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About the Book


In the spring of 1964 more than 50,000 people turned out to watch the two-legged semi-final of the FA Youth Cup between Manchester City and Manchester United. It was a time of great hope and excitement: a new era was to be ushered in, with the virtues of youth personified in the Beatles and Harold Wilson – and in the teams that played. But what happened next? For some, like George Best, it was the start of a golden era of success; but for others it was the highlight of a career that never happened. In Shindler’s compelling third book of his Manchester trilogy, he captures an era of high expectation, talking to many who played in or watched these famous games; but he also movingly portrays what went wrong for others.
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Dramatis Personae


MANCHESTER UNITED


Red shirts, white shorts, red stockings


Black of purpose, evil of heart


Jimmy Rimmer


A very young goalkeeper with very long arms


Born Southport, 10 February 1948


Alan Duff


A right-back who used to be a left-winger


Born North Yorkshire, 24 January 1946


Bobby Noble


A fierce-tackling left-back and captain


Born Cheadle, 18 December 1945


Peter McBride


A Scottish right-half, known as Pinky


Born Motherwell, date of birth unknown


Dave Farrar


A centre-half and schoolboy international uninterested in football


Born Manchester, 7 April 1947


John Fitzpatrick


A Scottish left-half, known as Perky


Born Aberdeen, 18 August 1946


Willie Anderson


A right-winger, young and Scouse


Born Liverpool 24 January 1947


George Best


A tortured genius


Born Belfast, 22 May 1946


David Sadler


A centre-forward and ex-bank clerk


Born Yalding, Kent, 5 February 1946


Albert Kinsey


An inside-left, another Scouser


Born Liverpool, 19 September 1945


John Aston Jr


A speedy left-winger, son of youth team trainer


Born Manchester, 28 June 1947


MANCHESTER CITY


Sky blue shirts, white shorts, blue stockings


Pure as the driven snow, a band of noble heroes


Alan Ogley


A long-sighted goalkeeper, affectionately known as Mister Magoo


Born Barnsley, 4 February 1946


Mike Doyle


A right-half, mysteriously playing at right-back


Born Manchester, 25 November 1946


Dave Wild


A right-back, mysteriously playing at left-back


Born Stockport, 5 June 1946


John Clay


A scheming right-half


Born Stockport, 22 November 1946


Alf Wood


A slide-tackling centre-half and captain


Born Manchester, 25 October 1945


Phil Burrows


A full-back mysteriously playing at left-half


Born Stockport, 8 April 1946


Ronnie Frost


A right-winger


Place and date of birth unknown


Max Brown


Another right-winger


Place and date of birth unknown


Glyn Pardoe


An inside-forward and wunderkind, City’s youngest ever debutant


Born Winsford, 1 June 1946


Chris Jones


A centre–forward and grammar school boy


Born Altrincham, 19 November 1946


Bobby McAlinden


An inside-forward and future best friend of George Best


Born Salford, 22 May 1946 (same day as George Best)


David Connor


An outside-left and future utility player and supersub


Born Manchester, 27 October 1945




Prologue


Who? Youth teams? Never heard of any of them. Well, except George Best, obviously. And Mike Doyle and David Sadler, didn’t they play for England? Oh yes, John Aston, great European Cup final for United. Oh, that’s Glyn Pardoe, is it? Shame what happened to him. And, oh yes, John Fitzpatrick, dirty bugger wasn’t he? And that one must be Jimmy Rimmer, who went on to play for Arsenal, – or was it Villa? But that’s all. Oh, wait a minute, David Connor, he was a supersub, wasn’t he? And Bobby Noble, whatever happened to him? He was going to be a big star at one time, I remember. Actually, now I look at the photos and see the names, I seem to recall quite a few of them.


And so you should. Seventeen players from the Manchester United and Manchester City youth teams of 1964, nine from City, eight from United, went on to play for their first teams, with varying degrees of success. That’s a phenomenal conversion rate. The only comparable statistic comes from the United side of 1992, which boasted the talents of Beckham, Neville, Butt, Scholes and Robbie Savage, and the City team of 1986, which produced White, Moulden, Hinchcliffe, Lake, Redmond and Ian Brightwell. Both these teams won the FA Youth Cup, but they never faced each other.


The teams of 1964 met over two legs in the semi-final of the Youth Cup and the memory of those two matches and those twenty-two players have lasted a lifetime. This book charts my attempts to discover what has happened to them since those magical nights. Those players were only three or four years older than I was, which was another reason why I felt a close connection. If only the chief scout at Manchester City had seen me hit the bar with a rasping ten-yard drive for Kay House in a vital house match against Derby House I, too, might have been trotting out in a blue shirt to face the Red hordes – physics homework notwithstanding.


Mancunians have always loved their football teams, identified with their success and stuck with them in their fallow years (sometimes beyond the limits of reason). In April 1964, when City were in the second division and United were recovering from the shock of just avoiding relegation a year earlier, 50,000 people watched the youth teams play their two-legged tie. By comparison, when Manchester United played their home leg in the semi-final of the FA Youth Cup in 2003, just over 4,000 people turned up to the Theatre of Dreams. In April 1964, the average attendance at Maine Road for first-team football was 15,000. The first leg of the Youth Cup derby on 8 April 1964 drew an attendance of 29,706. It captured the imagination of the city and was a match every supporter wanted to see.


I was fourteen years old and have never forgotten the atmosphere of that night. In the fervour and intensity with which the game was played, it compared favourably with many first-team derbies. It was also a particularly special occasion because it was the semi-final of a knock-out tournament, and there was to be no return match in six months’ time. City’s relegation in May 1963 had deprived Manchester of its two annual derby matches for the first time since 1949, so the kids had a lot to live up to. It was our chance for revenge, but United felt they owned that FA Youth Cup. They had won it for the first five years of its existence and they had no intention of surrendering it to anyone – especially City. Besides, they had George Best.


