challenging start to the season domestically, with three of the first five matches being away to Aston Villa, Tottenham Hotspur and Manchester City. Arsenal didn’t exactly hit the ground running, but a win is a win and Bukayo Saka ensured the team got off on the right foot. Next weekend should provide evidence of where they stand in terms of their readiness. 10

         
            * The role of VAR (Video Assistant Referee) is to assist the on-field referee with regard to goals, penalties, red cards and mistaken identity. The on-field referee’s decision stands unless VAR, after reviewing the incident, alerts him to a clear and obvious error and directs him to a pitch-side monitor where the incident will be replayed for him to make a final decision. The 2024/25 season is the sixth in which the system has been employed.

            † PGMOL (Professional Game Management Officials Ltd.) is the body responsible for refereeing all games in the Premier League and the Football League (EFL). The chief executive officer is former World Cup Final (2010) referee Howard Webb. The PGMOL supervise the training, development and mentoring of all Premier League and Football League officials.
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            Chapter 3

            What Has UEFA Done to the Champions League?

         

         The draw for the league stage of the Champions League will take place at the Grimaldi Forum in Monaco on 29 August 2024. That’s Grimaldi with an ‘l’, Europe’s oldest royal family. Monaco was, of course, also the home of the legendary Gilles Grimandi (with an ‘n’) before his purchase by Arsène Wenger in the summer of 1997. Yes, Grimandi, the man responsible for a memorable Champions League moment if you are an Arsenal supporter with sadistic tendencies: during the Lazio versus Arsenal match in October 2000, Grimandi elbowed Diego Simeone, causing a head wound that required six stitches. UEFA decided the incident – missed on the night by officials, some eighteen years before VAR popped up – was worth a three-match ban for Arsenal’s utility man. (Why Grimandi thought he would get away with it is a mystery, as the previous season he had received a red card for a similar offence against Barcelona at Camp Nou.) This incident aside, after beating Lazio at Highbury 2–0, Arsenal drew 1–1 in Rome and eventually lost to Valencia in the quarter-finals on the away goals rule, their best result in UEFA’s premier club competition since 1972.

         Of course, it’s all about money now; indeed, this is the very 12reason for the restructuring of the Champions League for this season and doubtless the further changes to come until a European league inevitably transpires. The 2024/25 version ensures that there are an extra four matchdays before the round of sixteen. More matches, more money.*

         The income from the UEFA broadcast and sponsorship deals will rise by 25 per cent as a consequence of the greater number of matches and the expected positive response to the new format.† In 2022/23, Manchester City as champions earned £112 million in prize and broadcast money (and millions more in matchday and commercial revenue). The average earnings for English clubs was £80 million, which could rise by at least 20 per cent in 2024/25, further increasing the concern over the widening divide in revenue streams between the those in the Premier League who qualify for the Champions League and those who don’t. Arsenal only earned £21 million from their Europa League exploits in 2022/23; West Ham United received £13 million from winning the Europa Conference League. The other fourteen clubs brought in little in comparison despite the solidarity payments made to non-qualifiers for European competitions, though these are set to rise this season.

         When AC Milan won the European Cup back in 1989, a total of nine matches had to be undertaken. This season, the winner will play either seventeen or nineteen, depending 13whether or not the play-off round to determine the teams that join the top eight from the first phase is avoided. 

         Of course, more matches favour the bigger teams – they have larger squads and can spread the workload and have the added advantage now that five substitutes can be utilised. Back in the days of the simple knock-out format, an open draw meant that everyone was on a level playing field, unless the referee for one reason or another showed an obvious bias. (Just involving English clubs, Brian Clough’s Derby County against Juventus in the 1973 European Cup semi-final comes to mind, and there were also some very questionable calls in the Leeds United versus Bayern Munich final in 1975.) At least the draw wasn’t fixed, although when the Spanish and Italian champions Real Madrid and Napoli met in the opening round of the 1987/88 competition, it was a bridge too far.

