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‘The world’s biggest cash machine’ is adapted from a quote from the ex-Manchester United and England player Paul Parker: ‘All United are, really, is the highest-profile ATM machine in world football. Not bad, is it? Come in, tap a few numbers and take out millions in dividends.’




Introduction

I’ve always been gripped by spectacular business deals and the super-wealthy. I’m not sure why. I guess it stems from having state schoolteachers as parents and growing up in a family that was removed from the commercial world. My mother was one of three sisters – two teachers and a nurse. My father was an only child and became a geography teacher. Making money wasn’t in my DNA.

As a child, I would watch episodes of Whicker’s World open-mouthed, as Alan Whicker, the smooth, debonair presenter, revealed a world seemingly populated only by the super-rich. These were people who were extremely rich or – as they’re now known – hyper-rich. They didn’t just have yachts, they had super-yachts; their houses weren’t houses but palaces; their cars had wheels and were made of metal, but they did not look like any car I’d ever seen – not in Barrow-in-Furness in Cumbria.

Years later, when I first started work at a City law firm, I was exposed to some of them. One client was Tiny Rowland, a fearsome, freewheeling global tycoon. Rowland was a domineering figure who cared little for those who got in his way – shareholders and non-executive directors included. Not for nothing was his company once described by a former prime minister as the ‘unacceptable face of capitalism’.

While my solicitor employer was extremely successful and its partners were wealthy, they were small fry compared to Rowland. Their job was to serve him, to do his bidding. He and his company had interests right across the planet.

The role of his lawyers was to pave the way, to make things happen for him and to clear up the mess if things went wrong. Lawyers, accountants, insurers, bankers, stockbrokers, public relations people, all of them have their own stars who claim hefty salaries and bonuses and equity payouts but, when all is said and done, they’re servants, always at their clients’ beck and call.

When I became a journalist I met characters like Sir Richard Branson, Bill Gates, Rupert Murdoch, Mohamed Al-Fayed, the media tycoon (and – as it transpired – fraudster) Robert Maxwell, industrialist Lord Hanson and financier Lord Rothschild, among many others. Some, I got to know well. Frequently, they would talk about where opportunities might lie, where they thought the world was heading, where their next bag of treasure might be unearthed.

It was riveting and unnerving. They seemed to operate on a higher plane than anyone else; anyone, that is, except their fellow buccaneers. I got to know the hedge-fund and commodity kings as well. They, too, would speak about landing massive profits, of making huge killings, in having called the market right and destroying the opposition. They were fascinating because they operated in an alternative universe.

I was not one of them. It’s always amazed me, the lack of fear, the brass neck, the big cojones of these people. I didn’t possess such qualities, not like that; not where taking risks and making money were concerned.

Occasionally, there comes along a business coup that is so audacious as to take the breath away. When you hear about it, you want to learn more, you want to know how. It’s the knockout, the one that makes even the Titans sit up. Invariably, it is counted in billions not millions. It’s a piece of commercial chutzpah, sheer bravado and cunning, marking the grabbing of a chance, an opening, that no one else saw or had.

It’s the mega-hedge-fund play: taking a massive ‘short’ position and delighting as the stock falls; a piece of super-prescient trading in shares and financial futures. It’s a legendary market hit, a spot of deal-making brilliance that’s legal but – in terms of sheer audacity – akin to the cleverest heist.

On 20 September 2004, I was a guest in the Directors’ Box as Manchester United played Liverpool under floodlights at Old Trafford.

It was a wonderful, raw, full-throttled occasion, befitting one of the fiercest rivalries in world sport. The two mightiest North-West of England teams, two giants of English football, separated only by a short motorway, with long, glorious, trophy-winning histories behind them, comprised of superstars, with fans following them in every part of the world, battling head-to-head.

The air was crackling with anticipation. Rio Ferdinand was returning to the United line-up after an eight-month ban. The prodigiously talented Cristiano Ronaldo was playing. The Welsh wizard, Ryan Giggs, was making his 600th appearance for the club. Only the formidable Wayne Rooney was missing, injured. On the Liverpool side, Steven Gerrard, their talisman, was leading the line, Jerzy Dudek was keeping goal for the 100th time, and they were fielding their major summer signing, Djibril Cissé, the French league’s top goal-scorer the previous season.

Sitting in the Directors’ Lounge beforehand, enjoying fine wine and food amid tables occupied by Manchester and Merseyside TV celebrities, and well-known business and political figures, it felt like being a member of royalty. Not the Buckingham Palace sort, but a more tangible, down-to-earth, northern variety. We were with the gods, privileged and elite. It was giddying and special. There was no denying the sense of power, the sheer thrill, the buzz, in walking out into the Directors’ Box in front of a huge, roaring crowd of 67,000.

The massive structure of Old Trafford, or as Manchester United’s slick marketing folk like to promote it, the ‘Theatre of Dreams’, was packed, and the noise was constant and deafening – even more so when United won 2–1, thanks to two Mikaël Silvestre-headed goals versus an own goal from John O’Shea. Afterwards, the world-famous players came in to mingle and to chat, showered, sleek and impossibly athletic – and my sense of being Very Important was compounded.

I was there because Finsbury, United’s London corporate public relations firm, had invited me. United was almost certainly facing the prospect of a full-blown takeover bid from the United States, and they wanted me, as City editor of the London Evening Standard, together with a journalist from the Financial Times, to meet the ‘home’ management team.