By then, everyone knew that Best was going to be a star. He had made his debut the previous September, but had been dropped immediately. However, following a Boxing Day defeat, he had been recalled and had set the first division alight. A few days after the first leg of the Youth Cup semi-final he made his international debut for Northern Ireland. He was expected to win the Cup by himself, but the City right-back, Mike Doyle, was determined he wouldn’t do it at his expense. That night was the start of a mutual enmity that was to stretch across the rest of the decade and reach its apogee in the personal tragedy of Glyn Pardoe.


The George Best saga has, astonishingly, fascinated the public for forty years. From football prodigy in the mid-sixties, through successive metamorphoses as commercial superstar, sex symbol and celebrity runaway in the early seventies, to his ‘retirement’ at twenty-six; his subsequent, increasingly desperate comebacks, his failed relationships with women, the alcoholism that saw him imprisoned briefly and then caused his brush with death before a transplanted liver gave him the chance to start afresh, and the revelation that he has seemingly spurned it – throughout all these well-documented crises he has never forfeited the love, or at least the attention, of millions of people, many of whom never saw him play.


But there were twenty-one other players on the field that night in April 1964, and this book tells their stories as well as his. They are not as well known as Best’s, but they are equally deserving of a public hearing, because these players, too, had their dreams and hopes, some of which were realised, most of which were not.


Although this story follows a specific group of players from 1964 to 2004, in many ways it is a timeless tale, for no matter how much the game has changed, football continues to lure in talented youngsters and then toss them callously on the scrapheap if, in the opinion of one or two men, they don’t make the grade.


As fans we continue to hope that we are spotting the next generation in action. That was certainly my feeling when I watched both City and United again in the 2003 FA Youth Cup. The dream regenerates itself no matter how often we know it will all end in tears, which is one of the many things that makes football so special to so many of us.


I remember a great many derby matches from the sixties – particularly the 3–1 City win at Old Trafford on the way to the championship in 1968 – but the 1964 Youth Cup semi-final is right up there with the best of them. It was a time of hope for me and the match seemed to shadow what was happening in my life. My mother had died eighteen months earlier and, although the two events can hardly be compared in their intensity, City were relegated that same season. It seemed as though a greater power than the Football Association or, indeed Bury Grammar School, had condemned me to a lifetime of misery.


By April 1964 the immediate pain of my mother’s death, as well as the humiliation of relegation, was starting to fade. The Youth Cup tie seemed to echo this time of renewal. Derek Kevan and Jimmy Murray were banging in goals for the first team and after the O levels I was due to sit in June 1964, I would never have to open another physics book in my life. If City could beat United, even at this junior level, it would be a sign from above that my time of torment was drawing to a close.


No archive film exists to demonstrate the magic that captivated the 50,000 spectators who watched those matches, but it is etched on the mind in a way that no recording can replicate. However, even if they were able to show that match on television today, the camera simply wouldn’t be able to communicate the excitement of that historic tie, especially the first leg.


Looking back on those games, at the photographs of those players, I am struck more than ever by the cruelty of the football business. These two exceptionally good teams played in the days when clubs expected to unearth, nurture and promote their own local talent, and they contained a fair number of players who were dyed-in-the wool supporters of the clubs they signed for, yet scarcely a single player left United or City a happy, fulfilled individual.


Best’s demise has been all too painfully recounted any number of times, but this book reveals, too, the extent of the pain felt by David Sadler, that most honest and phlegmatic defender who served the United cause faithfully for eleven years and was denied a testimonial by his ‘father figure’, Matt Busby. Johnny Aston was so traumatised by his time at Old Trafford that from the day he was transferred to Luton Town he hasn’t returned. He continues to support the club, as he did as a boy, but the scars are still too raw for ‘closure’ after thirty years.


David Connor has been unsuccessfully trying to persuade City to fulfil the promise they made in 1972 of a testimonial match. Alf Wood, Phil Burrows and Chris Jones are still resentful of the manner in which Malcolm Allison harried them out of Maine Road. Glyn Pardoe was forced into retirement as a player after George Best broke his leg in a derby match, but Pardoe returned as a coach. He was then scandalously sacked by Peter Swales after more than thirty years at Manchester City. And those are just the players of whom people have heard! Can you imagine what the less successful players have to say? Well, you need imagine no longer. Just keep turning these pages and all shall be revealed, much of it in the words of the players who played in those games.


There is something uniquely appealing about the promise of sporting youth. The hype surrounding Wayne Rooney in 2004 is evidence that it survives, even in today’s celebrity-obsessed environment. The players I have talked to all have stories to tell of the promise of their own youth. You could see their eyes lighting up as they remembered with affection John Aston Sr and, especially, Jimmy Murphy and the days at The Cliff, or Johnny Hart and Dave Ewing as, in a desperate attempt to preserve their unbeaten record, they cheated in the head tennis games they played against their boys.


All those who lined up for the match at Old Trafford in front of 30,000 passionate fans must have felt that this was the start of their careers in football. They couldn’t have failed to experience the nerves that had certainly grabbed hold of me and my group of City-supporting school friends as we watched anxiously from the Paddock at the side of the Stretford End. Losing that derby match was going to mean it would be murder at school in the morning – every bit as bad as losing a first-team derby match. You really don’t want to live after a particularly important defeat. After all, why continue with life when all the future holds is the certainty of failure at O level physics? I needed City to win so badly that night.


