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			Foreword

			BY TYRONE MINGS

			A lot of people say to me I made a smart decision to join Aston Villa because of the great trajectory we have been on. The truth is I just wanted to play and Dean Smith and Christian Purslow gave me that opportunity.

			I was looking to go somewhere where I was really appreciated and that was the feeling I got, unequivocally, from both Dean and John Terry. I was told that if I joined I would play the next Saturday and be a big part of what the club were doing.

			There were big plans to push for promotion. That was it. That was my story. I got to Villa and they were true to their word. I started the next Saturday.

			Now if you had offered me what we have had this season – Champions League football – when I first signed on loan more than six years ago, I’d have said: ‘I don’t know how we’re going to do that, it seems like a mad ride, but one that I’m willing to go on!’

			So much has had to happen to get us into this position. Even some of the negative things, for example, we just had to go through. You need the tough times to realise what you don’t want. Periods of uncertainty make the better times even more powerful, and players and managers always come and go.

			Unai Emery is very, very clear on the thing that doesn’t come and go: the fans. We owe them a hell of a lot of respect every time we represent the club, on and off the pitch.

			Players like myself and John McGinn, who have been here for a long time, know to put the fans first and make sure that we represent the club in the right way.

			One part of the journey that is not spoken about enough is our survival season in 2019–20 so I’m hoping this book – written by Gregg and Matt, who I thank for giving me this opportunity to share my thoughts – will explain that story in full.

			It has been an honour to represent Villa for this period where we have tried to do the best for the club. Every player – probably hundreds since I’ve been here – has contributed in either a small or big way. I’m just so happy the club is competing at the level the fans want it to be.

			I honestly owe the fans so much. I’ve had some tough times here. But the love and support from those who follow the club is real. The connection we have built over the years is incredible.

			I don’t know what the future holds. As we’ve already figured out over the last six years, it’s impossible to predict what is next because this has been a wild journey.

			I do think the one thing that all fans, and us as players, are craving is a trophy. I hope we can deliver that in the next few years.

		

		
			Introduction

			A NIGHT TO REMEMBER

			Wednesday 2 October 2024 was a night like few others at Villa Park.

			Aston Villa 1 Bayern Munich 0 might not have delivered the European Cup, as the same scoreline had when the two clubs met 42 years previously. That previous match remains, without doubt, the greatest moment in the Birmingham club’s 150-year history. But for the 40,000 home supporters packed into the famous old ground, a future king among them, and the many thousands more watching around the world, it was an occasion to cherish almost as much.

			After more than four decades, often spent in the wilderness, this felt like the moment their club re-announced itself among European football’s elite, beating a Bayern team who, not even a couple of years before, had appeared to be on a different stratosphere.

			At the centre of it all stood Unai Emery, the manager who had engineered a stunning turnaround since taking charge less than two years previously, at a time when Villa appeared at real risk of being relegated from the Premier League.

			In his first full season at the helm, the Spaniard had secured qualification for the Champions League, the competition which had replaced the European Cup as the pinnacle of club competition. It was Emery’s image which dominated the huge banner draped over the Holte End when the teams emerged onto the pitch. Surrounding the Spaniard on the design were pictures of his players, including the mercurial Colombian striker, Jhon Durán, who would score the stunning goal which earned Villa their victory.

			Yet while it is Emery who has taken Villa to heights long thought impossible, in what feels like the blink of an eye, the true story of one of European football’s most remarkable revival acts actually began long before his November 2022 arrival.

			With Villa back battling with the elite, now seems the perfect time to tell it.

			Journalists crave a good story, and in that regard those of us who have covered Villa over the past decade have been spoiled.

			Two takeovers, one humiliating relegation, a near financial implosion, an extraordinary eleventh-hour rescue followed by a club-record winning run to clinch promotion, an improbable escape from the drop, the first £100 million British transfer and an enthralling surge back into the European elite. Those are just a few of them.

			Certainly, the period from 2018 to now ranks among the most dramatic in the club’s illustrious history, perhaps only bettered by the 1970s and early 1980s when, in the space of little more than a decade, Villa rose from the third tier of English football to become European champions.

			That remains the pinnacle of the club’s achievements, the benchmark upon which all teams are judged. Unai Emery’s current unit has come closer to matching it than most.

			Founded in 1874, Villa hold an important place in football history. One of 12 founder members of the Football League, the latter was the brainchild of their director William McGregor and it was Villa who became the sport’s first dominant force, winning five league titles and three FA Cups during the 1890s.

			They remain among the English game’s most decorated clubs, albeit most of their honours were won before the advent of television. Since 1920, Villa have claimed just a single league title and FA Cup, along with the aforementioned European Cup triumph. There have been five wins in the League Cup to keep filling the trophy cabinet, but the last of those was in 1996, and the current wait for major honours is comfortably the club’s longest since the end of the Second World War.

			Regardless of their fortunes on the pitch, in Birmingham and the wider West Midlands, the Villa have always been the biggest show in town, pulling in crowds larger than their rivals even during the periods when they played in a lower division. Big stories at Villa are always just that bit bigger than anywhere else.

			It is on a national level they have struggled to punch their weight. As the millions and then billions of pounds began pouring into the English game, Villa were among those clubs left behind. Only now, with Emery at the helm, does it feel like they are catching up. Early in the 2023–24 season, banners appeared around Villa Park proclaiming: ‘The Giant is Awake’. For much of the club’s recent history, such a statement would have been laughed at. Now, it feels a fair assessment.