United had been ‘in play’, as they say in the City, for a while. Rupert Murdoch was interested but was stymied by the regulator. Two mighty Irish business personalities, both multibillionaires, J. P. McManus and John Magnier, owned a sizeable stake. They had enjoyed a close friendship with the United manager Sir Alex Ferguson, but then that had turned nasty.

Meanwhile, the little-known Florida businessman Malcolm Glazer had started acquiring United’s shares. Glazer was relatively anonymous, even in his native US. He owned the NFL’s Tampa Bay Buccaneers but remained firmly in the background. He appeared to have no natural affinity with soccer. In the media, he was portrayed as a hard-headed, calculating, publicity-shy money man.

What had begun on May 2003 as a small, seemingly benign investment was turning hostile – since then Malcolm and his sons had been steadily building a substantial position. It was becoming apparent that the obscure Glazers were no pushovers, and that they might even be intent on trying to acquire United, the biggest football club, the biggest sports club brand, in the world.

The United establishment did not like what was happening – the Glazers stayed determinedly in the shadows, rarely speaking to the media, never courting publicity, strictly religious, not the sorts, it was widely assumed, to be associated with owning glamorous, high-profile Manchester United. In the Old Trafford stands, in the United pubs, the devoutly Jewish, resolutely low-key Glazers were already being derided as ‘weirdos’.

It was clear, talking to them that evening, that the United directors did not have a clue as to what the Glazers’ plans were, what type of proprietors the Americans might be. I was nervously quizzed as to what I knew about them, which was nothing at all. In the lounge, alongside the lights sparkling on the large luxury watches and gold rings, the clinking of leaded glasses, the smell of aftershave, the warm handshakes and hugs and chatter, there was tension in the air, an edginess that had nothing to do with what was taking place on the pitch.

It would be a further nine months before the Glazers secured their prize. They achieved it by moving softly, by stealth at first, then by striking an audacious deal. The business community was shocked, while ‘daylight robbery’ was one of the more polite terms used by United’s supporters and within football. The Americans, emerging from nowhere, had seen off well-known contenders and constructed an astonishing play, one that meant they could snaffle the great Manchester United by using hardly any of their own money. Smarter still was the likelihood that they’d done it by borrowing heavily to put up their share; that the Glazers weren’t even that rich.

For all its popularity, football as a financial proposition is not for the faint-hearted. History is littered with examples of supposedly brilliant commercial minds who piled into the game, believing it afforded easy pickings, only to be cleaned out. There have been winners, but not many. The joke is that if you want to become a millionaire, start with a billion and buy a football club.

Unlike in the major league sports in the US, English football clubs can go down as well as up. Indeed, United themselves have been relegated five times (once under their original Newton Heath Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway FC moniker), and most recently in 1974. The ‘Theatre of Dreams’ has also known desolation and emptiness.

Football isn’t as easily adaptable to the analytical Moneyball approach as, say, baseball or American football. It can’t be so readily broken down and dissected. Matches are free-flowing and fast, often decided by moments of instinct, endeavour and pure skill, but also by human error and the vagaries of the referee and linesmen, and these days by those assisting them via video.

Like many major professional sports, football as a business is populated at the top by sharks. It’s the habitat of agents and salesmen, deal-makers, brash persuaders and manipulators, men in sharp suits who pride themselves on their ruthlessness and their nose for a profit. The clubs are often bossed by these swaggering characters writ large – men, always men, who are used to getting their own way and brushing aside anything and anyone in their path.

Traditionally, the owners liked to lay claim to an affinity for their club, its place at the heart of their ‘community’, its connection to their people. Often, owners purchased teams from where they grew up, the team being the one that they had followed as a child, and their parents and grandparents before them. Nobody could come in and tell them how to run their club, and certainly it wouldn’t be expected that someone from far away, who knew next to nothing about football, who had no link with the area, the club, or its heritage and devoted fan base, would sweep in and oust them.

The real stars of a club are, of course, the players. Now aided and abetted by their agents, they usually display little loyalty to a club or area, trying to earn as much as they can before they grow too old or are injured. They enjoy vast pay packets but they’re young, and often single men. They like to splash their cash – on clothes, watches, cars, mansions – and they like to party. Invariably, from time to time, their scandalous behaviour can cause a headache for the club and for the owner.

Managers, too, are big characters, who are paid well and require careful handling. The successful ones need to be retained, and that means doing whatever it takes to secure their services and fend off the competition. They must be happy, to be allowed to have their way – buying and selling the players they want. Not easy, if it’s your money the manager is spending, possibly squandering. The temptation to try to wrest back control is strong.

Owners, too, must placate the agents, ensuring they get the first call about a player’s availability, and then ensuring they are not working against the club, encouraging an in-demand star to seek a transfer, sign for another club. All this and more, much more, comes to the proprietor’s door. This, and the fact that they’ve also made themselves public property by purchasing a club followed by thousands – if not millions – of fans.

Football remains the people’s game. The typical British matchday ritual of going to the pub and downing pints of beer, walking to the ground, eating a cardboard pie or soggy burger, stopping by the pub again on the journey home, is hardly glamorous; it’s certainly not of interest to those intent on making fortunes. They can build their smart executive boxes and lay on a different type of experience, but, for now, the heart of the sport, in Britain at least, lies with those ordinary fans in the stands, who follow their team day in, day out, rain and shine.

