

About the Author

 

 

Maurice Watkins CBE was one of the world’s leading sports lawyers and sports administrators, a long-time director of Manchester United and the club solicitor. He was the Senior Partner and Head of Sport at Brabners LLP, the Chair of British Swimming – overseeing Team GB’s successes in the Rio de Janeiro (2016) and Tokyo (2020) Olympics, Chair of the British Basketball Federation and a director of Lancashire County Cricket Club. Away from sport, Maurice Watkins was the Chair of Governors at his former school, The Manchester Grammar School, and Chair of the Royal Manchester Children’s Hospital charity appeals board where he helped raise £68 million for the NHS. He was made Commander of the Order of the British Empire in Queen Elizabeth II’s Birthday Honours 2011 for services to charity. He died on 16 August 2021 aged 79.





1

Pride and Sorrow

The Manchester I was born into was pitted and scarred by war. The Blitz had come to the city at Christmas 1940. The Cathedral, the Royal Exchange and the Free Trade Hall were all hit.

On 11 March 1941, Old Trafford, which had been pressed into service as an ammunition depot, was so badly damaged that Manchester United were unable to use it until four years after the war’s end. By the time I came into the world in my grandparents’ front room in Milwain Road, Levenshulme, on 30 November 1941, the Luftwaffe had turned its attention to the Soviet Union; after the war’s end we moved, first to Blackley, in the leafy northern suburbs, and then closer to the centre in Chorlton.

When we made the second move, my mother had already taken two jobs to afford the fees to send me to Oldham Hulme prep school. However, as a 7-year-old I had to take three buses to get there. It would not be tolerated now.

The effort was all worthwhile because not only did I pass the Eleven Plus, I secured a Foundation Scholarship to The Manchester Grammar School (MGS). I had come in the top 50 of 2,000 applicants.

Manchester Grammar was the city’s oldest and most famous school. It had been founded in 1515 by Hugh Oldham – a friend of Henry VII’s mother Margaret Beaufort – who had made his money in corn mills. Its task was to prepare boys for Oxford and Cambridge and from there into the Church or the legal profession. It was to play a huge part in my life.

In 1998, I became chairman of the bursary fund, which at the time of writing, delivers 200 bursaries for those who would otherwise not be able to afford the fees. Ten years later, I was chairman of MGS’s board of governors, where my proudest task was helping to oversee the creation of the New Islington Free School, a primary in Ancoats, one of Manchester’s most deprived suburbs.

Within the school there are twenty-three languages spoken in twenty-seven ethnic groups. Its first Ofsted report, delivered when the teaching was being delivered in Portakabins, rated the New Islington Free School as ‘outstanding’. Ancoats, coincidentally, is where Hugh Oldham, Manchester Grammar School’s founder, is supposed to have been born.

The postwar Labour government had made MGS into a direct-grant grammar school, which meant no fees were payable if you passed the Eleven Plus. In 1976 another Labour government abolished the direct grant and MGS became a fee-paying independent school.

When I joined the school, in 1953, it was the time of the great High Master, Eric James. He stood out against the prevailing demands for universal comprehensive education, arguing that grammar schools could propel working-class boys into careers that would otherwise have been beyond them.

All that mattered to Eric James was academic performance. Boys whose families had connections to the school were given no special treatment when it came to gaining admission. During his tenure, MGS was sending up to forty-five boys a year to Oxford and Cambridge. In 1959 he entered the House of Lords as Baron James of Rusholme.

I played first-team cricket for the school and in 1960 I made an appearance in Wisden as Manchester Grammar’s leading wicket taker. When we played the MCC, I bowled to Cyril Washbrook, who would rival Mike Atherton as the greatest opening batsman Lancashire ever produced, although by that time he was 44.

I also became a troop leader in one of the school’s five scout troops. Not everyone can say they had Jesus Christ and Gandhi in their patrol but both Robert Powell and Ben Kingsley were members of my troop: Robert would play the lead in Jesus of Nazareth in 1977 while Ben would take the title role in Richard Attenborough’s 1982 epic Gandhi. Powell studied law at Manchester University, and there was a significant legal influence in my family; my father and my uncle Walter were both solicitors’ clerks. It seemed the right career to embark on – in May 2016 I would be given a certificate from the Law Society to mark fifty years on the Roll of Solicitors. I studied law not at Manchester but at University College, London, graduating as first a Bachelor and then a Master of Laws.

I returned to Manchester in 1964 to work at Skelton and Co, based in the city’s main thoroughfare, Deansgate. After qualifying, I had spells at Pilkington Brothers, the glass manufacturers based in St Helens, and the Co-operative Insurance Society. From there I joined James Chapman and Co.

When I came home, in 1964, Manchester United had been reborn in the shape of the Trinity whose statues now stand guard outside Old Trafford. It was the time of Best, Law and Charlton, but because I played for MGS Old Boys in the Lancashire Amateur League, I rarely made it to Old Trafford on a Saturday afternoon.

There would soon come a time when football and even the law would seem frivolous. Not a day goes by when I do not think of the summer of 1966 with a sense of absolute sadness.

My brother, Geoffrey, was five years younger than me. He had gone to school at Burnage Grammar and, like me, had been offered a place at University College London to read law. Geoffrey, however, did not enjoy the course and was contemplating a move to Manchester University to study a different subject. During the summer holidays he died in a swimming accident in south-west France. He was 19.

His death proved a devastating loss to our family which was keenly felt by my parents. After enrolling as a mature student, my mother had become a qualified teacher and had spent time in Paris on courses at the Sorbonne. The stuffing was completely knocked out of her; but she did some wonderful work back in Manchester in junior schools based in some of the city’s most deprived areas. She even designed an innovative early-learning book that helped children develop their reading skills through the use of codes.