			The rise has not been straightforward. For supporters, much of it has felt like a rollercoaster. It really wouldn’t have needed much for the club’s recent story to have been very different. Multiple times on the journey from Championship to Champions League, Villa stood at a crossroads and needed a good decision or, quite often, simply pure blind luck to send them down the right path.

			Back in the summer of 2018 the club stood on the brink of disaster, out of cash and seemingly destined for administration as beleaguered owner Tony Xia and his executive team scrambled to find new investment. The story of the whirlwind rescue takeover by billionaire duo Nassef Sawiris and Wes Edens, sealed in the space of 10 days when the club stood on the very edge of the abyss and completed with just hours to spare, is told here in more detail than ever before.

			It is Sawiris and Edens, ambitious and hugely wealthy, who have set the tone ever since they first walked through the doors of Villa’s Bodymoor Heath training ground.

			Qualifying for the Champions League was their dream, spelled out in their very first meeting with supporters, at a time when the very notion appeared pure fantasy. It is their determination, and most crucially their continued financial backing, which has made it possible – in the face of financial controls set against clubs making the kind of rapid rise Villa have experienced.

			But like any sporting success story, it has also required a different kind of fortune; the fates conspiring when a big decision needed to be made. None more so than when former Arsenal and France striker Thierry Henry turned down the head coach’s job, paving the way for the appointment of boyhood supporter Dean Smith, who would lead the club to promotion and consolidation back in the Premier League.

			The latter achievement was undoubtedly aided by the onset of the first global pandemic in a century, which halted the season and bought Villa time just when they were looking odds-on to be relegated straight back to the Championship. Even then it required them to overhaul a deficit of seven points in the final four games to claim survival.

			Those, of course, are some of the big twists. Yet, just as in life, it is the little moments which so often make the difference. You may not know, for instance, just how close Tyrone Mings came to joining Villa’s local rivals instead, or how Jed Steer nearly left the club completely, eight months before he was the hero in a crucial penalty shoot-out win which helped alter the course of club history.

			Neither will you know the inner workings of Villa’s recruitment decisions and some of the key players they missed out on, or in other cases conveniently swerved.

			So many stories are told here for the first time. We hear from Tony Xia in his first comments after six years of silence, some of which he reveals were spent in Chinese detention, in which he confirms his attempt to buy back the club in May 2019. Also included are Christian Purslow’s accounting wizadry, Prince William’s action-packed visits, Jack Grealish’s reasons for leaving his boyhood club and joining Manchester City and how John McGinn was almost forced into a move away.

			We will take you inside the club to understand precisely why Steven Gerrard’s reign as head coach ran so badly aground after a promising start, and reveal the extraordinary tactic Sawiris used to convince Emery to return to the Premier League with Villa – comfortably the most significant turning point in the whole picture.

			All the details, from the big to the small, the immediately important to the superficially insignificant, are documented here, told by those who witnessed events or, in many cases, made them happen.

			And still the story goes on. Villa reached the quarter-finals of the Champions League in the 2024–25 season, a hugely impressive achievement for a club competing back on the biggest stage for the first time. The team were ultimately beaten by Champions Paris Saint Germain in April, on a night perhaps more extraordinary even than the fixture against Bayern. Champions League glory might have proved just beyond their grasp this time, but if anything the dream is more alive than ever. After all, if there is one lesson to take from Villa’s journey from 2018 until now, it is that nothing can be ruled out.

		

		
			1

			Rock Bottom

			To fully appreciate the present, you have to know the past, though precisely where best to start this story isn’t so easy to pinpoint.

			An obvious place would be 20 July 2018, the day Nassef Sawiris and Wes Edens completed a whirlwind takeover to acquire a controlling stake in Aston Villa. They would save one of English football’s most famous clubs from possible oblivion and set in motion a chain of events which, less than six years later, would see it back among Europe’s elite.

			But then you’d want to know exactly how Villa reached the point where such a rescue was required. To fully appreciate the climb, you first must understand the fall.

			The story begins, arguably, more than nine years previously, in the final months of the 2008–09 football season, Martin O’Neill’s third as manager. Helped by heavy investment from Randy Lerner, the American billionaire who had completed a £62.6 million takeover of the club in 2006, O’Neill had established Villa as the most likely challengers to the Premier League dominance of Manchester United, Chelsea, Liverpool and Arsenal.

			In 2008, those four clubs had finished in the division’s top four positions in four of the previous five seasons, thereby securing qualification for the Champions League, Europe’s lucrative elite club competition. Riches earned from participating in that tournament each season helped the quartet sustain supremacy on the domestic front. It was estimated Premier League champions Manchester United received more than three times the TV revenue of the bottom club, West Bromwich Albion. Breaking up the Big Four’s hegemony, by qualifying for the Champions League themselves, was Villa’s main aim and, two-thirds of the way through the 2008–09 season, they looked in prime position to achieve it. In early February they sat third in the table, seven points clear of fifth-placed Arsenal. They had also qualified for the last 32 of the UEFA Cup.

