














AN EPIC SWINDLE


Brian Reade is a Daily Mirror columnist, Kop season ticket holder and author of the book 43 Years With The Same Bird. He lives in Liverpool.





AN EPIC SWINDLE



44 MONTHS WITH A PAIR OF COWBOYS


BRIAN READE


[image: Quercus]




First published in Great Britain in 2011 by
Quercus
21 Bloomsbury Square
London
WC1A 2NS


Copyright © 2011 Brian Reade


The moral right of Brian Reade to be
identified as the author of this work has been
asserted in accordance with the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


The article quoted from on pp.57–58 is by Mihir Bose and was originally published in the Daily Telegraph on 27 December 2006.


The article quoted from on pp.76–77 is by David Conn and was originally published in the Guardian on 14 March 2007.


Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders of material reproduced in this book. If any have been inadvertently overlooked, the publishers will be pleased to make restitution at the earliest opportunity.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


    ISBN 978 0 85738 601 4


    You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk




To The Noise that refused to be dealt with




‘This was a valuable asset that was swindled away from me in an epic swindle’


– Tom Hicks, October 2010, on failing to make a
profit out of the sale of Liverpool FC


‘They have presented a grotesque parody of the truth’


– Lord Grabiner, QC, October 2010, on Hicks’s
and George Gillett’s attempts to make that profit


‘I want to put a tag of shame on the greedy bastards who are responsible for this.’


– John Steinbeck, 1939, on the American
capitalists who caused the Great Depression
and inspired The Grapes of Wrath





ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



John Aldridge, Tony Barrett, Chris Bascombe, David Bick, Roy Boulter, Owen Brown, Jamie Carragher, Mick Carroll, Tony Evans, Steven Gerrard, Peter Hooton, Steve Horner, Alan Kayll, David Luxton, John Mackin, James McKenna, Richard Milner, Steve Monaghan, Danny Nicolson, Rick Parry, Phil Reade, Paul Rice and everyone who cannot be named. Thank you all.





CHAPTER ONE



‘Give us a little time. We’re gonna have some fun together’


– George Gillett


There had been other surreal moments at Anfield.


Bill Shankly’s and Kenny Dalglish’s resignations spring to mind as does the grim League Cup draw with Chesterfield on a cold autumn night in 1992. There I stood on a half-empty Kop, Graeme Souness’s finest making me want to pour lukewarm tea on my nuts and wire them up to the floodlights, when a stranger in a red Harry Enfield Scouser’s wig, with an East Midlands accent, tried to start an Istvan Kozma chant (‘Iiiiiiiiiiiiist-van’) and accused me of being a plastic tosser for not joining in.


But nothing in the history of this ‘wonderful, storied club’ (copyright Thomas Ollis Hicks) seemed as foreign as the events of 6 February 2007.


One snapshot which sums up this most bizarre of afternoons came when the new American owners caressed the This Is Anfield sign, despite being the antithesis of everything it stood for, barely able to comprehend their luck or contain their glee.


Behind the bank of flashing cameras which captured this Shankly grave-spinning image, their frat-brat sons, new red woollen scarves sitting uneasily on stiff suits, stared gormlessly at photos of Liverpool’s past glories, like men forced to peruse Bella magazines in a dentist’s waiting room.


Minutes later, the six of them squeezed their all-American frames down the tight players’ tunnel, back-slapping as they went, past the dugouts into the harsh late-winter sun, and formed a line near the centre circle with the Kop as a backdrop.


There was George with son Foster, Tom, Tom Jr., and his brothers Mack and Alex, all giving out false, nervous laughs at Gillett’s poor man’s Ernie Wise act. They had fixed, white-teethed grins, gleaming vitamin-powered skin and wore red ties under identical pin-striped grey suits which all had a single button done up. You’d have thought it a Seventh Day Adventist Bible-Sellers Convention if it wasn’t for the signed LFC ball Tom Jr., the tallest of them in centre shot, held uncomfortably.


As the flashbulbs died down and the line broke up I half expected an American version of Michael Knighton’s notorious Old Trafford ball-juggling act. Hicks shouting: ‘22-21-18-32’ as the boys hitched up the flaps on their suit jackets and showed him their butts, while Gillett sprinted on to the pass and did a touchdown by the Kemlyn Road corner flag, threw the ball back over his head and leapt, bicycle-kicking into the Kop.


That’s how weird it seemed.


Yet if a suspicion started to grow that something wasn’t quite right about these unknown American strangers taking over Liverpool Football Club, it was drowned out by a primeval scream for change.


Since Roman Abramovich arrived and pumped millions of petro-dollars into a near-bankrupt Chelsea, it was as clear as the seventeen-year gap on the league-winners’ section of our honours’ board that someone with deep pockets needed to take the keys out of owner David Moores’ hands and make Liverpudlians believe again.


Many were so relieved that dithering David had been ousted, that the Americans’ promise of the earth just seemed a bonus. And buddy was that earth promised. Revisiting what they vowed at that infamous February 2007 press conference should be compulsory reading for apprentice comedy-writers, because here was the ultimate masterclass in irony.


Gillett said he loved meeting people. ‘If they want to do me harm, they don’t need to wait until match day. My name is in the phone book. Call me.’ How long would it be before all numbers and email addresses were changed due to harm being pledged?


‘When I go to Anfield I’m going to be on the streets in front of the stadium talking to the fans.’ Soon he’d be hustled into Anfield from speeding blacked-out vans for fear the fans wanted more than just a word with him.


‘We’re not people to come here and milk the fans.’ We’ll never know how much dairy produce they claimed on their multimillion-pound expense sheets but I’m guessing there was some in there.


‘We are passionate about winning and will do everything we can to ensure Liverpool wins plenty of trophies here in England and in Europe.’ They won precisely none during their time in charge.


‘This club is not far from being the best in the world.’ True. Back then they were en route to their second Champions League Final in three years. When they left they were in the relegation zone.


