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FOREWORD


Mervyn King


Unai Emery has transformed Aston Villa in little more than two years. From the brink of relegation he built a winning team that in 2024–25 reached the quarter-finals of the Champions League with thrilling victories under the lights at Villa Park against Bayern Munich and Paris Saint-Germain. Since November 2022, when he took over as manager, he has piloted Aston Villa through the shoals of the Premier League as a major disruptor of the established order. One of the hardest tasks in any management role – whether football, business or in government – is to shake a team out of a sense that it is performing well enough and to energise the players and team to perform at a higher level than they themselves thought possible. How has he done this?


Guillem Balague has produced a fascinating description of how a top manager goes about managing world class players with egos and agents to match, creates a team structure with balance and instils belief in his players. It requires a relentless work ethic, rare enough in itself, as well as a deep knowledge of football and psychology. Players are not machines. Some are geniuses, others journeymen. Ideally a team has more of the former than the latter, although in practice both will be needed.


My own experience with organisations as diverse as central banks, investment and commercial banks, orchestras, museums, as well as sports teams in tennis, cricket and football, is consistent with Balague’s analysis of the qualities that are necessary for success and that characterise Unai Emery: passion, total commitment and hard work, and deep analysis of the challenges ahead, setting aside conventional wisdom and clichés. As with most major roles in an organisation, there are two key ingredients. First, you must have a clear vision of where you want to take the organisation or team, and to communicate that to everyone involved. Second, you must pay attention to details. If the person at the top combines those two attributes, then success will follow. By dint of dedication and hard work Unai has done this. I particularly like his philosophy of continuous improvement – every day to work on something and improve. There is room for improvement in every individual or team. And only players who respond to this call for greater aspirations, and avoid the trap of complacency, will rise to the heights needed to win trophies. Look at how Roger Federer changed and improved his game when he saw the rise of opponents such as Novak Djokovic and Rafael Nadal. Emery did the same after he was sacked by Arsenal. He evolved new tactical approaches while retaining his basic beliefs developed over many years as a coach. Standing still is not an option – only continuous improvement will keep you at the top.


Many football club owners fall into the trap of allowing a new manager to buy ‘their’ players and sell the players brought in by the previous manager. There is a policy of buying high and selling low. Inevitably, it is financially disastrous. Unai Emery transformed the Villa team with very much the same players he inherited. Only gradually has he added depth to the squad as the demands of European competition have created the need for a larger pool of first-team players. By making players understand that they must improve in both physical and mental discipline, Emery has helped them realise that their potential is higher than what they had become accustomed to. And players who remain content with their current level will be sold on. In the best possible way, Emery has been a disruptor in the Villa dressing room.


Emery is a disruptor not just on the playing side but in every aspect of how the club is run. And he has the full backing of the owners – Nassef Sawiris and Wes Edens – to do that. They too are disruptors – in their business careers and their ownership of Aston Villa. But they have been frustrated by the financial fair play rules which, based as they are on commercial revenues rather than, for example, team salary caps, give an advantage to teams based in London or with a track record of success. My own experience in the global financial crisis of recapitalising the banking system means that I empathise with the challenge facing Nassef, Wes and Unai of being a successful disruptor of entrenched conventional wisdom.


The trust between the owners and Unai Emery is fundamental to the transformation of Aston Villa. In any organisation, trust between the key people is crucial to success, and the experience at Aston Villa is an example to other organisations. Raising standards to a new level has often required the arrival of a disruptor. Think of the creation of franchises, such as the IPL in cricket, the English Premier League in football, the LIV tour in golf, and watch out for new initiatives in the world of tennis. To understand a disruptor requires us to understand their life in all its dimensions – background, beliefs, motivations and their families. Guillem Balague provides us with a picture of the journey which has taken Unai Emery from a modest background in the Basque country to international fame. Reading this book will help you understand the man and the reasons for his success.


Another key quality of Emery is the ability to use defeats as an opportunity to learn and improve. For many teams, an unexpected defeat lowers morale and performance levels. Not with Emery. In the final match of the 2024–25 season, with only 15 minutes remaining, the referee made a terrible mistake and disallowed a perfectly good goal by Aston Villa, thus depriving the club of Champions League football for the next season. Fans, players and neutral pundits were outraged. Emery, while understandably angry, will use it as motivation for the next season.


Understanding the way Unai Emery has transformed the sleeping giant of Aston Villa is a guide to success in any competitive or pressured environment. In this fascinating study of a highly successful top manager, Guillem Balague’s task, as he puts it, ‘was to observe and report the pursuit of excellence’. We can all learn from his description and analysis of the journey that Emery has taken with Aston Villa. Something special is stirring at Villa Park. The club that founded the Football League, and was for many years its most successful team, has returned from the wilderness and is once again one of Europe’s top teams. Under the leadership of Unai Emery, and its two owners Nassef Sawiris and Wes Edens, Aston Villa is coming home.











INTRODUCTION:


THE TREASURE TO UNEARTH


Have you ever watched Tibetan Buddhist monks meticulously create intricate sand mandalas, only to destroy them moments after completion? These geometric masterpieces, crafted with coloured sand, symbolise life’s impermanence and the beauty of the present moment. In many ways, football mirrors the essence of a mandala. Just like a tactical meeting before a match, each mandala begins with chants and prayers to sanctify the space and set intentions. The monks prepare a wooden board, typically covered with fabric to help the sand adhere – their pitch for artistic expression. The monks outline their designs with precision; concentric circles, squares and lines representing spiritual teachings. Similarly, coaches draw up patterns and formations. The soft, rhythmic vibration of the chak-pur, the funnel used to guide the sand, mirrors the hum of fans filling a stadium, their collective voices rising in anticipation. The calm before the storm. Each grain of sand is placed with meticulous care, the colours representing different qualities, such as purity, passion, wisdom. Just like football shirts. The creation of a mandala takes days or weeks. Repetition hones their craft to mastery, the same foundation of footballing excellence. When the mandala is complete, prayers are offered before it is revealed, akin to a manager giving his final instructions before kick-off. And when the final whistle blows, at the end of the design, whether the outcome is success or failure, the next step is always the same. In a profound act symbolising impermanence, the mandala is destroyed. Football, too, is ephemeral. The match unfolds, captivates and then fades, leaving behind insights for the next game.


Is creating beauty or evoking emotion essential for life? For the soul, it is. We can’t do without football, or without art. Both teach us about transformation, respect and that true fulfilment lies in the journey itself. I plan to take you on a journey: a trip into the world of Unai Emery and his work at Aston Villa, where every decision is the culmination of an obsessive passage through layers of knowledge, endless conversations and meticulous preparations of football mandalas. The detail, the relentless hours spent strategising – that much I knew. I had seen it at Almería, Valencia, Sevilla, Paris Saint-Germain and Arsenal. Yet his evolution as a coach remained elusive. How had he refined his craft? What exactly was he doing at Aston Villa to achieve such impressive results so quickly? My task was to observe and report the pursuit of excellence. But before I could decode the man – and the method – there was something I had to do first.


This book is not a history lesson. It won’t dwell on the past glories of Aston Villa’s European Cup win in 1982 or the domestic triumphs of the 1980s and 1990s. Instead, it is a snapshot of now – a moment in time when Aston Villa seem to be waking from a long, restless slumber. A club with roots stretching back to the very foundations of English football, now roaring back into relevance with Unai Emery at the helm, new ownership driving ambition and fans who’ve weathered decades of frustration and heartbreak acting as the club’s bedrock.


Social media is a wondrous thing. I put one simple message out on X looking to create a conversation about the Midlands club that would put me on the right path. Shortly after, I found myself in the heart of Birmingham surrounded by a group of Aston Villa fans, who shared something more profound than mere support for a football club. For them, it is a way of life. Some create content related to the club (like music or podcasts), while others wanted to share their story. But what began as a casual enquiry into what makes this club special and why the arrival of Unai feels so significant, ended with a meeting filled with memories and revelations. Thanks to the hospitality of the Malt House pub, we sat with cameras rolling and microphones ready to record it all for future reference – and hearts opened. We explored the very essence of Aston Villa Football Club, something I did not know enough about.


The conversation began with introductions and each person brought a different story. Joe, a young journalist who’s been a Villa fan for as long as he can remember, set the tone with his first game: a classic Villa roller coaster. ‘1–0 down at half-time against Newcastle, then a Wilfred Bouma goal and a John Carew hat-trick. Classic Villa, but we were successful in the end.’ There it was, in one tale: the unpredictability, the drama, the wild hope that defines what it means to follow this club. Then there’s Baz, a lawyer who hosts the Talk of the Trinity podcast. His first Villa game came before the Premier League even existed. ‘It was March 1992, against QPR. We lost 1–0. The most memorable thing? The cheese and onion crisps.’ I learnt very quickly that dry humour, the acceptance of disappointment, are part of Villa’s DNA. Supporting this club, as Baz puts it, is a lesson in life. ‘You set the bar low, so when the good times come, you appreciate them even more.’


Ben, a blogger, speaks of trauma. ‘My first game was a 2–0 loss to Manchester United. I think I’ve been traumatised by them ever since.’ For Simon, from the Holtecast podcast, the journey began with triumph. His first memory? The 1996 League Cup final. ‘We battered Leeds 3–0. I thought I’d picked the right club. Little did I know that that was the peak … for a while. In my second game we beat Liverpool 1–0. Before the match, my nan said, “You’re not going to win every game” and I came back shouting “We’re the best team in the world”. She knew better than me.’ The confusion of starting with glory and then enduring decades of struggle.


And then there’s Gemma, from the Villa and Proud group, who embodies Villa’s generational pull. ‘I got married at Villa Park the year we got relegated [2016]. On the pitch, it was a disaster. Off the pitch, it was the best day of my life.’ The common paradox of being a Villa fan. ‘My wedding at Villa Park wasn’t just about football; it was about family, tradition and identity.’ The club, a backdrop for life’s milestones. ‘We had photos in the dressing room, on the pitch, by the pitch, in the dugout. They made us a shirt with our wedding date and our new double-barrelled name on it. At the same time, some of the staff were unfortunately losing their jobs, obviously due to the relegation.’


Aston Villa is not just a club; it is a reflection of Birmingham itself. The city’s diverse, industrious spirit is mirrored in the club’s identity. As Ben describes it, ‘Birmingham has a mix of cultures, is vibrant and is home. And that’s what Villa is too.’ This connection runs deep, threading through generations and binding people together. In Birmingham, supporting Villa isn’t always a choice – it’s an inheritance. ‘You don’t choose to support Aston Villa; Aston Villa chooses you.’ Sam is a musician who wrote an anthem for Villa. A fan since 1993, his first game was ‘like for many people, a pretty miserable experience. My dad broke his rib that day. It was raining. It was cold. It ended up 0–0, nothing happened. We went home and the car broke down. My dad got home and he had a big row with my mum. My dad surely had one of the worst days of his life … but I thought it was amazing. I guess that is what happens when you are a kid, you just fall in love with a football club.’


Birmingham isn’t a one-club city. Rivalries abound, from Birmingham City to West Bromwich Albion, even to nearby Wolverhampton Wanderers. As Baz describes it, ‘Supporting Villa in Birmingham is like having siblings. You’re always arguing, always fighting for the biggest piece of the pie. But we’re the top dogs, and we always have been.’ This tussle for supremacy within the city creates a unique dynamic – one of pride, defiance, identity. TJ, whose dad worked as a cleaner at Villa Park when his family first arrived in England, now runs a football media company in London and tells a story of connection. ‘Villa Park, 2022. Villa nil, Arsenal one. After the match, I was on the train back to London with Arsenal fans. You know how rowdy they can be – they ended up wrecking the wagon, and we were kicked off at Coventry. On the next train, I pulled out my charger and my Villa scarf fell out. I looked around and quickly hid it. I looked up again, relieved that nobody had seen it. But two older women, probably in their late sixties, noticed. One winked and said, “Tough loss for us, right?”’ One more defeat, though. ‘We’re always seen as the cuddly teddy bear of the Premier League. Rivals had been thinking, Yeah, let’s play Villa, we’ll have a nice time and we’ll go away with a win.’


