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To Barbara
For all the fun seasons









Foreword


Almost every night my doorbell would ring and there was David Dein. I soon realised why, when he had first persuaded me to join the club, he had encouraged me to move close to his own home. He found me a house along Totteridge Lane. It became like his bus stop on his route home, and our daily discussions were part of our lives. His wife Barbara always joked, ‘I don’t get jealous of any woman; I only get jealous when it comes to you!’


David and I became partners during a golden era for Arsenal. We shared the same priorities and we both put the interests of Arsenal above our own. But the secret of our chemistry was trust, the readiness to exchange information and opinions.


When I arrived in England, football was quite conservative, and what made our double act work was that we were both open-minded and forward-thinking. I would say David still is today. As he likes to say, he is not afraid to call the shots.


In life, you need some luck and ours was coincidence after coincidence for us to meet and eventually become close friends. I was a young manager. I wanted to discover the world and was keen to travel – anywhere. I went to a game in Ankara in Turkey and happened to pass through London on the way back to Nice. With some time to spare I asked Glenn Hoddle’s agent, Dennis Roach, to find me a game to go to. There were four top division matches in London that day. I could have gone to QPR, Millwall or West Ham but as luck would have it he got me a ticket for Arsenal against Tottenham. It was my first time at Highbury and David invited me to go out with him and his wife Barbara that evening. We had dinner with some of their friends who were in the entertainment business, and they organised a game of charades. I didn’t speak English so well – but I played and it was a funny night.


The next part of the coincidence is that David had a boat, Take It Easy, in Antibes. If he had not had a reason to come regularly to the south of France we would never have met again. Next time he came down, he called me, we had dinner together, and our friendship developed. Whenever he was in the area I invited him to watch our games in Monaco. He could see that we didn’t play bad football.


I never imagined for a moment that I would manage Arsenal. Everything was going well in Monaco, where we won the league championship and then the Coupe de France. I was keen to experience the very different culture in Japan where I helped guide Nagoya Grampus Eight to the Emperor’s Cup and the Japanese Super Cup. I thought that, if I did return to Europe, it would have to be for one of the twelve biggest clubs, but I was happy in Japan.


Throughout those years David and I stayed in contact. Even though Arsenal didn’t quite have great global stature then – their history in the Champions League was virtually non-existent – they did have two advantages. One was David, who was very persuasive; and the other was that I could feel something there in that club. From that very first visit to Highbury I could see the club had values: attitude, tradition and class. I did have a sense that if one day I had the opportunity at Arsenal, I would take it.


David is tremendously tenacious. He wouldn’t give up on the idea that I should be Arsenal manager, even though the board were not convinced about giving the job to a foreigner. His determination is one of his qualities that people don’t know much about. You cannot believe his tenacity when he has something in his head. He needs a target. He needs a bone. When he has it, he doesn’t give up. And when he does it, he does it like a perfectionist.


We had a similar philosophy on life. We connected. We had no disagreements. Well, maybe there was one area where we disagreed. His opinions on referees were much more generous than mine.


Overall, he respected my knowledge in my technical area and didn’t want to interfere. And I admired the fact that when I said, ‘David, come on, don’t come back without the player,’ I knew that he would come back with the player. When we negotiated together, we were always on the same wavelength. If we discussed how much a player was worth, or at what point we stopped, we always agreed. I must also say that 99 per cent of the time the numbers we chose were exactly the right amount to close a deal. It was uncanny.


I still marvel at how he was able to help to put together a team of the quality of the Invincibles for such a modest amount. The most expensive outlay was £9.5 million for Thierry Henry. It is amazing how that team didn’t cost a lot of money. When you don’t lose for thirty-eight games it is not just down to your quality, but to your moral values. I discovered something I never knew before – no fear or jealousy among the players. It is normal in a team sport that there is some internal competition and comparisons – is this or that player better? – but they just focused on getting better together. To see a whole team rise above their ego was an absolute delight. There was no complaining. Just growing together. I never thought I would discover that in my job, but the whole team enjoyed the process so much. I wish for every manager to experience that.


The players got in the spirit of ‘Let’s go play and see how good we can be’. But getting to the top meant less room for error. I sometimes told them, ‘If we go to climb the mountain we have to know that if you make one mistake, you can be dead.’ Refusing to make mistakes was the key, and the progress we made was even better than you imagined possible.


Of course we needed the best players, and this is where David did so much to call the shots. I don’t think it would be too easy to sign Sol Campbell from Tottenham, or convince Juventus to let Thierry Henry go, or intercept Patrick Vieira when he was about to move to another club, or get Atlético Mineiro to release Gilberto when they absolutely were not interested, without David’s commitment and connections. We got in all the right players and people to achieve something that still resonates today. He is one of the most connected and influential people in the game.


Another huge asset for the club was his personality. You could not find a better person than David when you wanted somebody to be looked after. The quality of the openness and hospitality was first class. I have spoken to so many people who were impressed by the way they were welcomed. You don’t cheat people. They can feel there’s something special there. That existed for a long time at the club and I was very proud of it.


I was shocked when David left Arsenal in 2007. There had been difficulties. There was a split in his friendship with Danny Fiszman and, after that, a battle for the club’s shares. I was caught in the middle – although of course, I was on David’s side. The unbelievable thing, when you look at it now, is that basically David had to leave the club because he wanted to sell his shares to Stan Kroenke. Who is the owner of the club today? It’s Stan Kroenke. So that was an ironic problem.


I remember we met at his house the night he left Arsenal. He asked me to stay at the club, to take care of the future. I wanted to be loyal to David. I knew it would be more difficult without him. I also knew, certainly subconsciously, that something had gone that would be difficult to repair. That fraternity and that warmth inside the club would be more difficult to preserve. Maintaining the spirit of the club would be a struggle. During that sensitive period, after moving stadium and having restricted finances, it would have been easier for sure if he was there. In fact the end of the season in 2007, I had a small burnout on holiday because I didn’t feel comfortable staying at the club with David gone.


It was also a shock for David. He, like me, was sleeping in red and white and waking up in red and white. The whole schedule of his family was based on the games of Arsenal Football Club. I experienced it later when from one minute to the next there is nothing any more. You suddenly cannot go to the place you love, the place where you went for decades. What I admire in him is he continued to support Arsenal. He didn’t go anywhere else. He could have gone almost anywhere in football and had many offers. I hoped at some stage, just to save him, that he would go to another club and spread his knowledge somewhere else. He always refused to do that. In fact, I thought that he would be the ideal person to take over at the top of FIFA, who were in a mess at the time.


Instead, he has put his energy into helping others, young people in schools and prisons, to try to make more of their lives. One of his biggest qualities is his caring and intelligent attitude about other people. The consistency of his positive approach to things is remarkable. You never see him thinking, oh, leave me alone. His helpful attitude, and the calm quality of his mood, is outstanding. There’s no bitterness in him despite what he has gone through. One thing I like in David is that he lives as if dying did not exist. He thinks like a twenty-year-old boy.


He likes to make jokes – not all of them as funny as he thinks. But what really makes me laugh is his stubbornness. If he doesn’t have the answer he wants straight away you can bet he will come back to it. Next time he rings, you know exactly what it will be about.