         It was a game that changed football. ‘The European Cup has become a historical acronym,’ Silvio Berlusconi, media mogul, owner of AC Milan and future Prime Minister of Italy, declaimed in 1991. ‘It is economic nonsense that a club such as Milan might be eliminated in the first round. It is not modern thinking.’ His subsequent proposal for a European Super League featuring the bigger clubs in the big television markets (produced for him by Alex Fynn, then director of the advertising agency Saatchi and Saatchi), together with Glasgow Rangers’ plan for a group system, caused UEFA to rethink. In 1991/92, a group stage was added to the European Cup, which transmogrified into the Champions League the following season.

         Since the introduction of groups, there had always been a second chance in the event of a bad result which might have 14proved fatal in the original knock-out format, and gradually the round of sixteen stage became a procession of the usual suspects. Occasionally in recent seasons one of the big boys might finish third in their group and get demoted to the Europa League. The new format sees one giant league with thirty-six teams. The top eight go straight through to the round of sixteen. The teams between ninth and twenty-fourth have a two-legged play-off round in February to earn the right to pit themselves against one of the top eight teams. Under the new rules, only the bottom twelve of the thirty-six teams – one in three – will exit the Champions League, as opposed to the previous sixteen – one in two. The previous consolation safety net of the Europa League for third-placed teams has now been taken down. Each team will play two sides from each of the four seeded pots. One will be at home; one will be away. Of the eight games in total, the last two are in January 2025, which could mess up a few midwinter breaks for our continental cousins.

         Arsenal are in Pot 2 and can’t be drawn against English opposition, so from their own pot will face two of Bayer Leverkusen, Atlético Madrid, Atalanta, Juventus, Benfica, Club Brugge, Shakhtar Donetsk and AC Milan. From Pot 1, they will meet two of Real Madrid, Bayern Munich, Paris Saint-Germain, Internazionale, Borussia Dortmund, Red Bull Leipzig and Barcelona. With eight matches to get things right, it would be a surprise if more than a couple of the eighteen teams in the top two pots did not make it through. Everything is decided by the final league positions. The team that finishes at the top of the 36-team table will go up against the winner of a play-off between two teams that finished between fifteenth and 15eighteenth. The second-placed team will be in the other half of the draw, unable to meet the first-place team until the final. In this way, the route to the final is mapped out for every qualifier and nobody is kept apart on the grounds of nationality or previous opponents.

         There are benefits to the new format. One is variety. The teams only ever meet their league opponents once until the knock-out stage. Accordingly, there are eight different opponents as opposed to three in the 2023/24 format. There will be more in the way of genuinely challenging fixtures and, furthermore, a top-eight spot avoids two extra knock-out matches. So, against a team destined for elimination, it’s not only imperative to win but goal difference could be crucial as well, especially on the final matchday. The previous format with six group games frequently led to dead fixtures and qualification was often determined by Matchday 4. The new format seeks to avoid that and ensure that there are still unresolved issues come the last fixture.

         Admittedly, the agenda behind the changes is to try to pacify the cadre of ‘super clubs’ – whose profligate spending on wages, transfers and agents’ fees furnishes an insatiable appetite for money – and concoct a response to the ever-present threat of the breakaway Super League. There are now four more clubs in the competition, making room for a fifth-place team in two of Europe’s top leagues. This season they come from Germany and Italy; Borussia Dortmund and Bologna are the beneficiaries as a result of their country’s coefficient calculated by the success of their representatives in UEFA club competitions.

         Kudos to the individuals at UEFA who shook things up and appear to have provided a more competitive competition in 16the first phase. The higher the finish, the easier the potential passage should be to the final. All games will have a lot more riding on them.

         
            * For the 2024/25 season, a greater proportion of the money will be distributed as participation and performance amounts, with less allocated to the television pool (based on the country’s rights fees and the UEFA club coefficient ranked on club and country historic success).

