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INTRODUCTION


The first time I was allowed to sit up for Match of the Day I was eight. It was November 1984 and because my parents were away I was staying at my gran’s. She lived about 200 yards from Roker Park and on that Saturday afternoon we sat in the front room watching Grandstand, listening to the roars drifting over the rooftops. Sunderland went 2–0 down to goals from Bryan Robson and Mark Hughes inside quarter of an hour. Clive Walker pulled one back within six seconds of the restart, Dave Hodgson and Hughes were then sent off for some mild fisticuffs and, before half-time, two Walker penalties had Sunderland 3–2 up.


My gran would probably have let me stay up even if I hadn’t brazenly claimed that, ‘Oh yes, Dad always lets me watch it.’ It wasn’t just that Sunderland were on television, and had won, both rare enough in what turned out to be a relegation season. It was that this was a win over Manchester United and, even then, even seventeen years after their last league title, that was significant. There was a lustre to their name that seemed out of keeping with their week-to-week performances. I suspect most people of my generation went through a similar process of struggling to reconcile the image of the club with the reality.


My recollection of much of the sport I watched in the mid-eighties is far sharper than of games I watched a week or two ago. I suspect this is just how memory works, that what your brain deems important when you’re eight is imprinted there for ever, while even big matches blur and merge when you’re watching a dozen games a week. Looking back, I was clear that the second game on Match of the Day that week was Oxford United coming from 2–0 down to beat Leeds 5–2 and that Peter Lorimer was sent off for the crime of being punched, but I thought, just as an experiment, it was worth digging out the footage of that Sunderland v United game on YouTube. The goalscorers and the sendings off I remembered clearly enough, and my sense of it having been a windy day, the pitch dry and a little awkward, was accurate. But other aspects I’d misremembered completely. I’d totally forgotten, for instance, Norman Whiteside hitting the bar early on, and the delicious ball inside the full-back and the Jesper Olsen cross that led to that. I’d thought the two dismissals were at 1–0 rather than 2–1, although I was right about the punctiliousness of the referee, John Key, a prime example of the balding, side-burned portly Yorkshire type, and the harshness of the decision (he also penalised Gary Bailey for time wasting and gave an indirect free-kick in the box – in the first minute). And Ron Atkinson’s Gestapo-style black leather overcoat had slipped from my memory completely.


But more significant was my failure to recall quite important detail. In my head, Walker’s first was a neat goal after a darting dribble. In fact, it was awful United defending. Tapped kick-off, rolled back, knocked out to Colin West on the left, header on for Walker through the middle, Bailey slow to come out and the ball lofted over him. Perhaps the wind made the flight of the ball hard to judge, but it looked like a failure of concentration from United – the sort of laxity that, in hind-sight, was why that team never quite achieved what it perhaps should have done.


The first penalty, I knew, was for a clumsy foul by Bailey on Gary Bennett, although the question of what Sunderland’s centre-back should be doing in the opposition box had never occurred to me. Watching it again, I still can’t work it out, but what I’d forgotten was that Key was about sixty yards away, dealing with the aftermath of a late challenge by Olsen on Howard Gayle; Gayle’s retaliatory kick at the Dane was arguably worse than anything Hughes or Hodgson had done.


Similarly the detail of Mike Duxbury, playing at left-back that day, hopelessly misjudging an attempted clearing header, had faded, as had the ridiculousness of Bailey’s challenge. This was defending of the most shambolic kind. Bailey’s shuffling on his line, feigning one way then the other as Walker approached the ball, seemed very of its era.


I’d been able to recall little of the build-up to the second penalty, but Sunderland’s football was excellent – far better than I’d imagined them capable of that season – as Stan Cummins, Peter Daniel and West put together a string of sharp passes, ending with Cummins receiving the return, bursting into the box and being hacked down by a reckless challenge from Gordon McQueen. Why was he lunging in? This was a defence whose mind seemed collectively scrambled; little wonder United also let slip a two-goal lead at Nottingham Forest a fortnight later.


That’s the benefit of rewatching old footage. Some aspects that seemed natural now stand out as quirks of the period. With the full knowledge of context, patterns emerge, incidents that lead to future events or that confirm patterns of behaviour become clear. And, most valuable of all, there is detail that adds a richness to interpretation.


‘I’ve seen the first editions,’ Sir Alex Ferguson used to like to remind journalists, referring specifically to those from 27 May 1999, the morning after Manchester United completed the Treble by winning the Champions League. In the running copy they’d filed on the final whistle, journalists had written of Bayern’s domination, of United’s subdued display, of the failure of the rejigged midfield in the absence of Paul Scholes and Roy Keane. Until injury-time, it had seemed like another tale of United underperformance in Europe and the pieces reflected that, with a top and a tail hastily thrown on to describe the astonishing late drama, United yet again, in that season of seasons, conjuring a victory from a game that seemed lost. By the time of the rewrites, written an hour or so later with time for reflection and with the addition of quotes, the tone was very different, glorying in United’s success.


Yet it had been the first editions that had more accurately reflected what had happened in the match, before knowledge of the outcome had coloured the perception. Or at least it more accurately reflected how people had felt the game was going at the time – but perhaps they too were influenced by the scoreline. Ferguson himself, in his autobiography, trenchantly argues that David Beckham was ‘the most effective midfielder on the park’ and that the runs of Ryan Giggs on the right had left the Bayern full-back Michael Tarnat constantly calling for cover, gradually wearing down the defence until they were rendered too exhausted properly to defend those two decisive late corners. Perhaps Ferguson too is guilty of filtering history through his knowledge of what subsequently happened.


‘You can’t validate the process through the results,’ as the Spanish coach Juanma Lillo told Sid Lowe in Issue One of The Blizzard. ‘Human beings tend to venerate what finished well, not what was done well. We attack what ended up badly, not what was done badly . . . Bayern Munich are a great team in the ninetieth minute when they are winning the Champions League and in the ninety-second minute they’re rubbish. How can that be? . . . The thing is, después del visto todo el mundo es listo: everyone’s a genius after the event. I call them prophets of the past. And yet they are wrong even to evaluate the process in the light solely of how it came out in the end.’


The quest for an explicatory narrative does more than that: it also destroys nuance. No game follows a simple path. It is almost never a case of one team being better and so winning. There are always ebbs and flows, moments when the match threatens to tip one way and then goes the other. Football is not always fair. Myths build up around games, individal moments are hailed as decisive. When Brian Clough didn’t talk to his players between the end of normal time and the beginning of extra-time in the 1991 FA Cup final, it was seen as a decisive failure in Nottingham Forest’s defeat; when, as Derby County manager, he had done the same in a League Cup tie away to Tottenham two decades earlier, it had been hailed as an act of genius because Derby went on to win. Victory is the great validator.


That’s why, if we are really to understand football’s past and draw meaningful lessons from it, there is need to go back to the sources, the games themselves, and to subject them to forensic examination. This book provides close readings of ten key games in the history of Manchester United, from their first FA Cup success in 1909 through to the strangely consolatory success in the FA Cup final of 2016. For the first game no video footage exists and for the second two there are only brief highlights (it’s one of the great losses of English football history that all that remains of the 1948 FA Cup final, reputedly one of the greatest finals there has been, is the Pathé news footage). The descriptions of those games have had to be compiled from old match reports and interviews, a process that reveals both the fallibility of memory and the difficulty of writing copy without the benefit of press-box replays: one man’s routine save is another’s incredible parry, crosses are put in and blocks made by a variety of possible players, chances that are key in one paper pass without mention in another. But on the other hand, match reports in those days tended to be relayed as the match was going on and so are less prone to be influenced by knowledge of the result; as a consequence they offer a more accurate sense of the feel of the game even if specifics at times get lost. Compiling a coherent narrative is an act of consensus.


For the other seven games, I’ve been through the video again and again, looking for patterns, trying to carve through the thickets of a sport that continues to confound easy analysis to find the pathways that explain the game. There must also be, though, a sense of context. Each game is part of a sequence, whether good or bad, and it will always be influenced by personnel and the prevailing ideology. Circumstances, equally, play their part, whether sporting or to do with the wider world. The ten games discussed here have been selected not because they are necessarily the best games Manchester United have been involved in, or even the most important in terms of happening in the latter stages of competitions, but because they highlight wider trends, or because they lie on the fault lines of history, marking the end of one era or the beginning of the next.


And because this is United, there is perhaps additional resonance. From the completion of Old Trafford in 1910, United have had a significant financial advantage. Yet their history has not been one of sustained success. They may be the most successful club in English league history but their story could also be seen as one of protracted failure alleviated only by three great managers. Only under the second of them, Matt Busby, did United become the most glamorous team in England, a status grimly underpinned by the tragedy of Munich. Since then, though, even in the fallow years between Busby and Ferguson, United have been consistently the biggest team in the country. As such their history is also, to an extent, a history of English football and the possibilities and frustrations it offered its elite.