Those born in the 1960s are generally fourth-generation Villa fans. Their great-grandad would have been there when Villa were winning constantly in the 1890s, and their grandad could have been present at games during the 1910 First Division title win. Their dad might have been one of the 76,588 present at Villa Park on 2 March 1946 in an FA Cup sixth-round tie against Derby County, the stadium’s record attendance. And, after visiting the ground for the first time before they had even reached ten, they would never forget the sights, sounds and smells of a Saturday afternoon match. And they would want to take their own children too. That generation from the 1960s, now in their sixties today, grew up hearing stories about a period of glory that saw Villa win six First Division titles between 1894 and 1910, and the FA Cup several times, before themselves watching their crowning achievement. Under the management of Ron Saunders, the club clinched First Division silverware in 1981, paving the way for the subsequent European Cup triumph in 1982 under Tony Barton, the pinnacle of Aston Villa’s historic success.


Our conversation in the Malt House also allowed us to recall Villa’s prominence in the early era of the Premier League, years that created the first memories for most of those present at the pub. In the 1992–93 season Aston Villa finished second in the league, a reminder of the club’s once-competitive stature, and finishing in the top six was a regular occurrence during that first decade. The 1996 League Cup victory was one of the most one-sided finals ever in the competition (it turned out to be the last major trophy the club has won to date). It set the expectation of future success. Under the management of John Gregory in the late 1990s, Villa even topped the league during January 1999 and the club had a memorable FA Cup semi-final against Bolton, resolved in their favour following a penalty shoot-out in April 2000. Everyone remembers that one. It was in fact Luke’s, creator of the Up the Villa fan channel, first memory: ‘I was just a kid surrounded by euphoria.’ An intoxicating feeling. ‘Flags on cars, in the windows of our houses. After a 0–0 game in normal time, it went to penalties, me and my brother just cheering that it had gone to pens. About thirty Villa fans turned around looking at us like, What are you on about penalties?’ Later on in his life, Luke would have the misfortune to discover the cruelty of those moments.


What followed that FA Cup final loss to Gianluca Vialli’s Chelsea was a steady decline, starting with the ownership of Randy Lerner. Initially, there was ambitious talk and significant investment, with improvement in the Bodymoor Heath training ground, especially during Martin O’Neill’s tenure between 2006–2010, when Villa finished sixth three times in a row and narrowly missed out on Champions League qualification. However, after O’Neill’s departure, insufficient funding saw the club spiral downwards, culminating in the disastrous period under manager Rémi Garde, in charge for only 147 days, which fans described as one of the worst times in their lives. Managers came and went, as Gérard Houllier, Alex McLeish and Paul Lambert all tried to stabilise the club, but their efforts fell short. The squad weakened, investment dried up and the club gradually slipped into successive relegation battles. The 2015–16 season proved disastrous, leading to Villa’s demise to the Championship; the club had not been in the second tier for twenty-nine years. They are not meant to be there. This marked one of the darkest moments in the club’s history.


In the Championship, the club’s struggles continued. The Midlands club failed in their first two attempts at being promoted back to the Premier League. ‘In those Championship years,’ Simon recalls, ‘I was still living at home. I look back now and feel so sorry for my mum and dad. I would get back home on a Saturday completely miserable. There was a reason why they were out every weekend – they didn’t want to have to deal with me.’ Aston Villa was on the brink of administration under the tumultuous ownership of Dr Tony Xia, who had bought the club in a £60 million deal in 2016 following their relegation. However, a lifeline arrived in the form of new owners Nassef Sawiris and Wes Edens, who took over in 2018, injecting fresh ambition, financial muscle and stability. Dean Smith’s appointment as manager later that year marked the beginning of a slow resurgence. Smith, a lifelong Villa fan whose father had been a steward at Villa Park, brought renewed passion, galvanised the fans and provided the foundation for future growth. With the leadership of the talented academy youngster Jack Grealish, Villa achieved promotion back to the Premier League in 2019 through the play-offs. ‘When we were on that journey,’ Luke remembers, ‘that ten-game winning streak, getting to the play-offs, winning the play-offs, getting back into the Premier League, maintaining our position in the Premier League, it was just absolutely amazing.’


The return to the top-flight was a relief, but survival remained a challenge, as TJ points out. ‘We’ve had how many owners in the last twenty years? From when I was thirteen to twenty-four, Aston Villa has been through three or four different periods, but it always felt as if nothing could make us stable.’ Dean Smith was not able to break free from the lower half of the table. The sale of Grealish to Manchester City for £100 million funded changes in the squad, but the brief and ill-fated tenure of Steven Gerrard, who replaced Smith as manager in 2021, saw the club flirt with relegation once again. ‘The month before Unai Emery came in, we played Chelsea at home,’ Baz remembers. ‘I got a free ticket from a mate of mine and I was thinking about demanding my money back at the end of the game. We were absolutely dreadful. After the match, Gerrard basically said, according to a fan, What do you expect? It’s Chelsea. They’ve got all these players, they’ve got all this money. Look at what I’ve got at Villa. He didn’t say we were a bunch of losers, but close. In the game before he got sacked, the 3–0 away defeat against Fulham, I thought, just after thirty seconds, Yeah, we’re gonna lose here.’ The end of hope, it seemed.


By late 2022, it was clear that Aston Villa needed a transformative figure – someone who could unlock the club’s potential and return them to their former glory. Aston Villa’s ownership was about to follow, perhaps inadvertently, the Gucci resurgence. The brand experienced a revival driven by visionary leadership, strategic reinvention and a renewed identity. Nearing bankruptcy in the early 1990s, it found salvation with Tom Ford as creative director in 1994. He redefined Gucci’s image with bold, modern designs, implementing fresh strategies that revitalised the company. In the same way, Villa was aiming to recapture its historic footballing prestige, Gucci sought to reclaim its luxury trendsetter status. Its upturn influenced pop culture and luxury fashion.


The fashion brand’s story, highlights the power of strategic leadership, and the need for rebranding and cultural connection to achieve a successful comeback. Aston Villa was replicating the strategy and hoping to achieve a similar outcome. The man chosen to turn around the fortunes of the club on the pitch was Unai Emery, a manager known for his tactical acumen and European success, and whose choice symbolised the ambition of the club. The sleeping giant wanted to stir again.


Emery arrived at a time of despair. His first game, a 3–1 win over Manchester United, was a statement of intent. Baz sums it up perfectly: ‘He took the same players Gerrard dismissed and turned them into winners.’ Where Gerrard saw limitations, Emery saw potential. He brought structure and tactical discipline that had been missing. The team, picked up by Emery in seventeenth, ended that 2022–23 season in seventh place, qualifying for European competition. In just a short period, Unai changed fans’ expectations. ‘I thought I knew football,’ Luke confesses, ‘but Emery has shown me things I never imagined. He’s transformed us.’


‘One of the biggest things for me in that first season he arrived happened around the January, February period, when he had been in charge three months or so and we lost three matches in a row,’ Simon recalls. ‘Defeats against Leicester, who would end up being relegated, Arsenal and Manchester City. Especially against Leicester, we expected to win. And we lost 4–2. But the team kept playing exactly the same way for the whole ninety minutes, building from the back and all that, that style was taking us a while to get on board with. I remember coming away from that game, thinking, I’m glad they stuck to playing the way that he wants them to play, even though it didn’t work today. It was a turning point not just for the players on the pitch, but for the fans, too, to just accept that style and leadership. This is exactly what this man [Emery] wants us to do. We best buy into it, because it is not going to change. From that moment on, we all bought into it. And we went on a ten-match unbeaten run, with eight wins in the process, and clean sheets in most of them.’


But Emery is more than a tactician. There is ambition in everything he does. As Joe puts it, ‘He’s earned our trust. We believe in his vision, in his plan. He’s not just a manager; he’s a leader.’ And yet, Emery remains something of a mystery. ‘He often looks like shit, doesn’t he?’ Sam jokes. ‘Like how a detective would look having spent all night away trying to find solutions to the latest crime.’ His meticulous methods, his pursuit of improvement and his reserved public persona leave fans curious. What drives him? What does success look like in his eyes? Is this club his place in the world, has he been looking for something like this in order to shine, or to be happy? The language barrier accentuates Unai’s status as an enigma. People know he is obsessed and tenacious. They see him walking along the Birmingham canals, his eyes set looking far into the distance, they know he lives in the city centre. They clearly get his message: We are going to places, and you are coming with me. But how is he doing it?


Simon captures this tension: ‘He’s a genius, but we’re terrified he’ll leave. We’ve waited so long for someone like him. Just give us a trophy, any trophy. We need it.’ This fear underscores the fragile optimism Villa fans are learning to embrace. Emery has raised the bar, and the challenge now is to keep up, to support his vision on the pitch and off it as well. But with that ambition comes pressure. The goal is clear: to establish Villa as a consistent presence in European football. But how does a club with Villa’s history but not with the recent success or equal finances of the biggest clubs, bridge the gap to the modern elite?


Adam, a marketing man who organised the pub meeting, lays bare the challenge: ‘Our commercial revenue is miles behind the teams we’re trying to compete with. We need strategic partnerships, smart investments. Increasing ticket prices alone won’t cut it.’ This commercial reality is the unglamorous side of football’s modern arms race. ‘This summer of 2024 we got into the Champions League and we only spent a net six million pounds on that squad,’ Adam explains with a worried look. Fans feel the pinch, especially when Champions League nights come with a steep price tag. Most people, but not all, understand progress demands sacrifice. ‘We’re going somewhere, but we’re going fast,’ Luke observes. Can the ownership sustain this pace without alienating the fans who are the heart of the club?


As we wrapped up our conversation, more questions hung in the air. What is Unai Emery’s ultimate vision for Aston Villa? How does he see his journey with the club unfolding? What would he consider a successful era? What are his core values? What happened in the eighteen months he was in charge of Arsenal? How do the players view Emery’s methods? What is the club’s plan for commercial growth? How will they balance ambition with the values and traditions that make Villa special? Why has he bought a football club in Spain, Real Unión? These questions will form the backbone of this book, so I’m looking to delve deeper than football tactics, business strategies and what qualities make Unai Emery special.


Aston Villa is waking up. The slumbering giant is stretching its limbs, eyes wide with the promise of glory. The fans feel it. The city feels it. There’s a sense that something special is happening, a feeling that after years of wandering in the wilderness, Villa is finally coming home to where it belongs. This book is an attempt to capture the moment by listening to the people who make Aston Villa what it is: the fans, the players, the manager, the assistants, the personnel, the owners.


Every story begins with a hero – a figure with a bold goal and an arduous path. The higher the stakes, the more compelling the journey. Chaos strikes, obstacles block the way and tension mounts. Facing enemies constantly, the hero must fight and adapt, and his struggle keeps us hooked. In the end, he overcomes the hurdles, tension is resolved. But, to make the story relevant, the rise of Aston Villa should mirror, somehow, at some level, our own story.


To unearth that treasure, I must walk the corridors of Bodymoor Heath training ground.


So, come with me.











PART I:


THE LION
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LANDING IN BIRMINGHAM:


THE FIRST WIN


Unai Emery once toyed with the idea of acquiring the trademark for ‘Good ebening’ and stamping it on T-shirts, mugs and notebooks. After all, his polite greeting to the media had become something of a phenomenon. A compilation of his ‘Good ebening’s on YouTube has amassed 4.5 million views. In Spain, ‘v’ and ‘b’ both sound like ‘b’, so in the beginning it was endearing, a gentle humour that celebrated his effort to speak English and revealed a glimpse of his personality.


Yet, football is a ruthless storyteller and narratives shift with results. What started as a symbol of charm turned into a tool for mockery. When Emery’s promising start at Arsenal – one that included reaching the Europa League final in the first season of the post-Wenger era – began to unravel early in his second season, his accent suddenly became a weapon used against him. In the eyes of some, the way he said ‘evening’ was enough to undermine his competence. It was reductive, even xenophobic, to repeat that caricature of his pronunciation, reinforcing tired stereotypes of non-native speakers. Months later the derision spilled into real life when a group of teenagers spotted him stepping off Villarreal’s team bus. ‘Good ebening!’ they shouted mockingly, adding sarcastic praise for his time at Arsenal. Emery, who is typically composed, responded with a half-smile – and a middle finger held long enough to ensure it was captured on camera. An act of defiance that carried layers of meaning.