All clubs, too, no matter how grand, are at the mercy of the crowd, their supporters, who can set the narrative, and who are perfectly capable of driving out players, managers and yes, owners too. In fact, the fans believe they are the rightful owners, it’s their club – the fat cats in the Directors’ Box are merely guarding it for future generations.

A friend of mine, Paul Casson, enjoyed a successful business career in the US, doing very well in the mobile phone industry. In a moment of madness, as he puts it, he bought lowly Barrow, our hometown club. He saved it from bankruptcy. Not that his benevolence cut much ice with the fans. From the very outset they wanted to know which star players he was going to acquire and if not, why not? As far as the fans were concerned, he was rich and he could pay – no matter that he had a budget, a limit on what he would spend.

That attitude extended even to the local council. The ground needed totally rebuilding. Paul made an offer to the Labour-run local authority. He would pay half, if they paid half, and on non-matchdays the new stadium could be used by the community. No, said the council: you’re rich, you pay for it.

The local media were his friend one minute, his sternest critic the next. So it was with the supporters. If Barrow were winning, all was well. Lose and keep on losing, and they would be after his blood. It was his responsibility to hire the manager. He would pick a candidate, only for problems to arise. Eventually, Paul quit, heavily out of pocket. He still maintains he enjoyed the ride, though – well, some of it.

Into such a maelstrom entered the unheralded, downbeat, unconnected, totally alien Glazers. I’ve always wondered how exactly they managed it. How and why they bought Manchester United, and how and why they stayed the course in the face of unprecedented abuse and hostility.

I’m not a United supporter (Barrow, always, then later, Fulham), but I do remember being allowed to stay up late to witness, on a grainy black-and-white TV, United win the European Cup, forerunner of the Champions League, in 1968 at Wembley Stadium against Portugal’s Benfica, the first English club to do so.

I grew up watching and marvelling at United’s George Best, Bobby Charlton, Denis Law, Nobby Stiles, Pat Crerand, Alex Stepney and the stewardship of their manager, Matt Busby. I knew about the Munich air crash, and how members of the team and club staff had perished, including the great Duncan Edwards, a boy wonder, widely regarded as the best player in England. And how, afterwards, Busby had picked himself up, and the club too, and had rebuilt and taken Manchester United to the very top of the game.

No other club had that back story or could engender the same emotion. No other team possessed that cachet and romance. Then, latterly, came the class of ’92, the wunderkinds of David Beckham, Ryan Giggs, Nicky Butt, Paul Scholes and the Neville brothers, Gary and Phil, and the haughty panache of the French master Eric Cantona, the speed of thought of Wayne Rooney, the physicality of Roy Keane and the audacity of Ronaldo, all marshalled by the redoubtable Alex Ferguson.

The United fans did not take to their strange new owners. Some chose to don the former Newton Heath colours of green and gold, angrily demonstrating and protesting. Some went further and formed their own club, FC United of Manchester. Star players were sold to pay off the debts, or not bought to keep costs down; the fans constantly complained that the rarely seen, distant Glazers were tight with money; that they lacked vision, that they didn’t care, that they were too profits-driven, more interested in paying themselves fees and dividends. After Ferguson left in 2013, managers came and went; and, for all its grand size, the Old Trafford stadium wasn’t updated. In terms of comfort and facilities, it began to lag behind those of United’s Premier League and European peers.

In 2021, the Glazers alienated United fans still further, and football followers everywhere, with a plan, hatched with other bosses, to form a ‘European Super League’ (ESL) of some of Europe’s biggest clubs. It wasn’t the first time that owners had broached the subject of creating a breakaway competition, but this was more serious and carefully planned. For its founders, there would be no relegation from the ESL. United and the other clubs involved, and more particularly their American owners, were guaranteed an initial twenty-three-year bonanza, playing an elite competition among themselves and sharing enormous payouts for TV rights.

Opposition was furious and from all quarters – fans, media, pundits, ex-players, managers (who had been kept in the dark about the scheme) and politicians, including the UK prime minister and government. Football was being hijacked by a bunch of people intent only on enriching themselves; they had no love for the spirit of the game, founded on the disappointment of defeat and the thrill of winning. The opprobrium directed at the Glazers, who were among the ringleaders, was especially vitriolic and personal, leading to fans breaking into Old Trafford and seeking their removal, and the rescheduling of the season’s prestige match against Liverpool. Within days, the scheme collapsed, although there is still suggestion of it being redesigned and resurrected.

The ESL episode served to harden the fans’ enmity. They hated the Glazers, always had, always would. Now, it got worse.

Despite the riots and ferocity, the enduring appeal of United always shone through, unabated. Everywhere you go in Britain, apart from Liverpool, men and boys, women and girls wear United’s red shirts (sponsored for seven years by Chevrolet – for a record $559 million, or £64 million a year). Everywhere across the world, too. I was on holiday in Turkey and stopped for a coffee in the middle of nowhere. The roadside snack bar had a rack of football shirts. There were strips from all the Turkish clubs, but only one foreign one: Manchester United. Here, in the far-flung recesses of Turkey, not a Manc to be seen anywhere. During the Libyan revolution of 2011, many of the rebels were wearing replica Manchester United tops.

