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			Foreword

			by Ruud van Nistelrooy

			My time at Manchester United as a player was so special, so happy. It didn’t start that way, though: I failed my medical in 2000 and then, the next day, tore my cruciate ligament playing for PSV. After that, I doubted I’d ever get the opportunity to join United, and I wondered whether I could even get back to the same level at all. United were a top European team so it seemed natural to me that they wouldn’t wait for any one player. But they did wait for me and I appreciated the support, especially from Sir Alex Ferguson and David Gill. They kept in touch, but even then I was thinking ‘They’re just trying to be nice,’ and, while I appreciated their kindness, I didn’t believe that things would work out as they did.

			In the end I signed for a British record fee. I was relatively unknown because I was coming from the Dutch league, but it was a big transfer with big expectations. People wanted to see what I was about and it was important for me to show what I could do as quickly as possible. I was ambitious and confident that I could contribute to the team and willing to do everything I could to achieve that. From the start, I felt sharp and ready, scoring in the friendlies and the first games. That gave a signal to my teammates, the fans and media that I could succeed in the team. It all helped me get off to a flying start.

			I moved with my girlfriend, now wife, and we lived in an apartment building where we met people we’re still friends with now. Because you’re away so much as a footballer, it was important that my partner was happy and she was. We both were. We liked living in Manchester, which was a very different city then. It has changed a lot with all the new buildings, but it was always a football city.

			We’d invite friends from Holland to experience the Old Trafford atmosphere; the noise, the roar when we scored, the banter and the songs. They travelled over often, they loved it. As a player, you felt pushed forward by the fans. It’s hard to explain, but that’s how I felt.

			We didn’t win the league in my first year and when we reached the Champions League semi-final we went out to Leverkusen. That – and not reaching a Champions League final while I was at United – was my biggest disappointment. I had a poor game in Leverkusen and it all hurt because we were so close.

			But there were plenty of highs. I was at United from the age of 25 to 30; my peak years at the highest level. It helped that I was surrounded by quality players, a quality manager and staff. Our mentality was that if we were knocked back then we’d come back stronger.

			And the culture came from Sir Alex. He was the club and embodied everything about it. He demanded everything of you every day because he knew what was needed to be successful. He would inspire, motivate. He’d give me freedom to play – which is really what you want as a forward. He wouldn’t stuff you with too much information. He wanted you to work hard, be a good teammate and be the best you could be. He’d compliment you, and he’d correct you where needed. It could be brutal as you had to reach the highest standards every day.

			And there were strong characters in the dressing room too. The core was all United, with the Class of ’92, Roy Keane, Dennis Irwin and Wes Brown coming through. These United boys set the tone for the new boys like me. We had good fun on the road and spent a lot of time together. Then I was up front with Cole, Yorke and Solskjaer. It was amazing, they were so easy to play with. I felt a connection with them in training, without even looking.

			As a team we won the league in 2003 and I won the golden boot too, scoring 44 goals in what was the best season of my career. I won the PFA and Player of the Season awards too, which felt wonderful of course, but the most important thing was that we were a team who played, won and celebrated together. We had some fun nights out, I’m sure you’ll read about them in this book. Then we had the youngest players coming through, Cristiano Ronaldo and Wayne Rooney. They needed time to reach the level to win things, but they learned so quickly.

			It was difficult for me at the end, but that’s part of professional life. I held no grudges and everyone moved on. United had an excellent season and won the league, while I had a top season at Real Madrid and won La Liga.

			My United memories are happy ones. My favourite moments were towards the end of games we were about to win with the MUFC fans in full voice and the rest of the stadium empty. Happy, happy times.

			I spent much of my time at United being set up by others. Now it’s my turn to make an assist, to set up the stories of the other lads, most of whom I played with. Great times, great memories. I hope you enjoy reading about them.

			Ruud Van Nistelrooy

			Manchester, 2024

		

		
			Preface

			Champions of Planet Earth

			At the start of this century, Manchester United were English Premier League and European champions. After winning the treble in Barcelona, Sir Alex Ferguson’s team went to Tokyo and defeated Brazilian side Palmeiras on 30 November 1999, in the very last Intercontinental Cup, to add the title of world champions to the list. That honour was to be short-lived; within weeks it would be passed on to another Brazilian team, Corinthians, as they triumphed in the inaugural FIFA Club World Championship, in which United also competed. Yet in December 2008, on the eve of the final year of the noughties, United became world champions again in Yokohama, Japan; the high-water mark of a decade bookended by brilliance.

			In January 2000, I headed to Rio de Janeiro for 17 days with a few hundred other United fans. The Club World Championship was controversial, United cast as villains for turning their backs on the FA Cup. But the truth was more prosaic: the English authorities, including the government, had pushed United into it.

			What had been happening to the club – and their fans – was scarcely believable. Exactly ten years earlier in 1990, Mark Robins had kept United in the FA Cup as Sir Alex Ferguson and his side struggled to finish thirteenth in the league. In 1988 one of football’s biggest clubs had been obliged to pay European giants AC Milan to play a friendly at Old Trafford, and that wasn’t the only example of the club’s diminished status.

			But by the time I asked Peter Kenyon, the club’s leading executive, on the eve of United’s second of four pre-season games in 2000, ‘Who are the biggest clubs in the world?’, he answered confidently: ‘Us and Real Madrid.’ And, as the 400,000 who watched that tour in Australia and China would testify, the stats bear his assertion out, judged by revenue or by trophies. United and Real Madrid would go on to become champions of England and Spain respectively in 2001, 2003, 2007 and 2008. And United won the league twice more, in 2000 and 2009.

			United were so successful potential buyers began to circle. Old Trafford was expanded in 1995, 2000 and 2005, rising from 44,000 seats in 1993 to c. 76,000 a dozen years later. The modest club shop, now a Megastore, was expanded and moved four times.

