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  Chapter One


  CLIMB EVERY MOUNTAIN


  We know we threw the Championship away last season but the bitter disappointment has made us only more determined than ever to go out and show everyone we are the best team in the country. People are saying we will never get a better chance to win that elusive League title and I confess that my immediate reaction last April was to feel that we had let down the fans who so desperately want the championship trophy at Old Trafford. But all that is behind us now. We are raring to go again. The players are ready for it and so am I. We have stopped feeling sorry for ourselves and, for sure, we can face another challenge. God works in mysterious ways. Maybe it was the final lesson for us, the ultimate experience in humility and a reminder to our younger players of how it feels to have victory snatched away at the moment it seems in your grasp.


  The important thing is that we must not allow ourselves to think that Manchester United’s failure to win the League title since 1967 is some kind of curse on the club. We must not sink into a slough of despondency, believing that the world is against us, because that way lies defeat and the possibility of submission. If you give in once, you will always give in and I assure you that that is the last thing that is going to happen to this club. Perhaps the players riding high on a couple of years’ success will better appreciate victory when it comes. Their bitter failure could make them better men and players of distinction. It might just be the final lesson as we work towards creating a team in the fullest meaning of the word.


  Certainly, we must not be paranoid about last season’s final débacle in terms of the Championship because it was, in fact, a good season. The club is in good order, with talented young players coming through and I have strengthened the squad. I shall remind everyone of our successes last year. We won the Rumbelows League Cup for the first time in the club’s history and we won the Super Cup. We won the FA Youth Cup and we went damned close to winning the League.


  I try to analyse every season and naturally I had to take a good hard look at what went wrong. There is always a danger of too much analysis, too many statistics, too many pointers, but nonetheless you have to examine in order to learn. Firstly, I had to ask myself whether I was prepared to start all over again and I’m happy to say that it never crossed my mind that finishing second would be my final challenge at Old Trafford. Sir Matt Busby was 58 before he won the European Cup. He had a few disappointments along the way, indeed tragedy when his fine young Busby Babes were destroyed at Munich, but he never gave up. I am still only 50, a fit 50 though I say it myself, and if I need any inspiration I just have to look at the career of the Grand Old Man of British football.


  The final few weeks drained me, no question about that, they drained my wife Cathy and our house was like a morgue. She said she didn’t know whether she could go through it all again but we talked that one through and from now on she’s going to let me do the worrying. We have simply got to get away from thinking: ‘Hell, we’ll never get a better chance’. I remember an old friend from Aberdeen saying to me after we had finished second in my first full year: ‘Aye, maybe that’s the best you’ll ever do. You’ve got a tough job at Old Trafford.’ Well, we came out of that trough and last season we got ourselves into a marvellously challenging position with a set of good young players.


  I looked at the highly rated Dutch national team at the 1992 European Championships and was amazed at the number of players they had around the age of 29. I was reminded that coming up to 30 is a peaking age for players. We have a few players like that but they are well backed up by lads in their early twenties like Gary Pallister and Denis Irwin who are both 25, Paul Ince who is 24 and Andrei Kanchelskis at 22. Peter Schmeichel is 28 but that’s young for a goalkeeper. Then we have youngsters like Lee Sharpe and Ryan Giggs thrusting forward with a flock of even younger players on the horizon from our successful youth team.


  The composition of our squad is right and what we have to do is dismiss the assumption that we will never have a better chance. It’s nonsense. Who says we won’t? The big advantage we have now is that when we next get ourselves into a challenging position then we shall be able to draw on the experience of last season. Even for me, there were certain things I had never experienced before and which shocked me. I’ll be better prepared now. I will be better able to cope with the contradictions of football. For instance, how can you explain Nottingham Forest working so hard in the key League game against us, harder than they did in the Rumbelows Cup final, when there was obviously so much more at stake for them? Hopefully, I will be better fitted to understand West Ham’s unbelievable display against us. Even their own manager was at a loss for words to explain their outstanding performance. He even apologised to me after the game. He was embarrassed that his team had played like Dervishes after being relegated.


  There is a certain envy for Manchester United which surfaced at the wrong time for us and made our task all that much more difficult. We know about that kind of thing now. I won’t be as shocked if I hear a repeat of the Liverpool player who shouted from the dressing-room: ‘F*** you’. I learnt something that day, something I had not come across despite being a manager for some 18 years.