Football, after all, thrives on simple statements – heroes and villains, successes and failures – crafted to engage emotionally rather than analytically. Most fans don’t dissect tactics; they latch on to symbols. ‘Good ebening’ became one of those symbols, a convenient scapegoat for complex problems. It’s reminiscent of a story from Kobe Bryant’s rookie season in the NBA. Playing for the Los Angeles Lakers, Bryant, who was renowned for his intense search of excellence, missed four crucial shots during crunch time in the fifth game of the Conference semi-finals. After the game, Bryant sat on the bench, his hands on his head. When asked later about his feelings at that moment, his response was stark: ‘Feelings? I was working out why I missed those shots. I now know why, and I can do something about it.’ Emery’s middle finger carried the same energy. It was his way of saying: I know what happened. I know how it can be fixed. And I don’t care what you think of my past. The gesture is a fitting place to begin a book about the new era he is leading at Aston Villa. It sets the stage with a setback – a sacking – and the laughter of critics.


Clearly the story of Unai Emery could have started differently, with a list of his achievements. For instance: achieving promotion with Lorca Deportiva in his inaugural season as a coach; leading, well ahead of expectations, Almería to LaLiga for the first time in the club’s history; still in his late thirties, qualifying for the Champions League three seasons in a row with the ever-demanding and financially restrained Valencia; winning three consecutive Europa League titles with Sevilla; lifting seven trophies with PSG in just two campaigns, where his team got numerous points and goalscoring records that still remain. Our story could also have begun by highlighting Emery’s role in shaping some of the best talent in world football: David Silva, David Villa, Juan Mata, Jordi Alba, Ivan Rakitić, Neymar, Kylian Mbappé, Edinson Cavani, Marco Verratti, Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang, Bukayo Saka and Pau Torres, to name just a few. However, the middle finger is better. It’s raw, unpolished and unapologetic – dedicated to those who see a sacking as a definitive failure rather than the start of something new.


Yet, that confidence in front of a phone camera had a backstory. It wasn’t always so easy for Emery to look back at his time at Arsenal. Of course, it hurt, not so much because of the results or the sacking; it was the feeling that he hadn’t been given the tools or the time to truly succeed. It took him months to fully process what had gone wrong and, more importantly, what he needed to do differently. His dismissal in autumn 2019 was met with relief by many fans, but Emery resented the story that emerged, portraying him as a figure of fun. This oversimplification ignored the deeper issues within the club. While he acknowledged his mistakes, he also pointed to a fractured leadership, an imbalanced squad and a lack of alignment, even support, between management and coaching staff. He felt isolated in the crisis, without the protection he might have expected from those in charge.


The Covid-19 pandemic that followed provided Emery with an unexpected opportunity for reinvention. By the time Villarreal came calling, eight months after his departure from Arsenal, Emery had taken the time to reflect deeply on his methods, on the evolution of football and on how best to position himself to catch the right train back to the elite. He was ready, not just to lead again, but to do so fully on his own terms.


He needed a club where he could rediscover himself and have full command of his surroundings, where every victory or defeat would be primarily his responsibility. At the same time, while recovering strength and confidence, he sought to improve his English. Unai also felt the need to return home. He longed for the pleasures of family stability, using the time to strengthen his bond with his son, Lander, who lived in Valencia. At seventeen, Lander was a young goalkeeper, following in the footsteps of his paternal grandfather and great-grandfather. Having missed much of his father’s European adventures, Lander had reached that challenging stage of life where the relationship between father and son changes. So, moving to Villarreal, just 60 kilometres from Valencia, seemed like the logical next step for Unai. Although his representatives had doubts, he was convinced it was the right move. When Villarreal approached, he took charge, negotiating directly with the club’s directors. He understood the risks. ‘Either I stay where I am, achieving targets like regular European qualification, which would be amazing, or I decline, which could happen. Moving upward is very difficult,’ he reflected at the time. Another question remained in his mind: When will I be ready to return to the Premier League?


In 2020, Villarreal had never won a major trophy in nearly a century of existence. It had been transformed by the vision of Fernando Roig, whom since taking ownership in 1997 had elevated the club from a modest team in a city of 51,000 inhabitants to the upper echelons of Spanish football and international recognition. The chemistry between owner and manager produced instant results and Emery cemented his reputation as one of Europe’s top managers. In his first season, he won the Europa League, his fourth title in the competition. Villarreal defeated Manchester United in a dramatic final, which ended 1–1 and was decided by a penalty shoot-out (11–10). Gerónimo Rulli, Villarreal’s Argentinian goalkeeper, scored the winning penalty. Emery had proven his worth once again on a grand stage and in front of the audience he longed to rejoin. Was the Premier League paying attention?


By November 2021, during his second season, Newcastle United expressed interest in Emery as a replacement for Steve Bruce. ‘Tell them to call me directly and not beat around the bush,’ he instructed when informed by an agent. Shortly after, Amanda Staveley, representing Newcastle’s owners, contacted him. A Zoom meeting followed with Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, chairman of the Saudi Public Investment Fund (PIF), which owned 80 per cent of the club. The offer, promising control over sporting matters and substantial finances, was very compelling. The day after the call, Emery got confirmation that the English club wanted him to be their new boss.


Before Villarreal’s Champions League home encounter against Young Boys, Unai met with Fernando Jr, the owner’s son who oversees the day-to-day operations of the club. The coach shared the news of Newcastle’s interest. ‘Let’s discuss it calmly after the game,’ Fernando Jr told him. Still, a sense of uncertainty inevitably crept into the VIP seats. Just before kick-off, a story broke in the British media claiming there was an agreement between Newcastle and Unai. It stated that the Spanish coach would travel to England after the match and begin training his new team by Friday. The timing of the leak felt deliberate, but the information was false.


Unai was curious about Newcastle’s plans, but no financial agreement or contract details had been discussed. Since the Roig family was aware of the conversations, it wasn’t expected to cause any internal issues. Following Villarreal’s 2–0 victory over Young Boys – which boosted their chances of progressing in the tournament – Unai was questioned about the situation just minutes after the final whistle. Emery was visibly surprised and annoyed. ‘I have no news beyond their interest,’ he told Cristina Bea of Spanish TV station Movistar+, the first journalist he spoke to. ‘I need to respect this squad and this club.’ The press conference was tense, with questions assuming his departure. Newcastle, overly confident, had underestimated Unai’s commitment to Villarreal. The leak and its fallout helped to clarify Emery’s next step.


Emery felt he was a recognised manager but still needed a major success story in the Champions League. Progressing to the next round, in a group that included Manchester United and Atalanta, required a visit to Bergamo and a good result. Yet, he believed his team was competitive and capable of making a strong impression in Europe. That was crucial.


Unai met both Roigs after the match and assured them the final decision would be taken very quickly. It was a long night. On the drive home, Unai spent over an hour on the phone with Damià Vidagany, the former director of communications at Valencia and a close confidant ever since. His career had spanned journalism, club media, and by then representation work with DV7 Management, the agency led by David Villa. Unai had always valued Damià’s deep understanding of football and knew he could be invaluable in helping him navigate the challenges he faced. The manager felt appreciated by Newcastle, but also realised that the way events had unfolded were not right. He decided to close the door on the Premier League club.


He called Villarreal’s owner: ‘Fernando, I am staying 100 per cent. Zero doubts.’ At that point, it was crucial to dispel any external uncertainty to the outside world. Damià worked late into the night, making calls to ensure the story of Unai’s decision to stay at Villarreal was promptly shared. The next day, Unai announced it all via a statement on social media. He told his inner circle: ‘I will have my Premier League club, but it will be another time.’ Feeling reinvigorated, he wanted to give the Champions League his all, testing how far Villarreal could go. Newcastle tried to reinitiate conversations, effectively asking him to name his price. However, Unai refused to engage any further. He told the English club he had given his word to Villarreal and would not go back on it.


From that moment, his authority within Villarreal grew stronger. Fearing he might leave in the future, players and staff rallied around him, fully committing to his leadership. In their final group match, Villarreal travelled to Bergamo but the game had to be postponed due to heavy snowfall at the Gewiss Stadium. The following December day Villarreal secured a dramatic 2–3 victory, sealing their runners-up spot and a place in the Champions League round of 16 at the expense of Atalanta. They went on to eliminate giants like Juventus (1–4 on aggregate in the round of 16) and Bayern Munich (1–2 on aggregate in the quarter-finals). Though they eventually fell to Liverpool in the semi-finals, Villarreal earned widespread praise for their intelligent performances. Unai took pride in having elevated Villarreal to punch above their weight in Europe’s most prestigious competition.


By the end of that season, Emery had one year left on his contract. Many around him believed that if Villarreal offered him an extension, even for just one extra year, it would have been difficult for him to say no. However, Villarreal faced significant financial challenges. The club’s stability depended on Pamesa Cerámica, the Roig family’s main business, a prominent Spanish company specialising in the production of ceramic tiles, which was heavily affected by skyrocketing gas prices following the outbreak of war in Ukraine. While Villarreal could have improved and extended Unai’s contract, keeping him required more than a renewal. It demanded a strengthened commitment to the project, retaining key players, making new signings. Unai thrives in environments where tangible progress is visible. He needs to believe the club has the resources to build on the previous season’s success. For him, stagnation is unacceptable. But, known for their integrity, the Roigs were cautious and, as a result, they decided to wait before presenting a renewal.


Damià, as well as Unai, was close to Fernando Roig Jr so from time to time, he would convey what he thought might be good for both Villarreal and the manager. ‘For Unai, leaving Villarreal was very, very hard,’ Damià says. ‘The calm, the structure, and the support he had there were incredibly important. He did not want to leave.’ But it felt the door had been opened by the club. The real turning point came after the final match of his last full season at Villarreal, that ended with a victory at the Camp Nou and European qualification. Unai went to lunch with Fernando Roig Sr and Jr expecting a forward-looking conversation about the future of the club. Instead, what he encountered was something far more hesitant. Unai understood the broader socio-economic context, but he did not get a determined plan to continue building the project with ambition. He felt no disrespect. He knew Villarreal valued him highly. But he also sensed that, after their Champions League run and their qualification to the Conference League, with the financial hit that implied, the club was not in a position to sustain the level of investment his ambitions required.


So, four months later, by late October 2022, with the gas crisis still unresolved and before Villarreal could propose not just a contract extension but a renewed vision for the future, super-agent Jorge Mendes re-entered the picture.


Jorge Mendes had always nurtured a warm and close relationship with Unai Emery, built on years of trust and mutual respect that dated back to their time together at Sevilla. Mendes had been instrumental in shaping opportunities for Unai, ensuring he received offers from clubs such as Benfica and Napoli. When Rafa Benítez signed for Real Madrid, Emery’s name had also been mentioned as a possible candidate for the job, which was Mendes’s work too.


Yet, when Unai joined PSG, it was without the need for intermediaries. The call came directly from the club. The first words they said were: ‘You’ll have Neymar.’ Later, they added: ‘We’re also going to sign Mbappé.’ The whirlwind began. Unai first met with Mbappé’s father, then with the player himself and later with his mother. At just eighteen, the young forward was already remarkable – not just on the pitch but also in his approach to his career. ‘I want a team like Messi’s,’ Mbappé told Unai, ‘where even if I have a bad day, I’m not easily dropped. I don’t want to be the first one taken out.’ His maturity was striking. Real Madrid had offered €180 million, a bid Monaco had accepted, and Jorge Mendes was acting as the intermediary between the two clubs. But in the end, Mbappé chose PSG, who offered the same €180 million but structured as a deferred payment to be finalised the following year. Unai’s move to Arsenal, however, was handled by another agent, Arturo Canales. Mendes had, in fact, tried to push Julen Lopetegui for the Arsenal role, but the club chose Unai instead.