‘It is not just about spending money.’ True. You never spent any. Of your own anyway.


‘I must have an identical evil twin if the rumours I met Everton’s board to discuss a groundshare are true.’ You do. Sitting next to you. Name of Hicks.


What Gillett unleashed that day wasn’t so much a charm offensive as a fully fledged land-and-sea charm invasion. Code-name: Operation Bullshit. He did most of the schmoozing but when he was flagged up, George W. Bush’s side-kick, Tom Hicks, unleashed Operation Shock and Awe.


‘This is not a takeover like the Glazer deal at Manchester United. There is no debt involved.’ Oh yes there was. Every goddam cent.


‘We believe that as custodians of this wonderful, storied club we have a duty of care to the tradition and legacies of Liverpool.’ A duty so shamelessly neglected Evertonians raised a flag after they’d left saying ‘Agents Hicks and Gillett: Mission Accomplished.’


‘Liverpool is like buying the Boston Red Sox in baseball, they are the biggest and the best.’ When the New England Sports Ventures eventually paid off Hicks’s debt to the banks and took over the club he claimed, ‘There’s better owners than the Boston Red Sox out there.’


‘We want to build the greatest stadium facility in world football.’ They didn’t even build the greatest stadium facility in Subbuteo football.


When asked when this magnificent edifice would rise in nearby Stanley Park Gillett answered: ‘The shovel needs to be in the ground in the next sixty days.’ The shovel still sits, with a ‘reserved’ sticker on, under till three at B&Q’s Speke branch.


And here’s my favourite from Georgie boy: ‘I want to earn the respect of the fans. My message to them is to give us a few years and we’ll see where it takes us. Give us a little time and we are going to have some fun together.’ I’m sorry but this is way, way past irony now.


The phone started to throb. It was the Daily Mirror Features desk. I’m guessing that the way the day is panning out they want me to do an I’m Feeling Yankee Doodle Dandy now we’re Beverly Hills Kopped piece.


Don’t answer. Think this through.


What’s really nagging away is the memory of Anfield’s last joint press conference, when Roy Evans and Gerard Houllier were thrown before the microphones and ordered to sell us a bright new future. That literally ended in tears (from Evans’ eyes) at another conference four months later.


Was this also a shotgun marriage of financial, if not footballing, convenience? Watching Foster Gillett refusing to speak a word to the Hicks boys should have told us that the families may both have been from the same country but geographically and culturally they were thousands of miles apart.


Besides, what did we really know about them?


Gillett had been sniffing around the Premier League for a while. He may have owned ski-resorts and ice-hockey teams but clearly knew puck-all about football. Plus he couldn’t have a mountain of his own cash or he wouldn’t have had to beg Hicks to wade in with his cheque book.


Why had the Texan only come in at the last minute? What did we know of him other than he ran a couple of US sports teams, once owned Dr Pepper and gave big bucks to George W. Bush? Yes, that George W. Bush. And the main man in our boardroom bankrolls him? Nice. Where does that leave Shankly’s quote about the socialism he believed in meaning everyone having a share of the rewards? Or was I coming over all studenty? Was I forgetting that if you want the best capitalists to run your club the chances are they’re not going to sell copies of Socialist Worker in their spare time?


And anyway, didn’t the last manager to win the League, Kenny Dalglish, dress on the right-hand side? Wasn’t the last successful chairman, John Smith, bluer than the broken veins on Churchill’s conk? Hadn’t Rafa Benitez been desperate for a world-class right-winger since he joined?


The language was grating, though. Who’d have imagined we would one day hear the club’s owners pretending to talk with passion about the ‘Liverpool Reds’, ‘goal-minders’ and ‘defencemen’?


Having said that, Liverpool had nearly been bought by bent Thai dictator Thaksin Shinawatra, meaning we could have been sitting there hearing him tell Amnesty International why he doesn’t deserve to be fending off homosexual advances in a prison cell doing time for human rights abuses.


They could have been the Glazers who had piled millions of pounds of debt on Manchester United. But they weren’t, were they? Hadn’t they themselves just told us that? Hadn’t the chief executive Rick Parry confirmed it?


They’ve met Jamie Carragher, Steven Gerrard and Rafa Benitez who’ve all given the thumbs-up. You have to go with the judgement of those who’ve met them. As Moores and Parry say, you only get to sell the family silver once and you have to get it right. I know they’ve made some calamitous decisions in the past – look at Parry’s perm, look at Moores’ moustache – but surely, surely, they’ve got this right?


Of course the Yanks were only here for the potential fortunes to be had beaming football into every slum from Caracas to Chongqing. Are we that naive to think they’ve watched black-and-white YouTube footage of the Kop on Panorama singing ‘Anyone Who Had a Heart’ and thought ‘Ah love those wacky, sentimental Scousers so much I want to hand them all my lahf savings to make them happy again?’


Besides, where’s the evidence that says all Yanks are bad? For every Glazer at United there’s Randy Lerner at Aston Villa whom the Brummies love.


We’re going to have to back them now the deal is done. Think glass half-full. They wouldn’t pay all this cash for a club to not make it successful would they? And where would we be if we hadn’t sold to them? The Dubai crowd have walked off, meaning we’d be stuck with Moores and his empty pockets watching Chelsea and United ride over the hills and far away.


The phone goes again. It’s getting on for five o’clock. They’re impatient. I answer.


‘So what do you think about your new best buddies then?’


‘I really don’t know. They look like aliens in suits and the little one keeps calling Liverpool a franchise. Like we’re part of a chain of friggin’ fried chicken shops.’


‘That’s how they speak.’


‘It’s not how we speak, is it?’


‘So you want them doing Dick van Dyke Scouse?’


‘They’ve brought their families too. It’s creepy. All they’re doing is flashing their gnashers and giving off lurrr-ve. If Shirley Jones was here we could re-form the Partridge Family.’