  I have won plenty of things in my time and I have lost big games as well but I have never come across the situation we had in the closing few weeks when our failure seemed to make a lot of people happy. I don’t want people to weep crocodile tears for us but I find it difficult to understand why rivals should take so much satisfaction from someone’s downfall. It’s bitter and twisted but we will be ready for it next time. In fact we can use it to our advantage this season. It will be a cause for us, a rallying point to make sure we try even harder.


  Perhaps I shall be reminded that after winning the European Cup Winners’ Cup I came boldly out to say we would be going for the Championship. Some thought I was over-ambitious and had left myself open to be shot down but I take nothing back. Maybe we tripped over the last few hurdles but we had a good season. We were front-runners with Leeds for nearly all the campaign and the first thing I did at the end was to congratulate Howard Wilkinson on their success. Then I sat down with the staff to talk about the young players and the marvellous season they had had, reaching two finals in international tournaments in Switzerland and Germany and, of course, winning the FA Youth Cup. I was so proud of them and I am delighted with the progress we have made in that area. I want to maintain that operation because I think it is so important.


  Right from the start of the season I fancied our boys to win the youth competition and they delivered some unbelievably good performances. I spoke with David Pleat at Luton after our game there in April and he said he couldn’t believe the quality of our side. He said his scout had told him to watch out for Tottenham and he had been surprised to read that we had beaten them 3–0 in the first leg of the semi-final. Then he had noted that Ryan Giggs had scored two of the goals and Spurs had had a man sent off so he thought that Giggs had done it on his own.


  He went to the second leg in London himself and told me he couldn’t credit how far ahead we were. He reckoned that we have conquered the youth scene in England for the next five years with the young players we’ve got. What people outside Manchester don’t, perhaps, appreciate is that Giggs played in relatively few of the youth ties because of his commitments with the first team. It is in fact, a great side even without him.


  Incidentally, Tottenham had seven boys in the England youth team, yet we won the Cup with not a single representative. Talk about Southern bias – though I believe the FA took the view that our boys were mostly first-year trainees and, as such, they did not consider them. That is no excuse for not selecting Simon Davies. He made so much progress last year and was captain for most of the time when Giggs was not available.


  Spurs were very highly rated and we were worried about the wet conditions for the first leg at Old Trafford. They had a stronger side in the sense that they were mostly second-year boys, but our lads handled them well and by half-time had a two-goal lead. We won 3-1 with two goals from Ryan Giggs and an own-goal. Obviously with a lead like that we were confident about the outcome in London and, in fact, won the second leg as well with goals from Nicky Butt and Ben Thornley giving us a 2-1 victory.


  So we qualified for a final against Crystal Palace where the concern was again centred on the strength of our opponents who were a particularly big, physical side. However, we went to London and came home with a splendid 3–1 win, Butt scoring twice and David Beckham getting the other. The return leg fell as we were trying to get over the disappointment of missing out on the championship and the outcome was a soothing consolation. We had a super 15,000 crowd to see the boys on a lovely sunny evening – not so sunny, I might add, when Palace scored in the very first minute. The youngsters recovered their composure and scored through Ben Thornley, Colin McKee and Simon Davies for a 3–2 win on the night and a satisfying 6-3 aggregate success which is an impressive result by anyone’s standards. Some of the football played by our boys was a delight.


  The successful squad was: Pilkington, O’Kane, Switzer, Casper, Neville, Beckham, Butt, Davies, Giggs, McKee, Thornley, Savage, Burke.


  There are five or six who will certainly go to the highest level, an exceptionally high ratio from any youth team. As always, we try to look for flaws and reasons why we can be wrong but, frankly, we don’t see any. Time will tell, of course, but in my view all of them will make the grade in professional football and, at a conservative estimate, I believe five are capable of reaching the standard necessary to play in United’s first team. This would be a marvellous achievement, with shades of the Busby Babes and the team of 1964 which last won the FA Youth Cup at Old Trafford and went on to supply that star-studded era of George Best.


  It was a terrific end to the season. It was great to see the youngsters’ faces and the obvious enjoyment of the supporters when they lifted the trophy. I’m not suggesting that the FA Youth Cup can replace the League Championship but it was still very heartening to find the lads succeeding in such a brilliant fashion to give us a real boost for the future.


  Manchester United are a good football club again with players from seniors to juniors who care for the club. There is a real degree of passion and commitment and there is a good standard of skill. So the answer to the question of whether we can pick ourselves up to make another serious challenge for the Championship is a wholehearted yes. The players themselves want the challenge above anything else. They desperately want to prove themselves. Of course other teams, especially Leeds, the reigning Champions, will have similar ambitions. That’s great because it gives us the makings of a good competition.