All over the world there are United fan clubs. The United players are global household names, pin-ups for the beautiful game. United songs are sung in bars in every city on every continent. Old Trafford is the largest league ground in Britain, a giant temple to the Red Devils. They don’t have a crummy shop outside; they have the Megastore, and it is always busy. It is their matches the TV companies want first; and for their loyal followers, United have their own subscription TV channel. More airtime and column inches are dedicated to the ups and downs of United than to any other club. When Liverpool beat United recently, I counted on the Daily Mail Sports stream eleven items focusing on United and what went wrong, as against three on Liverpool and how well they played.

In November 2022, the Glazers said they were undertaking a ‘strategic review’ and invited offers for the club. Forbes suggested United would fetch as much as £5 billion. Around £6 billion was said to be what the Glazers were seeking. Some suggested that with advances in technology and how the sport is watched, United could be worth a lot more.

A year later, in December 2023, the Glazers accepted an offer from the British multibillionaire Sir Jim Ratcliffe of just over £1 billion for 25 per cent of the club, valuing it at slightly more than £5 billion. Ratcliffe retains first refusal on their 75 per cent. That’s several billions of pounds from not putting in much at all, and after extracting many millions in cash for you and your family down the years. Brilliant.

This is the story of how the Glazers pulled it off, how they purchased, and then made billions from, Manchester United. How they have a racehorse and an almighty personal falling out to thank for their amazing good fortune.

But it’s also about the exploitation of ‘the people’s game’; how they have treated a sport and the greatest club in the world as one giant family ATM. How they tore the soul out of football.




ONE

Red Devils

In the North-West of England, there’s no escaping Manchester. It’s the magnet, the draw, ‘Britain’s Second City’ as it likes to think, even though it’s not. There’s no avoiding its people either. They’re cocky, infectious, funny, direct, unafraid.

Mancunians, or Mancs, are no respecters of status. If they believe you’re too big for your boots they will let you know, often in quite pointed terms.

The night we went to watch United play Liverpool, the smooth, urbane Finsbury PR boss, Roland Rudd, and Peter Thal Larsen from the Financial Times and I were met at Manchester Airport. It was early evening, there was a major game on, it was raining, the city traffic was terrible. Roland grew exasperated and, in his finest, plummy southern tone, he suggested to the driver he knew a quicker way to the Lowry Hotel, where we were checking in and dropping our bags. The driver turned and said, ‘Listen mate, I don’t know what you do, I don’t know who you are, but I don’t care. This is what I do, I drive this car. I will get you there, so please shut up and leave it to me.’

Try as it might, Manchester will never do proper posh. There will always be a rough edge, the people of Manchester will always let you know what they really think. There are pockets that are smart, and as luxurious and design conscious as anywhere in the world. No matter. They have a saying in case someone gets above themselves: ‘All fur coat and no knickers’.

Manchester: musically the home of the Smiths, the Stone Roses, Joy Division, Oasis, as well as the Hacienda, Madchester, Factory Records and Anthony J. Wilson (RIP). It was historically the world’s first industrial city; architecturally it is where high-end fashion boutiques stand within walking distance of Strangeways high-security prison; culturally it is the site of TV’s Coronation Street, and now the Salford Quays and MediaCity development, home to large parts of the BBC, which includes the Lowry Arts Centre and Imperial War Museum North. Manchester, the once grimy, stinky mill town, home to a prestigious university that has produced twenty-five Nobel laureates. Scuzzy, glorious Manchester.

Brash and in your face, working-class Manchester fears no one. Which is why Manchester’s story is marked by political protest and struggle and mass gatherings.

In 1819, more than 60,000 pro-democracy and anti-poverty campaigners assembled in St Peter’s Fields in the city to hear speeches by the likes of Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt, the parliamentary reformer. The local infantry and yeomanry had other ideas; they attacked the crowd on horseback, armed with clubs and sabres. Many hundreds of people were injured in the ferocious attack, and up to twenty men and women died.

The ‘Peterloo Massacre’, as it was termed, became embedded in national folklore, a rallying point for the left, for the Chartist, trade union, women’s suffrage, anti-Corn Law, Communist and Cooperative movements, all of them straight out of Manchester. It led to the establishment of the Manchester Guardian – later The Guardian – newspaper.

It’s where Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx studied together in the Reading Room at Chetham’s in 1845. The same Marx who wrote what could be the anti-Glazer, Manchester United supporter credo: ‘Everyone will own productive property in common, and everyone will work that property. No one will be able to exploit the labour of others to accumulate private wealth. No one will be alienated because everyone has a claim of ownership in everything that is produced.’

It was in Manchester where, in opposition to slavery, the local mill workers, at great personal financial cost, refused to touch raw cotton picked by American slaves. Where the cotton-mill owners bankrolled the world’s biggest art exhibition, attended by 1.3 million people. Where 10,000 unemployed men and women marched against the introduction of ‘means testing’ – an event immortalized in the great, furious, polemical scream of a novel, Love on the Dole.

It was in Manchester where Pope John Paul II, on the first papal visit to the UK, in May 1982, held a mass for 250,000, among them a young Liam Gallagher. When Gallagher later played with Oasis on the very same spot to another huge audience he said, ‘Last time I was here I came to see the Pope. He was all right but he didn’t have many tunes.’ Typical Liam, typical Manc.

It was also where, on North Road in 1878, the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway Company’s Newton Heath works set up a football and cricket club. The idea was that the workers could better themselves, staying off the drink, at least while the matches were being played. They wore the company colours of green and gold. The first team grew in stature, largely through the device of the L&YR offering jobs in their factory to those from further afield who could play football. As a result, Newton Heath or ‘Heathens’ contained non-local talent, from Wales, Scotland and elsewhere.

