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			Introduction to the Updated Edition
		
			Mikel Arteta couldn’t keep the smile off his face as he sat in the press room at Arsenal’s London Colney training centre. Just a few days earlier Arsenal had claimed a vital 3–2 north London derby success at Spurs, a victory that saw Arteta become the first Gunners boss in 36 years to win successive league games at the home of their great rivals. And, with just three matches of the 2023–24 season remaining, his side sat one point clear of Manchester City at the top of the Premier League table, although City did still have a crucial game in hand.

			It was as tight a title race as the English top flight had seen in years and the focus in that press conference was understandably on Arsenal’s hunt for a first league title in 20 years. There were questions about trying to compete with City’s winning machine, the relentlessness of a Pep Guardiola team during the run-in and about how Arsenal’s young side were matching the reigning champions every step of the way. Arteta, as he always does, sat there and answered them all. But he was also very keen to point something out himself. ‘Nobody asked me about qualifying for the Champions League,’ he said. ‘Not a single question.’ And he was right. No one had. Because no one had really noticed.

			Arsenal’s win at Spurs the previous weekend had guaranteed a top-four spot for the second successive season. Whatever happened over the final three games, Arsenal would be playing in Europe’s elite club competition once again in 2024–25. Just 12 months earlier that would have been a huge thing, a major story. But now the milestone just passed by without anyone giving it a second thought. ‘This a good sign,’ Arteta pointed out to us, as he broke into a laugh. ‘Before you were all looking and saying, “How many points do Arsenal need to be in the Champions League? They’ve still seven to go and they only have three matches. Woah, they are in trouble.” But now it is a different story. It’s a great sign, by the way.’ One journalist asked whether this was something that had been celebrated internally in the days following the win at Spurs. ‘Celebrating? No,’ Arteta replied. ‘We know what the aim is now. Let’s see if we can do it.’

			Ultimately, they couldn’t. Arsenal won those final three games of the season, making it 16 wins from their final 18 league games. Since the start of 2024, they had dropped just five points, amassing 49 from a possible 54. Yet still, for the fourth successive season, the title went to City, this time by just two points. It was a heartbreaking end to a record-breaking campaign, but it was another season under Arteta that saw Arsenal set new standards. They ended it with 89 points. Only the Invincibles of 2003–04 had ever amassed more during a 38-game season for the club. Arteta’s team won 28 of 38 league games, a new club record in the Premier League era. And they scored 91 goals, again a Premier League record for the club. It was a season that clearly demonstrated the incredible transformation that has taken place at Arsenal since the Spaniard had been appointed. The fact that Champions League qualification was secured without any sort of fanfare highlighted how quickly the landscape has shifted.

			Standards have changed at Arsenal under Arteta and so have the targets. It’s no longer all about the top four. The title is what matters. Everything is now set up to try and finally bring the Premier League trophy back to north London. ‘Don’t be satisfied,’ Arteta told the Arsenal fans as he stood in the centre of the Emirates Stadium pitch following the full-time whistle against Everton on the final day of the season. ‘We want much more and we’re going to get it.’ A prediction as bold as that would have been laughed at when Arteta first walked back through the doors at the Emirates to replace Unai Emery in December 2019. But now it’s incredibly difficult not to listen to those words and think he will be proven correct.
 Arteta was devastated at missing out on the title in 2024, just as he had been 12 months earlier. But he was also proud of what had been achieved. He spent the evening after the Everton game with club staff, players and their families, and he spoke openly of the mixed emotions he was feeling. The crushing disappointment of getting so close was there for all to see, but there was also an immense sense of pride in the good work that had gone into pushing Manchester City all the way up to the final whistle of the final game of the campaign. Second place isn’t good enough for Arteta, however. The desire to keep improving is what fuels him. He had that desire when he was first appointed in 2019 and he still has it now. ‘You have to be more determined, you have to be more ambitious,’ he said in the aftermath of the game, when asked how he and the club could take the next step and actually get past City. ‘You need to have a lot of courage and push every limit. If we do what we have to do at the end, we will win it. When? I don’t know. But if we keep knocking, it will happen.’