			This was a club on the march. At the end of the 1999–2000 season, Vodafone was announced as shirt sponsor, replacing 18-year partner Sharp. Then, in summer 2002, as longtime chairman Martin Edwards stood down, a new kit deal with Nike was agreed, amounting to a record-breaking £303 million, 13-year partnership that dwarfed any previously agreed by the sports brand. It was described as a ‘strategic alliance between two global brands.’

			While the finances exploded, uncertainty prevailed as Ferguson surprised everyone, not least his stunned bosses, by saying he wanted to leave at the end of the 2001–02 season. Arsène Wenger was the club’s first choice to replace him, Sven-Göran Eriksson the second, but Ferguson changed his mind after a chat with his wife, Cathy. At the next game in February 2002 the travelling United fans at Charlton’s Valley stadium began to sing ‘Every single one of us, loves Cathy Ferguson’.

			While there was consistency on the pitch, as the team never finished below third place in the noughties (with a stellar record which reads: 1st, 1st, 3rd, 1st, 3rd, 3rd, 2nd, 1st, 1st and 1st), there were monumental shifts. Imports from well beyond the United Kingdom and Republic of Ireland were transforming the national makeup and the habits and attitudes of the squad.

			‘The foreign lads at this club have helped tremendously in terms of diets,’ Roy Keane told me in 2004. ‘I know people harp on about it but they are so far ahead of us, especially the French lads like Mikaël [Silvestre]. Laurent Blanc was, too.’

			As fans, we rode the wave and travelled wherever the team played – which was all over the world. In Rio, at the turn of the millennium, we had the time of our lives. Not for we fans the actual worry of having to play football in the high Brazilian summer. It felt like a holiday, a reward to older fans who’d gone 26 years without seeing United win the league before 1993. We walked into a hotel where South Melbourne FC were staying and spotted their young manager, a certain Ange Postecoglou. We went into a huge nightclub called Help, on Copacabana beach just next to our hotel. It took us a while to realise that there were few other men in there and that the girls were working. We visited the house of the Great Train Robber Ronnie Biggs, a pitiable sight surviving off the proceeds of t-shirt sales to the few Brits attracted by the novelty of his notoriety. We woke up in apartments on Leblon beach, where pasty-skinned Mancunians stood out a mile. We went to samba schools in favelas, met the main ultras from Flamengo and, when it came to going home, a delay of 24 hours to the flight saw us put up in a cool hotel along with the air stewardesses. They settled around the swimming pool; we didn’t speak to a single one of them.

			We’d bumped into Reds around Rio, smiles as wide as Christ the Redeemer’s outstretched arms. Inside the Maracanã, we did our best to get the atmosphere going, but it was a hopeless task against tens of thousands of Vasco da Gama fans singing the most beautiful, soulful songs I’ve ever heard inside a football stadium. Everyone was relaxed. Everyone except Sir Alex Ferguson who, rightly, never dropped his guard as far as United were concerned. Without him, none of us would have tasted these sweets. We lived a life of reflected glory but, there in Rio at least, we created our own culture; the permanent thread, through thick and thin. Players came and went, we were permanent. And it seemed like the Manchester United juggernaut would roll on and on.

			It was a more innocent time. Still looking like scrawny teenagers, we went to the FIFA hotel and asked its head, Michel Platini, for an interview for the United We Stand fanzine. He agreed, just like that, and we did an hour-long interview. By contrast, at the 2024 FIFA three-day conference, tight-lipped incumbent Gianni Infantino refused to speak to any global media.

			I went to Rio with John Paul O’Neill who’d edit the Red Issue fanzine. By 2005, he’d have the idea to form a breakaway club, FC United of Manchester, amid protests over a mooted takeover by the American billionaire Malcolm Glazer. My brother Joz was one of their first ever signings, dropping down five leagues to play for a start-up paid for mostly by working-class Mancunians and discussed over rounds of beer rather than rounds of investor funding. The split in United’s fanbase was acute and it lasted years. I’ve watched non-league football since I first went with my dad aged three, but I continued to go to Old Trafford.

			In the middle of the noughties, I wrote a book about United in the 1980s. The interviews staggered me as I spoke to players for up to four hours at a time, among them Bryan Robson, John Gidman, Arnold Muhren, Billy Garton and Frank Stapleton. They were funny, fascinating and sometimes tinged with sadness. Gordon McQueen, who died in 2023, insisted on having four pints before we started, then more during the course of the interview. When his wife Yvonne picked us up, she noted that he’d been drinking.

			‘It’s close season,’ he explained.

			‘You retired 18 years ago.’

			She dropped me back to Yarm station herself. There were no agents involved, no public relations advisors. There was no social media to steal and twist the quotes. I could have twisted their truth myself, but I didn’t misplace the trust of any of those boys. And I made sure I always kept an eye out for them, since several had lost all contact with the club they once played for. They weren’t forgotten heroes to me, just heroes. When McQueen passed away, his family asked me to speak on television as soon as the news broke. I received a message from one of his daughters to say that they were sitting watching, crying and smiling. In a modern football news cycle in which fans obsess about transfers, there should be space to remember those men who paid a heavy mental, financial and physical price for the entertainment they brought to millions.

			A book on the 1990s followed in 2009. I had little time for Andy Cole … until I met him and spoke with him for hours. Now, I consider him one of the most impressive people I know. Then, in 2011, I wrote a book on United in the 1970s to complete the trilogy, before raising a family took priority.