‘Well they seem to be talking a good game.’


‘They’re definitely saying the right things.’


‘Well, give them a big welcome then.’


‘We can’t be sure though, can we? For all we know this could—’


‘Typical Scouser. You spend years saying all you need is someone with serious money and you’ll be winning everything again, and when your sugar daddies come along all you can do is moan and take the piss out of them. Go with the flow, eh? Anyway the editor’s splashing on it under the headline ‘We could not walk alone any more’ and he wants your words with it. So knock out 300 for the front page.’ – click.


So that’s what I gave them. Three hundred and twenty-six to be precise. Three hundred and twenty-six glass-half-full words that would haunt this Liverpool fan of forty-four years for the next forty-four months.


Bless me, Shankly, for I have sinned. It is four decades since my last confession, and I accuse myself of … criminal naivety:


It was surreal watching a pair of Fred Flintstone and Barney Rubble characters, sitting in Anfield, chuckling at the prospect of Liverpool FC being their new plaything.


Especially when they thanked the Royal Bank of Scotland for helping them secure ownership of this exciting ‘franchise’. How easy it would be to dismiss them as opportunists and lament that the Liverpool Way had been flogged for a fistful of dollars.


But that would be to miss the point. Since Bill Shankly’s arrival in 1959, Liverpool had always been about continuity but as with the famous Boot Room the boardroom had reached the end of the line.


Put simply, in a sport where success equates to cash in the bank, Liverpool didn’t have any. Which is one of the reasons you have to go back seventeen years to last find them champions of England. Something radical needed to be done to make sure the club had more than a fabulous past.


They had to find new investors with the clout and vision to compete with Europe’s best, and with no billionaire Scousers able to step in, it had to be outsiders.


Unparalleled amounts will soon pour into the global game. Gillett and Hicks know the elite will cream it off unless they catapult Liverpool back into that bracket.


The fans feel vulnerable. But maybe they should remember another pair of Yanks, Rodgers and Hammer-stein, whose song You’ll Never Walk Alone has inspired the club down the ages.


Or simply remember that at the very least the club’s debt will go, the new stadium will be built, and men with serious money, knowledge of sport and business intent will be in charge. Men who say they understand the club’s traditions and intend to respect them.


Whether they have the desire and commitment for the long-haul remains to be seen.


But until they see evidence to the contrary, most Liverpudlians will give them the benefit of the doubt. And dream.’


Saying a million Hail Marys and a billion Our Fathers could not absolve my sins.


The only consolation I can take is I wasn’t the only one to be done up like a kipper as the banner headline on the next day’s Liverpool Echo: ‘Rafa: We’re in Good Hands’ confirmed.


Plus, I could have been the fan who daubed the following words on to a red bedsheet and proudly held it up on the Kop:


Match ticket … £32
New Anfield … £220m
Rafa Benitez … priceless
For everything else …
there’s George and Tom


Indeed, virtually everyone in English football and the English media swallowed it. The logic being the Liverpool board couldn’t be that stupid, even though we had ample proof that they could.


It was as though we’d all been in the trenches for so long that when the war was over everyone looked up the line assuming that the men a rank above had checked out the terms of the armistice and handed us a peaceful, prosperous future with our paternal American allies.


Who proceeded to drive their tanks onto our lawn and blast us to hell.





CHAPTER TWO



‘The more I looked, the more I became convinced it was an opportunity to buy a crown jewel of sports at a modest price’


– Tom Hicks


‘A bee-bah-bow-ba-ba-ba-ba-bow … how yawl doin’ out there in pop-picker-land. You’re listenin’ to Steve King, The Weekend Wonder Boy on K-O-L-E, the station that makes sure you don’t feel alone in the Lone Star State. Now I wooden know if you have a wooden heart but I most definitely do not have a wooden heart. Cos this daddio’s gotta heart full of lurrrrve for all you crazee cats out there. Which is why your very own King of Texas is gonna get your beat-feet a-poppin’ as he spins you the latest hot disc from, you guessed it … Dixie’s finest … the Pelvis himself …’


I might be wrong, but that’s how I imagine fifteen-year-old Tom Hicks in 1961 sitting behind the decks of his father’s KOLE radio station, zits popping out of plump baby-faced cheeks under a greased-back jelly-roll haircut, in his DJ persona as Steve King The Weekend Wonder Boy.


He’d been doing menial jobs at the station since he was thirteen, but his dad’s decision to give him his own show led to his first big pay-day. And twenty dollars a week in 1961 was nothing to be sniffed at. As Steve King, Hicks was already indulging his lifelong passions of talking big and turning a quick buck while letting others do the donkey work. In this case the likes of Elvis, Del Shannon and Buddy Holly.


Thomas Ollis Hicks was born in Houston on 7 February 1946 and spent his early childhood in Dallas where his father, John, was an advertising salesman for TV and radio stations.


In the late 1950s John Hicks bought out the KOLE radio station in the small, oil-refinery city of Port Arthur, ninety miles outside Houston. The city’s only claims to fame were that it was a hot-bed of racial segregation and Janis Joplin’s birthplace.


Hicks went to Thomas Edison Junior High and then Thomas Jefferson High School where he was a modestly successful American footballer. Admirers say it was these teenage years spent dee-jaying and playing gridiron that inspired his later investments in sport and media. Others refuse to see past that twenty bucks a week, as it was clear making money was where his heart lay.


After high school, he studied finance at the University of Texas, earning a Bachelor of Business Administration degree in 1968 and two years later he added a Master of Business Administration degree from University of Southern California. While at university he became a brother of the secret-letter Sigma Phi Epsilon fraternity in which he remains to this day, living by its three guiding principles of – no sniggering at the back, please – ‘Virtue, Diligence and Brotherly Love’.