This is a book that tries to be about football as it was played on the field. It tries to re-evaluate and reassess, to go beyond the white noise of banal player quotes and instant judgements to discover why what happened happened. Of course external events impinge, for at a certain level everything is connected, but it is, as far as possible, a football history.









CHAPTER 1


FA Cup final, Crystal Palace, London, 24 April 1909
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‘IT WAS VERY EVIDENT TO the Londoner when he turned out this morning to perform his usual daily duties that it was cup day – or “coop” day as he prefers to call it in ridicule of the northern accent,’ reported the London Correspondent of the Manchester Evening News on 24 April 1909. Around 60,000 fans made the journey from Manchester, most of them arriving between three and seven in the morning. As some waited at the station for the heavy rain to ease, others took advantage of the offer of shopkeepers on Euston Road for a ‘wash and a brush up’ for 2d. Numerous restaurants opened at 5 a.m. to provide breakfast for the early arrivals.


A photograph in the Manchester Evening News shows a group of fans in matching red-and-white-striped bonnets, glumly looking out at a wet street. One wears a striped suit, and another holds an umbrella bearing the legend ‘Rocca’s Brigade’. Uncertain as they appear, the general mood before the final against Bristol City was one of excitement and optimism: Manchester United had won the league the previous season, but this was their chance to win the FA Cup for the first time, the primary competition of the age, and so cement the club’s position among the elite.


United’s title defence had begun to come apart in the October with a run of four games without a victory and by January had collapsed entirely. But as their league form deteriorated, the Cup offered solace. Brighton and Everton were both beaten 1–0 at home, and then Blackburn Rovers were hammered 6–1 to set up a home quarter-final against Burnley.


On an icy pitch and amid heavy snow, United were trailing 1–0 with eighteen minutes remaining when the referee, Herbert Bamlett, decided to abandon the game. So exhausted was he that United’s centre-half Charlie Roberts had to blow the final whistle for him. Or at least that was the story that later became accepted as fact. The contemporaneous Athletic News report described Bamlett blowing the whistle himself, then consulting his linesmen and the respective club secretaries. ‘It is said,’ the Athletic News’s correspondent noted, ‘that Mr Bamlett ought never to have commenced the match, but I will not go so far, as while during the whole of the first half the small snow was blowing with great force into the faces of the United players, the conditions were altogether different in the second half. Football is a winter game and I believe that referees should not abandon matches until absolutely compelled to do so; but after the interval the flakes of real snow were so thick and blinding that, in my opinion, Mr Bamlett was quite justified.’


United won the rearranged game 3–2.


There was bad weather for the semi-final as well, at Bramall Lane against Newcastle United, who were on their way to the league title despite suffering that season what remains the record home defeat in the English top flight, going down 9–1 to Sunderland. Heavy rain made good football all but impossible: ‘There was no denying the fact that Manchester were the better team, and they have well-earned the chance of making their first appearance in the final tie,’ the Manchester Evening News reported. ‘The standard of play was not so high as the League records of the clubs led the onlookers to anticipate, but it was a rare struggle for the ninety minutes, and it was only the rare determination of the Manchester side that pulled them through.’


The only goal came from the inside-forward Harold Halse, who would become the first man to play in Cup finals for three different sides. ‘A long lob by the half-backs enabled [George] Wall to turn the ball in front of goal,’ the Athletic News reported. ‘Three Manchester men played it – or tried to play it – on the six-yard line. Alec [better known as Sandy] Turnbull fell in the effort and James Turnbull only scraped the ball and while all this was happening, Halse rushed up at full speed and with a fast rocket shot forced the ball up to the roof of the goal.’ It was, the MEN suggested, ‘a shot that [the Newcastle keeper Jimmy] Lawrence probably never saw’.


‘Manchester United, with valiant half-backs and a forward line which is distinguished by cleverness and dash, never looked like losing,’ said Athletic News. ‘Just when a drawn game was becoming probable, Halse saved his comrades from another ordeal.’


As United focused increasingly on the Cup, their league form worsened and they won only one of their final fifteen games of the season to finish thirteenth, a run that included a draw and a defeat to Bristol City. A change of kit was required and, with Bristol City opting for blue, United turned out in white with a red V, the shirts bought from Billy Meredith’s sports shop and presented to the squad by the music-hall star George Robey.


For fans just as much as the club, the Cup outweighed all else and thousands flocked to London to be roundly patronised by the southern media. ‘They bring stone jars of strong ale and sandwiches an inch thick packed in little wicker baskets which can also be used for conveying carrier pigeons,’ The Times reported.


For Mancunians, the Cup final wasn’t just about the match: it was a day out and a chance to see London. As the rain eased, fans began to take brakes around the city on sightseeing tours. ‘The fashion in caps in the provinces is evidently not that in London,’ the MEN’s London correspondent noted. ‘I have never seen such pronounced unanimity in colouring as this year. Nearly every cap one sees – and they are largely new for the occasion – is of some shade of green . . . Green has not become at all pronounced even in the suburbs of London for holiday purposes as it is among the visitors today.’


The clash of cultures was a habitual feature of early newspaper coverage of FA Cup finals. United fans, if the MEN’s London man is to be believed, were startled by the market at Covent Garden, where they watched the ‘noisy scenes attendant upon the selling of fruit and flowers . . . with interest and not a little amazement.’


A porter outside the Cecil Hotel on the Strand ‘caused considerable amusement’ by ‘drunkenly dancing to a northern concertina’. Other fans played trumpets but, by and large, the MEN correspondent was relieved by the restraint of United fans. ‘The demeanour of the people shows generally a great improvement on that of the crowds which have visited us on previous occasions,’ he wrote. ‘It may please the temperance man to know that less than half the accommodation usually required for the storage of intoxicating liquor was needed this morning.’


The United team stayed at Chingford, their approach to Crystal Palace by coach delayed by vast crowds, many of them apparently fascinated by the three-card sharpers who plied their con on the pavements outside the stadium. Everything seemed exotic. ‘With more than superstition,’ the MEN reported, ‘they regarded as a good omen the dusky figure of an oriental child in a white turban, with blood-coloured flowing robes, which flitted among the crowds.’


But alongside the familiar tropes of excitable aliens abroad in the big city (as though Manchester were some backwater), there was a sense that the final didn’t quite live up to those of previous years. ‘London was not excited,’ said the Daily Mirror, taking an admirably equal-opportunities approach to patronising fans. ‘The Cockney element did not go to see the game in its usual numbers, with the result that the army of spectators lacked that leaven of hilarity which the light-hearted Londoner imparts to most sporting functions in the Metropolis . . . Then too we lacked the Northumberland element, which had been present in recent years when Newcastle were fighting in the final battle – and we all know the light-heartedness of the Geordie . . .


‘Another thing which tended to make the crowd a drab one was the fact that the teams were not playing in their accustomed colours and as all white does not lend itself to spectacular effect the United’s supporters could not paint the town with a splash of red, although they did wear red favours and geraniums in their buttonholes. Bristol’s partisans wore blue ribbons and violets, but they were never very conspicuous. There were few, if any, flags, decorated toppers, or suits. One man certainly came from Manchester dressed as a footballer, but what is one among many?’


United had the bulk of the support and were widely regarded as favourites, especially given injury had denied City the half-back Reuben Marr, a key figure in the side that had finished runners-up in the league in 1907, and the centre-forward Willis Rippon.


For United, Sandy Turnbull had been a fitness concern until an hour or so before the game when Charlie Roberts, the captain, urged the manager Ernest Mangnall to ‘let him play. He might get a goal and if he does, we can afford a passenger.’


Roberts won the toss and, according to the MEN, ‘decided to play with the wind behind his team’, the sort of detail that featured heavily in early match reports, often, it seemed less for any impact it had on the game than through force of habit. Here, though, the wind does seem to have been strong enough to make a difference. ‘Bristol City found it necessary to put forth every effort to check their heavier rivals who naturally found some assistance,’ reported the Leeds Mercury. ‘In defence, the Manchester halves and backs could always play coolly, knowing that the breeze would not cause them trouble.’


The Mercury’s reporter was generally unimpressed. ‘As a display of football, and even as a great struggle, the match proved somewhat disappointing,’ he wrote. ‘Manchester United played well in the first half and Bristol City, by their sound defence and neatness in combination, did so well that there was every expectation of a thoroughly interesting and high-class game all through. But the form was not maintained, the pace slackened, and at times the play lacked life, while much of the football was scrappy and uncertain.’


The game began at a frenetic tempo, with play seemingly fractured and neither side able to take control. ‘Before such a throng and in such conditions, one could excuse the early uncertainty and the opening slips,’ said the reporter for the Lincolnshire Echo, who seemed generally to have been more enthused than his peers.