I thought I might stay with James Chapman and Co for two or three years. I would spend the next thirty-eight years there. There was a reason for that. Ever since the Munich air disaster, James Chapman and Co had acted as solicitors for Manchester United.
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Getting Ferguson

As November nights go, it was bleak. The day before Bonfire Night we had been thrashed 4–1 at Southampton in the League Cup. In the league, Manchester United were fourth from bottom and were only out of the relegation zone on goal difference from Chelsea. In that season, the fourth-bottom club in the First Division would go into a play-off featuring the third, fourth and fifth-placed teams from the Second Division. Crowds at Old Trafford had dipped below 40,000.

The change in United’s fortunes had been dramatic. A year earlier, having won the FA Cup, Ron Atkinson’s side had won their first ten games. On 4 November 1985 we had been ten points clear of Liverpool at the top of the league. All the talk at Old Trafford had been of a first championship in nineteen years. Now parallels were being drawn with the relegation season of 1973/74.

The slide had begun on 18 January with a 3–2 defeat to Nottingham Forest at Old Trafford. Liverpool had won the league and, for good measure, the FA Cup to become only the third English team in the twentieth century to win the coveted Double (Tottenham in 1960/61 then Arsenal ten years later). The sickly pattern had continued into the new season.

Martin Edwards had been at the Dell but was back at Old Trafford for a meeting with me that had been arranged long before the rout at Southampton. Inevitably, we discussed Ron’s future. As we talked, Bobby Charlton popped his head round the door and joined the conversation. Soon after, Mike Edelson, who had been at the match and flown back with Martin, also telephoned to speak to Martin. When he realised that the three of us were together talking over the match, he said he would come and join us. The four members of the Manchester United board were together in one room.

There had long been suggestions we would be looking to Alex Ferguson to take over. During the World Cup, where he was working as a commentator for ITV, Atkinson was approached by Lawrie McMenemy, who was then in charge of Sunderland. He apparently told Ron that Ferguson had already been sounded out about taking over at Old Trafford.

Ferguson was managing Scotland at the Mexico World Cup, and just before they faced Uruguay, Bobby Charlton told him that should he ever want to manage in England, he should give him a call. In his autobiography, Managing My Life, Ferguson remarked: ‘I don’t think that could be considered an offer.’5

I agree, but what I can say is that when the four of us met that morning at Old Trafford, I was the one who said we should get Alex Ferguson. I had got to know him during the Strachan affair and was confident in his abilities. There was talk of Terry Venables, but it was soon clear we all wanted Ferguson.

We knew we had to move quickly. Martin did not want a repeat of the process the last time he had changed manager. In 1981, he had sacked Dave Sexton and been rejected by McMenemy, Bobby Robson and Ron Saunders before Atkinson agreed to take charge. We could not ring Alex directly at Aberdeen as it would immediately raise suspicion and prompt accusations that we were ‘poaching’ their manager. So, Mike Edelson, with his best Scottish accent, rang Alex claiming to be Gordon Strachan’s accountant, Alan Gordon.

Ferguson’s first words were: ‘How are you doing, you ugly bugger,’ before he realised he was not speaking to Alan Gordon. Edelson asked Alex to hold on and the phone was passed to Martin, who gave Alex his number and asked him to ring him back so he could be certain it was not a crank call.

Alex rang back almost immediately, and Martin asked if he would be interested in the Manchester United job. A year earlier, Alex had fulsomely praised Ron Atkinson in his book about his time at Aberdeen, A Light in the North, saying, ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if Ron’s Manchester United side become one of the greatest sides in the club’s illustrious history.’6 Now it was a very different story. He said he was interested, and it was clear that, whatever he may have felt about Atkinson, he was being given the opportunity to manage Manchester United and he was not going to spurn it.

We did not want to waste any time and it was agreed we would meet in Scotland. Martin asked Alex to suggest a place and he rang back to say the motorway service station in Hamilton, Lanarkshire, at 7pm.

While we told nobody about the journey to Scotland, Ferguson informed three people. One was Archie Knox, who had been his assistant at Aberdeen when they won the Cup Winners’ Cup, and was now back at Pittodrie after a spell managing Dundee. Alex wanted him as his number two in Manchester.

He phoned Jim Rodger, a journalist at the Daily Record. Rodger had been a miner in the Lanarkshire pits with Jock Stein before they both changed profession: one into newspapers, the other into football. Rodger had been close to Bill Shankly, and Ferguson regarded him as a mentor.

The third and most important conversation was with his wife, Cathy. Two years earlier, he had been offered the chance to manage Tottenham but had rejected the move, partly because the Spurs chairman, Irving Scholar, was not prepared to give him a five-year contract but also because Cathy did not want to move to London.

At Old Trafford, the four of us agreed we would drive to the Tickled Trout Hotel, which lies off the M6 near Preston, leave our cars, and Mike would take us to Hamilton in his Jaguar XJ6. We arrived early and, because car phones were not then common, we looked for Alex’s number plate in the darkness. We somehow found each other, and Martin got into Alex’s car for the drive to Ferguson’s sister-in-law Bridget’s house in Bishopbriggs on the outskirts of Glasgow. A very nice supper had been laid on for us.

Alex made it quite clear he would be interested in joining Manchester United, though the potential salary disappointed him. With bonuses it would be less than what he was earning at Aberdeen.

It was pretty late when we left Bishopbriggs and across the border in Cumbria we stopped off at a fish-and-chip shop, where Bobby Charlton had been recognised. However, although the owner told him how honoured he was to have a World Cup winner in his shop, the questions went no deeper.

As we drove back, we agreed a plan of campaign. Martin and I would meet Ron Atkinson and his assistant, Mick Brown, separately after training and, once they had been dismissed, we would fly to Aberdeen to meet their chairman, Dick Donald.