			Sensing the opportunity but concerned his squad didn’t have the necessary depth to sustain their challenge in the Premier League while also going deep into European competition, O’Neill decided to sacrifice the latter by fielding a team largely consisting of youth players in the second leg of a UEFA Cup tie at CSKA Moscow. What seemed a calculated gamble at the time backfired almost immediately when a full-strength Villa XI, supposedly fresh having been spared the midweek trip to Russia, conceded twice late on to draw 2–2 at home to Stoke the following weekend, starting a run of eight matches without a win which put paid to their top four aspirations. Villa eventually finished sixth, an achievement they would repeat twelve months later, though by now the momentum and excitement of the early Lerner years was fully on the wane.

			The American’s 2006 takeover and the appointment of O’Neill, a manager who had been linked with the likes of Liverpool and Manchester United during his time managing Scottish giants Celtic, had injected fresh energy into a club which had struggled for direction during the final years of long-time chairman Doug Ellis’s reign. His association with Villa dated back to 1968 and was almost unbroken, barring a spell between 1979 and 1982 during which the club won the First Division and European Cup. A self-made millionaire whose travel business had been based in Birmingham, he was part of a group of chairmen who were prominent drivers behind the Premier League’s formation in 1992, the catalyst for money pouring into the sport.

			There were question marks, however, as to whether Ellis truly understood just how transformational that moment would be. Villa finished runners-up behind Manchester United in the inaugural Premier League season and won two League Cups in the space of as many years. But as the 1990s turned into a new century, so the club began to fall further back, unable to maximise the commercial opportunities as well as United, Liverpool and Arsenal. By 2006, Ellis, now in his eighties, was very much in the minority as a locally-based custodian in an increasingly global Premier League. Lerner, with his considerably deeper pockets and American charm, represented the bright future.

			The trouble for Villa was they weren’t the only underachieving Premier League club on the market and the 2008 takeover of Manchester City by the Abu Dhabi Group completely changed the landscape. Lerner might have been a billionaire, yet his wealth paled in comparison to that of City’s new owner Sheikh Mansour. Villa’s march back into the Premier League’s elite suddenly had a rather large roadblock in the way and an increasingly disillusioned Lerner, who had pumped in more than £200 million by 2010 with no Champions League football or trophy to show for it, could see no way around the problem.

			Frustrated at the American’s reluctance to invest further, O’Neill walked out just five days before the start of the 2010–11 season, taking most of the club’s coaching staff with him. It was a moment from which Villa never fully recovered and from challenging for Champions League football they very quickly became regulars at the wrong end of the table through a series of poor decisions, bad luck and an ever-tightening playing budget. Villa finished 16th in the 2011–12 season and then 15th in the following two before the 2014–15 campaign brought their closest brush with relegation and a 17th-placed finish.

			By then, Lerner had already announced his intention to sell up. ‘I owe it to Villa to move on, and look for fresh, invigorated leadership, if in my heart I feel I can no longer do the job,’ he said in May 2014. The trouble was finding someone willing to pay his £200 million asking price.

			By January 2016, Lerner was still at the helm and a rudderless Villa, having exhausted all of their on-field fortune, were staring relegation in the face. That same month, Lerner announced he was stepping down as chairman. His replacement was Steve Hollis, a Birmingham-based businessman with no previous experience of working in football. A strange choice at first glance, Hollis’s selection became more understandable the more it became clear his primary instruction was to help broker the sale of the club.

			Relegation from the Premier League carries serious financial repercussions. In 2015–16, clubs in the top flight were guaranteed to receive £55 million from the division’s broadcast deal. By contrast, clubs in English football’s second tier, the Championship, received only a fraction of that amount. Dropping out of the Premier League meant Villa’s value would plummet, and while on the one hand this was very bad news for Lerner, it did mean there was no shortage of interested parties eyeing the chance to acquire one of the country’s most famous clubs for a knock-down fee.

			Among the various groups to approach Hollis in the early weeks of 2016 was Socfin, a company registered in Gibraltar and operated by Swiss-based businessman, Chris Samuelson, an offshore finance specialist with two well-publicised previous involvements in football.

			In 2004, Samuelson had been involved in a failed takeover of Everton by Russian businessman Boris Zingarevich.1 Eight years later, he was more successful in brokering a deal to buy Reading, led by Anton Zingarevich, Boris’s son. However, things quickly turned sour. Reading were relegated at the end of the 2012–13 season and Zingarevich sold up with the club deep in debt.2 A decade later, the Royals were playing in League One, English football’s third tier.

			Those failures did not deter Samuelson who, having previously used his contacts in Russia, now turned his attention to China. In early 2016, the Chinese FA unveiled a plan to make the country a ‘football superpower’ by 2050, with the aim of eventually winning the World Cup.3 The domestic league, previously largely ignored, became flooded with cash which allowed clubs to attract some of the biggest-named players from Europe. More than $450 million was spent by Chinese Super League clubs on transfers in 2016. At the same time, Chinese businesses were encouraged to make inroads into the established European market. Villa, with Samuelson’s help, were about to become one of several clubs to be bought by a Chinese investor.

			In early 2016, through their contacts in the Far East, Samuelson and business partner Jamie Banfill had been introduced to Xia Jiantong, a Beijing-based entrepreneur eager to get involved in English football. Xia tasked Socfin with finding him a club and several were discussed, including Villa’s near neighbours West Bromwich Albion, who just a few months later would be bought by his compatriot, Guochuan Lai.4 Yet Villa were always the preferred option for Xia. In March, former Aberdeen and Everton chief executive Keith Wyness accepted an invitation to join Xia’s consortium, initially on a short-term contract to assist with the bid.