‘[Billy] Wedlock and Roberts had a tussle in the first minute,’ the MEN reported and ‘[Archie] Annan sent the Bristol left away, but [Vince] Hayes kicked clear for [Billy] Meredith to dash off. He dropped the ball on the head of Sandy Turnbull, but [Joe] Cottle met it and kicked clear. The United then took a free-kick, which Cottle kicked away, but [Alex] Bell and [George] Stacey returned the ball, Sandy Turnbull putting round the post.


‘When Bristol made their first effort [Bob] Hardy and [Fred] Staniforth showed some really clever play, but when the outside-right centred [Sam] Gilligan put the ball just past the post.’


Or did he? Early match reports, with details scribbled down and then relayed down a phone line, are always heavily focused on the opening minutes and often contradict each other. ‘Gilligan was the first to infuse the real Cup-tie fire into the battle,’ reported the excitable man from the Lincolnshire Echo. ‘He had a great run and his first drive at goal shook the United post.


‘Then followed a bout between Wedlock and Turnbull in which the brainy Bristol player came out with flying colours but in the next moment the Manchester front rank made a magnificent onslaught on City’s citadel. Meredith had a terrific shot, which staggered the Bristol custodian and then Wall, from the other side, sent in a shot like a cannon-ball.’


In that, there is at least corroboration. ‘It was a grand, high drive to the far corner,’ said the MEN, ‘but [Harry] Clay made a glorious save, and when the ball was returned into the goal-mouth by Duckworth, Annan headed away.


‘Some clever footwork by Roberts saw Manchester make another raid, and after Annan had once beaten him, Wall got the ball across the goal. The wind, however, carried it out.


‘From a centre by Meredith, Clay made a poor save as James Turnbull dashed into line, and in clearing Annan was slightly damaged. He, however, soon recovered and, Manchester keeping play at the Bristol end, Meredith forced the first corner. He placed the ball badly, but he did much better with a second one in the next minute, from which Roberts headed into touch.’


Gradually, United began to assert themselves. ‘The United,’ the MEN went on, ‘were certainly making the most of a promising start, and a third corner came as the result of clever play by Halse. From this another inch better direction from the head of James Turnbull would have given Manchester a goal, Clay being helpless.


‘Then by way of variety Wall took a couple of corners and from the second a terrific drive by Duckworth missed the mark by inches only. Thanks to Wedlock, Bristol at length got away and Hardy put a warm shot into the hands of [Harry] Moger, who pulled the ball round and then punted away.’


The opener finally arrived after twenty-one minutes and justified Mangnall’s selection gamble. ‘Meredith almost lifted the crossbar off,’ reported the Lincolnshire Echo, ‘and then on the rebound A. Turnbull sent the leather home. Thus was the first goal scored and if ever a goal in a football match had been earned it was this one.’


The Leeds Mercury agreed: ‘Long before the one goal was scored Bristol City were obviously engaged in a stubborn hustle against a superior side . . . Try as they would, Bristol City could not break away during long periods, and in the course of fully ten minutes they only once passed the centre line.’


Having fallen behind, though, ‘gradually Bristol had more of the play and Hardy began one of the best passing movements of the day,’ the Mercury reported, ‘while a little later Burton was cleverly making a way through when fouled by Hayes. Wedlock’s free-kick lifted the ball over the bar.’


‘Just before the half-time whistle sounded, Bristol City had another excellent chance,’ said the Daily Mail, ‘but the inside man instead of shooting when in a good position hesitated and passed out to Staniforth, who again shot wide.’


There was a feeling that with the wind in the second half, City would come back into the game. ‘The opinion would have been a correct one,’ the Mirror said, ‘but for the feeble display given by the Bristol forwards in the subsequent exchanges. They had many glorious opportunities, and in a League match would have taken them. But they were obsessed with final flurry, and they missed them . . .’


‘There was not much to choose between the teams in the early play after the change of ends,’ the Mercury reported, ‘but Manchester’s defence still controlled the game to a large extent, and Meredith and Wall were again the most troublesome men in attack. From a centre by Hilton, Gilligan shot low, Moger only just turning the ball away by falling full-length on the turf, but Bristol City’s goal had an equally narrow escape.’


Again, the Lincolnshire Echo version was more colourful: ‘Hardy ripped in a stinger and Gilligan shook up the giant Moger as he had never been hustled in the initial moiety.’


‘Less than ten minutes had elapsed after the change of ends,’ the Leeds Mercury continued, ‘when Hayes had to retire hurt and it says much for the versatility of Duckworth and Halse that they should have made Manchester’s defence sufficiently strong to withstand all attacks and even keep the play level. For the course the game took, the side were much indebted to Meredith who by timely passes to his half made matters easy and often carried on attacks unaided. Gilligan caused some excitement by dashing through the backs but Moger came out and cleared, and then James Turnbull missed what looked like the simplest of chances, his kick when close in sending the ball over the bar.’


‘Once Gilligan got right through,’ the Mirror went on, ‘but Moger ran out and, throwing his 6ft 2½ in at full length, literally scooped the ball off his toes. Another time Hilton had the goal absolutely at his mercy, and shot wildly and wide.’


As Bristol City became increasingly desperate, the game became more physical. ‘Tempers were lost,’ the Mirror reported, ‘and J. Turnbull was lucky in not receiving his marching orders. He is evidently no better in this respect than when at Leyton.’


‘There was far too much of that unpleasant type of football usually conspicuous by its absence at the Crystal Palace on these occasions,’ complained Laurence Woodhouse in the Daily Mail, castigating Turnbull for the occasional ‘childish outburst of petulance’.


‘Meredith,’ the Mirror went on, ‘obviously did not like the attentions of Cottle, who bowled him over heavily with perfectly fair shoulder charges on several occasions. He made too much stage show of his bruises, and did not add to his reputation thereby. Football is a game for the robust.’


United, the Lincolnshire Echo was in no doubt, had deserved their win. Bristol City’s ‘short, clever passing was nice to watch’, it concluded, but ‘very ineffective at close quarters’. City, the Mirror suggested, ‘did not, and could not, play brilliant football, but they were stubborn, and fought hard to turn the tide’.


The celebrations were rather too much for some. ‘“There were about thirty of the men, I should say, who got left behind here on Saturday,”’ an official at King’s Cross told the Daily Mail. ‘“We take their names and addresses and make them promise they will send on the extra fare entailed by their travelling on an ordinary train. Last year, not one single wrong name or address was given, which speaks well for the type of men who come up.”’


For all the glee in Manchester, there were some reservations. ‘The football,’ the Guardian acknowledged, ‘. . . was not of a very high order . . . Manchester seemed to have owed their victory to the direct and vigorous tactics which always pay in Cup-tie football. But one could wish that League teams would devote more effort to developing an individual style, as one or two of them have done in the past.’ Woodhouse called it ‘peculiarly uninteresting’. Meredith, at least, stood out. ‘He played beautiful football,’ The Times reported. ‘His clever footwork, rare control of the ball, sure passes and long shots at goal gave the deadliness to his side’s attack.’


Above a letter from a George J. Planinsky thanking the paper for its support for Bulgarian independence, the London Daily News called the game ‘extremely disappointing’ and doubted whether the fixture should even continue. ‘To those who do not follow the game closely,’ it wrote, ‘the fact that experienced professional players who are perfectly trained, cannot do themselves justice in the great game of the year is no doubt extraordinary, but the explanation is simple. There is too much at stake in the Cup final, and the prevailing excitement unnerves the principals. The only remedy for this defect is the elimination from the game of all forms of competition.’


It’s not a remedy anybody in Manchester would have taken. An estimated 300,000 turned out to welcome United back, an indication of the scale of the club’s support base (to put that in context, United’s average attendance that season was 18,150). In celebration, wealthy United fans made a replica of the Cup, the design of which had never been copyrighted. That forced the FA, recognising potential problems ahead, to replace the old trophy and register the new version. In July 1910, they held a competition for the redesign, which was won by Fattorini and Sons of Bradford. Appropriately, the first winners of the updated version, the one with which we’re familiar today, were Bradford City.


But whatever the design, by winning the Cup the year after winning the league, United had indisputably arrived.


It had been a long journey. The first step towards the foundation of the club had come in 1859 when the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway had set up ‘Improvement Classes’ for their employees. Central to the Victorian love of self-betterment was a belief in the importance of team sports to inspire a sense of virility, resilience and comradeship, so it was nothing especially unusual when various departments of the railway began to establish sporting clubs. The records were destroyed in a fire in 1976, but it seems that in 1878 the Dining Room Committee of the Carriage and Wagon Works set up a football team.