			It was a joy meeting the lads of the noughties who rose to the top of their trade, talking to them about the amazing moments they experienced and looking back at what I and others had written about them at the time. In Moscow, I’d seen United become champions of Europe and yet, as everyone celebrated, I couldn’t get back to my hotel because, at 3 a.m., a feral dog blocked my path. Moscow’s authorities estimate that 30,000 strays populate the city and that many of them congregate around Metro stations – some of them even go up and down the escalators. This mutt was snarling at me. Maybe it was a Scouse dog and the ‘Scouse Free Zone’ flag in the Chelsea end of the Luzhniki Stadium had been wrong. The beast resembled a cross between a wolf and hyena. If I moved, it growled. I tried to edge away, but the hound had none of it and barked so loud that workmen 100 metres away looked over. I couldn’t speak Russian, so I could hardly shout for help. You’ll get a players’ perspective on Moscow in this book, which doesn’t involve dogs.

			We put the triumphant players on the cover of the following United We Stand with ‘The Pride of Europe’ above the three stars for United’s three European Cup wins. A decade later, I saw that cover framed in a bar in Cork, Ireland, and recalled vividly the times we’d had.

			Dressing room behaviour was and continues to be moderated. I found no outrageous stories of the kind that belonged to earlier decades, like Russell Beardsmore being put in a washing machine by his teammates or players hitting Ferguson in the face with snowballs. But, as you’ll read, the jokes and pranks continued and they were integral to the indomitable team spirit which took United to the very top.

			For me, the top was in Japan. I remember walking around Yokohama at 6 a.m. after Manchester United had just become world champions. The fisherman were out by the quayside and ‘Weird Fishes’ by Radiohead came on my headphones. Forget the jetlag, life felt fantastic.

			I roomed with Stuart Mathieson from the Manchester Evening News, a decent man trusted by the players. He told me it was like sharing a house with a teenager since I was coming in at all hours. And why not? It was my birthday in Japan and I looked around a bar in Shibuya to see friends I’d known forever on the cusp of watching their team become world champions. It was a long way from Halifax in the League Cup in front of under 7,000 in 1990. I’m talking about terrace legends no longer with us like Mick Burgess from Blackpool, an unlikely start for Bill Buford’s book about football hooliganism, Among the Thugs. Former hooligans and current hooligans: John Taylor, a famous Cockney Red who’d been so good to me during the treble year; Beanhead, Messer, Clive, Kiddo, Romford, Chad, Phil and Barmy Kev were all there. The O’Neills were singing. Rob Brundish, who loved Japan so much he’d move there, talked with Nige about old times. Mike Dobbin, probably United’s greatest fan in terms of games attended, on his final trip. He’d pass within a month, his team world champions. And there were so many more. As the Reds sang, ‘It’s a long way to Yokohama, it’s a long way to go, It’s a long way to Yokohama, where all the best teams go. Goodbye Man City, farewell Liverpool too’ and ‘Ob-la-di, Ob-la-da Man United, Champions of Planet Earth’.

			Some 800 fans had found £2,000 each to make the trip. One mate, Steve Armstrong, flew to Tokyo, watched the match and flew home again in the space of a few hours because, for once, his wife thought it unreasonable to travel when it was her brother’s wedding. He reckoned his body clock was still messed up months later. I know one lad who had to declare himself insolvent after watching United around the world. There were just so many games and trips and when he said he’d watch United from the banks of the River Irwell to the shores of Sicily, he really meant it. He was one of the lucky ones. Most United fans couldn’t stretch themselves like this, not get to all these games.

			But I was also a journalist, regularly on the road with other work, trying to get Lionel Messi, David Villa, Ronaldinho, Xavi, Daniele De Rossi and just about anyone who was decent to join United when the interviews ended and the tapes went off – and only half in jest. I’d go and interview Brazilians in Spain who had no idea who I supported and they’d tell me that Rio Ferdinand from ‘Manchester’ was the best defender they’d come up against. And it seemed totally normal to see United’s players held in such high esteem.

			Some mates would turn right before a game to drink and scrap – but I’d turn left. There was still some major disorder in the noughties as United lads attacked hooligans from Leeds in Leeds and from Roma in Rome.

			I was working and I had to keep a straight compass far from home, this time in Japan. Even when Paddy Crerand told me that Sir Alex Ferguson was speaking Spanish in a press conference.

			‘No, Paddy, that’s the translator’s voice,’ I replied, adjusting his settings so he could hear his fellow Glaswegian not just his interpreter. Crerand, a United legend, was priceless on that trip.

			‘Cristiano!’ he shouted at Ronaldo, who everyone knew was going to Madrid. ‘I’m Paddy from Real Madrid TV.’ The Portuguese loved that one.

			I was working with Nina Warhurst, a Manchester girl and Red with enough personality to charm the world’s biggest city, who now presents the Breakfast Show on BBC1. Andy Dickman was there too, a lifelong Liverpool and football anorak who prides himself on his programme collection. What must it have been like for him watching United win and win and win? Dicko was always magnanimous and professional. We met the fans of the Mexican side Pachuca, who turned out to also be the club’s directors. We found that out at 4 a.m. when Dicko and Nina got them singing ‘La Bamba’. What did Mexicans make of Gareth from Levenshulme singing ‘Yo no soy Marinero, soy capitan’ over tequila shots?

			And was I seeing things when I walked back past the United team hotel, where Dimitar Berbatov was confined to his bed with a virus for the entire trip, and the immaculate concierge in a top hat proudly wore a Manchester United scarf?

			No. And people really weren’t seeing things when they looked into the hotel to see jetlagged Paul Scholes and Ryan Giggs passing the time by painting at 2 a.m. This is the sort of stuff that would quickly go viral now. Then, people thought I was odd if I got my camera out at a game.

			‘We’re the best team in the world,’ said man of the match Wayne Rooney, pronounced as ‘Threwny’ on the stadium PA. And we were.