When you look at what David has done in football, it’s amazing. He was the main architect of the creation of the Premier League, and when you see the stature it has today, you know that having the conviction to make it happen was a pivotal moment in football. He still has ideas to move football forward, and remains influential and respected at UEFA and FIFA. He never misses a tournament. He is always fighting to make football better and has been a pioneer of the women’s game. He really has a deep love for the sport.


Our friendship has lasted over all these years and all these experiences. That will not change until the end of our lives. We have fundamental beliefs in common: we love Arsenal. We love football. We love to move things forward. We are not scared of new ideas. We trust each other.


I would never have come to Arsenal without David. For that, and much more, I am thankful to my friend.


Arsène Wenger


Totteridge, 2022









THE FINAL WHISTLE


The date and time haunt me to this day: 5 p.m., 18 April 2007. I was in my office in Highbury House and feeling distinctly uncomfortable. I called my lawyer, Oliver Barnes, and said, ‘Peter Hill-Wood is coming to see me shortly. I think I’m going to be leaving the club.’ He told me he was there if I needed him. I had kept him in the loop over the previous month.


Five o’clock arrives and my door bursts open. Peter, the club chairman, came through with director Chips Keswick and an employment lawyer from Slaughter and May, Arsenal’s lawyers. Peter’s delivery had clearly been well rehearsed. It was short and certainly not sweet. He told me the board unanimously decided that I should leave, and leave immediately. He presented me with a letter which was the board minutes, effectively signed by all the other members.


There was no explanation. To this day, not a word. The document described ‘irreconcilable differences’. No discussion.


I asked Peter, ‘Why?’


He said, ‘The board are unanimous,’ and that was it.


I was stunned and hurt.


I said to Peter, ‘This is the worst day in my life since my mother and my brother died.’


I tried to keep mind and body together. I tried to talk, to reason, but to no effect. I explained that I was in the middle of dealing with players’ contracts and negotiations. He said, ‘Oh, don’t worry, David Miles will handle that.’


He gave me a document with an offer of £250,000 as severance. It stipulated a signature to confirm I would not say anything negative or detrimental about the club. It was a gagging order. I read it and said, ‘I’m not taking the club’s money, the club needs it.’ And that was it.


I felt that I was the target of a firing squad without any recourse. It was cold and clinical, delivered by a colleague with whom I had hitherto shared twenty-four happy years.


I remember having to pack my things, and that was not easy, turning my desk out. They left me to do that alone. I left without goodbyes. I walked away with tears in my eyes. It felt like being evicted from my own home. Twenty-four devoted years of my commitment to the club were over in a five-minute meeting without even a thank you. It was so brutal.


I went to switch on my mobile to find it had been cut off. I had to drive home from the stadium to Totteridge without being able to talk to any of my family. I thought, How low can they go? It was my own personal number from my previous business – but I was never able to get it back. It felt like a deliberate humiliation. It was putting the knife in and then turning it.


Arsenal released a public statement before I had even arrived home. My family found out via the media. When I got home, they were there to console me, and then Arsène came round. He’d heard about it because it was already on the news. The first thing he said was, ‘David, I should leave. If you’re not here, I don’t want to be here.’


I thought about it and I said, ‘Arsène, you have to stay. The club needs you, the club really needs you.’


The misery of that day will stay with me for ever. After everything I had delivered for the club during the past twenty-four years, my reign was over. Now others would have to captain the ship.


From time to time I still get a recurring nightmare of my office door bursting open and being presented with my death certificate.


I always regard myself as a team player, and maybe I had been focusing on the playing team rather than the board. How had I so badly misread the tea leaves? The fact that I hadn’t seen it coming was what shook me most. No question, tensions had been developing. There were fundamental disagreements on the board, and I had even suffered slights from colleagues which I will come to in a moment. Even so, and even now, I still don’t really understand the decision to eject me so abruptly and so ruthlessly. Perhaps it was jealousy and fear. Jealousy was because I had become too high profile – the names Arsenal and Dein had become entangled. And fear because I thought we needed outside investment for the club to progress and some board members didn’t like that. Either way I should have seen it coming and it still bugs me that I didn’t.


It took me several months to go back to the stadium as I was in a mental decline over the circumstances surrounding my departure. In fact, it was only on the persuasion of Karren Brady’s father Terry who sent his driver to collect me and to be a guest in his box. It was an ‘out of body’ experience. When the Emirates was being built, each director had the opportunity to buy seats, and I had already bought ten regular season tickets and four club seats. Nowadays, I use my club seats and attend all home games.


As I say, the tension in the boardroom had been building for some time. The cracks began to appear shortly after the heights of the Invincible season. It was a tragedy because we had been a very happy family. Sometimes we would have different opinions, but decisions were taken for the greater good.


The beginning of the end revolved around the stadium move from Highbury to the Emirates. Until then we were all in everything together, but this project was so big that it made sense to allocate responsibilities to different members of the board. Danny Fiszman and Ken Friar took more of a lead on overseeing the new build, Keith Edelman focused on the finances, while I stayed with Arsène working on the football side. Naturally there was a lot of sharing of ideas, and sharing of decisions, but as the sheer scale of the new stadium took its toll on the team’s resources, different groups were having different discussions, and we began to drift apart.


Arsène and I were very much at the heart of building a successful football club, developing the squad and maintaining a successful team. If you don’t pay attention, someone else will eat your dinner! Others were deep into the construction planning, the finances and the legalities to drive the move to our new home.


It wasn’t easy to run both a massive property development and a football club side by side. I needed to keep my eye on the ball, and my priority was the team, but for others the new stadium took precedence. The costs were huge, ending up around the £450 million mark, including the cost of the land, and all of a sudden we were taking out major loans to fund the new development. That meant what muscle we had in the transfer market and for wages was diminishing.


We needed to show the bank we had money. The only way we could generate any cash was either to sell players, or to take out equity in advance from commercial contracts. Arsène and I were firmly against selling members of our team, so that meant we had to negotiate upfront payments from Emirates and Nike, our two major sponsors. But even that threatened our football. In using our next seven years’ money as collateral for the banks’ loans it meant that for seven years we would be starved of sponsor income. We were robbing Peter to pay Paul. I feared that instead of the club acquiring a new stadium, the stadium was acquiring the club.


Even then it was touch and go. There were times when arrangements with the banks became precarious – they didn’t think our collateral was good enough, or they didn’t think our earning power was sufficient – and there was one particularly dramatic day when the financial backing collapsed. Eventually, through our lead bank, Rothschilds, we managed to get a consortium of lenders together, and the loans were finally agreed.


Historically, football clubs aren’t great borrowers, and the banks wanted assurances that we could service the debt. They imposed a major condition – Arsène had to sign a new, five-year contract. They were right, of course. They thought that the club had more chance of being successful with Arsène than without him. But Arsène took some convincing. He’d already been at the club for seven years so that length of extra commitment was a big ask. We talked at length and, knowing he was critical to financing the stadium, he finally agreed.


Now we had bankers and financiers on our board. They insisted that a chunk of money every year was garaged to repay interest. Arsène and I were worried that this would have an adverse effect on the team. In fact it was just this penny-pinching that led to us losing Ashley Cole – essentially over five thousand pounds later on.


This was during the period when Keith Edelman was managing director and had his hand on the purse strings. There was pressure there; if I was trying to promote something he would put another point of view to the board.


