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PROLOGUE

A middle-aged man coaxes his bicycle to a halt at the top of the forecourt, dismounts and walks slowly, quietly down the slope towards the great brick bowl that is the stadium. His eyes are fixed on a large bronze figure, and the closer he gets, the slower his stride becomes. It is a respectful, almost awestruck approach. He might be walking down the aisle of a church. At last he stops, as he might before an altar. He has tousled hair, a beard and a rucksack on his back. He stands motionless, his gaze intense, for two or three minutes and then, still slowly, still quietly, turns and wheels his bicycle away.

The bronze figure, standing on a simple bronze plinth, seems to watch the cyclist go back across the forecourt. The statue is of a man in perhaps later middle years. His countenance is benign, the smile gentle, the stance relaxed. He is wearing a blazer which carries the club crest. Under his left arm he holds a football. It captures the image and aura of Sir Matt Busby perfectly.

Above him is a plaque laid out like a football pitch. The words on it read: ‘In memory of the officials and players who lost their lives in the Munich air disaster on the 6th February, 1958.’ The names of those who perished are spread out on the pitch – Walter Crickmer, Tom Curry, Bert Whalley, Roger Byrne, Geoff Bent, Mark Jones, Eddie Colman, David Pegg, Duncan Edwards, Tommy Taylor, Billy Whelan.

The first three named were officials, the others players, members of the fabled ‘Busby Babes’, a Manchester United team acknowledged as one of the best ever produced by British football. Busby, their manager, almost died at Munich too. The club were returning from a European Cup tie against Red Star Belgrade, where they had secured a place in the semi-finals. Deprived of so many players, they were unable to progress further that season. But the team, like Busby, recovered, and ten years on accomplished the mission on which their lamented forebears had set out.

For Busby it was the realisation of a dream, and redemption. He had defied the strictures of the Football League to take his players into the European Cup competition, and the loss of so many lives, in particular the young lives, left him carrying a cross of contrition. Winning the European Cup could never bring them back or exorcise the ghosts. But it was the most appropriate and poignant tribute any human could have hoped for. Fittingly, too, Busby’s United became the first English club to win European club football’s highest honour.

Busby’s new team claimed that prize on the balmy evening of 29 May 1968 at Wembley Stadium. They beat Benfica of Portugal 4–1 in a final that went into extra-time. Three goals in a devastating period of seven minutes fulfilled what many of the players considered their destiny. Perhaps even their duty. And now they were legends. Busby, recognised for his achievement with a knighthood, was not merely a football manager but the patriarch of a dynasty and institution unparalleled in the English game.

The emotional forces generated in the wake of the Munich tragedy conveyed the club to an unprecedented position in the consciousness of the nation, and the ’60s’ team sustained the momentum. They, however, failed to retain the European Cup and it was not until the final months of Busby’s life that United won another Championship – and with it the right to compete again for the champions’ trophy. Under the stewardship of Alex Ferguson – like Busby, a Scot – United took the English title four times in five seasons between 1993 and 1997, and in the process became the first club in the country to complete the double of Championship and FA Cup twice.

The club’s expansion in the ’90s has been commensurate with that success. Their Old Trafford stadium holds more than 55,000, all seated – making it the biggest football ground in Britain outside Wembley – and is full for virtually every match. The club, now a plc, is worth more than £400m. Television revenues, sponsorship, merchandising and spin-off ventures of almost every conceivable nature keep the money rolling in daily, not solely on match days.

You wonder what the ‘Old Man’, as he was affectionately known, makes of it all, peering down from his plinth, for here is the dichotomy. At the far end of the forecourt, beyond the bearded man with the bicycle, a party of children are making their way back to their coach. They are armed with bags full of souvenirs trawled from the megastore. Not one of them turns to look at the statue, or the plaque. If anyone checks the time on the clockhung further along the outside wall of the stadium, the chances are they will not notice that, also, commemorates the Munich air crash. He may be forgiven for feeling he has created a monster rather than a glorious, heroic empire.