Ron and Mick had their suspicions when they discovered their boots had not been laid out for training but there was no animosity shown. Ron had offered to resign in the summer, after the 1985/86 season that had promised so much had fizzled out. His words to Martin were: ‘Perhaps I should get out of town for everybody’s sake.’ The chairman was stunned by the remark.

I had always liked Ron Atkinson. He was somebody who if you asked him to do something would always oblige. He even played football for James Chapman & Co when we played clients, usually insurance companies, at the indoor centre at the Cliff. He was very competitive and did not like losing.

In one game, against the Eagle Star Insurance Company, we had a 50-minute second half instead of 30 minutes. Ron made it clear to the referee that he could not blow for time until we were ahead.

Martin and I arrived on a British Airways flight at Aberdeen just before four o’clock, when it was already nearly dark. Dick Donald, a man whom Ferguson thought of as a father-figure, recognised what an opportunity this was for Alex. His son, Ian, who was also at the meeting, had represented Manchester United as a youngster.

We agreed to pay Aberdeen £60,000 in compensation and stage a friendly at Pittodrie in March. Aberdeen would be guaranteed £30,000 from the gate. Anything over that would be split between the two clubs.

We then met up with Alex to discuss his contract and later in the evening with Archie Knox. The meetings were very much exploratory, but we were looking at a three-and-a-half-year deal for Alex, from 7 November 1986 to 30 June 1990. After another meeting between me, Martin Edwards and Alex, I sent Martin a copy of the draft service agreements for both Alex and Archie. In the letter I wrote: ‘Mr Ferguson’s salary has been left blank.’

 

The arrival of Alex Ferguson did not quickly improve Manchester United’s fortunes. His first match was lost at Oxford, and a goalless draw against Norwich left us languishing in the relegation zone. We were eliminated from the FA Cup at home to Coventry a few months later. By the end of the season, however, the team had found enough rhythm to finish eleventh.
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The Man in the High Castle

It was a phone call out of the blue skies of a July morning in 1989. The voice on the other end belonged to Martin Edwards.

‘I’m at Manchester Airport and I wonder if I can come round and talk. I’ve just sold the club.’

I was stunned. Martin had never even suggested he was ready to sell Manchester United. As I waited for him to arrive, I wondered who he could have sold the club to and why he had not even mentioned it to any of the other directors?

As he sipped tea in my living room, Martin told me he had just flown back from Scotland. He had been to Killochan Castle in Ayrshire, built a few years before the death of Mary, Queen of Scots, and now owned by a man called Michael Knighton. They had been introduced through Barry Chaytow, who was the chairman of Bolton Wanderers and a friend of Michael Edelson.

There, he had agreed to give Knighton an option over his shares which valued his holding at £10 million. It would wipe out Martin’s personal debt which then stood at nearly £1 million. Knighton had also promised money to make the Stretford End an all-seater stand. It was the summer after the Hillsborough disaster.

The draft of the Taylor report into the deaths of 96 Liverpool fans at Hillsborough on 15 April 1989 was due to be published the following month and we already knew it would demand all-seater stadiums. The North Bank at Highbury, the Kop at Anfield and the Stretford End would have to be completely remodelled. When the full report appeared the following year, it set a deadline of the start of the 1994/95 season for stadiums in the top two divisions to become all-seater.

The Stretford End was then Old Trafford’s biggest stand and could hold 20,000. Rebuilding it would cost another £10 million. From what Martin told me, Knighton seemed an attractive prospect and we agreed to meet at Old Trafford three days later.

Martin needed a lawyer to represent him in the sale and as I was on the board of Manchester United it could not be me. I had known Peter Cole since our days as law students at University College, London. He was now a senior corporate partner at Alexander Tatham’s in Manchester and had a feel for this kind of transaction. He agreed to look after Martin’s interests.

Proceedings were delayed by Manchester United’s participation in the Mitsubishi World Soccer Tournament which saw us play Everton and Japan in Kobe and Tokyo, respectively. When we returned to Manchester, Martin signed a formal agreement with Knighton’s company, MK Trafford Holdings Ltd, for the sale of all his ordinary and preference shares in Manchester United. The board was formally notified of Martin’s transaction the following day, 18 August.

He told them Knighton was offering £20 a share and wanted all directors to remain on the board subject to them retaining at least 25 per cent of their shareholding. The deal was conditional on an accountancy report, and everything was scheduled to be finalised by 30 November.

The one dissenting voice came from Amer Al Midani, who had joined the board four years earlier. Midani was a Lebanese property developer who had owned the Warrington Vikings basketball club. Martin had always thought Manchester United should become a multi-sport club in the manner of Barcelona, and in 1985 he had invited Midani to join the board and move Warrington Vikings to Trafford, where they were renamed Manchester United.

Midani had previously expressed an interest in buying Martin out, and now he wondered why he had not been given the opportunity to do so and why Knighton had been handed a clear run at the club. Knighton then joined the meeting and outlined his proposals to redevelop Old Trafford and rebuild the team.

Martin was aware that news of the sale of Manchester United would not go down well with the fanbase and felt it was imperative to call a press conference.

Michael Knighton was an unknown to the football media and the press conference presented him with a wonderful opportunity to talk about himself, something he did with a flourish. He had a good back story. He said he had been destined for a career as a professional footballer and was a ground-staff boy at Coventry City when he suffered a serious thigh injury that had thwarted his dreams. He said he wanted Manchester United restored to its position as ‘the greatest club in Europe’.

He added: ‘This will be achieved through the marriage of sound business management, a genuine love of football and a deep understanding of the needs of the players and supporters alike.’

The following day (19 August), Manchester United opened their season against Arsenal. I was not at Old Trafford because I had taken my family to Malta for the week. That evening I was rung at my hotel by Michael Edelson. His first words were: ‘You will never believe what happened at the match.’