Soon, a row developed over ownership of the club: Newton Heath officials were ambitious and built two stands for spectators; the railway company was disapproving and unwilling to back their construction. ‘Heathens’ and L&YR parted, and from that point on, anyone could play for the club, not just employees of L&YR.

Today, some United fans cloak themselves in nostalgia for the old Newton Heath, wearing green and gold, to profess allegiance to a club that was more ‘of the people’. That it might have been, but it was also hopelessly run. The club survived, just, but only thanks to the generosity of its fans. Newton Heath found salvation eventually in the shape of John Davies, owner of a brewery and married to a Tate & Lyle sugar heir. He took charge, paid off the club’s debts, and changed the strip to red and white. He proposed altering the name, and at a special meeting of fans and directors, Manchester United was born.

Under Davies’s sound financial stewardship, United prospered. Once he’d installed Ernest Mangnall as manager, the club’s fortunes on the pitch improved as well.

Mangnall was a person of contrasts. He was stylish, liking a cigar and wearing a straw boater. But he was also a fitness fanatic and autocratic. He was, in approach, not unlike Alex Ferguson.

In May 1908, United secured their first league title. They followed that with the FA Cup in 1909, beating Bristol City at Crystal Palace. In Manchester United: The Biography, the writer and devoted United fan Jim White records the reaction of The Times to the invasion of thousands of Mancunians in support of their team: ‘There are no people in the world like the northerners. They spend their money; they have their quaint ways. They bring stone jars of strong ale and sandwiches an inch thick packed in the wicker baskets which can be used for conveying carrier pigeons.’

Whatever the state of the United fans, the players were different. When presenting the cup, Lord Charles Beresford, commander-in-chief of the Channel Fleet, declared: ‘I do not think I have seen finer specimens of British humanity than those who played in this game.’

On their return to Manchester, more than 300,000 people turned out to see the victory parade, with the cup being held aloft by players, management and directors on a carriage pulled by six grey mares.

Euphoria was short-lived, as the team, led by the Welsh winger Billy Meredith, demanded an end to the salary cap imposed by the club owners. They formed the Professional Footballers’ Association (PFA) and sought affiliation with the General Federation of Trade Unions (GFTU). Out of Manchester: trade unionism. Out of United: the football players’ union, the PFA.

The owners, in the form of the Football Association, hit back, banning the new organization and telling club chairmen to fire any players who had joined. In Manchester, the United players were locked out of their ground in Bank Street, close to the city centre. Their response was to break in and seize property in lieu of payment, including the FA Cup.

It was typical hot-headed, hotbed Manchester. Protest and the sacking of offices, especially those of the boss class, were regarded as legitimate acts, as ‘fair game’. The revolt ended in defeat for the players, and victory for the FA. In 1909, the United owner, Davies, emboldened by the mass celebrations for the FA Cup triumph, commissioned a new stadium, over the city border in neighbouring Salford. Thanks to his astute financial management, Davies was able to pay for it from cash, without borrowing.

Built on land bought from the Earl of Trafford, the ground, designed to house 100,000 spectators, was described by the Sporting Chronicle as ‘the most handsomest, the most spacious and the most remarkable arena I have ever seen. As a football ground it is unrivalled anywhere in the world.’

Thus, it became engrained in United folklore that the Reds play, and deserve to play, in the finest stadium anywhere; and, what is more, they do so for a club that is debt-free.

[image: Paragraph break image]

Many years later, and such was the level of success under Sir Alex Ferguson and, before him, Sir Matt Busby, that the modern image of Manchester United had become one associated with unalloyed triumph.

It hadn’t always been the case. Indeed, United’s supporters developed a taste for uprising against owners they deemed to be responsible for failure as far back as the 1930s. Those same supporters who vent their fury that the Ferguson era was not sustained would do well to study what occurred to their favourite club after the Mangnall reign and the ending of the First World War, when United entered a prolonged slump.

In 1922, United were relegated. They were not even the top local team in the Second Division – Stockport County could claim that position. Old Trafford, built for 100,000 spectators, was regularly hosting just 11,000. In the febrile Mancunian atmosphere, inflated expectation and the desire to place blame saw rumours abound that the pitch was cursed; there were calls for it to be dug up.

Meanwhile, Manchester City were riding high. The Blues had secured the services of Meredith, Mangnall and other former United stalwarts; they had moved across the city and were winning on and off the park, drawing large crowds. Again, the red mist provoked by the dominance of blue is a phenomenon that has deep roots.

In 1924, too, supporters and minority shareholders combined to seek representation on the United board. They received short shrift.

On it went. So-so displays in matches were accompanied by growing dissatisfaction on the terraces. United were back in the First Division but going nowhere – and not winning with anything like the panache their supporters demanded.

The fun in following United or, as one fan put it in a complaint to the club’s Annual General Meeting, the ‘sentiment’, was fast disappearing. Matters came to a head in 1931. United performed dismally, conceding twenty-five goals in their first five games and losing twelve matches in a row.

The joint Manchester United Supporters Club and Shareholders Association had had enough. It demanded the board quit and that the FA scrutinize the financial dealings of the club. Led by George Greenhough, a taxi firm owner, they published a five-point plan: new manager, better player recruitment system, sign quality players, election of a new board and a rights issue to fund recovery.