They were good, rather too good, in fact, and soon left the LYR’s inter-departmental competition to join the local Lancashire leagues, taking the name of the suburb of north-east Manchester in which they were based: Newton Heath (LYR). Their success continued. Newton Heath went unbeaten through 1882–83 and the following season entered the Lancashire Association Cup for the first time, beating Haydock Temperance 4–0 in their first game. They reached the Manchester Senior Cup final in 1885, in which they were beaten by Hurst. Other than in east Lancashire, rugby had been the preferred winter sport in the area – the Manchester Guardian continued to give it priority until the turn of the century – but by the 1880s that was changing.


After professionalism was legalised in 1885, Newton Heath brought in a number of gifted players, many of them from Wales, with the offer of a job in the railways. They reached the final of the Senior Cup every year until 1891, winning the competition four times, but by then their sights were set rather higher. In 1886, Newton Heath entered the FA Cup for the first time, drawing 2–2 against Fleetwood. Believing the match would go to a replay, they walked off as the referee insisted on extra-time; the FA awarded the game against them.


In autumn 1889, Newton Heath joined the Football Alliance, a rival to the Football League. They came eighth and then ninth of the twelve sides in the competition before, in 1891–92, inspired by the right-winger Alf Farman, finishing as runners-up behind Nottingham Forest. For the following season, it was decided to extend the League, incorporating the Alliance as a Second Division and increasing the size of the First Division from fourteen to sixteen teams. Newton Heath found themselves promoted and responded by dropping the ‘LYR’ from their name, symbolically casting off their railway origins.


Newton Heath’s rise was rapid, but success on the pitch disguised how difficult matters were off it. This was Manchester when it was known as Cottonopolis, ‘the first industrial city in the world’ as Dave Haslam put it in his cultural history, Manchester, England. Lightly disguised as ‘Coketown’, it was the filthy and impoverished setting for Dickens’ Hard Times. It was where, observing the vast gulf between owners and workers, Friedrich Engels had in 1845 written The Condition of the English Working Class in England. There was wealth, but there was also intense poverty and limited resources for football. Clubs were low on the list of priorities. Newton Heath played home games on a piece of land leased from the railway, which leased it from the church, on North Road. The surface was far from ideal. ‘In places,’ said the description in the History of the Lancashire Football Association, ‘it was hard as flint, with ashes underneath that had become like iron, and in others, thick with mud.’ The soil had a high clay content, which meant that drainage was poor. Initially players would change at the Three Crowns pub on Oldham Road and then at the club headquarters in the Shears Hotel, about half a mile away.


Crowds of around 2000 were not uncommon and, in 1891, local dignitaries raised funds to build a stand that could hold 1000 fans. In a letter Percy Young published in his 1960 history of the club, the Reverend J. Wilcockson recalled the atmosphere of those early days. ‘The matches were advertised largely by locally distributed “team sheets” which shopkeepers willingly placed in their windows,’ he wrote. ‘Often a name appeared as AN Other when the team selectors had not made up their minds. The spectators were kept off the pitch by a wire cable fixed on stumps about three feet high and the Masseys [Charlie and his brother Ned, the groundsmen] used to patrol inside and drive back boys who had clambered underneath to get a better view.’


Upon promotion A. H. Albert, who had previously worked at Aston Villa, was appointed as secretary, becoming the club’s first paid official. He leased a cottage to serve as an office and then moved into larger offices in a disused schoolroom in Miles Platting, an inner-city district east-north-east of the centre, turning it into a social centre where players and fans could mingle and play billiards.


The first season in the top flight was tough. Newton Heath finished bottom, winning only six of their thirty games, which meant a Test match against the side that had finished top of the Second Division, Small Heath (the team that became Birmingham City), to determine promotion and relegation. A 1–1 draw in Birmingham led to a replay at North Road, which Newton Heath won 5–2.


Their form didn’t improve the following season, as the club was thrust into its first major crisis. The ground at North Road was also used for cricket and the LYR was concerned that the football club, to which it no longer had any affiliation, was damaging the surface for the summer game. In September 1893, Newton Heath moved to Bank Lane in Clayton, three miles way. The pitch drained better than the one at North Road, but it was unfortunately situated on the windward side of thirty chimneys at a nearby chemical plant that belched out acrid fumes. So notorious was the area that it prompted a local song:




As Satan was flying over Clayton for Hell


He was chained in the breeze, likewise the smell.


Quoth he: ‘I’m not sure what country I roam


But I’m sure by the smell I’m not far from home.’





A crowd of 10,000 turned out for Newton Heath’s first game at their new home, a 3–2 win over Burnley, but it was a season of struggle. Even when they won, it earned them few admirers. The following month, they beat West Bromwich Albion 4–1, prompting the journalist William Jephcott to complain in the Birmingham Daily Gazette that ‘it wasn’t football, it was simply brutality’. Newton Heath sued and, although they won, they were awarded only a farthing (¼d) in damages. Costs were split, placing a further strain on their already creaking finances. Newton Heath finished bottom of the table again and this time they were beaten 2–0 by Liverpool in the play-off.


The rest of the decade was a constant struggle as the club kept failing to win promotion. Signings came and signings went and while there were some highs – the half-back line of Hugh Morgan, William Morgan and Walter Cartwright, the ‘Old Triumvirate’, for instance – Newton Heath remained stuck in the second flight, their finances deteriorating by the season. Legend has it that one board meeting was held by the light of three candles wedged in ginger-beer bottles after the Corporation had cut off the power. When the Manchester Evening News, the region’s largest local newspaper, set up a hut at the Bank Lane ground to house a phone for their reporter, they allowed the club to use it as an office. So impoverished were Newton Heath that they took to paying players a proportion of gate receipts rather than a set salary.


By February 1901, the club’s debt was £2670 and there was little joy to be gleaned from performances on the pitch. ‘Newton Heath,’ said the Athletic News after a grim goalless draw with Gainsborough Trinity, ‘have had such an unsuccessful season, they have got so deep in the mire that it seems hard to indulge in adverse criticism, but after recent exhibitions – notably that at Burnley – it would be impossible to endeavour to cover up their many shortcomings. It would be a pleasure to the writer to record the fact that better things were promised, but what can anyone say after the latest performance on Saturday?’


Harry Stafford, the club’s captain, had got used to taking donations from fans with his pet dog, a St Bernard called Major who would wear a collecting tin round his neck where rescue dogs might have carried a barrel of brandy, but he decided more drastic action was needed and so organised a bazaar called ‘representing Sunny Lands’ at St James’s Hall on Oxford Road, believing it might raise as much as £1000. Manchester City were listed among the patrons. There was a military band and the Besses-o’-th’-Barn brass band, and exhibitions showcasing, as the programme put it, ‘the craftsmanship of Italy, the Nile, India and the East, the Mediterranean and the Riviera’.


‘We are pleased,’ the Athletic News reported, ‘to hear that the Newton Heath people are much encouraged by the results accruing from their bazaar, which was held last week. The opening ceremony each day was attended by distinguished gentlemen, from members of Parliament downwards, who had some very nice things to say about the winter game as a popular recreation, and attached suitable donations to the same. As Mr James West, the hard-working secretary, observed, “Why should men waste their Saturday afternoons in the public house when they had the opportunity of spending them amid the noise-zone of Bank Lane?” We trust that the Heathens will open a new leaf in their history. The essential leading chapters will be a new team and a ground, but these should not be impossible obstacles to surmount.’


But that was an overly rosy interpretation of the reality. Three MPs may have turned up, but the crowds didn’t, even though a season-ticket for all four days cost only 3s6d and entry on the final day was just 6d. The bazaar was a huge financial disappointment. Even worse, Major went missing.


Exactly what happened next is not entirely clear, with the story undergoing various embellishments over the years. What is certain is that, with the club’s financial situation increasingly bleak, creditors sought to foreclose and the contractors who had worked on the Bank Lane ground looked to have the club declared bankrupt. The Official Receiver issued a statement on 22 February outlining the debt. Newton Heath limped on until, on 18 March, a shareholders’ meeting was called for at New Islington Hall. The Football Association, it was announced, had agreed to the reformation of the club if there was any way that it could achieve solvency. Stafford stood up and asked how much it would cost. A figure of £2000 was suggested, at which Stafford announced he knew of four investors each prepared to put in £500, a figure he was prepared to match.


When Major went missing, the stories seem to agree, he was found by a Mr Thomas, the licensee of a pub that belonged to John Henry Davies, a self-made man who had begun as an agent’s clerk before becoming an innkeeper and then making his fortune in brewing. He later married the niece of the sugar magnate Sir Henry Tate, substantially increasing his fortune. Thomas placed an advert in the local paper describing the dog. Reading it, Davies thought the dog would be just the thing to give his daughter as a birthday present. Stafford by then had claimed the dog as his, but he agreed to sell him to Davies. As the two men spoke, Stafford outlined Newton Heath’s plight, at which Davies, seeing their potential, decided to invest. He also made Stafford the licensee of another of his pubs. It’s a nice story, perhaps too nice. Percy Young is sceptical of Major’s part in the business, suggesting rather that Stafford ‘took a chance on his slender connection with the great man through the medium of beer’.