Keith did a decent job balancing the books for the new stadium and I take my hat off to him, and to Danny and Ken. The three of them worked really hard in getting the vast construction project from idea to completion. That left me to focus on my motto to Get-A-Winning-Team. But over time Keith began to take more of a day-to-day interest in the football side, which was not his forte, and it interfered with squad management. He became my nemesis and, to an extent, Arsène’s.


We could see that, despite our warnings, football money was being redirected to the stadium development programme. Sometimes I would come out of the board meetings with Arsène and, as we were walking down the corridor, I would say despairingly, ‘This is not right. We’re in the business of winning matches, but we’re fighting with our hands tied behind our back.’


Before long this simmering disagreement became really unpleasant. On away trips it became embarrassing and I found myself – and even Barbara too – increasingly being ostracised. We put on a united front when invited to functions by the opposition directors, but there was a serious and awkward undercurrent.


It came to the point where I felt that Keith had been deployed to man-mark me and watch my every move. I regarded myself as a free spirit with considerable experience and certainly did not need personal attention from somebody who was relatively new to the game.


Even my relationship with Danny Fiszman, an old friend, was deteriorating quickly. It felt as if he wanted to be in my airspace, which was awkward for me. We had had a social friendship with our families going back many years. I had invited him to the board in 1991, when I was struggling with having been defrauded in my sugar business. A lot of my personal funds were tied up in my Arsenal shares. Danny was an Arsenal fan, a wealthy guy, and we were friends. I said that if he wanted to buy some shares I would like to sell some, and perhaps, with the board’s permission, a seat on the board and the ability to work together would be in the offing. He bought a block of my shares. With the benefit of hindsight, I regret that now as that gave him power.


The delicate situation over the stadium – his priority – got a bit personal and as a result we just drifted apart. These things happen sometimes – life gets awkward, and events change a relationship.


I realised how badly relationships were strained on a day that was supposed to be momentous. Arsenal said goodbye to Highbury on 7 May 2006. We played Wigan with big emotional and sporting stakes on the line that day. There was a place in the following season’s Champions League up for grabs, with a direct contest between us and Tottenham for fourth place. Highbury had a wonderful send-off as Spurs lost 2–1 to West Ham, whilst Thierry Henry scored a hat-trick in our 4–2 win. There was a spectacle planned, with a parade of ex-players and greats associated with the club’s history walking around the pitch as part of the farewell ceremony.


Unbelievably, Ken Friar and Danny Fiszman were invited, but I was not. It was vindictive. I was the vice-chairman, I had been there twenty-three years, I had helped Arsène to deliver the Invincibles in very recent memory and some of those players were carrying the club into the Champions League final that season. But I was shunned. I had to stay in the directors’ box, looking down at the others, and I was pretty certain there was an agenda behind that decision. I remember saying to Phil Harris (a non-executive director) at the time – and I had a good relationship with Phil – that it was upsetting and petty. I was deeply, deeply hurt.


I was now seriously uncomfortable with the dynamics on the board. With so many of our assets tied up in funding the stadium I started thinking about other ways of raising money to improve the team. And there was an obvious lesson from not far away. It came from Chelsea, the club that had tried to pilfer Ashley Cole. Chelsea’s finances had been transformed by the arrival of an owner who, as I described him to the press, had ‘parked his tank on our lawn and it is firing fifty-pound notes!’ Within a couple of months of becoming Chelsea’s owner, Roman Abramovich had changed the landscape.


I came across him a few times. Nobody would even know if he spoke English at the time as he certainly didn’t give me the impression he could. He would always answer through an interpreter or one of his colleagues. He seemed quiet and very respectful. But he started flashing the cash and he transformed the dynamics of transfers.


Having a billionaire on the board was a novelty in England, but as president of G-14, I could see what goes on in wealthy clubs. I was used to sitting with Barcelona, Real Madrid, Bayern Munich. I was looking around our own board and thinking, If we want to really challenge at the top of world football, we need a real heavyweight benefactor. Our board was lightweight by comparison – individually prosperous, but not at the top table. Somebody with plenty of zeros in his bank balance wouldn’t do us any harm. The Premier League train was getting up to full speed and the fastest drivers were billionaires but we didn’t have any.


Because I’m used to blazing my own trail, I started looking around privately, wondering who could be interested. But that opened up another area of friction with the board. When word got out that I was looking for other sources of funding, some thought I was going behind their backs. That had not been my intention but I can now see it looked that way. In the same way I got to know Arsène before suggesting him to the board, I was simply scouting around to see who was out there before approaching my fellow directors.


Which brings me to Stan Kroenke.


A chain reaction of conversations led to the introduction. It started with a man called Jeff Plush, who was managing director of Kroenke’s US club Colorado Rapids. He was quite forward thinking and wanted to develop a working relationship with a European club. He kept calling the deputy commissioner of Major League Soccer (MLS), who he thought might have some contacts with Arsenal. That just happened to be a man called Ivan Gazidis. Ivan got in touch with Dick Law, whom I had employed as Arsenal’s representative in South America and would eventually join me in transfer negotiations. Jeff was very determined and suggested to Dick that he would like his club’s owner, Stan Kroenke, to meet me. In the summer of 2006, just as we were preparing to move into the new stadium, Dick called to say that billionaire Kroenke was in town. His wife, Anne Walton, is an heiress from the family that own Walmart.


We met on the third floor of Highbury House, having just moved across. There were boxes everywhere as offices were being set up and we found a corner by the window, before having to look around for some chairs. In attendance on their side were Stan, Jeff, and a Kroenke adviser who was a former basketball player. Dick and I were there from Arsenal. Stan explained he was interested in soccer and he turned out to be a good sportsman, with his network of franchises. I invited him on a tour of the new stadium and we crossed the bridge to take a look around as the final touches were being made ahead of our inaugural match. Stan’s background was very much in the property business as he owned many shopping centres in the United States.


The Granada media company owned 9.9 per cent of Arsenal and Liverpool, and they had come to realise it didn’t sit within their portfolio. I wanted the buyer of our shares to be a financially muscular, substantial and ambitious entity. My thinking was to have someone come in and be part of the team with that 9.9 per cent block, with the potential to do more and support my vision.


There were other possibilities besides Stan – we had a meeting with Tim Leiweke, president of the Anschutz Entertainment Group. Phil Anschutz was the co-founder of MLS. They had an interest in sport and were already involved in football. I also met Khaldoon Al Mubarak, who went on to buy Manchester City. In the end, it was Kroenke who purchased the Granada shares – which by then had been on the market for quite a while without a bidder. It was interesting that none of the board members wished to subscribe for those shares.


At an AGM, when challenged about Kroenke, Peter Hill-Wood summed up the board’s reaction with a remark about not wanting that ‘sort’ of person or money involved in the club. ‘Call me old-fashioned,’ he said, ‘but we don’t need Kroenke’s money and we don’t want his sort.’ Our objective, he went on, is to keep Arsenal English. I found that strange when the bulk of our successful players were from overseas. If Kroenke were to mount a hostile takeover for our club, ‘we shall resist it with all our might’. He spoke as though the whole board was behind him: ‘We are all being seduced by the idea that the Americans will ride into town with pots of cash for new players. It simply isn’t the case. They only see an opportunity to make money. They know absolutely nothing about our football and we don’t want these types involved.’


Peter, whom I liked and regarded as a friend until the bitter end, later sold out to Kroenke.