Fast forward to Villarreal, where Unai rebuilt his reputation with two strong seasons. Yet, the pull of returning to the Premier League remained an irresistible goal. So, after the remarkable 2021–22 Champions League, Unai turned to Jorge Mendes with a simple request: ‘Let’s see if you can find me a team.’ Mendes’s response was swift and confident: ‘Challenge accepted.’


Manchester United and Chelsea were both searching for managers that summer, but ultimately passed on Unai. The shadow of his Arsenal tenure still loomed over him in England. Mendes then brought up Aston Villa to Unai – the club that had been quietly monitoring him for years but didn’t initially seem like the right fit. However, Mendes had a strong relationship with one of Villa’s owners, Nassef Sawiris, and knew there was genuine admiration there. Before buying Aston Villa, Sawiris had been a follower of Arsenal. There was a particular match that stayed with him: Villa at the Emirates, shortly after he and Wes Edens had acquired the club. Villa went 0–2 up. Arsenal went down to ten men. Yet, Unai made a series of brave, tactical substitutions that turned the game around. Arsenal won 3–2. The impact lingered. Sawiris continued following Unai’s work at Villarreal, and with each passing year his admiration deepened. He saw beyond the tactician.


One October morning in 2022, Damià was out for a morning walk along the river in Valencia when his phone rang. It was Unai. Expecting it to be a casual call to arrange breakfast, Damià was caught off-guard by Unai’s urgency: ‘No, get dressed properly. We’re going to Madrid. I’ll explain in the car.’ On the way, Unai informed him that Nassef Sawiris had asked Mendes to arrange lunch. ‘No commitments, just an introduction,’ he said. Emery’s English, still a work in progress, added tension to the trip. As they drove, he and Damià rehearsed key talking points. This meeting wasn’t about money; it was about structure. ‘The difference between Manchester City and Manchester United isn’t oil money – it’s the people,’ Damià said. ‘City works because Ferran Soriano, Txiki Begiristain and Pep Guardiola form a triangle of understanding and protection. That’s the blueprint.’ Unai nodded. Damià and Unai shared the belief that a manager – who, unless you have a Messi or Ronaldo, is the most valuable asset at a club – must be surrounded by a protective circle. This circle should consist of people who understand him deeply, anticipate his needs before he even expresses them and clear the path for him, like steamrollers preparing the ground before the road is laid. Emery wanted to avoid the disjointed leadership he had experienced at Arsenal, where decisions like signing Nicolas Pépé and Sokratis Papastathopoulos had disrupted his intentions. Unai doesn’t like the word ‘project’, they were not to use that word in the meeting. When he hears it, he pulls back because he knows that, more often than not, it’s just a cliché of football jargon that rarely gets fulfilled. If you lose four games, the ‘project’ is over.


Jorge Mendes offered his home in Madrid for the encounter, and some members of his team were present. Nassef, with an unsettled stomach, flew in from London. Unai and Damià explained that the difference between success and failure often comes down to time. With the right ingredients, success can be immediate, but if it takes longer, you need time to make it happen. How do you secure that time? By putting in place safeguards against drastic decisions: a strong contract, a long-term agreement and a structure that keeps everyone informed about the steps being taken – one that is fully aligned with the ownership too. The manager should not be a scapegoat. Villa’s issue, they pointed out, wasn’t just a coaching problem, it went deeper than that; it was one of mentality. After twenty years without European football and fifteen managers in that time frame, something fundamental had to change.


Nassef wasn’t there to offer a job. Or a ‘project’. He wanted Unai to design one. Handing him a blank piece of paper, he said, ‘Draw the club you need to succeed, not just the team, but everything. What do you need to make Aston Villa winners?’ Not so much a proposal to Sit on my bench, but rather Nassef was saying, Here’s the key to the house. Unai didn’t fill the blank page during that meeting, but he was intrigued. Nassef’s promises felt genuine. Still, something more was needed. Nassef picked up the phone and called Wes Edens. ‘This,’ Sawiris said, ‘is not just a commitment from me, but also from my partner.’ Wes’ words carried weight, ‘We’re both fully behind this project. We promise to support you financially. I’m genuinely excited about the possibility of having you at the club, and I really hope we can convince you.’


Villa’s storied history, loyal fans and potential resonated with Unai. Villa is a sleeping giant, Unai thought. At that moment, he wasn’t considering leaving Villarreal, though his contract was set to expire in eight months’ time. Still, he needed space to think. From Unai’s perspective, the conversation was geared towards the following season, 2023–24. The interest from Liverpool, Bayern Munich and Manchester United was not converted into offers nor had it even led to conversations with decision makers within the clubs. What Aston Villa offered him, however, was total trust in his capabilities. But at Villarreal, Unai felt secure. The club was in the Europa Conference League, although performing modestly in LaLiga. He mentioned Aston Villa’s interest to Fernando Roig Jr but didn’t dwell on it. As Villarreal still hadn’t offered him a renewal, and with just seven months left on his contract, it gave him some freedom.


Then things accelerated. During the following two weeks, Villa’s results plummeted with a draw against Nottingham Forest, a loss to Chelsea, both at home, and a 3–0 defeat at Fulham leaving them seventeenth in the Premier League, level with the relegation zone. Mendes called Unai: ‘They want you now. They’ll pay your release clause.’ When he joined Villarreal, he ensured his contract protected both sides: if Villarreal underperformed, they could release him without cost. If a major project came calling, he could leave for an agreed fee that felt generous. The release clause was €6 million. It wasn’t the first time the signing of Unai Emery required a release clause to be activated either. Back in the summer of 2016, PSG paid the €2 million stipulated in the Basque coach’s contract with Sevilla.


Villarreal had gained millions in revenue during his leadership. The Europa League title and reaching the Champions League semi-finals had led to increased sponsorship deals. Letting him go wasn’t ideal, but it wasn’t catastrophic either. Villarreal had the chance to secure the equivalent of two years’ salary for a top LaLiga manager to replace him.


For Unai, the decision to leave would eventually boil down to three factors. Villarreal weren’t in the Champions League, the club couldn’t offer a long-term project and the coach knew he was going somewhere he was not only wanted but also where he could grow. On the same day as Villa’s defeat to Fulham, Villarreal mourned the passing of José Manuel Llaneza, a great supporter of Unai’s, someone admired by all and a key figure in the club’s modern transformation. After the funeral, Unai met with Fernando Roig Jr for a coffee. ‘It’s the Premier League,’ he said. ‘I need to seriously think about it.’ Two days later, Villarreal beat Almería 2–1. The victory lifted them to seventh place. In the locker room, Fernando Roig Sr approached Unai: ‘How can you leave now? What’s happening?’ Unai promised to decide by the next day.


He chose to leave. His relationship with the Roig family has not changed one bit since then.


On Monday 24 October 2022, Villarreal announced Unai’s departure. That same day, Aston Villa confirmed him as their new manager, with his official start date set for 1 November 2022. Villa fans, desperate for a world-class leader, embraced him with hope. The target had been clear from the meeting with Sawiris: Aston Villa would aim to make up for lost time and restore the relevance the club held in the 1970s, ’80s and early ’90s.


Unai turned to Damià Vidagany with a straightforward question: would he join him and help him settle into this challenge? Unai envisioned a structure that was clear and collaborative, populated by people who understood his vision and could execute it. His focus would remain firmly on football, but he also recognised that a club was more than the sum of its tactical moves. Damià and his chosen people could breathe life into the atmosphere. Without that motivation, the project would falter before it even began. His old friend agreed without hesitation. The specifics – role, salary, duration – were irrelevant. He would help Unai build a project, awaken the giant.


‘Let’s go,’ Vidagany said, leaving his wife Montiel and his kids Roman and Gerard behind, only temporarily. From a distance they offered their constant support and reminded him of the many benefits of what he was about to embark on. ‘We will join you soon,’ Damià heard for a while. None of this is easy, one of the many realities football conceals behind its glamour.


Accompanied by his right-hand man, as well as Mendes, Unai flew to London for the formalities. Before heading to Birmingham, they stopped at Nassef Sawiris’s home for a relaxed dinner brimming with discussions about the future. It felt to all like an opportunity to take a raw block of stone and sculpt it into something enduring. From London, Unai and Damià drove to Birmingham, ready to immerse themselves in what lay ahead. As the car turned on to the narrow road that leads to Bodymoor Heath, fences enclosing the training pitches came into view. A 20-mile-per-hour speed limit sign prompted Unai to smile softly, the job was not going to be done at that pace. This training ground was a canvas, his laboratory. The car turned left, where the security guard, Big Matt, greeted him at the main gate with a hearty Brummie welcome. Each handshake and introduction as he made his way to the main building felt like assembling tools for a craftsman’s workbench.


The training centre was a state-of-the-art facility, and it soon dawned on Unai that it had its own established dynamics, routines and comforts. Emery’s team of ten Spanish assistants, that he was originally bringing with him, would face a new reality they were more than willing to challenge. The massive gym offered everything from weight training to sprint tracks, its glass walls connecting players inside to the pitches outside. A hydrotherapy area nearby simplified water-based recovery, replacing the need for distant pools. Passing the boot room, the mingled scents of leather and freshly cut grass reminded Unai of the essence of this sport. Upstairs, his office awaited him. It was practical and well equipped, with a whiteboard, a table, a sofa, a shelf unit and a TV. Positioned with a clear view of the pitches, the adjoining balcony stretched across the first floor, providing a vantage point for Unai (as well as his team of assistants, analysers and data gatherers in nearby offices) to observe the men’s first team. Further afield, separate facilities housed the Under 23s and the women’s squad.


Before even stepping on to the pitch, Unai had prepared his first words to the players, who had been filtering in throughout the morning. He knew he didn’t want to sound like a saviour or magician. In the gym, flanked by his new assistants, he gathered the group. He let a few seconds pass, studying their expectant faces, willing his English to hold steady. As a former player, he understood the weight of a first impression. ‘I’m not happy; I’m sad because a colleague of mine, Steven Gerrard, has been sacked. He was not the only one responsible for what went wrong here. He’s not the only one. You are responsible. You and everyone in the club. We cannot always put the blame on the coach. And something else: I didn’t come here to waste my time. I’ve come here to win things.’


In those few moments, two things became clear to the players. First, his message was direct, unyielding. Second, they would all need to raise their game. However, the real discovery would come in the four training sessions before their next game, a home fixture against Manchester United.


The arrival of Unai marked a departure from the old-school style, where a distant manager observed from afar. Instead, Villa now had a scientific army of football minds: Rodri, not the City player, but Antonio Rodríguez, a veteran coach in the second and third tier of Spanish football; Pako Ayestarán, who had Premier League experience; and Pablo Villanueva (known as Pablo Villa), a decade-long confidant who shared Unai’s methodical, analytical approach. They had watched every single game of Villa’s that season. The priority was not so much to assess the team’s physical condition but to evaluate its organisation and structure. The coaches concluded Aston Villa weren’t disorganised, but their approach relied heavily on chaotic end-to-end play – classic English football.


In theory, the new coaching staff had four days of training sessions to prepare for their first match, against Manchester United at Villa Park. The contract had been signed, and Unai Emery’s assistants were able to step on to the pitch to lead training. However, Emery himself was not allowed to until the second day, he couldn’t even wear the club tracksuit before then. Brexit-related paperwork remained unresolved, preventing him from officially taking charge. That limited the time he had to directly influence the team ahead of his Sunday debut. As a result, the first session was overseen by Pablo Villa, Pako Ayestarán and analyst Víctor Mañas. Unai asked them to focus the initial sessions on shape and control, urging the team to gain time by favouring more passes. Yet he knew there wasn’t enough time to fully implement a perfectly advanced defensive line or to establish clearly defined roles and responsibilities. That level of understanding required consistency and, above all, patience – a winding road rather than a straight path. These would come later.