I did find it hard to believe what Edelson was describing. Before kick-off, Knighton, in full United kit, had run on to the pitch, juggled with the ball on his head (with some skill, apparently) and then lashed it into an empty net.

The fans loved it, especially since it was followed up by a resounding 4–1 win over the champions. However, many others did not. Michael Knighton soon realised that his showmanship would expose him to intense media scrutiny which he was not equipped to withstand.

One newspaper pointed out that five years before his dramatic appearance at Old Trafford, Knighton had been a prep-school teacher and been supported by his wife’s parents who had sent them food parcels.

His company, MK Trafford Holdings, was registered in the Isle of Man and controlled by a trust of which he owned 60 per cent. The other 40 per cent was owned by Robert Thornton, the former head of Debenhams. Knighton had bought Killochan Castle with a £565,000 mortgage from the Midland Bank.

Not long after the dramatic victory over Arsenal, Michael invited us to Killochan. The other members of the board employed excuses of varying degrees of seriousness not to go. I went to Scotland, accompanied by my wife and baby son, Timothy. I was curious and wanted to preserve some measure of friendliness with our potential new owner.

We ate at a long, baronial table with Knighton’s advisors and contacts from institutions in Glasgow and Edinburgh. It appeared they had been invited at the last minute to cover for the missing Manchester United board members. After everyone had gone, we joined Michael and his wife, Rosemary, for coffee and liqueurs. Also in the room was the entertainer, Rod Hull, thankfully minus Emu. He was wearing slippers. He was staying in one of the castle lodges and was clearly a regular visitor to Killochan.

There was a fair amount of laughter in the room, but it was not driven by Rod who, although at the height of his fame, seemed withdrawn and did not put on a performance. Off stage, Rod Hull could be melancholy, believing that the puppet that had propelled him to fame had completely boxed in his career. Producers wanted him but only if he brought Emu. He was a fan of Manchester United, and tragically fell to his death in March 1999 when trying to adjust his TV aerial on the roof of his house in an effort to get a better picture of United’s Champions League quarter-final with Inter Milan.

Michael Knighton was very good company. He lived in a striking venue and I was particularly impressed with the bathroom in one of the turrets. Whether that made him a fit and proper person to buy Manchester United was another matter.

The first indications that things were not quite as they seemed came in mid-September when it was announced that Knighton had removed Robert Thornton from MK Trafford Holdings. Thornton had lobbied for Knighton to be replaced by Stanley Cohen, whose family owned Betterware, a company that sold household products door to door. Cohen, a veteran businessman, had been a significant backer of the takeover. As the major shareholder, Knighton had won the battle and bought Thornton out.7

On 20 September, MK Holdings’ offer went unconditional, which meant Michael had to make a general offer for the whole of the issued share capital in Manchester United. He could, if he wished, buy all our shares and become the sole owner of the club. The offer had to be in by 11 October. Knighton went public, announcing to the press:

 

I have done it. I’ve put together a £20 million package in three-and-a-half days and shall go unconditional in my offer to shareholders later today.

I have been vilified. This was my own deal from day one and it remains so. It was upsetting to say the least to lose two business partners [Thornton and Cohen] three months down the line with them.

There is no bitterness and I am simply reverting to how I started out. I have no backers. I have used purely my own business resources and financial contacts. I have pledged my personal funds and assets. I don’t think my personal commitment can be questioned.

That evening Michael and I flew to Portsmouth to watch Manchester United win the first leg of their League Cup tie, 3–2.

In 1989, Manchester United did not run a press office. I was the club’s spokesman as well as its lawyer. I felt we needed the help of a heavyweight City firm. The obvious choice was Kleinwort Benson who had worked with Manchester United before. I spoke to John Nelson, who had helped us with the abortive Maxwell takeover, and Kleinwort’s director, Simon Robertson, who would later become chairman of Rolls-Royce.

Simon came back to me with the news that Kleinwort had decided they did not want to represent the club. Both John and Simon had been in favour, but they were overruled. I was surprised because Kleinwort had had good experiences working with Manchester United. I can only assume they did not like the publicity Knighton was generating.

Robertson recommended a smaller finance company, Henry Ansbacher and Co. On 28 September, I met their managing director, Mark Phythian-Adams, and four days later they were appointed as the club’s financial advisors.

At Old Trafford an increasing tension gripped the board. It was fuelled partly by the uncertainty surrounding the takeover and partly because some directors thought they might be better placed than Knighton to bid for control of Manchester United. Some thought they should enter into a partnership with him. The board was also irritated by Knighton’s continual press briefings.

In order for Knighton to buy his shares, Martin had provided his advisors with confidential documents and information about Manchester United which were never intended to be made public. Based on this, Knighton’s accountants had prepared a report on the club and its finances. This was also not for the public domain. We soon discovered, however, that his information was being supplied to people who were not involved in the deal. We also learned that Knighton was trying to sell a controlling interest in MK Trafford and we were concerned he had not told the board the name of the company’s financial advisors, which he was required to do by law.

Knighton may have had grand plans for what he wanted to do with Manchester United, but it seemed he did not have the money to complete the purchase. Confidential information had been passed to at least two people. One was Eddy Shah, who had sold his Today national newspaper and was looking for new investments. The other was Owen Oyston, the chairman of Blackpool FC, who had sold his estate agency business for £37 million and owned magazines and radio stations across the north of England.

A number of directors met at Old Trafford on 4 October and were joined by Martin Edwards. We agreed time was running against us and that Martin had to move quickly. Board members met late at night in their cars in leafy Cheshire lanes to compare notes as we tried to discover what had been leaked and to whom.