			Almost nothing was known about Xia, who went by his English name Tony, in the UK. In truth, there wasn’t a huge amount known about him in China. A former student of landscape design at Harvard University, he had relocated back to the city of Hangzhou after completing his studies, where he made his fortune through a planning company called Teamex, which provided services in the building of hundreds of ‘smart cities’. The majority of his businesses operated under an organisation titled the Recon Group.

			By early May 2016, this relative unknown was in pole position to buy Villa. Xia, Samuelson and their business associates attended Villa’s final home match of the season, a 0–0 draw with Newcastle which ended an 11-match losing streak and saw the hosts pick up just their 17th point of a miserable season in which relegation had long been a certainty. On the evening of 18 May, days after the season had concluded, the proposed £76.2 million sale of the club to Recon Group was officially announced.5

			Xia and his entourage had been instructed by Lerner to fly out to New York and then send an email when they landed. No other details, were disclosed, nor even a phone number, so Xia didn’t know where he would end up. When he arrived, he followed the instructions and Lerner then sent a helicopter to transport him to Long Island where a deal was struck within 30 minutes.

			The official club statement said Xia was a Villa fan, having attended a match during a brief period studying at Oxford.6 It also outlined his objective to take the club back into the Premier League and into Europe. Recon, it said, employed more than 35,000 people in 75 countries worldwide.

			The following day, Hollis held a press briefing with local and national reporters at Villa Park, providing some background on the sale process. Of six serious bids on the table, he said Xia’s had been the most appealing. ‘This is a gentleman who has a proven track record of delivering,’ he told assembled reporters of the prospective new owner. ‘This is the single biggest football investment outside of China. The Chinese do not have a habit of doing things and coming second.’

			Xia was equally bullish in his first interviews with the English press. Asked by the Mail on Sunday if he was a dollar billionaire, he replied: ‘I think it is rather more than that,’ before going on to boast he would soon be completing a multi-billion-pound takeover of a US logistics firm.7

			His plans for Villa, both on and off the field, were hugely ambitious. Though the club had just been relegated having won just three of their 38 Premier League matches, collecting their worst points haul for a season in history, Xia was confident of an immediate return. There was absolutely no attempt to downplay aspirations. ‘The aim, not just the hope, is to get back in the European field within five years,’ said Xia. ‘I wish we can succeed to get another trophy like we have here in eight or ten years. That is not an exact number, but we want to win the European Cup.’

			Such a statement was extraordinary considering the situation Villa were in, having been relegated from the Premier League after one of the worst seasons in their history. But Xia even talked of building a theme park close to the club’s Villa Park stadium.8 In light of such bold ambitions, it is understandable why Hollis claimed Xia’s takeover would be ‘transformational’ both for Villa and the city of Birmingham as a whole.

			Yet, right from the beginning, there were discrepancies.9 Villa’s press release announcing the deal at first said Recon possessed controlling interests in five companies listed on the Hong Kong stock exchange, but it had to be quickly amended. Within a couple of days, after some digging by journalists at the Financial Times, a spokesman for Recon revealed that the Group had a controlling interest in only one company in May 2016, and it wasn’t in particularly great shape.10 Lotus Health, a large-scale producer of the food additive MSG, had made a significant loss in the previous financial year. Despite this, Xia told the Mail on Sunday the company’s fortunes were in the process of being turned around11 and told us directly that several companies were not disclosed at the time as they were held ‘under legal trust structures’.

			It took nearly a month from the deal first being announced to being given the green light by the game’s authorities, but Xia did eventually pass the Premier League and Football League’s fit and proper person tests after submitting a comprehensive business plan and proof of funds through his advisors, he told us.

			Samuelson’s involvement was ultimately shortlived. Initially, his role in Xia’s new-look regime was going to be significant. Indeed, he was heavily involved in negotiating Villa’s first three signings of the summer window: the £3 million capture of defender Tommy Elphick from Bournemouth, a £3.75 million deal for young Italian goalkeeper Pierluigi Gollini from Hellas Verona and a £5 million agreement for Reading midfielder Aaron Tshibola. He also had a hand in the new four-year contract for the 21-year-old Jack Grealish, a product of the club’s academy and a Villa supporter. Having passed the EFL’s owners and directors’ test, Samuelson was all set to assume the role of Villa’s deputy chairman. But by the start of August, he and Socfin were out of the door due to a deterioration of his relationship with Xia, which reached its tipping point during a business trip to India.

			Keith Wyness was tasked with leading the day-to-day running of the club as chief executive. He and the rest of Villa’s executive team were responsible for budget planning and management, while Xia also had sign-off. They were quick to note how, for a billionaire, Xia did not exactly adhere to the stereotype. For one thing, he had virtually no entourage and during visits to the UK preferred to do his travelling in Ubers and black cabs rather than hire a driver. Club officials who visited Recon’s offices that summer said the owner operated the same policy there. Xia told us that he was ‘honoured’ not to appear to be a ‘typical’ billionaire. While he had a team of drivers in China, ‘I still prefer to jump a cab when abroad as I enjoy seeing the local life and culture of a city’. He had, he said, been influenced by ‘Thoreau’s Warden [sic.] on the simplicity of life’. Plans for Xia to establish a permanent home in the UK came to nothing.

			‘It did make you wonder,’ admits Wyness. ‘But then you thought, maybe he is just a humble billionaire? Every question you asked yourself, there was some kind of logical explanation.’

