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Authors’ Note


ON A RECENT morning, amid the daily hullabaloo at London’s busiest transport hub, the commuters at Waterloo Station went about their Underground rituals, demonstrating some of the vital skills of living in their city – how to carry a smartphone and a cup of hot tea in the same hand; how to open an umbrella without causing a public-safety emergency; and how to absolutely, positively, never, ever make eye contact with anyone else.


And down by the news-stand near the escalators, the dozens who stopped to pick up their daily newspaper showcased one very particular everyday skill essential to British life: how to read a tabloid.


Like almost everything else in this country, it turns out there’s a right and a wrong way to do that. The page numbers are merely a suggestion.


The right way starts with a glance at the headline pun on the front and an obligatory sigh for the state of humanity. Situation normal – all is not good.


But these Londoners didn’t stop to read on. They knew what they were doing. Without batting an eye, they took a quick sip of tea and flipped the entire paper over to find the news that really mattered.


Starting from the back, over dozens of pages – almost one-third of the entire newspaper in some cases – they found stories dripping with urgency, intrigue, outrage, and absurd amounts of cash; a breathless global pursuit of billions of pounds driven by an ensemble of outsize talent and ego, the stakes of which, readers are assured, are nothing less than the fates of cities, regions, and nations.


This was the stuff they really needed to start their days: the latest from the Premier League. From west London, where a Russian oligarch keeps his club in a state of permanent revolution, to north London where warring factions are locked in a spiral of endless one-upmanship, to Manchester, the country’s old industrial hub, where a sudden and dramatic power shift is rewiring the dynamic between two ancient institutions. Caught in the gears between these empires are the smaller teams in market towns and mining counties where football is the only thing that keeps them from falling off the map. And this whole world is constantly animated by oligarchs, sheikhs, American tycoons, Asian Tiger titans, and a bunch of secondary school dropouts who have been millionaires since their teens because of their skill with a ball at their feet.


All of which combines for a pretty full day of reading, more than enough Premier League excitement to compete with the stuff in the front of the papers about the latest parliamentary crisis and all that.


Far beyond the morning scramble at Waterloo Station, the speculation and vague nuggets of truth contained in the red-tops also powers an international rumour mill that, on a daily basis, captivates a dizzying number of fans around the world, reaching over to the other side of the Atlantic, clear through Asia, and all across Africa, with a few researchers in Antarctica probably keeping tabs on it all, too.


The rise of the English Premier League is a story about the sports world’s wildest gold rush. In the span of twenty-five years, the league’s twenty clubs have increased their combined value by more than 10,000 per cent, from around £50 million in 1992 to £10 billion today. During that time, the league has also exported its product to every corner of the planet.


How this happened is a tale of how the country that invented the world’s favourite game reinvented it and how a handful of secret meetings in 1992 spawned a crazy quarter-century in which money, ambition, and uncommon drama turned an ancient league into the most obsessively followed sports product on planet earth.


The story of how English football took over the world is a business and entertainment saga for the global age. It’s a familiar one, at that. It begins with a bright idea. What follows is a period of supercharged growth and frothy ambition, which leads to thrilling highs and unimagined riches. If you know anything about the dot-com boom or subprime mortgages, you know where this is heading.


The cracks start to appear. Lured by outlandish valuations, investors from far-off places pitch up to grab a slice of the action. Competitors emerge. Short-termism replaces sound judgment. And pretty soon the whole enterprise has degenerated into a tawdry mixture of peacock egos, pathological greed, and shocking profligacy.


The Premier League is a timeless tale of boom and bust, no different from all those other bubbles they warn you about in business-school textbooks. Except, that is, in one crucial respect.


In football, the bubble never burst.


As any train station news-stand will prove, here and now in the twilight of the newspaper era, one rule seems to be enough to keep no fewer than nine national dailies in business: there is no such thing as too many football pages. On any given morning, those nine newspapers will generate roughly one hundred pages of copy on the Premier League between them. And that’s only in print media. Britain’s fanatical coverage of its most popular product this side of the sandwich also buttresses twenty-four-hour sports news channels and fills the airwaves 24/7, 365 days a year. Even in the offseason.


And that’s only in Britain.


Considering the fact that the Premier League is chronicled in such minute, neurotic detail every day of its existence, the idea of a complete history would be both impossible and laughable. It would be like trying to chronicle the ins and outs of stock market fluctuations over a period of twenty-five years – a lot of numbers, a lot of lunatics in pinstriped suits, and not at all fun to read.


But there is one aspect of English football’s modern history that hasn’t quite been unpacked: the inside story of how the Premier League became the Premier League Inc., not just a football product but the global sports, business, and entertainment behemoth it is today. This is the story we want to tell.


English football didn’t begin in 1992. But that year, which marked the foundation of the Premier League, became the sport’s BC/AD milestone, the defining moment when nothing would be recorded the same way again.


So how to tell the crazy story of everything that’s happened since?


We started, unwittingly, by living through it. We were both raised in the UK in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s – the same period when English football transformed from a hyperlocal community activity into a worldwide entertainment monster. Our football afflictions independently led us to the same career as sportswriters and our coverage enabled us to chart an impressionistic, episodic history of the major inflection points in the league’s development. Right in front of us was an impossible-not-to-tell version of the Premier League’s first twenty-five years.


You couldn’t talk about the founding of the league in 1992, for instance, without telling the story of Rupert Murdoch, Sky TV, and a dramatic breakaway by a handful of English club owners who had the radical idea of making money from football. And you couldn’t track the league’s explosive commercial growth without digging into those owners’ secret obsession with the NFL while English football’s weaponized merchandising and money-spinning brilliance had to be traced back to Manchester United’s marketing revolution. There was also the confluence of stadium tragedies, fan behaviour, and economic factors that turned the match-going experience upside down and led to the construction of Arsenal’s Emirates Stadium, the first of the Premier League’s modern monuments to its own success. And all of that simply laid the table for foreign money to pour in, with two owners in particular irreparably altering the landscape: Russia’s Roman Abramovich, who bought Chelsea in 2003, and a member of the royal family of Abu Dhabi, who acquired Manchester City five years later. In between them, of course, also came the invasion of American owners who learned the hard way that doing business in the cut-throat Premier League is nothing like running a hedge fund back home.


Any of those turning points could fill volumes by themselves. But take them collectively and the arc of the whole league emerges, from deeply parochial cultural concern to global phenomenon.