This is a book about football, about football players and the development of the game, but I hope it succeeds in revealing the game in the context of its social history. Of course, there is a certain amount of nostalgia. I felt a connection to Mike Doyle and Glyn Pardoe that I will never feel for Nicolas Anelka or Sylvain Distin, much as I admire them. The visceral dislike I manufactured for John Fitzpatrick and Bobby Noble is entirely different from the feelings I have for Djemba-Djemba and Forlan. Frankly, I don’t much care either for or about the current United team. I tend to turn off the television when they come on, but David Sadler and John Aston and George Best were as Red as Doyle and Pardoe were Blue – and I respected them for it.


The youth team was merely their first manifestation in the shirt they would wear with such distinction, for so long. It’s not that Butt and Scholes don’t have the same Manchester connection, but that their lifestyles are so remote from the rest of us that we can no longer identify with them in the same way, and I believe the game is all the poorer for it.


This book is also the story of a city of enormous historical fascination, the city of Manchester, and of its unique relationship with its football teams. For as those two youth teams were on the way up, the city itself was on the way down, struggling to adjust to a post-war, post-industrial world that preferred man-made fibres to honest Lancashire cotton. To a city in decline, its artistic and sporting heroes become disproportionately important, which is another reason why these youthful stars of the sixties have remained as important to me today as they were back in my schooldays.


I have always wondered what was it like to be a football player in that city in the sixties, the decade which climaxed in 1968 with United as champions of Europe and City as champions of England. I hope this book will convey those feelings. After all, it was thrilling just to be a spectator in those golden days – ‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive/But to be young was very heaven’ – until they kicked off and we were a goal down in four minutes.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Naughty, Naughty Lads
April 1964


It was the best of times, it was the worst of times; it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair; it was the age of wisdom and Matt Busby, it was the age of foolishness and George Poyser. Manchester City were recognising that it was going to take at least another season in the second division to recover from the relegation they had suffered the previous year. Manchester United were looking to add the league championship and the European Cup-Winners’ Cup to the FA Cup they had won the previous year.1 Was it ever thus?


From the depths of the gloom that had begun to envelop the Blue half of Manchester came the glimmer of a light. As the 1963–64 season progressed, it became clear that, remarkably, Manchester City had been found in possession of a youth team of uncommon talent. It was perhaps less of a surprise to discover that Manchester United also boasted a youth team that season which was capable of winning the FA Youth Cup final for the first time since 1957 and the days of the Busby Babes. United had won it for the first five years of its existence and their inability to do so for the previous seven years had caused much soul-searching and gnashing of teeth at Old Trafford, where the trophy was regarded as United property and only on loan to other clubs who might have dared to win it.


After a bye in the first round, United hammered Barrow 14–1 in the second round and, after scraping past Blackpool 3–2 and gaining a more comfortable 2–0 victory over Sheffield United, the feeling grew that there was only one team capable of denying United their rightful inheritance. Intriguingly, they played only a couple of miles away. In early March 1964 both teams won their quarter-final matches. United exhibited considerable nervousness in their 3–2 win against a Wolverhampton Wanderers team inspired by Peter Knowles, who would shine briefly in their first team as a somewhat combative inside-forward, before retiring after becoming a Jehovah’s Witness and being ordered off by a power even higher than the Football Association’s disciplinary committee. In their quarter-final match City won thrillingly 4–3 at Elland Road against a Leeds team that included Peter Lorimer, David Harvey and Eddie Gray, players with whom many of them would cross swords on more exalted stages over the next ten years.


Everyone hoped that the draw would keep the two Manchester clubs apart so they could meet in the final, but it was not to be. Swindon Town played Arsenal in the other, quite meaningless semi-final encounter 200 miles away to the south, but from the end of March onwards the world of Manchester football became increasingly obsessed by the impending clash of the titans, some of whom had not yet started shaving.


Fate had cruelly denied Manchester football fans their traditional derby match entertainment for that season. More to the point, Denis Law and the referee had denied them the previous May when, in the most important derby to date, Law had contentiously won a penalty six minutes from the end of a match in which City had outplayed United throughout, but scored just the one goal. Albert Quixall equalised from the penalty spot, thereby saving United from the very real prospect of relegation and condemning City to that fate; a fate which was mathematically confirmed three days later when they lost the last match of a miserable season 6–1 at West Ham.


Denis Law and Manchester City were to exact a terrible revenge on United eleven years later, but, in the spring of 1964, City fans were desperate to let the old enemy know they were still capable of hurting them and the Youth Cup offered the only realistic prospect of retribution. John Aston, the United left-winger, remembers growing up in a divided city, as a United supporter:


City were always the enemy to me – the other team in Manchester. There were lots of City fans where I lived in Clayton, lots of my school pals were City fans. I remember 1963, that vital relegation match at Maine Road when United scrambled a draw, and coming out to play in the street the following evening. The City lads were there and I remember I was surprised that they’d actually come out. I thought they must have been devastated. I wouldn’t have dared to show my face. I’d have had to stay indoors for forty-eight hours. Football was that important to me.


It was an attitude echoed by the other local lads, of whom there were plenty on both sides. The comments of Willie Anderson, the Liverpool-born United right-winger, are interesting:


United v City was just another game to me. It was United v Liverpool that was my derby match. I got a big kick out of playing against Liverpool, but City were just another team. The crowd was what made that game special for me, but for Bobby Noble and John Aston and maybe Dave Farrar it was a big derby match. All those schooldays of teasing City supporters and being teased by them. They didn’t dare lose this game, so they were frothing at the mouth, but for me it was that huge crowd that made it so special.