The following day, we arranged a confidential hearing at the High Court before Sir Igor Judge, who granted an injunction preventing Knighton releasing any further confidential information.

However, even at this late stage, we still felt there was a deal to be done with Knighton. In a spirit of compromise, we altered the scope of the injunction to allow his professional advisors sight of documents which would otherwise be confidential. The High Court adjourned the matter for further consideration until 12 October.

By then the only question that mattered was whether Knighton had the money to buy Manchester United. The matter would be settled in the Midland Hotel, the venue in Manchester where Mr Rolls first met Mr Royce. It was soon clear that a similarly happy merger was not going to happen.

All around the hotel there were little groups of people discussing the various deals now swirling around Manchester United. As I toured the hotel, I wondered what hotchpotch mix of investment and ownership might result from these conversations. What was happening surely could not be in the best interests of the club or its supporters. Something had to be done, so I spoke to Martin, who by now wanted nothing more than the whole Knighton experience to disappear. I suggested we meet urgently with Knighton and ask him to cancel the deal. Even if he did get the funding together, his position was becoming more untenable by the hour.

It would be a humiliation for him and we would need something to sweeten the deal. I told Martin we could not offer Knighton any money to withdraw but we could offer him a place on the board. This would play to his ego, which as we saw from the way he had announced himself to the crowd at Old Trafford, was considerable.

The meeting was at a venue considerably less grand than the Midland. It was the Novotel near Trafford Park. Michael had realised that the deal which had started so promisingly was no longer obtainable. Even if he did succeed in raising the money, there was no guarantee the investors would be remotely right for Manchester United. He wanted an honourable exit and when I offered him a seat on the board, he immediately accepted.

On 11 October we announced that the deal between Martin Edwards and Michael Knighton had been cancelled and that Knighton was now a director of the club. The press statement was carefully worded to make it appear that this was a friendly separation. The press release did not state that Knighton did not have the money to buy Manchester United and said the board accepted that he had acted in ‘the best interests of the club’. We were grateful for ‘the bold action which he [Knighton] has taken to bring an end to the uncertainty surrounding Manchester United’.

In the years to come, I was always asked to propose Knighton for re-election to the board of Manchester United. Was this my punishment for first suggesting he become a member? I always took the view that it was worth it because the alternative was unthinkable. Knighton always had to be re-elected by a vote using Martin’s majority shareholding. He would not have been re-elected on a show of hands.

Michael Knighton was ahead of his time. Unlike Robert Maxwell, he had the vision but not the money. He thought Manchester United should exploit its commercial advantages with television deals, overhaul its merchandising operation and build a hotel near Old Trafford. Knighton predicted that in fifteen years’ time the club would be worth £150 million. Events proved his prediction to be unusually conservative; in 2004, according to Forbes magazine, Manchester United was the most valuable football club in the world, worth £655.5 million.

By then Michael Knighton was no longer in football. He left the Manchester United board in May 1992, after the club had been floated on the Stock Exchange, and became chairman of Carlisle United, where he would step down ten years later. There would be a promotion in 1995 and a successful trip to Wembley for the Football League Trophy a couple of years later but not, as he had promised, the Premier League. Killochan was sold to a relative of the Kaiser – Wilhelm II, not Franz Beckenbauer.

Knighton made himself manager of Carlisle in the 1997/98 season. ‘You need a JCB to move all the bullshit that’s been written about coaching,’ he said. Anyone, he believed, could manage a football club. It was a theory disproved by his record of nineteen wins in sixty-eight matches. It was a theory that Alex Ferguson – who may not have survived had Michael Knighton taken control of Manchester United – would surely have disagreed with.
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Late-Night Shopping

One Sunday evening, at the height of the Knighton takeover, I got a call from my next-door neighbour, Ernie Craig, to say that Alex Ferguson was on his way round. It may sound strange, but I lived at number 25 and Ernie was at 25A, so he often had to deal with people who came knocking for me, including the manager of Manchester United.

We were going shopping for a centre-half, which meant driving to Middlesbrough to meet Gary Pallister. Alex had inherited two Irish centre-backs from Ron Atkinson. The first, Paul McGrath, was a world-class defender, whose time at Old Trafford had been undermined by alcoholism and injury. The other was Kevin Moran, who in 1985 had become the first footballer to be sent off in an FA Cup final. Ferguson would describe Moran as ‘a punch-drunk boxer’ because he was involved in so many clashes of heads.

Pallister was 24. He had been instrumental in Middlesbrough’s rise from bankruptcy which had seen them win successive promotions to the top flight. Alex thought he could deliver the steady, consistent performances he wanted week-in and week-out from his team.

The long drive gave us the chance to discuss how we were going to manage the negotiations. First, we would meet with Gary’s agent, Jon Smith. If we could agree personal terms, we would meet Middlesbrough. Once we had agreed terms with Pallister, they would not be able to hold on to him.

Jon Smith was a young, confident man who was well on his way to becoming England’s most successful sports agent. He would manage the off-field affairs of the England football and cricket teams. His most famous client was Diego Maradona.

We met in the car park of a hotel, just off the A1, called the Cleveland Tontine. (A tontine is a legal device, much loved by crime writers, where the inheritance goes to the last named beneficiary who is still alive.) The discussions were held in Alex’s Mercedes with the rain splattering against the windows as Smith tried to wring out much more money than I knew Manchester United could agree to. We had a well laid-out salary structure that included a basic wage, a signing-on fee and bonuses for appearances, wins and trophies. We were not going to break it for Gary Pallister.

I knew exactly how high we were prepared to go and while I never lost my temper, I refused to be swayed by the various arguments put forward by Smith for us to pay more. At the end of it he told Alex, ‘I think I’ve done a reasonable job for the lad but there is a little part of me that wishes I could have found a turnkey to go a little higher.’

