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 *Introduction*

 


 


 


The greatest football club in the world?
Some might say. Certainly, Manchester United would have as good a
reason as any to claim that title. Sir Matt Busby — the greatest
club manager of all? And I’m saying
‘greatest’, not
‘most successful’ — there is a difference. Again,
those in agreement would have a good many reasons to consider that
the truth. The dispute, however, cannot be settled, because,
let’s face it, everyone has an opinion.
Different eras, different managers and different players. That
said, Manchester United is amongst the greats of world football
and that is an
indisputable fact.

The first English club to win the coveted
European Cup — indeed, the first English club to enter the European
Cup competition — Manchester United blazed a trail so brightly
across Europe during the sixties that even their successors have
found it an uphill task to merely touch the standards of
Busby’s teams. Until the inception of the
Champions League in 1992, Manchester United never failed to reach
the semi-final of the competition following their home Championship
successes with Denis Law, their then record-holding goal scorer.
And, until the arrival of Eric Cantona in the nineties, Old
Trafford didn’t boast a
player with so much a driving influence on their side since George
Best.

I’m sure that
some readers will note that such great players as Dennis Viollet,
Ruud van Nistelrooy, Wayne Rooney and Marcus Rashford do not appear
in this volume. I decided to leave them out of this book for a
variety of reasons, not withstanding a second volume in the
future.

In conclusion, there have been many great
players down the years who have pulled on the famous red shirt of
Manchester’s
‘Red Devils’. Indeed, many
players of different nationalities have done just that, all
representing all that is good in the game; but only a handful
(despite the position they occupied in the team) can lay claim to
have worn the iconic number ten shirt.

It’s a magical
number.

For magical players.

For a magical game.
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Although I never saw Duncan Edwards play and films
of him in action will forever remain few and all too brief, the
three people I know who did see him play all came to the same
conclusion: he was the greatest British footballer. Ever. Two of
these people also saw George Best play later and both still agreed
that Duncan was the better player. He was a more complete
footballer, they said, and though George Best was a fantastic
forward with unquestionable ball control skills, they both agreed
that Duncan Edwards’
strength, heading, tackling, distribution and vision were superior
to those of Best — who could do all those other things, too, but
obviously not as well. I stood in awe and had the pleasure of
seeing Georgie in action on many occasions; I can only say that
Duncan Edwards must have been an awesome player. It must be said
that one of these people was an avid Manchester City supporter and
so that must count for something. The third person was my late
father who told me that the greatest forward he ever saw was
Stanley Matthews — but the greatest player, the most complete
player, was, without any doubt, the immortal Duncan Edwards.
Moreover, albeit in separate conversations spanning decades,
unbeknownst to each other, they all agreed that if Duncan and the
core of that United team hadn’t died so tragically on a bitterly
cold, snow-covered runway in Munich in February 1958, that all the
photos we see of another great British player — Bobby Moore —
holding up the Jules Rimet Trophy in 1966 would have shown not
Bobby, but Duncan, held aloft, a giant held on the shoulders of
other giants. And they all said that, had things turned out
differently, that may have been the third of a hat trick of
victories in the World Cup for England. Of course, we will never
know. Therefore, I have taken the liberty and put Duncan in this
tribute to Manchester United number tens because, for a few
matches, he played as a forward with the number ten on his back. I
make no apology for this, even though Duncan’s best position, and
the position he played in most, was centre back and his shirt bore
the number six.

A typical tribute comes from another United and
England great (and one who could possibly have found himself in
these pages, having worn the number ten shirt on many occasions for
both United and England) Sir Bobby Charlton. Charlton is on record
as saying that he had personally seen the very best footballers in
the games history; Ferenc Puskas, Alfredo di Stefano, Paco Gento,
Didi, John Charles and not one of those mentioned were as good a
player as Duncan Edwards. Duncan was, according to Sir
Bobby, “incomparable”
and “simply the greatest of them all. [Duncan
was] the best player I’ve ever seen, the best footballer I’ve
played with for United and England, the only player that made me
feel inferior.”