			United were brilliant and we couldn’t wait to see more. As Reds sang all over the world: Bring On United.

			Andy Mitten

			Manchester, September 2024

		

		
			1

			You Are My Solskjaer

			Ole Gunnar Solskjaer

			‘The best moment in my football career was in 2007.’ Ole Gunnar Solskjaer is unwavering. ‘I know what you’re thinking, surely it has to be the Champions League final [in 1999] and I understand why you think that but let me explain.

			‘My dad used to be a wrestler and I saw all his cuttings from newspapers about his career, but I never actually saw him wrestle. That was deep inside of me that I never saw him and I didn’t want my oldest son Noah to remember his dad just from videos or paper clippings. I wanted him to remember me playing at Old Trafford. But he couldn’t because I was injured for so long. But when we beat Newcastle at home 2–0 – and I got credited both goals – that changed. The first one came from a Ronaldo shot that came back off the post, the second from Nemanja Vidić, whose shot hit my shin pad and changed direction. Noah was in the family stand, aged six. As I walked off, I saw his hands in the air, celebrating his dad scoring two. That was the moment where I thought that three years of rehab had been worth it. That’s the best moment I had. And he can remember it clearly. He was my main motivation to get back to play for the first team at Old Trafford and play in a game in front of him. I did it. That moment epitomised me and what motivates me more than anything.’

			Ole Gunnar’s father influenced him in other ways. ‘I wrestled with him and he’d easily beat me because he was strong. I felt he was big once but when I stand up now my dad is much smaller than me. He was a good influence on me. Only once did he need to have a word and that was when I came home late from a party. My friends were going out a lot. He saw me in the morning and asked: “Do you think this is the way to make a success of your life?” I never forgot that.’

			It was six months after Ole Gunnar Solskjaer had won the treble for Manchester United and he was in Rio de Janeiro for the Club World Championship when the team received a visit from Martin Edwards. The United chairman had been splashed all over the news back home, having been spotted in the company of working girls by the Copacabana. He hardly kept it a secret. When United fans, myself included, walked into a giant club called Help! next door to our hotel thinking it was a normal nightclub, we couldn’t believe that the ratio of girls to men was maybe eight-to-one. One of the men was Edwards, who waved and asked us fans if we were having a good time in Rio. Edwards’ street cred went up with plenty of supporters that night, with him out on the town and the players in bed.

			‘Martin came to all us players and said, “Well, at least I’ve kept you out of the headlines, boys!”’ Solskjaer says, laughing out loud. ‘My memories of that trip are Jaap [Stam] and I stupidly thinking about the actual games in detail and how we’d do instead of visiting the Sugarloaf Mountain or Christ the Redeemer statue. Or paragliding off the top of a mountain near our hotel. In fact, as the gaffer was telling us to behave in Brazil, Nicky Butt came flying overhead on a paraglider.

			‘I took it seriously because I was still fighting for my place in the team. There was no room for me to relax. Every training session and game was an opportunity to prove to the gaffer that I should play more. I was playing well and scoring when I was picked – I even got four against Everton – but I also knew that when the biggest games came I would be left out.

			‘Maybe the gaffer looked at Brazil as a break in the season and a chance to recharge because the league and retaining the Champions League were the priorities. The club got battered for not playing in the FA Cup. Missing the FA Cup was sad and I know some of the lads felt we should have put young players in the early rounds, but what if we’d drawn Liverpool?’

			Brazil wasn’t United’s finest hour, but there was plenty of sun.

			‘We returned to Manchester and Carrington, the start of a new training ground and a new era. For the first time, fans couldn’t come and watch us train. That was sad but also probably necessary because times were changing. At The Cliff, we were never worried about people watching training. We tried to sign all the autographs too and we lost that at Carrington with all the security, but I also remember helicopters flying above us a couple of times, trying to find out our tactics and who was going to start. Carrington was a step up in professionalism and for 2000 it was good. For 2024 it was probably not good enough.’

			Solskjaer played 46 United games in 1999–2000, scoring 15.

			‘I kept a diary which I’ve still got and I’ve got a page here from March 2000 where it says, “I’ve had enough now of low confidence and bad performances. Now I’m going to really work on my mentality”. I was talking to the psychologist, Bill Beswick, and Steve McClaren, and it was Bill who encouraged me to write down how I felt. Before that, I used to keep training diaries where I wrote down what we did rather than just think about things. This was my feelings, written on the day. I wasn’t only thinking something, but writing it down so that I thought about it two or three times more. It really helped me to get down on paper what I was thinking. I found it a useful mental coaching tool.

			‘I was number 12, 13 or 14 in the squad. The danger was that if you miss a couple of chances then you hide because you don’t want to make more mistakes. You know you’d have Roy Keane battering you because he wanted the best for the team. But if I wrote all that down I’d read it back and think, “I’m not going to improve if I’m going to hide when I lose the ball.” I started to force myself to push through that, getting the ball again, never hiding. Prove to the gaffer and to Roy, the captain, that I always wanted to get on the ball. It helped me a lot and my relationship with Roy has turned out well and we’re in regular contact. When we played we used to have a few fights. He demanded 100 per cent every single day. He pushed the players and wanted to count on his teammates all the time. And the day Roy stopped moaning at you – you knew you were in trouble. That meant he’d given up on you. He never gave up on me, never stopped shouting at me. So he saw something in me. When I saw him stop shouting at certain individuals, I thought, “You’re finished, you’re done.” And they usually were.’

			In April 2000, Real Madrid knocked holders United out of the Champions League, winning at Old Trafford in the quarter-final second leg after a 0–0 draw in the Bernabéu.