			The fact money was flowing was initially enough to allay any nagging concerns. While Villa could no longer count on cash from the Premier League’s broadcasting deal, as a relegated club they did receive around £40 million in the first of three annual ‘parachute payments’ provided to help clubs cope with the financial shock of dropping out of the top flight.

			This also gave them a financial advantage over many other clubs in the Championship and, determined to capitalise on this and encouraged by Xia’s promise of monthly cash injections to cover day-to-day operations, Villa spent like no other second-tier club had ever done before. More than £50 million was splashed on new signings in the summer 2016 window in a bid to revamp the playing squad which had surrendered top-flight status so meekly. The big deals included a £12 million outlay on striker Ross McCormack from Fulham, pushed heavily by Xia because of his goal-scoring tally in previous seasons. Another forward, Jonathan Kodjia, joined from Bristol City for a fee which could eventually have been worth a Championship-record £15 million, while defender James Chester made the short trip from West Brom for £9 million. One move they couldn’t secure was for Hull City’s £14 million-rated striker, Abel Hernandez, represented by the agent Mino Raiola at the time, as the cost of the total package became too high and other players were still needed.

			The big spending, however, did not translate into results. Roberto Di Matteo, a Champions League winner while caretaker manager of Chelsea four years previously, had been selected by Xia to be Villa’s new boss. The then owner told us advisors presented him with two stand out candidates and ‘Roberto had our unanimous vote’, in large part because of Di Matteo’s experience in obtaining promotion from the Championship with West Brom in 2010. He also liked that the Italian, capped 34 times during his playing career, had a higher status in the game and a business degree (which he says he only found out about after the appointment was made). Yet for Villa, Di Matteo proved a disaster in the dugout and was sacked in early October having won just one of his eleven matches in charge. He was replaced by Steve Bruce, a proven operator in the Championship with four previous promotions on his CV.

			‘My first meeting with Tony Xia summed up how crazy things were at Aston Villa,’ ex-captain Tommy Elphick recalled a few years later. He had been called into Xia’s office at the training ground after seven games with the promise of a gift. Instead, Elphick says,  the owner wanted advice on who to select when he ditched Di Matteo.12 ‘What would Eddie Howe [Elphick’s former manager at Bournemouth] do?’ the owner asked. Xia was bypassing the manager he had just hired to consult with his captain about what his former coach at Bournemouth would have done. It was an early sign of loose and inexperienced leadership, especially as Villa had already appointed a technical director in Steve Round just weeks before. Wyness had identified the 45-year-old as an experienced operator given his work with England, Manchester United, Manchester City, Everton, Newcastle United, Middlesbrough and Derby County.

			The CEO also tried to bring in David Moyes as manager – both before and after Di Matteo – and pair him up with his former assistant, Round, but the Scot insisted he was not a Championship manager. Even the offer of a ten-year contract could not sway him.

			The process to appoint Bruce was more diligent. Wyness and Round pulled together a 50-page report centred on finding the right man to get Villa out of the Championship. With Moyes not interested, the two other options alongside Bruce were Sean Dyche and David Wagner. All three were open to it, but it was Bruce who came out on top.

			By the January transfer window, Bruce had got Villa to within striking distance of the top six and a possible place in the play-offs, the end-of-season head-to-heads which offer clubs who miss out on the first two automatic places a final chance at promotion. Still hopeful of getting back into the Premier League at the first attempt, Villa spent big again, signing seven new players, of whom Scott Hogan, who joined from Brentford for an initial £9 million, was the most expensive.

			Xia had set up an account on the social media network Twitter to directly engage with supporters and was being lauded for his largesse. He ran a ‘sitting with Xia’ competition for home games to help find out more about the club and listen to supporters’ suggestions around improvements. Yet only a few weeks after the Hogan deal was completed concerns about finances were first raised within the club. Villa’s financial model depended entirely on owner funding, with Xia transferring payments of between £4 million and £6 million a month to ensure the club paid its bills. By March 2017, Xia told Wyness that new ‘cost control’ measures introduced by President Xi were making it harder to transfer money out of China, with personal capital outflows capped and subject to new regulations. Xia confirmed this to us, saying ‘we, like other clubs, had to take financial measures to enable funds to flow through the new foreign currency system that China had put in place. This system was administratively bureaucratic and delayed transfers out.’ However, he denied that the restrictions had caused problems, saying ‘the club’s payments and obligations were all met and at no time was the club ever endangered.’

			In June 2017, we have been told the club came close to missing a payroll deadline when Xia failed to transfer a payment in time – something the former owner denies. Ulimately, the Premier League provided the next instalment of Villa’s parachute payment earlier than expected, ensuring the club was able to pay staff on time.

			For those on the ground at Villa Park it was a huge warning, but from there the situation only became worse. Sources told us that payments from Xia increasingly arrived late and even then for amounts far less than expected, promised or required. Xia denies this, contending that payments that were budgeted for were paid but ‘non-budget items appeared’, before later saying, China’s ODI [Outbound Direct Investment] policy made it ‘impossible to permit wire money for daily operational use.’ To make up the shortfall and ease the burden on cashflow, Wyness and the club’s executive team entered into a policy of ‘factoring’, essentially borrowing money in advance against guaranteed future earnings. Factored items included parachute payments, sponsorship deals and portions of fees still to be received from the sale of players including midfielder Carlos Sanchez and defender Jordan Amavi.