  People went on last season about how it was a two-horse race in an inferior league. Strangely, they never said anything like that when Liverpool were winning the title by a dozen points or so. To my mind that’s when you could have said it was a poor competition because there was no-one in sight to challenge, just one dominating club. At least Manchester United and Leeds had a tremendous battle, with other clubs not too far away, and I believe we will see an even more competitive tussle this season. The English First Division, or Premier League as I suppose I must describe it now, is not easy to win. We had lost only two League games right up until the latter part of the season and didn’t win. That tells you just how much consistency is required to become Champions.


  The players are keen to go all the way this time. We have still got the best support in football to help us. I know there are worries for the fans, like prices and a shrinking Old Trafford, but I know they will still be there for us as a source of inspiration. We have waited a lot of years to win the League. No-one knows for sure whether it will be this season but I do know we will have a right go at it.


  One experiences a lot of disappointments in life, especially football, because it’s in the nature of the game, indeed it’s what the whole of sport is all about – that there are winners and losers. Normally, you ride through defeat because you know there is another time. Now and again, though, comes a set-back which doesn’t just numb you for a short while but hits you straight between the eyes and leaves a vacuum in your life, a void which at the time seems inescapable. You wonder how on earth you are going to get out of it and how long it will take to repair the damage.


  I have been down that road twice, once as a player and then as manager of Manchester United after seeing the Championship snatched out of our grasp. I know how our support must have felt going into work on the Monday morning after losing at Liverpool, of all places. They had my sympathy and I felt desperately that I had let them all down. I wrote in the programme after one match at Queens Park Rangers that I had wanted to shake everyone by the hand for their quite marvellous response. Now I wish I had because the encouragement given to us throughout the season was unbelievable.


  But this summer I have had to make a determined effort to rid us of this guilt feeling because it would have been destructive to wallow in that kind of misery. I have tried to take a positive line, seeking ways of rising again. My message to our supporters is that we won’t let them down again. The traditions built by Sir Matt Busby will not be allowed to waste.


  I said when I was appointed manager at Old Trafford that I regarded it as the pinnacle of my career. There are still mountains to climb but we are all in the mood to climb them. And to help us I went into the transfer market to sign 23-year-old Dion Dublin from Cambridge United for £1 million. If we had scored a few more goals in the latter half of last season we would have won the Championship. Our scoring slipped badly and we needed a shake-up with the stimulus of a new face. Dion Dublin has a good scoring record and will add to our arsenal. He will provide some interesting alternatives because he is different from our other strikers. At 6ft 2in he has obvious power in the air, but we have studied his scoring and his goals show a good variety because he also has a neat touch for a big man. We will see how he settles before I decide how best to use him. I was certainly delighted to sign him because the deeper we got into negotiations for Alan Shearer, the less I liked the vibes. Dion is very positive about his transfer and I am sure he will be a success – as well as perhaps helping to boost our scoring rate.


  Chapter Two


  THE LEGEND


  Only through success can a manager become master of his own destiny.


  Success unlocks all the doors. Set against a background of two or three trophies, decisions can be made with a ring of conviction, players accept what you are saying without doubting, supporters sustain their belief through the inevitable set-backs and you become a figure of authority without the need to look over your shoulder. Success achieves all these things as well as giving a manager security at home, knowing his job is safe.


  I feel these things are happening for me as manager of Manchester United. It’s one of the reasons why I feel able to write this book and record my six years at the helm of Old Trafford.


  But I assure you that this sense of belonging at the club has only come after many sleepless nights and painstaking work. As I say, it needed some success for all the parts to fit. It certainly hasn’t always been like this. No manager can really be prepared for the job at Old Trafford. The legend is huge. It’s so different from any other club in Britain.


  I knew all about the record of Manchester United when I decided to quit Aberdeen and take up the challenge of Old Trafford. I knew it was a club laced with traditions and great expectations. That’s why I was prepared to turn my back on Aberdeen and the security I had gained there after winning ten major honours in eight years. I had a great understanding with the old Chairman at Pittodrie, Dick Donald, and I had a very nice lifestyle without too many worries.


  It was a great feeling when Aberdeen peaked under my management, and particularly when we captured the European Cup Winners’ Cup. What a climax that was when we beat Real Madrid in the final in Gothenburg, 2–1 in extra-time.


