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			Ian Herbert is an award-winning journalist, author and the Daily Mail’s deputy chief sportswriter.
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			Praise for Tinseltown 

			 

			‘A superb account of a modern-day success story, told beautifully by one of the best writers in the business. This is one of the great football stories of recent years. No matter who you support, if you love football, you will love the story of Tinseltown’

			Daniel Taylor, The Athletic

			 

			‘This is a compelling, multi-layered, page turner, underpinned by a real sense of both place and connection with the eclectic characters involved. It will appeal to anyone with even the slightest interest in the game’s enduring place in a changing world’

			Louise Taylor, Guardian

			 

			‘This book comes from the heart. It tells the story of how Wrexham, the club I love, has always been special and achieved so much in the past, as well as the present. I really enjoyed it’

			Mickey Thomas, Wrexham FC legend and 1992 FA Cup hero

		

	
		
			 

			About the Book

			In February 2021, American TV writer and actor Rob McElhenney and Hollywood film star Ryan Reynolds joined forces to buy Wrexham Football Club, a cash-strapped non-league football team owned and run by its supporters who had saved the club from bankruptcy ten years earlier.

			 

			Did these Hollywood stars know what they were getting in to? The football world was alien to them, yet the club was the very beating heart of the Wrexham community. If it didn’t work, they would have the entire town baying for their blood.

			 

			Written with the cooperation of Wrexham Football Club, Tinseltown tells the story of an extraordinary, unpredictable and often surreal football takeover against a backdrop of post-industrial life in this former coal and steel town in north-east Wales.

			 

			It reveals and analyses how McElhenney and Reynolds exploded the traditional notion of British football club ownership, and how the fans, the team and the Wrexham community responded. And it charts the bumpy, nerve-crunching journey towards the top of the National League table and a tilt at promotion, as the whole world suddenly watched on and fell in love with Wrexham.

		

	
		
			

			To Pete, Dan, Jamie and Richard,

			‘in the Plas Coch at 2’.
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			The picture in front of me tells my story of Wrexham FC.

			There’s Dad, Pete and me, and we’ve even managed to get Mum ­­along. She’s only just about visible but there’s enough of her face to show that she’s happy too – and you’d never have known­­­ that we’d done this trip twice. We were at Upton Park, West Ham, in January 1997, for an FA Cup third-­round replay, but the first time we’d caught the coach we made it as far as Toddington Services on the M1 before they called the game off, sending us all the way back to Wrexham.

			Having to travel twice was what following Wrexham was all about. It entailed effort, sometimes for little reward because they weren’t rich and didn’t win on a regular basis. But the journey, the build-­up, the anticipation and the hope meant almost as much as the match. It was infectious. Oonagh Jill and Sally, who I lived with, travelled down to Upton Park that day too. Oonagh’s next to Pete in the picture. Richard couldn’t have been far away either, and the picture was taken by Cliff, photographer for the paper we both worked for.

			We were the underdogs playing a First Division team and won 1–0 – one of those days when you shout so much at a game that your head hurts as you leave it. We didn’t know at the time that the match would be part of a Cup run that would be talked about for years. We won away in the fourth round at Peterborough (where the boot of Pete’s Ford Fiesta flew open on the bypass), then did the same at Birmingham City, sending us into the quarter-­finals. The madness of making it all that way, only to lose on a Sunday lunchtime at Chesterfield to a team from our own level, against the backdrop of the crooked spire of the church in the town . . .

			The coaching staff that year included Joey Jones, a giant of the team, who as a player had left Wrexham for Liverpool, came home, gave the club four more great years, left for Chelsea, came home to play for us yet again, and by the time of that FA Cup run was part of manager Brian Flynn’s coaching team. The Racecourse song for him was not the most original: ‘Oh, Joey, Joey – Joey, Joey, Joey, Joey, Joey Jones.’ And from his seat in the dugout he would always extend his arm and shake his fist in acknowledgement before a cheer would go up. That defiant fist salute, popped out of the end of the dugout, was all you saw. It was his trademark. When he published an autobiography in 2005, chronicling his great career in the game, he called it Oh Joey, Joey. His great friend was Mickey Thomas, another legend of North Wales, who also played for Wrexham and also left and also came home again 13 years later – to score a goal in the 1992 FA Cup third round against Arsenal that would enter the pantheon of the tournament. The footage of Mickey’s goal looks blurred and analogue in these digital days, but the memory prevails and my bright orange ticket stub is still as beautiful as ever.

			The programmes have been a way to remember the places we went to – Halifax, Rochdale, Burnley and a Welsh Cup game at Hereford, for which we left very late. But it’s the home programmes from the 1980s, here in a pile, which are the best reminders of the days when we’d catch the train from Chirk to Wrexham General, next to the ground, and walk into town for some chips from the place near the bus station on King Street.

			The earliest programme I still have is from 26 November 1983, a home match against Northampton Town that features the image of manager Bobby Roberts pointing at something, which was always on the cover until they started to use black and white action pictures. They were obviously starting to get commercial that season: a strapline on the match programme reads, ‘A lot more than a football club.’; a picture of a chef in his chef’s hat, holding a platter of food, was captioned: ‘Typical Cuisine for full Sponsored Games’ and was always accompanying the picture of Bobby pointing.

			The commercial bit we liked was the small club shop – a hatch, more than a shop – where you could buy a piece of the merchandise on offer. I had a pennant and a print of Bobby Shinton. Pete bought the club’s vinyl single. The single came out in 1978 after promotion to Division Two, the season of the first game we ever saw there: Hereford United at home in December 1977 – a 2–1 win with number 11 Les Cartwright scoring direct from a corner. Dad was there. And his dad, Ted.