			‘The home game was where Redondo did the backheel past Henning. Henning wasn’t a right-back but he was in the right-back position when that happened and this was his last full season at United. He had a tough time at that moment. Henning was a very good player and a good guy. He was 100 per cent, he didn’t want headlines, but you could trust him, on and off the pitch. But the next season he came on at half-time at West Ham away when we were winning 2–0 but we drew 2–2 and got battered by the gaffer after that game. He said, “Don’t even bother turning up again, find yourself a new club when you are away with your national team.” I was watching that thinking, “He doesn’t really mean that, he’s saying it in the heat of the moment,” which I think it was. The next day, Steve McClaren rang our home phone at my mum and dad’s in Norway. I didn’t have a mobile phone, I wasn’t too bothered about people being able to get hold of me. Steve asked me to speak to Henning and say that the gaffer didn’t mean it and to calm the situation, which I did. But Henning never played another game for United.’

			Three days after that Real Madrid defeat in April 2000, United won the league at Southampton.

			‘I scored on the Saturday and we played Chelsea on the Monday. This was the first time that I went against the gaffer. I knew that Ruud van Nistelrooy was going to be signed because the gaffer told me. When he did, he said that he needed to challenge me to prove that I was a Man United player. He also said that I wasn’t aggressive enough and traced that back to a friendly game against Inter Milan in 1997 when I got an ankle injury. He said I’d lost a little aggression after that injury and that he wanted to see more from me, that he’d play me more and test me until Ruud arrived. I had no problem with Ruud signing. I’d seen strikers come and go and I was going to take up the challenge. Of course, Ruud was going to be a starter, but I was playing lots of games, I’d signed a long-term deal and it was up to me. I was professional enough to always give my best in training or in games. I would never let myself or the gaffer down by sulking.’

			Ferguson gathered his strikers before the Chelsea game.

			‘He said that we’ve done well and that we have four great strikers. Then he said: “Coley and Ole, you started against Southampton, so against Chelsea I’ll go with Yorkey and Teddy. Everyone OK with that?” The others nodded. I waited for them to walk out of the room and said: “No, I’m not happy with this. You’ve just told me that you’re going to sign Ruud, said that I’ll play more games and you challenged me to be more aggressive. I played Saturday and I want to play again. You’ve just challenged me to do that.”’

			‘You’re right, son,’ said Sir Alex, ‘Go and get Teddy for me.’

			‘I went into the dressing room and said, “Teddy, the gaffer wants to see you.” Me? I played, I scored. And that was the meeting where I proved that I had the mentality to be a Man United player, on and off the pitch. That was the only time I went against the gaffer until the Roy Keane meetings in 2005.

			‘In December 2000, I was in form and scored in four different league games. Then we played Newcastle away in the final game of the year. It was one I didn’t score in. We got a penalty and I should have taken it. Becks took it and put it in the top right corner.

			‘I was thinking that I might be player of the month. I did an interview with the Norwegian press that was translated into some of the British newspapers and spun into headlines that were way worse than what I’d said. The question to me was: “Now that you are a regular …” and I answered, “No, not really, I’ll probably be on the bench soon and I don’t look at myself as a regular.” The gaffer came to see me and he snapped big time because it was on the back of all the newspapers that I’d said he’d probably leave me out soon. I think he only read the headlines. He then looked at me as a defeatist who accepted being a sub instead of pushing on and saying that I should play every game but for me it was a way of saying that I’m loyal to whatever the gaffer does and doing whatever I’m asked to. One of the beauties of the manager was that you could never read him.’

			Van Nistelrooy’s arrival was delayed a year and Solskjaer played 47 times in 2000–01, the same again the following season when he scored 25 goals. And he played a career high of 57 United games in a season during 2002–03. And all this at a time when competition for a place in United’s front line was acute and big-name strikers were leaving and arriving at the club.

			‘Life was very good. I was becoming more mature, more regular in the team. Teddy Sheringham had a great season in 2000–01, then he left. We were a winning team; we just didn’t win the second Champions League and that was the main aim. After ’99, we knew we’d be winning the league again. No doubts. We didn’t talk of that being a target, we talked about winning it better. We won the league in ’99, 2000 and 2001.’

			Then van Nistelrooy arrived.

			‘The partnership between Ruud and I is underrated. We were good friends, on and off the pitch. Our girlfriends, too. We all spent a lot of time together. I clicked with all the Dutch lads – Jaap, Jordi, Ruud. There was something about their personality which fitted me. They were probably doing all the talking and I was doing all the listening. Most of us lived in Bramhall. We didn’t go out drinking like some of the English lads, more in local restaurants in Bramhall or Hale with our now wives. I’d see fans and that was fine. I was never a big superstar and didn’t behave like one. People would put their thumbs up to me and ask for a photograph. Ruud and I scored 60-odd goals together. Ruud got 30-odd, I got 26.’

			Twenty-five, according to the books.

			‘Well, that’s a mistake because I got 26. They must have nicked one off me or put it as an own goal when it’s mine!’

			But United didn’t win the league, nor the Champions League.

			‘We should have won the Champions League in 2002. Juan Sebastián Verón hit the inside of the post and the ball bounced to the inside of the other post. Leverkusen counter-attacked and scored: 2–2. They’re the fine margins in football. One centimetre the other way and Juan would have put us 3–1 up. In the away game, I missed a chance. Roy Keane still bothers me about it. I shot and missed the target. It was a good chance near the end of the game, better than I thought on the night so Roy has a point, though if he’d had the chance he wouldn’t have scored it. I should have done it. Diego Forlán had a chance which rebounded and went wide. The cross came in and I chested it and shot a half volley with my left, which went half a yard over. I should have forced it down.’

			It’s painful hearing this.

			‘Very painful, but these are the moments I remember. I don’t remember all the times winning the league as much as the missed chances. I felt we improved by not winning because we were used to winning. When we won, we got on with it. When we lost, it brought us together.’