But then he will understand. The world keeps turning and he, more than anyone, looked forward. He was the visionary. He gave young men their head and sought new frontiers. Why should youngsters be expected to look over their shoulders, especially when they have bags of David Beckham T-shirts and Ryan Giggs pillowcases? They have their dreams, just as he had.

And therein lies the abiding bond, the common cause. Younger generations of United supporters and players dream of winning the European Cup. They embarked upon the 1997–98 season, the 30th anniversary of that triumphant campaign, still seeking to emulate their illustrious predecessors. Those who have aspired to that and failed will testify that the ’68 victory is a monument to the greatness of a manager and his team. It should also be an inspiration to those who now pursue the dream.

The diehard fans glory in their heritage and crave more of the same. They still sing the praises of the patriarch, of ‘walking down the Warwick Road to see Matt Busby’s aces’. Today Warwick Road is called Sir Matt Busby Way, but they march to the same tune, to the same crusade.


INTRODUCTION

by

GEORGE BEST

When Manchester United won the European Cup in 1968 they not only became the first English club to reach the pinnacle, but also penned the final chapter of perhaps the greatest story in the history of football. If it had been fiction, people would have scoffed and dismissed it as too far-fetched. And yet it happened. It was true, it was real, and no script could have come up with anything like it; no one could have written a human drama to compare with it.

Matt Busby had to rebuild his team after Munich, and just ten years later there he was, holding aloft that massive trophy at Wembley. This was the Holy Grail. To Sir Matt (as he became) it meant everything – and I mean everything. It was his whole life and the pursuit of it almost cost him his life. So many of his great players had lost their lives in the crash. And now the mission had been accomplished. We’d beaten Benfica in seven glorious and unbelievable minutes of extra-time. It was just amazing.

When United crashed at Munich, in 1958, I was a kid in Belfast, and it obviously stunned everybody, football fans in every part of Britain and beyond. And if you hadn’t supported Manchester United before, well, they became your second favourites from then on. Everyone took them to their hearts because of the tragedy. And to think that just three years later I’d be at the club! It still seems hard to take in.

It wasn’t exactly taboo to talk about Munich at the club, but people just didn’t. They didn’t have to. It was there in the atmosphere. And soon I found myself part of this great crusade to make United the best in England again, and then the best in Europe. Just getting the club back on its feet again was a huge job in itself, and at the time I don’t think anyone involved realised what an enormous task – and what a great achievement – it was. But Sir Matt had his dream and he was determined to turn that dream into reality.

He was one of the greatest managers – if not the greatest – of all time. He took his first team to FA Cup success in 1948 and the Championship in 1952, then brought in a totally new team, the magnificent Babes, who won the Championship in ’56 and ’57. He had to build a third team after Munich and he went about it in such a decisive way. He knew he had to bring in quality players to complement those he had, so he said, ‘Hey, I want Denis Law and Paddy Crerand,’ and he went and got them. Later he decided he needed a goalkeeper to complete his side, and so he got Alex Stepney. He set his sights, made up his mind that he wanted to get a great side together again and did it.

I came into the side in September 1963, and by then the team had started to turn the corner by winning the FA Cup. We won the League in ’65 and again in ’67 and were there or thereabouts in everything else, but the ‘biggie’ was the European Cup. We had a great chance in ’66 after a fantastic performance away to Benfica, a match that holds particularly fond memories for me. We demolished them 5–1, I scored a couple of goals and everything really took off for me. Unfortunately, I then got injured and we went out in the semi-final against Partizan Belgrade.

When we got another crack at it, in the ’67 – ’68 season, we were better prepared for it and had the perfect blend of experience and youth. People say the team was over the hill, but it wasn’t really. Sure, Bill Foulkes was in his mid-thirties, and Bobby Charlton and Shay Brennan had turned 30, but Brian Kidd was 19 on the day of the final and the rest were in their twenties. John Aston was only 20, I was just 22 and David Sadler was only a few months older. The balance was spot-on.