			The match programmes also came from the hatch. They pre-­printed the starting line-­ups and Pete was one for adding the actual names when they were read out on the tannoy. There’s Gren Millington, Simon Hunt and Medwyn Evans in his writing – red biro, capitals – on the four-­page mini-­programme for the Associate Members’ Cup second-­round game against Exeter in March 1984. Bobby’s still pointing on that one, and the chef’s still there in his hat. Crosville, the local bus firm whose green double-­deckers were a part of our lives, sponsored the team.

			The match programme collection gets weaker after 1989. We moved away and years later I started to write about football, covering the Premier League and the Champions League, where every kick, error, header and quote seemed to be a matter of life or death. When I came home to Wrexham, it was the pace of the game that struck me. Everything seemed slower. But by the time the afternoon there had finished, you’d remembered all the other parts of what you’d forgotten you were missing. Tim and Chris on the terrace near the dugout beneath the Yale Stand. The row of mighty fir trees behind that stand and the way the floodlight plays across their branches on a cold winter’s night. The Berwyn Mountains, visible through the far corner of the ground beyond the redbrick terraces on the Mold Road. The Wrexham Lager songs. Nods to people you went to school with. The result didn’t really matter so much.

			The ties that bind always bring you back, and before you knew it Pete’s boys, Dan and Jamie, had started going. There’s a picture of them in his house, aged seven and five, in the new replica tops he’d bought for them in the early 2000s. Richard had moved away but he’d often be back, driving the three hours from Cardiff with his boys, Deiniol and Ioan. All of the boys seemed to wonder what they were doing there but, soon enough, they’d know more about the team than me, with my occasional appearances.

			There were some very dark days and financial crises; a home game against Boston United in front of many, many people which staved off relegation to the non-­league, and then the drop to that level a year later. Though all of that struggle mattered a lot, the experience didn’t really change, and the crowds didn’t really drop in number. In the non-­league, Wrexham were seen as a big club, which was different. The Plas Coch pub, on the roundabout near the car park, became a new part of the day. But the experience was very much the same. The family, who knew nothing of all this, would ask you, ‘Who are they playing today?’ as you set off at 1 p.m. on a Saturday, and sometimes you didn’t even know because it was slightly beside the point.

			A picture in front of me is an aerial shot of the Racecourse Ground, undated but from before the non-­league days, at a time when the money was clearly running out. The letter ‘R’ is missing from the indistinct ‘Wrexham FC’ sign on a grey wall at the front of the club. There’s no roof over the terrace on the Mold Road side of the stadium. The floodlights look barely tall enough to light the pitch. It’s a picture I love.

			After Rob McElhenney and Ryan Reynolds bought Wrexham, there was money, players, noise, humour and not a single seat left in the house. They brought everything that Wrexham had always seemed to be missing. But would it retain what it had always had? Would it still be the place where we’d measured out so many years? Would it still have soul? We were about to find out.

		

	
		
			1

			Last Daffodils of Spring
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			The supporters fighting to keep Wrexham Football Club alive had done their best to introduce something vibrant and optimistic on the Mold Road approach to the Racecourse Ground. Some daffodils were delivering some colour in a small flowerbed they’d created there in the early days of March 2020. They’d been blooming on 1 March, Dydd Gwyl Dewi Sant (St David’s Day), the occasion when Wales celebrates its nationhood each year.

			But the sky was slate grey a week later, and there was little spring in the steps of the groups of football supporters who trudged up to the stadium, their faces set against a bitter wind that whipped in from the Berwyn Mountains, to watch the team’s match against Eastleigh in the fifth tier National League. Many wore replica tops that carried the Wrexham club crest – a signifier of the club’s longevity and history, the year ‘1864’ woven into it in black stitching. This was a permanent reminder that theirs was the third-oldest Association Football club in the world. They walked past a green plaque, set into the exterior wall of the Mold Road Stand marking a 1909 football international here, though Wales played Scotland at the Racecourse Ground, and lost 2–0, as far back as 1877.

			But the club, like the North Wales town, was struggling, and for the first time in over 150 years the threat of relegation to the sixth tier stalked the place. That would remove Wrexham from national football and consign the club to a regional division.

			Fixed to one of the floodlights on the Mold Road side of the ground was the board with the words ‘Next match: Wrexham v . . .’ The names of some mighty teams had been affixed up there. Arsenal, AS Roma, Anderlecht, Real Zaragoza, Porto.

			The sign was not used that day and the thread to that colourful past was becoming thinner. In the 1980s and 1990s the notion of even playing Eastleigh, a non-­league team from a small market town in Hampshire, would have been risible. But on 7 March 2020 both teams were fighting to stave off relegation which would befall the bottom four teams in the league. Wrexham were sixth from bottom as they went into that afternoon’s match, a mere two points above the drop zone. Eastleigh were seventh from bottom, after a midweek win over the league’s weakest side, Chorley. Wrexham could not deny that they risked the drop.

			The team’s midfielder Luke Young was put forward for media duties that week, describing how he’d made that same descent to the sixth tier with Torquay United two years earlier, how desperate it had felt and that a spirit of resolve was needed now. The club’s media officer – a volunteer– knew he could rely on Young, one of the squad’s best talkers. But the only positive gloss the player could put on this situation was that Wrexham had been rock bottom after defeats to Aldershot and Fylde earlier that season and had somehow dragged themselves out of that predicament. ‘We’ve got out of that. We can do it again,’ the 27-­year-­old said.

			Young was one of the club’s grafters that season, a midfielder who confounds the general assumption that the life of a footballer is a glamorous one. He was the one the team depended on to tackle, block, win back possession and drive play forwards during the weekly struggle. He could strike powerful free-­kicks from a distance and took all the corners, and his face would always be crimson with effort as he left the field. But it was hard to be sure whether he was trying to convince his teammates, Wrexham’s fans or himself that all would be well that week. In the match programme for the Eastleigh game Wrexham director John Mills, a local IT entrepreneur, bluntly declared that Wrexham must win at least three of their last ten games to avoid relegation. ‘Time is a commodity rarely afforded and results have to be delivered and immediately,’ Mills wrote. ‘It has undoubtedly been a very disappointing season.’