			Teddy Sheringham and Andy Cole left the club in 2001, and Dwight Yorke departed in July 2002, leaving Solskjaer as the only one of the treble-winning forwards left.

			‘Good teammates, good players, good friends, memories and good times, but when they go, they go. That’s football. The four of us all had different personalities, but I always respected them and always spoke to them. I hope that all my teammates that I’ve ever had would say that I behaved respectfully to all of them. Teddy and I leaned into each other more because we’d play the not so important games and Coley and Yorkey would play the biggest games. And it meant more opportunities for me because I was still at the club and never wanted to leave. I’d turned Spurs down [in December ’98] and that helped my relationship with the gaffer. He brought me into his office and said, “Tottenham and Alan Sugar have put a bid in for £5.5 million. Martin Edwards has said yes and the club want the money, but I don’t want you to go. If you stay here then you will play and be an important part of the squad.” So we agreed for me to stay. Then he said, “Please don’t tell anyone” as he’d just lost the club all that money. I finished that season scoring the last goal of it in Barcelona. You must look after number one in football but I knew that all I could do was do my best.’

			Diego Forlán joined the club in January 2002.

			‘He was a very nice guy and when the lads came in from abroad, we’d try to talk to them because I knew what it was like to come in as an outsider. He could shoot with both feet, but unfortunately it didn’t work out for him at United. We knew what a good player he was and he’d go on to be the best player in the 20120 World Cup to prove that. I remember the chat I had with the gaffer about players after they’d left and he said: “Diego Forlán was a great player. It was my mistake that I never managed to get the best out of him.” I felt something in common with Diego. He was a team player who did his extras after training. The British and Irish lads left everything on the pitch in training and then went back to the dressing room. Diego was more like me. If he was unhappy with a session or wanted to practise something specific, he’d do extra shootings. Players might shout “why doesn’t he shoot in training?” in a light-hearted, but with an element of truth, kind of way because they felt he didn’t get the best out of himself when it mattered. Maybe he lacked the confidence with us and that confidence came later. It was too bad, but that’s football. Alan Smith was another striker at United. He was like me in mentality. Different player, but always ready to give our best. I could have left at several points, but decided to stay, no matter what the changes were around me. Until I got my injury.’

			United played Deportivo La Coruña six times in an 18-month period at the start of the noughties. The sides had never met before, nor since.

			‘We had some lovely trips there and Deportivo had some fantastic players. I swapped shirts with Djalminha. They had Fran, Tristan, Mackay and Valerón. Nice games, good attacking teams. We only looked at winning the Champions League as being good enough.’

			In the summer of 2002 another Norwegian, Ronny Johnsen, left the club.

			‘A brick wall as a player, a man mountain. Quick, strong, everything you want in a defender. He was a quiet guy, someone who you wanted in your team. His partnership with Jaap at the back was superb. What a pair of centre-backs. You could play them two v two and nobody would beat them. I’d play for the national team with Ronny and Henning so we’d see a lot of each other and were friends, though not socially, because they were three or four years older than me, I was more with the Dutch players at United.’

			Humour was a key part of the dressing room.

			‘It was brilliant at United. Cristiano came in. Young, Portuguese and wanting to look good. Big “A” for Armani brands and bright colours to stand out. But that was a chance for us to test their mentality. We did it with all new players. Rio joined for a record fee. Someone blasted a ball into him which he obviously couldn’t control. I shouted, “How much?” We were testing people, our way of knowing whether we could trust you when the going got tough.’

			And he got some stick himself.

			‘When I first arrived at the club I was young and naïve. I would wear my knitted Christmas jumpers from back home. I wore whatever I felt comfortable with. Well, whatever my wife bought for me. The more Norwegian my clothes, the more I got hammered. If you wore something which you got hammered for, but didn’t wear it again, you’d lose their respect. Coming back in with a jumper on showed that you could handle it. I never gave them the satisfaction and I think – well, I know – that they expected me to come in one day like Michael Douglas in The Game and snap on everyone. But I loved that dressing room mood. Everyone would get battered and ripped to pieces. Giggs, Butty and Maysie were the culprits. Brutal, but brilliant. Roy was dry, witty and cutting. If I could choose one teammate from everyone who I played with to be the first name on the team sheet, it would be Roy every time. He was so influential and respected. If you missed a penalty in a game you’d be hammered for it the next day. The idea was that you took the next one and were strong enough mentally to take it. I don’t think the gaffer knew that any of this was going on because the dressing room was our place.’

			There were changes among coaches.

			‘Steve McClaren moved to Middlesbrough but with his replacement Carlos Queiroz, I also felt that I was moving more towards a starting player in the team, becoming more and more of a Man United player. Carlos was very professional, thorough and methodical. It was the first time we’d had real structure and periodising of the training. Before it was more about gut feeling, a kind of “the lads need a round robin now”. Carlos had none of that. We’d never had specific tactical sessions before Carlos. He was all about “This is a process; I’m telling you exactly what you need”. Sir Alex once told me that Carlos had stayed so late after a game that he didn’t go home because he was so worried about getting the tactics right. The gaffer taught Carlos to relax a little and trust the players a little more, but he was a football addict.’

			The wife of one of the older staff close to Ferguson said that Carlos had lots of female admirers, but that he was only interested in his football.

			‘The training session Carlos gave the team before Barcelona away in 2008 is legendary. He convinced the team by saying: “If we follow this, then we’ll get a result.” We did and beat them 1–0. Iniesta, Xavi and all those players didn’t get any joy in those pockets in behind.

			‘Some of the English lads didn’t like his style, but I did and he liked me as a person. He also called me by my first name, which he didn’t with some of the lads as they found it disrespectful. It was probably easier for him to say Ole than Gunnar Solskjaer.