Training often revealed habits ingrained in the squad’s style. Players would shoot from the edge of the box even when it wasn’t the best choice. Crosses were delivered aimlessly without assessing whether a forward was in position. A cross, Unai repeated, had to be a pass. This was a change of perspective. Leaving the comfort zone was disorientating, even terrifying, for some. Unai wasn’t just tweaking tactics; he was changing the way they thought about football. Yet a spark ignited almost immediately. First, the squad felt the weight of having a title-winning coach. Next, they saw a manager willing to roll up his sleeves, one they could learn from. Unai was from the start 24/7 football. His presence altered the atmosphere at Bodymoor Heath. Players arrived with a new sense of purpose, staying after sessions to discuss the work. ‘We’ve gone from black-and-white football to full colour’ was a statement heard in the canteen. Senior players like Emiliano Martínez, Ollie Watkins, John McGinn and Lucas Digne embraced the change. Their enthusiasm became contagious.


To keep that new feeling of harmony, one decision was critical: who would wear the captain’s armband? In England, the role of captain carries profound significance. Johan Lange, Villa’s sporting director, had travelled to Valencia to brief Unai on the squad and club dynamics. He suggested that a potential change of the captain could be positive, noting that Steven Gerrard’s decision to strip Tyrone Mings of the captaincy had alienated a key player in the squad. It was a delicate issue that required careful handling. The opinion of Christian Purslow had to be sought. He was the club’s chief executive officer and was also in charge of sporting decisions, although he was not always present as he didn’t live in the Midlands. It was necessary to gather information and conduct a situational analysis before rocking the boat too much. John McGinn was serving as captain following Steven Gerrard’s decision to appoint him earlier in the year, and Emery chose to maintain that leadership structure. The intention was to provide stability during a turbulent period of change.


In fact, danger loomed on the pitch. A negative result against Manchester United could push them into the relegation zone. The following game was against third-placed Brighton, the season’s revelation. Two defeats would surely leave Villa in the bottom three heading into the six-week break due to the World Cup in Qatar. Some tactical variations for playing out from the back, as well as where and when to apply pressure, had been prepared with the intention to surprise Erik ten Hag’s fifth-placed United. Villa started with two changes to their previous line-up: Lucas Digne replaced Ashley Young at left-back, and academy player Jacob Ramsey, 21, came into midfield. Leon Bailey, normally a winger, paired with Ollie Watkins in the attacking set-up. McGinn was on the bench. ‘Guys, this is a new start. You can compete against anyone in this league,’ Unai told his players before they walked out of the changing room and into the tunnel.


The atmosphere crackled with expectation. Unai, hands in his pockets, visibly focused, was loudly cheered as he stepped out just before kick-off. Giving a thumbs-up was perhaps not the most natural greeting to the fans, but that was what he did, perhaps feeling a bit uncomfortable with so much attention on him. The match erupted straight from kick-off and did not abate as Villa struck early. Leon Bailey, assisted by Ramsey and quicker to the ball than United’s centre back Lisandro Martínez, scored in the 7th minute. Moments later, Lucas Digne’s curling free kick doubled the lead as he slotted home at the near post.


Unai was highly active in the technical area, issuing instructions, arms outstretched, demanding full commitment and pointing to exactly where the next pass should go. The performance was impressive so far, but at this club, things are rarely ever easy. A deflected Luke Shaw shot pulled one back before half-time. Ramsey felt very comfortable with the new set-up and restored the two-goal cushion early in the second half. Villa played with confidence and limited United’s chances until the end of the match, securing a 3–1 victory – their first home win over United in twenty-seven years. Villa Park exploded with joy. It felt like the club had finally broken free from years of gloom. It was not just any win. Baz was in the Holte End. His voice cracked as he described the scene. ‘It wasn’t just loud, it was primal. People weren’t just cheering; they were screaming, crying, hugging strangers. When Bailey scored so early, it was like a dam had burst. We’ve had moments of joy before, but this felt different. It was like the entire stadium believed again, as if we’d collectively been waiting for this exact moment to breathe life back into the club.’


This was Unai’s first eleven and substitutions for that match: Martínez, Cash, Konsa, Mings, Digne (Young 79’), Luiz, Buendía (Ings 79’), Dendoncker (Sanson 90’), Ramsey, Watkins (Kamara 78’), Bailey (McGinn 70’). The win moved Aston Villa up to thirteenth, 3 points clear of the relegation zone. The Spanish manager used the victory to set a target in the press conference. ‘This win is special, not just because of the result, but because of the belief the team showed from day one. I want Villa Park to be a place where opponents feel something special. It’s the first step. We have to be demanding.’ The atmosphere was electric in the changing room. There were handshakes, hugs, singing, dancing and a sense that something new had just started.


Yet, amid the celebrations, Pako Ayestarán offered a sobering reminder: ‘We’ve won, but this won’t be easy, boys.’


Inside the coaches’ dressing room Emery’s technical staff, ever cautious – perhaps even pessimistic – saw things through the lens of their perfectionist boss. For Unai, victories weren’t moments to revel in but opportunities to dissect every detail, to highlight areas for improvement. Damià was at the other end of the spectrum. ‘Lads, let’s celebrate! What we’ve achieved today is massive. Tomorrow, you can get back to work.’ But even in victory, or especially in victory, Unai’s methods loom large. Defeats? They are catastrophic, a funeral, the bad-tasting medicine you have to take if you want to get better, regardless of the bigger picture. At Valencia, they used to call Unai ‘the cat with seven lives’. In Spain, the number seven is a symbol of luck, which is why Spanish cats are stuck with two fewer lives than their luckier Anglo-Saxon counterparts. Losing two matches in a row was almost unthinkable for him, as after every loss, with the world having collapsed, Unai found an unrelenting energy to ensure it wouldn’t happen again. The cold, objective analysis after the United victory was clear: Villa had won, but on the players’ terms. It had been an end-to-end affair, chaotic and uncontrolled. This wasn’t the football Unai envisioned.


Before the World Cup break, Villa managed another victory, this time 1–2 away against a surging Brighton. But after the tournament, they returned with two poor performances at home: a 1–3 loss to Liverpool, during which they wasted several chances, and a 1–1 draw against Wolves. Sandwiched between these was a 0–2 away win at Tottenham, a glimmer of what was possible. Unai grew visibly restless with the way the Villa Park crowd demanded a style of football he didn’t want to play. They wanted end-to-end sprints, frantic transitions. He wanted control, patience on the ball, deliberate timing, dominating the play. The gap between the two visions was vast.


But one morning, on the way to Bodymoor Heath from his hotel, he found himself smiling. He was ready to fight, but this time, it wasn’t with the fans; it was for them. Instead of offering a middle finger, he wanted to extend his hand, to connect and make them see what was now required to win consistently. The work became all-consuming and the days felt shorter than ever. Winter nights arrived early, cloaking the training ground in darkness by late afternoon. For Unai, the idea of home became a distant memory. He spent three months living in a hotel, with no time to search for a house. For his coaching staff, separated from their families, it felt like an extended camp-out, like students on an endless field trip. Conversations began over the first cup of coffee at 8 a.m. and carried on late into the evening, often over the final sips of yet another coffee after dinner.


It was the only way. An entire world needed moulding.
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FORGED IN THE BASQUE COUNTRY:


THE ORIGINS OF UNAI


It is January 2025 and the streets of the unassuming Basque town of Irún carry the crisp chill of a winter morning. Yet, despite everyone being bundled up in heavy jackets, as is typical at this time of year, the sky is clear and the sun shines brightly. A perfect Sunday for a football match to kick-off at 12 noon. At the edge of town, Real Unión’s Stadium Gal, situated in the same place for almost one hundred years, stands quiet and practical, its modest facade flanked by a car park on one side and the slow-moving Bidasoa river on the other. In the water, boats lie moored, waiting patiently for something to happen – though little ever does.


Everything moves at a different pace. It’s not just because it’s Sunday. They do things differently here. The Basque Country is not only a region – it’s a mindset. Tucked into the rugged folds of northern Spain, between the Bay of Biscay and the western Pyrenees, it has long stood apart. Its people speak Euskera, a language older than the Romans, unrelated to any other spoken tongue in Europe. It is both a means of communication and a declaration of identity – proud, private. The landscape breeds a certain resolve. The hills are steep, the weather often harsh, the villages remote. Generations have grown up surrounded by stone, sea and silence – shaped by them. This is a people who value hard work, self-reliance and humility. From this soil, legends grow. According to Basque mythology, the jentilak – ancient giants – once roamed the mountains, shaping the land and passing down their wisdom to humans, until the birth of Christ when they were swallowed by the land, retreating into their caves, mountains and the underground, vanishing from the world of humans.


This land is older than history.


A short stroll from Real Unión’s stadium takes you to the small Behobia International Bridge that connects Spain to France, marked only by a discreet sign at its midpoint. From there, you can see on one side Irún’s tightly packed, functional, Spanish apartment buildings clustered together, with the stadium standing as a landmark among the huddled rooftops. On the other, Hendaye’s spacious white houses with red inverted V-shaped rooftops are scattered across the green landscape. Refugees and exiles once crossed this bridge. Today, it’s travellers and traders who walk its path. The border between the two countries, between their cultures, has softened in the Spanish and French Basque Country. Here, students grow up learning both Spanish and French as tools for connection, so from an early age people understand the value of tradition and heritage, but also that the world is vast and that borders are nothing more than artificial lines.


The Emerys, people that have lived in many lands, are no different. Their surname is of Norman origin, derived from Emmerich, meaning ‘power’. The Normans, of combined Viking and Frankish descent who settled in Normandy, France, became known for their military prowess, most famously conquering England in 1066 under William the Conqueror, reshaping its language and aristocracy. So, today, the Emery surname can be found both in England, and France, from where the paternal branch of Unai’s family comes. Unai’s grandfather was one of four siblings who settled in Irún. His parents made their home just 12 minutes away by car, in Hondarribia. Nestled on the Bay of Txingudi and untouched by the real-estate frenzy, the town has grown around its colourful houses, which line the narrow cobblestone streets of the old quarter, still enclosed by fortified walls. Today, it is home to sixteen thousand people.


Unai still has a photo at home of him sitting at the feet of his grandad, Antonio Emery Arocena but doesn’t have many more mementos of him. There are other photos, mostly hung on the walls of the Real Unión stadium, where Antonio played for the entirety of his career, dressed in the long-sleeved thick cotton jersey of a goalkeeper, heavy wool shorts that reached to the knees, knee-high wool socks and sturdy leather football boots. He wasn’t particularly taller than the rest of the team, and he carried some extra weight. They called him ‘Pajarito’ (meaning ‘little bird’) and he died when Unai was eleven years old. The day he passed away, in 1982, the family started receiving telegrams of condolence from the most famous clubs in Spain, including Real Madrid, Barcelona and Athletic Club de Bilbao. Unai’s dad and uncle would read those messages to him before placing them on a table around a photograph of Pajarito Emery. That image stayed with him. He had just discovered that his grandad was more than just a grandfather. In his young, impressionable eyes, he had become something greater. The reverence, the significance of his role, the universality of football, all carried a weight that the boy couldn’t yet put into words. Now, looking back, he understands the impact of that moment.


What escaped him at the time was that football in Spain had been shaped in the land he inhabited, and many of their stars were from there. The Basque Country didn’t just contribute to the rise of the Spanish game – it defined its early character. In the opening decades of the twentieth century, Basque clubs dominated the national stage, setting the standards of physicality, technical skill and competitive culture. Even before formal competitions, Basque teams were instrumental in spreading football throughout Spain – often taking the game south through exhibition matches and cup ties.


Real Unión was one of the most successful clubs of the 1920s. By 1927, they had already won three Copas del Rey, including a notable 1–0 win over Real Madrid. Athletic Club, founded in Bilbao in 1898 by workers and students returning from Britain, was one of the first clubs to institutionalise football in Spain. They won the first recognised Copa del Rey in 1903 and went on to claim nine titles between 1903 and 1923 alone. Alongside them, Real Sociedad (1909) and Arenas Club de Getxo (1909) emerged as early forces. All four were part of the original ten-team league launched in 1929. Stadium Gal even hosted the first-ever LaLiga match – a clash against Real Sociedad – in that inaugural season, which ran from February to June. Athletic Club quickly became one of the giants of Spanish football, winning the league title in 1930, 1931, 1934 and 1936 – often with squads made up entirely of local players. That philosophy later became a symbol of cultural resistance under Franco’s dictatorship. Football was a coded expression of identity at a time when the Basque language and symbols were banned.