If I had any regret, it is that I began to put feelers out for potential investment privately, rather than going to the board and proposing it first. As I say, I had never intended to go behind their back, but by then the atmosphere at board level was already unpleasant. That’s why I wanted to bring in somebody whom I could work with, who had the same ambitions for the club as me. And that, of course, is what other board members feared: that I would try to bring in someone who would undermine their power base.


I had a decent relationship with board member Lady Nina Bracewell-Smith, a link with one of the great families that had been custodians for decades. I told her that the club had to go in another direction or we were going to lose ground to the opposition. That turned out to be a big mistake.


On Tuesday 17 April 2007, Arsenal beat Manchester City 3–1 at the Emirates in front of 59,913 people. The goal-scorers were Tomáš Rosický, Cesc Fàbregas and Júlio Baptista. The team were fourth in the table, which is where they would finish in their first season at the new stadium, to qualify for the Champions League for the tenth consecutive season. We’d been in the final the previous spring. Peter asked to see me urgently at 5 p.m. the following day. I had a nasty feeling then that it was not going to end well. And I was right …









A WHOLE NEW BALL GAME


I knew as I drove to Trevor and Jenni Hicks’s house that football had to change. These wonderful, warm people lost their two beautiful daughters, Sarah and Victoria, in the Hillsborough disaster. Ninety-six, and eventually ninety-seven, Liverpool fans perished in the grim pens of the Leppings Lane end. As a parent, my heart broke for Trevor and Jenni. As a club official, my mind was made up that Hillsborough had to be a turning point, a watershed. Football fans were being treated like cattle, penned in behind fences. Human beings deserved better.


The day of Hillsborough, 15 April 1989, is seared into my memory. I was in London watching Arsenal play Newcastle United at Highbury when the news broke. Seeing as we didn’t allow the TV on in the boardroom at half-time, we had to go into the cocktail lounge to see the pictures coming in from the Sheffield ground. Watching these fans fighting for their lives was horrifying.


‘We must never forget this,’ I said to myself.


The following day, my daughter Sasha, who was at Haberdashers’ School in Hertfordshire, almost two hundred miles from Hillsborough, said, ‘Dad, you know that two of the girls who died were at my school.’


The Hicks girls. The elder, Sarah, had just left for Liverpool University. Victoria was in her GCSE year.


‘Do you think you can find a phone number? I’d like to speak to the parents,’ I said.


Sasha managed to find a number, and I rang the Hickses.


Jenni Hicks answered.


‘Mrs Hicks, I’m David Dein from the Football League Management Committee. I offer you my deepest condolences for your loss. I know it’s a very sensitive time for you, but could I come and see you? I’d like to give my condolences in person. I don’t wish to impose and wouldn’t outstay my welcome.’


Jenni handed the phone to her husband, Trevor. We talked briefly and then I asked again whether I could come over to see them.


‘Yes, I’d appreciate that,’ said Trevor.


So that’s how I found myself a couple of evenings later on the way to the Hicks’s house in Hatch End. It turned out not to be the short visit we had all anticipated. I stayed with Trevor and Jenni all evening. They poured their hearts out and told me the graphic details of what happened. It was all so very raw, sickening and shocking. Trevor and Jenni were struggling to take in the circumstances of their devastating loss. They told me how they had been treated like criminals at Hillsborough. They told me how they had to look at a huge green board of Polaroid photos of over eighty of the dead in the gymnasium at the football ground, which was being used as a temporary mortuary, to try and identify Sarah and Vicki. They told me how Sarah and Vicki were wheeled to them on low trolleys in body bags. Jenni told me how she had got down on her knees on that dirty gymnasium floor to hug them both. How Vicki was cold, and Sarah was still warm. How they were questioned about alcohol. How statements were taken from them without a lawyer being present. How not one of the police officers present had shown them an ounce of compassion. How they drove back to London that night with empty back seats in their car where only that morning their beautiful full-of-life daughters had sat.


As Trevor and Jenni continued talking they had tears in their eyes. (I had tears in mine.) I kept thinking that this was at a football match, that this just can’t happen. People are losing their lives here. Children. Football is meant to be for entertainment, it cannot be associated with death.


I said, ‘Trevor, Jenni, I don’t know how I can console you, but I promise, from this moment, football will change. It has to.’


‘Fans must never, ever again be penned in like animals,’ Jenni said.


I drove away from Trevor and Jenni’s thinking, I’m going to try my hardest to make football a better environment, a better place. It has to be much safer.


In August that year, I invited Trevor and Jenni to Wembley to watch Arsenal and Liverpool play Dinamo Kiev and Porto in the Makita International Tournament. Liverpool’s chairman, Sir John Smith, escorted Trevor and Jenni to meet the Liverpool team in the dressing room.


I stayed in touch with the Hickses, and learned even more down the years about the scandal of Hillsborough, the cover-up, and the three high court judges quashing the original inquest verdict of accidental death. They ordered a new inquest which concluded in 2016 that all the victims, at the time ninety-six, were unlawfully killed.


I recently spoke to Jenni, for whom the loss of her children is still very raw.


‘There were no official medics, no medical equipment, no stewards and the police in the main just stood and watched,’ she said. ‘What you watched on TV from your cocktail lounge at Arsenal were Liverpool fans doing their best for their fellow fans, not emergency medics with proper equipment, not stewards, and very few police officers. Fans, some of whom just happened to be doctors, did what they could to help the dying and injured without any medical equipment whatsoever. The fans ripped down hoardings to make stretchers to carry the dying and injured fans to find the medical help they needed. The police wouldn’t allow the paramedics and numerous ambulances outside the ground on to the pitch as they told them the fans were fighting and rioting. Numerous lives were lost, David, because of the police response. They called for dogs instead of emergency medical assistance. They felt the police they had previously trusted had let them down.’


Jenni made another point. ‘One of the things I could clearly see was that the radial and particularly the pitch-side fences prevented the fans from escaping the life-threatening crush.’ To this day when people talk about ‘safe standing’ at football grounds, I find it difficult to engage in the discussion; my mind goes straight to those horrific pictures of fans trapped behind the fences.’


The memory of that evening of April 1989 with Trevor and Jenni still makes me emotional now and my eyes well up at the thought of their experience.


It was most definitely a catalyst for change and a revolutionary idea was formulating in my mind.


English football began with supporters standing on the touchline, and as the game grew in popularity it simply herded fans into pens. We were stuck in Victorian times. It was so different in the USA, where I went often. Going to a stadium in the USA was an event in itself. It was show business – cheerleaders, entertainment, sport, refreshments, giant screens. Come early, stay late, spend and enjoy. Instead of that, in England we had 3 p.m. to 4.40 p.m. and that was it. You arrive at 2.55 p.m., you leave at the end of the game, you couldn’t get a pee.


I remembered seeing my first NFL game, Miami Dolphins, when Don Shula was coach. I’m trying to understand the rules – my late brother-in-law was sitting next to me, explaining, ‘You get four opportunities to gain ten yards. It’s a game of territory and the quarterback calls the shots’ – but all around me I can hear, ‘Hot dogs! Coca-Cola! Cold beer! Hot dogs, hot dogs, Coca-Cola, peanuts!’ Everyone is seated, the crowd is friendly, and everyone’s buying. So I’m trying to watch the game and I’m passing someone’s dollar bill this way, a Coca-Cola that way, a hamburger this way, another beer that way. I said to the guy next to me, ‘Don’t they feed you at home?’ But this was all a revelation to me. This was a family game, and more like going to the theatre than being locked in an enclosure.