            † For the first time since ITV’s contract ended there will be a terrestrial free-to-air presence in the UK for the Champions League with the BBC broadcasting a midweek highlights package. Another newcomer will be Amazon Prime with first pick of Tuesdays’ games; TNT Sports (formerly BT) will broadcast the other live matches.
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            Chapter 4

            Watkins the Fall Guy as Arsenal Overcome Aston Villa

         

         ASTON VILLA 0 ARSENAL 2

PREMIER LEAGUE – SATURDAY 24 AUGUST 2024

         With Arsenal losing twice to former manager Unai Emery’s Aston Villa in 2023/24, it’s fair to say that no other manager undermined their trophy aspirations more. At Villarreal in the Europa League semi-final in May 2021 and subsequently at Villa, Emery has reminded his former employers that they may have acted prematurely in dismissing him in 2019.* There was every justification to feel a certain anxiety about the opening away trip of the 2024/25 campaign.

         Although Arteta’s men had failed to score in their previous two meetings against Aston Villa, there was an about-turn on this occasion. Leandro Trossard and Thomas Partey scored to deliver three key points in the second match of an arduous opening run, which culminates in a visit to the Etihad Stadium for Arsenal’s fifth Premier League fixture.

         The team selection, with Jurriën Timber in for Oleksandr Zinchenko, showed the manager’s necessary ruthlessness. 18Zinchenko didn’t cover himself in glory in the December 2023 visit to Villa Park that saw three points dropped, so this year it may be rare to see him start against the perceived more difficult adversaries. Gabriel Jesus didn’t travel due to a groin problem. According to Transfermarkt, he was declared unfit for eighty-five days last season, with four different spells out – three of those for a knee injury and the other due to a hamstring problem. Arteta effectively called time on Eddie Nketiah as an alternative halfway through 2023/24, so if he feels he needs a fit backup for Kai Havertz, as many supporters do, he has some urgent thinking to do before the transfer window shuts in a week. Mikel Merino’s arrival has yet to be announced, but it seems to be a matter of just waiting for the photos to appear on the club website, along with the inevitable ‘Arsenal are the club of my dreams’ in-house interview. 

         The first half was a tough watch for the away fans. Bukayo Saka came close with a trademark shot towards the goalkeeper’s right corner, forcing an excellent save from his former teammate Emiliano Martínez, but other than that, the team failed to carve out opportunities. Villa, though, should have scored. If a ‘What happened next?’ was asked on A Question of Sport, the long-running BBC quiz programme, only a killjoy would have said Ollie Watkins would have put a dolly of a chance wide of the net. His opportunity arose due to Gabriel Magalhães being hounded by Villa’s pressing. He could have passed to David Raya to clear a dangerous situation instead of trying unsuccessfully to find Timber. After Watkins picked up the loose ball, nobody could believe he missed the target. At half-time, Villa’s xG (expected goals: the likelihood a goal will be scored from a particular position) was 0.75, which made 19a nonsense of that statistic – 0.99 would have seemed more accurate.

         It is an ironic turn of events that Martínez has become such a vital player for Villa since leaving Arsenal, especially under Emery. In Emery’s very first game as Arsenal manager, a pre-season friendly at Borehamwood, every single player on duty got a run-out of some kind except Martínez, as there were three keepers on the bench. July 2018 seems a long time ago – he has since won an FA Cup, two Copa Américas and the World Cup. Martínez had to wait for his chance, but what an incredible career he has made for himself once Villa came for him with a substantial bid. Back in 2020, Arteta decided Bernd Leno was his preference, let Martínez leave and then chose to replace Leno with Aaron Ramsdale, who in turn gave way to David Raya. There are still a few Gooners who bemoan the decision to sell Martínez, but perhaps he didn’t fit Arteta’s preference for goalkeepers: someone with supreme handling ability, of course, but who is also highly skilled with their feet. One attribute that Martínez undeniably possesses is the art of winding up the opposition and, by extension, their fans, and after the interval he got the bird from the away section whenever he was called into action.

         As the second half wore on, the home side had more possession and it seemed as though Arsenal would have to grind this one out and settle for a draw, reinforced by Raya pulling off an incredible save after a deflection onto the crossbar after fifty-three minutes. The goal was gaping and the Arsenal keeper was on the floor. Once again Watkins was the culprit as he looked set for an easy header over the line. He will not have slept well that night thinking about his two flunked opportunities. 20

         Arsenal kept plugging away, even though Villa’s defensive wall made life difficult. Saka should have scored at one point, but replays showed it would have been in vain as he was offside. Gabriel Martinelli was replaced by Trossard after sixty-four minutes and the switch proved decisive. Arsenal built an attack and kept the ball moving, Saka managed to stop it from going out for a goal kick and when his hopeful pass went into the middle of the area, it deflected to Trossard who hit a low shot into the corner of the goal with his first touch. His body language during the subsequent celebration by his colleagues – zero emotion – could be interpreted as a clear message to his manager – ‘What am I doing on the bench?’ He is confident in his ability, which doesn’t sit comfortably with the role of a substitute.