On 26 April, another meeting was called. Davies and his fellow investors – Mr Taylor of Sale, Mr Bown of Denton and Mr Jones of Manchester – had cleared the debt, but they wanted more, proposing a change from the green-and-yellow halved shirts with black shorts to red and white and, even more radically, calling for a change of name. Manchester Central and Manchester Celtic were suggested, before a nineteen-year-old fan called Louis Rocca called out, ‘Manchester United’. Or at least that was the story Rocca always told: in his account, Young maintained, ‘the cold facts have been re-warmed with rather more enthusiasm than discretion.’ The Athletic News attributed the new name to ‘Brown’, which was presumably a typo for ‘Bown’. Whether the name was his idea or not, Rocca, always with an eye out for a deal, always looking for loopholes in the regulations, became a club fixture in the half century that followed.


United finished tenth of the eighteen clubs in the Second Division in 1901–02 and the following year they sank to fifteenth. They did finish fifth (with the top two being promoted) the following season, but of greater long-term significance was an accusation that Stafford and the club secretary James West had made illegal payments to players. Stafford moved to Crewe while West resigned.


Davies seized his chance, and appointed as secretary-manager Ernest Mangnall, who had occupied a similar position at Burnley. Mangnall was a well-educated and driven man, who had once cycled from Land’s End to John O’Groats. He smoked cigars, favoured a boater and had a trim moustache that offered a distinct contrast to the elaborate whiskers sported by Davies, the effect all the more striking because the top of his head was completely bald. This was an era when secretaries, inspired by Tom Watson who won three league titles at Sunderland and two at Liverpool, rather than primarily looking after the accounts, began to take an interest in team selection and tactics.


Davies put up £3000 of his own money to sign players and offered a series of loans to the club to keep it afloat, the last of which wasn’t fully repaid until after the Second World War. Mangnall, it turned out, had a keen eye for a player. He bought the giant goalkeeper Harry Moger from Southampton, the full-back Bob Bonthron and the forward Sandy Robertson from Dundee, and put together a half-back line that would become fabled: Charlie Roberts, Dick Duckworth and Alex Bell. Belief swept through the club. Crowds grew: more than 40,000 were there for a 2–2 draw against Bristol City on the opening day of the 1903–04 season. That was followed by a pair of away defeats, but there would only be four more that season as United finished third.


They were third again in 1904–05, undone by defeats in two of the last three matches, but finally, the following season, United went up, finishing second behind Bristol City. Promotion was confirmed on 28 April 1906 with a 6–0 win over Burton United in an unseasonal snowstorm as a brass band played before a clubhouse bedecked in red-and-white balloons. For the first time, Manchester had two clubs in the top flight.


Even as United celebrated, Manchester’s other club was going through a crisis that would have profound consequences for both. City at the time were a bigger side than United. They’d won the FA Cup in 1904 and in 1904–05 finished third in the league. It was, though, a turbulent season. In October, they were found to have made illegal payments in transfer dealings with Glossop. The following summer, the great Welsh winger Billy Meredith, noted for his habit of chewing a toothpick as he played, was suspended for having unsuccessfully offered an inducement to the Aston Villa player Alex Leake to lose a game – although that description of his offence and punishment gives only the slightest hint of what was actually going on.


Meredith was fabulously talented but also, as far as the game’s establishment was concerned, a truculent radical. Throughout his career he campaigned to be paid what he was worth, calling for an end to the maximum wage and the retain-and-transfer system that meant players were unable freely to switch clubs even when out of contract. That made him dangerous and, whatever the rights and wrongs of the match-fixing incident – Meredith claimed initially he’d been joking but later hinted he was acting on orders from somebody higher up at City – the suspicion must be that the decision to ban him, which bafflingly followed an investigation into a fracas during that game between City and Villa, was at least partly motivated by a desire to put an upstart in his place.


While banned, Meredith demanded his salary, then alleged that under-the-counter payments were common practice at City. The club transfer-listed him in May 1906. United promptly signed him for £500, even though he was still suspended. Later that same month, the FA investigated Meredith’s claims and found seventeen City players guilty of accepting illegal payments. They were fined, suspended until January 1907 and banned from playing for City again. The club put all seventeen up for sale at a mass auction to be held at the Queen’s Hotel.


Mangnall acted fast. As other secretaries arrived for the sale, they found him walking away, familiar boater perched on his head, a smile beneath his moustache, having secured the signatures of four players: the forward Sandy Turnbull, plus Herbert Burgess, George Livingstone and Jimmie Bannister. Meredith finally made his debut on 1 January 1907, setting up Sandy Turnbull for the only goal of the game with a typical run to the byline and cross.


United finished eighth in their first season back in the top flight. Before the start of 1907–08, the Manchester Evening News wrote that ‘United have never in their history opened a season with so strong a playing combination.’ Their optimism was soon justified.


‘Surprising Manchester Victories’, read the headline in the Manchester Evening News on the opening day of the 1907–08 season. It led with City’s 5–2 victory away to Sunderland, their first ever at Roker Park, but also noted that ‘Manchester United were in brilliant form at Aston . . . one of the best performances since the club was founded.’ They won 4–1, a result of great significance for, as Percy Young noted, ‘in those times, the smooth-playing, methodical Villa were a great power in the land, and to defeat them was worthy of lasting memorial.’


For United, the season could hardly have started better. ‘A clever goal scored by [George] Wall after four minutes’ play completely disorganised the Villa, and the home side were never really seen to advantage,’ the MEN reported. ‘[Chris] Buckley, the Villa right-half, had the misfortune to break his ankle just before half-time, and immediately afterwards a brilliant piece of work by Meredith put the United two goals up.’ Buckley was from Manchester and his brother had just joined City.


Playing against ten men, United pressed home their advantage. ‘In the second half Meredith scored a third with ease, and the visitors continued to have all the serious play. Ten minutes from the end, Roberts breasted the ball, and the claim of Villa for a penalty being successful, Hampton scored. This roused the United to another effort and Bannister scored. In each half, Turnbull had a goal disallowed, and on the run of play Villa escaped very lightly.


‘Roberts was in great form; in fact, the defence never looked like being beaten, and that the forwards played their part is shown by the score. In no department could the Villa equal their conquerors, and the 18,000 people who saw the game gave the Manchester men a capital reception as they left the field.’


Beating Villa, at that point the league’s most successful club, on the opening day of the season was just the start. The following Thursday, United hammered Liverpool 4–0 at home and they went top of the table with a 2–1 victory over Middlesbrough. Although they then lost the return at Middlesbrough, there followed ten straight victories in which they scored thirty-seven goals. Just as impressive as the forward line, though, was the goalkeeper. The Athletic News singled out Moger for praise after an opening ten games in which he had conceded only nine goals. A growth spurt at the age of eighteen had taken him to six foot two, adding physical presence to his ‘extraordinary reach, keen anticipation of danger, quickness of moving, and unquestioned audacity and pluck’. The profile concluded, ‘We have seen him give many thrilling exhibitions and not a bad display. “Safe” rather than “brilliant” describes the man.’


When United beat Bolton Wanderers 2–1 at the end of October, Tityrus in the Athletic News was enraptured. ‘The United have not merely a conception of the fine art of football,’ he wrote, ‘but they have the fine execution and deft touch of masters . . . United delighted me by passing all the time upon the ground. The ball was always rolling along as in a game of bowls – and from man to man on the same side. If the United forwards could not play with three half-backs gliding the ball to their toes they would deserve to be drummed out of the game. If the ball were hollow wickerwork with a bell inside, five blind forwards could lead an attack with this intermediate line to set them on their way with a merry tink.’


By New Year’s Day, United were ten points clear of Sheffield Wednesday in second – which was just as well. The second half of the season saw an extraordinary decline. A 1–0 defeat at Chelsea was described by the Athletic News as ‘a tame and weak exhibition of football’. When they lost 2–1 at home to Blackburn Rovers they were ‘completely below form having a weak spot in defence and a disorganised forward line’. Only 12,000 turned up at Clayton for a 3–0 win over Sunderland.


United won just seven of their final nineteen games. Most shocking was the home defeat to Notts County on 13 April, when United dominated but couldn’t score. ‘In the first half,’ the Guardian reported, ‘little heed was paid to the blunders, and it was not until United were awarded a penalty kick early in the second half that the spectators began to cry out for “the game” to be played. The referee’s decision was open to doubt, and it was evident that the United players were not anxious to take the kick; indeed, it appeared that the captain had to make a second choice of a kicker in order to fulfil the official ruling. Then Wall shot yards wide, and was heartily shaken by the hand and patted on the back by several opponents.’