			A glance around the Racecourse on that March day provided a sense that decline was endemic and that the grass had been growing under this club’s feet for far too long. Weeds were sprouting through the concrete on the semi-­derelict Kop terrace beneath a rusting corrugated roof. The terrace, which had rocked to the excitement of goals against European teams when Wrexham represented Wales in continental club competitions, had not been in use since 2008, when they were relegated into the fifth tier, semi-­professional non-­league from the professional Football League. The costs of maintaining it had simply been too great. A six-­foot pole, to which a Welsh flag was attached, had been rammed into a crack in the concrete for this particular match day. Banners flew from the redundant red crash barriers. The backdrop was certainly bleak, though where there is football, there is optimism. The levels of support for Wrexham had remained unusually strong for a club stuck in such a rut. Nearly 5,000 had watched a 3–1 win over Chorley on Boxing Day – not a match of any great quality – and there’d been nearly 6,000 to see the team overcome Barrow 2–1 at the start of the season. That team, from a shipbuilding town on England’s north-­west coast, was top of the league yet attracting only half as many fans as Wrexham.

			Much of the hope against Eastleigh lay with the man who graced the match programme cover that afternoon – Jordan Ponticelli, a 22-­year-­old who had floated around the professional game’s lower reaches. He was loaned out by Coventry City, a second-­tier team, to clubs like Macclesfield Town and Tranmere Rovers, barely registered there, and had now washed up here in North Wales. Unproven loanees like him had become part of the furniture at Wrexham, who could rarely afford the transfer fees involved in buying a player amid the struggle to make ends meet and stay above water. Ponticelli had scored several times for the team and was prominent again when the game kicked off against Eastleigh. Manager Dean Keates partnered him up front with Dan Jarvis, another young forward hoping for a career breakthrough at the Racecourse, after Stoke City’s academy had released him. But it was grim fare. There was little to cheer from two sides so paralysed by the jeopardy of relegation that they feared losing far more than relishing going all out to win. Keates needed his team to show imagination and self-­confidence but when Jordon Thompson, another player Wrexham had loaned in from Coventry, lifted a pass into the penalty box which gave Ponticelli an outstanding chance to score, he snatched at the shot. The football sailed over the bar. Ponticelli winced. There was an audible groan from the stands.

			The locals bore all this with a grim fatalism because their town knew all about being left behind. Wrexham had been built on coal-mining and industrial foundations. Such industry brought unspeakable tragedy – 266 men died on 22 September 1934 in an explosion and underground fire at the Gresford Colliery – but hard graft, high risk and a pay packet was infinitely better than the empty, soulless struggle for employment and identity after the mines closed. The steelworks went soon after the pit. One of the largest local employers by 2020 was a prison, and the working-­class identity had weakened. The Labour Party, which had represented Wrexham in parliament for 84 years, had lost the seat to the Conservatives five months before this football match.

			Those who walked up from the town centre to watch had made their way along Hope Street, a pedestrianised thoroughfare with a name which seemed like a badly judged joke. Much of the street was boarded up and most of the prominent establishments left were pound shops, charity shops and e-­cigarette stores. The Job Centre had the biggest premises, opposite the Rejoyce massage parlour, a few hundred yards down from the casino.

			Wrexham’s local paper, the Leader, had offered an optimistic slant that week, as it always tried to do. It carried a report about a proposed Italian restaurant planned for the old Barclays Bank building on High Street, which had been empty for ten years. Another report outlined a council scheme to revive the historic Butchers’ Market, which was once bustling with stallholders but was increasingly empty now. Proposals and ambitions – they often came to nothing, despite Wrexham’s attempts at sophistication, such as the Old No. 7 bar on Town Hill, premises proclaimed to be the oldest in town, and the Chequers wine bar around the corner.

			The most striking piece of public art in the centre was the Arc – Y Bwa, in Welsh – a sculpture depicting a miner and a steelworker. To the outsider it seemed to be a place which was looking to its past.

			In a sense, the football team was, too. It had rewound the clock ten years in search of some creativity in the midfield, re-­signing Jay Harris, a player who had left for a higher level of football five years earlier. He was approaching the twilight of his football days now, at the age of 33, but he was the one shining light in the first half against Eastleigh. He applied the outside of his boot to the ball, clipping another pass into the Eastleigh penalty box for Ponticelli. The great footballers talk of playing with ‘pictures in your head’, but Ponticelli was no painter. He just didn’t anticipate the pass heading his way. The opportunity came and went.

			There was such a deathly silence around the place that you could hear every word the players said: the exhortations of Wrexham captain Shaun Pearson as he tried to drive the team on; the frustrations of Harris with Davis Keillor-­Dunn, another short-­term signing, who’d arrived from Ross County in the Scottish Highlands; the indignation of Keillor-­Dunn when his pleas for a penalty were waved away by the referee. A weak sun briefly cast shadows across the pitch, but there was a deadening kind of resignation in the stands when the referee blew for half-­time and the teams returned to the dressing rooms.

			Viewed against the backdrop of the desperate season this had been, Wrexham’s struggle was not unexpected. Every new campaign seemed to bring with it the expectation that this might be the year they would finally make it back to the Football League. The club’s storied past and grand, if faded, old stadium bred that optimism. It had an impressive main stand, built with investment which came when Wales co-­hosted the 1999 rugby union World Cup. The games the Racecourse had been granted were not the most memorable. Samoa hammered Japan 48–3 on this pitch. But the ground development was welcome. The National League’s other lesser venues – Chorley, Maidenhead, Sutton United and Eastleigh – could not hold a torch to the Racecourse. But you don’t build promotion out of bricks and mortar. It requires a competent manager willing to stick around to lead you out of this wilderness.

