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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 …


ops/images/9781408716328.jpg
CALLING THE SHOTS