			‘And there were other good coaches. René Meulensteen could sell sand in the Sahara, but he’d convince you with his methods, which is important for a coach to do. Later, René influenced me a lot in my coaching.’

			Manchester United v Real Madrid in 2003 was a turning point for two players.

			‘I started, Becks didn’t. That was the beginning of the end for him at United. It was the first time that I started a big, big game – apart from when others had been injured. We had head tennis in the morning and I was in Becks’ team when the gaffer called him over to say that he wasn’t going to start against Real Madrid and that I was starting. The shit hit the fan, but it wasn’t something I could have done anything about and needed to think of my own game. Which was one of the best games that I ever played, but I should have scored two or three because I had some decent chances.’

			Solskjaer, playing on the right wing in place of Beckham, needed to score after a 3–1 defeat away in the first leg.

			‘I was up against Roberto Carlos at left-back and Zinedine Zidane as the left midfielder. We had me and Wes [Brown] on the right. We weren’t really regulars and we needed to win by two and I gave Ruud an assist so it was 1–1 at half-time. We still believed, but Ronaldo scored some screamers and United fans had the class to applaud him. Man United class, the way you do things and conduct yourself. It’s not just about winning 1–0. It sounds idealistic, but Man United should do things differently and with class. We turned the game to win 4–3 and I believed that we could get five and six. We never ever stopped believing. It was one of the most memorable games that I’d played in and had I scored just one of those chances, I think I’d remember it as the most memorable from my performance point of view.’

			With Beckham Madrid-bound, Solskjaer became the first-choice right winger.

			‘And then we signed Cristiano,’ he says, laughing. ‘We could see that he was a massive talent and would become a superstar, but I was not going to step aside. I was stubborn and my stubbornness killed me in one game against Wolves [August 2003, Old Trafford]. Cristiano was on the left. He played against Denis Irwin, then at Wolves. Cristiano didn’t get any change out of Denis, so he kept changing position to try and get away from him. Cristiano wasn’t tracking back as he should, so I ended up tracking his position and running more than I had done in any other game. I felt a sense of loyalty to the team. Towards the end, I was fucked. I should have asked to be subbed, but I thought, “This young cocky player is not going to be the reason that I ask to be subbed.” Scholesy played a ball in behind for me to run onto. I cut inside and stretched but felt my thighs and legs give in. I could feel my thigh bone and my knee. But I cut inside and shot with my left, missed the target and then jogged off to get changed. That was the moment when I first fucked my knee up. That was the start of three years of injury hell. All because I wasn’t prepared for Man United to lose a game because a young player was not tracking back, which meant I did his job.’

			Solskjaer went on an international break soon after.

			‘My knee had gone – cartilage. I didn’t want to miss games for Norway so I tried to play. I came back, played for United against Panathinaikos and it was in that match, just before half-time, that the pain was unbearable. I had to come off.’

			Solskjaer went into hospital and wasn’t sure what was going to happen.

			‘I woke up after the anaesthetic and knew that I’d not just been out for 45 minutes, but for hours. I felt my knees and knew they’d operated on it. I carried on and recuperated for four months, then played again in the FA Cup semi-final against Arsenal at Villa Park [in 2004]. I played up front on my own and did well.’

			Underdogs United won 1–0.

			‘The gaffer praised me at half-time. He said that I’d shown a masterclass of how you lead the line on your own. That gave me a feeling that I was important for the team. The fans were brilliant that day, too.’

			The atmosphere was so loud that the Guardian’s Richard Williams chose it as the focus of his match report. ‘The fervour that fuelled United’s effort, reinforced by the incessant ardour of their fans, made this one of the season’s great occasions,’ he wrote. United, out-of-form, were playing an Arsenal team who would win the league by 11 points and finish 15 points ahead of Ferguson’s third-placed side. The indifferent form brought out strength in adversity from 17,000 travelling fans.

			Solskjaer had previous at Villa Park. In January 2002, he started the comeback from 2–0 down in an FA Cup third-round tie with a goal in the 77th minute. Van Nistelrooy added two after 80 and 82. Travelling Reds ran onto the pitch, mobbing the players as millions watched on TV, puritans squealing in disgust.

			‘My first experience of the FA Cup has been beautiful,’ said Ruud, without a trace of hype.

			‘What was it about pitch invasions and Villa Park?’ laughs Solskjaer. ‘With fans, I felt that United supporters could see in me someone who gave 100 per cent and put the team first – maybe since that sending off against Newcastle after I’d stopped Robert Lee running on goal. That was in 1998.

			‘It had to be done. There were a couple of games left in the league. We were two points behind Arsenal and had to catch up on them. And I had to catch Rob Lee before he got to the box. Becks came up to me as I was sent off and I told him: “I had to.”

			‘Yet I paid for it after. The gaffer hammered me in the dressing room and I was fined two weeks’ wages the next day. Then he said: “Raimond van der Gouw was in a good position, son. And Robert Lee has a bad goalscoring record.” How could I think about Robert Lee’s goalscoring record when I saw him running towards goal? I wasn’t going to let him try. I think deep down, Sir Alex knew I did that for the team.’

			Millwall were the opponents in the 2004 FA Cup final at Cardiff. Solskjaer had been joined by another striker, Louis Saha.

			‘Good lad. Very talented player. We once blitzed Reading away in an FA Cup game and were 3–0 up inside six minutes. We played up front and both scored. He was perfect for me because he was strong, quick. I could assist for him. I enjoyed playing with Louis a lot more than I enjoyed driving with Louis. He lived around the corner from me. He had this rapid Mercedes car with a big engine. He arranged to pick me up one day for an away game. I was reliable and on time. No fuss. He had to collect me at 3 p.m., but he was late. I told him that we’d never make the meet on time and that they might leave without us. He was laughing and said: “Don’t worry, we’ll make it.” I’ve never been so afraid and scared in my whole life. The way he drove down the A34 was like a Formula One driver. He could see I was worried but he just laughed. We made it.