Bobby doesn’t mention that even he was finding it
difficult to get a game in the United side which perished in
Munich. I find it incredible that those players, and Duncan was the
best of them, were preventing one of the game’s truly great players
from getting in the team —Bobby Charlton, whom, like Best, I was
fortunate enough to see on many occasions in the flesh. That’s what
I think of when I try to imagine how good the Munich team was —
Bobby Charlton couldn’t get in that team. Read that again. Bobby
Charlton couldn’t get in that team. And Duncan Edwards was the best
player in that team. I still find that staggering and always
will.

In his short career, Duncan Edwards played 151 First
Division League games for United, scoring twenty goals in the
process, while FA Cup appearances were at a minimum; Duncan only
played twelve FA Cup matches for the first team, scoring on
occasion. It must be remembered, however, that one of those games
was the 1957 final, in which a nineteen-year-old Duncan and his
teammates lost narrowly 2-1 to Aston Villa. This was after United
had already retained their status as First Division champions,
finishing a clear eight points clear of Tottenham Hotspur.

Duncan made the same number of appearances in
United’s assault on Europe in those early days; he became the
youngest ever player to play for England up to that point, scoring
five goals in eighteen appearances at centre back — more than some
forwards.

Duncan Edwards was born in Dudley, Birmingham on 1
October 1936. Raised by his parents Gladstone and Sarah, Duncan
began playing football at an early age despite his parents’
insistence that he stopped kicking a ball around. Wherever he would
go, a ball would be produced and finally his mother and father gave
up and just let the boy get on with it. He wasn’t, after all, doing
any harm. The young Edwards’ interests didn’t begin and end with
football though — he played cricket and other sports and was an
avid fisherman. At an early age, Duncan realised that he would be a
better player if he could kick the ball equally well with both
feet, and practised every day for hours doing just that. Soon, his
left foot could unleash the same power as his right.

He was first spotted playing football for Dudley
Boys at the age of eleven — most of the other boys were fifteen
years old — in 1947. Duncan went to represent England at schoolboy
level, playing for the under fourteens at the age of twelve.
Playing at centre forward, Duncan and England beat Ireland 5-2 at
Boundary Park, the home of Oldham Athletic. David Pegg, later a
teammate at Old Trafford, also played in that game. In the 1951-52
season, Duncan went onto captain England at under-fifteen level.
That season he won fifteen schoolboy caps.

Duncan continued to shine and most First Division
clubs were after his services, and the talk of the time was that he
would be signed by one of the midland giants — Wolverhampton
Wanderers or Aston Villa to name but two. His mother wanted to see
him play for Wolves, but, of course, this would never be. Bolton
Wanderers had tried to sign him, but his heart was set on only one
club, even then. His second cousin, Dennis Stevens, was already at
Bolton and Duncan, accompanied by his father, made the trip to
Lancashire. After being shown around Bolton’s facilities, Duncan
said, politely, “Thanks for the
interest, but I’m going to join Manchester United.” Joe Mercer, who
later managed Manchester City in their glory days, had asked his
good friend Matt Busby if he were going to sign Edwards. Busby was
unsure because of Duncan’s age.

That summer, however, would change Edwards, United
and English football.

Word got to Old Trafford that Bolton were going to
have one last-gasp effort to sign the boy and that, as United had
cooled their interest in Duncan, he might think they were not
interested any more. Bert Whalley and Jimmy Murphy drove down to
Dudley and arrived at the Edwards’ house in the dead of night.
After some dazed expressions and apologies at the front door,
Duncan’s father ushered the Manchester United duo into the parlour,
where Duncan and his mother joined them. At two in the morning,
Duncan and his father signed the relevant documentation and Duncan
was now, officially, a Manchester United player.

Busby would later describe Duncan as a
‘colossus’ and
that he had whatever was needed in his game, he was an immensely
powerful player with a perfect temperament. Edwards would rarely go
out, preferring to keep as fit as he could. His moind was always on
his football. All this, mixed up with his supreme confidence made
Duncan the man he was. Duncan’s death as far as Busby and football
was concerned was the single, greatest tragedy that has happened in
English football.

Within a year of that fateful meeting, Edwards
wore the red of Manchester United for the first time. At sixteen
years and 185 days of age, on 4 April 1953, and still on amateur
forms, Edwards became the youngest ever player to play in the
English First Division, though the result was a poor one for United
— they were trounced 4-1 at Old Trafford by Cardiff City. It was
Edwards’ only senior game of a season that saw United finish in
eighth place in the First Division. He played in his first FA Youth
Cup final that April and collected a winner’s medal when United
beat Wolves.