Fans were furious and began to cheer for County, who scored with three minutes remaining for a victory that helped them escape relegation. ‘United deserved to lose,’ said the report in the Athletic News, ‘because of their lack of spirit, poor command of the ball, and total neglect of shooting.’ Turnbull was barracked as he went off with an injury in the second half as, the Athletic News said, ‘it was thought he did so out of a spirit of resentment.’


Suspicion was widespread. ‘The failure of the League leaders to win their home match with one of the weakest combinations of the First Division was due to such unwanted bungling that some inquiry into the methods of the players seems inevitable,’ said the Guardian. ‘Whatever happens, it is certainly to be regretted that there should be any misunderstandings between the club management and the men . . . it is anything but a happy family at Clayton now.’


There were other, less inflammatory allegations that the players weren’t really trying. Geoffrey Green in There’s Only One United suggested that they had been demotivated by disputes over wages and perhaps also by the poor conditions at Clayton. ‘Wanderer’ in the Manchester Evening News blamed the downturn in form on disappointment about going out of the Cup – in those days regarded as a far more glamorous competition than the league – in the sixth round against a Fulham side inspired by their goalkeeper Leslie Skene. It’s true that United’s worst form set in after that game, but they had been stuttering since the middle of January. ‘Wanderer’ insisted the decline was ‘quite natural’ – a slightly odd turn of phrase that seemed immediately to raise the possibility that it might have been ‘unnatural’. ‘Wanderer’ also acknowledged that the players had been dismayed by the behaviour of some fans.


The start, though, had given United enough of a cushion and with Sheffield Wednesday losing at Bolton that day, United were confirmed as champions despite the defeat and with five games of the season remaining. United won just one of their last six games of the season and just three of their last eleven, an anticlimactic way to end a campaign that had begun with such excellence.


‘When Charles Roberts,’ Wanderer wrote, ‘puts away tonight the big bell so far as league strife in 1907–08 is concerned, he will have much cause for pride and pleasure, and much on which to reflect in the quiet moments of the future. He will realise that he is the captain of the league champions and, if he knows as much of himself as others know of him, he will feel that he more than any man had played a big hand in the winning of league honours by a club only in its second season as a First Division member . . .


‘To Charles Roberts more than any man, Manchester United owed their promotion, and to him again they chiefly owe their success in winning the league. Yes, I know well the splendid spirit shown by the team as a whole, the fine work done by every man on the side week after week, the wonderful skill and devotion to duty of Meredith, and the brilliant goalscoring and nursing of George Wall shown by Alec Turnbull . . . [Roberts] has led the side with enthusiasm that has put life and confidence into the team. In match after match, his energy has been remarkable, and he has been great alike in attack and defence – a sixth forward and a third back.’


A first league title was in the bag, but Davies was thinking even bigger. Clayton, he recognised, was no home for a club with aspirations to greatness, something made clear by William Pickford’s description in Association Football and the Men who Made It, of an FA Cup first-round replay against Portsmouth in 1907: ‘All the time the struggle was waging the thirty Clayton chimneys smoked and gave forth their pungent odours, and the boilers behind the goal poured mists of steam over the ground.’ Alf Clarke, in his 1948 history of the club, said that ‘it is well-known among old-time Manchester people that, if the home club was losing at half-time, the chimneys belched their noxious fumes over the playing area to the discomfort of the visitors.’


In summer 1908 Davies unveiled plans for a new 80,000-seater stadium, costing £60,000, to be built on land he had bought from the Earl of Trafford just over the city boundary in Salford. By the standards of the day, the new ground was spectacular, featuring refreshment bars and a tea-room for fans, an electric lift for the use of officials and journalists and, for the players, hot and cold plunge baths, a gymnasium and massage room, and an area for recreation and billiards.


On the pitch United were going from strength to strength as well. They beat Queens Park Rangers after a replay to lift the Charity Shield and won their first five league games of the season to raise hopes they could defend their title. Three defeats in four games from the end of October, though, dropped them to fifth and, in the league, they never recovered. The Cup was a different matter.


Success in the Cup, though, only highlighted other problems that went far beyond league form. The players had experienced the acclaim, they had seen how large the crowds were and they wanted to share the rewards – a theme that would recur frequently over the following decades. Manchester had been a home of radicalism since the Chartists; perhaps it was only natural that it was their players who should first organise to try to secure fairer reward for their efforts. That summer, they met in a hotel near what is now Piccadilly Station and formed the first players’ union. The FA was predictably furious and instructed clubs to sack anybody involved. United stopped the players’ summer pay. In response, Sandy Turnbull led a break-in to seize property in lieu of payment, even stealing the FA Cup, although Roberts soon arranged for it to be returned. The FA, perhaps recognising the dangers if it ostracised the players entirely, became more conciliatory and offered limited recognition of the union so long as it didn’t affiliate to the General Federation of Trades Unions. Professional players were balloted and voted 470–172 to accept the FA’s offer, gradually returning to work. There was peace, but no long-term solution.


Player unrest wasn’t the only attack on Davies, who also faced problems with the FA. After the Manchester City scandal an amnesty had been declared on illegal payments, but United seem to have been just about the only club to take seriously the need to admit to past offences. Between 1903–04 and 1908–09, they paid out £5,743 in wages and bonuses that contravened the regulations. That drew scrutiny from the FA, which raised doubts about the nature of Davies’s ownership, querying whether United was ‘a genuine club’, that is, to use the useful gloss in the Athletic News, ‘one founded voluntarily by locals and with a range of shareholders rather than one dominant presence’. Davies, fairly clearly, was a dominant presence and so United were forced to float as a limited liability company with ‘a subscription open to the public at a price determined by an independent valuer’. As a result, Davies’s control was diminished.


Nonetheless, the new stadium was ready and the club that he had saved seemed on the brink of a gilded new era. United’s final game at Clayton was played on 22 January 1910, as they beat Tottenham Hotspur 5–0, with Meredith breaking a goal drought that had lasted a year. On 19 February came the first home game at Old Trafford, with over 50,000 turning out for the visit of Liverpool. ‘Along Clayton Road they came and over Trafford Bridge in trams, buses, cabs, taxis, coster’s carts, coal lorries and all manner of strange things on wheels,’ wrote the Guardian. ‘Those who had not had the good fortune to find a cab or to meet a friend with a coster’s cart walked it – a great stream spreading wide over the footpaths into the road, the despair of already over-harassed tram drivers, the delight of sundry small boys who trotted alongside cheerfully offering to do “20 cartwheels and a roll-over” for a penny.’ Two Turnbull goals had United 2–0 up inside quarter of an hour, but they ended up losing 4–3. Still, however disappointing the result, the stadium impressed. ‘It was,’ the Sporting Chronicle’s reporter said, ‘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.’


United went into the final Saturday a point behind Aston Villa. As Villa went down 3–1 at Liverpool, United hammered Sunderland 5–1 to ensure that the first full season at Old Trafford brought United’s second league title. With a successful side and a vast stadium, the club was firmly established at the top of the English game. Everything seemed to be in place for sustained success, but it would be a long time in coming.


By 1912, the team was beginning to show signs of age. The fabled half-back line of Duckworth, Roberts and Bell was badly exposed in Meredith’s benefit match against City in the September, who by then were managed by Mangnall. He had quit United a month earlier, accepting better terms across Manchester rather than face the rebuilding work United required. The following season, Roberts moved to Oldham Athletic, although he continued to run the tobacconist’s in Manchester that he’d set up in 1907, selling a brand of cigars named ‘Dukrobel’ after the famous half-back line. Bell went to Blackburn and Duckworth had to be persuaded to keep playing. United slipped to fourteenth in 1913–14 and eighteenth the following season, avoiding relegation by a single point. By then, of course, football had ceased to be a priority for just about everybody.


They might not have avoided relegation in what turned out to be the final season before the war brought a cessation to league football had it not been for perhaps the most shameful incident in United’s history. On Good Friday 1915, United met Liverpool at Old Trafford. United were seventeenth in the table, Liverpool fourteenth. It soon became apparent that something was amiss. In the first half United besieged the Liverpool goal. It wasn’t so much that they played well, as that some Liverpool players didn’t play at all; that it was a fix was obvious. Only a brilliant display from the Liverpool goalkeeper Elisha Scott kept the score down to 1–0 at half-time. During the break, furious shouting could be heard from the Liverpool dressing room as those who weren’t in on the fix rowed with those who were. The United captain Patrick O’Connell, who would go on to manage Barcelona, put a first-half penalty ‘ridiculously wide’, as the Liverpool Daily Post described it, but walked back to his own half laughing, as though confident it would have no bearing on the result. The match officials conferred but decided to play on. The United centre-forward Enoch ‘Knocker’ West, blaming an ankle injury, dropped back into defence where, as ‘Veteran’, the Manchester Daily Dispatch’s match reporter, described it, he ‘was chiefly employed in the second half in kicking the ball as far out of play as he could’. George Anderson added his second of the game midway through the second half and then, in the final minutes, the Liverpool striker Fred Pagnam smacked a shot against the bar and was berated by some of his team-mates. Without those two points, United would have been relegated.