			‘I didn’t really like playing at Cardiff in those finals. It was a dry, slow pitch. I came on in the final for Ronaldo and, as we celebrated, I thought, “This might be the last game that I ever play for Man United” because I knew, given the pain still in my knee, that I needed a massive operation and there was a likelihood of never playing again because my knee was not going to be 100 per cent and you need to be 100 per cent to play for United.’

			He went to Sweden for the second procedure.

			‘A transplant. Then it was another 18 months of not playing properly before I had four months, on and off, playing as a sub or for the reserves, at the end of the 2005–06 season. But I was never the same again.’

			A banner appeared on the Stretford End with the words: ‘OLEGEND’. He was a patron of the United Supporters Trust (MUST) too. Was that awkward when the takeover, which the fans had fought, went through in 2005?

			‘The players didn’t speak about it a lot. They just wanted to stay focused on winning. And if the gaffer was happy with the takeover then we were.’

			A few months after the May 2005 takeover, Solskjaer returned to action for a reserve game against Liverpool. A larger than usual crowd of 3,000 showed up to see him. He won his place back in the first team. He came back as a substitute against Birmingham City in December 2005 and made a start in a cup game against Burton Albion the following month. In March 2006 his cheekbone was broken accidentally by Ugo Ehiogu of Middlesbrough in a reserve game.

			‘Mike Phelan drove up to watch me and he did see me for two minutes until the accident. He then had to drive me to hospital in my full kit. Not a good day for Mick – that’s why I had to bring him back as assistant manager years later.’

			Solskjaer did get back into the first team for 2006–07.

			‘I was captain on occasion. I took that as a compliment from the gaffer. I remember one friendly where I was only going to play 45 minutes and Giuseppe Rossi played. The gaffer asked me to play a full game and he slaughtered Rossi for five minutes at half-time because he was fannying and flicking and trying daft things. Giuseppe was crying. So, I stayed on and then the manager said to me in private after: “Ole, you explain to Giuseppe why I said those things.” I told him that the manager did believe in him but he wanted him to learn the United game and stop with the flicks and tricks. He would learn and he had a very good career, but I don’t think he’ll ever forget that talk from the manager. I believe that the manager had, on occasion, to be cruel to be kind because some players responded to that.’

			When the Norwegian scored against Charlton Athletic in August 2006 it was his first Premier League goal since 2003.

			‘Ole has been through a torrid time with injuries for the last two years,’ said Ferguson. ‘But he’s persevered, never lost faith and got his repayment tonight. Everyone is over the moon for him.’

			‘I was playing well and back into scoring double figures,’ Solskjaer explains. ‘People were surprised. We played Orlando Pirates during the 2006 pre-season tour of South Africa and I wanted to make a good impression. I was fitter than ever and scored twice. That performance put something in the gaffer’s mind where he thought – and he said it publicly – that he would reconsider his plans because he could now count on me again. That season went well until I did my hamstring again against Copenhagen.’

			Fellow Scandinavian Henrik Larsson arrived on loan, in part because Solskjaer was struggling with injury, in 2007.

			‘When Henrik left, the coaches had a far higher opinion of him than when he arrived,’ says Solskjaer. ‘Before, there were people saying: “He’s only done it at Celtic, it’s only the Scottish league” – even though he’d done well at Barcelona. The key to Henrik was his movement and the simplicity of his play. Paul McGuinness [reserve team manager] made a video of his play and every time he touched the ball, he only touched it once. He never had two touches. It was all about layoffs, link-up play and he could score. He was quiet, shy even. But he made a difference, just as Cantona had done. And he was a fantastic teammate.

			‘I mentioned Paul McGuinness because he played a key role in the development of so many young United players. I think they’d all say that they have more respect for Paul now than when they had him as a manager because he was never about being liked. He was about knowing what they needed and when you’re 16, 17 or 18, you’d hate Paul’s strictness and discipline. But Paul knew that you had to go through a process to be a Man United player and that once you made it, the players understood.’

			Solskjaer’s last United appearance came in the 2007 FA Cup final.

			‘I came on for the last five minutes of extra-time to take a penalty. The gaffer told me to make sure I took one. Then [Didier] Drogba scored after 116 minutes and penalties weren’t needed. That could have been a great send-off but it wasn’t to be. I didn’t know that was going to be my last game since I still had a contract for the following season. I felt that I could be a good sub for a year.’

			Another injury, this time in training, changed all that.

			‘I heard a crack in a four v four game and went to get a scan at a clinic in Whalley Range the next day. I got the results and drove back to Carrington, thinking: “How am I going to tell the gaffer that I’m finished?” I was so not looking forward to it and wasn’t sure how to phrase it. As I drove in, the gaffer was walking out to the car park and he waited for me.’

			‘How are you, son?’ asked Ferguson.

			‘Not good, boss, I need another operation and I’m not going to do it,’ replied Solskjaer. ‘I’m going to finish.’

			‘Don’t worry, son,’ replied Ferguson. ‘You’ve had a fantastic career. You’ve made your family proud. You had a great season last year with 11 goals. Why don’t you coach my forwards?’

			‘I’d been out of work for about five seconds,’ laughs Solskjaer, ‘and I was back in a new job at United, coaching the forwards, which I did for a year. I loved helping players who wanted to be helped. Not all players do. After a year I was offered the job of reserve team manager. If you’d asked my teammates I’m certain that not one of them would have said that I’d be a manager, especially the lads I played with in the 90s. I was quiet, I listened and did my job. But towards the end of my career more
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