His first job on leaving university was with Continental Illinois in Chicago, where he helped set up a venture capital division. Hicks took to venture capital like a vampire to blood and soon he was in Wall Street, working in the investment departments at first Morgan Guaranty Trust Company and then J.P. Morgan.


In 1974, he moved back to Texas to serve as President of First Dallas Capital Corporation and three years later, at thirty-one, Hicks created Summit Partners to do his first leveraged buyout – the technique of buying low with borrowed money, then selling high at a huge profit, which he perfected so spectacularly it made him a billionaire. The same technique he would employ thirty years later to buy Liverpool. Shame about the profit.


In the greed-is-good 1980s, Hicks was like a (non-criminal) Gordon Gecko, filling his cowboy boots through the gains of leveraged buyouts, with partner Bobby Haas. In one deal alone, they bought Dr Pepper and 7Up for $646 million and sold it on for $2.5 billion.


Hicks and Haas were pulling off coup after coup in media, oil, gas, food and soft drinks, mainly through buying up firms with similarities and putting them together, utilising economies of scale. But the investment world started to change as fund managers came to the fore and in 1989 the pair split because Hicks wanted to raise huge pools of cash to invest in big ventures while Haas preferred to work on individual deals.


One former Hicks and Haas employee who stayed close to both men told Bruce Schoenfeld of US magazine publisher Street & Smith’s SportsBusiness Journal that Haas had made enough money to last him the rest of his life and wanted out. Not so Hicks.


‘It wasn’t important for Bobby Haas to be on the Forbes List (the US rich-list) but Hicks cared about such things. He was the quintessential businessman who loved keeping score. He loved doing big deals, showing off his success.’


According to Schoenfeld, Hicks had always been a gambler, but a clued-up one who calculated the odds carefully. The occasional losses were simply seen as the cost of doing business.


Luke Bateman, a Dallas-based investment banker, explained his thinking: ‘If you’re interested in big money, in big business, raising billion-dollar funds is the way to do it. You can’t win in Vegas playing small stakes.’


With Haas gone, Hicks sought partners who shared his desire to reach for the stars. In 1989, he co-founded the investment firm that was to grow into Hicks, Muse, Tate & Furst, with former Prudential Securities banker John Muse.


The firm raised $250 million, with early investments including life insurance company Life Partners Group. In 1991, Morgan Stanley’s Charles Tate and First Boston’s Jack Furst became partners. During the time that Hicks was chairman (1989 to 2004), the firm raised $12 billion of private equity funds, broke more than $50 billion of leveraged acquisitions, and grew into one of the largest private investment firms in the USA.


Their first few funds were hugely successful, enabling a buoyant Hicks to buy Dallas’s prestigious Crespi estate with its historic centrepiece mansion, and turn it into the most elegant, most expensive and most-envied house in Dallas.


Schoenfeld, who interviewed Hicks there in May 2010, when his sports empire was unravelling, describes it thus:


The 28,996-square-foot home connects with George W. Bush’s off the back lawn. The Matisse on the library wall looks utterly appropriate, and why not?


The Hicks house is bigger, and more tastefully appointed, than most art museums. At an estimated value of $41 million, down from a high of more than $60 million, it remains the most expensive house in Dallas, which is an achievement in a place that isn’t shy about showing off its wealth. Turn into the sweeping driveway, glide past the manicured lawns, and it comes upon you like a Bordeaux chateau, all turrets and greenery.


Hicks owns some $100 million of real estate and controls multiple businesses. His net worth was estimated by Forbes last year at $1 billion, which should keep the Matisse hanging on the wall for a while.


Throughout the 1990s everything Hicks touched turned to gold as he rode the wave of new media with stunning success. He invested $2 million with Mark Cuban’s Broadcast.com and turned that into $55 million in less than a year. But when he tried to take a stake in the emerging internet boom his luck changed.


‘We were making bets in another exploding industry we knew nothing about,’ Hicks told Schoenfeld.


The profits were becoming so huge so quickly, and thus the bets so tempting, he was buying up companies without arranging the capital to run them. ‘It was a huge mistake,’ said Peter Brodsky who worked for Hicks & Muse and is now a principal at HM Capital. ‘By the time we were raising the money, the dot-com bubble had burst.


‘Tom Hicks has an iron stomach for risk. As a result, his successes are big, and his failures are big.’


Suddenly, everything the Texan touched was turning brown. His telecom investments ended up losing more than $1 billion, a South American sports channel and other Latin investments went broke and the internet investments never regained anything close to their value.


‘In hindsight, where I personally had my biggest success was with middle-market companies,’ Hicks told Schoenfeld. ‘When we became a bigger institution and started doing larger deals, those were not as successful. I made my money in leveraged buyouts, and gave a lot of it back in money management.’


In 2004, he left Hicks, Muse, Tate & Furst, saying he wanted to spend more time with his family – art dealer wife Cinda and his six children, four from a previous marriage, and, more importantly, his sports firms.


As the dollars rolled on a non-stop conveyer belt towards his tax-minimised accounts during the nineties, Hicks bought into three different sports – baseball, ice hockey and, let’s commit blasphemy here, soccer.


Observers say his intentions were twofold. He’d made a billion out of unsexy, unseen deals, but they didn’t give him a big profile outside business circles. They didn’t boost the view he had of himself as a patrician figure, a pillar of the community to be loved and respected for putting something back. In short, he thought it was time to buy into the ego-massaging industry.


Of course, there was also the small issue of sport becoming big business. Ball games were no longer about how many dollars you took from your local blue-collar workers on the gate or at the burger-stand. It was about how much you could take from companies, from selling on the brand via sponsorship, corporate packaging and TV and internet rights. With Hicks’s vast experience and huge portfolio in broadcasting, it seemed natural to him that building and exploiting sports franchises was the future. But when you cut through the hype, spin and rewriting, he only ever enjoyed one major success during fifteen years’ investment in sport: winning ice hockey’s Stanley Cup with the Dallas Stars.