Unlike today’s youth sides, this was no random collection of unknown hopefuls. When a seventeen-year-old made his first-team debut in 1964, graves didn’t stand tenantless and the sheeted dead certainly didn’t squeak and gibber in the Roman streets as the media does now when Wayne Rooney, James Milner and their ilk appear for their senior sides. This was merely the normal progress of a talented youngster. When those twenty-two players took to the field to play in this Youth Cup tie, no fewer than five of the City team and three from United had already played for their respective first teams. Indeed, Glyn Pardoe had famously made his debut at Maine Road against Birmingham City on 11 April 1962, when he was fifteen years and 315 days old, and George Best was about to make his first appearance for Northern Ireland. Each was the big white hope of his side and their careers were to be linked throughout the next eight and a half years, until the tragic events of December 1970.


Like the school system, eligibility for the Youth Cup was based on how old players were on 1 September of any given year. On the City side, Alf Wood and David Connor had been born in the autumn of 1945, just after the cut-off date of 1 September, so although they were both eighteen when the match was played their birthdays had fallen just the right side of the line. Albert Kinsey was the oldest player on the field and the United captain, Bobby Noble, had also been born in the last year of the Second World War. By contrast, Jimmy Rimmer was easily the youngest, having only just passed his sixteenth birthday when the teams ran out that cold April night.


These lads had grown up in that strange period of austerity after the war, in a provincial city which had lost its original commercial role in the world. They had all experienced some kind of deprivation, financial or emotional, and a surprisingly high proportion of them lost one parent before turning professional. Although the entire United side had signed associate professional forms, which made them groundstaff lads, Dave Wild, Chris Jones, Phil Burrows and David Connor were still amateurs – not amateurs in the sense that Colin Cowdrey or Peter May were amateur cricketers, but in the sense that Manchester City were not sure they were going to sign these kids to full-time professional forms and had therefore told them to get jobs and train as amateurs, financially compensated only by the refund of expenses in the shape of a ten shilling note – fifty pence in devalued decimal coinage.


United, by contrast, treated their Youth Cup team as if they were the first eleven and consciously went through the same match-day routine – a game of golf at Busby’s club in Davyhulme, followed by an early dinner and then a coach to take them to Old Trafford through the ranks of the supporters. The players’ relationship with the fans was akin to that of a collection of talented schoolkids. After all, these lads were only seventeen or so and even George wasn’t a truly household name yet. When they appeared in the first team their arrival was greeted with disappointment, because it meant that Denis or Bobby or Nobby weren’t playing. Here, however, they were the successors to the great Busby Babes and given their rightful due.


They had all been the best player in their school, the best player in their junior team, and the scouts had been knocking at the door (illegally in most cases) since the kids were nine or ten years old. With one exception, all these young players had ever wanted to do was become professional footballers. With most of them, it was impossible to tell who was going to make it. So much depended on factors that were not yet apparent – physical development, mental strength, family circumstances, the financial health of the club. As they lined up you could be pretty sure that George Best would certainly make it for United, and probably Bobby Noble and David Sadler. For City, you’d wager a small bet on the prodigy Glyn Pardoe and on John Clay and Alf Wood, mainstays of the half-back line, the one almost as skilful as George Best, the other a rugged defender whom England had already capped at youth level. For the rest, it was a fascinating open question. And that’s why so many of us turned up that night.


It was a Youth Cup match, for heaven’s sake, and not even the final of the competition at that, but the gate at Old Trafford for that first leg was a staggering 29,706. For the players who had yet to make their first-team debuts, it was the biggest crowd they had ever played in front of. Phil Burrows, the City left-half, remembers the day for more than the obvious reason:


On that day, 8 April, it was my eighteenth birthday. I did a full day’s work [training to become a quantity surveyor] in Denton and then got the bus to Maine Road to meet the rest of the lads. I think we took the coach to Old Trafford and I was marking George Best in the evening – he was just about to make his international debut, at the same time as Pat Jennings. It was an electric atmosphere – you’d love to play like that every week.


Even at the age of seventeen, George Best was regarded as Manchester United’s most potent weapon. Under normal circumstances he wouldn’t have played. Indeed, United had progressed thus far without any contribution at all from Best, but with the scent of a highly prized Youth Cup trophy in his nostrils, Busby decided to gamble. With the possible exception of the rather dour Wigan-born John Pearson, who had previously played perfectly competently at inside-right during the run to the semi-finals, the other United players were delighted to see George. They knew the impact he could have on this vital match, as John Aston recalls:


That semi-final was a huge game to me. They certainly felt that way at the club, but I don’t think they’d ever seen City play. I mean, they wouldn’t have had them watched the way they do today. But we had to bring George in and that meant we knew we were going to win. The problem with George was whether he’d be fit to play, because he was playing so many games he could easily have got crocked. It was a big boost to see George with you in the dressing room. We turned up at 3 or 4p.m. for a pre-match meal and talk. The match kicked off at 7.30p.m. and there was George, and it was like a shot in the arm.


From the kick-off, all twenty-two players launched themselves into the action – and each other – and the pace never slowed for the entire ninety minutes. With both sides suffering from an unending adrenaline rush, the fouls came thick and fast and Mr Ken Dagnall, the referee from Bolton, seemed an ineffectual and almost irrelevant figure.


Although the primary purpose of the youth team coaches was to deliver mature players to the first team, this derby match had its traditional impact on both training staffs. Jimmy Murphy, the United assistant manager, and John Aston Sr, the youth team trainer, had both been around Old Trafford since the end of the war, Aston as a full-back in Busby’s first great side and Murphy as Busby’s invaluable deputy, the man who had kept the club going when Busby was on a life-support machine in the Rechts der Isar Hospital in Munich. They knew City were the enemy and whipped up their charges with unusual emotional rhetoric. ‘They shall not pass’ was Jimmy Murphy’s much-vaunted expression, but left-back Bobby Noble remembers a more significant phrase, whispered in his ear just before he led his team out: ‘Remember, son, they can’t run anywhere without ankles.’ The player Noble was marking that night, City right-winger, Ronnie Frost, was soon to recognise the truth of this observation.