  In my time there I turned down chances to manage Rangers, Arsenal and Spurs, but when the opportunity came to join Manchester United I could no longer stay in my safe house in Aberdeen. I felt I had not achieved enough, and once you stop striving in football it’s time to chuck it all in. So I was ready, and it didn’t take long for me to reach agreement with Martin Edwards.


  But although as I say, I knew all about the history of Manchester United and was fascinated by the prospect of taking charge there, I had no real inkling about the demands. I repeat, no manager is prepared for the job at Old Trafford. The directors and supporters are so lucky because they haven’t been at other clubs. I think it took me three or four years to understand fully the politics and requirements, the demands and pressures. For the first time in my life I felt my whole character and abilities were under scrutiny and that I was in a situation where my future would be decided not only by directors of the club, but also by supporters and the media.


  I would get to the ground and see two directors talking, and there would be a fleeting moment when I would wonder what they were talking about. It’s amazing how it can transmit itself to become guilt – you feel you are with this great club and wish you could give them something that tells them what you are about.


  There are periods when you are trying to achieve things but it is not recognisable. I am talking about the organisation of the club within, the youth scouting and coaching, the training patterns and the behaviour of the players. It was something that was never going to be quickly appreciated or understood, because the thing that really matters at our club is the winning of matches and doing so with a style and panache that has made people so proud to support us.


  Eventually you become part of it yourself and you are linked with this obsession to give the supporters what they want. You want it so badly yourself. Some of our supporters are happy to see us lose, provided we score four goals and entertain them. I have had letters saying how much they appreciated a match we have lost, that they have enjoyed the performance, and that is something which is unique among supporters in the land.


  Football affects their social life so much in Manchester. It’s as if their whole week is crammed into 90 minutes of a Saturday afternoon or a Wednesday night. I felt for the fans after we had lost 5–1 to Manchester City, for instance. What could they say when they went into work on a Monday morning – or did they go in?


  I watched Glasgow Rangers as a young boy and I know myself what it is like going into a factory after your team has lost. I know as a player as well. I remember the Monday after being relegated with St Johnstone and there was this tradesman, a lovely lad, but he had a wee go about Second Division wages the next season. You expect sympathy when you have been relegated but shop-floor humour is not like that. I gave him a mouthful. So I can understand what our people went through after we had lost 5-1 at Maine Road.


  Our support is unique. How else can you explain the consistent size of our crowds when we have not won the League Championship for 25 years? I remember soon after coming down from Aberdeen saying at a press conference that I hoped it would not be another 25 years without the title, and I set myself to win the League just as soon as I possibly could. I am well aware that some good managers before me have failed, but I am not prepared to think along negative lines.


  When I first arrived Manchester United seemed a mystery to me. To an outsider it’s difficult to understand how a club which didn’t win the League could attract such a big following. It was a mystery I wanted to become a part of, though. In Scotland you are never quite so close to a club, but because of Sir Matt Busby every Scot feels he is a second cousin or is related in some way. He is so much loved and respected by Scottish people, and at the same time he is an inspiration.


  The Scots have always been travellers. They look at people like Carnegie in America and Busby in England and feel that with a bit of luck they could end up like them. This is especially true in football because every Scot is born a player and they have this great love for the game. It’s what makes so many of them ‘tanner ball’ players. We like to show the world how good we are. It’s in our make-up, and if I am honest, it is part of the lure which brought me to Old Trafford.


  The Scots have a wee inferiority complex which makes them all want to do a bit on the football pitch. They are great individualists, perhaps too much so, because when it comes to playing in a World Cup the Scotland teams have never done particularly well.


  When we are in a crowd there is a swank and cockiness about the Scots, but we are never to be underestimated because it is usually accompanied by a fierce determination to succeed, whatever the obstacles. Sir Matt Busby had this quality. His early days in England were not particularly successful, but he was determined to succeed as a footballer and he did before becoming one of the great managers of all time. Bill Shankly was another with this extraordinary will to win and become a success at what he did. Perhaps it’s a quality which has been useful following in the footsteps of Sir Matt who, according to many pundits, cast a shadow over his successors.


  I can honestly say I have never felt inhibited by his success at Old Trafford. I had heard what I regarded as rubbish and thought, why should this be? I was proud to be going to a club with a great tradition, and it was a tradition built by Sir Matt. Quite frankly, there are very few clubs with this kind of tradition, so I felt lucky rather than intimidated.


  I don’t see history as an obstacle at all. Indeed I wish Sir Matt had been younger so that I could have drawn more knowledge out of him. He has always been helpful to me and he is helpful to everyone.