These early Basque sides were known not just for their success but for a style: tough, direct and disciplined, yet tactically sharp. In many ways, they helped shape the DNA of Spanish football long before the aesthetic of possession took hold.


The region has always been a factory of talent, producing players who combine intelligence with intensity and managers who obsess over belonging, structure and detail. From Pichichi (Rafael Moreno Aranzadi), Athletic Club’s legendary forward who scored Spain’s first international goal at the 1920 Olympics and gave his name to the league’s top scorer trophy, to Javier Clemente, who coached Athletic to two league titles; Txiki Begiristain and José Mari Bakero were key in Johan Cruyff’s Dream Team at Barcelona. From Telmo Zarra to Xabi Alonso, from José Ángel Iribar to Unai Emery, the Basque legacy runs deep, not only in the teams of Bilbao and San Sebastián, but across Spain.


For decades, Basque players have formed the backbone of the Spanish national team. Jacinto Quincoces, Luis Regueiro (one of the great forwards of the pre-war era, from Irún), Periko Alonso, Andoni Zubizarreta – they were all crucial in different generations. And Xabi Alonso, Periko’s son, became a pillar of the golden era that won Euro 2008, the 2010 World Cup and Euro 2012. Today, Unai Simón and Nico Williams continue that tradition.


That first league season was ultimately won by Barcelona, with Real Madrid finishing as runners-up. Real Unión’s coach at the time was the Englishman Steve Bloomer, perhaps one of the earliest global stars, a pioneer who pushed for the professionalisation of Spanish football. Until it became legal to pay for players in 1925, he had to rely on local players who split their time on the pitch with work. Among them was nineteen-year-old Antonio Emery Arocena, a temporary worker on the railway who started as a left-winger but ended up as a goalkeeper, as well as a one-club man, during his twelve-year career. That is how football entered the world of the Emery family.


He was known as a goalkeeper who was fearless in every challenge and, according to Basque legend, seemed to fly among his opponents to fight for the ball. Despite standing only 1.72 metres tall, he was agile and courageous, often clearing the ball with his fists. ‘They used to tell me my grandfather’s nickname, Little Bird,’ explains Unai Emery, ‘was because he flew “high”. But my father said it had to do with his debut in Santander against Racing. He joked that playing that match meant he had missed out on a lunch of game birds, a popular meal at the time.’


He never trained with the team during the week because he was also studying civil engineering in Madrid. On weekends, he would hop on a motorbike and ride to Irún. His talent made up for the lack of training. In fact, it was quality that defined Real Unión, a team made up mostly of Irún-born players, friends who played a style of football that captivated fans, much like a modern-day Barcelona of their era. He was in goal for the 1924 Copa del Rey final; Real Madrid couldn’t get past him in a legendary 1–0 victory. Three years later, he won a second Copa del Rey, Real Unión defeating Arenas in the first all-Basque final. He also made history as the first goalkeeper to concede a goal in LaLiga, on 10 February 1929, at Sarrià, the old stadium of Espanyol. However, he never played for Spain, as his French father made him ineligible under the regulations of the time. When the rule changed, Ricardo Zamora, a legendary Spanish goalkeeper, was already in place.


Antonio was a father, grandfather and great-grandfather to goalkeepers, but Unai did not follow the family tradition. Yet, Unai’s face always lights up when he speaks about either his grandfather or the career of his dad, Juan María. Grandad Antonio’s son was a goalkeeper who stopped forwards all over Spain, from Deportivo de La Coruña to Recreativo de Huelva, and also at Real Unión, where he played in two different eras. Across sixteen years as a professional footballer, he wore the shirts of nine different teams, helping three of them achieve promotion to the top tier.


Clearly, football was ever-present in the Emery household. There was always a ball rolling around, and stories of past games were told as if they had just finished. Juan, known as a fair and kind man, would play with his four sons, even training them, and the family became known in Hondarribia as ‘the footballing family’. Near Unai’s home, there was a frontón (a pelota court) and a gravel football pitch. Football was played there for hours on end but also out on the streets as traffic was not an issue in Hondarribia. ‘My dad used to kick a ball with me and my three brothers on a pitch near our house,’ Unai recalls. ‘I also loved going to stadiums and watching games. How old was I? Five or six years old? Back then, football interested me more than school. On Sunday nights, there was always football on TV. I would watch through the half-open living room door, catching as much as I could until my mother would appear and say, “Off to bed! It’s late, and you have school tomorrow.”’


Amelia was the only woman in the household, but anyone wondering how she managed with five football-obsessed men clearly doesn’t know her. She has a strong character and never let herself be overrun. Everyone knows Amelia in Hondarribia. They see her sticking to her unique habit of going to the beach every single day, even in the coldest months of January and February.


On 26 April 1981, the Emery family gathered around the radio. Across the Basque Country, thousands of families were doing the same. Affordable and accessible, it was a trusted source of entertainment and news, especially in a Spain still emerging from Franco’s dictatorship. They were listening to Real Sociedad chase a historic first league title; the game was not on television.


They needed a point, but they were losing away to Sporting Gijón, 2–1. Time was running out. Then, in the final moments, Jesús María Zamora scored the crucial 2–2 equaliser, securing the title at the expense of Real Madrid, who had already begun celebrating after their win against Real Valladolid only to be stunned by the radio broadcast of Zamora’s goal. ‘I was nine years old. I jumped up and down in excitement imagining how it had unfolded. I remember Zamora’s goal at El Molinón as if it happened yesterday,’ Unai says. Real Sociedad had suddenly become of special significance to him.


After retiring, Juan worked at a transport company. ‘We never lacked anything, but we never had too much either,’ Unai says. He also became a youth coach, earning his regional coaching licence and managing Real Unión’s youth teams and other local clubs. Unai would often watch him plan training sessions, realising that nothing in football happened by chance. From the age of eight, Unai played in the town’s youth team. One of his father’s friends watched him in admiration. ‘Look at this kid! The way he strikes the ball, what a talent!’ The path started to be pinpointed. In fact, all four of Juan and Amelia’s children played regulated football.


Koldo, the eldest, was born in 1968. Unai followed in 1973, then Andoni a year later, in 1974. Igor, the youngest, was born eight years after Unai in 1981. Sundays were a logistical puzzle for Amelia and Juan, as they shuttled their children to different matches across the region.


Juan’s brother, Román, another former Real Unión goalkeeper and a passionate football lover whose life revolved around his nephews, often helped with the travelling. Only Unai made it as a professional. When he started to study and train with Real Sociedad in San Sebastián, Román would drive him so the boy could sleep a little longer before the long day ahead. Then, he would turn around and head back to work. He and Juan were employed by the same transport company, a business that had hired them through football, as it was one of Real Unión’s main sponsors. Román suffered a heart attack at sixty but survived, living until he was ninety, but he passed away a couple of years ago. For Unai, it felt like losing a mentor, a father figure.


Real Unión’s small club shop opens its doors shortly before 11 a.m. Its windows display the team’s three jerseys, one bearing the Aston Villa colours, claret and blue, as a nod to Emery’s connection. Inside, scarves hang neatly beside wine bottles sourced from local vineyards. Occasionally, the shopkeeper glances towards the door, anticipating arrivals, but it is empty at the moment. Two visitors, a couple of journalists who are following the story of Unai Emery, put their heads through the door and promise to return later.


Groups of people gather outside the stadium, mostly greeting each other by name. Some move towards the ground’s entrance, others towards the nearby bar, which has opened early to cater to matchday visitors. Outside the bar, middle-aged men stand with cigarettes and small glasses in hand, likely filled with carajillo, coffee laced with a touch of brandy. Inside, fresh bread had arrived hours earlier, ready for the rush. Bocadillos, sandwiches neatly arranged and inviting, sit behind the glass display case. Old photos of Real Unión, including one of Pajarito Emery and one of a team that features Juan Emery, are hanging on the walls. Opposite the bar counter, through wide windows, the pitch opens up from the corner, its green stretching in front of you. That is the height a manager sees a game at from the touchline.


‘Is he here yet?’ The question ripples through the small crowd.


Word has spread. Unai is visiting today. They know he has flown in from Valencia that morning, after taking a couple of days off on the back of Aston Villa’s hard-fought FA Cup victory over West Ham. A narrow 2–1 win, not their sharpest performance but a win, nonetheless. It is going to be a short visit: a chance to watch the game, have lunch with his brother Igor, president of Real Unión, the new manager Albert Carbó, the family lawyer Iosu Reta and some friends, plus to go and give his mum a hug before returning with his son Lander to Birmingham. The constant weight of decision has been left behind for a bit. Aston Villa are mostly performing well at this stage, but the challenge of balancing the Champions League and the Premier League is proving to be elusive; there are defensive frailties. Soon there will be another transfer market to take new steps forward; one key player seems determined to leave. But that is for another day. At fifty-three, you can’t always keep pushing forward. He needs to take a breather, because so much depends on his clarity. If he stumbles, many stumble. The invisible tubes connecting Villa, Real Unión, the hotel and restaurants he owns – those waiting on his final call – they all get clogged with uncertainty. He is involved in so much, in so many people’s lives. The club he has bought gives him space to step away. Football as a way to escape football.


Irún and Hondarribia are beach and mountain, stability and memories, sources of energy for Unai. A corner of security. Unai left home at twenty-five and often went six months without returning. He would only visit his family in the summer and at Christmas. Being a player, or more accurately being young, there was not much space for anything else but football. But as time went by, things changed. He married a woman from Málaga who eventually settled in Valencia with their son Lander. So, in the middle of the season and all its storms, there was always Hondarribia and Valencia to escape to. Now, a stopover in Mallorca is also a welcome retreat. But the Basque Country is where his roots are. Unai has a ritual when returning: he always takes the coastal road. ‘I enter my town by the sea,’ he says.


Water has always been a constant in Unai’s and his siblings’ lives; unsurprising in a town so closely tied to water. When they were little, Amelia and Juan would take them out on to the bay in a rowing boat. Juan would carry a large stone, tie it to a rope and once they rowed far enough, he would drop it overboard as an anchor. Then, they would all swim. That was when Unai’s mum started the daily routine of spending 10 minutes in the sea. Later, when a knee injury threatened his career, Real Sociedad’s physio advised Unai to walk into the sea up to his knees for recovery. He followed the recommendation religiously, even in winter, even in the rain. His mum next to him under the water. Now, whenever he can, he walks along the shoreline in Hondarribia, or Hendaye, where the beach is wider. Half an hour, alone with his thoughts, unwinding. Or, if the weather is good, he swims. This past year he didn’t swim once, often rushing between appointments when he went home, and the sea simply waited. But then as time passed by it felt as if his mind were filled with clutter that needed to be cleared. The need to swim is also the need to cleanse.


These days, he returns home more often and the airport, 10 minutes from Hondarribia, makes it easier. Last September, he made it to the town’s annual fiesta, something he had missed for fifteen years. The international break allowed him to go, his family by his side, wearing the traditional scarf, embracing it all. A dinner organised by Amelia and another with lifelong friends followed. He still keeps his childhood circle close – one is a painter, another a cyclist, another a fisherman. None of them are involved in football. When they meet, they talk, they laugh, they eat, they sing Basque songs. They never ask him for anything. ‘You realise now that life is about those moments, being with your childhood friends, your cuadrilla,’ Unai admits. ‘And when you’re away, when you get older, you appreciate them even more.’


Unai and his generation grew up and studied in the ikastolak, the Basque-language schools which preserve the language and culture. After Franco’s dictatorship, during Spain’s transition to democracy, it was a way of reclaiming a culture that had been suppressed, a statement of resilience. He recalls a time when speaking Basque with his family or singing songs with his dad and uncle wasn’t always possible, especially when he lived in places like Toledo (where he spent four years), surrounded by teammates whose families were Guardia Civil (Civil Guards), often viewed as the enemy by Basque nationalists. They are a national law enforcement agency with military status which, during Franco’s dictatorship, was used to suppress political dissent and enforce state control. But Unai also feels Spanish. He often tells his mother, ‘Ama, Spain has given me so much in football and life.’ If he had to be placed anywhere politically, it would be in the camp of common sense.