			Wrexham had not found one of those for years. No fewer than 11 managers had been and gone, including caretakers, since the drop to the National League. Those who had briefly prospered promptly left for clubs already established in the Football League rather than stay to continue the fight. Their expressions of regret were of no help to the club they left behind.

			Little that ensued in the second half against Eastleigh provided any comfort to the home fans. It was Eastleigh, rather than Wrexham, who began again with the greater intent. Young did his best from distance, with a daisy-­cutter shot and then a more firmly struck effort which flew a foot wide. It was all distinctly speculative.

			The moment of significance came around the hour mark when Ponticelli ran past a defender, applied his head to a cross which Keillor-­Dunn had dropped in from the right wing, and sent the ball flying into net. Wrexham appeared to have a precious lead but Ponticelli was judged offside and the goal was chalked off. This was a team that could not even make its own luck.

			There was nothing else. Pearson and the defenders piled into the Eastleigh area at the death, but the away team’s goal wasn’t threatened again. The final whistle blew on a drab day which encapsulated Wrexham’s place on a road to nowhere. At moments like this muffled boos tend to be audible from a support base questioning the blind faith which had led them to part with £300 for a season ticket. There were no boos that day– just an air of silent resignation from those who drifted away.

			It was a good day for many of the teams also fighting against relegation. Chesterfield won at Chorley, Ebbsfleet did the same at Hartlepool, and Dagenham and Redbridge took the points at Aldershot. Fylde drew at high-­flying Solihull Moors. Wrexham dropped another place – to 19th – one position above the drop zone. Next up was the away trip to Barrow, four points clear at the top of the league table and a formidably difficult challenge. After Barrow would come matches against Boreham Wood, Torquay United and then Halifax. Wrexham had only one match left to play against a team in the bottom half of the table. The away fixture against Stockport County, a competitive team who were enjoying some new investment, would come last.

			It was two days after the Eastleigh game that stories about the Covid pandemic, in the margins until then, began to take on a greater significance. News of the first six cases in Wales became known. The Leader reported how a car park in Rossett, a village four miles south of Wrexham, was to host an experimental drive-­through test centre for those suffering symptoms, to prevent taking infection into hospitals. Thoughts that week were actually far more parochial. No one liked to say it but it would be helpful for the football team if the pandemic meant the season was abandoned.

			Harris, the midfielder, initially thought nothing of it when he developed a slight cough. Then one of the staff suggested he might want to check that out. A few days later, Wrexham announced that a player had been ‘advised to self-­isolate’ after ‘taking medical advice’. The risk of infecting others meant the game at Barrow could not take place. Within a week or so, it was announced that the season was over, the league would not be restarted and there would be no Boreham Wood, Torquay, Halifax or Stockport. Relegation would be decided by the average number of points each team had secured per game – the only fair way to draw a line under the season because some clubs had played fewer games than others. Wrexham’s status was preserved because they had gained 0.08 points per game more than Ebbsfleet. It was survival by the finest of margins. They ended the season 20th in the fifth tier – their lowest finish in 156 years of football. By 15 March Keates, Ponticelli, Harris and all the others were contemplating a very different kind of future, in lockdown. But those fans who had feared the worst could not deny that they felt relief.

			 

			Five thousand miles away, a group of American TV writers was also coming to terms with the new world according to Covid. Among them was Rob McElhenney, one of the US’s most prolific and celebrated TV writers and producers. He had created and starred in one of the country’s most popular sitcoms, though relatively few in the UK knew of it. It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia – better known as ‘Sunny’ – depicted the humour and despair of a group of people stuck in a struggling town, which happened to be McElhenney’s home turf.

			When the LA health department imposed the lockdown, McElhenney had been immersed in work with his co-­writer Megan Ganz on their next comedy series, a creation called Mythic Quest which was set in a fictional video-­game studio. Resigned to halting work for what they believed would be just a few weeks, their group began a thread sharing ideas for how to fill the time. Gaming ideas featured most, because that was the subject they were writing about. A few baking recipes surfaced. As did viewing tips. McElhenney recommended that Ganz’s English husband Humphrey Ker, who had also joined their writing team, watch an American history series. He was a history graduate and liked that kind of stuff. Ker suggested McElhenney try Sunderland ’Til I Die, a 14-­part documentary about a football team from a former shipbuilding city in England’s north-­east, which had been relegated from the Premier League.

			Before Covid had brought life to a halt, McElhenney would playfully barrack Ker for sitting in the corner of the writers’ room glued to Liverpool Football Club games on his iPad during breaks. It was a poor relation to the NFL and his own team Philadelphia Eagles, McElhenney said, with ‘too few points’. Ker had steeped himself in baseball and come to love its narratives and tradition, but he wanted to teach McElhenney something about his own country’s football culture. ‘It will show you why I care so much about football,’ he messaged to say.

			The first episode didn’t make an immediate impression. McElhenney watched it with his wife, who wasn’t terribly taken. He watched again when she was out of town on a visit to her quarantined parents and then became more gripped. He watched the Sunderland fans – taxi driver, dockworker, grandfather, vicar – who had become the series’ most memorable characters. He began to see the creative possibilities.

			Ker was preparing some dinner when McElhenney messaged again a few days later, reporting that he had tried episode two, polished off the series and then worked through the 14-­part second season, which had just come out. ‘I love this,’ McElhenney said. ‘We should do something like this. We should buy a club. We should make a documentary. Can we buy a football club? Which could we buy?’