True to the city’s radical heritage, a call was made for a mass boycott of the home fixture against Arsenal, then the country’s top team. Supporters were split as to whether a boycott was the right and proper thing to do. Notices and calls to action were circulated among the fans. The feeling was universal: though there was discontentment at the performance of the club, the beef was not with the players but with the directors. After that, though, there was a split, between the most extreme factions and the bulk of the ordinary fans.

At a public meeting to discuss the planned action, Greenhough claimed there were 3,000 at Hulme Town Hall, while the Manchester Evening News settled on 1,200. The resolution was carried, to boycott the plum Manchester United v. Arsenal fixture.

Strangely, as with most of the modern-day protests, it had more bark than bite. There were additional police on duty, and they were positioned on the turnstiles to spot troublemakers, but that was the extent of it. The players were cheered when they appeared, while the directors were treated with disdain. The crowd was down on the normal number for the glamour tie, but it was still United’s biggest gate of the season; for the great body of supporters, the match came first. They wanted their entertainment, their weekly release, and they were not prepared to lose it. In the Manchester Evening News, Greenhough’s movement was derided as ‘a total failure’. Athletic News noted that ‘the much-discussed boycott was on, but nobody noticed it.’

Despite their scepticism, Greenhough had put down a marker. His revolution petered out, but he showed that United fans were no respecters of hierarchy; they were unafraid to voice their anger and, even though the numbers involved were relatively small, he had effectively corralled enough people to provoke debate and spark headlines.

As it turned out, United the team went from bad to worse, losing consistently and getting relegated. The crowd, in a venue built for 100,000, now reached a low point of 3,900. Inevitably the club was running up debts; in 1931, it owed £30,000 for the building of the new North Stand at Old Trafford. Stories abounded of the depths to which it had sunk; that there was no cash for the players and staff Christmas lunch; supporters were washing the team kit to save on the laundry costs; the players were not getting paid; the gas supply to Old Trafford was disconnected because the bills were unpaid. Consistent failings on the pitch coupled with the global slump, the worst in history, which led to business closures nationwide and sky-high unemployment. The club was on its knees, seemingly destined for bankruptcy.

Salvation came in the guise of James Gibson, co-owner of a Manchester clothing firm called Briggs, Jones and Gibson. He invested a total of £30,000 to help save the club, but it had strings attached.

Gibson was not especially interested in the game of football, neither was he a particular follower of United. What concerned him was the city of Manchester and the fortunes of its inhabitants. He was persuaded that having a flourishing United was good for civic pride; even better if the team was comprised of young, local lads, reflecting the values and concerns of the people who would support the club. Gibson was signalling what was to follow, laying the foundations for the romance and legend of the later great teams. Again, something of Gibson seeped into the United DNA.

A wealthy man, he could have stopped there. But the community spirit in him pushed Gibson further. He was happy to put cash in, provided others followed his lead, and if the fans approved. For the first time the supporters were getting a proper say in the running of the club.

Four others came forward and put in £2,000 – a considerable sum in those days. United was now a club owned by rich people, but one that seemed to be determinedly for the people. For their part, the supporters responded in kind, flocking back to Old Trafford, rekindling the love for their team. The attendance for the first game with Gibson in situ on Christmas Day 1931 was almost ten times that terrible low of 3,900, up to 33,123 for a League Division Two match against Wolves which United won 3–2.

United was making a fresh start, re-establishing pride in the ‘Manchester United’ name. But however appealing the philosophy, it did not guarantee results. On the pitch, United was still enduring a torrid time, going right to the wire, to the very last game of the 1933–4 season, and only just managing to avoid yet another defeat and relegation to the Third Division.

It was a turning point of sorts. The club clawed its way back, and in doing so it drew on local youth players, further fuelling the legend. Gibson and the club secretary, Walter Crickmer, set up the Manchester United Junior Athletic Club in 1937, to nurture local talent. A predecessor of the Youth Academy, it produced a steady stream of players, among them Charlie Mitten, Johnny Aston and Stan Pearson. In its first season in a local amateur league, the youth team scored an incredible 223 goals.

At the senior level, progress was mixed, with the club winning promotion as champions at the end of the 1935–6 season, only to be relegated again the following year. However, by the end of the 1937–8 season, United finished second in the league and were promoted once more to the First Division, where they would stay for the following thirty-six years. The outbreak of war in September 1939 meant that only three games were played in the 1939–40 season; for those who did not go to join the fighting, a special non-competitive War League was organized, which would dominate fixture lists until the end of the 1945–6 season.

Old Trafford had been requisitioned as a military depot, but football was still played there. A German bombing raid in December 1940 caused some damage, but a further raid in March 1941 wrecked much of the stadium, including the main stand, and after that Manchester United had to play its games at Maine Road, home to Manchester City. It was not until 1949 that the stadium had been repaired sufficiently for the players to return, though it still had no roof.

In broad terms, the team had had a good war, in the sense that none of its players had been killed or seriously injured, and it emerged with a fine squad and a new manager.

Once of Manchester City and Liverpool, Matt Busby had been managing the Army side when he had been contacted by United in December 1944. Words like ‘thinker’ and ‘calm’ are used to describe Busby, and that’s how I remember him from TV interviews. He would always be wearing his trademark tracksuit or looking dapper in a woollen overcoat, jacket and trilby hat. His answers were measured and careful; he was not given to histrionics.