Edwards earned himself the nickname ‘man-boy’
because of his size and strength at an early age. Always with his
shorts rolled up around the tops of his thighs, shirt sleeves also
rolled up, he was an awesome sight for United’s opponents and an
inspiration for his club colleagues. He could fill any position on
the pitch and, when he did play out of position, because of an
injury or suspension to another, he would usually be man of the
match. He was powerful, his touch on the ball was as deft as
anybody around him and he could unleash a thirty yard shot or pass,
such was his vision and power. His tackling ability was second to
none and he could read the game like no other. Playing from the
back helped his game too, as he could see situations before him,
ready to exploit that space or make that pass. He was also a
gentleman, which is a tribute in itself to his mother and father.
Because he was well mannered, polite and friendly, the United camp
welcomed this shy lad from the Black Country and protected him.
They knew how good a player he was and they all knew how good they
could all be. They never let one another down — they were a team of
talented young men with the world at their feet.

On one occasion, Edwards was playing for an
English League XI against the Scottish League when he was moved
forward into the attack, as England found themselves 2-0 down.
Edwards scored a hat trick and England took the game away from the
Scots. Former ‘Busby Babe’ and later United manager Wilf
McGuinness, himself restricted to appearances for United because he
played the same central defensive position as Edwards, described
Duncan’s legs as resembling “tree trunks”
and “like those of Mark Hughes, only bigger” —
Gary Lineker once said that his thighs were about the same size as
Hughes’ ankles! Another giant of the time was Welsh hero John
Charles, who plied his trade in the Italian League in the fifties.
Matt Busby rated Charles, but Edwards higher because of Charles’
tendency to drift in and out of games. Edwards never hid anywhere,
or from anyone.

Edwards signed professional forms on his
seventeenth birthday, 1 October 1953, and came back into the team
for the sixteenth game of the 1953-54 season, a 0-0 draw against
Huddersfield. He had replaced England international Henry Cockburn,
one of United and England’s greatest wing halves after Cockburn had
broken his jaw in a match against Kilmarnock. After Edwards had
established himself in the first team, Cockburn would make only
four more appearances for Manchester United, three of those when
Edwards was out injured himself. Cockburn must have been grateful
that his international career was already over when Edwards
appeared. That season, United finished in fourth place. In April
1954, Edwards picked up his second FA Youth Cup winner’s medal and
scored two goals in that final.

The following season was mostly unremarkable as
United finished in fifth place and were put out of the FA Cup by
local rivals City, going down 2-0 at Maine Road in front of 75,000
fans. For most of the latter half of that season, Edwards played
inside forward, number ten, and scored five goals from that
position. Again, he played for the United youth side that won the
FA Youth Cup yet again. The main highlight of this season for
Edwards was the inclusion into the England team. Edwards wore the
number six shirt, aged eighteen years and 183 days old, thereby
becoming the youngest ever England international up to that point.
An English player could have no greater honour than to win his
first cap against the ‘auld enemy’ Scotland, at Wembley. Add to
this a 7-2 drubbing for the Scots and one can clearly see how much
the excitement of this fixture, the oldest in the world, means to
both opposing teams. Edwards did not look out of place amongst the
likes of Billy Wright, the first international ever to win one
hundred caps for his country; Stanley Matthews, who, at forty-two,
had played for England before Edwards had been born; and Don Revie,
the man who would later devise ‘the Revie plan’ and take the
footballing world by storm with Leeds United a decade later.
Wembley, the Stadium where many a foreign player and, it must be
said, many an Englishman had frozen on the day and not performed,
was not in the least intimidating for the young Edwards because he
had played there many times as a youth. Edwards was like a brick
wall in defence, but could then start an England attack with the
sweetest of passes. Edwards was playing his part in bringing
English football back from the shadows of despair that descended on
the stadium back in 1953 when Hungry became the first foreign team
to beat England on the hallowed turf of Wembley. The Magyars
pulverised, then humiliated, England 6-3 that day, showing the
world that the country who had given football to the world were not
now invincible on their own patch. That game proved to be Alf
Ramsey’s last in an England shirt. Barely six months later, Hungary
thrashed an England side 7-1 in Budapest.