         Martinelli has not started the season well, prompting the thought that he may have hit some kind of impasse. During the summer he was in the Brazil squad at the Copa América. Is he just tired? Has he been worked out by the opposition? It’s early in the season, but there is certainly a case to start with Trossard, although as long as his team is prevailing, Arteta may believe that the Belgium international has more impact from the bench. To underline his point, Trossard also had a role in the second and decisive goal when he timed a run past the Villa backline and put the ball across the goal, where Saka collected it and teed up Partey for a low shot into the corner that Martínez could only help on its way into the net. Game over.

         Some observations: Havertz was criticised by some for his contribution, although he was a thorn in the side of the Villa defence and his work rate cannot be denied. His tackle in the left-back position when Villa broke late on was the mark of 21a true team player. Timber, considering how infrequently he had played alongside his colleagues, did a decent enough job as an inverted full-back – not up to Zinchenko’s level in possession but certainly a more solid obstacle in defence.

         He was replaced for the final minutes by Riccardo Calafiori who looked like a thoroughbred, both in defence and attack. Arsenal now have a surfeit of defensive choices, and it was pleasing to see another clean sheet, even if that might have had more to do with Watkins’ errors. At one point, William Saliba was forced to make a sensational sliding block, which emphasised his speed of thought and action.

         Arsenal – since the start of the calendar year – have played ten Premier League games away from home, winning nine and drawing one. Arteta found the best way to utilise Havertz and the team has settled and become a points machine. Emerging on top against an obdurate opponent was a real fillip. Villa away was always going to prove a stern test, especially so early in the campaign and, by hook or by crook, Arsenal did well to pass it. The next three domestic fixtures are against Brighton & Hove Albion at home, which is by no means an easy task, followed by trips to Tottenham Hotspur and Manchester City. The latter two games sandwich Arsenal’s opening Champions League fixture – the draw is yet to be made, but hopefully it will be a home game.

         This match was an intense start to the 2024/25 odyssey, but at least Arteta’s men have delivered all that could be asked of them so far, despite rarely reaching, creatively at least, the levels of the previous season. 22

         
            * In a serendipitous coincidence, ‘Villa’ clubs get the best out of Emery. His success at Sevilla, Villarreal and Aston Villa stands in sharp contrast to his stints at Paris Saint-Germain and Arsenal. He appears to be in his element as an underdog manager, and was seemingly ill at ease with the expectations in Paris and London.
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            Chapter 5

            A Mixed Bag for Arsenal’s Champions League Venture

         

         Good news: with the transformation of the Champions League, there will now only be one grand televised draw per season. There might be preliminary round ones, but few outside of Wales and Liechtenstein care too much about them, and UEFA might not even bother broadcasting those on their website. There will be a low-profile further draw to determine the fixtures for those clubs that will take part in the first knock-out round for the teams that finish between ninth and twenty-fourth positions in the league. Oh, for the days when the FA Cup televised draws involved a couple of old pros at Lancaster Gate and some TV presenter overseeing the velvet bags. A minimal amount of chat which was over in ten minutes. And who knows how much appearance money Gianluigi Buffon, Luís Figo and Zlatan Ibrahimović were paid to explain the new format.

         Twenty-five minutes into the broadcast, and at last it’s time for the draw. Ultimately, was there any need to have Buffon pull cards out of the bowls? Did it really influence anything, given that the draw was being done by a computer? Still, at least an element of dexterity was required. As for poor old Cristiano, he just had to press a large lottery-style button – once for each 24of the thirty-six teams – and after the first few, an understandable absence of enthusiasm for the task could be discerned.