Meanwhile, there was such a litany of failure and broken promises Hicks would eventually be a leading contender for the title of America’s Worst Sports Owner.


According to Schoenfeld, Hicks enjoyed owning sports teams and being saluted as a philanthropic public figure. When things went well he liked the adulation and revelled in beating America’s other multimillionaires.


‘When I look in the mirror, I see a very competitive guy,’ Hicks said. ‘I like to win. And what I say about sports is, you get instant feedback. You either win or lose that night.’


But, says Schoenfeld, what matters most to Hicks is the ultimate feedback of a big black number on his financial statement, and all of his investments in sports franchises are primed to pay him handsome returns.


It was why he treated all of the criticism he received – and he received it wherever he went – like water off a shark’s fin: ‘I’ve been doing high-risk, high-return investment since 1977. It’s all I’ve ever done,’ said Hicks.


‘So I’m used to having some deals be great and some not work out. I don’t get devastated because, at the end of the day, whatever happens, it’s a deal. These are sports teams, so I have to read about it in the newspaper. That’s the only difference.’


He bought the National Hockey League’s Dallas Stars in 1996 for $82 million, inheriting a club on the up, with a strong core of home-grown talent, in a hot southern city which was just starting to fully embrace a sport usually loved by cold northerners.


In 1999 they won, for the first time, ice hockey’s biggest club accolade, the Stanley Cup, and for a short while in the early 2000s, Dallas Stars was the league’s highest-grossing team. Together with Ross Perot Jr., who owned the NBA’s Dallas Mavericks, Hicks built the American Airlines Center at a cost of $325 million which was widely hailed the most attractive of its generation of arenas. But the Stars never recaptured the turn-of-the-millennium glory days and went into decline. By the end of season 2009–10, with a skint Hicks trying to bail out and starving them of funds which left their wage bill way below their rivals, they finished last in the Pacific Division.


It was the first time the franchise had failed to make the play-offs for two consecutive seasons since moving to Dallas in 1993. Hicks wanted out and the feeling could definitely be described as mutual.


There was a different kind of star rising in Texas in the 1990s called George W. Bush, a piece of whom Hicks quickly realised he had to have. Down in the Lone Star state, their relationship is still viewed, by many, with suspicion.


In 1994, Hicks switched sides in the state governorship race, moving his hefty financial backing from the Democrat Ann Richards to Republican Bush, pumping so much into the future president’s coffers he became part of an elite group of donors called Bush Pioneers.


When elected, Hicks persuaded Governor Bush to form a private investment company called The University of Texas Investment Management Company (UTIMCO), which awarded lucrative contracts from public funds to private firms, including ones connected to Hicks.


UTIMCO’s board consisted of Bush Pioneers and Yale University connections, and operated without any disclosure or public scrutiny until the Texas Legislature intervened. By then UTIMCO had lost a fortune in failed investments in Enron and WorldCom stock. Investigations revealed a pattern of cronyism with substantial investments going to a group of companies with close ties to Bush and Hicks.


In 1999 Hicks was forced to resign after the Houston Chronicle exposed these dealings. Award-winning investigative journalist (and massive Liverpool fan) Ed Vulliamy, who was the Observer’s man in America, says:


After Bush made him a regent of the University of Texas Board in return for a hefty donation to his campaign coffers, Hicks revolutionised the way the university invested its funds.


He ‘privatised’ some $9 million of assets into UTIMCO, which also guaranteed good salaries for Hicks and his fellow regents on the board.


UTIMCO soon went into politics. The company placed $10 million with the Carlyle Group merchant bank in Washington, whose chairman was Frank Carlucci, Ronald Reagan’s former Defense Secretary. George W. Bush had a seat on Carlyle’s board.


There was no criminality, but analysts see Hicks, who became Bush’s fourth biggest campaign donor, as one of the President’s Texan ‘Good ol’ Boys’ cronies.


And he certainly looked after his political friend. In 1998 when Hicks bought the Texas Rangers baseball team for $250 million, from a group headed by Bush, Dubya received a bonus of $12.6 million on top of the $2.3 million he earned from his $606,000 investment in the franchise, thus boosting his windfall to $14.9 million.


As Vulliamy notes: ‘Tom Hicks was the man who really made George W. Bush rich.’


But when asked about their friendship at his first Anfield press conference, Hicks, conscious that he was now in a city that could never be described as natural Bush territory, replied: ‘Certain media would say I’m one of his closest friends. I’m not in his inner circle. I know his dad.


‘But he is a big baseball fan and once every two years I bring my star players to the White House to meet him. Would I do the same with Liverpool? Sure, if they’re in the neighbourhood.’ Fortunately they never were.


After Hicks took over the Texas Rangers things went relatively well. They won their local division titles in 1998 and 1999 but failed to make any impact on baseball’s coveted World Series.


Hicks knew that if he was to win kudos and make a financial killing he had to do a deal that would make American sport believe there was a new mogul in town. A mogul with balls bigger than Texas. So in the winter of 2000 he lured Alex Rodriguez, the best player in baseball, to the Texas Rangers with a ten-year, $252 million contract, which was the most generous in the history of the game. Hicks’s plan was to make A-Rod, as he was known, the cornerstone of a franchise which would sweep all before it.


‘I like to win. I like to build things, whether it’s a $2 billion corporate acquisition or a chance to win the World Series,’ Hicks said at the time. ‘This is a chance for our team to win a World Series and leapfrog into an area where we’ve never been before.’


What a shame this deal went down as the worst ever in modern baseball. What an even greater shame it led one American newspaper to christen Hicks ‘Tom Dumb’.


It was a spectacularly reckless transaction made by a man who clearly understood very little about sport. A-Rod was a big star, but no other club had been willing to pay within $100 million of that sum for him, meaning Hicks had outbid himself on a grand scale. But it didn’t stop there. By busting the bank for A-Rod there was no cash left for much-needed investment in the rest of the squad. With no funds available for quality pitchers, which are vital to decent teams, the Rangers had the seventh-highest payroll yet one of the worst teams.