It was flattering to read in Smith’s book The Deal that I was ‘a ferocious but gregarious negotiator’ and that, ‘we ticked all Man United’s boxes and pushed them as far as they would go but I pride myself on finding loopholes in the system and I couldn’t do it this time.’8

Now it was well past midnight, but we still had to do the deal with Middlesbrough. Their manager, Bruce Rioch, was waiting for us in the car park. He and Alex knew each other well. Although Rioch had been born in Aldershot, his father was from Aberdeenshire and served in the Scots Guards.

We drove to Ayresome Park to meet the chairman, Colin Henderson, who had been the commercial manager of the ICI chemical plant in Wilton on Teesside. Henderson was a formidable figure, who in 1986 had led the consortium, backed by ICI, that had rescued Middlesbrough FC from oblivion.

Henderson said the club wanted £2.3 million for Pallister. It was the highest fee Manchester United had ever paid and the highest any English club had paid for a defender. It was several hundred thousand pounds more than we had budgeted for. But just as Jon Smith had been unable to find a turnkey at the Cleveland Tontine, I was not able to find a way through Henderson and Rioch in the boardroom at Ayresome Park. At two in the morning, I did what lawyers do when they need a change of tactic. I asked for a timeout so I could have a private chat with Alex in another room.

‘How important is this player to you?’

‘Very. We must secure him.’ He looked at me in a very determined way.

We went back to the boardroom and agreed the fee on Colin Henderson’s terms. It was the small hours of the morning so I could not phone Martin Edwards to seek his agreement. The only small breakthrough I achieved was to ask for more time to spread out the instalments. Dawn was breaking by the time we reached home.

I rang Martin a few hours later. ‘Do you want the good news or the bad news?’

‘The good.’

‘We have secured Gary Pallister.’

‘And the bad.’

‘It is a record fee. £2.3 million.’

‘Bloody hell!’

Although Michael Knighton was on the point of taking over the club, I had not kept him informed. I did not see at this stage why he needed to know. However, the imminence of the takeover and the knowledge that it would inject money into the club may have persuaded Martin to take a more relaxed view of the transfer.

The deal proved its value. With Steve Bruce, Pallister formed one of the great defensive partnerships in Manchester United’s history.

The first impressions, however, were not good. Pallister existed on a diet of Coca-Cola, Crunchies, Rolos and Mars bars. But, as Ferguson recalled:

 

[He had] a rich talent [...] his physique and his football both matured rapidly and, unusually blessed with balance and pace, he became a centre-half I wouldn’t have swapped for any in the game. As a combination, he and Bruce gave us a sense of assurance and authority in defence that spread confidence through the whole team.9

 

Gary Pallister was unveiled at a press conference on 29 August. We had hoped to have Paul Ince alongside him, but that transfer had gone horribly wrong.

 

It was no secret that Paul Ince was coming to Manchester United.

At West Ham, he had formed a very close relationship with the manager, John Lyall, who regarded him as a surrogate son. However, Lyall’s sacking had made him want to leave Upton Park and, before we had even spoken to him, he had been pictured in a Manchester United shirt. We quickly agreed terms with West Ham and three days before our trip to Middlesbrough, on 25 August 1989, we met Paul and his lawyer, Henri Brandman. We haggled for three hours before we could come to a deal, but then Ince announced he wanted to discuss the terms with his agent, Ambrose Mendy, whose core interest was boxing – he managed Ince’s cousin, Nigel Benn.

The morning that we were due to see Pallister, Ince went for his medical and told the Manchester United physio, Jim McGregor, that he was in considerable pain. The problem was his groin. McGregor’s advice was that Ince needed three months’ rest.

We were now faced with the prospect of paying £1 million for a midfielder who would not be ready for action until the start of December. Alex and I met the club doctor, Francis McHugh, and an orthopaedic specialist, Jonathan Noble, and we agreed it was impossible to go through with the transfer.

We issued a press release, informing the media of a problem with Paul’s pelvic area and concluded: ‘In the interests of all parties, the matter will have to remain on ice pending further tests.’

Paul Ince was distraught and gave an interview to The Sun, in which he said: ‘I hope and pray that I will be sitting around a table with Mr Ferguson one day in the future so I can finally sign the piece of paper that makes me a United player.’

Mendy and Brandman arranged their own medical report from two Harley Street consultants, concentrating on three specific areas – the pelvis, the left side of Ince’s groin and his right foot. The reports were in within a couple of days.

They were positive enough for us to meet up on 12 September with Paul’s representatives and those of West Ham for two days of talks. Ince’s personal terms did not change, but we had to arrange a ‘pay-per-play’ deal with West Ham to protect Manchester United from the risk of Ince breaking down completely. The down payment on the transfer was also reduced. However, after a couple of years, when it became clear the injury risk we feared was unlikely to materialise, we bought out our original obligations to West Ham and put Ince on a more routine contract.

 

One thing I did take from the Ince transfer was knowing to stay calm when there seemed to be a serious hitch.

In April 2000, I was working on the Ruud van Nistelrooy transfer from PSV Eindhoven. The striker had not played for six weeks because of a knee injury sustained when he attempted a bicycle kick, but we had agreed a fee of £18.5 million that would break the British transfer record.

On 25 April David Gill, the club’s newly appointed financial director, and I were due to give a press conference at Old Trafford announcing the transfer alongside Ruud. However, the club’s medical staff were increasingly concerned about the state of Van Nistelrooy’s knee and told us that on the evidence before them they could not sanction the transfer.

After journalists had been kept waiting for an hour and a half, David and I had to tell them that Ruud had returned to Holland for further treatment. He was upset by this and two days later the deal collapsed when PSV declined to carry out keyhole surgery on the knee because Van Nistelrooy feared it would jeopardise his chances of playing in Euro 2000, which was being co-hosted by the Netherlands. A couple of days later, his cruciate ligaments gave way in training.