			Arsenal is a club reborn under Arteta. There is a vibrancy and an ambition around the place that was nowhere to be seen just a matter of years ago. A connection with the fans that had been lost has been restored and revitalised. The Emirates feels alive again. The atmosphere over the last two seasons has been better than it ever has since the move from Highbury in 2006. Arteta spoke of the need to rebuild the relationship with the fans on the day of his appointment, and he has done that and more. ‘We’ve always said just give us a team we can believe in,’ Raymond Herlihy of the Arsenal supporters’ group REDaction told me. ‘This feels like the real deal and the fans are all the way in. We’ve got these players like Saka and White who we can really connect with, we’ve had Saliba coming in and then there’s Mikel. You can see how energised Arteta is, how much he puts into it and how much he cares. We’ve got this absolute ball of energy on the touchline and we love it.’

			When Arteta arrived he found a club that was on its knees, an institution that had lost its way and was in desperate need of a restart. It needed an identity again; it needed someone to come in and shake things up. In Arteta they found the right man at the right time. It hasn’t all been smooth sailing and, as you will read in this book, there have been some very difficult moments along the way. But Arteta has never strayed from the plan he first laid out when he sat down with the Kroenkes and pitched to be the man to take the club forward. Despite the clear progress over the last couple of years, that plan is far from finished, which is something for every Arsenal fan to be excited about. The club has come a long way in a short space of time, but the journey is still only just beginning.

		
			
		

		
			PART ONE

			COMMITMENT

			(PRE-2019)

			Mikel Arteta could not hold back the tears any longer. It was 15 May and Arsenal had beaten Aston Villa 4–0 at a sun-drenched Emirates Stadium to bring the curtain down on the 2015–16 season. Arsène Wenger’s side had just stolen a second-place finish from their rivals Tottenham and the mood was celebratory. Leicester City may have shocked the world and won the Premier League by ten points, but Arsenal, for the 21st successive season, had at least claimed the north London bragging rights once again.

			But for Arteta the curtain wasn’t just coming down on the season. It was coming down on his playing career. At 34 years of age and following a string of calf and ankle problems during his final two years at Arsenal, the Spaniard had had enough. With several coaching opportunities already being dangled in front of him, he knew the time had come to hang up his boots.

			Wenger, the man who had brought Arteta to north London five years earlier, had given his captain the swan song he deserved, bringing him off the bench for the final couple of minutes so Arteta could receive the type of reception from the Arsenal fans that his five years of service warranted. It was a nice moment, one that was made even better when the Spaniard raced onto an Alexis Sánchez cutback to crash home Arsenal’s fourth and final goal of the afternoon. His shot may have hit the bar and eventually gone in off the back of Villa keeper Mark Bunn, but for everyone inside the Emirates that day it was very much Arteta’s goal.

			Wenger rose from his seat with that proud fatherly smile of his to applaud his skipper, and Arteta leapt high into the north London sky and punched the air before being mobbed by his teammates. Then, just a few seconds later, it was all over. A professional career that started 17 years earlier had come to end. It was at that moment that the emotion got too much.

			The final whistle was the catalyst for the tears. And when they arrived, they were very difficult to stop. Arteta is an emotional man and that was clear for everyone to see that sunny afternoon at the Emirates. Deep down, though, he knew the time was right. While his football brain was as sharp as ever, his body simply couldn’t keep up with the demands of playing for a club like Arsenal anymore.

			‘To play at this club you have to be the best in your position,’ he told Arsenal club media after the game. ‘When you lose that, I think you should be away from this place. In the last few months, I probably didn’t deserve to be here. The standards you need to play for this club, it cannot be eight out of ten, it has to be ten out of ten. When you cannot deliver that, it is not good enough.’

			Arteta spent five years at Arsenal, having signed from Everton in 2011. He made 150 appearances for the club, lifting successive FA Cups in 2014 and 2015. He arrived amid a turbulent time. Arsène Wenger was into his third decade in charge and his future was a constant talking point. The club had left Highbury five years earlier. Leaving the stadium so many called home was gut-wrenching, but the board were adamant that the move to the Emirates was necessary if the club were going to remain competitive as foreign money flooded into the Premier League.

			At the time of Arteta’s arrival, however, Arsenal weren’t competitive and the fans were growing ever more restless. He signed on a chaotic transfer deadline day, one that saw Wenger bring in four new faces during the aftermath of an embarrassing 8–2 defeat at Manchester United. The summer had seen Cesc Fàbregas leave for Barcelona and Samir Nasri join Manchester City. The mood was not good; it was rebellious, in fact. A growing number of Arsenal fans wanted change. They wanted Wenger gone. Arsenal were a club that had always prided itself on its stability, but in the summer of 2011 it felt anything but stable. In fact, the story of how Arteta was signed perfectly encapsulates the chaos that had descended around the Emirates at that time.