			It was typical McElhenney. Creative imagination in overdrive. Asking, ‘What if?’ And, ‘Why not?’ Wanting the answers yesterday. As the only individual in the group with a British football knowledge, Ker was entrusted with the task of answering that question. He didn’t feel he was putting together a major financial proposition. They were all just hanging around with a lot of time on their hands and it was something to take a look at. Some of his source materials were basic but he knew what he was looking for: a working-­class club with a story and a history that could use some help. And enough fans to make it work.

			It was through a Zoom call, rather than a WhatsApp message, that Ker got back to McElhenney a few days later. ‘There’s a team who’ve been getting 4,500 fans at the wrong end of the fifth tier,’ he told him. ‘They’re venerable. They’re old. They’ve got a whole pile of history. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of a town called Wrexham?’

		

	
		
			2

			Name Withheld

			Spencer Harris was sitting in the lounge of his stone-­built cottage at Coedpoeth, a former coal-­mining village four miles west of Wrexham, looking out on to the Minera Mountain, which dominated the landscape, as he dialled into a Zoom meeting with Steve Horowitz, who was sitting at his desk in New York.

			It was 24 July 2020 and the two of them had already been on a dozen of these calls in the past month, usually at around 8 p.m. UK time and generally prefaced with some convivial football chat – on this occasion, as one of them recalls, concerning Liverpool Football Club, who had one match of their interrupted season in England’s Premier League to play, at Newcastle United. There would be another participant on this call, Horowitz casually added. He would be audio-­only, name withheld, just listening in with a few things to say.

			Harris and Horowitz occupied very different worlds. Harris was a qualified electrical engineer who had taken up a job at the local Kellogg’s factory in his home town, Wrexham, fine-­tuning production control systems to make sure that breakfast cereals like Special K and All Bran, which the company produced, were cooked at the right temperature. He’d moved through the managerial ranks to become a strategic director of the company. Horowitz was a graduate of the University of California, Berkeley, who’d embarked on a career in the sports business, representing some of the US’s top stars with ProServ sports management agency, then working in the worlds of sports finance, technology and media before joining small investment bank Inner Circle, based in Brooklyn, New York, which helped put American investors and sports clubs together.

			The two had a surprising amount in common. Pandemic physical exercise routines – Harris took up running beyond the mountain into moorland towards a viewpoint called World’s End; Horowitz cycled on flatter terrain alongside the Hudson River, and would send WhatsApp pictures of the landscape to his new contact in North Wales – and football clubs. When a New York billionaire hedge-­fund trader had wanted to buy Liverpool FC, Horowitz was the man he called. When Wrexham’s supporters had wanted to buy their club, which was financially imperilled and on the brink of liquidation, Harris had been in the vanguard of the effort. The Wrexham FC Supporters Trust (WST) did not appoint a chief executive when it took over the club because it did not want hierarchies, but Harris became the public face of the five-­strong board of directors, all unpaid, who set the club’s course and kept it running.

			For seven years after that takeover, Harris and others who ran the club had been the toast of their town. But survival and success were very different challenges. Blind belief in promotion kept supporters trudging through the turnstiles, yet the club leaked cash in unimaginable ways. The two kit-­room washing machines were on their last legs. The groundsman had to tape up the broken line-­marking machine to paint white lines on the penalty box. There was not even enough fertiliser to feed the Racecourse turf. The floodlight bulbs needed constant replacement at huge expense. Several decent team managers had left for better offers elsewhere. Covid’s arrival might have saved Wrexham from relegation but its refusal to go away took what little hope was left. The turnstile money disappeared, along with the perimeter-­board advertisers and the broadcast revenue from occasional live matches on BT Sport. The water and electricity were switched off, the groundsman was paid a retainer to keep out intruders but the turf was no longer cultivated and weeds took over the ground.

			The anonymous new participant arrived on the Zoom call. ‘Hi, Rob here,’ he said. Harris had expected to be doing most of the talking in this meeting, relating the story of Wrexham, the town and club, their history and struggles, how all of those were inextricably bound up. But it was the new American who had most to say. He talked about his affinity for sport, about growing up in Philadelphia. ‘It’s an old coal town, just like Wrexham,’ he said. He talked about how the Philadelphia Eagles were his equivalent of Harris’s Wrexham FC, and how winning the Super Bowl in 2018 had been a day above all others for him.

			Harris listened intently to this individual, technically ­anonymous, though providing tantalising clues to his identity. The call had lasted 45 minutes when Horowitz drew it to a close and signed off, telling Harris they would be back in touch. Harris just sat there in the silence, as the family went about their evening in the room next door. He didn’t get up to leave his seat. It had been as much as he could do to wait until the end of the call to type ‘famous fan’ and ’Philadelphia Eagles’ into a search engine. So now he did that. He played some video clips for a match with the man whose voice he’d just heard. And then he contemplated the individual to whom all this cursory investigation seemed to point: Rob McElhenney, actor, writer, TV director. Net worth: $50 million.

			 

			Back in Los Angeles Rob McElhenney was coming to terms with the pandemic too. There were endless hours of lockdown but the football documentary Ker had suggested was helping. He had watched Sunderland’s parish priest leading his congregation in prayer for the team. He had heard the beautiful, mournful theme tune ‘Shipyards’ – an elegy to the jobs and identity long lost. As a sports enthusiast who followed every Philadelphia franchise – the Philadelphia Eagles American football team, with a passion; the Phillies baseball team; basketball’s 76ers in the NBA; ice hockey’s Flyers; and Philadelphia Union in soccer’s MLS – McElhenney was all too familiar with the highs and lows of being a fan. But Sunderland ’Til I Die portrayed something else besides – a club from a down-­at-­heel, lost kind of place, where sport was a religion and a form of local identity. Moreover, a club that had tumbled two tiers down from the Premier League in the space of 13 months. In the US the elite teams played in their insulated, protected divisions without relegation. Finishing in last place carried no jeopardy and actually got you the first pick in the following season’s draft. There were no such walls in the British football divisions, where the teams travelled up and down what they kept calling ‘the pyramid’. To be at the core of that, build up a team, ride up the pyramid and tell the stories of the effect on the place, would really be something else.