			‘Essentially, we were spinning plates,’ explains Wyness. ‘We were factoring in transfer fees we were owed, sponsorship deals, anything we could to keep the club going.’

			Factoring is a common procedure and widely used by football clubs to assist cash flow.13 It is used as a process to access capital quickly. But Wyness knew such a strategy could not be performed forever. Factoring future payments was only a temporary fix and meant even more money would be required from the club’s ownership further down the line. Without additional funds, trouble could only be averted for so long. In February 2018, Wyness was informed that Xia was open to bringing in more investment by selling a minority stake in the club.

			Amid increasing uncertainty behind the scenes, performances on the pitch were building hope Villa’s short-term worries might be solved by promotion and a return to the riches of the Premier League. Having ended up a disappointing 13th in their first Championship season, Villa’s second was going far better and by the spring of 2018 Bruce’s team were fighting near the top of the table. The free-transfer signing of former Chelsea defender John Terry the previous summer, on wages of around £60,000 a week, helped establish a winning mentality in the dressing room. Villa beat a host of clubs to his signature with Bruce playing a leading role after the pair played a round of golf together in Portugal. The opportunity to learn from the experienced manager was a big attraction for the ex-England captain, who had ambitions of becoming a coach himself in the future.

			Jack Grealish, meanwhile, had recovered from an early season injury to establish himself as probably the best player outside the Premier League. Born in Solihull, just outside Birmingham, to a Villa-supporting family, Grealish had joined the club’s academy at the age of six and had long been tipped as a future star. He had duly burst into the national consciousness in 2015, aged 19, with a superb performance in an FA Cup semi-final win over Liverpool at Wembley which instantly saw him become a fan favourite. Yet his progress since had been far from smooth as Villa struggled and he became talked about more in the national press for partying than playing football. Now, under Bruce’s guidance, he was finally showing the consistent form those who had watched him over the years at Villa knew he was capable of.

			Behind the scenes, Xia’s apparently bizarre behaviour continued as he sent players like Grealish and Hourihane direct messages on Twitter to discuss results.14 On one afternoon when Villa were trailing 2–1 at Sheffield Wednesday, two sources told us the owner sent a message from China demanding midfielder Glenn Whelan be substituted at half-time and replaced by a more attack-minded player, or he would sack Bruce after the game. When we put this to him, Xia told us ‘I only communicated with my assistant with my opinions about the squad, the match, but I never intervened with the manager.’

			Villa won seven straight matches in January and February and, while their form was not enough to secure automatic promotion as one of the division’s top two teams they did earn a place in the play-offs contested by the four teams finishing between third and sixth.

			On 15 May 2018, a packed-out home crowd at Villa Park watched their team draw 0–0 with Middlesbrough to secure a 1–0 aggregate win across the two-legged play-off semi-final, setting up a date with Fulham at Wembley later that month in the final: a match worth £170 million to the winning team.

			By that time the importance of winning that game and securing promotion had become crystal clear to Wyness and the club’s executive team. Payments from Xia had ceased completely in early February, we are told (though he says otherwise), and Villa had exhausted all factoring options. Just £300,000 was left in the bank. A PAYE bill of £4.2 million was due on 21 May and the club did not have the means to pay it.

			In a series of increasingly desperate messages to Xia and fellow Recon officials, Wyness says he tried to make clear what was at stake. Yet despite the warnings and despite repeated assurances from Xia that money would be sent, none was forthcoming. Again, Xia says payments that were budgeted for were made but ‘non budget items’ appeared which were difficult to settle under Chinese ODI restrictions.

			On 21 May, Villa missed the HMRC payment deadline. On 26 May, Tom Cairney scored the only goal as Fulham won the play-off final, condemning Villa to another season in the Championship and any chance of averting the impending crisis was gone. For the few members of staff who recognised the situation the club was in, the trip to Wembley was a sad and sobering experience.

			The days following the defeat were fraught for those inside Villa Park as more people internally became aware of what was happening. Wyness and his executive team were informed HMRC were prepared to begin winding-up proceedings as early as 1 June if the PAYE payment was not received. As a director, the chief executive had a legal obligation to seek the advice of insolvency practitioners. All the while, the outside world remained largely oblivious to just how much trouble the club was in.

			On 30 May, four days after the Wembley defeat, Xia finally gave in to supporter demands and issued a public statement in which he warned of ‘severe challenges’ ahead though, strangely, he suggested the largest of those centred around complying with Financial Fair Play (FFP) rules, better known these days as Profit and Sustainability (PSR), the following season. While there was little doubt Villa would face problems on that issue, it paled in comparison to the immediate worries.

			Indeed, there was widespread concern inside Villa Park as to whether Xia understood just how deep the crisis was. Based more than 5,000 miles away, in a different time zone, the club’s owner rarely spoke on the phone, preferring to do his business through either WhatsApp, WeChat [the Chinese equivalent], or email. In perhaps the most surreal moment, meanwhile, former colleagues say that Xia once enquired as to whether Prince William, a lifelong Villa supporter, might be contacted and asked to speak to his grandmother, i.e. the Queen, about the club’s predicament. When we put this to him, Xia denied it calling the suggestion ‘ridiculous and malicious’, before adding: ‘the beloved late Queen was an Arsenal supporter why would she help Villa?’

			With HMRC demanding details of how Villa planned to settle the debt and growing increasingly impatient, Wyness chaired a meeting of the executive team in which he laid bare the extent of the crisis. Xia attended by telephone but at some point those in the room noticed the line had gone dead.