			The calamitous defeat at Old Trafford a few days earlier was still fresh in everyone’s minds, and the manner of the capitulation highlighted the obvious need for reinforcements, but time was running out. Arsenal needed to act quickly, and they did just that, with Arteta, Per Mertesacker, Yossi Benayoun, Park Chu-young and André Santos all signing amid a frantic final 48 hours of the summer window.

			One man who was at the centre of it all was Dick Law, Arsenal’s chief contract negotiator and Wenger’s trusted ally.

			‘We did 25 separate transactions that summer, with either players going out or coming in,’ Law explained. ‘Certainly the one that was the most problematic on several levels was signing Mikel.’

			At that time Arteta was Everton’s star man. He had spent the previous six years at Goodison Park and had established himself as one of the Premier League’s most consistent midfielders. So getting him out of Merseyside on the final day of the transfer window was always going to be difficult. For a few hours, in fact, it had looked impossible.

			Ivan Gazidis, who was then Arsenal’s chief executive, was the man leading the negotiations, and he had been told in no uncertain terms by Everton chairman Bill Kenwright that Arteta was going nowhere. By lunchtime, the deal was off.

			‘The pushback from Bill was unequivocal,’ Law recalled. ‘In situations like that you can either be bloody minded and just push on or, out of respect for Everton, you can take a step back. And we took a step back.’

			It was at that point, however, that Arteta got involved. ‘I don’t know how and I don’t know when, but somewhere between noon and 6 p.m., Mikel found out about it all,’ Law explained. ‘That’s when the craziness started.’

			Arteta, who had been at home, drove straight to Everton’s training ground and marched into the office of manager David Moyes. He asked if Arsenal had been in contact, and when Moyes told him they had Arteta was adamant that he wanted to go. Kenwright went ‘ballistic’ when he found out, according to Law, but eventually agreed to do the deal. With just a few hours of the window remaining, however, there was still plenty of work to be done.

			There simply wasn’t time for a medical, so Arsenal had to rely on discussions with the Everton medical team. It was a gamble, considering Arteta had suffered a cruciate ligament injury two years earlier. But it was one Arsenal were willing to take.

			‘It’s the only one I’ve ever done where the player was signed without a medical,’ Colin Lewin, who was Arsenal’s first-team physio at the time, told me. ‘Two new signings on the same day could be murder, but four? You can imagine what it was like for me and the doctor running around, trying to fit people into scanners, get them back to the training ground to fill in forms, blood tests and everything else. All the time with media and commercial teams in our ears asking when they could have them.

			‘I remember Dick saying to me that there was the possibility of another one, and then later on it became apparent Mikel was going to happen. We said we’d maybe be able to use our contacts in Liverpool to get scans or an MRI done, but they were happy with the risk and went ahead with it. So between Gary O’Driscoll [Arsenal club doctor] and I, we spoke to the Everton staff. They were sending us all the recent images they had, all the rehab stuff Mikel had been doing. Obviously we knew that he had been playing 90 minutes week in, week out, which is a good sign that players are doing OK.’

			The final stumbling block was Arteta’s contract. Negotiations usually take some time, especially when it comes to agreeing on bonuses and clauses, but with the 11 p.m. deadline fast approaching, time was something neither Arsenal nor Arteta had.

			‘Mikel just cut right through all of that,’ Law revealed. ‘He said, “Forget the bonuses, this is the salary I want.” The decision he made that day simplified the process completely. It was just, “This is what I want, we’ll deal with the bonus schedules later.” So in the end we got it all done in time, which was a miracle. It was Mikel’s determination and his understanding of the process that ultimately made it happen.’

			For those who know Arteta and have worked closely with him over the years, his actions on that deadline day in 2011 will not come as a surprise. His drive to be the best he can be has always been at the centre of his success.

			‘If any of this is revelatory about Mikel’s character, it’s his determination,’ said Law. ‘Most players would have said, “I gave it my best shot, but I’m going to be at Everton for another year.” He wasn’t going to do that.’

			Those final 48 hours of the 2011 transfer window have always been viewed as a bit of a trolley dash by Arsenal, with the players who were brought in seen as panic buys following the disastrous start to the season the club had endured. That is something that Law argues against to this day, however. He accepts that signing Arteta was not planned, but he insists it was not a decision brought about by a sense of panic. ‘It was opportunistic,’ he said. ‘A chance presented itself and we took that chance. The rest is history.’