This book is not an exhaustive history of English football. This book is not about who won the league when or a catalogue of the greatest moments on grass. This is a tale of empire building.


In our telling, there are a collection of inflection points that have, in turn, set off subsequent successive waves in the Premier League’s global conquest. And the book is organized around those moments, using each one to bring to life the characters who made them happen and probe the history, culture, and commerce that has accelerated the league’s growth or, at times, has stood in desperate resistance to it.


For more than one hundred years in towns across England and Wales, football supporters have turned out to champion their local teams. These aren’t ‘franchises’ in a ‘league’ in any American sense. These are deeply ingrained territorial and regional markers of English culture. No English club ever moves – they are too rooted in their communities; and if they ever die, it’s basically of old age (or financial ruin).


But when the top division of English football became the Premier League, and as the deals blossomed and the money started to flow in, more foreign players started to follow that money to England; more foreign managers came across the Channel with less rugged, more refined styles; bigger stadiums shot up, and with them, so did the ticket prices, putting a financial and emotional hurt on even the most committed of supporters.


So this is the story of how the Premier League built one of the great global entertainment empires of our era, how it sustained its astonishing growth, and what it’s willing to give up to keep plowing ahead.


Beyond our own attachment to the league, this book grew out of a combined decade of covering the English Premier League for the Wall Street Journal. Clegg became the Journal’s first European sports correspondent in 2009 and was succeeded by Robinson, who returned to Britain in 2012 after nine years in the United States. Clegg went on to edit the paper’s football coverage from New York, and Robinson is still in London and press boxes around the UK. 


In order to wrap our arms around a story of this size – and tell it through original reporting rather than combing through newspaper archives – we did the only reasonable thing and started at the beginning: the clandestine meetings that created the Premier League and the people who were in the room. The key players in those days were Arsenal vice chairman David Dein, Manchester United chairman Martin Edwards, and Tottenham Hotspur owner Irving Scholar. After speaking to that trio, we sat down with nearly one hundred other key figures from across the league’s history, gaining unprecedented access. And for the first time in any retelling, we were able to secure rare interviews with decision makers and executives from each of the so-called Big Six clubs – Manchester City, Manchester United, Chelsea, Liverpool, Arsenal, and Tottenham. Those include sit-downs with a veteran of twenty-two years of management in the league, Arsène Wenger, and conversations with the billionaire owners of Liverpool (John W. Henry), Arsenal (Stan Kroenke) and the famously reclusive chairman of Tottenham (Daniel Levy).


We also tracked down dozens of less visible figures who were nonetheless crucial – and present – during major turning points in the Premier League’s arc, from the signing of Cristiano Ronaldo by Manchester United, to Abramovich’s acquisition of Chelsea, to the arrival of Emirati royals in Manchester.


Every scene in the book is reconstructed from direct accounts and our conversations with the people who lived them. And in several cases, we were able to retell those moments because we attended them in person as English football underwent its most radical upheaval in a century.


Joshua Robinson and Jonathan Clegg


London, May 2018






Prologue


London, November 2017


ONE BY ONE, they pulled up to the Churchill Hotel in Mayfair in black taxicabs, chauffeur-driven cars, and one silver Rolls-Royce.


They strode into the marble-floored lobby, sidestepped the tourists wheeling too much luggage, and briskly turned left towards the private meeting room where they were due at 10 a.m., hoping to look casual as they clocked which of their colleagues and nemeses had already arrived. These get-togethers were never simple. The last one had devolved into an argument about who contributed more to their little club and who deserved – no, who had the God-given right – to make the most money. They hoped this time that they could talk to one another with a bit more civility. This was a fancy place after all.


A cosmopolitan collection of millionaires, billionaires, and CEOs, they came from worlds as far apart as Wall Street, professional poker, and the greeting-card business. Most of this crowd would never have had any reason to cross paths. Nor did they particularly want to. They never chose one another – they barely even trusted one another – and yet here they were, on a Thursday morning in November, committed partners in the most popular live-entertainment business on the planet.


They were the owners, executives, and resident plutocrats of the twenty football clubs in the Premier League. And they were meeting to make sure that their collective cash cow, which generates more than $5.6 billion a season, kept fattening at the same astronomical rate as it had over the past quarter of a century. Since 1992, the Premier League’s combined revenues have increased by an obscene 2,500 per cent. Not bad for a group of guys who mostly loathe one another.


But before this summit could begin, before the suits could get down to the business of England’s most successful export this side of the English language, there was another age-old national ritual they needed to endure: milling around awkwardly at a social gathering.


By the hotel entrance, Liverpool Football Club’s principal owner, the bespectacled hedge-fund billionaire John W. Henry, was making small talk with the grey-haired former sales rep in charge of the whole show, Premier League chief executive Richard Scudamore. Henry was fresh in from Boston to take stock of Liverpool’s revival under a German coach whose horn-rimmed glasses, scruffy beard, and grey sweatpants meant he could easily pass for a Hackney dad. The team’s only problem is that its owner knows plenty about winning, but in the wrong sport – Henry’s other major hobby is running the Boston Red Sox.


Strutting past them without so much as a buenos dias came Ferran Soriano, a Catalan former rugby player, carrying himself with the swagger of a man whose club is in the process of running away with the Premier League title. That’s because Manchester City were, in fact, crushing the competition – though technically it wasn’t Soriano’s club. He was there representing the interests of his boss, an Abu Dhabi sheikh who spent around £200 million to buy the team, another £1 billion on talent, attended one game in Manchester in 2010, and then never came back. But with Pep Guardiola, the sport’s eccentric philosopher king and self-styled genius from Barcelona running the team back in Manchester, the club was in good hands.


Soriano wasn’t alone on this morning. Trotting alongside him was Ivan Gazidis, a bald, Oxford-educated lawyer, standing in for his own absentee boss, the Arsenal owner ‘Silent Stan’ Kroenke, a rarely seen, never-heard real estate mogul who married a Walmart heiress and now seems less interested in owning sports teams – his portfolio also includes the NFL’s Los Angeles Rams and the NBA’s Denver Nuggets – than he is in owning the buildings they play in.


Those two made for a slightly awkward pairing since Manchester City had spent most of the previous decade on a personal mission to usurp Arsenal, signing away their best players and appropriating their gimmick of playing beautiful football above all else – with only one minor tweak. City actually won.