         The first thought on what lies ahead is that UEFA’s ‘Fans First’ ethos has not got off to a great start. The match dates will be announced the following Saturday when a good number of fans will be either travelling to or watching their teams play. So booking cheap flights for away trips will be inconvenient, but at least there will be a greater choice of venues and new stadiums and cities to experience.

         Arsenal’s turn came around in Pot 2 and, considering their possible opponents from Pots 3 and 4, they should certainly make it through to the play-off round, which means finishing between ninth and twenty-fourth. Of course, the objective is to finish in the top eight to avoid the two play-off matches in February and go straight through to the last sixteen. Further, as one of the top seeded teams in the round of sixteen, there should then be an easier passage against one of the play-off round winners, unless some of the stronger teams end up outside of the top eight.

         How likely is this scenario? With the away games Arsenal were handed, the top eight may be out of reach, as several of the other teams in the top two pots appear to have less onerous tasks. Internazionale are the away trip from Pot 1, Atalanta from Pot 2, Sporting Lisbon from Pot 3 and Girona from Pot 4, all of which are chores and make it a hard road to travel. At home, the draw has been kinder. Under a top coach in Luis Enrique, French Champions Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) will likely provide the main threat to attaining maximum points at the Emirates despite transitioning from galácticos (star players) to youth, and it remains to be seen how strong PSG are 25without Kylian Mbappé. If Arsenal can win this game and the other three against Shakhtar Donetsk, Dinamo Zagreb and AS Monaco, and pick up five points on their travels, then seventeen points might be enough to squeeze into the top eight. Time will tell, and there will be a far better idea of how competitive the new format is and how many points are required only after a few matchdays have passed. One thing is for sure: there will be no going back now that UEFA have created the closest matrix to a true European league.

         So Gooners, book your flights to Milan, Bergamo, Girona and Lisbon, not forgetting that both Bergamo and Girona are advertised by certain low-budget airlines as flights to Milan and Barcelona, analogous to Southend or Luton as airports in London. Whether travelling or not, it promises to be a European campaign with a difference. 26
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            Chapter 6

            Refereeing Inconsistency Rife Against Brighton

         

         ARSENAL 1 BRIGHTON & HOVE ALBION 1

PREMIER LEAGUE – SATURDAY 31 AUGUST 2024

         Referee Chris Kavanagh played a huge part in Arsenal’s concession of two points when he seemed to apply a different interpretation to two incidents that, by the letter of the law, were both yellow card offences. Nothing was given to Brighton & Hove Albion forward João Pedro in the first half after losing control of the ball and then petulantly booting it fifty yards away to prevent Arsenal from taking a quick throw-in.

         Then, in the second half, an incident involving Declan Rice and Joel Veltman saw a free kick awarded to Brighton near the corner flag. Rice was walking away from his opponent and the ball was rolling. Before it stopped, Rice consciously knocked it a little to his right. Was he thinking of stopping the free kick from being taken? That’s what the referee, presumably in consultation with VAR, determined. Unfortunately for Rice, it was deemed a booking – his second of the game. It seemed disproportionate, especially after Pedro’s more blatant infringement went unpunished earlier. The PGMOL justification would be that it was a separate offence with no precedent, 28but some would argue that a lot of referees are more lenient with minor offences committed by players already on a card.

         There is an interesting aspect to the Premier League in terms of its geographical make-up. Only five of the twenty clubs are from the one-time footballing powerhouse of the north of England. Yet of the PGMOL officials who tend to referee the top teams, there are a disproportionate number from a northern base. Chris Kavanagh is from Ashton-under-Lyne, Greater Manchester. He is said to be a fan of non-league Droylsden, but everyone in the Manchester area is likely to lean one way or the other in terms of the city’s big two. In the interest of balance, it should be noted that David Hutchinson, the referee of the famous title decider at Anfield on 26 May 1989, subsequently suggested in private during discussions for the documentary film 89 about the game that he might not have favoured Liverpool on the night when it came to some contentious decisions, of which, of course, there was a vital one. Video replays reveal that he called correctly and the match was refereed fairly, without any bias shown to the home side, though the officials weren’t to know that at the time. But of course, it happens.