But then we come back to this incredible script. Both sides had battled for 90 minutes without deciding it. We were locked at 1–1. And then, all of a sudden, it’s over. In seven minutes of the first half of extra-time, a spell of sheer magic, the whole competition, the whole season, a whole decade, Sir Matt’s whole life, were complete and fulfilled. We scored three goals and Benfica were finished. The European Cup was ours.

The strange thing is I can remember nothing of the build-up to the final or what happened afterwards. A total blank. But the match itself is as vivid as if it were yesterday, every fabulous detail crystal clear: Bobby’s header for our first, their equaliser, thumped in by Graca, Alex’s fantastic save from Eusebio, my little side-step round the keeper for our second, Kiddo’s header, and Bobby’s terrific goal to round it off.

We had class and character right through that side, and when it mattered we produced. We made history for the club and the country, and we did it in style. Allow me to introduce you to the heroes of ’68.

1. Alex Stepney

There were so many great goalkeepers around at that time, particularly English goalkeepers, and as a consequence Alex suffered at international level. Had there not been people like Gordon Banks and Peter Bonetti to compete against, he would have won a lot more than the one cap he got. But for the club he was a gem. He made it look easy – the mark of a great keeper. He was never flash or flamboyant. He didn’t need to be. He had the knack of being in the right place at the right time.

2. Shay Brennan

Here’s Mr Cool, off the pitch and on it. He was always such a calm, cultured player, who made his debut as a left-winger but found his best position at right-back. No matter how depressed or down you might be, Shay would be sure to pick you up with that great smile on his face. He was so easy-going he was the last person you’d expect to have a heart attack, but typically he bounced back. He’s one of my biggest pals and we’re even closer now than when we were playing.

3. Tony Dunne

People talk about quick players today, but Tony wasn’t just quick, he was lightning. The winger would think he was past him and suddenly Tony would be back at him, taking the ball away. He covered so decisively. He was always there. And he had such a terrific temperament. He never got flustered, always remained composed. He was a quiet lad. Others would go off for a game of snooker after training, but Tony would be away to his family. That’s the sort of guy he was.

4. Pat Crerand

We had a lot of great players at the time and you didn’t want any of them to be out of the side, but I always said that if there was one player I didn’t like to be injured it was Paddy. He made us play. Long passes, short passes – he delivered them on the spot. We used to take the mick about his lack of pace, but he didn’t need it. He made the ball do the work. He was temperamental, but you had to accept that. He was my minder. He’s still United-daft, a great bloke and a great pal.

5. Bill Foulkes

He was very different from Tony in stature and wouldn’t claim to have been as quick, but like Tony he was such a reliable figure in our defence. He was a real stopper and not much got past him, especially in the air. He’d get it and give it. He knew what he could do and didn’t try to complicate things. He was a survivor of Munich, so Europe meant such a lot to him. When he finished training he liked to head for the golf course. He was good at that, too.

6. Nobby Stiles

Every team needed a Nobby-type player, but there was only one Nobby. He did his job brilliantly wherever he did it – and he could play anywhere. For us he settled into a defensive role alongside Bill, and, of course, he marked Eusebio. I knew what it was like being marked by Nobby, because he did it on me in internationals. He’d apologise at the end but I told him it was okay, he was doing his job. Off the pitch he was different again: a lovely man, and so accident-prone. We called him Clouseau – a walking nightmare!

7. George Best

I’d like to think I can look back, all these years on, and feel pretty proud about my contribution to the team. I was top scorer for the club for five consecutive seasons and joint top scorer in the First Division (before there was a Premier League, of course) one year. And I played on the wing! I think I also played my part in the European Cup win, along the way as well as in the final, and that I played the game the way the United fans wanted to see it played.