By the end of the 2003 season it was clear the only way the Rangers were going to be successful was by selling Rodriguez and using the proceeds to rebuild the entire squad. At this point the comedy turns to farce. After tortuous negotiations to sell A-Rod to the Boston Red Sox failed, Hicks made him captain and announced he’d see out his full ten-year contract (which would have taken him up to the age of thirty-five).


‘A benefit of Alex now being the official leader of our team is that our fans are now confident he is going to be here,’ said Hicks. ‘If we don’t win, the fans are going to be mad. But we’re going to win.’


A couple of weeks later he moved Rodriguez to the New York Yankees in a deal that left egg splattered all over his face. He had to pay them to take A-Rod off his hands. With $179 million still owed to Rodriguez, Hicks paid him $67 million to leave, allowing the Yankees to sign him for a mere $16 million a year.


Hicks had believed he could buy the World Series simply by bribing a megastar to shine in a team of average players, but all he bought was acute embarrassment and confirmation of his own sporting ignorance. Fair play to A-Rod though. All in all, he took Hicks for $140 million, giving him in return three seasons where the Rangers finished bottom of the league every time.


You can blame the world’s most famous Viagra salesman for getting Hicks involved in football – that’s the football of WAGs not moms.


In March 1998 the Pele Law, named after the legendary player, was passed to attract outside investment into Brazil’s debt-ridden national sport. The top twenty teams were more than £250 million in the red, most paying it down by selling the transfer rights to their best players to foreign, mainly European teams. In 1999 a staggering 658 Brazilian professionals were sold abroad. The inherent problem was that Brazilian teams were legally bound to be run in a feudal manner, as social and athletic clubs rather than businesses. Pele Law changed that, allowing them to become corporations and negotiate their own commercial deals.


Hicks, Muse, Tate & Furst were quick to spot an opening.


‘It’s hard to imagine a better sector in which to invest in Brazil,’ said Charles Tate at the time. ‘If you add up all the fans of professional baseball, basketball, football and hockey in the United States, that number is lower than the number of Brazilians who are soccer fans.’


HMT&F invested more than £40 million in Corinthians in the first year of what was supposedly a ten-year partnership deal. So confident were they of striking it rich in Brazil that, six months after their investment in Corinthians, they took over the business operations of Cruzeiro, a first-division team from the east-central city of Belo Horizonte.


The plan was to buy up the cream of Brazilian football, broadcast their games all over Latin America on the Hicks-owned TV station PSN, sit back and watch the dollars roll in.


Just as he did at Liverpool, Hicks & co. talked Texan Big when Corinthians was bought. There were promises of bringing in the best players and the building of a 45,000-seater stadium in the suburbs of São Paulo, and at first they gave the fans hope. They tied down the best players with new contracts, found the cash to bring in decent additions like Dida and Luizao and signed a $12 million, two-year sponsorship deal with Pepsi.


On the pitch things were going well mainly because Corinthians were a side on the up. They had won the Brazilian championship in 1998, which they retained, as well as winning the FIFA Club World Championship in 2000.


But not long after that prestigious victory things began to go downhill. Corinthians weren’t bringing in the returns quickly enough to satisfy HMT&F, so they sold transfer rights to two of the star players, which brought in $12 million. Money which wasn’t reinvested in the team. Fans were enraged, especially when stories emerged of plans to change their famous black-and-white kit, and the anti-Hicks & co. protests began.


One Brazilian source said at the time: ‘The Americans came into Corinthians with money but did not understand the way football works. They brought in a strong team of advisers to administer the club but the way they did things was very American, in the crudest sense. The model they wanted does not function here. Things had to be done their way.’


In a scenario familiar to Kopites, Hicks finally bailed out in 2003 after three years of ultimate failure amid boardroom infighting, fan resentment, accusations that its local partner in Brazil had ‘misappropriated funds’ and legal wrangling which dragged on for another four years.


Corinthians, Brazil’s second-most popular club with a reputed following of twenty million fans, were left on a downward spiral. MSI took over the club’s management but, despite a league title in 2005, the financial problems initiated by HMT&F proved too much of a burden and they were relegated to the second tier of Brazilian football for the first time in their history in 2007. The fans never saw that new stadium.


When Hicks was desperately trying to sell Liverpool for an over-inflated price in 2008, he issued a prospectus to financial companies describing himself as ‘a master of purchasing and growing professional sports teams’.


Fans of Corinthians, the Texas Rangers, the Dallas Stars and Liverpool might disagree with that. After they’ve employed a surgeon to pick them off the floor and stitch up their split sides.


*


When the bailiffs finally came for George Nield Gillett Jr., taking his collection of thirty classic cars and his 235,000-acre Oregon ranch, the personal humiliation was beyond devastating: ‘I had ten days to get out of my house,’ said the father-of-four. ‘I had to buy back my clothes. I had to buy back my dogs.’


In 1992, as Liverpool sank to their worst league finish for twenty-seven years, Gillett was plunging even lower. For a quarter of a century the rich kid from Wisconsin had been building a billion-dollar empire, spread across the sports, media and meat industries.


But it was an empire built on high-risk borrowing which was always one big, godawful deal away from ruin. That deal was buying Storer Communications’ six TV stations, which went so badly wrong it left his businesses with debts of $1 billion and a personal bankruptcy to the tune of $66 million.


Back then he admitted he had ‘caused the problem’ that led to the downfall of Gillett Holdings because of an ‘error in judgement and timing’ about the Storer deal. To be specific he had overpaid, on money borrowed via high-risk ‘junk bonds’, for the stations just as the TV industry was going into recession. When those junk bond rates soared past 17 per cent he couldn’t pay. Or as he puts it: ‘When the notes came due, we were dead.’