You’ve got to understand just how Dickensian English football was in 1989, and how profoundly it resisted change. Three years previously, shortly after I joined the Football League Management Committee, I proposed there should be two substitutes instead of one.


One chairman put up his hand. ‘You can’t have that.’


‘Why not?’


‘It’s an extra hotel room, an extra meal, an extra appearance fee.’ Others nodded, the notion was rejected, and I came home and felt like putting my head in the microwave. ‘How backward are we?’ I said to myself.


What’s more, in the 1980s football was in trouble – big trouble. We had hooliganism. There was fighting inside grounds, fighting outside grounds and attendances dropping like a stone. Highbury averaged between 23,000 and 35,000 in a stadium that could hold 45,000. I look at old pictures and there were hardly any women in the stands. The grounds were dilapidated, some fifty or even a hundred years old. As I say, the toilet facilities were abysmal.


The whole leadership of the game lacked vision. The old Football League had a chairman called Bill Fox from Blackburn, a tough Lancastrian, no-nonsense guy, I got on well with him, but he fought for the status quo.


‘If football was a public company, what sector would we be in?’ I’d say to Bill, explaining, ‘We’d be in the entertainment sector or sports sector. You go there to be entertained.’ But I really didn’t think that Bill could appreciate the scale of the problems facing us. Nor the opportunities. At Highbury in 1989, the average fans’ spend was £1.50 per head. On moving to the Emirates in 2006, it was £12.25 because we made sure there were plenty of food outlets and merchandising points, and the stadium was a place where you were happy to stay.


Football was in a difficult place in the 1980s. I met publisher Robert Maxwell a few times. He owned Oxford United and was a handful. In November 1987, Maxwell did a £2 million deal with Elton John to buy Watford. Robert owned Odhams Press, based in Watford. Before anybody could buy a football club, the deal required the blessing of the Management Committee on which I sat. We looked at Robert’s track record and it was complicated. He and his family had stakes in Oxford United, Derby County, Reading and Manchester United. Robert wanted to merge Oxford and Reading to make Thames Valley Royals in 1983, which understandably enraged fans of both clubs and unsurprisingly failed. Robert had grandiose ideas; he was larger than life. More than once, I went into his offices at the Mirror building and was invariably kept waiting. Hanging around was made easier by waiters in white gloves serving smoked salmon sandwiches. It all felt a bit of a show. I could hear Maxwell in his office, jumping from one phone to another, changing languages. One minute, Maxwell was talking in Czech, then French, then German, then English. Incredible guy in many respects.


Anyway, he now wanted to buy Watford. When the Management Committee had a meeting, I said, ‘He can’t do it. He’s got to divest himself of one of his other clubs first. He’s getting too powerful.’


We all agreed on that.


Then somebody said, ‘Does anybody know this Maxwell character?’


‘Well, yes, sure, I’ve met him a few times,’ I said.


‘Well, David, you go. We deputise you to tell Maxwell he can’t do it.’


‘Well, thank you very much! That’s a hospital pass!’


So, I rang Maxwell.


‘Robert, David Dein here. I’m sitting on the Management Committee, and we have your contract with Elton for Watford. I’m afraid we’ve got a problem. I need to talk to you about it.’


‘Oh, yes, OK. Where do you live?’


‘Totteridge.’


‘I’m going into Odhams Press on Saturday morning, I’ll drop in. Where can I land my helicopter?’


‘The farm next door.’


‘Get me the coordinates.’


Saturday morning, 9.30 a.m., the helicopter whizzes in. Maxwell, in a baseball hat, marches towards the house. My wife Barbara and I are there to greet him at the door.


‘How do you do? I’m Maxwell,’ he said to me. To Barbara he said, ‘I’ll have a cup of tea, dearie.’ That did not go down well with her. Barbara’s a dab hand at Scrabble, and she certainly had some choice words for Maxwell.


We sat down in the lounge, and I said, ‘Look, Robert, we love the fact that you love football and that you’re involved in it, you’re doing a great job, but Watford’s a bridge too far. You currently own Oxford, your sons own Derby, you’ve got 25 per cent of Reading and you’ve got 5 per cent of Manchester United. Now, you want to buy Watford … ’


‘Well!? What’s the problem?’


‘What’s the problem, Robert? You only need to buy another eighty-seven clubs and you’re bound to win the league!’


‘What do you mean?’


‘We don’t have multi-ownership. It can contaminate the sport. It’s about the integrity of the competition, Robert. You’re going to have to understand that we really can’t allow it.’


‘What do you want me to do?’


‘Well, if you divest yourself of one of the two main clubs, Oxford or Derby, we’ll let you buy Watford.’


‘No,’ Maxwell replied. ‘Derby are in financial difficulties. Oxford is where I live. It’s my home team. They’re both suffering financially.’


‘Well, that may be, but nevertheless, the Management Committee can’t allow it.’


Maxwell drained his tea, climbed back into his helicopter, and that was it. No deal. He was a controversial character, and you never really knew what was going on in the background, but I have to say that Maxwell genuinely liked football. I honestly don’t think he expected to get any money out of it, he just really enjoyed the joust of owning a football club.


When I first came to Arsenal, we had a little shop run by a famous old goalkeeper, Jack Kelsey. I was in there one day and this kid asks, ‘I’d like to buy a football.’ The assistant simply sneered at him, ‘You don’t want it blown up as well, do you?’ That was the mentality.


I had to change all that. I want to see theatre, I want to attract more people, I want to give value for money, and I want to make it entertaining.


I remember at one Management Committee meeting, I proposed that we should put names on the backs of the shirts, as they did in America. This was not just to make it easier for fans in the stadium to follow the game but also for a global TV audience, where commentators invariably talk only about the player in possession and not the other players in the picture.


One owner of a big club said, ‘I’ll vote against that.’


‘Why?’


‘We don’t have a big enough laundry room.’


That’s what I had to contend with. Obviously, with names on shirts, each shirt is specific to a player rather than 1–11 which anyone can wear. ‘It’s all about identity,’ I replied. I tried to reason with them. It took about three meetings to get that through. Finally, in 1993, when I produced a Manchester United shirt with ‘GIGGS’, number 11, Blackburn Rovers with ‘SHEARER’, number 9 and Arsenal with ‘ADAMS’, number 6, it finally went through. But, significantly, that was only after we had formed the Premier League.


At Football League meetings, I used to have terrible rows with Ken Bates, the Chelsea chairman. People asked me whether Ken and I argued frequently, and I would reply, ‘We only ever had one argument. It just lasted fifteen years!’ Even then, we’d still have a drink together afterwards because Ken did have the interests of the game at heart.


Ken had an acerbic sense of humour. He was very sharp, very quick-witted, good company but difficult to deal with. I’d just joined the Arsenal board in 1983 and had never met Ken, but he invited me for lunch. I knew that was unusual. At Arsenal, we invited everybody from the visiting club to eat with us. But Ken was picky about who came into the Chelsea boardroom for lunch. The first thing he said to me was, ‘Mazel tov.’


‘What for?’ I asked.


‘Isn’t that what your people say?’ Ken said.