			Wyness went to bed that night wondering if the message had got through. Early the next morning he received an email informing him he had been suspended with immediate effect. Around 10 hours later, news of his suspension broke, as did the fact Villa were being threatened with a winding-up order over their missed payment.15 Now, the whole world knew Villa were in crisis.

		

		
			2

			Rescue

			In the same way people of a certain age can recall precisely what they were doing when man first landed on the moon, so Villa supporters vividly remember the moment they learned their club was faced with financial ruin.

			Like many fans when the bombshell dropped just after 4.30 p.m. on that Tuesday afternoon, Mo Razzaq was sat at work. ‘I still remember seeing the news flash up on the BBC website,’ says Razzaq, a supporter since the 1980s, who in 2018 sat on the board of the club’s supporters’ trust. ‘I just went numb. You think no, this can’t be real. You just never think it is going to happen to your club.’

			It was Mark Kleinman, business reporter at Sky News, who first broke the story.16 ‘Exclusive: Aston Villa Football Club suspends CEO Keith Wyness less than a fortnight after Championship play-off final defeat and amid suggestions that HMRC has served a winding-up order against Villa, one of England’s oldest professional football clubs, for missing tax payment,’ he wrote on his Twitter account.

			The reality of Villa’s situation, before then known only to a select group of people, hit like a sledgehammer. ‘The reaction was, oh my God, what on earth is going on here?’ recalls goalkeeper Jed Steer. ‘For everyone it was shocking news. We kind of knew that if we lost the play-off final the club might be in a spot of bother but we thought it would mean having to sell a player or two. But winding-up orders? We had no idea things were that bad.’

			James Chester had already sensed the troubles as he bumped into the captain, John Terry, days earlier in Mykonos, where Chester was celebrating his honeymoon. ‘I think he was hoping to carry on for another season but he’d had conversations with Steve (Bruce) who told him some details about the situation the club was in.’

			Within minutes of Kleinman’s tweet, the mobile phones of football journalists across the Midlands were glowing red hot as they tried to find out precisely what was going on. That the news of the missed tax payment and Wyness’s suspension broke at the same time caused some initial confusion. At least a couple of early reports made the mistake of putting two and two together and making five, suggesting the latter had been because of the former. While they were quickly amended, it was an error Wyness believes to this day damaged his reputation.

			‘The way the story got reported meant people thought I had been up to no good,’ he says. ‘Even then people only see the headlines: Club misses tax bill, chief executive suspended. They assume the one event is a result of the other.’

			Instead, the stunned chief executive had been informed his suspension was for an alleged breach of his fiduciary duties. Wyness stood accused of acting without the authority of the board on certain matters, among them talking to an administrator.

			From his perspective, this was baffling. As a director of the company, he had a legal obligation to take the advice of insolvency practitioners from the moment Villa missed the tax bill. Nor was Wyness going to deny he had been talking to investors about a possible part-sale of the club. He had been doing so, he insisted, with the permission and knowledge of Xia, ever since their conversation in February in which the owner stated the club needed a strategic partner to help with investment. A consultancy firm had been tasked with establishing a valuation of the club, in order to determine how much might be received for a minority share. Discussions had taken place with a number of interested parties, of which Wyness claimed Xia was kept informed.

			On 8 June, the chief executive resigned his position, claiming he had been constructively dismissed. Soon he would begin legal action against the club, which would culminate nearly 18 months later in an out-of-court settlement. By that time Villa were under different ownership. A club statement announcing the settlement said the current directors ‘accept[ed] Mr Wyness’ assertion that during this period he was seeking to act in the best interests of the club. We wish him well for the future.’

			‘People can have their own judgements on me but I was not responsible for nearly bankrupting the club,’ says Wyness now. ‘I was a victim myself, a big victim because it has impacted my life big time since it happened.’

			While the suspension of Wyness was a huge story, the bigger issue was the state of Villa’s finances. Regardless of the reasons Xia had for suspending his chief executive, there was no hiding the fact he had a major crisis on his hands. Villa had to find the money to pay the tax bill or be hit with a winding-up order which would at best lead to administration and at worst liquidation. Either way, the owner stood to lose it all.

			Immediately prior to Wyness’s suspension, Villa had been attempting to agree a Time to Pay (TTP) arrangement with HMRC, which would allow them to settle their debt to the tax authorities over an agreed timescale. In addition to discussions with potential investors, talks had also taken place with a number of companies offering the club short-term loans, albeit most at a high rate of interest.

			Calls had also been made to anyone Villa thought might help. This included former owner Doug Ellis, who had sold the club to Randy Lerner in 2006. Ellis, by now aged 94 and still president emeritus of a club of which he had first become chairman in 1968, had been contacted by Wyness and asked whether he would be able to provide emergency funding by way of a £2 million loan.17

			Xia had also been making calls. Among those he contacted was Howard Hodgson. A lifelong Villa supporter, Hodgson was a successful businessman with a background in recruitment and luxury hire. A director of the supporters’ trust, he had previously fronted a consortium which came close to buying the club from Randy Lerner in 2015. After Xia did complete a takeover the following year, the pair established a strong relationship.