Gillett’s riches-to-rags-to-riches story uncannily mirrors the rise and fall of the world money markets since the 1960s. Like Tom Hicks, Gillett saw no point in thinking small. He loved the chase and got high on the risk, playing the markets, schmoozing the clients, sealing the deal. If that risk was being determined by monetary forces outside his control, so be it. He could brave it out. The prize was all.


Time magazine wrote in 1997 about the keen downhill sloper’s penchant for building his business ventures on a mountain of junk securities: ‘Gillett personally relishes skiing “steep and deep” which is not a bad metaphor for his investment style.’


When Gillett confessed to the interviewer of his weakness for moving too fast and buying too much – ‘I’ve lived my dreams, but then I blow them up’ – Time sarcastically noted: ‘How comforting that must be to his bond-holders.’


He was born in 1938, in Racine, Wisconsin, a small, affluent city on the shore of Lake Michigan, sixty miles north of Chicago. His mother came from a rich Milwaukee family, his father owned a car dealership and was a prominent surgeon. It’s fair to say the economic ravages of America’s 1930s Great Depression never paid a visit to the Gillett front door.


He went to the exclusive independent prep school Lake Forest Academy before attending the private Amherst College in Massachusetts. His first jobs were as a salesman before becoming a management consultant with McKinsey & Company, where he learnt the stratagems and slick gimmicks of the business world. As a leading Whitehall mandarin said of McKinsey & Co. when Tony Blair hired them to restructure his Cabinet Office: ‘They’re basically people who come in and use Power-Point to state the bleeding obvious.’


In 1966, aged twenty-eight, he decided to invest in sport, and made a speculative call to Pete Rozelle, the Nation Football League (NFL) commissioner, to ask about potential opportunities.


Rozelle, believing he was an heir to the Gillette toiletries empire, and thus the best his sport could get, gave him a lead on an emerging expansion franchise called the Miami Dolphins. Gillett bought 22 per cent and became the team’s business manager. Two years later, he and two partners bought the Harlem Globetrotters, the fabled basketball team, whose popularity had begun to wane. This was the kind of opportunity that stirred Gillett’s juices. A historic sports institution, on its uppers, which was failing to move with the times but which had massive potential. Ring any bells?


Even in the late-sixties Gillett realised the way to make money out of a sports brand was to maximise the power of television, which led him to come up with an inspirational idea: turning the team into a cartoon series. Hanna-Barbera’s Harlem Globetrotters began on CBS in 1970 and was an instant hit, boosting the appeal of the team and bringing advertisers to the table. Gillett used the Globetrotter franchise to build his first firm, Globetrotter Communications, which included the basketball team, the animated TV show, a marketing division, and a golf equipment manufacturer.


In 1969, Gillett bought two radio stations in Cleveland. When Globetrotter Communications went public in 1971, he used the cash to buy three other radio stations, two in Chicago and one in Detroit. Gillett sold out his stake in the Globetrotters for $3 million and began searching for companies that could be turned around rapidly.


He bought more small radio stations in Sioux Falls, South Dakota; Erie, Pennsylvania; and Bakersfield, California. He took over Packerland Packing Company, a failing beef plant in Green Bay, Wisconsin. The beef industry of the late 1970s was plagued by overproduction and a market hampered by increasingly health-conscious Americans, so Gillett shifted the focus of the company towards production of lean, low-cholesterol meats. Packerland became the first company to win the US Food and Drug Administration’s ‘light’ beef classification. Packerland’s sales soared, which impressed Gillett’s bankers, who provided him with a steady source of cash for acquisitions elsewhere. The Gillett Group, as it was then known, was born.


Early in 1981 Gillett bought his first major television station, WSMV-TV in Nashville, Tennessee. The station was the top-ratings channel locally, and competition to buy it was intense, but through a combination of charm, hard-sell and a commitment to move his family to Nashville, Gillett sealed the deal.


By now he was developing his own unique strategies for buyouts. He convinced the owners of WSMV, an insurance company, that it would save on taxes and net a higher profit if they simply gave him the station in exchange for $42 million in notes that would not pay out until 1986. The price was twenty-one times the station’s annual earnings, but within five years it was worth $180 million. Gillett was praised not just for his savvy but for his laid-back management style.


Gillett’s ownership of WSMV was marred when an investigative news series critical of government meat inspections mentioned three supermarket chains that did $100 million annual business with Packerland. But the scandal did little to halt Gillett’s success.


Between 1980 and 1986, WSMV’s operating cash flow increased from $2 million to $11.2 million, and Packerland had become a steady source of revenue for other acquisitions, providing over $100 million cash.


Gillett’s new-found wealth enabled him to buy a prestigious piece of real estate – Colorado’s huge Vail and Beaver Creek ski resorts. He started to spend his summers and winters there – often posing as a ski-lift employee to get feedback from customers – flying by private jet to the family home in Nashville.


In 1986, Gillett sought the assistance of junk bond king Michael Milken to raise over $650 million, and snapped up a dozen TV stations in the wake of liquidations and mergers throughout the broadcasting industry.


Like Hicks, Gillett was doing remarkably well (mostly with other people’s money) out of the greed-is-good eighties. He had built his multi-faceted empire during a time of deregulation and junk bond financing, and was beginning to feel indestructible. Which is never a good thing.


He had long coveted Storer Communications’ six TV stations, having known the company’s chairman, Peter Storer, since the late 1970s. Despite warnings from Milken that, at fifteen times cash flow, the price for Storer Communications was too high, Gillett bought the stations in partnership with Kohlberg Kravis Roberts (KKR). The structure of the arrangement, like Gillett’s Nashville deal, was unique in broadcasting. Gillett Holdings and KKR each contributed $100 million in equity, and the remaining $1.1 billion of the purchase price was financed by $600 million in bank loans, and $550 million in junk bonds – most of them paying no interest for seven years, but maturing at an astounding 17.5 per cent.