On the other side of the passageway, in the away team dressing room, the normally mild Johnny Hart and the big Scotsman Dave Ewing were urging on their charges in similar fashion. Both had been regular players for City in the previous decade and both remembered the scars of the derby match defeats more than the glory of the victories (of which there were a few, so enough of the sarcasm, thank you). They were both determined that the youngsters in the pale blue shirts realised the importance of their heritage, though in reality such had been the build-up that it was impossible for them to trot out on to the pitch feeling anything other than that they were carrying the fate of the entire nation on their slender shoulders.


Within a few minutes, the pattern of the game was set. Alan Ogley, the City goalkeeper, has only one memory of that night – wave upon wave of red shirts descending on his goal at pace. That isn’t surprising. From the kick-off, it was apparent that the two United wingers, Willie Anderson and John Aston Jr, had the beating of the City full-backs, Mike Doyle and Dave Wild, and Ogley was soon facing a barrage of dangerous crosses. Picking up the very first one, Albert Kinsey nipped in front of the City defence and slid the ball home. There were no prawn sandwiches to still the roar that acclaimed this early blow. The red scarves waved and you would have sworn you were at a grown-up derby match.


The United wingers continued to torture the City full-backs. City right-half, John Clay, one of the big successes of the night, can still remember wondering, ‘. . . why Doyley was playing at right back, because I thought John Aston might run him ragged. Dave Wild was playing left-back and Dave Wild was a right-footer who had played at full-back and Dave Wild couldn’t kick for toffee with his left foot. It was a disastrous tactical mistake, because John Aston tore us to pieces.’


Before half-time, Glyn Pardoe managed to bundle in an equaliser, though: ‘I remember I had a real battle with those two Scottish wing-halves – John Fitzpatrick and Peter McBride. I was brought down a few times, but I managed to score at Old Trafford. It was a left-footer on the left-hand side of the box, which hit the bar and came down over the line and came back out again.’ Glyn undersells himself somewhat. Before he had unleashed that venomous shot against the underside of the bar he had left three United defenders in his wake. It was the only moment when realism matched expectation for the City supporters. Thereafter, despite the fierce competition in the middle of the pitch, United continued to pull away as two more goals from Albert Kinsey and one from David Sadler eventually gave the home team a somewhat flattering 4–1 victory on the night.


Sadler had become involved in a bruising encounter with Alf Wood: ‘I marked David Sadler in that match. He never challenged particularly ruggedly, because I used to attack attackers, but he had tremendous confidence in what he could do – a bit like Ken Wagstaff years later at Hull. David Sadler’s composure in the box was tremendous. Even inside the penalty area with everyone sliding in all over.’ Although Bobby Noble sorted out the City right-winger, Ronnie Frost, fairly swiftly on the other flank, Alan Duff was struggling to close down the City outside left: ‘David Connor always gave me a difficult game – he was quick and small and wiry, always a battle against him. You needed to intercept the ball and stop it getting to him. I kicked him over the touchline, and for some players that would be enough, but Dave Connor never gave in and came back for more.’


Clay and Burrows fought desperately to keep their side in the game and with more composed finishing from Glyn and Chris Jones, the tie might have turned out very differently. However, with a quarter of an hour left and the score at 3–1, City captain and centre-half, Alf Wood, decided it was time for decisive leadership: ‘When we were 3–1 down, I drove myself further forward to try and get a goal back, but they got another one to make it 4–1 when I was stranded upfield. I got a real bollocking off everyone for that, but if we’d pulled it back to 3–2 we’d have a real chance at Maine Road. They had players up front who could be penetrative. We didn’t.’


Next day, the players eagerly read the newspaper reports. Seeing their names in print was still something of a thrill. They hadn’t yet experienced the full horror of a roasting in the press and all the reports emphasised the quality displayed by the youngsters. The condemnation was reserved not for the players who had made mistakes, but for the overheated nature of the contest. In the Daily Express, the headline over Bill Fryer’s report was ‘Naughty, Naughty Lads’, and even David Meek, in the Manchester Evening News, issued a plea for calmer heads in the second leg, with ‘Play It Cooler, Boys’ his considered response. Back in the dressing rooms there was no such equivocation. It was a derby match, for heaven’s sake. What did the namby-pamby newspapers expect? They were playing for their careers in front of nearly 30,000 fans. Just like the first team regulars, they couldn’t help but be affected by the passion engendered by such an occasion, and it was no wonder the crunching tackles went flying in all over the pitch.


As the final whistle blew for the end of that first leg, Jimmy Murphy’s boys were thrilled to have won such a convincing victory against the local enemy and regarded the dirty play as nothing more than healthy competition. There wasn’t a word of complaint from the City dressing room. Doyle and Wood, in particular, were quite capable of dishing out the necessary physical retaliation and had the scoreline been reversed, it is unlikely that United would have complained either. However, their defence was tougher and their attack more incisive, and though City had played some attractive football, they rarely threatened Rimmer’s goal.


At 4–1 after ninety minutes, the result of the tie seemed a foregone conclusion to the losing supporters, but the City players managed to persuade themselves that the second leg, twelve days later, need not be the formal procession the scoreline suggested. To the City players who had been outscored but by no means outplayed, one of the comforting features of the first leg was that the much-vaunted George Best phenomenon had made little impact on the game, although that might well have been due to the fact that this was the fourth match George had played in the past week.