			Few would have predicted back then just how big an impact Arteta’s arrival would have at Arsenal. He certainly didn’t have it easy when he joined. While he may have proven himself as a quality Premier League player during his time with Everton, he was walking into an Arsenal changing room that had just lost Fàbregas and Nasri. Arteta was viewed by many as a replacement for the former and that immediately put a huge amount of pressure on his shoulders. Arteta could do a lot, but he was not a like for like swap for Fàbregas, who was five years younger and one of the finest creative talents in world football at the time.

			So Arteta had to work hard to step out of the shadow left by his fellow countryman in north London, and do it at the end of a summer which Wenger himself had labelled as the ‘most disturbed’ in his first 15 years at Arsenal. And that’s what he did from the moment he first walked through the doors at London Colney until the day he left in 2016. He was the man that captained the team on the day they finally ended their nine-year wait for a trophy, when they won the FA Cup at Wembley against Hull City in 2014. Arteta’s name will not go down alongside some of the greats that have played for Arsenal over the club’s long history, but that should not diminish his achievements as a player during his time at the Emirates. He was a well-respected figure, although not one that was always the easiest to get along with.

			I remember sitting down with Jack Wilshere and a few other journalists in the summer of 2022. It was before Wilshere was given the under-18s coaching job at Arsenal. He had just come home from a stint in Denmark playing for AGF, and we were talking about what the future could hold for him. The conversation turned to Arteta and what he had been like as a teammate. ‘I was the naughty one and he was the teacher’s pet,’ Wilshere said, laughing. And that was how Arteta was seen by many during his time at Arsenal. He wasn’t disliked, by any means; he just took his football very seriously. He had very high standards and he wanted everyone to follow them. Even back then, the qualities of the future manager in Arteta were very apparent to those around him.

			Emmanuel Frimpong was just becoming part of the first-team picture at Arsenal when Arteta joined, and he tells a good story of what sharing a changing room with the Spaniard was like.

			‘He was a player that liked to lead by example,’ Frimpong told GOAL. ‘He didn’t talk much, but if you were doing something that he felt was wrong, he would have an opinion and tell you, “You should be doing it this way.” At the time I used to think he was quite annoying, because I wanted people to let me do what I wanted to do. Arteta would come over and be like, “No, you should stretch like this.” I used to think, This guy is busy, but he was just professional and wanted you to do the best to help the team. He’s a serious guy who loves to win. He was somebody who used to take his training very seriously. After and before training he was in the gym, stretching and in the ice bath. He was a top professional. He was very dedicated to his craft.’

			It’s that type of professionalism and work ethic that has been the hallmark of Arteta’s life in football. He has it as a manager and he had it back when he was a player. At the time of his arrival in 2011, Arsenal needed someone to come in and steady the ship. Wenger knew he couldn’t replace Fàbregas, but he could bring in someone who could calm things down and offer a bit of control and experience to a team that desperately needed it. Arteta did that, and he did it very well. He wasn’t spectacular, but he was effective and he had the respect of his teammates.

			One of those teammates was Bacary Sagna. The French defender had been at Arsenal for four years by the time Arteta signed, and the pair grew very close following the Spaniard’s arrival. They spent a lot of time together off the pitch, with Sagna often going to Arteta’s house to watch European football on the television with the likes of Santi Cazorla and André Santos.

			‘He was very involved in the lives of the team, not only on the pitch, but everything that surrounded the players,’ Sagna told me during a conversation about Arteta’s impact behind the scenes at Arsenal. ‘He always made sure we had a good vibe around the squad. He had that trust as a captain to be able to bring the team together and I think he realised the importance of us living well together away from the pitch. He used to organise lots of dinners for the players and their wives. He understood the vibe had to be positive.

			‘You will always hear people say that you don’t have to be friends on a football pitch. I would always say to that, “Why not?” Because at some point, especially when you need that extra 10 per cent, the social side and emotional side of the game will become important. If you see your friend struggling and you have a good relationship with him, you will try and help him a bit more. If you don’t have that connection, you won’t do that little bit extra. But if it’s your friend, it’s different, the commitment is different. That’s why it’s very important to have that vibe in the squad and Mikel understood that. He was an amazing human being and an amazing player.’