Two weeks later, the Sporting Chronicle reported that ‘a certain First League match played in Manchester during Easter weekend was squared’ with a number of players having put money on it finishing 2–0. A £50 reward was offered by a betting firm for further information. Because of the First World War, football was suspended at the end of the month, the end of the season, but the Football League nonetheless set up an inquiry. On 23 December, it published its findings, concluding that there was ‘a conspiracy to defraud bookmakers’. Both clubs were exonerated but eight players received life bans, while a ninth footballer, Manchester City’s Fred Howard, who was found to have pocketed money from bets on the match, was given a twelve-month suspension. The Lancashire cricketer Lol Cook was also sanctioned for having helped place bets.


Liverpool’s Jackie Sheldon, who had won the title with United in 1911, was named as the ringleader. It was the friendships he had formed with Arthur Whalley, Sandy Turnbull and Knocker West that led to the plot – although West was the only one of the three to have actually played in the game. West continued to protest his innocence, standing outside a wartime fixture between United and Liverpool handing out flyers printed at his own expense, urging anybody with evidence to come forward. He sued the FA and various newspapers for libel in 1917 but Sheldon testified against him and the case was lost. A year later Anderson, who had scored both goals in the game, was jailed for eight months with hard labour for his part in the conspiracy, although he maintained his only involvement had been to keep quiet having been informed of it. All the bans other than West’s were subsequently overturned in recognition of the players’ war service. Whalley later became a bookmaker while Turnbull was presumed killed on the Somme, although his body was never found.


Turnbull was the only United player killed in the Great War, but picking up after the conflict was no easy matter. United were in decline anyway, the core of the pre-war side ageing. Jack Robson, who’d been appointed manager in 1914, instituted a policy of ‘players before points’, accepting that the club’s lack of resources – exacerbated by lower crowds and the wartime entertainment tax – meant there was a need to seek talent in local youth football. That had always been his way. Born in Durham in 1860, he’d become secretary of Middlesbrough in 1899 and had declined to travel to away games to save money. Subsequent spells at Crystal Palace, whom he led to one of the great early FA Cup shocks as they beat Newcastle United at St James’ Park in 1907, and Brighton and Hove Albion, confirmed his aptitude for improving clubs on a tight budget.


His plan yielded the defenders Jack Silcock and Charlie Moore, the half-back Lal Hilditch and the forward Joe Spence. The side that began the first post-war season, 1919–20, with a 1–1 draw away at Derby County, cost in total just £100. Billy Meredith was still in dispute with the club and didn’t re-sign his contract until late December, just as everybody was expecting him to retire.


With the financial situation bleak, Davies was criticised by many who argued that Old Trafford was a white elephant but by October, when 49,360 turned out for the derby against City, the doubts about its size had been silenced. The young side began the season well and after six games they lay fourth. United’s journey back from Middlesbrough, their seventh fixture, though, suggested just how chaotic things were behind the scenes. The railways were on strike, so United hired a charabanc for the trip to Teesside. Once there, though, it was commandeered for food supplies, so United decided to return to their hotel in Saltburn in taxis. Three of the four cabs broke down with one of them catching fire, which was extinguished by players tossing loose earth onto the flames. They eventually managed to find another charabanc for their return journey but in thick fog it went off the road on Marston Moor and almost crashed into a wall. The players ended up walking the final miles back into Manchester where they were set upon by strikers who mistook them for blacklegging railway workers.


Worse followed as the chairman William Deakin caught a chill in a game at Burnley; it developed into pneumonia and he died within a fortnight, being replaced by the well-known Manchester accountant George H. Lawton.


United finished twelfth in 1919–20, a relatively promising season given the youth of the squad, but for a long time that was as good as it got. Crowds continued to grow – 70,506 packed in on Boxing Day 1920 for a 3–1 defeat to Aston Villa, an attendance record that stood until 2006. A transfer splurge at the beginning of September brought in three players for £5000 – the centre-forward Harry Leonard from Derby, the diminutive winger William Harrison from Wolverhampton Wanderers and Liverpool’s Scotland international Tom Miller – but it didn’t take long for any optimism that engendered to dissipate. Leonard scored five in his first six games, but it was a misleading start: he was soon dismissed as cumbersome and slow, too often offside. Harrison didn’t settle either and to compound the problems with the club’s transfer policy, the twenty-four-year-old centre-half Tommy Meehan was sold to Chelsea for £2000.


It had been a season of frustration: although they’d finished thirteenth, United had beaten only one side who’d finished in the top ten and the sense was that, despite a net outlay, the squad was weaker than it had been a year earlier. After a shambolic summer, it was even weaker. The forwards Miller, Leonard, Fred Hopkin and Frank Hodges were all sold, as was Billy Meredith, by then forty-six, who rejoined City for another three years. In their place came the forward Arthur Lochhead from Hearts and the wing-half John Scott from Bradford Park Avenue, trading that yielded a profit of only £1500. When the full-back Charlie Moore damaged his ankle in a pre-season charity game, United’s squad looked even more slender.


The season began badly, with one win in the first nine games. Although nobody doubted Robson’s essential decency or his capacity to make money stretch as far as possible, there were questions as to whether he was the right man for a club with United’s ambition. ‘Robson,’ Deakin had said at the beginning of the previous season, ‘knows a player in the rough . . . [but] he is not a showman.’ The sense of United wanting to reach higher, combined with Robson’s chest problems, led to him stepping aside in October 1921 to become assistant manager.


Robson’s replacement was John Chapman, a stern Scot who over the previous fifteen years had turned Airdrieonians into a significant force on a limited budget. He arrived full of confidence, announcing that, ‘There’s only one person who thinks more about the game than I do and that’s the wife,’ but within thirty-eight minutes of his first game in charge, at home to Middlesbrough, United were 3–0 down. His second game brought a 2–0 defeat at Middlesbrough (games were paired in those seasons immediately after the war to make compiling the fixture list easier, a practice abandoned in 1924 partly because it heightened the advantage of coming up against a side when their key players were injured, but mainly because playing two games against the same opposition in the space of a week led to violence as immediate retribution was sought for perceived slights whereas a three- or four-month gap allowed tempers to calm). After his third, a 3–1 defeat at Aston Villa, it was decided new blood was needed, and soon.


In the space of a week, United brought in the forward Bill Henderson from Airdrie and the centre-half Neil McBain from Ayr United for a total of £6250. It was widely believed there was still need of a right-winger, but Lawton couldn’t countenance further spending and the forward George Bissett was sold to Wolves for £1200 to help balance the books. The investment looked to have paid off immediately as Henderson won the game with a 25-yard drive, but it was another two months before United won again. McBain struggled physically and ended up being shuffled out to left-half, while Henderson, having been prolific in Scotland, scored only one more goal that season.


By Christmas, United were bottom of the table. ‘What have we done wrong?’ asked McBain. ‘We could not have had more ill luck had we killed a policeman.’ Chapman organised whist drives and smoking concerts and insisted his players had tea together to build morale but none of it worked. January was the darkest month. Five days after a 4–1 defeat to Cardiff in the FA Cup, Robson died.


By the end of January, Chapman had lost patience with Henderson and selected Spence at centre-forward. He responded with a goal in a home win over Sunderland and for a brief time there was a rally as United went six games unbeaten. But the goals dried up and a run of six straight defeats effectively confirmed their relegation. Spence, going a little further than McBain, wondered if Old Trafford might be cursed and suggested digging up the pitch to see if the remains of ‘a policeman or Jew or somesuch’ had been buried there.


The war, perhaps, could be blamed for United’s failure to make the most of the advantage Old Trafford gave them – although the decline had already begun by 1914 – but United had also spent £10,000 on signings who did little to improve the squad. Their transfer dealing, generally, was bewildering. As the battle against relegation entered its final weeks, George Sapsford, who had probably been their most effective forward that season, was sold to Preston North End. The Athletic News was scathing: ‘At such an hour the United part with an inside-forward of the proved capacity of George Sapsford who scored two for Preston at Birmingham on the final day of the season. Still, a club that could dispense with Hopkin could do anything.’