         Red cards do tend to have a huge effect, and the earlier they are administered, the more impact they have on the outcome. With Rice off, Arsenal had to play over forty minutes with ten men. Given that the technology is readily available, the sooner referees do not have the final word, the sooner there is likely to be consistency in decision-making. The right or wrong verdict can determine titles; a highly questionable goal at Newcastle United when Arsenal visited last season being a prime example. 29

         When in possession against Brighton, Arsenal employed a back three and had Thomas Partey and Jurriën Timber in midfield, though the latter moved to left-back when possession was lost. Whether or not Riccardo Calafiori, if he starts on the left side of defence, will be asked to emulate this pattern remains to be seen. By the time he entered the fray, with only ten men on the field, each substitute brought a change in formation, so nothing can be deduced from their positioning other than the team’s understanding of what the manager wants when the situation demands a switch.

         The home side had an excellent opening period in which plenty of pressure was created, but to no avail. Brighton were resolute and rode it out until Bukayo Saka’s battling qualities came to the fore and provided Kai Havertz with the opportunity to chip the onrushing Bart Verbruggen in the Brighton goal. The visitors had taken maximum points from their season so far and were innovative, hard-working and well organised. With Fabian Hürzeler, the new boss, looking every bit as good as the old one, the highly regarded Roberto De Zerbi, Brighton could finish in the top six.* If English clubs do well in Europe, then fifth place might be enough to bring Champions League football to the Amex, way beyond the wildest dreams of any Brighton fan. What has been achieved under the innovative guidance of the owner Tony Bloom has been truly remarkable.

         Rice’s first yellow card came after forty-one minutes, and nobody can really complain about that one. All the same, he is experienced enough that he should have avoided getting 30another one. How wrong that turned out to be. Martin Ødegaard, who took a knock and was struggling towards the end of the half, seemed a bit more mobile when he came out after the interval. Then Rice received his marching orders and Brighton equalised before the hour mark. William Saliba was uncharacteristically caught out by a through ball and although initially David Raya saved well, Pedro pounced on the rebound to level the scores. 

         Fair play to Arsenal for what followed; they defended with resilience as the substitutions flowed. Calafiori came on for Leandro Trossard, who had failed to make an impact against his former club, and Ødegaard and Timber made way for Gabriel Martinelli and Oleksandr Zinchenko. When Timber came off the pitch he seemed to want to continue; perhaps his manager wanted to avoid the thirty seconds he would have to wait before Timber could return, with the side already a man short.

         Arsenal fashioned another two excellent opportunities to score. The first saw an attempted Ødegaard pass to Calafiori (who was excellent in the thirty minutes or so that he was on the field) blocked, which if successful would have left him with just Verbruggen to beat. The best chance was when Havertz won a duel with his marker to go through and have a one-on-one against Verbruggen, only to see his effort saved. Brighton, though, had most of the possession and territory and fashioned chances of their own, but none as good as the one Havertz had. Towards the end, such was the stress of the second half that Arsenal appeared content with the draw. During the six minutes of injury time, which saw Raya booked for time-wasting, the team appeared to coast until the final whistle brought relief. 31

         The usual number of early leavers vacated their expensive seats – before even 2.30 p.m. on a Saturday. Would they even have attended if kick-off had been later? The game was hanging in the balance. Nobody likes queuing for anything, but the sun was out; they could have relaxed and taken their time to get home. Mystifying.

         In 2023/24, Arsenal also drew their third game in the Premier League: 2–2 at home to Fulham. For the remainder of the home fixtures, only one more was drawn and two lost; ten points dropped. Manchester City dropped ten points as well, although that was down to five draws and no losses. It goes to show that Arsenal don’t have to win every home game this season, even though at times it feels like it. One thing is certain: the inconsistent refereeing in this Brighton match will stick in the mind. Let’s hope the harsh decision to issue a second yellow card to Rice does not prove to be decisive come next May. 32

         
            * After an undistinguished playing career – a midfielder in the lower leagues in Germany – Hürzeler joined Brighton in June 2024 after taking St. Pauli to promotion to Bundesliga 1. He is the youngest permanent manager / head coach in the history of the Premier League.
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