‘No,’ I replied. ‘My people say, “good morning”, “good afternoon”, “good evening”, depending on the time of day. What do your people say?’ Ken was trying to be funny, but his first remark had missed the target.


It was an unusual relationship between Ken and me, but I enjoyed the frequent jousts with him which were often amusing. At one stage he actually campaigned for me to represent the Premier League at the FA. I guess we had a mutual respect. But we were very often polar opposites. I remember us having a terrible argument about electrified fences which Ken was trying to put up at Stamford Bridge in 1985.


‘What are you trying to do to the fans?’ I asked. ‘Fry them?’


Ken said he was trying to control the rowdiness that now plagued the game.


Hooliganism was nothing new. In 1885 ‘howling roughs’ had rioted at a friendly match between Preston North End and Aston Villa, and the word hooliganism itself came from the 1890s. But it had been a growing problem in the 1970s, and by the mid-1980s it was seen as a national scandal. Police were even lobbying to suspend domestic football for a season. Finally, in 1985, following a riot by thugs in Millwall colours at Luton Town, the prime minister, Maggie Thatcher, waded in and summoned FA officials to Downing Street.


‘You have to do something about your hooligans,’ Maggie said.


‘They’re not our hooligans, Prime Minister,’ the FA secretary Ted Croker told her. ‘They’re your hooligans, Prime Minister.’


It was easy to agree with Ted that the problem lay in society, that hooligans were out there anyway and had simply latched on to football. Of course on reflection that wasn’t true. Edward II had banned football in 1314 because it attracted violence. There had never been these sorts of brawls, let alone ritual riots, at cricket, or rugby or any other sporting events – or anywhere else. Nor did this army of hooligans reform and converge on any other target after the problems were tackled in football. At very least, football had to share some of the blame. Many clubs tolerated or even encouraged tribalism. Sexism and especially racism were rampant. Fans were corralled like wild animals. The clubs were not fined or relegated for bad behaviour by their supporters. By pinning the blame on society, or anyone but themselves, the clubs were passing the buck.


In any case, whatever the cause, we had a responsibility to help sort things out ourselves.


One of Maggie Thatcher’s MPs, David Evans, wanted fans to carry identity cards.


‘They won’t work unless each one is checked,’ I told him at Downing Street. ‘They’d simply get swapped around.’


Eventually a whole range of solutions was found. Banning orders helped – troublemakers could be stopped from using public transport or match venues – but many other answers lay within football itself: encouraging more tolerance, modernising the grounds, all-seater stadia, better control of alcohol, and, importantly, attracting more families to the game.


Again and again it was clear to me that football had to change.


At another vote, I proposed a fifteen-minute half-time, instead of ten minutes. ‘What do you want that for?’ someone moaned.


‘What’s the manager going to say for that amount of time?’ one committee member said. I looked at him.


‘What’s the manager …?! We’ve got to think of the fans! This is an event we’re holding here. With fifteen minutes people have a pee and a drink at half-time.’


The room looked blank, so I thought I’d liven up things with a joke.


‘Look, I’m at a game, at half-time, and I’m standing in the queue and there’s a guy in front of me hopping from one foot to the other. He turns to me and says, “I’ve got to have a pee, I’m bursting, I’m bursting.” So I say, “Why don’t you pee in the bloke in front’s pocket?” He says, “Pee in his pocket? Won’t he know?” So I reply, “Well I’m peeing in your pocket and you don’t know.”’ Some of the committee laughed. It was a gag but it was also very close to the bone. That was football in 1989. Broken.


I reflected on my meeting at the Hicks’s house. I knew from experience how slow-moving the Management Committee were, how stuck in their old ways. What’s more, the voting structure was all wrong. The Football League gave First Division clubs 1.5 votes each, Second Division clubs a vote each and the Third and Fourth Divisions eight votes between them. The intention was that the lower divisions could protect themselves against the big boys. They had a veto. But the big clubs generated the bulk of the income. Come on! This was pushing to the lowest denominator rather than encouraging the highest factor. The voting structure was one of the reasons we had to break away.


The biggest issue was broadcasting. All the clubs shared the income from TV coverage, but there was little money to begin with. The two-year TV deal negotiated by the Football League in 1986 was worth only £6.3 million and the big clubs, the real draws, were getting chicken feed.


The turning point came in 1988, and the breakthrough was inspired by the commercial broadcaster, ITV, trying to get one over on the BBC.


Back then football and television were uneasy bedfellows. BBC and ITV were the only broadcasters. Their negotiators were Jonathan Martin from the BBC and John ‘Brommers’ Bromley and Trevor East from ITV. Nice guys, but there was a clear cartel which, today, would be illegal. Brommers and Jonathan would arrive for meetings in the same taxi, and thought they were doing us a favour by offering coverage at all. They reasoned they were giving us publicity, and we should be lucky that we could sell sponsorship on the back of the publicity they gave us. They offered us next to nothing.


But that year ITV tried to outsmart the BBC.


ITV’s man Trevor, who became a good mate, said, ‘David, I want you to meet a friend of mine. He’s a programme controller for London Weekend Television.’ Accordingly I had lunch with Greg Dyke – I remember it vividly – at a Japanese restaurant called the Suntory on St James’s in London. I immediately took to Greg. He’s a man after my own heart. He doesn’t knock on doors, he kicks them down. He’s a doer, a visionary – opinionated, passionate, and he loves the game. I think the world of Greg and we became instant friends.


‘You know, you’re not getting the best out of television,’ Greg said.


‘We’re getting nothing,’ I said.


‘We have to change that, David. I’d like to propose ITV buys the rights to show the Big Five.’ Wow, I thought, this would be game-changing for us, along with Spurs, United, Liverpool and Everton.


(It’s funny, very few people get Everton when I ask them to name the Big Five now. People think, Well, Chelsea or Manchester City … But Chelsea and Man City were nowhere to be seen in those days. Everton have a big history. Their chair, Sir Philip Carter, and I were good friends as were Noel White of Liverpool, Martin Edwards of Manchester United and Irving Scholar of Spurs.)


Arsenal’s closest allies at Football League meetings back then were always Spurs, no matter what people may say or think. I was very close to Irving, followed by Alan Sugar when he took over in 1991, and subsequently Daniel Levy in 2001. Why? Because they’re our neighbours. We used to share gate men, we shared caterers, we shared police. Because we’re so close the fans have an intense rivalry, but at board level we all had the same objective.


The five of us were really important in our fight against the old school at the League. ‘How do we drive the game forward?’ While other members were worried that I had my foot on the accelerator, they had theirs on the brake.


Greg wanted to show only the Big Five.


‘It’s not going to be easy,’ I told him. ‘You can’t just do it with five clubs, we have to take others with us. And that’s going to be a bit of a challenge.’


‘Well, I’ll leave that with you, you’ll have to be the team leader,’ Greg said.


I spoke to Martin, Philip, Irving and Noel and explained Greg’s plan. We met Greg.


‘What are you going to offer us?’ Philip quickly asked Greg.


‘£750,000 each.’


£750,000! That was huge at the time. We paused. There was silence.


Eventually, Greg said, ‘We’ll give you one million pounds each.’


To put that in context, Arsenal’s entire annual turnover was £1.5 million back then. On the face of things Greg seemed the perfect ally. But was this as straightforward as it seemed? ‘Do you think there’s been a cartel between the BBC and ITV?’ Irving asked him.