He’d been a successful player, and now he was turning to management. Busby displayed clarity of mind and determination, setting out his own terms for the job. He wanted to be left alone, to choose the team, to sort out transfers. He desired a free hand – something that would prove anathema to those later owners of the club, the Glazers, who liked to be consulted and involved in the buying and selling of players. He also made it clear that he was not to be judged immediately; that success would not come overnight but would take five years minimum.

Busby officially became the United manager on 1 October 1945, after he was demobbed. He was hands-on, his own man. Attempts by directors to get involved with team selection or tactics were dealt with politely but firmly. Always he was able to count on Gibson for backing.

The Busby era was encapsulated by his favourite phrase: ‘Just go out and play.’ Romantic as it is to regard his simple instruction as almost boyish and joyous, it masked an underlying steel. Busby was just as details driven as the modern manager, taking the players through breakdowns of the opposition, analysing their strengths and weaknesses.

His mantra took the credit, though, when United beat Blackpool 4–2 in 1948, in one of the greatest FA Cup finals, when they came up against the England duo of Stanley Matthews and Stan Mortensen. It was a terrific contest, with United living up to their image as a buccaneering, stylish, all-out attacking side. At half-time Blackpool led 2–1, only for United, after being told to ‘just go out and play’, to dominate the second half and win.

Another victory parade through the centre of Manchester ensued. This was one with a difference, when the team diverted to Gibson’s house – he was at home, ill, having missed the final. It was an important, symbolic moment. Seven of this team were local Mancs. There was a togetherness – of a club, its owners, players, manager, supporters, and the city itself.

Busby was an impatient character, not given to resting on his laurels. No sooner had United triumphed than he began to dismantle the team, believing it to be too old, to focus on building a new, younger edition.

Bobby Charlton, Duncan Edwards, David Pegg, Billy Whelan, Eddie Coleman . . . Busby created a team of local youths. No matter that several of them were not from Manchester at all. They were all treated as locals; ordinary lads who lived in digs and would ride bikes to and from the United training ground, The Cliff in Salford, and hang out in the local dance halls and cinemas afterwards.

Busby made sure they behaved as normal kids, and that success did not go to their heads. And Manchester embraced them for it. They were seen as the city’s own, to be loved, nurtured and protected. It added to the sense of United being the people’s club. That spirit was fostered as well by how United played – with élan and verve. Their modus operandi was all-out attack. In 1955–6, they lost just one game between Christmas and the end of the season, winning the league by a huge eleven points.

Two nicknames were coined for them: Busby Babes and Red Devils. Busby himself preferred the latter, seeing it as conveying style and mischief.

In 1956, the club was invited by UEFA to play in Europe, for the second season of the newly formed European Cup. The English football establishment, notably the football league, was not best pleased, but was powerless to resist.

Here was United blazing a trail, setting forth to compete on a bigger stage, one that would in time come to dwarf the domestic competitions in terms of prestige and financial worth. The first match was against Anderlecht, the top Belgian side, in Belgium. United won 2–0. In the return leg, played at City’s ground in Maine Road because Old Trafford did not have floodlights, United were imperious, unstoppable, winning 10–0, and watched by 43,365 spectators. Clearly Manchester was captivated by the glamour of European nights, and enamoured with the bewitching football that its young team was producing. Again, it was not only United that was setting a different standard, playing in a different league; the city and its people were sharing the journey. The nation, too.

In the quarter-final, United overcame Athletic Bilbao in a two-leg thriller in early 1957, prompting this, from Henry Rose, the Daily Express football correspondent: ‘My hands are still trembling as I write. My heart still pounds. And a few hours have passed since, with 65,000 other lucky people, I saw the greatest soccer victory in history, ninety minutes of tremendous thrill and excitement that will live for ever in the memory. Salute the eleven red-shirted heroes of Manchester United. The whole country is proud of you.’

United had won the English Football League First Division, they were in the final of the FA Cup, and now the semi-final of the European Cup. For a while, it appeared as though this swashbuckling team would win the lot. In the end it was not to be, and they were well beaten by Real Madrid, which prompted a bout of soul-searching in Busby. What had impressed him was not only Real Madrid’s better football, but also how thoroughly the club was immersed in the community. All levels of Madrid society appeared to have a say in the running of the club, which was owned by the supporters.

It appeared to Busby that even Manchester City had closer ties with Mancunians; United was becoming synonymous with money, even back then. Busby resolved to do more to improve local relations and return the club to its roots, to the people who lived around it. Tragically, happenstance was to do that in a way that no one would have wanted or foreseen. If the plane carrying the players, management and press on the way back from playing Red Star Belgrade had not skidded off the runway at Munich after a refuelling stop, what then? It is impossible to speculate.

Twenty-three people perished as a result of the Munich air disaster of 6 February 1958, among them eight players, including Duncan Edwards, then considered England’s coming superstar. As a song composed in their memory put it, ‘the flowers of English football, the flowers of Manchester’ were lost.

Arguably, these terrible events cemented the United legend. The accident and the club’s recovery afterwards came to define the badge on the shirt, what it stood for, what it meant.

Tragedies have befallen other clubs – in England alone, the Hillsborough catastrophe and the Bradford City stadium fire, both of which involved far greater loss of life. Perhaps the difference is that, at Munich, players were among the dead, star players, magic boys, heroes in death as in life. The club’s supporters, Manchester and beyond – all regarded the players as somehow theirs. As Bobby Charlton put it: ‘Before Munich, United were seen as Manchester’s club. Afterwards, everyone felt as if they owned a little bit of it.’