This had been a point of some consternation at the staid old Arsenal FC. The Gunners’ manager, a sixty-eight-year-old Frenchman with a professorial air and a PhD in late-season chokes, was desperately trying to pull off one last coup before retirement. But Arsenal’s fans didn’t want to give him that chance. They’d staged protests and flown banners over the stadium urging Arsène Wenger to beat it – and take Silent Stan with him. The joke had been running for so long now that Wenger Out signs had become practically de rigueur at any gathering of more than twelve people. That same week, one was spotted at an anti-Robert Mugabe protest in Zimbabwe.


Soriano and Gazidis wasted no time in heading to the meeting room. Tony Bloom, the poker savant and professional gambler, took a little longer. Bloom, the owner of Brighton & Hove Albion, a seaside club whose name sounds like a Shakespearean battle cry, was briefly waylaid by a detour into the hotel restaurant to peruse their selection of cakes.


By the time Bloom was ready to enter the meeting, he was joined by Steve Parish, the fast-talking, exuberantly coiffed, bespoke-suited advertising millionaire who likes to race Porsches when he isn’t putting out fires at his club, Crystal Palace. They entered through the thick white double doors and moved inside, at which point Parish took a seat directly next to Bruce Buck, the chairman of Chelsea. It wasn’t because the two men were particularly close, but because the league still gets its owners, these billionaires, titans of business, and type-A personalities, to sit in alphabetical order, presumably to prevent any nasty cliques from forming.


Parish’s Palace needed to pay close attention to the day’s discussion of projected revenues because he was a little short of cash right then despite annual payouts of up to £150 million to each club. He was about to ask his business partners in New York, a pair of private-equity giants, to stump up millions of pounds to spend on new players as his team steeled itself for a battle in the second half of the season. (If results kept breaking against Palace, they faced relegation, allowing somebody else to sit next to Chelsea the following year.)


For defending champions Chelsea, sometimes known as Chelski on account of their owner, the free-spending Russian oligarch Roman Abramovich, who is worth more than £4 billion, the money would make less of a difference. That sort of wealth comes in handy when one of your more expensive habits is impulsively firing managers and then paying out handsome severance packages. Even as the meeting unfolded without him, Abramovich was weighing the fate of his operatically mannered Italian coach, Antonio Conte, who was set to become the oligarch’s twelfth managerial victim in fourteen years. Still, Abramovich took a keen interest in the proceedings from a distance. For a forcefully discreet man, few things happen inside his team or around the league without his knowledge.


During the next two hours, the clubs in the room thrashed out the newest terms of their most valuable source of income: the Premier League’s television broadcast rights, which were heading to auction in three months’ time.


For twenty-five years, that sale had formed the backbone of the league’s business. Its games now air in 185 countries – the United Nations recognize only 193 – and every weekend they are broadcast to a potential TV audience of 4.7 billion people. This wasn’t a gathering of twenty football clubs. This was somewhere between a shareholders’ conference and a production meeting for a reality-TV show that shoots each episode with a rotating cast of twenty-two men before a live studio audience.


So no one in the meeting batted an eyelash when Ed Woodward excused himself halfway through to take a pressing phone call. New York was on the line. As chief executive of the New York Stock Exchange-listed Manchester United, he needed to lead the first-quarter earnings call with investors and financial analysts. As a former JPMorgan investment banker, this was right in Woodward’s wheelhouse. The business of actually running a successful football club, however, is a task he’s less comfortable with. Woodward was terrified of upsetting Manchester United’s own impulsive overlord, though he wasn’t one of Woodward’s direct bosses, the Florida-based billionaires who own the club. It was one of his own employees, the man he personally hired as the manager, the irascible Portuguese, José Mourinho, whose reputation for lifting trophies is matched only by his knack for driving opponents – and club chairmen – up the wall.


Mourinho, of course, never attended these meetings. He was still in Manchester, where he had lived in a luxury hotel for the previous year and a half instead of moving his family up from London. As far as that day’s conference was concerned, the foremost needler of club chairmen in the room was the short, quiet man in glasses with a stake in Tottenham Hotspur. That man, chairman Daniel Levy, drives the hardest bargain in the league. He has proven so gifted at wringing out every penny from selling players to his opponents that Tottenham could afford to tear down the stadium where it had played since 1899 and move into a new £850 million complex situated exactly twenty yards away – with nearly twice the capacity and a removable turf pitch. The goal was to accommodate NFL games on any given Sunday and provide a fitting stage for Harry Kane, his twenty-four-year-old wonder boy with a silky touch and vacant expression who was being touted as the latest saviour of the England team.


No one in the room knew more about how difficult Levy could be than David Gold, the co-owner of West Ham. He sat a few seats down from Levy though he was easy to spot in the row of dark business attire. Gold was the white-haired eighty-two-year-old who rocked up in the silver Rolls-Royce Phantom sporting a green tartan suit, looking as if he’d just stepped out of a P. G. Wodehouse novel. And that wasn’t the only thing that distinguished Gold from his fellow owners. He was also the only owner in the room to make his fortune in the one form of entertainment more popular among young men than football: porno mags.


By Gold’s side was the lone female executive in the room, Baroness Brady of Knightsbridge, better known as Karren Brady or by her nickname, the ‘First Lady of Football’. The West Ham vice chairperson was among the most feared executives at the table, not just for her ruthless professionalism – she famously married one of her own players and then sold him to a rival club, twice – but because she authored a weekly column in the Sun, where she routinely bad-mouthed rival Premier League executives.


But on this morning, everyone seemed to be on their best behaviour. They tolerated one another’s presence because there was one fact they could all agree on: the Premier League wasn’t merely the most watched sports league in the world. It was No. 1 and nothing else came remotely close.


None of the people in the Churchill Hotel on that November morning were particularly responsible for any of this. But without any real genius or acumen, the motley cast of characters that created the modern Premier League in 1992 had stumbled onto the sports equivalent of the iPhone. Pretty soon everyone everywhere wanted a piece. And in a remarkably short period, a small group of owners discovered the alchemy that turned ageing industrial cities and obscurely named clubs into the focus of compulsive global attention.


It would be generous to call too many of the outcomes in this story planned or credit genius to many of the individuals who pulled them off. But with packed stadiums, millions of viewers around the world, and TV money pouring in, life in the Premier League today was sweeter than anyone ever imagined.