David Gill was very downhearted at the way his first major transfer had gone. However, I reminded him of how the deal to bring Paul Ince to United had seemed beyond us. Ince had spent six years at Old Trafford and won two league titles. All was not necessarily lost.

On 23 April 2001, almost exactly a year after the aborted press conference and after some intensive rehabilitation, we once more announced Ruud van Nistelrooy as a Manchester United player. Like Ince, he would win the Premier League.
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Close to the Edge

‘It’s not “Notts Forest”, it’s “Nottingham Forest”.’

The words were delivered in the unmistakable drawl of Brian Clough. A few minutes later, when I had made the same mistake, he uttered the exact same phrase. They were the only words he ever spoke to me.

We were in the boardroom at Villa Park in July 1989 at a tribunal to set the fee for Neil Webb, who had come to the end of his contract with Nottingham Forest. Webb was a goalscoring midfielder, blessed with the gift of making a precise pass. It had been a difficult process to persuade him to come to Old Trafford and now we had to fix a fee. Alex Ferguson and I represented Manchester United. Forest had Clough and his chairman, Maurice Roworth.

Correcting my description of his club was virtually the only intervention Clough made, apart from asking if we would like ‘a stiffener’ before we started. We declined the offer of a drink and Clough left almost everything to his chairman.

There was a yawning gulf between the valuations United and Forest put on the player. Nottingham Forest wanted £2.2 million. Manchester United were prepared to pay £900,000. The tribunal set the fee at £1.5 million.

Neil Webb did not fulfil his promise at Old Trafford, mainly because a month after his debut for the club – which he marked with a goal against Arsenal – he tore his Achilles tendon playing for England in a World Cup qualifier against Sweden. He made a recovery but never regained his former pace and was sold back to Nottingham Forest for £800,000 in November 1992.

He did, however, provide one of the most important passes in the history of Manchester United. It was his lovely, measured through ball to Lee Martin that gave United a 1–0 victory in the 1990 FA Cup final replay against Crystal Palace. Had Manchester United lost, I do not believe Alex Ferguson would have survived and the greatest era in the club’s history would have been lost.

The match that is commonly supposed to have determined Ferguson’s fate was the third-round tie at Nottingham Forest on 7 January. United were 15th in the First Division, two points off a relegation place, and, after the heavy spending in the summer, the media thought elimination from the FA Cup at the first hurdle would prove terminal for Alex.

However, the doubts expressed by the press and by some of the fans were not shared by the board. We knew how hard he worked behind the scenes and the progress he had made with players at all levels of the club.

Interestingly, when we arrived at the City Ground and glanced at Brian Clough’s programme notes it seemed as if the Nottingham Forest manager feared for his future.

 

Somebody put round a rumour last weekend that I was packing in after my 1,000th game at Nottingham Forest. I’m not naming names, but my mole tells me that the person responsible is Scottish . . . is now a coach and is still one of the biggest stirrers in the game . . . I’m told that the reason for him putting around this malicious gossip is that he fancies my job. But I’ve got news for him – and anyone else who thinks I’ve ‘shot it’ – I’m going nowhere yet.

 

I do not know who is the Scot that Clough mentioned. I am sure it was not Alex.

Manchester United won, 1–0, thanks to a goal from Mark Robins. The team progressed to the final via Hereford, Newcastle, Sheffield United and a hard-fought semi-final which went to a replay, against Oldham.

The final, against a Crystal Palace side managed by Steve Coppell, was also replayed after the first match had been drawn 3–3. For the replay, Alex dropped his goalkeeper, Jim Leighton, who had been with him at Aberdeen and in the World Cup in Mexico. It was an astonishing gamble, but it paid off with a 1–0 win that gave Manchester United their first trophy in five years, and threw their manager a lifeline.

Had we lost, I think it likely Alex Ferguson would have been dismissed. Martin Edwards is of the same opinion. He wrote in his autobiography that ‘I could not keep defending him.’10 I am not sure just taking us to the final would have saved Alex’s job. The board may well have said: ‘Thank you and goodbye.’

As it was, the board meeting that was convened the day after the cup was won recorded their congratulations to their manager, ending with the phrase: ‘They hope it will be the first of many such trophies.’ Never has a hope been so amply fulfilled.

When Alex took his leave of Manchester United, twenty-three years later, he had added another twenty-seven major trophies. I don’t include the Charity or Community Shields because neither did Alex.

 

Brian Clough and Alex Ferguson, two of the great managers in British football, did not get on. Perhaps because of the club’s greater financial resources, Clough disliked anyone who was manager of Manchester United.

When Ron Atkinson was manager of West Bromwich Albion, he and Clough were on very friendly terms. As soon as he departed for Old Trafford in 1981, Brian barely exchanged a word with him. Then, when Ron returned to the Midlands after his sacking by United, Clough invited him to the City Ground for drinks.

Alex also had a fractious relationship with Kenny Dalglish. The two Glaswegians are closer now than they were when they opposed each other on football’s front line, when there was a sharp edge to their encounters. ‘You’ll get more sense out of my baby than him,’ Dalglish is said to have once quipped, carrying his daughter Lauren in his arms as he passed Ferguson giving a press conference beside the pitch at Anfield.

By January 1992, Dalglish had left Liverpool and was spearheading the extraordinary transformation of Blackburn Rovers from a northern backwater to the champions of England. Financed by the money provided by Jack Walker’s steel business, they could outbid any club in the country, and while others paid in instalments, Blackburn paid cash up front.

Alan Shearer was then 21, the hottest young striker in English football, who at the age of 17 had scored a hat-trick for Southampton against Arsenal. He was a month away from making his full England debut in which he would score against France.