			Arteta’s relationship with Arsène Wenger made him the natural choice to replace Thomas Vermaelen as captain on a permanent basis in the summer of 2014. He was already vice-captain and had worn the armband on countless occasions due to the amount of time the Belgian centre-back spent on the sidelines due to injury. Arteta and Wenger were on the same wavelength and would spend hours together at London Colney talking about tactics and the philosophy of the game. ‘Mikel was the soldier of Arsène,’ Sagna told me.

			When Wenger wanted to get his point across to the changing room, it would be Arteta who delivered it. The way Arteta trained, his dedication to his craft and his professionalism were qualities Wenger admired. There was no partying, no drinking. Arteta would be one of the first to arrive at the training ground every day and would be one of the last to leave, even during his final couple of years at the club when his playing time was limited because of his injury issues.

			‘Mikel has a huge influence even when he is not playing,’ Wenger said during a press conference in 2015. ‘He is super-conscientious – every morning, two hours before training, he prepares, and that is absolutely right. Just through his behaviour, his focus on getting everything right in the team, he has a huge influence. He has great experience and is respected throughout the squad.’

			Arteta’s approach was not always universally popular. As Emmanuel Frimpong said, there were occasions when some of his teammates found him hard to deal with. He had his standards, and when they weren’t met he was not afraid to let others know. Jack Wilshere’s view of Arteta as a ‘teacher’s pet’ may have been somewhat in jest, but there were certainly others that saw him the same way. On the whole, however, he was a well-liked figure and a popular captain.

			‘He was honestly one of the best professionals I’ve seen,’ said Sagna. ‘He took care of everything and he took it all very seriously. Young kids have to learn from experienced players, that’s a fact. The older players have been through a lot, they know more. Jack was already a big player when Mikel came, he was in the national team. Mikel identified Jack as one of the best young talents in the world and he paid more attention to these players because he knew it was not easy for them to keep their heads straight. I think Mikel took the role of big brother for Jack. He had to be honest, maybe sometimes be a bit straight with him. Not just with Jack, but with all of us. He was the senior player and if he identified something he thought could make us better, he had to tell us. If he was unhappy about something, he would just say. Many times he would come to me and say, “You are too nice, you don’t talk enough. You need to make statements.” This is probably why Arsène got him, because we lacked experienced players.’

			The FA Cup win of 2014 was Arteta’s finest moment as an Arsenal player. He played the full 120 minutes of that absorbing final against Hull City as Wenger’s side fought back from two goals down to win 3–2 thanks to Aaron Ramsey’s dramatic extra-time winner. The relief around the club after that win was palpable. It was Arteta’s first major honour outside of Scotland, where he had won a league title and a League Cup with Rangers, and it’s a success that he still holds very close to his heart now. It was the pinnacle of a playing career that then started to go into decline. Injuries limited him to just 11 appearances the following season, and he only managed a further 13 in the 2015–16 campaign before taking the decision to retire.

			Those final two years were very difficult for Arteta. He knew he could no longer perform to the standards he had previously set, and that was tough to take for a player who always demanded the best from himself and those around him. But what his time away from the pitch did do was allow him to slowly switch his focus towards coaching.

			Ask anyone who played with Arteta and they will tell you that he was destined to become a coach. He was always thinking tactically, asking questions and looking to learn, whether that be from Wenger, David Moyes or even Alex McLeish, who was the man who first brought Arteta to British football when he signed the 20-year-old for Rangers in 2002.

			I had a chat with McLeish in 2018, when Arteta was originally in the running for the Arsenal job, before he was eventually overlooked in favour of Unai Emery. McLeish told me how Arteta had arrived in Scotland as a somewhat ‘timid’ boy, but quickly grew into a big dressing-room influence despite still being so young and having come from abroad. He was constantly absorbing information and taking on leadership responsibilities. ‘I knew then he had great ambition,’ McLeish said.

			It was that ambition that made Arteta’s transition from player to coach slightly easier. Despite missing so much football over those final two years of his playing career, he kept himself busy by working towards his coaching qualifications. In 2015 he started on the Football Association of Wales’ UEFA A Licence course, and as part of that he would regularly lead sessions with the Arsenal youth teams at London Colney. One of the players he coached back then was Reiss Nelson, a rising star at the club’s Hale End academy, and those sessions made a lasting impression on the winger, as he explained in an interview with the Athletic in 2023.