Max Brown, who had played on the left wing before David Connor had taken over his place there, came into the side to replace fellow Stockport Boys team-mate, Ron Frost, who had been badly injured in a tackle with Bobby Noble, yet another graduate of the talented Stockport Boys academy. Presumably, Jimmy Murphy’s parting words on the subject of ankles were still turning over in Bobby Noble’s brain as Frost was brought down, clutching his ankle.


Brown for Frost was the only change on either side as City came out into the familiar atmosphere of Maine Road on a filthy, sodden Moss Side night. They believed that if they could get an early goal, backed by a large and vociferous crowd, they could still cause United some anxieties – and the plan nearly came off. More than 20,000 fans came to the rotting iron hulk of a stadium, which was over 5,000 more than the attendance for either of the previous two first-team home games. John Clay points out wryly: ‘If we’d been in the first team we’d have been on crowd bonus money, so to make it up to us the club took us to the Palace Theatre to watch a pantomime or something.’


In the days before Kevin Keegan, Manchester City were not renowned as a club that looked for the grand gesture. If it wasn’t as electric an atmosphere as it had been in the first leg at Old Trafford, it was nonetheless enough to generate the expected partisan support. For John Aston and the other local United boys it was a trip into enemy territory: ‘I’d played for Manchester Schoolboys at Maine Road against Birmingham Schoolboys, but it was like a foreign country. United was my home and City was the enemy. Maine Road was older than Old Trafford. It was draughty, slightly poorer.’ Nonetheless, over the two legs, John Aston gave an outstanding performance, as Alan Ogley is quick to acknowledge: ‘Before the start of the second leg I thought we could win it. I know I needed to keep a clean sheet, but it didn’t happen. United had more experienced players than we did – Best, Sadler, Noble. And they had wonderful wingers – if there was one key player it was John Aston.’


The first goal came after eighteen minutes and was scored by either Mike Doyle or Alf Wood, depending on whose testimony you wish to believe. Unfortunately, it went into the City goal. Ogley blocked a shot from Sadler, but the ball ran loose in the penalty area. In the frantic scramble that followed, Wood half-cleared it off the line, but it hit Mike Doyle and rebounded into the goal. In Blessed, the most recent of his (auto)biographical outpourings, George has written unflatteringly about Mike Doyle, his carefully cultivated dislike of United and particularly his ‘crowing about how they were going to humiliate us’. It was certainly true that even at the age of seventeen Doyle was happy to let the world know of his Blue allegiance. The mild-mannered Alan Duff, the United right-back that night, remembers Doyle’s part in cranking up the intensity: ‘The semi against City was such a big game. It was so important to win. I’d played against City reserves and A and B teams, but this was something different. You couldn’t get anyone Bluer than Mike Doyle and whenever you played against Doyle it was always, “Fuckin’ Red bastards”.’


Best’s book gives a clear indication of the mutual enmity between Doyle and himself, which was to increase down the years, culminating in the tragic events surrounding Glyn Pardoe’s broken leg in a derby match in December 1970. However splenetic Mike Doyle can be on the subject of Manchester United, he is ready, though, to pay tribute to the gulf in class between the two teams over the course of that semi-final: ‘In that Youth Cup game itself they completely outplayed us – simple as that. They had a lot more players to choose from than we had. We probably had two subs and the rest of them were the amateurs who played at Urmston. All the Old Trafford lot were apprentices – they could probably have fielded two sides.’


One was sufficient for the job. Again, Glyn Pardoe equalised before half-time, but if City thought they could overcome a three-goal deficit in the last forty-five minutes, goals from Best and Sadler soon disillusioned them. Three minutes into the second half the overstretched City defence gave David Sadler too much time to turn on the ball in the penalty area and he put United ahead again on the night. Inaccurate recall aside, George Best had a wonderful game in that second leg and proceeded to display the full range of his talents as he scored three minutes after Sadler’s goal to put United 7–2 ahead on aggregate and seal victory.


John Clay and some of the other City players had already played against Best at junior level:


The only real memory I’ve got of those two games was of Bestie. He went to United the same month I went to City – July 1962 – and then we played them in the B team and so on. I remember we got him in a corner, two of us, and he just turned and left us both for dead. He was just incredible. The United lads said even their most seasoned pros couldn’t get the ball off Bestie.


David Connor remembers that this was no less than what they had all expected:


George wasn’t that influential when we played at Old Trafford, but he then did a John Aston when we came back to Maine Road, because he tore us apart. In the first match all the talk was about George, because of who he was. Before the game Johnny Hart said to me to make sure that I came back and helped out. I did, but I found myself playing more in my own half than I did in the opposing half. That was because there was so much flank play to do with United.


Alf Wood, too, was sceptical about Best’s impact in the first leg: ‘Bestie could get past anyone he wanted to whenever he really wanted it. He was one of the all-time greats, but he did an awful lot of nothing at the edge of the box. He wasn’t as good a winger certainly as Neil Young.’


He didn’t need to be, though. Not that night. To their credit, although they would have been forgiven if their heads had dropped after that deeply frustrating own goal, City never stopped trying and spirited goals from Glyn Pardoe and Bobby McAlinden reduced the arrears, giving the home crowd something to cheer at last. The goals came in rapid succession and caused significant tremors in the United defence, although David Sadler scored again before the end to earn United a 4–3 win on the night.


