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FOREWORD

Mervyn King

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





INTRODUCTION:

THE TREASURE TO UNEARTH

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

So, come with me.





PART I:

THE LION





1

LANDING IN BIRMINGHAM:

THE FIRST WIN

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was the only way. An entire world needed moulding.
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