			‘I decided to try and get close to him,’ explains Hodgson. ‘We formed quite a strong bond. For his part it was quite unprofessional. He would tell me everything. He was like an open book. He used to tell me how he would go into the dressing room at half-time during matches.’ Xia, it should be said, denies this, saying ‘running a real club is not like an episode of Ted Lasso.’

			In the days after Villa were beaten at Wembley, Hodgson received a call from Xia’s executive assistant, Rongtian He. ‘He called me first and then I got a call from Tony himself. The crux of it was, we urgently need £2 million, can you help?’ he says. ‘I said I could but I would need to know exactly what was going on because, if the club was sinking, that would be my money gone in a couple of weeks. Eventually I told them I wanted no part in it.’ Xia denies this, too, saying ‘I never personally asked Howard Hodgson for any money’, before adding ‘in June 2018 the club did ask for “emergency funds”’ and speculating that his former assistant might have ‘tried to ask for help’. He continues, ‘I successfully obtained foreign currency exchange permit and transferred the funds myself eventually.’

			In the search for investment, it was clearly all-hands-on-deck. Further adding to the confusion was the fact that a couple of familiar faces were back on the scene. One of the people to make contact with Villa’s executive team in the days leading up to Wyness’s suspension was Jamie Banfill, business partner of Chris Samuelson and very briefly a Villa director during the summer of 2016 while their company, Socfin, brokered Xia’s takeover. Socfin’s involvement at Villa had ended when Xia and Samuelson had fallen out yet, less than two years later, with the club in turmoil and the owner either not trusting or unable to understand the information he was receiving from the UK, Xia had turned back to one of the few people he knew in football for help.

			Banfill was among those offering to help the owner out with a loan in his hour of need and it is known this option was on the table just prior to Wyness’s suspension. Despite having no official capacity at the club, there seemed little doubt that two years on from brokering a takeover which had now turned sour, Banfill and Samuelson were back on the scene, advising the beleaguered owner and assisting in the search for investment.

			Though Xia had now assumed the responsibilities of chief executive after suspending Wyness, the day-to-day running of the club fell to the three remaining members of the executive team, which comprised chief commercial officer Luke Organ, chief financial officer Ian Hopson and the club’s lawyer, Victoria Wilkes. Over the next seven weeks or so this trio, who held virtually no public profile and who even today almost every Villa supporter would walk past in the street without recognising, played a vital and unheralded role in saving the club.

			Another key figure was Rongtian He, who effectively acted as Xia’s eyes and ears at Villa Park. Popularly known as Ho, he had joined Villa four years earlier as a marketing advisor after graduating from Loughborough University. Born in China, he had acted as Xia’s translator in the press conferences which had followed the takeover. The owner had subsequently taken him under his wing, even promoting him to the club’s board. With Wyness gone, Ho was the only person in the UK listed as a director of the club at Companies House.

			Though none of Organ, Hopson nor Wilkes were directors, they knew they had been placed in a vulnerable position by Wyness’s exit. Every payment was carefully documented and detailed notes supplied on why certain bills took precedence over others. Among the most urgent was from the company resurfacing the Villa Park pitch which, at that point, had only been half re-laid.

			Even that paled when compared to the headache of how to pay the tax bill. The solution came through a combination of smart thinking and some welcome good fortune. The latter element came in the fact that Villa’s former midfielder Ashley Westwood, sold to Burnley 18 months earlier, had played enough games in the previous season to trigger a payment as part of the deal. By pure chance, the clause had been met on the final day of the campaign and while it did not have to be honoured until later in the year, Villa were able to negotiate an earlier payment from the Clarets by agreeing to lower the price.

			Further funds came via the play-off final gate receipts, money the club also secured early despite the request raising some eyebrows at the EFL, who in March had received the standard annual indemnity from Xia confirming he would be able to fund the club until the summer of 2019. Why would a club who had confirmed their finances were in order just a few months earlier now be so desperately asking for funds to be released? While Villa, technically, were only due to receive their half of the cash from the play-off final ticket sales, they were grateful to a longstanding, little-known gentleman’s agreement which traditionally sees the loser of the final receive all gate receipts. Typically small recompense for missing out on the far grander prize of promotion to the Premier League and guaranteed broadcast revenue of £170 million, but for Villa in this case it was vital.

			Then came the clever bit, exclusively revealed at the time by one of the co-authors, who was working at the Birmingham Mail.18 Through an existing connection with the high-profile businessman and sport fanatic, Sir John Beckwith, who was on the board at a company named Puma Leasing, Organ was able to arrange a loan secured against a large staff car park near Villa Park. This sum, while modest when combined with the funds received from the Westwood deal and the play-off final gate receipts, was sufficient for Villa to reach a TTP agreement with HMRC.

			On 7 June, two days after news of the winding-up order threat had broken, the club released a statement confirming as such which finished by claiming: ‘Plans were being put in place to move the club forward.’ Though this sounded positive, the stark reality was Villa were living a hand-to-mouth existence, with any money received immediately going back out to pay the bills. The next slice of parachute payments from the Premier League, though a smaller amount than received ahead of the previous two seasons, provided more funds and ensured June’s bills could be paid on time. It was also decided to pay off the Puma loan, as it was determined this would make the club more attractive to potential investors. That spared the need to sell the car park, something which would help the club considerably in the future as future plans on the site would include building a state of the art inner-city academy to help bring through the next generation of local footballers.

			In 2018, it was becoming clear Villa’s best way out of the crisis was a takeover but no deal was close to completion, despite plenty of interest. Prior
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