John Aston, out on the left wing, saw with alarm that United’s wing halves were starting to panic:


We had Johnny Fitzpatrick and Peter McBride, two Scotsmen, playing at half-back. We used to call them Pinky and Perky. I remember George turning round and laughing at them saying, ‘Look at those two – they’re panicking and there’s only five minutes to go.’ And I was actually counting on the wing and I was having a panic, too, because when it went to 4–3 I thought we’d won the first game 4–3 as well, so I thought it was now 8–6! It shows you what pressure does to you. Then when we kicked off again I realised we’d won the first leg 4–1, and we weren’t two goals up, we were four goals up and it was over. But I do remember thinking it was 8–6. I was laughing with George at Pinky and Perky, but there was 20,000 City fans going mad and the ball’s coming back from the net to the centre circle and they’ve scored two goals very fast and I’m trying to add up.


Before his arithmetical brain was taxed too greatly the final whistle blew and the first great derby in the lives of this young collection of players was over. Alan Ogley knew that the defence had been too porous – ‘The problem with Phil Burrows was that he wasn’t strong enough and the problem with Alf was that he wasn’t quite tall enough, though you couldn’t fault his attitude’ – but he still felt sick to his stomach, just the way supporters feel after losing a derby game.


United had triumphed, but there was a general recognition that the gulf in class between the two teams was not that great and could probably be accounted for in the person of George Best. There was, too, a feeling that if United had the better players, City had the better team. City had competed hard in both legs, particularly in midfield, where John Clay promised to be a star of the future. Given the wretched state of the first team and the current gulf in status between the two neighbours, it was at least something for hard-pressed City supporters to cling to. Maybe not next year (1965) or the year after, but when the seventeen-year-olds were twenty or twenty-one, the future for City might be bright once more. Little did we know quite what 1968 would bring – to both sets of supporters.


United had been treading water since Munich and Matt Busby’s overriding ambition was to win the European Cup, almost as an act of expiation for the guilt he had suffered since he had returned from his lengthy stay in the Munich hospital. However, the club now had a youth team more talented than any since the days of the Busby Babes and it was almost a foregone conclusion that they would triumph over Swindon Town, whom they were now due to meet in the final – but the two legs of this unique derby match were effectively the real final.


Even in the aftermath of a bitterly fought contest, there was still room for old-world courtesy, as John Aston recalls:


I came out of the dressing room, dead chuffed we’d won and all that, and it was much more open than it was at Old Trafford, where it was private, but at Maine Road it wasn’t and it felt slightly odd and hostile; and there, waiting for me with his arms outstretched, was Albert Alexander, the City chairman. And he took my hands and said, ‘Congratulations. Well done, Johnny. Well played.’ And I could see he really meant it. Anyway, I was sixteen and I didn’t know how to take it, so I just looked at my feet and I did a little shuffle and I muttered, ‘Thanks very much.’ You know at the end of the game when players shake hands and they say, ‘well done,’ and they don’t mean it, because they’ve just been beaten, but it’s a courtesy, a ritual you have to go through? Well, this little old man, he really did mean it. It was such a wonderful sporting gesture and I’ve never forgotten it.


The first derby battle was over. There would be plenty more to come in the years ahead, but not for all of the players. It was unreasonable to believe that all twenty-two of them would meet again at Maine Road or Old Trafford in a first division contest in, say, 1968. From that collection of bright young hopefuls there would inevitably be casualties, but who?




1 Note for directors of Manchester United plc: The FA Cup is an unsponsored knockout competition originated by the Football Association formerly of deep significance in English domestic football.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Way to Old Trafford
1945–62


‘Since the war’ – it was a phrase we heard all the time in the fifties, usually in the context of everything having gone to pot ‘since the war’. The Second World War had been the finest hour of the British Commonwealth and its Empire and any exhortation to further effort always referred to the Dunkirk spirit, which was strange to those who saw Dunkirk as an evacuation rather than a glorious victory.


In moral terms, however, it was a ‘good’ war in which Britain had stood alone against the might of Hitler’s armed forces for more than a year before the German invasion of Russia. It had also obeyed the primary rules of classical drama with a first act of ignorance, followed by a second act of terrifying defeat, culminating in a final act of total victory. Fascism was destroyed in Italy, Germany and the Far East. Democracy had survived its fiercest threat. The British Empire emerged politically intact, but economically bankrupt, and Pax Americana was the inevitable consequence.


The war had drained Britain’s coffers to such an extent that the world’s most famous economist, John Maynard Keynes, was delegated by the prime minister, Clement Attlee, to approach the Americans for money. Harry Truman had recently been sworn in as president, following the death of Franklin D Roosevelt in April 1945, and when Churchill lost the khaki election in the summer of that year it was the end of the old Anglo-American alliance that the Anglophile Roosevelt and the half-American Churchill had created with such success – neither Truman nor his economic advisers saw much purpose in subsidising Britain and its outdated imperial possessions.


Attlee believed he had been elected to introduce the sweeping social reforms of Labour Party policy – nationalisation of the railways and the coal mines, the Beveridge proposals on unemployment insurance and social security, the creation of a national health service. All this, of course, cost money which Britain no longer had and Keynes had nothing to bargain with except the historical fact that Britain had saved the world from Fascism for twelve months on her own. The Americans were unimpressed and Keynes returned home with his tail between his legs, the offer of a large interest-bearing loan from Washington and the certain knowledge that the dollar had now replaced the pound as the symbol of international currency.


The war against Japan might have been won by the devastation caused by the atomic bombs dropped at Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945, but the rest of the world now lived in the permanent shadow of the hydrogen bomb and the Cold War made the possibility of world annihilation by mutually assured destruction a constant, hysterical presence.


Britain might have contributed a significant amount to the development of the Manhattan Project, as Oppenheimer’s venture was called, but it emerged from the Potsdam conference, at which Truman had told Attlee and Stalin of its success, as the least important of the three Allies. ‘I did not become the King’s First Minister to preside over the liquidation of the British Empire,’ Churchill had gruffly informed Roosevelt, when the latter wanted to know Churchill’s post-war plans for the colonies. Indeed he didn’t, but his immediate successor did.