Edwards was to miss only six of the next
twenty-four internationals played by England until his death. He
scored his first of five goals for his country against West Germany
in Berlin on 26 May 1956 in a 3-1 win. On 5 December 1957, playing
number ten alongside United teammate Tommy Taylor at Molineux,
Edwards helped himself to two goals, and Taylor three, as England
demolished Denmark 5-2. Six months later, in England’s next game,
Edwards scored a thunderous shot against Scotland, again at
Wembley, in a 2-1 victory. Edwards was clearly a captain for the
future. Billy Wright would finish as an England player in 1959.
Edwards would have been twenty-two years old by then, and, had he
lived, and of course been selected, been heading for a fortieth
cap. Duncan Edwards, I believe, would have slotted into that
captain’s role effortlessly.

The United team of season 1955-56 really came of age
and stormed to the First Division championship, finishing eleven
points ahead of nearest rivals Blackpool. Edwards played in defence
for all of but two games in that championship-winning side but
still managed to score a goal from that position, the winner in a
2-1 victory over Everton at Old Trafford. The Busby babes were
growing up and about to take Europe by storm. Matt Busby, seeing
the potential to prove his team were the best in Europe, if not the
world, took up the challenge that champions Chelsea had reluctantly
turned down (persuaded by the FA) the season before — to compete
against the best in Europe for the newly introduced European
Champions Cup. Busby, too, was asked by the FA not to compete in
Europe, but would have none of it. He wanted to pit his boys
against what he considered the best — Madrid, the holders — and
knew that his Manchester United team could only learn from the
teams they surely would encounter abroad.

The following season, Busby must have been a proud
man when he saw that the Europeans were the learners as his young
side brushed away threats from the Belgian side Anderlecht
(hammered 10-0 by the Babes at Maine Road in the return leg), the
German side Borussia Dortmund and Spanish side Athletic Bilbao to
reach the semi-final in their first campaign. That semi-final was
against Real Madrid. Real proved to be too experienced for United,
boasting true world class players in the shape of Gento, Di
Stéfano and Rial. Real beat the Red Devils
5-3 over the two legs. Busby, his team and Real Madrid knew they
would be back the next season. Again United were champions of the
Football League and thus gained automatic entry in the European
Champions Cup. The Red Devils were close to winning a domestic
double that year, but lost the FA Cup final to Aston Villa, the
midlanders winning by 2-1 on 4 May 1957 at Wembley. The turning
point in the final was when Villa winger McParland, the scorer of
their two goals, ‘shoulder charged’ goalkeeper Ray Wood in a
sickening collision, which left the United man with concussion and
a broken jaw.

United finished the season eight points ahead of
Tottenham Hotspur in second place, having scored 103 goals and
conceded only fifty-four. The team had virtually been writing its
own name on the team sheet for the past two years: Ray Wood, Bill
Foulkes, Roger Byrne, Eddie Colman, Jackie Blanchflower, Duncan
Edwards, Johnny Berry, Billy Whelan, Tommy Taylor, Dennis Violet
and David Pegg. All were full internationals and all but Berry were
under thirty years old. The fringe players included a
twenty-one-year-old Bobby Charlton — who, as stated above, couldn’t
get a regular first team place. Busby, and his Babes, were ready
for another assault on Europe.

The final season for the Busby Babes began with a
3-0 away victory at Leicester City. United remained unbeaten until
the seventh game against Bolton Wanderers where they went down 4-0.
Their league form was inconsistent but in Europe they were moving
toward the final. After putting out Ireland's Shamrock Rovers 9-2
on aggregate, United faced Dukla Prague and hammered them 3-0 in
the first game at Old Trafford, losing the return 1-0. They were
through to the quarter finals to face Red Star Belgrade at Old
Trafford.

A closely fought tie saw Edwards singled out for
some rough treatment by the Yugoslavs. True to form, Duncan got
stuck in even more, never hiding from the assaults on him. He beat
three men on one run and passed the ball out to wingman Albert
Scanlon, who crossed the ball for Bobby Charlton to score. Eddie
Colman scored the second. It was close, as Red Star pulled one back
for a priceless away goal, but United were up for the task.