Or it was in the executive boxes, at least. The business realities that weigh down other industries hadn’t caught up to the Premier League just yet, but the owners were starting to realize that the league’s octopus reach across the globe was beginning to strain ties at home, among the grass roots. As the windfalls of worldwide television and licensing contracts, shirt sales, merchandise, and international tours stacked up – and as the league sold itself off to the highest bidders – ticket prices soared, global football tourists flooded in (upsetting the parochial roots of football fandom), and the irresistible logic of commercial interests trumped the irrationality that bonded people and cities to teams that were, in many pockets of England, the only constants since before the First World War.


The result was an increasing tension between the aspirations of one of the world’s biggest entertainment businesses and the native fans of English football – its original customers – whose identity is deeply intertwined with the product. This business, ultimately, embodied the challenges of globalization, of the push and pull between expansion and identity, about the universalization of a product that is steeped in decidedly non-universal customs.


When the meeting in the Churchill wrapped up, everyone in the room agreed to keep what they’d just discussed secret. But they headed back to the four corners of England and the wider world beyond with a complimentary cold sandwich in their hands and a smile on their faces. Because they were all convinced that by the time they got together next Scudamore, their favourite employee, would have sold the next raft of television rights at a healthy profit.


And the millionaire and billionaire members of this elite circle would all come back a little richer.






PART I


Breaking Away


‘You could see the future.’


Irving Scholar, Tottenham Hotspur










1


IT WAS A little after 4 a.m. on 18 May 1992 when the phone rang in a twenty-fourth-floor apartment at Hampshire House, the New York co-op overlooking Central Park, and woke up the world’s most powerful media magnate.


Rupert Murdoch groggily reached for the receiver and placed it to his ear.


The voice barked at him from 3,500 miles away, far too loud for this hour of the morning. ‘We’re going to need to put another £30 million on the table.’


Murdoch let the information sink in.


The thick twang on the line belonged to Sam Chisholm, a cantankerous New Zealand-born executive Murdoch had installed to turn around BSkyB, his fledgling British subscription-TV network. And the table in question belonged to the owners of England’s top football teams, who were negotiating the sale of live TV rights to their matches. Thirty million was a sum that Murdoch could ill afford.


He closed his eyes and took a breath in the dark. The past few months had been some of the most draining of his life. Turnover at Fox in Los Angeles meant that he’d personally been running the network since February. Only weeks before, he had also emerged from a frantic two-year refinancing to dig the firm out of a debt crisis that threatened to force his News Corporation newspaper operation into liquidation. And all the while, he was locked in a fruitless struggle to get BSkyB off the ground in Britain. He felt like the whole ordeal had aged him twenty years.


‘Is that okay?’ Chisholm asked.


Murdoch exhaled. He was determined to make BSkyB a success – and not just because he had already plowed £2 billion into it. More than anything, he wanted BSkyB to shut up the ghastly London dinner-party set, who reliably informed him at every social event that British television was simply the best in the world. This in a country with a meagre four channels, at least two of which seemed to be forever showing snooker. Murdoch had given up trying to argue. He knew exactly what the best television in the world looked like – he watched it every night at his home in the United States.


It had more channels. It had mass appeal. And it definitely did not involve bloody billiards.


But despite his expensive efforts, the British public had been slow to come around to his satellite offering. It had been five years since he had launched the subscription-TV network, and BSkyB were still losing £1 million per week and were 500,000 subscribers short of breaking even. Now Chisholm was asking him for an extra £30 million to trump a rival offer for the rights to broadcast a sport that he distinctly didn’t care about.


English football.


Murdoch ran through the numbers in his mind. He winced.


In the years to come, signing off on an extra few million dollars for a prime piece of sports programming would become a no-brainer to Rupert Murdoch. By 1997, he would have spent some $5 billion on acquiring sports rights, brazenly signing megadeals for NFL, NHL, Major League Baseball, and NCAA college football games. But at 4 a.m. on that May morning in 1992, parting with a fortune to screen live English football didn’t feel like a no-brainer. It felt absurd. The truth was, he didn’t even like sport.


On the other hand, Murdoch sensed in his gut that if anything was going to put BSkyB on a path to growth it was live football. He of all people knew what the sport could do for a struggling business.


In 1969, Murdoch had acquired the Sun, then a failing leftist paper, and quickly transformed it into a populist tabloid filled with lowbrow gossip, topless models, and … at least a dozen pages of football every day. Within three years, it had become Britain’s biggest-selling daily newspaper. Now, nearly a quarter of a century later, could football bail him out again? He and Chisholm had spoken many times about using the game’s broad appeal to stick satellite dishes onto more middle-class homes. But how much were they willing to bet on it?


In the last few days, Chisholm had begun to express doubts about whether they could really afford the rights at all, that perhaps it was time to jump off this treadmill. The company’s advisers, Arthur Andersen, had expressly cautioned against this kind of suicidal bid, arguing it was impossible to make money on such ludicrous terms.


‘Well?’ Chisholm prodded.


Murdoch paused to consider his options one final time. There would be no call to the BSkyB directors or other members of the board in London. Their opinions would have to wait. With Chisholm hanging on the line, Murdoch weighed a decision that would upend English football and redefine the world’s media landscape. In the Manhattan predawn, it all came down to one simple question.


How high would he go?


Standing in the lobby of an upscale West London hotel with a sheaf of documents under his arm, a sealed envelope in his hand, and a look of weary bewilderment on his face, Rick Parry was asking himself the exact same thing.


Parry had arrived at the Lancaster Gate Hotel that morning ready for the most important moment of his professional life – and arguably the most important moment in English football since a group of Oxbridge graduates met in a Covent Garden pub in 1863 to approve the laws of the game. He was here to finalize plans for a new breakaway league composed of the country’s top professional clubs, which would soon become the most popular enterprise in world sport. There was just one last piece of business to hash out before they could usher in this glorious new future. In an upstairs conference room at 10 a.m., Parry was due to address the twenty-two team owners – a crowd of self-made millionaires, small-time tycoons, and freewheeling entrepreneurs – and deliver his recommendation on which broadcaster should be awarded the television rights to their new enterprise.