8. Brian Kidd

I remember when he first came into the team, as an 18-year-old, and found himself against Mike England, one of the best centre-halves in the business. Kiddo turned Mike inside out and you knew he was something special. He had great skills for a big lad, and a terrific shot. And can you imagine scoring on your 19th birthday – in a European Cup final? Off the field he was always quieter, but Alex Ferguson realised what an asset he could be as his assistant manager. Alex is full of praise for him.

9. Bobby Charlton

‘Amazing’ and ‘incredible’ are words that spring to mind. Bobby did it all for club and country, and loved United. Still does. I’ve never seen a player go past defenders as easily as Bobby did. He’d just glide past them. Then, from 30 yards or more, left foot or right, he’d just hammer it. Such an exciting player. Like Bill, he was a survivor of the crash and went through it all. Big pal of Nobby and Shay, and another family man who liked to get back to his wife and daughters.

10. David Sadler

Almost every club in the country wanted Dave when he was playing amateur football in the South, but he opted for United and became a good pal. We were in digs together and roomed together at away matches. He was originally a centre-forward but proved versatile, operating in midfield or central defence, where I felt he was at his best. He had a number of games for England at centre-half. He was a studious, intelligent lad and that showed in his play. Great guy and now runs our old boys’ association.

11. John Aston

Everybody agrees he was the man of the match in the European Cup final. He absolutely murdered their poor right-back. But unfortunately people just seem to remember his performance that night, when in fact he played a lot of terrific games for us. He was often underestimated because there were so many big-name players in our team, but he never gave less than 100 per cent. His strength was his running and he would be up and down that left flank all day. He grafted non-stop.

Substitute: Jimmy Rimmer

We were allowed a substitute goalkeeper in those days but poor Jimmy didn’t actually get the chance to come on in the final. He was also unlucky that we had Alex at the time because he was another international-class keeper and, like Alex, he played for England. He was still a young lad in ’68 and went on to prove his quality with two other big clubs, Arsenal and Aston Villa. He also got a European Cup-winners’ medal with Villa, so he did pretty well for himself in the end.

Denis Law

It would be impossible to talk about all the players we had in those days, but equally I couldn’t possibly ignore this fella. He couldn’t play in the final because he was in hospital, but he was with us in spirit. He had some mates round for a bevvy or six and I don’t think he remembers too much about the match. As a player he was up there with the all-time greats. Electric. He’d snap up any half-chance. As a bloke and as a pal, he’s different class. Nobody has a bad word for Denis.

I think it’s a measure of the standard we set that three of us won the European Footballer of the Year award: Denis in 1964, Bobby in 1966 and myself in 1968. When you’ve got three players like that you’ve got a chance. But we had quality right through the team and we had to have, because to win the European Cup in those days you had to be a bit special. And it was the way we played, with flair and imagination. If the other team got three, we knew we were going to get four or five. We were good and we knew we were good.

This was the way Sir Matt believed the game should be played, and he brought together the players he knew could do it. And he knew how to get the best out of them, how to build their confidence and encourage them to express themselves. He was a great manager and a great man. He was like a second father to me and I was really touched at his funeral when his family told me he regarded me as a son. I like to think his football family did him proud.


PART II

DAY OF DESTINY

Great Fosters is the sort of place you would have in mind for that special occasion: a historic, dignified haven, all polished oak and ornate ceilings, peaceful gardens and water. The publicity material says the Grade 1 listed building ‘was once a royal hunting lodge in the heart of Windsor Forest and for nearly four centuries the stately Elizabethan home of many notable families’. Since 1930, when it became a hotel, it has provided food and shelter for such distinguished travellers as Charlie Chaplin, Orson Wells, Vivien Leigh, Nijinsky – the dancer, that is – and the Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia. Anyone who happened to be here in this corner of Surrey towards the end of May 1968 may have recognised the guests as the management and players of Manchester United.

This is where Matt Busby chose to prepare his charges for their special occasion. Here he would fine-tune them, mentally perhaps more than physically, for the European Cup final. Wembley was a relatively short journey away yet might have been in another world. The players relaxed, cocooned as they were from pressure and much of the hype. They recall the soothing atmosphere of the old brick building, even if there is no sign of the suits of armour one of them talks about. The long walk down the field that Bill Foulkes recollects would now be brought to an abrupt end by the M25.