When he returns to his home town of Hondarribia, or Irún, there is little talk about politics. In the eyes of others, he embodies quiet success. In June 2021, he bought Real Unión, then in the third tier of Spanish football, not to remind those who stayed behind how well the kid who left was doing but as a tribute to his roots. More than anything, it was a homage to his grandfather. Unai’s dream is to build a training centre in Irún and name it ‘Pajarito Emery’. There you go, Irún. A gift from the family of footballers.


He will soon be surrounded by the warmth of those who have come to see him, those waiting for him. The visitors and fans make their way into the stadium. From the main entrance to the pitch, where half an hour before kick-off the buzz is at its peak, it’s just forty steps. On the touchline, quiet conversations about Real Unión’s struggling season unfold between well-dressed men, representatives of the club’s main sponsors and of both teams, gathered around president Igor Emery. Middle-aged but youthful in appearance, impeccably dressed, he has the kind of face that belongs to someone who wouldn’t hurt a fly. Nobody can step on the pitch, meticulously maintained by Andoni, the second eldest of the Emery brothers. Andoni’s devotion to the grass reflects his need to embrace what life offers him, especially when it often seemed to take more than it gave. He learnt the trade from scratch, quickly becoming the protector of the ground, ensuring no one steps on it unnecessarily. Among the crowd are other members of Unai’s family, their lawyer Iosu Reta, club media staff capturing everything on video, a couple of members of Aston Villa’s coaching team – Alberto Benito and Rodri, and the two journalists, taking in the view of France just beyond the stands. Soon after, the players from both sides emerge to warm up. The new manager, Albert Carbó, a young coach who spent two years with Unai at Aston Villa as a member of the individual training team under Rodri, came in with the intention to turn things around. However, after an initial win, the team suffered two defeats. Now they face Zamora, a veteran-filled team. Heads turn as Unai arrives accompanied by his son, Lander. Dressed in a warm, modern jacket zipped to his chin, he moves with purpose. Igor greets him with a firm handshake and a brief hug. Iosu gets the same friendly treatment. Unai moves his head to greet other visitors whom he will talk to at some point, and he acknowledges the two visiting journalists, speaking to them briefly, before more handshakes.


Suddenly, unexpected music fills the stadium, not the usual football anthem but a nod to the owner. Eskorbuto is the band. It’s no coincidence. Unai has a deep love for Basque punk rock of the 1980s. The song ‘Cerebros Destruídos’ (meaning ‘destroyed brains’) blasts through the speakers. It is a generational song, raw and defiant, a cry of despair and a rejection of social manipulation. Eskorbuto were one of the most iconic and controversial bands in 1980s’ Spain. Hailing from Santurtzi, their vehement, aggressive music and lyrics filled with anger made them pioneers of radical punk. From the start, they rejected political labels, embracing an uncompromising anti-establishment but also self-destructive ethos. This irreverent defiance put them at odds with both the authorities and other sections of the Basque punk scene, which, of course, meant they were admired by the youth of the time. One of their most infamous moments came in 1983, when they were arrested and jailed in Madrid for lyrics deemed ‘subversive’. By the late 1980s, heroin addiction had taken its toll on Iosu and Juanma, the band’s leading figures. At that time, heroin devastated the Basque Country, and many believe the authorities turned a blind eye to keep young people away from radical politics. Rather than prevention or rehabilitation, the response was repression. Whether through negligence or intent, it became a form of social control. Both Iosu and Juanma died in 1992, just over four months apart, but their legacy endures as a refusal to conform.


The 1980s and early 1990s were a violent and deeply fractured period in the Basque Country. Spain was still adjusting to democracy after Franco’s dictatorship, and tensions over Basque nationalism were at their peak. The armed separatist group ETA (Euskadi Ta Askatasuna) was founded in 1959 as a resistance movement against Franco’s repression of Basque identity. But by the 1980s, with Franco gone, ETA evolved into a brutal paramilitary organisation that no longer just targeted symbols of dictatorship but anyone they saw as standing in the way of their ultimate goal: total independence of the Basque Country from Spain and France. ETA operated through a campaign of terror, assassinations, bombings and kidnappings. Their victims were carefully chosen: politicians, judges, business leaders, police officers, journalists and even civilians who opposed their methods. Fear became a weapon. Over 800 people were killed in attacks spanning decades, and thousands more lived under the threat of extortion via the so-called ‘revolutionary tax’ ETA demanded: blackmail or exile. The Basque Country became a region where political allegiances could be dangerous, where speaking out against ETA often meant putting your life at risk.


By the time Unai was twelve years old, he had stopped playing football in the streets and on nearby pitches with his brothers and dad. His talent had already been spotted by Mikel Etxarri, a prominent football thinker who had shared his expertise through various roles at both the Gipuzkoan and Spanish football federations. At the time, Etxarri was sporting director at Real Sociedad, and it was he who brought Unai into the club’s youth system. From then on, his days started early, balancing his studies and training in San Sebastián.


Up at 6.30 a.m., suitcase in hand filled with books and his training kit, Unai would walk to the bus stop in Hondarribia for the 7.15 a.m. ride to San Sebastián, a 50-minute journey. He went to school, had a rushed lunch at the hostel where some of the younger players lived and if a teammate’s bed was empty for whatever reason, he would take the opportunity to grab an hour of sleep. Then, another 20-minute bus ride to Lasarte, where the training ground was located. From the bus stop, a half-hour walk to the pitches. Then training, before two more buses back home, arriving at 9 or 10 p.m. Four days a week. His uncle Román would occasionally pick him up from training, sparing him the exhausting commute.


Football was a chance to find refuge from the confusion and conflict that ETA brought about during that time. And, also, it was an escape from drugs. Unai lost several friends to heroin overdose, an epidemic which plagued the Basque Country during the 1980s. HIV was another real threat, too. During that time, he knew many people who were into drugs and many others who weren’t. Some were deeply invested in local politics, while others stayed out of it. At Unai’s school in Hondarribia, four children of ETA members studied there. One day a different friend to those four invited him to take part in a political activity with their classmates, while the kids from his neighbourhood had made other plans. Unai remembers standing there, weighing up whether to join in. In the end, he turned it down. He had thought about it but preferred to go out with the group of friends from his neighbourhood who didn’t want to get involved in politics. He ended up surrounded by friends who were primarily interested in sport. Unai’s main focus was ‘to play football’.


But you can never truly escape. ‘Once or twice, while seated in the bus that took me from San Sebastián, passing through Rentería, Pasajes and other towns, I would be on my way home, carrying my bag, about 9 p.m. at night, after training, freezing in the winter … and suddenly, ETA would stop the bus, make you get off and burn it. But it got to the point where it just became … normal. Oh, they’ve stopped us again. Another bus gone,’ Unai recalls with vivid detail. The reality of life in the Basque Country during that time.


Now, at Stadium Gal, Los Secretos play over the speakers, another of Unai’s favourite bands. One of the most iconic groups in Spanish rock, their sound leant towards melancholic pop with country-rock influences, reminiscent of American bands like the Eagles. Their lyrics about heartbreak, loneliness and disenchantment became their trademark. But their story was also marked by tragedy. In 1984, drummer Pedro Antonio Díaz was killed in a road accident. Then, in 1999, came the hardest blow, the tragic death of their leader and main songwriter Enrique Urquijo, from a heroin overdose. The background is dramatic, but the music itself is softer, more reflective and fitting for the Unai who now sits in the stands, watching the match that’s about to begin. Unai often says he has always wanted to feel secure, to have a job, to enjoy life. Today, he struggles to understand a world so full of extremes, a world where respect seems to have faded, where priorities have shifted. When he returns to his home town, his old friends, his cuadrilla, are a mix of every possible belief. In a group of twenty, maybe three still believe in Basque independence, while another three feel deeply Spanish, perhaps because their parents are from Murcia. Politics is rarely discussed, and if it does come up, it’s quickly shut down.


The match unfolds with familiar frustrations for Real Unión. They fall behind early, struggling to find their best version. From the stands, Unai shares his thoughts on the performance with his best friend Alberto Benito, and Rodri. They are broadcasting the game.


‘Be calm!’


‘Good decision!’


‘Push higher!’


‘He’s lacking physically.’


Alberto and Unai then share a quiet comment not meant to be heard by anyone. Followed by a big laugh. They were teammates at Toledo for three and a half seasons in the late 1990s, and in their final season together, Alberto and Unai even shared a flat. They also both played five games in LaLiga, Unai for Real Sociedad and Alberto for Valencia. Since then, their lives have remained closely intertwined. Unai trusts Benito’s eye for talent, the information he can acquire. He knows his friend might get things wrong about a player, but he will never let him down. Loyalty, friendship and work, those are the foundations of their relationship, that became professional too.


Unai took Alberto to Almería to become director of football when the club had just been promoted to LaLiga. When Unai later moved to Valencia, Alberto remained at Almería for several years. Having failed to bring him to Arsenal, and coinciding with Alberto being unemployed, Unai took him to PSG – not to work with the club directly, but as his personal scout. Unai paid him out of his own pocket. Alberto will never forget that gesture. As new opportunities arose, Unai never stood in his way, such as when Alberto received a good offer from Real Betis. Although, after signing for Aston Villa, he called his friend again and Alberto didn’t hesitate to accept Unai’s offer. From the beginning, Alberto admired Unai as a coach, recognising one key thing that explains why he’s gone so far: Unai has always won because he pushes people. In the past, he did it with less experience, but the same relentless energy. Now, with experience, he pushes with precision at Aston Villa. He never punishes mistakes, never singles out individuals, but he demands everything. Especially from his friends. Over the years, Alberto and Unai have debated football endlessly. He knows him inside out. Yet Unai is chameleonic, always adapting, always learning. That’s why Alberto values being close to him, to see where Unai’s evolution is heading and to advise him along the way. He still travels to games with him as they used to do all those years ago, back in Almería.


Real Unión equalise, which is celebrated with the high-energy punk anthem ‘Nellie the Elephant’ by Toy Dolls blasting through the speakers. Ultimately, Real Unión lose the match. After the final whistle, Unai and Lander make their way to the VIP lounge, a room filled with a modest sense of pride. Gleaming trophies line the walls, including the club’s last Copa del Rey from 1927. During the week, it serves as a boardroom, but on matchdays, once the tables are pushed against the walls, it transforms into a gathering space. Plates of Ibérico ham, chorizo and fresh bread sit alongside bottles of Rioja, ready to be shared. His brother Andoni is there making loud jokes. So are Igor, Iosu and the two journalists. Some stories of the past are shared, and the latest Aston Villa result is discussed. Unai is predictably but also naturally friendly, nervous, jumping quickly from chat to chat, taking over the conversation so there are not uncomfortable silences. Eating what is left and keeping an eye on Unai’s movements, some of the visitors that came to share a moment with him finally go over to shake his hand but others only manage to stand next to him. His niece brings her daughter for a photo, and everything is done quietly, almost embarrassedly. He is not Unai the famous manager who has lifted trophies. He is now the local boy made good, the boss. One of those men of integrity. Gracious yet grounded, respected by all and instinctively kind. Men who see it as their duty to correct injustices and restore order. Unai prefers to wait until the crowd, over a thousand on the day, has thinned before making his exit. Real Unión youth players, a couple of Unai’s cousins, want to see him before he leaves the stadium.


The next stop is a bustling restaurant nearby, where Unai, Lander, Igor, Iosu, Alberto, Rodri and a disappointed Albert settle in. The young Real Unión manager knows what is coming. He is about to feel the weight of his boss’s expectations. They gather around a long table, the heart of Basque culture. The air is thick with the aroma of grilled fish, roasted lamb and freshly baked bread. Bottles of red wine punctuate the scene. As always, Unai is animated, dissecting tactics with his trademark intensity, his hands painting the game in the air. As expected, conversations shift between light-hearted anecdotes and the stark realities facing Real Unión. Igor, more burdened than ever, listens in silence. The responsibility of running the club, of meeting the standards Unai sets not just for others, but for him, too, weigh on him.