			‘Mikel was my coach when I was 12/13 years old,’ Nelson said. ‘Even at that age, I felt he was going to do certain things because there were other player-coaches there, but they weren’t really engaging as much. Mikel was one of the ones who would run a one-v-one drill with a defender and me attacking them, and he’d be giving me little coaching advice like, “When you get too close to a defender, use this foot,” or, “Use the outside of your body to move like this.”’

			As the end of the 2015–16 season approached, rumours were rife that Arteta was going to call time on his playing career and make the permanent step into coaching. Pep Guardiola had just taken over at Manchester City and wanted him on his staff, while Mauricio Pochettino – with whom Arteta had played at Paris Saint-Germain – was floating the idea of joining him at Spurs. At Arsenal there were also internal discussions about keeping Arteta at the club, either by placing him in a role within the academy set-up or by creating a position on Wenger’s first-team staff. Arteta held meetings with Wenger as he weighed up the decision, but ultimately the Frenchman told him that he felt his career would be best served by severing ties with Arsenal and starting somewhere afresh.

			‘I think the biggest favour Arsène ever did for Mikel was to say no,’ Dick Law told me. ‘Arsène knew that Mikel’s best pathway forward was away from the club. He said, “For you to grow, you have to go someplace else.” We knew he wasn’t going to go to Spurs, he was smart enough not to do that. We always thought he would go to City.’

			And on 3 July 2016 – just three weeks after playing his last game for Arsenal – Arteta did just that, joining Guardiola’s staff at the Etihad as an assistant coach.

			Arteta’s relationship with Guardiola is, of course, well documented. As he progressed through Barcelona’s famous La Masia youth system, he idolised Guardiola, who was 11 years his senior and forging a glittering career for himself in the first team at the Camp Nou. Given that both were midfielders, there were comparisons drawn between the two players, which were difficult for Arteta to deal with at times. But that did not stop him looking up to his hero. As a 16-year-old he played with him during a pre-season friendly, and after the match Guardiola pulled the teenager aside to discuss and dissect his performance at length. ‘To have that from someone like him, the best in that position, you cannot have anyone better than that helping you,’ Arteta would later fondly recall.

			While Guardiola starred as a player at Barcelona, Arteta would have to move on to Paris Saint-Germain to start his senior career. But the pair remained in touch and Pep always had an immense respect for the way his fellow countryman read the game. So much so that when his Barcelona side met Chelsea in the 2012 Champions League he called Arteta – who had joined Arsenal a year earlier – to pick his brains ahead of the match. Soon after, he floated the idea of his friend potentially joining his coaching staff. It was a request Arteta rejected, because he still felt he had a lot left to offer as a player, but it was a clear sign of the high esteem Guardiola held him in.

			Having grown up at La Masia, both men share very similar footballing philosophies that are entrenched in the ways of Barcelona. The great Johan Cruyff had just returned to the Camp Nou as manager in 1988 when he first spotted a 17-year-old Guardiola playing for the club’s B team. It wasn’t long before he promoted him to the first team and made him a key player in his all-conquering Dream Team side that went on to win four successive La Liga titles, as well as the European Cup for the first time in Barcelona’s history.

			Cruyff’s influence has always loomed large in Guardiola‘s coaching career, just as it has for Arteta. Unlike Guardiola, Arteta never played under the legendary Dutchman, but like every player who has come through the La Masia system, Cruyff’s philosophy was instilled from a very early age. When asked during an interview with BT Sport about the player who first made him fall in love with football, Arteta replied, ‘It wasn’t a player, it was a manager. It was Johan Cruyff and the way he set up the Dream Team at that time.’

			When Arteta joined Guardiola at Manchester City, he had not even passed his UEFA Pro Licence. That would come a year later in a class that also included Thierry Henry and Freddie Ljungberg. City had spent big money to bring in Guardiola as a replacement for Manuel Pellegrini, and the expectation going into the 2016–17 season was huge. For Arteta it was a big step. Just a few months earlier he had been set to move to Los Angeles with his wife Lorena Bernal and their three boys, Gabriel, Daniel and Oliver, where she planned to explore acting opportunities. That had been the plan, at least, but Guardiola’s call changed all that. Instead, Lorena and the boys went to Los Angeles, while he went to Manchester to join his friend.

			Arteta’s appointment came amid a time of change at the Etihad Stadium. Not only had Guardiola been secured after a four-year-long chase, but over £170 million had been spent on freshening up a squad that had slipped to a disappointing fourth-place finish in the Premier League the previous season. Gabriel Jesus and Oleksandr Zinchenko were signed, as were Ilkay Gündogan, Leroy Sané, Nolito and Claudio Bravo. John Stones also arrived from Everton for £47.5 million, which made him the most expensive defender in Premier League history at the time.