‘Yes, it looks that way to me,’ Greg said with surprising candour. Now we really knew what we were up against. This was the clubs versus the broadcasters, and we knew at this stage that we had to bring in the whole of the league.


Greg eventually bid twenty million pounds for exclusive rights to the whole of the Football League on top of the million pounds for each of the Big Five. However, another player now entered the market – BSB (British Satellite Broadcasting, eventually to become part of the Rupert Murdoch empire), and they bid forty-seven million pounds.


Naturally the League wanted us to sign with them. The Big Five didn’t – we had the promise of one million pounds each from Greg and we liked his vision. What’s more, BSB’s satellite service was pie in the sky. It was an entirely new technology, no one knew if it would be successful – and in BSB’s case it wasn’t (which is why it was folded into Rupert Murdoch’s rival station eight months after going on the air). Ultimately, after some heavy negotiations, the League accepted an offer of forty-four million pounds over four years from ITV. Greg still got a lot of flak within ITV because they thought he’d paid too much. Of course he got a bargain. Nowadays the Premier League clubs are getting four billion pounds over three years in domestic rights alone!


When the Football League found out about the Big Five’s private talks with Greg, and the proposed offer of a million pounds each a year, the situation got messy and embarrassing. At our next general meeting, the mood was tense, and the other clubs wanted revenge. Philip Carter and I were ousted from the Management Committee. ‘That’s just vindictive,’ I said to Philip. That was also the biggest mistake the Football League could have made. The battle lines were truly drawn between the Big Five and the League, and we were even more determined to break away. We bided our time.


On 26 May 1989, Arsenal’s last game of the season was famously at Anfield. This was the first year of our television contract: Greg had broken the mould, he deserved this trip up to Anfield with the board. What an unbelievable end to the season and all televised exclusively live by ITV Sport! I turned around to Greg and said, ‘You’ve got it cheaply!’


‘What?! I spent a lot of ITV’s money!’


Greg laughed even more when he saw the record viewing figures – twelve million! I was pleased for him because he was very brave in what he did. He stuck his neck out. That’s one of the many reasons I liked him.


As we flew back to Luton, I realised even more that football and television were a match made in heaven.


‘We’re a country of fifty-five million, you can only get 41,000 into Anfield and everybody wants to see it, Greg,’ I said.


After the Hillsborough disaster, we got hit with the Lord Justice Taylor report. It was a hugely significant piece of work, vitally important and a wake-up call for football. His interim findings came out on 1 August 1989, when the fences were already coming down. The judge highlighted ‘the failure of police control’ and described the Leppings Lane end as ‘unsatisfactory and ill-suited’ for the numbers of fans expected. Taylor published his final report on 18 January 1990 with his main recommendation being the introduction of all-seater stadiums. It made sobering reading. He depicted a sport in decay. He wrote of nearing a stadium and encountering ‘the prevailing stench of stewed onions’ and finding ‘lamentable’ facilities. I nodded as I read. ‘At some grounds the lavatories are primitive in design, poorly maintained and inadequate in number,’ he wrote. ‘This not only denies the spectator an essential facility he is entitled to expect. It directly lowers standards of conduct.’ The report was spot on. I immediately called our architects into Highbury to ascertain what needed to be done to make the stadium more compliant and welcoming.


I knew Taylor was right. He demanded change to save the game we all loved. I felt exactly the same, yet I knew his call for seats was going to cost and, frankly, we didn’t have the money. The Football Foundation came in with a chunk of cash, the FA put in money but we still needed more help. We saw TV as our rescuers.


Greg gave me a call shortly after the Taylor report was published.


‘Can I invite you guys to a dinner? Can you get the other four to come?’


I rounded up Martin, Irving, Noel and Philip, and swore them to secrecy. We daren’t risk the Football League finding out about the meeting. The news would have caused uproar.


Friday 16 November 1990 was the night that changed football for ever. I made my way discreetly to London Weekend Television on the South Bank, took the lift to the twelfth floor, walked into a dining room and looked around the table.


There was Noel, who was a very nice, sensible, level-headed football-loving individual. He started at Altrincham, became a director and the chair of Liverpool and was on the FA’s International Committee. Sir Philip Carter, the chair of Everton Football Club was an absolute gentleman. The first time I met him, he was director of Littlewoods who ran the football pools, Spot the Ball. He took me to the Littlewoods factory in Liverpool where women in hairnets counted the coupons and guys checked the competition in a massive warehouse. It was all manual. Nothing was automated.


‘If Liverpool and Everton lose at the same weekend, our efficiency drops 50 per cent,’ Philip told me. ‘They’re all miserable, they don’t want to work. If we win – whether Liverpool win or not – I can tell who is working well because of their different spirits.’


And there was Irving, chair of Spurs. He and I got on famously. He has a great football brain and wonderful knowledge of football statistics. A good guy to have on your team for a football quiz! We thought similarly. Similar upbringing.


Martin, chair of Manchester United, who was very sound and analytical, was passionate about United, great fun and very entertaining company. Yes, Martin got into a few scrapes in his private life which were always amusing stories, and was always very supportive in our Big Five meetings. There was great camaraderie between us.


I glanced around the table again at LWT and thought, What a civilised gathering. Then Greg spoke. He had a warning.


‘You won’t get as much money next time around,’ Greg said.


In fact, for some time, the five of us had been discussing the nuclear option and I seized the moment. It was time for the breakaway!


‘Greg, we’re proposing a new league,’ I said. ‘What we have to do is try and take the whole First Division with us, all twenty-two clubs.’


Greg questioned whether we had the nerve to do it.


‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘If we set up a new league would you buy the rights?’


‘Of course I bloody would!’ Greg said.


‘The time is right,’ I said to the other four. ‘Let’s do it now.’


The whole idea had been simmering ever since Philip Carter and I had been ejected from the Football League’s Management Committee; why should we be held back by people who couldn’t see the future? Why don’t we break away? But I don’t think Irving, Martin, Noel and Philip expected it to happen that quickly. We went around the table asking who was in favour. I glanced at Noel. I was worried about Liverpool. Historically, Liverpool were a very conservative club, tending to lead from the back. And now this dastardly plot was being laid to break away from the old Football League and form a revolutionary Premier League. There was a moment’s silence. Then Noel said, in his calm and soothing voice, ‘Let’s do it!’


Everyone understood we had to act fast, not least because of the Taylor report. I had this image of seeing us starting afresh with a whole new league, new structure, different voting, and reinventing ourselves. None of us was aware we were making history. No doubt Neil Armstrong knew that he was when he landed on the moon, but for us, forming the Premier League was more about natural survival.


‘We have to make football appealing to the public again,’ I said. ‘It’s the people’s game. We have to break away.’


Everyone around the table nodded.


‘Let’s call it the Phoenix League,’ somebody said.


‘No, we want to be the best,’ I said. We discussed it and decided on ‘Premier League’. ‘We can’t do it without the FA’s blessing,’ I said. ‘We need to get them onside.’


Every league must be registered with the FA on an annual basis. For this I turned to Noel, a senior councillor for the FA. They used to call the council chamber ‘death row’ because, as you get older, you get nearer the front! Noel knew how the FA worked. He and I were deputed to go and see Graham Kelly, the FA’s chief executive and chairman Sir Bert Millichip on 6 December. Why us? Noel had impeccable connections and pedigree with the FA and I had the balls!