Thirty years on there are inevitable changes. Facilities have been updated, converted and modified to cater for conferences and weddings. But the antiques, log fires, Jacobean chimney pieces and mullions are sacrosanct. The players would doubtless recognise the topiary garden, the moat, the Japanese bridge and the rose garden. On the wall of a corridor hangs a montage of press cuttings. At the top is a picture of Bing Crosby, the hotel behind him. A smaller picture shows the Manchester United team, with the European Cup, and an understated caption which explains they stayed here.

The local paper, the Surrey Herald, made rather more of the visit in their edition of Friday 31 May. Under the headline ‘United stars stay at Egham hotel’, the story revealed that half a dozen members of the party began match day by celebrating Mass in the chapel of the Salesian College, Chertsey. The paper identified the worshippers as the assistant manager Jimmy Murphy, physiotherapist Ted Dalton, an old boy of the college, and players Pat Crerand, Nobby Stiles, Brian Kidd and Francis Burns.

Crerand is pictured with excited pupils on the school lawn and Stiles apparently told a Staines and Egham News reporter, ‘We find praying helps to ease our minds before a big game.’ The headmaster, Fr Edward O’Shea, said, ‘It is a great privilege to have you here on the greatest day in the club’s history.’ Crerand took away a ball to be autographed by the United and Benfica players.

The article went on to disclose that on the Tuesday morning, the day before the match, the party had ‘split up into twos and threes. Some strolled in the bright sunshine, and others caught taxis into Egham, where they visited some of the shops. Some visited Eric Williams’s menswear shop in the High Street. On the day of the match Bobby Charlton was having a cup of morning tea in the hotel when our reporter asked him how he felt. “Great,” he replied, “and the hotel’s just right – very pleasant.”’ Charlton was pictured taking the air, and signing autographs. The intrepid reporter also caught up with the manager. ‘Matt Busby said, “We’re in pleasant surroundings which are just right for relaxing before the match.” After watching the Derby on television the players boarded a coach for Wembley, where they later realised their manager’s lifetime ambition by winning the European Cup.’

The manager of the hotel at the time, John Baumann, is still here, as general manager and director. Coincidentally, he retires just before the 30th anniversary of United’s European Cup win. He is dapper, his hair and beard grey. He is softly spoken and apologises he does not remember more than he does of those few days, 30 years ago.


I remember young girls gathering at the front entrance to see George Best. We were asked to keep it away from the press but these things get out. I can remember a birthday party. [Brian Kidd was 19 on the day of the final.] I don’t think they’d been before and I don’t know why they chose here. I believe they were here two nights but we do not have the register from that time.

I was very proud because I met Sir Matt Busby in the corridor on the evening before the occasion and he said, ‘Are you going to watch the final?’ I said, ‘No, I’m afraid we haven’t got any tickets.’ He said, ‘Don’t worry about that, I’ll get you a couple of tickets,’ and he produced two tickets. I went with my brother and there we were, sitting in the most marvellous seats, in the middle of the stands at Wembley. I remember Bobby Moore and all sorts of England players at the time were watching. It was quite fantastic.

At the time we were using different accommodation. We were using what we now use for staff quarters, over on the other side. I remember Alex Stepney being there. But Sir Matt was in one of the suites upstairs in the main hotel here. I believe most of them liked their breakfast in bed. My wife says she can recall they were allowed only tomato juice and steak for dinner. She says they had tea and papers in their rooms. She took the papers to them herself and collected their signatures for her brother. When she came to reception she asked this person if he was connected with Manchester United. He said, ‘Not really, I’m just the one who looks pretty and doesn’t do very much.’ She later found out he was the trainer [Jack Crompton].