			Given that level of investment and the presence of Guardiola in the dugout, a lot was expected of City that 2016–17 season, but after a bright start, which saw them win their first six league games, they struggled to live up to those expectations. In January they suffered a 4–0 mauling at Everton which left many questioning whether Guardiola, despite all his success with Barcelona and Bayern Munich, could succeed in the Premier League. Those questions only increased when they went on to finish third, 15 points behind Chelsea and without a trophy to their name.

			Behind the scenes, however, there were no doubts. It was accepted that it would take a bit of time for Guardiola and his coaching staff to really instil his way of playing into the squad and for the players to truly understand what was being asked of them. It was a steep learning curve for Arteta as well. Given that he had walked into the City changing room at the start of the season with no real coaching experience under his belt, some of the players could have been forgiven for questioning his ability and the wisdom of the appointment. But there was none of that.

			Bacary Sagna, who had left Arsenal to join City two years earlier, recalls those early days of Arteta’s coaching career well. ‘He fitted in directly,’ Sagna recalled. ‘He got the respect of the players straight away. We all knew him from his time as a player, so we knew he was very clever tactically and that he knew what he was doing. I think he fitted in perfectly to the role, and I know it wasn’t easy for him because at the beginning he was alone in Manchester and that was tough. To just be able to see his family a few times, to not be able to see the kids as much, it was difficult. He was telling me, “It’s very different from being a player. You spend a lot of time in the office, you have to make your reports, you have to analyse.” But he was committed and obviously that paid off.’

			While Sagna was impressed by the ease with which Arteta adapted to his new role, his former teammate’s arrival on Guardiola’s coaching staff did also present a bit of a problem, especially early on. It hadn’t been that long ago that the pair would regularly spend time together while they were living in London. Sagna would go to the Spaniard’s house for dinner and to watch football. They were friends, teammates – but now suddenly Sagna had to adapt to Arteta being in a position of power.

			‘It was a bit difficult,’ Sagna admitted. ‘I had that previous relationship with Mikel and I had to cut it off because he was my superior, he was my coach. It was a struggle at the beginning, I didn’t know how to act. When we were both in the room I didn’t know if I could talk to him or not. It was tricky, honestly. I wouldn’t wish for anyone to be in that situation. I felt very uncomfortable at first.’

			Arteta’s role saw him take on a lot of individual work during that first season in Manchester. While Guardiola would run the main session of the day and, of course, have the final say tactically, Arteta would spend time working with players on a one-to-one basis, drawing up his own specific programmes for them, especially the attackers. But when Guardiola was forced away from the training pitch for whatever reason, he had no issue with letting Arteta run things in his absence. ‘Pep had full trust in him,’ Sagna recalled.

			Raheem Sterling was one player to benefit massively from Arteta’s influence at Manchester City. Sterling had struggled for consistency following his high-profile move from Liverpool in 2015. He scored just 11 goals in his debut season at the Etihad, but in 2017–18, having worked closely with Arteta to improve his finishing ability, that number rose to 23. The following season, Sterling’s tally was 25. That improvement was something Guardiola directly put down to the work his assistant was doing with the winger during their one-to-one sessions after training.

			‘I think Raheem is enjoying scoring goals, he’s not scared,’ Guardiola said in November 2017. ‘Now he realises, Wow, how fun and good it is to score goals. Now he is more focused on that. Mikel is working many, many days after training sessions for the last action, for the control in the last moment.’

			After that initial season of disappointment at City under Guardiola, they quickly became the dominant force in the Premier League. They won 32 of their 38 games as they were crowned champions in 2017–18, becoming the first and only side to reach 100 points in the English top flight. They would go on to retain their title the following season, while also winning the FA Cup and League Cup, becoming the first English side to win the domestic treble. It was a period of unprecedented success for City, but back at Arsenal things were not going so smoothly.

			Arsène Wenger’s 22-year stint in charge was over at the end of the 2017–18 season, leaving the club looking for a new manager for the first time since 1996. There were several names in the frame, including that of Arteta, who had only left the club as a player two years earlier. Despite his relative inexperience, he was for a long time considered the favourite for the job. He held talks with Ivan Gazidis, who was then chief executive, and Raúl Sanllehi, who had come in from Barcelona as head of football relations. Talks had progressed to such a stage early in the summer that all the noises coming out of the club were that it was going to happen, and City were certainly expecting him to.