In the opening half, United turned on the magic
and played Red Star off the park. Dennis Viollet increased United’s
slender lead with a volley. Bobby Charlton scored two more before
the first half finished and United, 5-1 up on aggregate, began to
relax their hold on the game.

After the restart, Red Star pulled a goal back and
then Bill Foulkes gave away a penalty from which they scored. A
free kick given against goalkeeper Harry Gregg was then thumped in
to even the score on the night at 3-3. United held on and were
though to the European Cup semi-final for the second consecutive
year.

The team celebrated their success at the hotel after
the game, before the morning flight back to England. The journey
would take them from Belgrade to Germany for a re-fuelling
operation and then onto Manchester.

At Munich airport, the airstrip was covered with
snow. The weather had deteriorated throughout the night, but aboard
the plane, the players and staff were relaxed, playing cards,
sleeping, chatting. At around 2pm the plane, the ‘Lord Burleigh’,
was ready for take-off. The first attempt was aborted when the
captain realised that something was wrong — a rich mixture of fuel
had caused the engines to over-accelerate. This was not unusual for
this type of aircraft and Captain Rayment decided on a second
attempt at take-off. At 2:34pm that permission was granted from the
tower and the plane began to taxi down the runway again. Again, the
take-off was aborted. Needing to be refuelled again, the party left
the plane and headed for the lounge to await re-embarkment. Edwards
and the others figured that, because of the problems with the
aircraft and the inclement weather, they would not be returning
home that day. Edwards sent a telegram to his parents
saying, “All flights
cancelled returning home tomorrow.” That telegram was delivered at
the Edwards home at 5pm, after the crash.

All the players and staff, plus the journalists
accompanying the team, were told to board the aircraft again. They
did so, all a little apprehensive regarding the snow-covered air
strip. David Pegg got up from his seat halfway down the aircraft
saying, “I don’t like it
here, it’s not safe,” and moved to the rear of the aircraft.
Indeed, it wasn’t safe. Anywhere.

Then the nightmare began.

The plane couldn’t get off the ground and left the
runway, demolishing a fence and careering across a road before the
port wing struck a house. The wing and part of the tail came off
and the house caught fire. The plane, fully laden with aviation
fuel, ground to a halt. There are stories from the survivors
of “crashing noises” and “holes in the fuselage”. Bill Foulkes regained consciousness
and left the plane through one of those holes, thinking it was
about to explode. Realising it was not, he ran back to the wreck to
see if there was anything he could do. He came across Bobby
Charlton lying unconscious in his seat next to Dennis Viollet and
Roger Byrne. Goalkeeper Harry Gregg went back into the plane and
pulled out a badly injured German woman and her baby. They all
helped a severely wounded Matt Busby out of the plane to waiting
emergency crews.

Seven of Busby’s team died instantly in the Munich
crash. Roger Byrne, Geoff Bent, David Pegg, Mark Jones, Liam
Whelan, Eddie Colman and Tommy Taylor, all Busby Babes, all heading
for stardom, all young men, died together that evening. Matt Busby
was the only club official to survive the crash, but was so badly
injured that he was given the last rites twice. Duncan Edwards and
Johnny Berry were both in a critical shape and fighting for their
lives. Eight of the nine sportswriters on board also died. One of
the aircrew perished along with two other passengers, unconnected
with the club. Johnny Berry and Jackie Blanchflower would survive,
but would never play football again.

The crash had claimed twenty-one people, and, though
eighteen had survived, four of those were close to death. Of those
four, two more would not pull through, one of them being Captain
Rayment. The other, the Lion of England, the man-boy, would defy
death for some period.

Duncan Edwards’ strength was to keep him alive for
another fifteen days until he succumbed to his injuries. Lying in
intensive care in the Rechts der Isar hospital, his wrecked body
was fighting to heal kidney damage, several broken ribs, a
collapsed lung, a broken pelvis and a smashed right thigh, when his
condition worsened. He had several blood transfusions and was
connected to a kidney machine to help him. At one point, it was
thought that he might pull through, but the injuries were too much
for him. Duncan’s mother saw her son for the last time in the
hospital. Her thoughts, of course, remain unrecorded. When he
eventually died, several of the nurses who had been tending Duncan
openly wept for this battered young man.