			Humphrey Ker had never been in the business of researching acquisition targets. He was a comic actor and TV show host, as well as a scriptwriter, who had in part left the UK for the US to pursue his career because of his height. He couldn’t find a variety of stimulating roles because he stood 6 feet 7 inches tall.

			At first, the football idea was what Ker describes as a ‘fun fantasy’ between the two of them. In a random and slightly haphazard way Ker formulated some possible teams McElhenney might buy. His sources weren’t generally tools for corporate finance experts who specialised in football club acquisitions. Ker scoured the German-­based website Transfermarkt which details values and results in football and the Football Manager computer game on which he spent more time than he cared to admit. Wikipedia also featured in the research. He came back with a few loose calculations on the level at which they could enter the British game. ‘Forget a team like Sunderland,’ he told McElhenney. ‘Look at the sums they’re losing. A League Two team or a National League team looks like the level. You’d be looking at £2 million to buy one. The National League gives you scope to build out.’ They looked at a list of the clubs which at some stage in the near future would begin a new National League campaign. They were listed alphabetically, as tables always are before a season begins, and that put Aldershot at the top. ‘Who is “Aldershot”?’ McElhenney asked. ‘Do we look at them?’

			Ker applied some detail, drawing up a matrix of possible clubs based on their past attendances, potential geographical fanbase, local economic-­growth potential, the size of their stadiums and likely cost, scoring them on each. He produced what might loosely be called a dossier of clubs: one sheet of paper per team, with images of their stadiums, details of stadium capacities, years the clubs were founded, training facilities – ranking all on these five criteria.

			There was an unintentionally comic element to this. To illustrate the teams, Ker used screenshots from the Football Manager club pages. It was, he says, a ‘sub GCSE sort-­of IT project’: bullet points inadvertently dropped into places where he wanted a number; images that wouldn’t sit into the middle of the page – all of the problems which come with using basic Microsoft Word to create such a document. ‘This is for your eyes only, Rob. Don’t share it. I’ll do a fancier one,’ he told McElhenney when he sent it.

			Some of the teams he first discussed with McElhenney on a Zoom call were immediately culled, mainly because of their geography. Aldershot, for example, were only listed because McElhenney had mentioned them. ‘You’re quite close to Southampton there, and you’ve got Swindon,’ said Ker. So Aldershot were dropped. Notts County: ‘Good stadium, good club, good history, good story.’ But they were dropped when Ker discovered they’d already been bought the previous year by two Danish brothers. It really was as arbitrary and unscientific a study as that.

			The club at Macclesfield was another contender. Its stadium and assets were on the market because the club had gone bust, though that was a south Manchester commuter town where young professionals lived, too close to prosperity – another one McElhenney and Ker agreed should be dropped. Wrexham was also on Ker’s list – one of the best-supported clubs in the National League, with a strong fanbase and a venerable history. It was in Wales, yet playing in the English pyramid – a contradiction in some ways. It was owned by its supporters and money was presumably tight there.

			Ker’s research was just the start. Sure, McElhenney wanted a football club, but he is a storyteller. He wanted a football club he could tell a story about. So his next call was to John Landgraf, chairman of Disney-­owned cable channel FX, who had commissioned Sunny for the network from him nearly 25 years earlier. Landgraf was interested in the football story and prepared to commission a two-­series documentary. So now McElhenney had an idea of his budget.

			A friend of McElhenney’s said he knew a New York financier called Steve Horowitz who had helped Americans buy football clubs. He would pass on the number. McElhenney did not waste time before calling it. It was 7.30 p.m. on a Friday night in March 2020 when he introduced himself to Horowitz and said he wanted to buy a low-budget club, down on its luck, from a working-­class British town. ‘We’ve drawn up some rough ideas,’ he told Horowitz. (‘I’ve sent your document to Steve,’ McElhenney told Ker later, when checking in to say that he and Horowitz had talked. Ker’s heart sank as he envisaged introducing himself to Horowitz: ‘Hi, I’m the guy who put in those Football Manager screenshots.’) This wasn’t the kind of approach that Horowitz tended to field. He’d worked with the kind of dynamic financial investors he called ‘masters of the universe’ – people with brilliant business minds, like John W. Henry, who bought Liverpool FC, and Josh Harris, who’d bought a share of Crystal Palace in the Premier League.

			But he was intrigued. He’d only ever watched one episode of Sunny yet could see what McElhenney was driving at and, since the world had just ground to a halt, there was time and space to kick ideas around, learn how to make sourdough bread, master a language, or buy a lower-league British football club. He wasn’t exactly overwhelmed with other stuff.

			Although financial statements, the UK’s Companies House register and his own British contacts were more up his street, Horowitz read Ker’s document. He agreed that a club at any level higher than the fifth tier, the highest division of the non-­league, would soak up a budget, leaving little capital to invest and help it to grow. A non-­league club offered the headroom to expand and infuse the place it sat in, without blowing the bank.

			A strong potential fanbase was needed, Horowitz advised. Reviving a club that was only ever going to attract a few thousand people wouldn’t work. McElhenney pushed hardest on his wish for a ‘British Philadelphia’ – working class, on its uppers, requiring a little love and attention, and which would feel the football effect. A team on the edge of a metropolis wouldn’t be the same.

			But reaching that kind of place was not as easy as it sounded. Aspects of the big deals were actually uncomplicated, even though sometimes protracted and tough. A big club was for sale. A big buyer wanted it. But this was different. Finding and reaching out to a club at the other end of the scale required subtlety.