‘I’m not sure how they will welcome us,’ I said to Noel as we walked up the steps into Lancaster Gate, the FA’s ancient offices.


‘Have we got the guts and determination to fight the fight?’ Noel said. We both agreed we had. As we stepped inside, I thought of Neil Armstrong. One small step for man, a giant leap for football.


Noel and I were stepping into a civil war between the FA and the Football League. At the time, Graham Kelly was writing the FA’s Blueprint for the Future of Football, a riposte to the Football League’s One Game, One Team, One Voice, which called for power-sharing and, as you’d imagine, massive tension resulted. Then there was the Swindon Town affair …


Swindon had been promoted from the Second Division in 1990 and were punished for financial irregularities. The Football League disciplinary commission relegated them to the Third Division. But Swindon appealed to the FA who adjudicated they should be left where they were in the first place! Incidents like these typified the boys’ own self-indulgence of the system, and helped accelerate our exit towards the Premier League.


The animosity between the FA and the League was huge. The old secretary of the Football League, Alan Hardaker, who passed away in 1980, had moved the League offices to Lytham St Annes, near Blackpool, Lancashire, a move his daughter Lesley always said was ‘to be as far away as he could from the FA’ in London. The gulf between the Fylde coast and Lancaster Gate was as wide as it was geographically. Graham Kelly himself had just made the journey, moving from the Football League to the FA, and I knew he didn’t have much empathy with his old colleagues.


‘Look, Graham, we need to change football,’ I began as we sat in Kelly’s office. ‘We’d like to form a new league.’


We explained our vision about the Premier League, how it should consist of eighteen clubs resulting in fewer games, helping the England national team (the FA’s pride and joy), and allowing for a mid-season break to help the players.


‘Good idea,’ Graham said. Noel and I were amazed.


‘Yes, you know what? The time is right, you go ahead. We have started writing this blueprint, and this could really work. This could easily slot into place.’


Well! I was kicking down an open door! I’d not anticipated one held open so willingly by the FA’s chief executive. Graham was a good administrator, quiet and introverted. A sound guy with a good sense of humour. But he delivered here, big time.


Noel and I spoke to Sir Bert, too. Bert was nice, old school, cared passionately about the game.


‘Sir Bert, we have to accept football is in decline. We have to do something really dramatic to turn it around,’ I said. ‘The Premier League will save the game.’


Bert nodded. His focus was solely on helping the game he loved. Ordinarily, the FA would never have backed the idea of the Premier League, but they’d been looking at ways of shaking up the Football League and the time was right. ‘I can’t be seen to be too involved,’ Graham went on. ‘You need to hire somebody to put the plan together. I’d recommend Rick Parry at Ernst & Young who’s working on some projects for us as an independent consultant.’


Parry was an accountant from Chester who had run the Manchester Olympic bid which had just failed that September. Rick knew Graham as the FA’s representative involved with the British Olympic Association. Rick was still in Manchester, no doubt wondering what he could do that would be half as exciting as bidding for the Olympics.


Graham rang him, and the wheels of the Premier League started turning.


‘I’ve got a project that might be interesting, Rick,’ Graham said.


‘I’ll come down to London,’ Rick said.


‘No, I’ll drive up,’ Graham said. ‘This needs to be kept secret.’


They met in the lobby of the Midland hotel at 1 p.m. on Thursday 6 December at precisely the same moment the entire Football League Management Committee walked into the hotel foyer for their Christmas lunch! Rick and Graham made themselves scarce. It was a miracle that we kept the Premier League project quiet for so long. I remember thinking at one meeting of the Big Five at the Excelsior Hotel, Manchester that we were going to get busted. Rick was told to ask for ‘Mr Smith’ at reception.


‘Ah! You’re here for the Manchester United meeting.’


And when we came out, Neil Kinnock was in the lobby having a bloody press conference. The whole place was full of cameras.


We were so impressed with Rick. Immediately, we realised he was a sound operator. Although we had the idea, we needed capable people to put the nuts and bolts together. We were building a Ferrari and Rick was an excellent engineer. His strength was administration. He was extraordinarily logical – often regarded as a dangerous thing in football – sensible and understood the issues.


Our next clandestine meeting was at Whites Hotel, Lancaster Gate. But unbelievably, this coincided with Graham Taylor holding an England press conference at the same location. Irving left through the kitchen window. When you’re planning something as seismic as this you just couldn’t get caught.


‘You only have five clubs,’ Rick said at one meeting. ‘You can’t break away with five. You need at least ten.’


That made sense, I realised immediately. If we had ten, we could almost operate like Scotland. We could play each other four times if we had to. If we had ten, I knew the other twelve First Division clubs would pack their tents and follow us. ‘It’s critical we get five more,’ I said. ‘We all need to choose a dancing partner, the club we know best, and get them on the floor.’ I went with West Ham. The others took Aston Villa, Newcastle United, Nottingham Forest and Sheffield Wednesday. They needed little persuading. The moment they heard what we were planning, they were in. They saw our vision.


We still kept it all quiet, all sworn to secrecy. A leak would have killed us. Football’s such a gossipy world – and yet from September 1990 to April 1991, not a word got out.


Some of the other five got cold feet from time to time, asking did we really have the courage to break away? Liverpool were always very cautious and I was worried that Irving would get distracted as he was considering selling Spurs to Alan Sugar, yet he remained gung-ho. Meanwhile Martin was involved with the Manchester United flotation. I was persistent. I called Rick at 11 p.m. every evening, then at 8 a.m. the following day.


‘What’s happened, Rick?’


‘Not much since we last spoke, David!’


Now we had ten of the most glamorous clubs and it was a formality that the other twelve would follow.


Yet momentum was incredibly important. If we stopped or even paused the Football League would find out and fight back. I had to keep pushing it along. All credit to Graham Kelly: the FA had never moved as quickly.


But just as we got a green light, we hit a massive hurdle. Under Football League rules, a club has to give three years’ notice of resignation. We had to find a way to get round this. So the five clubs hired two smart barristers, Michael Crystal QC and his junior, Mark Phillips. Mark and Rick worked closely together, and went through the Football League and FA rulebooks with a fine tooth comb. They spotted a section in the FA rulebook that clearly contradicted the three-year requirement in the Football League’s rules. It said ‘no league’ can require its members to give more than six months’ notice of their intention to leave. To this day they both remember with a smile what they realised was that ‘Eureka!’ moment.


‘No league? That must surely apply to the Football League!’ Mark opined. ‘The League’s stipulation for three years is in direct contravention of the FA rulebook.’ Yes! I don’t usually get carried away but I knew how key this was. It’s simple, Mark said. ‘You have to resign under the FA rules, not under Football League rules.’


We went back to Lancaster Gate, explained our plan to resign under FA rules and, to Graham’s credit, he said, ‘Yes. We’ll agree to that.’ It was so reassuring of the FA. I insisted on calling our new organisation the FA Premier League. They had a golden share and they provided the mechanism to get out of the Football League’s three-year notice rule.


On 8 April 1991, the FA held a council meeting, announcing the intention to form the FA Premier League and said it was dismissing the Football League’s three-year rule. The doors were well and truly kicked off the hinges.


With the news out, the twenty-two clubs met on 8 May. Bert and Graham spoke and gave the plan the FA’s blessing with one stipulation – the new league had to be made up of eighteen clubs.
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