The grounds went back much further then, about a third as far again, and the avenue of the lime trees extended back there where the M25 now runs. And, of course, in those days it was much more peaceful. We also had a bit of extra space at the front, which the council foreshortened some years ago. But they would certainly recognise the place. It’s not really changed externally. We would have had a swimming pool and tennis court. We’ve added a games room in the conference centre, and a sauna.

David Coleman was here doing interviews for his television programme. He interviewed the players, and me, in the Anne Boleyn Room. I asked him if he could just make mention of the fact they were staying at Great Fosters. He said, ‘We’re not supposed to do that, but I’ll see what I can manage.’ He did manage it. Just a very short mention, that they were staying at the hotel in Egham. It was after that a lot of local people came to the front entrance. George Best was the one all the girls came to see. There was a lot of screaming. There were also a lot of police here, and they had a job to make clearance for the coach to depart to the match. Manchester United didn’t stay here the night of the match, and to my knowledge they didn’t stay here again.



David Coleman, a former Stockport Country youth player and athlete of some repute, has ‘majored’ in the two sports during a distinguished career as BBC commentator and presenter. Many viewers suspected he had leanings towards United and he tracked them all the way to Wembley that season. The club patently regarded him as a talisman. He explains,


Louis Edwards and the directors had a superstition about me because they’d never lost when I commentated. I did all the roun.ds up to the final but Ken Wolstenholme was contracted to do the final, so Louis rang up the BBC’s head of sport, Bryan Cowgill, and asked him to put me on the match. Bryan didn’t believe it was Louis Edwards, asked him for his number and rang him back. That satisfied him it was Louis, but he had to explain there was nothing he could do about the commentary.

I did have a special affection for United and they helped me as much as they could that season. I had difficulty getting to Katowice for the Gornik game because I’d been asked to speak at an Olympic fund-raising dinner on the Monday and couldn’t travel with the team. When I finally got there at six o’clock on the Wednesday morning I bumped into Louis, getting out of a taxi. He said I should have told him and they could have helped in some way. Then, as he went to his bed, he said, ‘Don’t tell Matt.’ It was as if he was a player and didn’t want the boss to know he’d been out late. It was snowing and bitterly cold there. I did the match wearing a balaclava. There was no policing of industrial emissions there in those days and I remember the snow turning black.

I travelled with United to Madrid, went on the team coach and had the special privilege of access to the dressing room. I remember, when Bill Foulkes scored and I said on the commentary ‘Foulkes, 3–3’, suddenly thinking, ‘Oh my God, I’ve got the wrong player,’ because he never crossed the halfway line! I was sitting in the team bus next to Paddy Crerand after the match when we heard this crash of glass. Somebody had dropped a bottle from one of the tiers at the Bernabeu on to Nobby Stiles’s head. Paddy said coolly, ‘It’s a good job it’s only his head. It might have done some serious damage.’

On the day of the final I was linking our programme from the lawn of the team’s hotel. It was Derby day and the players were put to bed in the afternoon, but they were leaning out of their windows asking what was happening. I’d interviewed the players the day before for the programme. Each did a piece about the match. They were in good spirits. Kiddo, who grew up not far from Nobby, was regaling us with stories about the Stiles family business. They were funeral directors.



The mood of the party heading for Wembley was anything but funereal. The accompanying cheers and waves rekindled the sense of national pride England had generated two years earlier when they won the World Cup at the same venue. Outside the stadium supporters sauntered, mingled and sat in the warm sunshine that early evening of 29 May. A group of Benfica fans were engaged in good-humoured banter with their English counterparts. The Portuguese had arrived in a van of some vintage, decorated for the occasion with the names of the players, daubed in white. Charlton, whose goals had defeated Portugal in the semi-final of the World Cup, was spelt out in capital letters. Stiles, too, was singled out for special recognition. He was billed as ‘The Bad One’. The little man had terrorised Eusebio during their international encounter here and was planning more of the same. United would be content to play, effectively, ten against ten.