But that summer, at last, came an iconic signing as United finally moved to land a centre-half who could come close to the level of Charlie Roberts – even if his interpretation of the role was rather different. Frank Barson was six feet tall and weighed thirteen stone, most of it muscle. He had been a colliery blacksmith and played like it. In an era when players were hard, he stood out for his hardness, being sent off twelve times over the course of his career, a staggering figure in those days. Barson had joined Aston Villa from Barnsley and had helped them to the FA Cup in 1920, but his relationship with the club fractured when he rejected their demand for all players to live in Birmingham, preferring to take care of his business interests in Sheffield. United paid £4000 for him and promised Barson a pub if they were promoted.


Barson’s arrival prompted much excitement, but after an encouraging start the season puttered out. By the end of November, after a string of draws, United were ninth. Crowds stayed at around 25,000, comfortably in the top ten in the country, but whatever optimism there may have been off the pitch, it was not replicated in the dressing room.


The first sign that something may be seriously wrong came when McBain was left out of the game at Rotherham on 9 December. When he also missed the first two games of 1923, the official programme explained that he’d been rested, but it later emerged that a delegation of United players had demanded that he be dropped and the directors had agreed. McBain released a statement saying he didn’t think he was being treated fairly, at which point he was sold to Everton for £4200. His departure brought a brief upturn in form, then a slump that was broken only by a 6–1 demolition of the league leaders Notts County. The inconsistency continued, though, and any hope of promotion disappeared with a defeat to Leicester in the penultimate game of the season.


Injuries blighted the following campaign – the spine of Mew, Silcock, Barson and Goldthorpe played just forty-three games between them – and by the end of a season in which United finished fourteenth, crowds were down to 15,000, the main reason for a £1500 loss. It was a season marked by tragedy. Chapman lost his father and his brother in quick succession and in the summer of 1924, the twenty-four-year-old right-back Charlie Radford was killed in a motorcycle accident.


There was little reason to suppose 1924–25 would bring much improvement. United signed nobody in the summer and sold Bain to Everton, but the decision to move Frank Mann back from the forward line into midfield proved inspired. With Barson unencumbered by injury, there was a bedrock on which to build. Between 13 September and 8 November, they didn’t concede. Even better, Henderson finally began scoring and United went top at the beginning of November.


But for United, it seemed, nothing could be easy. Henderson, having scored seven of United’s previous twelve goals, was sold to Preston. Silcock fractured a cheekbone and was ruled out for twelve weeks. A groin injury sidelined Barson for eight. But Tom Jones, who had been signed from Oswestry with little fanfare the previous season, deputised and excelled.


Still there was need of a forward. Albert Pape was signed from Clapton Orient shortly before the east Londoners played at Old Trafford. The FA rushed through his registration and, inevitably, he scored for United in a 4–2 victory. But still the fans didn’t trust the board. When Fred Kennedy, a promising twenty-two-year-old inside-forward, was sold for £2000 just before the transfer deadline, the reaction was furious, even when Charlie Rennox was brought in, also from Clapton, as a replacement. After a sequence of five defeats in eleven games, United found some consistency for the run-in. Leicester were relentless, but Derby faltered. As they lost at Stoke in their third-last game of the season, United beat Bradford 1–0 through a Smith goal to move above them on goal-average with a game in hand. United drew with Southampton and, with Spence scoring twice, beat Port Vale 4–0 as Derby drew with Coventry to all but secure promotion. It was confirmed with a draw at Barnsley.


Barson was given his pub. The day he took it over, he arranged a party to celebrate the club’s return to the top flight; it had been going only half an hour when he decided being a landlord wasn’t for him, handed the keys to his wife and walked out.


United stayed up relatively comfortably, despite more baffling transfer activity. After years of the board promising that Lochhead would thrive in the top flight because his game was better suited to the higher level, the forward was sold five games into the season. Pape soon followed him as Frank McPherson was moved into the centre from left-wing. There had been plenty of times when United had juggled the forward line and hoped for the best, but there was logic to this move. The change in the offside law in the summer of 1925 had transformed the game and far more goals began to be scored with through-balls behind the defensive line, placing a premium on pace, which McPherson had in abundance.


By November United were as high as third in the table, but their form collapsed as the Cup provided a major distraction. After an epic draw at Sunderland in the sixth round was followed by a controversial win at Old Trafford in the replay, United faced City in the semi-final at Bramall Lane, the ‘biggest game of the inter-war period’ as Justin Blundell put it in his history of United between 1919 and 1932. After days of feverish anticipation and squabbling over tickets, the game itself never came close to matching up to the previous round. United were furious about a push in the build-up to the goal that gave City the lead and went on to lose 3–0. Worse, Barson was called before an FA commission for an incident that left the City captain Sam Cowan flat on his back. Although the referee had restricted himself to lecturing Barson at the time, United’s centre-half ended up being banned for two months, the first player ever to suffer retrospective punishment. Without him, United lost five in a row, including a 7–0 reverse against Blackburn Rovers that remains their joint-record defeat. There were three occasions when they let in five that season – partly explained by unfamiliarity with the new offside law, which led to a number of high-scoring games across the division – yet United still finished the season ninth. City, meanwhile, both lost the Cup final to Bolton and were relegated. With the young forward Chris Taylor scoring hat-tricks against Sunderland and West Brom in the final weeks of the season, there were plenty of reasons for optimism.


They wouldn’t last. What happened in October 1926 remains a mystery, but the story really begins the previous month. United had lost two and drawn two of their opening four games of the season, when, on 13 September, the Athletic News carried an advertisement seeking a new manager for United to take over on 1 November, the day after Chapman’s contract expired. Fans were baffled and outraged but even though a motion of confidence in the manager was carried at the club AGM, directors refused to explain what was going on. United drew with Arsenal and then won three in a row, meaning that by the beginning of October they were thirteenth in a squeezed table, just three points behind the leaders Sunderland with a game in hand, having scored twice in each of their first eight games of the season. And then, on 8 October, came shocking news: Chapman had been suspended until the end of the season by the FA for ‘improper conduct’.


The reaction was one of disbelief: there were those who had criticised Chapman’s dourness, but nobody had ever doubted his integrity. But what had he done? Nobody would say, not the FA, not the club and not Chapman, who merely observed he was ‘surprised’ by the decision, insisting, ‘I have nothing whatever on my conscience.’ Yet at the same time he hinted there had been some sort of wrongdoing, describing the term ‘improper conduct’ as ‘a very vague and strong way of wording it’. Alf Clarke in his 1948 history of the club was no more forthcoming: ‘I know full well all the circumstances, and I know that had John come out into the open he would have cleared himself very easily. But a player was involved and John Chapman preferred the matter to rest at that.’


But why had his job been advertised a month earlier? Was he thinking of leaving anyway? Or had the board known something? In the summer of 1927, Chapman applied for the vacant Leeds United job but was overlooked in favour of the Doncaster Rovers manager Dick Ray, who went on to lead Leeds to promotion at the first attempt. Chapman, meanwhile, became manager of Liverpool Greyhound Racing Club in August 1927 and never returned to football.


If they had had warning, it hadn’t been enough for United’s board to formulate a plan. They appointed Walter Crickmer as secretary, which turned out to be an excellent decision, but made the left-half Lal Hilditch temporary player-manager, which was perhaps less well-advised. His first game brought a 4–0 defeat at Bolton and, but for the excellence of Steward in goal, it would have been more. There was perhaps some mitigation in the fact that Barson missed out with a groin injury – although there were many who wondered whether that was code for him being irritated Hilditch had got the job ahead of him – while Spence was away playing for an England League XI who beat their Irish equivalent 6–1, playing well enough to earn his second England cap a week later.


Hilditch’s second game brought two goals for Spence in a 3–0 win at Bury but there followed a season of inconsistency, not helped by key injuries. It wasn’t until December that Silcock and Moore were back in harness in defence. When United drew at Spurs on Christmas Day, they had won only four of twelve games under Hilditch, sliding to sixteenth in the table, two points above the relegation zone. The major problem was a forward line that had been constantly rejigged without finding an effective combination. The fans had lost patience. Spence was popular, but Partridge, McPherson and Rennox were not. A defeat to Second Division Reading in a second replay in the third round of the Cup only added to the frustration.


A permanent manager finally arrived in April as Hilditch returned to the ranks and was replaced by Herbert Bamlett, the referee who’d supposedly been too weak to blow his whistle to abandon the Cup quarter-final in the snow at Burnley in 1908. After refereeing the 1914 FA Cup final between Liverpool and Burnley, Bamlett had moved into management, leading Oldham Athletic to second in the league in 1914–15, then moving via Wigan Borough to Middlesbrough in 1923. Thanks to the goals of George Camsell, they were on the verge of promotion to the First Division when Bamlett left for Manchester. United drew six and won one of the seven games that remained that season to finish fifteenth.
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