  I believe that any manager who has tried to say he was inhibited by the shadow of Sir Matt was making an excuse, except perhaps for Wilf McGuinness, who was so young and inexperienced when he was asked to take over. There was a kind of father-son thing about that appointment. No other manager could possibly say his job was made more difficult by interference from Sir Matt.


  So I certainly did not have any hang-ups about a Busby shadow when I decided to break away from my comfortable life in Aberdeen to step into the unknown with Manchester United.


  It was obvious United were having a difficult time. Their low League position told you that, though it is not for me to examine Ron Atkinson’s management. Everyone is different and you simply cannot say who is right and wrong. For instance you won’t find a manager with a more contrasting style compared with me than Brian Clough. He doesn’t even train his team, but he was in the final of the Rumbelows Cup against us and he has had more than his share of trophies in a long career with Nottingham Forest, so he must be doing something right!


  All I wanted to do was assess the present and look at the future against a yardstick of knowing that we had to win the Championship as quickly as possible, and that that would be the yardstick against which I would be judged.


  The team were languishing near the foot of the table, second bottom in fact. My first game after taking over was on 8 November 1986, at Oxford, four days after the team had gone out of the League Cup, losing a replay at Southampton 4–1.


  We lost 2–0 and the team I inherited lined up: Turner, Duxbury, Albiston, Moran, McGrath, Hogg, Blackmore, Moses, Stapleton, Davenport, Barnes. Sub: Olsen. We drew at Norwich the following week, and then came home to Old Trafford for my first win with my new team, beating Queens Park Rangers 1–0 with a goal from John Sivebaek.


  All teams respond to a new manager because judgements are being made, and we made a little progress with only two more matches lost in the following three months. But it didn’t last, with five games lost in the final 12, and we finished 11th in the table.


  But I had had time to assess the situation and I had not liked what I had seen. When I met the directors at the end of my first half-season I told them we needed nine new players to win the Championship.


  To put it mildly, I think they were surprised. I think they felt that all that was needed was a fresh hand on the tiller, but what concerned me was the fact that there were too many players on the wrong side of 28 or thereabouts. They were too old to go for the challenges I had in mind. Individually, they all still had a lot of football left in them, but collectively they added up to a team which, while experienced, had lost the magic spark.


  There was Gordon Strachan, Frank Stapleton, Mike Duxbury, Remi Moses, Mark Higgins, Gary Bailey, Kevin Moran, Arthur Albiston and Peter Barnes. There is no harm in having a couple of 30-plus players, as we have now, but there were too many, with not enough 26-year-olds coming up and in turn not enough youngsters pushing them. You have got to have a mix.


  I looked at all the contracts, ages and the number of games certain players had missed with injury and wondered how long some of them would last. It was a case of simple arithmetic. I had to be hard-headed.


  I suppose Frank Stapleton was the biggest disappointment. Here was a much respected player holding a record number of FA Cup winners’ medals, two with Arsenal and two with Manchester United. His reputation was as long as your arm, but he had lost his mobility and he just didn’t look as if he would ever score a goal. I had a problem, though, because he had not signed a contract and the situation was tending to unsettle everybody.


  I was new and I wanted to get the spirit right so I reached an agreement with him. It was a mistake. Frank was introverted and bordering on the morose. He certainly didn’t smile a lot and as one of the players said when I eventually sold him to Ajax: ‘Perhaps we can all laugh a bit now.’ He was certainly a shock to me, a shadow of his former self, and in fact I started to feel sorry for him. It was sad.


  I also inherited a few long-term injuries. Gary Bailey had damaged his knee the previous season, and though he went to the World Cup in 1986 he only aggravated the damage and he was eventually forced to quit.


  Remi Moses was another player I was sorry to lose. He had a bad ankle, but was a brilliant little player. Quiet and shy off the field, he didn’t mix much with the other players, but in action he was non-stop and a great talker, with a good knowledge of the game. His passing was particularly good, always carefully made at the right angle away from markers and delivered with the exact weight.


  His excellent tackling was abundantly clear to everyone, and but for his bad ankle I am sure he would still be playing today, because he looked after his body and fitness. He was probably underrated generally, but not by me. I don’t think he played more than a dozen games for me before he was compelled to retire. I have hardly heard from him since. I met him once and asked him to come down and perhaps do a little light training with us, but he just keeps away. I don’t know why, because he would always be welcome.


  But though I was worried that we hadn’t got enough young players to accept the challenges I had in mind, there was not a lot of money available to spend in the transfer market. I think Ron Atkinson had been given his head the year before and had spent quite a few bob on the
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