As the players strolled on to the turf at Wembley for the ritual ‘feel of the pitch’, Kidd was greeted with a chorus of ‘Happy birthday to you’. When they came out again, both teams in change strips because of a colour clash, United all in blue, Benfica all in white, the great bowl reverberated to the thunderous reception. Scarcely a face in the 100,000 crowd was visible through the giant mosaic of flags and banners. This was now the people’s dream, as well as Busby’s, and Benfica must have felt the pitch becoming heavier even as they filed towards the halfway line for the pre-match formalities.

The teams were:

Benfica: Henrique, Adolfo, Humberto, Jacinto, Cruz, Graca, Coluna, Augusto, Torres, Eusebio, Simoes.

Manchester United: Stepney, Brennan, Dunne, Crerand, Foulkes, Stiles, Best, Kidd, Charlton, Sadler, Aston.

The referee, Concetto Lo Bello of Italy, was as familiar to the players as they were to each other. He had officiated at the Stadium of Light when United won 5–1.

Charlton had taken over the captaincy from Law, who was recovering in hospital after a cartilage operation, and much as the Scot might have been missed, it was perhaps appropriate the privilege should have been the Englishman’s on this night. Having lost the toss to Coluna, the Benfica skipper, appearing in his 50th European game, it was Charlton who kicked off and directed the opening move which established a pattern for the match. Aston accelerated and Benfica had to resort to foul means to stop him. Often the butt of United fans’ scorn, the winger was almost irresistible. It was the performance of his life.

Sadler, too, gave a glimpse of what was to come, his stretch proving insufficient to turn in Crerand’s free-kick. Eusebio skipped past Stiles with rather more conviction and thumped the bar with his right-foot shot. Best had a half-chance and Sadler again stretched in vain for Kidd’s header after Aston had surged away from the hapless Adolfo. Kidd had a shot blocked before Sadler squandered another opportunity. He scuffed his left-foot shot wide with Henrique at his mercy following a return pass from Kidd. Sadler slammed the turf with the palms of his hands in frustration. Busby, sitting on the bench, Murphy and Crompton to his right, lit a cigarette. So did McGuinness, now also a member of his coaching staff, sitting behind with Burns and the substitute goalkeeper, Jimmy Rimmer.

The award of a free-kick to Benfica just outside the area earned Lo Bello a close-up of Stiles’s notorious fangs. Eusebio’s low shot defied the wall but not Stepney’s safe hands. Eusebio incurred the boos of the crowd and the wrath of Stiles after tumbling under his challenge. In truth, he was chopped, and in today’s game Stiles would have been booked. Thirty years ago he protested Eusebio had conned the referee and bizarrely mocked the great man’s fall to the ground. The free-kick was awarded but Stiles’s theatrical antics evidently amused Lo Bello and Coluna. It was not enough, however, to assuage the United fans, their drone at half-time reflecting a dismay their side had not capitalised on that early superiority.

Best was similarly unimpressed at being fouled soon after the resumption of play, indicating his marker had a mental problem. An unlikely head was to present Benfica with more serious trouble after 53 minutes. Sadler, out on the left, checked on to his right foot and atoned for his first-half profligacy with a chip towards the near post, which Charlton headed on and beyond the reach of Henrique.

While Wolstenholme, assisted spasmodically by the meticulous enunciation of the former United player and England manager Walter Winterbottom, provided the words to the BBC’s pictures, Alan Clarke and a promising broadcaster called Peter Jones were entrusted with the corporation’s radio commentary:


It’s there, a great goal by Bobby Charlton, from the head as well, and the cross, a beautifully placed one, by David Sadler. And so Manchester United in the lead by one goal to nil, eight minutes into the second half.



Best popped the ball into Benfica’s net, but the officials had signalled for offside. The Irishman burst clear again, this time to have his path blocked by Henrique outside the area. Best responded with something from his mesmerising repertoire, twisting past three defenders and bringing Henrique to an excellent save. Sadler seized on the rebound, only for his shot to hit the goalkeeper’s legs and balloon over.