Unai is the son of a way of life, one built on community, solidarity and tradition. Co-operation is central, from txokos, gastronomic societies, to auzolan, the tradition of voluntary communal work that strengthens neighbourhoods, or even industrial worker co-operatives like the Mondragón Corporation. This mentality extends to sport. In Basque pelota, rowing and football, teamwork and loyalty come before individual glory. Lifting stones, chopping wood, they are competitions born from labour itself. Farmers wagered their earnings, even their homes, on their own strength and endurance. To compete is to work hard, and to work hard is to succeed.


It is no surprise, then, that coaches from this small region, particularly from Gipuzkoa, Spain’s smallest province, have a unique way of seeing the game. They are adaptable, hard workers, obsessed with learning and view themselves as just one cog in a larger footballing machine. Andoni Iraola, Xabi Alonso, Julen Lopetegui, Mikel Arteta, Juanma Lillo, Pako Ayestarán, Imanol Alguacil, Jagoba Arrasate, José Luis Mendilibar, Unai Emery … The list of elite managers from this tiny corner of the world is disproportionately high. Perhaps there’s something deeper that connects Basque culture with others that share the same work ethic? Scotland has seen its own golden generation of tough, uncompromising managers in David Moyes, Walter Smith, Billy McKinlay, Steve Clarke, Sir Kenny Dalglish, Sir Alex Ferguson and, going back further, Jock Stein, Bill Shankly, Sir Matt Busby, Bill Struth. Ferguson was shaped by the shipyards of the Clyde. Shankly and Stein came from mining towns, their values forged in the hard realities of working-class life, not too dissimilar to Basque managers, moulded by an industrial socialist core built on teamwork and shared responsibility.


‘Socialists never retire,’ sports psychologist Michael Caulfield likes to say. ‘They don’t sit back on sun loungers, sipping cocktails. They need to work. It’s in them. They can’t let go.’ In the Basque Country, hard work is not measured, it’s expected. That sounds exactly like something Ferguson, Shankly, Stein and Busby would say, or even modern managers like Pep Guardiola and Jürgen Klopp. Wealth hasn’t changed them. They are still workers at heart, still driven by the need to build, improve, compete.


The acquisition of Real Unión is rooted in all of that but also in solidarity and family heritage. The idea had been in Unai’s mind for years. Among the newer Emery generations, just Igor had worn the club’s badge, though only at youth level. By the end of the 2020–21 season, the club was drowning in financial trouble. Salaries had gone unpaid for four months, debts had spiralled to nearly €2 million and survival seemed unlikely. So, Unai made some calls. First to Igor, then to others. ‘I want to try and save the club. It would be heartbreaking to let it go.’


The professional advice was clear: stay out. The club was a financial disaster. The logical move was to dissolve it and start over. Unai didn’t care. He took responsibility, absorbing most of the club’s debt and committing to reviving it. Since then, he has personally invested €1 million per year from his own pocket. This is now his fourth season doing so. ‘If we do things right,’ Unai explained, ‘Real Unión has great potential. Maybe we can become Gipuzkoa’s second club, behind Real Sociedad.’ For years, the mighty rival had absorbed Real Unión, using it like a reserve team. That changed on 28 November 2023, when Aston Villa made a formal agreement to bring Real Unión into the V Sports network, alongside clubs like Vissel Kobe (Japan), ZED FC (Egypt) and Vitória SC (Portugal). The deal meant severing ties with Real Sociedad and stepping out of its shadow.


Shortly after landing in Birmingham on one of his regular visits to Aston Villa, Nassef Sawiris approached Damià Vidagany and asked him, ‘How’s Unai?’


‘He’s doing great. But you know what? Real Unión is what excites him. After working 23 hours of the day, that 1 free hour is spent thinking about Real Unión. I think he would appreciate your support, Nassef,’ Damià told the Aston Villa co-owner.


Sawiris later flew to Hondarribia. He had lunch with Unai, walked through Real Unión’s stadium and saw the club’s potential. The agreement with Aston Villa started as a collaborative one but by taking a 25 per cent stake in Real Unión in December 2024, the English club replaced the financial support Real Sociedad once provided. The goal is to improve the club’s infrastructure and develop young players who can later return to Aston Villa stronger, more mature, as well as helping Unai achieve his vision for the club.


‘For an English player, Spanish football is tough. If they come here, they get closer to becoming players that can earn a living in the first or second division back in England. They grow, both as players and as people,’ Igor explained. During Unai’s visit that January, the club had goalkeeper James Wright, left-back Finley Munroe and Colombian centre-back Yeimar Mosquera on loan from the Midlands club.


Unai’s ultimate dream? To see Real Unión reach LaLiga, but there is more. ‘We want to build something with our own identity,’ Unai said. ‘I want to honour our past and rebuild this club. I want kids from Irún to play here, to have proper facilities, to make it a sports city with new pitches and modern dressing rooms. I want three or four thousand people in the stands, a professional team that belongs to the town. If we get promoted to the Segunda soon or eventually LaLiga, great, but that’s not the only goal. This isn’t just about football. It’s about revitalising the community. We can create jobs. I don’t make a profit, I don’t live off this. It gives me satisfaction. It helps people.’ That’s what he told the mayor of Irún.


‘It’s a dream, yes. But why not? Modest Eibar did it.’


Real Unión isn’t the only struggling business Unai has taken on. He’s proactive in managing his assets, often stepping into troubled ventures to rebuild them. In Irún, he heard there was a hotel for sale near his family home and the club. He asked Iosu for advice and spoke to his mother, who liked the idea. He bought it, saving jobs and bringing it back to life. It was a way to build something for the family, and over time, his brother Koldo, a member of Beti Mugan, a rock band that sang in Basque, became involved as well. He enjoys being part of it, visiting and meeting people. Though a trusted manager oversees operations, Unai still suggests improvements, such as a pool and a renovated lounge. He greets the fifteen employees whenever he stops by. During the town’s annual festival, the fair is set up right under his mother’s apartment, making it impossible to sleep, so the hotel becomes their retreat. For Unai, it’s not about business. ‘My job is football. That’s where my focus has to be.’


In Valencia, he rescued the restaurant La Casita de Sabino, run by a Navarrese couple hit hard by the 2008 financial crisis and personal circumstances. In fact, the decision was an act of kindness. The previous owner, Álvaro, had been diagnosed with cancer and, after his passing, Emery stepped in to buy the premises, ensuring his legacy endured. He even bought a flat for Álvaro’s brother, allowing him to stay on as a tenant.


One day, while coaching Valencia, a man approached him for an autograph. They got talking and he explained that he was a former chef from Hondarribia, now out of work. As they said goodbye, Unai looked at Iosu and gave him a knowing glance. ‘What do you think?’ A week later, the man was working at Unai’s restaurant. In 2013, Emery purchased Kailuze, an eatery specialising in Basque-Navarre cuisine, to go along with La Casita de Sabino. Then in Madrid, he invested in another La Casita de Sabino, keeping it afloat under similar circumstances. ‘There has to be financial viability, but I always think about the people first. Can I help? I can pay it with my wages from football, it keeps people in a job … Then I figure out how to make it work.’


When he gets involved in something, he wants everyone to set and keep high standards. At Real Unión, he gave his younger brother Igor the chance to lead the project as president, but that came with high demands. Their relationship is often marked by debate and, lately, by one or two disagreements and by their love of the game. When Igor started playing football, the others were already focused on different things. In their childhood home, which had three bedrooms, he shared his with Unai, while Koldo and Andoni shared another. Every Saturday night, they all gathered to watch the only televised match of the week. Even though only Unai became a professional, football remained a big part of Igor’s life. As a child, he often went with their parents to watch Unai play for Real Sociedad’s youth and B teams. He also visited him in Toledo with his uncle Román when he played there. Igor himself played in the youth teams of Real Unión and Hondarribia FE, later coaching their reserves and youth teams after earning a coaching licence. After studying in Hendaye just across the border from Irún, he earned a journalism degree from the University of Navarra, hoping to become a sports journalist. For over fifteen years, he worked in radio, TV and print. Then he transitioned into personal management, becoming Unai’s communications and scouting co-ordinator for six years. He built Unai’s website while he was at Valencia and from then handled his public image. In July 2021, he took on the new challenge as president of Real Unión. So, Unai is his brother and his boss.


Igor reminds Unai of his true role in Real Unión while having lunch after the Zamora defeat. ‘Unai, you’re not just the owner. You’re the mentor. The direct connection to the manager of Real Unión. That’s your biggest value.’ Igor represents Unai at the club but feels the weight of his expectations, having stepped into a role that demands far more than he originally anticipated. Financial pressures, the legacy of their family name and the push for professionalism all add to the challenges they face. At one point, Igor tried to make Unai understand the realities of running the club, but Unai isn’t there every day and he watches games with the mindset of a top-level coach, but keeping up that level of scrutiny from a distance became unsustainable. Last year, Igor told him, ‘The only solution is for you to coach the team yourself.’ After a heated argument, Igor stopped speaking to Unai for months.


They had never quarrelled like this prior to the acquisition of the club. ‘I’m arguing with you to protect you,’ Igor told him. ‘You don’t see it, but this is for you.’ At that point, the project hadn’t yet reached its goals. The team hadn’t stabilised or become a real promotion contender.


Next to Igor is the family’s lawyer Iosu Reta, who plays a key role in the club’s management, acting as a CEO figure. Their professional relationship goes back to 2003, when Unai joined Lorca as a player and needed help checking his contract. Later, Iosu helped him negotiate his first coaching contract too. Over the last twenty years, their professional bond has grown into a deep personal connection. Today, he manages Unai’s finances, investments and legal matters. He is the one who pulls a face and asks Unai, upon hearing his latest idea, ‘Are you sure about this?’ However, lately, when Unai calls Iosu, the first thing they discuss is not the club’s finances – he wants to know how his brother Igor is doing.


Igor, Alberto, Iosu, Andoni, Koldo … Unai may now be the centre of their lives, the one they revolve around; they may be the recipients of his personal gestures, acts of kindness, support in tough times, and both praise and pressure in moments of success; but they have been there since the very beginning. They remember the defeats, the injuries and the struggle to reach the elite levels of modern football.


Unai Emery was in fact a talented player: small, lightweight and skilful, with excellent ball control and vision. A natural left-winger, he was known for being good in one-on-one situations, with accurate crosses and a decent eye for goal, though not a prolific scorer. After a few years at Real Sociedad’s academy, he spent five seasons with Sanse (Real Sociedad B). Coaches liked him because he understood the game well. On the surface he had a strong personality, there was no space for weakness. Once, while playing against Logroñés in Segunda B, he tried to dribble out of his own box in the final minutes. He lost possession, the ball rebounded and they conceded an equaliser. His coach, Mikel Etxarri, was furious: ‘How could you take that risk there?’


Unai’s reply was simple. ‘What should I do then? Just boot it forward? You have to play!’ Even at sixteen or seventeen years of age while in the academy, he had quick responses and a sense of what type of football he liked. However, mentally he did face some limitations. To perform well, he needed to feel comfortable during a match. If faced with a tough, physical defender, he struggled. In a match at Atocha, he remembers being one-on-one with the goalkeeper and hesitating. Instead of shooting, he passed the ball to a teammate. Out of the thousands of actions that he performed during his early days in football, he remembers that one. The fear of missing had got to him.


He had the potential to reach Real Sociedad’s first team, but injuries derailed his progress. At twenty, he broke a metatarsal, then tore his ACL. After surgery, he suffered an infection. He spent a year and a half sidelined. Despite this, the club renewed his contract for three years, a rare gesture at the time. He was close to making it. His LaLiga debut came in the 1995–96 season, in a 1–2 home defeat to Mérida. He came on with 15 minutes to go. That season he only played five league matches and one Copa del Rey fixture. His knee problems persisted while he was competing for a place with Javi de Pedro, who would go on to become an international player. Emery scored once in LaLiga, against Albacete. Real Sociedad were 4–1 up when he came on. Sprinting down the right, he met a cross with a powerful header. It bounced off the post and went in. The team won 8–1. That day, Gică Craioveanu, who had scored a hat-trick, gifted him the match ball. Without knowing it, it was a farewell present. Soon after, Emery left his boyhood club for good.
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