This was no minor detail. For more than a decade, the men who ran English football had been squabbling over how, when, and where their games should be shown on television – and, more than anything, how much they should be paid for the privilege. Figuring out a solution to this problem once and for all had persuaded twenty-two men who couldn’t agree on much of anything to put their differences aside and band together. This joint effort would upend the way football had been structured for more than a century, result in legal action from the sport’s apoplectic governing body, and spark accusations of greed from the disapproving press, not to mention widespread hostility from football fans up and down the country.


Now, after two years of clandestine meetings, courtroom drama, and more late nights than Parry had worked during his two decades as an accountant, they were ready to put the finishing touches on something they called the Premier League.


All they had to do was pick a broadcaster for the Premier League’s inaugural season. One proposal came from ITV. The other came from Murdoch’s BSkyB, better known as Sky. No matter which way they went, their football teams were set to make more money than at any point in their history.


It was Parry’s job as chief executive of the new league to advise this group of owners on which bid to accept. At that moment, no one in England had a firmer grasp of the details of the Premier League’s fate than he did. For months, Parry had been in discussions with the key players from the rival camps. For weeks, he’d been running the numbers. For hours the night before, he had stayed up late in his hotel room drafting the presentation he was due to deliver that morning. But with hundreds of millions of dollars at stake and mere minutes to go until he was due to begin speaking, it dawned on Parry that he now had no earthly idea what he was going to say.


From across the hotel lobby, John Quinton, the bespectacled former head of Barclays bank and newly installed chairman of the Premier League, caught his eye and came over. He looked puzzled. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked. Parry shrugged and glanced at his watch. He had twenty minutes to figure it out.


What was going on was that someone had moved the goalposts. With the final bids from both parties locked in, Parry had gone to bed the night before with his presentation finished and his mind made up: Sky would be the Premier League’s first television partner. Their bid worth £44.5 million a year outstripped ITV’s by £12.5 million a year; plus, they had promised to show more matches and devote greater time to the broadcasts, transforming live football into a genuine television product. Sky’s partnership with the BBC meant highlights would be available to anyone in Britain who owned a television set. The decision, in Parry’s mind, was clear.


Or rather it had been until a little after 9 that morning, at which point Trevor East, an erstwhile football journalist and the head of football at ITV, arrived at the Lancaster Gate armed with two dozen sealed envelopes containing copies of a post-deadline counterbid from ITV, which he proceeded to distribute to each of the twenty-two team owners as they arrived.


Parry looked at the envelope in his hand now and shook his head. It was completely outside the rules, of course. He had personally instructed the rival bidders to put together their final offers and make presentations to the club chairmen on 14 May, four days earlier. But Quinton had warned him about just this sort of thing. ‘There are no rules,’ Quinton had said. ‘There is a knock ’em down, drag ’em out negotiation, and the last man standing is the one who wins.’ What was Parry supposed to do now? He couldn’t blow up the talks altogether. There were millions at stake and the start of the season was only three months away. If he tried to throw out ITV’s new bid, he would have been out of a job before the league he had worked so hard to build had even kicked off. Besides, the owners had seen it now. They knew there was more cash kicking around.


So Parry did the only reasonable thing under the circumstances. He called Sam Chisholm and invited him to submit a counter-counterbid. ‘Hell,’ Chisholm replied, followed by a string of more agricultural expletives. ‘Let me get back to you.’


Which is how Parry ended up standing in the middle of a hotel lobby waiting for a phone call with chaos brewing around him, and nothing to do but wait. ‘We’ll have to delay the start of the meeting,’ he told Quinton.


This was not how Parry was used to doing business. He was an accountant by trade, having worked at Ernst & Young, and had always prided himself on being a details person, the sort of diligent worker who stayed up late reading the Football Association rule book – the English game’s equivalent of the tax code – to immerse himself in the century-old intricacies of the sport’s governance. He didn’t appreciate surprises. But ever since he’d been persuaded to get involved in football by Graham Kelly, an old professional acquaintance now in charge of the Football Association, the surprises had barely stopped.


It had all begun with the first chat in 1990 when Kelly informed him that some of the country’s top teams were plotting to form a new league and break away from the Football League, the antiquated institution that had overseen English football for more than one hundred years. What made this act of rebellion fraught with legal and logistical hurdles was that the top teams in England were bound to every other professional club in the country by a four-tiered structure consisting of ninety-two clubs, which sat on top of a broader hierarchy of dozens more semi-pro and amateur divisions that encompassed some seven thousand additional teams and stretched down almost as far as those eleven blokes from your local pub. It is possible, at least in theory, for any club in the football pyramid to reach the top with enough time and enough promotions. This is how English football’s ecosystem had worked, more or less, since 1899, a monument to Victorian Britain’s sense of order.


Until the early 1990s, no one could foresee any reason for this ever to change.


But as the top clubs grew their business ambitions, they came to see the rest of the English game as a burden. Anytime they tried to do anything, from putting names on the backs of shirts to lengthening the half-time break, there were the others digging in their heels for the sake of it. The big clubs were fed up. Why should the biggest potential football businesses in the country have their futures tethered to entities that moved at roughly the pace of tectonic plates? Their plan was to take the pyramid and lop the pointy bit off. The rest could fend for themselves.


That proposition alone was so explosive that Kelly had to go to extreme lengths to keep their meeting a secret, forbidding Parry from even travelling to London. Instead, Kelly told him, they would meet in Manchester at the Midland Hotel, an inconspicuous venue that would be ideal for their conspiratorial chat. And it was an ideal spot for a football meeting except for one minor detail: someone else thought so, too. As Kelly and Parry were shown to a table in the dining room, they realized that the Football League, the very people they were trying to undermine, had chosen the same place for their Christmas party.


Those sorts of surprises had become a feature of Parry’s time working in football. At another highly confidential meeting, Irving Scholar, the owner of Tottenham Hotspur, was forced to sneak out through a kitchen window to avoid the British press who were waiting out front. Parry thought to himself that he should’ve seen the ITV manoeuvre coming.


In the hotel lobby, Parry checked his watch again. It was at times like these that he could barely explain how he’d wound up getting involved in this absurd enterprise, much less become its chief executive.


Parry had joined the Liverpool office of Arthur Young as an accountant in 1979, eventually rising to the position of senior management consultant. When the city of Manchester embarked on a quixotic mission to bring the 1996 Summer Olympics to the rainiest city in England, Parry, a native of the north-west, had been seconded to the city’s bid team. Manchester’s Olympic dream soon fizzled out, but Parry’s work on the bid brought him into the orbit of some of the leading string-pullers in British sport. And in that world, he met a group of ambitious young businessmen who were on a quixotic mission of their own.