			‘If he decides to move because he has this offer, this option, I will not say, “You don’t have to go,”’ Guardiola said. ‘I want the best for my friends and he’s a friend of mine. If he decides to go, I will be so sad, but I will understand his decision, because it’s his career, his life, his family.’

			But just when it seemed official confirmation was imminent, Arsenal had a change of heart, mainly because of the Spaniard’s lack of experience. It was a surprise to everyone, including Arteta, who had even started to put a coaching team together that would join him in north London.

			During the whole process there were plenty of names known to have held discussions with Arsenal about replacing Wenger. Patrick Vieira was one, Massimo Allegri and Luis Enrique were others. But then, almost out of nowhere, Unai Emery was appointed.

			It was an appointment that caught the media and the fans unaware, and it’s not often that happens. I remember sitting in the press conference room at Emirates Stadium waiting for Emery to be officially unveiled. The former manager of Sevilla and Paris Saint-Germain walked in alongside Gazidis, who sat down looking very pleased with himself.

			‘Today I’m really excited to announce the new head coach of Arsenal football club as Unai Emery,’ he said. ‘I know that came as a bit of a surprise, and perhaps there were one or two rewrites necessary. But as I said at the beginning of the process, those who know won’t speak, and those who speak won’t know.’ Gazidis could always talk a good game. Unfortunately, he was never able to really back that up by achieving anything of note during his time at Arsenal.

			Missing out on the job was a blow for Arteta, but one that was made easier to accept by the fact that he could just continue at City, where he would soon be promoted to assistant manager following Domènec Torrent’s decision to take over at New York Red Bulls.

			And besides, it wasn’t long before Arsenal came calling again, with Emery’s tenure proving to be far from successful. The initial signs had been good, but the wheels started to come off towards the end of his first full season in charge. Just one win from Arsenal’s last five league games saw Spurs pip them to fourth by a single point, a capitulation made worse by a bruising 4–1 defeat by Chelsea in the Europa League final in Baku.

			It was clear during the opening months of the 2019–20 season that things were not working out for Emery at Arsenal. The mood around the club had turned rotten. The football was poor, results were worse and fans were staying away from games. Emery’s exit felt inevitable.

			I was down at the training ground the day before Arsenal played Eintracht Frankfurt at Emirates in their final Europa League group stage game of that season. Journalists are allowed to watch training sessions for 15 minutes ahead of a match in a UEFA competition, something we don’t get to do for Premier League fixtures. Usually, it’s a totally useless exercise. You never really get any sort of insight, as managers understandably wait until the media leave before starting the proper session, to ensure they don’t give anything away ahead of the game.

			But that day before the Frankfurt game was different. Just standing on the pitch watching the Arsenal players trudge out for training, it was startlingly obvious to anyone who was there just how broken things had become. Emery just stood there by himself, holding his clipboard. It was actually pretty sad to look at. The players barely acknowledged him. He looked the epitome of a dead man walking. Arsenal lost that game, surrendering a 1–0 half-time lead to lose 2–1. It was a seventh straight match without a win. Emery would be gone within 24 hours.

			Even if Arsenal had won that game, Emery would still have been out. The decision had already been taken well before Arsenal kicked off against their German visitors. Raúl Sanllehi and managing director Vinai Venkatesham had flown to America to meet with owner Stan Kroenke and his son Josh following the 2–2 draw with Southampton in the Premier League the previous weekend. The visit was pre-arranged, but Emery’s future dominated the discussion, with Sanllehi and Venkatesham recommending that he be dismissed. The Kroenkes, who up to then had continued to back Emery, agreed and the decision was taken to sack him. But Sanllehi and Venkatesham did not inform Emery of that decision when they returned to London, and instead they allowed him to take charge of the game against Frankfurt on the Thursday night. He was eventually told the news when he arrived at London Colney the following morning, with Freddie Ljungberg placed in temporary charge while the club started the process of finding a replacement.

			Again, talks were held with several potential candidates, but Arteta was always the man Arsenal wanted this time around. The process was relatively swift, albeit not without the odd hiccup. Embarrassingly, Vinai Venkatesham and contract negotiator Huss Fahmy were pictured coming out of Arteta’s house in Manchester in the early hours of the morning. These photos were quickly circulated and splashed
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