Rio Ferdinand remarked that Munich was ‘the starting point, really, for the tradition, the start of setting down the standard for Manchester United Football Club.’

In the aftermath of the disaster, Manchester United could have collapsed or faded into quiet obscurity, but – perhaps distilling that wartime sense of ‘carrying on’ – they not only survived the tragedy but prospered.

The task of rebuilding the club fell initially to Jimmy Murphy, Busby’s ebullient, popular assistant who had not been on the Belgrade trip. Busby had been critically injured in the crash but, even as he lay stricken on a Munich hospital bed, he urged: ‘Keep the flag flying, Jim, until I get back.’

Thus was the romance, the spirit of renewal, born. The first match, a fortnight after the aircraft burst into flames, was at home against Sheffield Wednesday. Murphy picked seven youth-team players, two recent signings and two Munich survivors. Somehow, at a packed Old Trafford, the cobbled-together outfit won. In the stands, in the terraced streets of Manchester, across the country and the world, even amid traditional foes, there was joy.

Shortly afterwards came the awful blow that Duncan Edwards, who had been critically injured and clung on for fifteen days, would not be coming back.

From then on, United would try to play a certain, courageous way – ‘attack, attack, attack’ was the Old Trafford call – in tribute to those who died. That’s how Bobby Charlton saw it, saying he always gave everything he had ‘for Manchester United and the lads who didn’t make it.’ When, today, the players’ form dips or they become too defensive, it is not long before some reference is made to the ‘United way’ or the ‘Busby way’, code for the spirit of 1958.

United refused to be cowed. The survivors were not going to allow what had happened to destroy the club or the legacy of the players who had perished. Within weeks of the crash, they’d fought their way to the FA Cup final in May 1958. That day they wore specially emblazoned club badges on their shirts, showing a phoenix. Their storybook defiance earned them supporters from all over. No matter they lost, in the end, 2–0 to Bolton Wanderers.

Within football there was enormous and heartfelt sympathy for United, but in some quarters it was also accompanied by animosity, born out of a kind of twisted jealousy, that United now had a popular kudos and stature that other clubs could never match. Some opposition fans mimicked the sounds and movement of an airplane crashing; others mocked ‘the Munichs’ on commemorative T-shirts.

For the club itself, after the initial support and sympathy, the first few years after the disaster were grim. United was still in shock, and the training ground and Old Trafford were unhappy places. The players did not sparkle on the pitch and attendances, which had risen immediately after the accident as people wanted to rally round, dropped. Gradually, though, the mood, and with it the results, lifted.

Matt Busby, finally having left hospital after nine weeks’ recuperation, had resumed a full managerial role in the 1958–9 season. His chest had been crushed, a lung had collapsed and he’d been on life support. Twice, he’d had the last rites read to him. When he started to recover, he was guilt-stricken at what had been lost, by his decision to play in Europe. He struggled with the thought that he had lived and so many others had not. He turned his back on the game, but gradually, he came round – his wife, Jean, told Busby how much his family needed him and by walking away from football, from United, he was letting down those who had perished. He owed it to them to return.

He began to rebuild the team, buying a young, brilliant goal-scorer, Denis Law, from Torino in 1962, and from Celtic the midfielder Paddy Crerand in February 1963, to feed Law long balls from the back. Alongside Law stood David Herd (forward), Bobby Charlton (attacking midfielder), Bill Foulkes (centre half), Nobby Stiles (defensive midfielder), Tony Dunne (left back), and goalkeeper Harry Gregg. It was the makings of a strong side. What tipped it over into greatness was the arrival of George Best.

The wonderfully talented, mercurial ‘kid’, the blue-eyed boy genius from Belfast, was the first true ‘celebrity’ footballer, with his pop-star hairstyle, dashing good looks and attendant wild lifestyle. He belonged to United. George was United.

On his own, Best was special, but put him alongside the disciplined, unyielding oak of Charlton and the snapping terrier of Law, and you had a corporate marketeer’s dream. The Englishman, the Irishman and the Scotsman, as Law liked to joke. Then set this ‘holy trinity’ against the quiet stoicism of Busby and resurrection that followed the horror of Munich, and you had the trappings of an epic tale. Manchester, the world, were enthralled.

There was another more prosaic first. Old Trafford became the first football ground in the country, in 1965, to acquire corporate hospitality boxes. United was catering for ambition. Redbrick, smokestack Manchester was being elevated. Together, club and city were on a shared odyssey.

Liverpool might have The Beatles, but United had their own non-singing version in Best, and a feverish atmosphere around the club and its matches to rival a Beatles concert. For anyone not wedded to a particular team, they could – and did – choose to follow the most glamorous of all.

The foundation for everything that followed was laid on 29 May 1968 at Wembley. The old stadium was packed with over 92,000 people, mostly United supporters, who had somehow got tickets for the European Cup final. They were pitched against Portugal’s Benfica, which was making its fifth appearance in a European Cup final; for United it was a first.

It was fitting the match was at the scene of England’s World Cup victory two years earlier. That was the national team, this was the nation’s team. In Bideford Gardens, in Barrow-in-Furness, I was allowed to stay up and watch. I was not alone – United had most of the country and
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