			Horowitz knew a man who knew that world. Mark Catlin was steeped in British football at the sharp end. He had been chief executive of Portsmouth when he had received a call from Horowitz five years earlier, telling him that former Disney Corporation boss Michael Eisner was interested in the club, which was then owned by its supporters. On Eisner’s behalf Horowitz had looked high up the football pyramid, where the prices were crazy, before fixing his gaze at a lower level, searching for clubs which Eisner’s investment could stabilize and perhaps even take to higher places. Portsmouth, a sleeping giant on England’s south coast, wasn’t on its uppers but certainly needed a helping hand. Eisner bought it and liked Catlin so much that he had kept him on. Horowitz liked Catlin so much that he had always kept in touch.

			‘I have a client who wants to buy a football club,’ Horowitz told Catlin, as he weighed what McElhenney was asking him. ‘But not a posh football club. A club down on its luck. From a town that needs building up. And we can’t tell them who the client is.’ They ranged around British towns and lower league clubs in need of lift. One of the names Horowitz floated struck a chord. Catlin didn’t know their directors and had never taken Portsmouth to compete there but he was aware of the story of the club’s struggles and of the Supporters Trust having saved it. It had been in the non-­league for years and he imagined that in the depths of Covid it would be struggling as much as any to make ends meet. ‘Wrexham?’ he said. ‘Yes, it would be worth talking to Wrexham.’ The stars seemed to be aligning.

			 

			It was Mark Catlin, not Steve Horowitz, who first talked to Wrexham, towards the end of May. Horowitz intuitively felt that was the right approach. A direct call from a US finance house to a fifth-­tier British club – Lexington Avenue, New York, to Mold Road, Wrexham – in the middle of a pandemic from a finance guy saying, ‘Investor or investors whom I cannot identify want to buy your football club,’ really would stretch the bounds of credibility.

			But then Spencer Harris was no stranger to messages stretching credibility. He’d received 12 approaches to buy Wrexham in the 11 years since the WST had taken it over, and though Harris had a responsibility to consider them all, few had been serious. Some came from conmen. Others from fantasists. Many from entrepreneurs who saw the club as a land-­development opportunity. Others were looking for a chance to parade their raging egos.

			Catlin called with some caution, as he knew all about the endless line of chancers ringing up football club chief executives to ask how much they’d sell the club for. He reckoned he’d had one on the phone every two or three weeks when he was chief executive at Portsmouth, in the days before Eisner bought it. They’d be football agents mainly, trawling for an asking price that they could take to some buyer and claim their cut of a deal. They were time-­wasters. He would tell them that he’d discuss the value of the club when he knew who was proposing to buy it and then hear their detailed plans. He would never hear from the agent again.

			Catlin and Harris talked for 20 minutes or so about football and survival in the British game’s lower reaches in the way that two individuals with such a shared experience would. They discussed the unremittingly tough world football can be when results don’t go well and you’re the one with your name over an office door. ‘I know somebody who wants to talk to you about potential investment,’ Catlin eventually related. ‘He’s legitimate. He gets our football. He tells buyers that clubs like ours are to be handled with care. You’ll find he puts thought into it. He still checks in on Portsmouth, even now. Talk to him. I think this will be positive for you.’

			Harris, who was at home in Coedpoeth on the day Catlin called, needed all the positive options he could find. He’d been taking some unremitting stick on the Wrexham FC message boards for months about how the club was being run, as it had struggled to escape the lower reaches of the National League that season. He’d been transparent and contrite about results. The club had issued a public apology to fans when the team dropped to 15th, the lowest position in its then 155-­year history that winter. But after each poor result, he would awake to more criticism. Some fans didn’t know the financial realities. The only number they looked at was the points tally. The criticism  did not exactly inspire him to embark on another week of unpaid work as a Wrexham director.

			Speaking to Horowitz entailed more than calling the number. Harris was answerable to a ‘Trust Board’, comprising 12 WST members voted in each year by their peers, which would need to sanction the conversation. The board gave its approval, with one of its own members, Matt Scott, delegated to join the discussions. Three days later Harris called Horowitz and he could see from the off that the American had an innate feel for British club culture and how potential investors descending on a club might be judged with suspicion. Harris had examined Inner Circle’s website and seen that they were not speculators. He knew that this was an important call. So he began to relate to Horowitz all of the reasons why Wrexham would be a very good football club to buy.

			He was joined in his pitch by Rob Parry, a Wrexham supporter who was not a WST member but had a career behind him in corporate finance – buying and selling companies for a venture capital firm – and had provided professional expertise for the Trust when it took over the club, nine years earlier. Both of these men had been attending Wrexham games since their fathers first took them to the Racecourse as boys. Wrexham Football Club was in their blood. Horowitz got that. ‘I can say that this could be really good for you. But you’re going to have to trust me,’ Horowitz told them. But he also made it clear that Wrexham was not the only club of interest.

			Harris and Parry went away to create a more detailed picture and, by mid-­July, had produced a 15-­minute video entitled What Wrexham Means to Me, a highlights reel of five of the Racecourse Ground’s greatest games with accompanying notes on why each was important to watch. They included the match that had made the club part of the fabric of FA Cup history: the 2–1 win over Arsenal in the competition’s third round, on 4 January 1992, barely six months after the club had wound up rock bottom of Football League and Arsenal had clinched the First Division title. Club legend Mickey Thomas had scored the equalising goal and a young striker Steve Watkin, who’d won the game with six minutes remaining, was shouldered from the field. There were two goals which conveyed the ground’s past and potential future as an international venue, including Wales international Mark Hughes’s legendary scissor kick at the Kop end against Spain in 1985. There was a taste of the club’s years playing in European cup competition, as winners of the Welsh Cup, in the early 1980s, including the misty night the team, sponsored by the local bus company Crosville, lost by a single goal to AS Roma. There was not time in this pitch for Harris and Parry to relate that Wrexham fans had been digging into their own pockets to help the club, even then, paying into a ‘buy-­a-­player’ fund to sign a new midfielder from Sheffield United just before the second leg of the Roma tie.