In the fifties, it was still possible to repeat, without being jeered at, Cecil Rhodes’ famous phrase that to have been born an Englishman was to have won first prize in the lottery of life (you just had to ignore the warning signs that this wasn’t quite the case, which became more and more apparent after the debacle of Suez in November 1956). British children sat in school classrooms whose wall maps showed the world as defiantly pink, even as British troops were being evacuated from their former colonial territories, but in reality our parents had emerged from the deprivation of war to discover the deprivation of the age of austerity, the looming possibility of another war against the encroaching power of international Communism and a world made fearful by the discovery of ‘the bomb’.


It was a changed world, but not one our parents rushed to acknowledge. They had sacrificed. It was important that their children knew how much they had sacrificed and that those children should grow up in a similar spirit of selflessness, which is why none of us were allowed the sweets we wanted until they came off the ration. Still, tell that to the young people of today . . .


The working-class footballer of the sixties grew up in a deferential society in which, like his parents before him, he ‘knew his place’. In this rigid social hierarchy, women were subordinate to men and children to their parents. The national anthem was played in cinemas and theatres before or after each night’s entertainment, although bolder sections of the movie audience would walk out as soon as it started, which would never have happened before 1939. The anthem, like the union flag before it was appropriated by football hooligans and the makers of kitsch underwear, was an object of veneration. Politicians, the church and the royal family were all afforded the greatest respect by a world that knew neither Jeremy Paxman nor Rory Bremner. Doctors could pontificate in hospitals and surgeries without fear of physical violence. It was a world in which teachers rather than their pupils held the weapons of mass destruction, even if they were usually a cane or a worn-out plimsoll. Flick knives were the most potent teenage armaments and these tended to be used mostly when slashing the seats on the upper decks of double-decker buses, out of sight of the conductor. There was an almost unquestioning respect for family, education, government, the law and religion. In short, it was a long time ago.


The world of football was also stratified along social lines. Nobody wanted to run a football club for the money that could be made out of it. Money wasn’t important, but prestige and power were. Football was still the glory game that bred heroes, not the arena for conspicuous consumption that feeds on its own media hype. The only large car in the car park belonged to the chairman and players still knew what the inside of a bus looked like. It was the era of the maximum wage and contractual serfdom. The talented youths who chose football over cricket or other sports didn’t do so because the financial rewards were disproportionately large, and indeed football and county cricket clubs encouraged players who were good enough to play both sports professionally to do so.


Managers were former players who invariably hadn’t been able to save anything from their careers and still lived from one weekly pay packet in a sticky brown envelope to the next, usually in a small terraced house owned by the club. They, like their trainers, were just grateful to be allowed to continue to earn a wage from the game they loved. Trainers, those tracksuited men who sprinted on to the field when summoned by the referee to attend an injured player, were most unlikely to have any medical knowledge. Who can forget the sight of Laurie Barnett trying to ‘fix’ Bert Trautmann’s broken neck in the 1956 Cup final with the application of a sponge dipped in a bucket of cold water? The players themselves were on a lower level and the juniors or apprentices led an existence that most managements thought scarcely worth acknowledging, except for that brief moment when their signature as a schoolboy might be sought by a rival club.


John Aston’s early experiences with the club he supported are illuminating, but by no means atypical. His father, also John Aston, was a key figure in the first Manchester United side assembled by Matt Busby, the team that won the FA Cup in 1948 and the league championship in 1951–52. Between 1946 and 1954 he played 282 games for United and scored thirty goals, an astonishingly high figure for a full-back, partly explained by his versatility as a substitute centre-forward. The first sight John had of his father at work was a game which his mother took him to and which ended badly for his father, when he broke his arm just before half-time. In the second half he re-appeared with his arm in a sling and played at outside-right, with Johnny Berry dropping back to fill in at full-back. In the days before substitutes, it was not uncommon to find the wing positions occupied by a series of hobbling, disabled players whose mere presence on the field, even in such a limited capacity, was deemed more beneficial to the club than their total absence. What it did to the player’s injury was a complete irrelevance. Mrs and Master Aston, sitting up in the main stand, would hardly have been comforted by the service John was continuing to give Manchester United, even when clearly in pain. John Aston Jr recalls:


Nobody had a car in those days and Dad needed two of the other players to help him get dressed, he was in that much pain. Anyway, he’s staggering out of the door after the match and someone says to him, ‘Where are you going, Johnny?’ and he says, ‘I’m going to Ancoats to get my arm set.’ The physio, who had just started but was still there when I was there, was a guy called Ted Dalton. He was a bit of character, but he was a social climber – that was the type of bloke he was – and he insisted that my dad should stay behind to see ‘Mr So-and-so’ – Dad couldn’t remember his name. The fact that he was a ‘Mr’ meant he was a surgeon. Anyway, Ted took Dad home to his house – Ted had a car – and Ted and his family sat down to their evening meal. Meanwhile, Dad was feeling terrible, because his arm was broken, but he was told, ‘Mr So-and-so will be round soon.’ Anyway, it gets to around 7 o’clock in the evening and my dad gets up and says, ‘I’m going, Ted. I can’t stand the pain any longer.’ At which point Mr So-and-so turns up in a tuxedo, because he’s been at a formal dinner. My dad could smell the alcohol on his breath. Anyway, he sets my dad’s arm and buggers it up. That was the sort of treatment you got at Manchester United in those days. You didn’t have medicals then – if you could make steam on the mirror you were fit. That was the first game I remember going to. I must have come home on the bus with my mother afterwards. Because of what happened in that game fifty years ago, my dad still has pain in that arm and can’t rotate it properly to this day.
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