United’s dominance appeared to lull them into a false sense of security and Eusebio, with Coluna’s support, nearly punished them. Stiles berated his collegues in the usual way. Whether or not they took heed, their lead was cancelled out after 79 minutes. Augusto, Torres and Graca were involved in the move which melted away the left side of United’s defence. Augusto eventually flighted the ball, Torres beat Foulkes in the air and headed down in the direction of Eusebio, who was covered by Stiles. The ball evaded both and was met by Graca, arriving unhindered, to score with a first-time right-foot shot.

Suddenly Benfica were the team moving forward with confidence, United anxiously seeking to regroup. Eusebio played a one-two with Torres but could not unsettle Stepney. Then, with normal time almost up, he was released to confront the goalkeeper again. Charlton was muscled off the ball on the edge of Benfica’s area and Graca’s swift counter exposed United. Stiles was instinctively lured to Graca, who played the ball forward into the path of Eusebio. He had a clear passage between Foulkes and Dunne, and although both defenders converged on him, United’s fate was in Stepney’s hands. Eusebio, at speed, took one touch with his right foot and, from just inside the area, thrashed at the ball with his left. Stepney, all in green, stationed seven yards off his line, was thrown back three yards and on to the ground by the force of the shot, yet climbed back to his feet still clutching the ball. Eusebio, following through, pawed Stepney, then applauded him in a lavish gesture of appreciation. Stepney merely kept his eye on the target for his throw-out, barely acknowledging Eusebio.


Anxious eyes on the watch now. Three minutes of full time to play. Benfica 1, Manchester United 1. Nodded away by Benfica to Charlton. Can Charlton get a shot in? No he can’t. And so Benfica come racing away, and it’s up to Eusebio, up through the middle. He’s clear now, can he shoot? He does, and Stepney saves it, a great save by Stepney, and Eusebio goes right up to him and pats him on the back there. A great save by Stepney because Eusebio was clear, and he’s applauding goalkeeper Alex Stepney for that save.



The European Cup final required extra-time for only the second time and United were the team more relieved still to be in the contest. Busby and his bench men came on to administer massage and faith. Charlton had his socks rolled down in extra-time. Best and Stiles followed suit. They also rolled up their sleeves, literally and metaphorically, as darkness at last descended. It now seems strange they wore long sleeves on such a warm evening.

Barely three minutes into the first extra period, Stepney gathered a throw-in from Dunne and rolled the ball to Brennan, only for it to be knocked back to him. Now he opted for the direct approach, hoofing it upfield. Kidd won the header, flicking it on for Best to dispute with the last defender, Jacinto. Best got to the ball a vital split second ahead of Jacinto, who was reduced to a forlorn fly kick as Best slipped the ball through his flimsy resistance. Henrique advanced towards the edge of his area but this time Best was in command of the situation. His right foot dragged the ball to the left, away from the stranded keeper, and his left foot guided it gently towards the beckoning goal. For a tantalising moment it seemed that Humberto might track back in time, or even that Henrique might recover his ground and salvage his cause. But their combined efforts were to no avail, Henrique’s despairing lunge carrying him into the back of the net, close to the nestling ball.


Stepney comes out this time, kicks it right-footed, high inside the Benfica half, a chance here for George Best. George Best is through, he goes round Henrique, he must score, George Best must score. George Best has scored. George Best has put Manchester United into the lead. Bobby Charlton sinks to his knees, Nobby Stiles does a cartwheel. United are in the lead again, two goals to one, two and a half minutes into the first period of extra-time . . . and the red and white banners really are reeling now away to our right.



A minute later Aston’s pace won a corner on the left. Charlton arced in the kick and Sadler won the ball in the air. Kidd headed it towards goal, and although Henrique saved, the birthday boy nodded the rebound back over him. Aston, having expended so much energy destroying Benfica, could not face another gallop to join the celebrations wheeling around Kidd on the other wing.


It’s Charlton, the man who does everything, to take the corner . . . Here it comes, right footed, swirling in the
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