At the age of twenty-one, Duncan Edwards died in his
sleep, in no pain, at 2:15am. Nurses and doctors tried to save him
but his blood circulation began to fail, and despite injections
that caused him to improve temporarily, he passed away.

The Lion of Manchester United and England was
gone.

England captain Billy Wright was one of the
pall-bearers at Duncan’s funeral which was held in his native
Dudley, Birmingham on 26 February 1958. Bobby Charlton, Duncan’s
best friend, walked with and held up his mother in the procession,
while mourners lined the route in their tens of thousands. From St
Francis’ to Queen’s Cross cemetery, where Duncan was laid to rest,
they all paid their last respects to one of their own.

Matt busby would later say that “every manager goes through life looking for one great
player, praying he will find one.” Busby concluded,
“I was luckier than most, I found two in big Duncan
and George [Best].”
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Ask anybody who followed Manchester United
in the 1960s who the King of Old Trafford was and they will tell
you, to a man, or woman, that that person was Denis Law. Law became
a living legend at Old Trafford in that glorious decade for his
style, flair, commitment and, yes, his cunning. Whether mixing with
his teammates in a fast and furious build up that would lead to
another goal for the Red Devils, or simply mixing it with defenders
intent on doing him actual bodily harm, Law never shirked the
challenge in front of him. True, Bobby Charlton was the maestro of
the midfield, stroking the ball to teammates, then bursting
forward, unleashing goal after spectacular goal from twenty yards
and more. George Best, meanwhile, the final third of
United’s ‘Holy Trinity’,
would mesmerise opponents, teammates and fans alike with his
wizardry on the pitch and his film star good looks off it. Charlton
and Best are true footballing legends, but Law was
the
man. Blessed with an abundance
of footballing skill and a temperament that often saw him in
trouble with the authorities, Law was the undisputed King of Old
Trafford throughout the swinging sixties.

Football is about winning and to achieve
that, a team must score goals and few scored more than Denis Law.
Law was a predator who would strike at any second, stealthily
moving in from behind a defender to get his toe on the ball,
leaving it nestling in the back of his opponents’ net, turning away
in victory with his right arm pointing straight up, hand gripping
the cuff of his shirt, a single finger pointing to the heavens as
if in salute to the gods. His trademark, though, was his overhead
bicycle kick, and many teams went a goal behind as a result of this
sublime skill; it wasn’t a rarity for defender to see Law’s number
ten shirt briefly upside-down as he flashed in another shot at
goal. At five foot nine Law wasn’t the tallest of strikers, but his
heading ability was second to none; possessing the ability to jump
early for a crossed ball, he would appear to hang in the air while
gravity pulled his marker down, leaving him to head the ball with
power and whiplash accuracy. Law wasn’t a big man either — he was
lean and frail-looking — though he was strong as an ox, almost
impossible to shake off the ball.

Denis Law was born in Aberdeen, Scotland,
the youngest of seven children, on 24 February 1940. With Great
Britain having just entered the war, times were more than difficult
and it was useful that his parents were hard-working people. His
father George was a fisherman, often out at sea, and the young
Denis would rarely see his father as he grew up. For Denis’ father, the long, punishing
hours were a way of life for him; the family lived in a council
tenement flat at Printfield Terrace in Aberdeen. Law wore hand-me-down shoes throughout his
childhood and the family, like most of the people around them,
struggled through tough times both at home and as a result of the
rationing of food, a direct result of an escalating conflict in
Europe.

From the age of five Law wore corrective
glasses; his right eye was badly crossed and so he would play a
whole game of football with his eye tightly closed. He was often
picked out as ‘different’ at school because of this affliction and
Law had personal experience of bullying at an early age. When this
was brought to the attention of his parents, his mother simply told
him that if anyone hit him at school, he should stand up for
himself and immediately hit them back. Although he had undoubtedly
been pushed around in the playground, nobody was to get the better
of Denis Law on a football pitch. Later in his career, Law was a
hero wherever he played, the poor kid who flew at the ball and
opponents alike with equal zest and determination; it wasn’t
unusual for Law to appear on the score sheet at the end of a game,
nor was it unusual for him to have had a running battle with the
defender(s) marking him, and, more often than not, a run-in with
the referee. Such altercations resulted in Law being sent off on
three occasions during his illustrious career.

Like his father and brothers before him,
Law supported
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