They wanted to make money from English football.
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ENGLAND’S NATIONAL PASTIME in the 1980s was not an obvious investment for anyone looking to turn a profit. In fact, it was barely running as a for-profit business at all.


Corporate sponsorship and pitchside advertising didn’t arrive until the late 1970s. And even then, that income barely covered the cost of keeping the grass green. Television wasn’t merely an afterthought, it was considered a vile, pernicious influence on the game, a fiendish ploy designed to keep fans at home on their couches instead of standing on the terraces under grey skies and persistent drizzle watching their local team eke out another 0–0 draw.


What little money there was in football came almost exclusively from gate receipts, though those had been falling steadily since the 1960s. And it wasn’t hard to see why. The experience of attending matches was about as comfortable as waiting for a bus. Stadiums were, by and large, crumbling husks. Many had barely been touched since they sprang up in the waning days of the nineteenth century in inner-city districts and working-class industrial towns across the country. Conditions inside them were primitive at best and often perilous to fans’ personal safety, with leaking roofs and rusting fences. What passed for food and drink was usually worse. 


With so little upside, it’s easy to understand why football wasn’t exactly teeming with the business world’s best and brightest. Club chairmen were traditionally butchers and builders, unpaid and happy to donate a few grand when required – but happier to enjoy the networking, kudos and cigar-smogged bonhomie that came with boardroom life on a Saturday afternoon. They didn’t spend a lot of time fretting over declining attendances and chronic underinvestment because they didn’t feel they had to. They were big fish in little ponds and saw themselves as custodians of local concerns that didn’t make any money anyway. It’s not as if they were running British Airways.


But those problems didn’t just solve themselves. By the 1980s, they had been allowed to spiral out of control. During a decade in which Britain was changed almost beyond recognition by a bruising recession, rising unemployment, urban riots, the Falklands conflict, and mass financial deregulation that transformed the country’s politics and society, English football went through a mutation of its own: from national sport to national embarrassment.


Fighting and disorder in the stands were now as much a feature of Saturday afternoons as the linesmen and corner flags. This despite the clubs’ deliberately segregating away fans from home fans by confining them to a roped-off or gated corner of the stadium since the 1960s – a practice that is still in place today. The subsequent advent of closed-circuit television to curb violence inside the stadiums merely pushed the skirmishes into the streets, where clashes between fans and police became commonplace. Hooligan gangs with names like the Chelsea Headhunters, the Cleethorpes Beach Patrol, and West Ham’s Inter City Firm turned the neighbourhoods around stadiums into the settings for turf wars, and the business of football fandom became a test of self-preservation. No longer did the principal danger of attending a match lie in the decaying infrastructure of English football. Now the threat of physical violence hung in the air, too – along with the powerful smell of urine.


As conditions on the terraces got worse, the game on the field itself seemed to degenerate back towards something resembling its origins as a series of semi-organized riots pitting rival villages against one another with a ball somewhere in the middle. English football was a famously rough, direct sport, short on technical refinement and long on reckless tackles. In the 1980s, though, many of the country’s top clubs became fixated with the ‘long-ball game’, launching speculative passes up the field at almost every opportunity. The best-case scenario then was a lucky bounce or a knockdown near the goal. Accuracy was sacrificed and possession given away cheaply. Any attempt at skilful play was liable to get you substituted. While there is no question that long-ball football could be effective, there is also no question that it made for an unbearably dull spectacle.


If all this gives the impression of a game in decline, 1985 marked the year that English football hit rock-bottom – the first time, at least. In May, a fire broke out mid match at Bradford’s Valley Parade stadium when a cigarette butt allegedly ignited a pile of festering rubbish beneath the stands, which had no extinguishers, and led to fifty-six deaths. Later that month, clashes between Liverpool and fans of Italian football superpower Juventus resulted in thirty-nine fatalities and more than six hundred injuries at the European Cup final at Heysel Stadium in Belgium. And in between the two disasters, the Sunday Times published a leader that appeared to speak for the public at large – and the upper echelons of government – in which it branded football as a ‘slum game played by slum people in slum stadiums’.


The very fabric of the professional game was coming apart.


By the end of the season, the league’s title sponsor, Canon, had abandoned the sport. Attendance for the year was the lowest on record since the 1920s. It looked as if football was finally headed the same way as the classic Victorian pastimes of bearbaiting, bare-knuckle boxing, and colonizing far-flung territories in the name of the Crown. It was not, in other words, a business that people were clamouring to invest in.


All of which made it exactly the sort of opportunity that appealed to an enterprising young commodity trader named David Dein.


David Dein always liked to think of himself as a man who could sniff out a good investment where others didn’t. And from the time he dropped out of university at twenty-one to embark on a career in business, his instincts had been proven right.


Dein started out importing tropical fruit in Shepherds Bush Market, hawking mangoes, yams, and other foreign produce to London’s growing Caribbean community. At the age of thirty-six, he took his skill as a salesman and moved into commodity brokering, where his company, London and Overseas Co., had a turnover of £42 million by 1981. A natural raconteur with an easy charm and a permanent tan, Dein attributed his success to his ability to identify value, take positions, and, when all else fails, roll the dice. By 1983, however, Dein’s run of luck in the trading business had started to turn. His company was the victim of a fraudulent scheme involving an Indian businessman, a half-dozen investment banks, and a single shipment of sugar bound for Nigeria that would take him years to untangle. In the short term, Dein found his business saddled overnight with debts of around $20 million. That was the push he needed to start looking for new investment opportunities. Without leaving London, Dein found exactly what he was looking for: a distressed asset in an underperforming market that he could smell was ripe for a turnaround.


In February 1983, he paid £292,000 for 16.6 per cent of Arsenal Football Club.


Even for someone who had made his fortune betting on risky propositions, Dein’s investment in Arsenal looked like a reckless gamble. The club was a sleepy old institution in north London that hadn’t won the league in more than a decade and whose home at Highbury was so quiet that it became known as the ‘Library’. Dein’s fellow traders were bemused. Friends looked aghast when he told them. Even Peter Hill-Wood, the club’s majority owner and the man who had sold Dein his shares, called the investment ‘crazy’.