The six stations were held by a new company, SCI Television, of which Gillett Holdings owned 51 per cent and KKR the remaining 49 per cent. But as the Storer deal was being done in November 1987 the television industry peaked. Viewers and advertisers were moving into video and cable, earnings began to fall and Gillett Holdings’ junk bonds plunged to 80 per cent of their original value.


By late 1989, Gillett Holdings was in trouble: Gillett sold WSMV-TV for $125 million and used most of the proceeds to pay down bank loans. Meanwhile, Storer Communications defaulted on $153 million in interest on public debt. But rather than force Storer Communications into bankruptcy, Gillett managed to convince bond-holders to restructure the subsidiary’s more than $500 million bonded debt.


Storer’s financial woes bounced onto Gillett Holdings, which had serious problems of its own. By 1990 the company’s bonds had become so insecure that some traded as low as seventeen cents on the dollar. Then, in August, Gillett Holdings defaulted on over $450 million of debt. By February 1991, bond-holders frustrated with Gillett’s half-hearted attempts at restructuring filed an involuntary bankruptcy petition. When the company failed to meet the resulting court-imposed deadline it was forced into Chapter 11 bankruptcy. However, in the company restructuring that followed, savvy Gillett negotiated a $1.5 million annual salary to manage the Vail skiing operation, plus some stock options, $5 million in Gillett Holdings securities, and $125,000 per year in life insurance premiums.


With the little capital he had, he started again. After floating the Vail stock options he walked away with $32 million, which was enough to rebuild his empire.


In 1994 he bought back the meat-packing firm he’d lost and snapped up more meat-packing companies, moving beyond beef into the poultry market. He added a barge business in the Pacific and some golf courses in Montana. In 1996 he formed Booth Creek Ski Holdings, acquiring or expanding ski resorts in Wyoming, New Hampshire, California and Washington. By 2000, eight years after bankruptcy, Gillett had clawed back half of the billion-dollar fortune he’d lost through bankruptcy. And as a new century dawned he set his sights on doing what he believed he did best, and where he believed there was big money to be made – owning sports teams.


He tried to buy the Denver Nuggetts basketball team and the Colorado Avalanche ice hockey franchise, along with the stadium they play in, but was rebuffed. In 2001 he paid $185 million for an 80 per cent share in the Montreal Canadiens ice hockey team, and its 21,000-seater Bell Centre arena.


Its motto should raise a smile among Liverpool fans: ‘To you from failing hands we throw the torch. Be yours to hold it high.’ As should the track record since Gillett’s takeover of the National Hockey League’s most successful club: they’ve won nothing of note.


‘We went into a relatively hostile environment in Montreal, culturally at least,’ said Gillett. ‘We didn’t come from that community. A lot of the people knew that the club was for sale and none of the locals bought it so you obviously go in with a level of suspicion. Your first reaction is there must be something wrong with it.


‘Rather than saying to the fans “I come with the answer”, I clearly don’t. I think you’d be terribly presumptuous to come into a community like Montreal with twenty-four Stanley Cups and say “I can do it better”. I don’t think we came with an answer. I think we came with questions.’


They also arrived in the wake of another US sports owner, Jeffrey Loria, who had bought the Montreal Expos from local interests when no one else wanted them, said all of the right things about being committed to the city and to making baseball work in Montreal, before moving the franchise to Washington.


Loria was cast as a cartoon villain, the cynical foreign opportunist. And now here was another American, apparently a friendlier one, but one whose motives were instantly called into question simply because of what had gone before.


‘For the first year in Montreal, more than half the articles were about whether we were like Loria or not,’ says George’s son Foster Gillett, who moved to Montreal to help run the Canadiens (as he did with Liverpool although some would question the use of the words ‘help’ and ‘run’).


‘It took us a while to stand on our own two feet and not be continually compared to these Americans who came before us.’


Winning the locals over was a task Gillett warmed to, and he could often be seen in the Bell Centre taking up empty seats and chatting to the fans, listening to their concerns, dishing out soda pops and flattery. The Wisconsin Kid has always used charm and flattery to get his way, as the wooing of Rick Parry, David Moores and his wife, and the opening Anfield press conference were to testify. He calls people ‘sweetie’, the women who work in the offices ‘gorgeous’ and almost every English sports journalist who dealt with him tells of a similar greeting whenever they needed hard answers from him: ‘You know you’re my favourite writer. I really love your stuff …’


Gillett is small, gregarious, thinks he has a neat sense of humour and tries to disarm all-comers with an intense personal connection. When once asked why he never wears a watch he replied: ‘It’s a personal philosophy of relationships. Whomever I’m with is the most important person in my life at that time.’ Which could have come straight out of the McKinsey manual of How To Perfect Blue-sky Thinking, Corporate Bollock-Speak. He’d go out of his way to have you believe he was the guy next door who was also your best friend ‘You can always contact me,’ he’d say, ‘my number’s in the phone book, but you’d better have a good question when you call.’ But underneath was a hard, shrewd operator. If a little mad.


Ask most English people what they made of him and you get a puzzled look, a laugh, a head-shake and an admission they could never quite work him out. He was always acting weird, spouting oblique ideas, giving rhetorical and ambiguous answers. A constantly chattering clockwork mouse, who never really told you anything.


Gillett somehow managed to perfect an evasive style which was both self-effacing and self-congratulatory at the same time. This was his reply when asked why he went into the sports business:


‘Each person in life has their own comfort zone. Some people jaywalk. And we see people dive across interstates. Other people only cross at the intersection and only do it with the lights. Maybe I’ve crossed against red more often than I should have.’


What freaked many was every time they met him he wore walking boots under his suit. The comfort footwear was down to him having both knees replaced after skiing injuries, but the muddy hikers were nonetheless off-putting.
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