			By coincidence, a second request to purchase the club arrived within three weeks of Catlin’s call, from a well-­known Welsh football figure, outlining his credibility in writing and proposing to invest a substantial amount of money that would have left the WST in a better position to run the club. The potential investor, who under the terms of a non-­disclosure agreement cannot be named, was informed of the American bid and then proposed he become a minority shareholder, owning a third share of the club in return for his own investment, while they owned the majority stake. The Trust instructed Harris to put this proposal to Horowitz, though he and his clients were not looking for that kind of arrangement.

			 

			So when it came to the call including the ‘mysterious Rob’, full name withheld, on 24 July 2020, Harris knew the destiny of Wrexham may rest on the conversation. He had a list of six questions prepared for the call: ‘What is it about our club that stands out for you? What do you think your ownership could do for the town? What would you like to achieve as owners? What do you think will be your biggest challenge? What would be the reaction in the US to this in your view? How can we help you?’

			Behind the methodology, he simply didn’t want to mess up what he considered an opportunity of a lifetime. Two of the typewritten reminders to himself, which he had on the sheet in front of him that day, revealed that. ‘Stay agile and respond to how they want the meeting to go,’ stated one. ‘Stay high level – drop into detail only where requested,’ read another. He also had in front of him the overarching message – a mere 11 words in all – which he wanted to convey: ‘This is a wonderful story that can be a lot of fun.’

			He covered Wrexham’s bases in detail: the catchment area, the business links, the commercial potential. He detailed how North Wales population of 750,000 people, creating tens of thousands of potential fans. ‘The club is not something new to them,’ Harris said. ‘You’re getting people to come back to a home that they naturally belong in. If you give them something here, they won’t want to go anywhere else.’ But, above all, he spoke from the heart about his team. ‘If Wrexham are successful, it would be the biggest day in the history of the town,’ he said.

			‘I can see what this club means to you,’ said the mystery participant. ‘I can see what you’ve done to keep it alive.’

			McElhenney’s casual disclosure of his first name – ‘Rob here’ – was no surprise to those who knew him. ‘He is gloriously disrespectful of the “proper thing” to do,’ says once source. ‘He won’t worry about challenging convention, especially when he has an idea in his head. He didn’t want to be the anonymous witness that day to an individual conveying so passionately what this club stood for.’

			‘You can see what the club means to him,’ McElhenney told Horowitz and Ker when the call with Harris had ended. ‘He’s travelled his whole life with this and he’ll let us have it, if it means it will thrive. How great is that?’

			There was a significance about that pronoun. That, ‘Us’. McElhenney had ventured into this enterprise as an individual but he was no longer alone. Harris had grasped only half of the American side of this story.
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			Maximum Effort

			Rob McElhenney dropped the question in so casually that it sounded like a minor consideration, not a development which would send this entire enterprise on to another commercial level and create an entirely new dimension. ‘Would it be a problem if we have Ryan Reynolds with us?’ he had asked Horowitz on one of their earlier calls, back in May.

			‘No,’ Horowitz told McElhenney, when he had first taken in that piece of information. ‘It won’t hurt if you have Ryan Reynolds with you.’ So another player had entered this unfolding picture.

			McElhenney had never met Reynolds, although they were connected. Reynolds had seen the beautiful and critically acclaimed ‘coming-­out’ scene of McElhenney’s Sunny character, captured through ballet and shot in black and white, many months earlier and contacted him directly through Instagram to say how much he’d liked it. They’d messaged back and forth ever since.

			When McElhenney first went to Horowitz with the football idea, the financier had no immediate sense that he felt the urgent need for a business partner. ‘He was going to do this thing, unless the world ended,’ Horowitz says. A collaboration would make a difference, though. Ker’s initial research was telling them that this venture into the lower reaches of British football was workable on a budget of a few million pounds, and that taking a club up one division was just about achievable if they made all the right calls. The budget would be comparable to some of the National League’s big hitters. But a collaboration of this Ryan Reynolds kind would allow an entirely different level of ambition. McElhenney messaged Reynolds privately – through Twitter, according to friends – to ask if he would be a collaborator.

			To those in Britain who knew of him – and not all did – Reynolds was the prodigiously successful actor and star of Deadpool, Definitely, Maybe and The Proposal, whose films had grossed $5 billion globally. But filmmaking, just like football, entailed riding a pyramid. He had starred in a hugely produced blockbuster called Green Lantern which sank like a stone and, in the circumstances, badly needed Deadpool, based on the Marvel Comics character, to work. Over five years, he shaped it, co-­wrote it, pitched it and then promoted it on a shoestring budget, helped by a smart marketing executive he knew, George Dewey. The film was an instant hit, though the way Reynolds had marketed it was novel, given that actors don’t usually promote their own movies. When Reynolds set up his own production company and called it Maximum Effort – after one of his Deadpool character’s catchphrases – he asked Dewey to become a partner. Together, they made films for the screen and films that promoted products, and the two creative enterprises blended into one whole.

			So it wasn’t just a film star whom McElhenney messaged that night. Reynolds was also a writer, producer, entrepreneur and viral marketeer. Some in the creative world turned their nose up at the idea of selling and promoting, but he saw art in it. ‘It’s not a one-­size-­fits-­all kind of thing,’ he told the Wall Street Journal, when interviewed about Maximum Effort. ‘We love storytelling. Marketing, to a certain extent, is diet storytelling.’ Maximum Effort’s storytelling was dynamic and rapid, catching the wave for the products it sold. At Maximum Effort they called their method ‘fastvertising’. ‘We want to move at the speed of what people are talking about,’ Reynolds said. They were in business to generate the feeling of communion when people are brought together by a piece of fun and unexpected creative work: a viral clip, a film or a loved show.
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