‘To all intents and purposes,’ Hill-Wood said at the time, ‘it’s dead money.’


Dein didn’t see it that way – which wouldn’t be the only time he found that his vision for Arsenal was at odds with the rest of the board. The other directors were mostly men like Hill-Wood, a cigar-chomping Old Etonian whose grandfather had joined the Arsenal board in 1919. Like most English football executives at the time, Hill-Wood had inherited control of the club and viewed it much like being bequeathed a crumbling chateau in the south of France, less a business endeavour than a lifelong financial obligation. ‘I have never looked at a football club as a financial asset,’ he said. ‘We used to buy shares at thirty bob each and, to be honest, viewed them as rather a waste of money.’


Dein was more than happy to squander his personal wealth on buying up shares. Over the next decade, he was relentless in building up his stake in Arsenal, though he insisted a story about an eight-hundred-mile round-trip to acquire two shares from an elderly woman in Scotland was apocryphal. By 1989, his shareholding had grown to 41 per cent, Arsenal were winning championships again and Dein was regarded as one of English football’s most prominent executives. Though he was derided in some quarters with that most aristocratic of insults – a social climber; the best-known vice chairman in football, one critic called him – he had become a power broker in the small circle of executives who made it their business to drag English football out of the nineteenth century by the end of the twentieth.


Dein didn’t have to travel far to find his accomplices. In 1982, Irving Scholar, a real estate tycoon, had tied up a deal for a property situated just four miles from Highbury – a stately pile of brick and mortar known as Tottenham Hotspur Football Club. Scholar had seen Dein rolling around town in a sports car with personalised number plates for years and was vaguely acquainted with his brother Arnold. But the two executives had never really crossed paths. Like Dein, Scholar was a self-made man. And, like Dein, he considered himself to be a savvier operator than most of the other owners in English football. His own acquisition of Tottenham had amounted to a corporate raid in which he scoured the club’s original shareholder register, bought up shares cheaply and surreptitiously, and muscled his way onto the board of directors. In all, Scholar paid £600,000 for the 25 per cent stake that he used to seize control of his boyhood football club.


Up north, Martin Edwards had come to be in control of Manchester United through similar means. His father, a local butcher and wily businessman known as ‘Champagne’ Louis Edwards for his love of bubbly and fine cigars, had quietly amassed a 50 per cent stake in the club by similarly tracking down individual shareholders and snapping up their shares. When he died of a heart attack in 1980, Martin took over as Manchester United chairman. He soon became the third member of this group of modernizers after a 1983 pre-season tour to Swaziland, the tiny landlocked kingdom in southern Africa, which was chosen since political sanctions prevented British teams from playing in neighbouring South Africa because of apartheid. Tottenham also made the trip – a team called Tottman that was drawn from the two clubs defeated the Swaziland national team 6–1 in Lobamba’s Somhlolo National Stadium – which is where Edwards and Scholar shared their frustrations about the Football League, their resistance to change, the endless series of subcommittees, and their confounding lack of commercial know-how.


‘It was a bit of a club – a club within a club,’ Scholar said of the trio of forty-something young bucks. ‘What we all had in common was that we loved football and we wanted football to do well. We knew that if football did well everything else would flow from that.’


Dein, Edwards, and Scholar weren’t the only modernizers in English football at this time. Others would join their band of agitators, notably Everton chairman Phil Carter and Liverpool’s Noel White, to round out what was then the Big Five group of the country’s top clubs.


But in 1985, with English football mired in an existential crisis, absent from TV screens, and seemingly on the road to financial ruin, it was these three men whose casual conversations would kick-start the breakup of the game’s old order. And it was their vision for the future that ultimately led to the lobby of the Lancaster Gate Hotel on a May morning in 1992. They pictured a modern, marketable, and media-friendly league, with safe, attractive stadiums fit for corporate hospitality that would harness the power of television and transform their teams into billion-dollar businesses.


As it happened, this vision had a name: the National Football League.


David Dein’s tenure as a director of Arsenal, which began in 1983 and ended in 2007, will forever be defined by the Invincibles, the Gunners’ side that went through all thirty-eight matches of the 2003–4 league campaign without losing a single one. It hadn’t been done since the 1880s and it hasn’t been matched since. Dein, as the club’s vice chairman with a hand in every transfer, was one of the team’s principal architects.


But it wasn’t Dein’s first brush with perfection in sports. That had come three decades earlier, shortly after Dein and his American wife, Barbara, were married and the newlyweds decided to spend some time in Miami. There, Dein was introduced to a different kind of football – ‘Larry Csonka … He was about 200 kilos, a man mountain, a brick wall!’ – courtesy of the 1972 Miami Dolphins.


The ’72 Dolphins remain one of the most mythical teams in the annals of US professional sports and are still the NFL’s only undefeated championship team. To this day, they convene once a season to pop champagne when the last remaining unbeaten team in the NFL finally loses a game, thereby preserving Miami’s indelible mark on history. The Dolphins left a lasting impression on Dein, too, though not thanks to the exploits of quarterback Bob Griese or Larry Csonka, their Hall of Fame fullback. Dein was enamoured with the big screens at the Dolphins’ stadium, the wide concourses, the gourmet food, and the cheerleaders. This, he realized, was what a top-class sporting event looked like.


‘That was an eye-opener,’ Dein said. ‘I understood that was how a sport should be run. The way they marketed it – it was more than ninety minutes of football, it was an event. This was a family sport, good outlets, you could get a decent meal. Even the toilets were good.’


The toilets, it must be observed, were not merely a footnote. Dein would make the bathrooms in English football a personal crusade. To him, they embodied everything that was wrong with the sport.


Of all the potential hazards of attending an English football game in the 1980s – the dilapidated stadiums, the threat of fan violence, the damp chill of British weather – nothing was more fraught in Dein’s mind than the experience of venturing inside the stadium toilets. They were not merely basic but downright squalid, often situated in the open air and comprising little more than a tin wall and a trench dug into the ground. (If you are even asking about the women’s toilets, we have not made sufficiently clear the dire state of English football at this time.) Even worse, half-time lasted just ten minutes, an interlude so brief that many fans opted to forego the long queues for the bathroom by relieving themselves against a wall or into a sink instead.


‘We’re in the entertainment business,’ Dein implored fellow owners at league meetings. ‘It’s got to be an enjoyable experience. You don’t want to queue for ten minutes and still can’t get to the loo. It’s got to be pleasant.’