That January, the Daily Star announced Shearer would join Manchester United for £4 million at the end of the season. They claimed Shearer had already agreed personal terms and that Southampton and United had settled the fee.

This was utterly untrue. Alan Shearer consulted solicitors who sought a retraction and an apology. Later that month we were due to play Southampton in the FA Cup and we wondered if we could use that opportunity to persuade Shearer to join us in a libel action against the Daily Star. However, by the time the tie was played, we had decided that it would be too expensive for the benefits it would bring.

Nevertheless, by the summer it was clear that Alan Shearer would be leaving Southampton. Blackburn had won promotion to the Premier League and made Southampton an offer of £3.6 million. After Alex had been rebuffed by Sheffield Wednesday when he asked whether their striker, David Hirst, was available, we turned our attention to trying to prise Shearer from Blackburn’s grasp.

It was not a smooth operation. When Alex phoned the striker, it resulted in a painful, stilted conversation, while Dalglish had better luck in a face-to-face meeting at the Haydock Park Hotel which adjoins the racecourse. He was helped by the fact that his assistant, Ray Harford, had managed Shearer at England under-21 level and that Kenny’s wife, Marina, who was also at Haydock Park, hit it off with Alan’s wife, Lainya.

Meanwhile, I was meeting Shearer’s agent, Mel Stein, in London and making any number of phone calls to Manchester and Southampton from a phone box in Baker Street. It made for uncomfortable working and was to no avail. On the evening of 23 July, Stein informed me that Shearer would sign for Blackburn.

I notified Alex Ferguson, who subsequently informed me that there may be a problem with the transfer negotiations as David Speedie – who was the player exchange part of the contract between Blackburn and Southampton – did not fancy a move to the South Coast. It proved a forlorn hope, however, because Speedie ultimately agreed to his £400,000 transfer.

Afterwards, Alex told me our failure might have been for the best because he had not liked Shearer’s attitude and wondered how committed he would have been to Manchester United.

This did not prevent him, four years later, from making a concerted effort to bring Alan Shearer to Old Trafford. Then, there was a face-to-face meeting with the player, who asked if he could wear the number nine shirt and if he could take Manchester United’s penalties. The first demand was no problem, but we had a fabulous penalty-taker in Eric Cantona. Because we had won two Doubles in the space of three seasons, we were much more confident of attracting Shearer than we had been in the summer of 1992.

However, Jack Walker did not want to sell his prize asset to Manchester United, and Newcastle could offer him the emotional pull of a return to the North East. Shearer went for a world-record fee of £15 million.

 

The fact we had lost Shearer to Blackburn in 1992 gave an edge to the pursuit of Roy Keane a summer later.

Nottingham Forest had just been relegated and, after eighteen years, Brian Clough had left the City Ground. The squad he left behind was vulnerable to being picked apart and nobody was more valuable than their combative midfielder, Roy Keane.

Blackburn had been stalking him since it became clear that Clough’s regime was falling apart. They knew Keane had a clause in his contract allowing him to leave Nottingham Forest if they were relegated.

They made their move early, agreeing a fee of £4 million with the new Forest manager, Frank Clark, while Keane accepted a salary of £400,000 – which was 25 per cent less than Alan Shearer was being paid. Keane’s meeting with Dalglish was successful but because it took place late on a Friday afternoon, there was no office staff at Ewood Park to process the documents. Keane returned home to Cork and Dalglish told him he











Acknowledgements

I would like to thank the following individuals:

My partner Elaine, for her support in my writing of this book, particularly on days when it felt like a real struggle, she was always there with words of encouragement and cups of tea!

My stepdaughter Emma, for her proofing of the book and her promise to me to ensure that she will take charge of making sure it gets published if I am no longer around to do so.

My son Andrew, for his work in compiling information from over the years of work which I have been involved with, which has been of useful assistance whilst writing this book.

Maurice Watkins

 

Before Maurice passed away, he asked me to ensure that this book, which he had spent two years writing, was published. I reached out to Sir Alex Ferguson, who was full of praise and offered to write a foreword. Alex contacted Roddy Bloomfield, his publisher at Hodder & Stoughton, and the book came into being.

I would like to thank Tim Rich, who did a wonderful job editing the book. I would also like to thank our publisher Roddy Bloomfield; Phil Shaw, whose eagle eye caught numerous important points; and Christian Duck, Managing Editor at Hodder & Stoughton, for their continuous support throughout the publishing of Legally Red.

Emma Shaw, Maurice Watkins’ stepdaughter





A Note from the Author’s Estate

The Manchester Grammar School (MGS) is the largest independent day school for boys in the United Kingdom. It was founded in 1515 by Hugh Oldham, the Bishop of Exeter (1505–1519), whose intention was to educate the boys of Manchester showing sufficient academic ability, regardless of background, in ‘godliness and good learning’, without any charge.

Maurice felt very strongly that his successes came about because of his access to good education. The free place at the MGS, where he was a Foundation Scholar, set him up for life. Following the government’s abolishment of the Direct Grant System in 1976 and the Assisted Places Scheme in 1997, the door for academic boys like Maurice to enter such schools seemed to be closing. MGS endeavoured to raise money to ensure that this would not be the end of free education at the school, and Maurice spearheaded the fundraising campaign for over twenty years as a governor and later Chair of Governors of his former school. With an initial target of £10 million, the fund now stands at over £30 million and nearly the same amount has been spent in the intervening years. This has meant that more than 750 pupils from modest backgrounds, like Maurice, have been able to attend the school.

Maurice, a son of Manchester, helped ensure that Hugh Oldham’s mission was not lost some 500 years later.

The royalties received from the sale of this book will go towards supporting the provision of bursaries at The Manchester Grammar School.
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