Much to his dismay, Dein found the other owners unmoved by his bathroom predicament. It took him five years to convince them to extend half-time to fifteen minutes. Dein’s mission to transform the toilet-going experience of English football would take a lot longer.


But with bathrooms remaining an ambition for the future, he made progress on other fronts. Indeed, not long after he bought into Arsenal, the club’s stadium began to exhibit clear signs of his exposure to US sports. The Gunners added executive boxes and a roof to the Clock End stand in 1988. In the years that followed, the club would add a pair of jumbotrons, a supersize gift shop, a club museum, and, in 1994, its first mascot – an eight-foot green dinosaur in a baseball cap named Gunnersaurus, invented in a competition by an eleven-year-old.


The NFL influence would soon show up across north London, too, at Tottenham’s White Hart Lane. Irving Scholar made his own pilgrimage to the US shortly after taking control of Spurs, searching for ideas to ramp up the club’s marketing and commercial operations, an area where Tottenham had fallen behind. Spurs had only signed its first jersey sponsorship deal with the brewer Holsten in 1983, becoming one of the last top-flight teams in the league to splash a corporate logo across its famous white shirts.


Unlike Dein, who got to know the NFL as a spectator of the Miami Dolphins, Scholar had an insider’s connection – to one of the all-time greats, no less, who changed the league and racked up accomplishments that are celebrated to this day.


His man was O. J. Simpson.


By coincidence, Scholar’s trip to the States came at a time when the NFL was looking to broaden its global footprint. One suggestion making the rounds was the idea of staging a pre-season game in London between the previous season’s Super Bowl participants. And Simpson had somehow involved himself as a middleman. Which is how Scholar wound up partying in New York City with a tuxedo-clad O. J. and a fur-coated Nicole Brown one night in 1983 – ‘Serious VIP stuff,’ Scholar recalled. The next day, Simpson introduced Scholar to NFL supremo Pete Rozelle upstairs at the league’s Park Avenue headquarters. And even though the Super Bowl rematch never came off, Scholar returned to London with a new appreciation for the NFL’s way of doing business. ‘In terms of the commercial attraction, it was amazing,’ he remembered. ‘You could see the future.’


Scholar would continue his NFL education in the following years, attending a New York Jets game in 1987 with Martin Edwards, who also became an enthusiastic disciple of the NFL’s marketing playbook. Five years later, Manchester United would unveil a black jersey for away games that looked suspiciously like the black uniforms of the Los Angeles Raiders. Had Raiders owner Al Davis noticed, he probably would’ve sued.


In the decade before 1992, as the Premier League’s new wave sought to upend English football and transform a game rooted in amateurism into an entertainment product for the twenty-first century, the NFL served as a kind of business case study for Dein, Scholar, and Edwards. It informed their thinking on everything from corporate branding to constitutional governance, from big-picture ideas to smaller details such as printing names on the backs of shirts. In their quest to infuse a century-old sport with the commercial expertise and razzle-dazzle of the NFL, no one was too shy to pilfer an idea.


But of all the things they learned from across the pond, one lesson stood out. If they were ever going to make any money from owning a football club, it was going to come from television.
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MAKING A FORTUNE from television seemed an unlikely scenario when Irving Scholar, Martin Edwards, and a half-dozen other team owners convened in late December 1985 at the Posthouse Hotel, a monolithic grey block on the outskirts of Heathrow Airport. Back then, English football didn’t look much like a dynamite TV product. Mostly because it wasn’t technically a TV product at all.


Unable to reach a deal with the two major terrestrial channels, the BBC and ITV, for coverage of live games, the 1985–6 season kicked off in August with no domestic TV deal in place. That meant no live games on television and no highlights programmes either. ITN even refused to announce the results on their evening news bulletins.


The season was effectively invisible.


How the world’s most popular sport was dropped from the TV schedule altogether in the country that invented the game was partly due to a breakdown in relations between team owners and the TV channels. Football executives had long been convinced that the BBC and ITV were colluding to keep the rights fees for matches artificially low, a suspicion that only hardened when negotiators for the two broadcasters pulled up to a critical meeting at White Hart Lane that summer and emerged from the same black cab.


But the blackout was also a legacy of English football’s long-standing ambivalence towards television, an attitude borne out of the game’s entrenched traditions, its time-honoured revenue-sharing model, and an overall power structure that by 1985 was teetering on the brink of collapse.


Football first appeared on British television screens in 1937, though it wasn’t until 1960 that anyone made a concerted effort to show regular live games. That year, ITV agreed to a deal worth £150,000 with the Football League to air twenty-six live matches. There was just one catch: they couldn’t show all ninety minutes of those matches. Terrified of the impact regular televised football would have on attendance, which remained their only real source of income, the clubs refused to allow ITV’s cameras to start rolling until the second half. This compromise lasted a few weeks until Arsenal and Tottenham refused to allow ITV’s cameras to roll at all, at which point English football’s first major TV deal collapsed in a bout of mutual recrimination between clubs and broadcasters.


Over the next four decades, relations barely improved. By 1964, the BBC had debuted Match of the Day, its Saturday night highlights show, for which it paid a grand total of £5,000. The owners of the ninety-two Football League clubs split the money equally, which amounted to roughly £50 each, and congratulated themselves on expertly sidestepping the scourge of live television.


For the best part of two decades afterwards, that arrangement was allowed to persist. Football was shown on TV almost exclusively through highlights programmes. What little money the game commanded in rights fees was shared equally among the clubs in all four divisions, meaning Manchester United received the same payout as Millwall.


The players, for their part, had little inkling that any of this could ever change. They had been raised to believe that professional football was a trade, like carpentry or plumbing. You left school as a teenager to join a team as an ‘apprentice’ – which meant a lot of time spent cleaning the senior players’ boots – and eventually graduated to a pro contract if you were good enough. Footballers earned decent wages – in the 1970s, the best players took home £12,000 to £15,000 a year, roughly double the average working man’s salary – but by the time they retired from the game in their mid thirties, they needed to find something else to do. No one made enough to kick up their feet for the rest of their lives. So the players who didn’t slide into coaching went back to their working-class roots and did working-class jobs – driving taxis or running pubs. Besides, if they did want to change the system, it’s not like football gave them much of a voice.
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