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            Foreword

         

         This is an extraordinary book. Sean Egan describes in great detail for the first time a remarkable, rollercoaster period for Manchester United, an era generally neglected by other club historians. It’s the product of years of painstaking and dedicated research.

         I lived through the Tommy Docherty years as a teenager. Every tiny move at Manchester United in those days dominated my daily thoughts. I calculate that I attended around 80 per of the games for which TD was in charge, travelling to away fixtures on football specials from Manchester, then later hitch-hiking thousands of miles up and down England’s motorways.

         I endured the agony of the 5-0 defeat at Crystal Palace which secured the dismissal of Frank O’Farrell in 1972. Later came the curious novelty of visiting new grounds in the Second Division – clubs such as Orient, Cardiff City and York City, during what was a surprisingly enjoyable season of rebuilding. This was quickly followed by the exhilaration of 1975-76 when we roared back to Division One in style, and very nearly won an FA Cup and League double

         Sean Egan’s account of events during these four and a half years rings astonishingly true with my own fond and vivid memories. His book brings back the noise and the colour of being in Docherty’s Red Army following the team home and away, the smells and physical experience of the mid-Seventies on the Stretford End. The euphoria and the fear, the joy and despair, all come back.

         Following Manchester United is rarely dull. This period bears that out. During every season in this book, United spent some time either bottom of the league, or on top. The start of the Docherty era saw some of the most defensive and negative football in the whole of United’s history. But then, within only a year or two, we experienced some of the most dramatic, swashbuckling play ever performed by the Reds. These years saw the sad departures of all three of the Holy Trinity who made United so popular in the 1960s – Bobby Charlton, Denis Law and George Best. Instead, the Docherty period will forever be associated with a new generation of dazzling young Reds – among them Steve Coppell, Gerry Daly and Gordon Hill. The Docherty team was never a world-class side to compare with the legendary Manchester United teams of 1958, 1968 or 1999. But for sheer entertainment, great goals and attacking wing play, the Docherty XI of 1974-77 was on a par, I’d say, with any team of the Ferguson years. As crowd-pleasers they may even have matched the great Busby Babes.

         Sean Egan has tracked down and interviewed many of the players from the Docherty era. And he’s talked to them at length. He’s not assembled the usual collection of dull retired footballer cliches – though there’s the odd one – but genuine revelations about what happened at Old Trafford between 1972 and 1977. And why it happened.

         The Doc’s Devils is an impressive, comprehensive chronicle of Tommy Docherty’s time at Old Trafford. It will be years, I suspect, before anyone will improve on it.

         
             

         

         Michael Crick

Co-author, Manchester United: The Betrayal of a Legend

Author, The Boss: The Many Sides of Alex Ferguson

      

   


   
      
         

            Introduction

         

         In May 1993, after a 26-year title drought, Manchester United won the First Division championship, or, rather, the Premier League as it had recently been renamed.

         Despite being arguably the most legendary name in world football, it was generally agreed that since the retirement of Matt Busby as manager in June 1969 after a quarter of a century in the post, the club had spent another quarter-century trading on past glories. As one fan articulately lamented prior to that 1993 title, “We’ve got a history, but that’s all we’ve got.” Naturally, following the 1993 triumph, much celebration ensued, with manager Alex Ferguson being hailed as a saviour who had rescued a great club from mediocrity and restored it to its true place in the hierarchy. Since then, United have barely looked back. When Ferguson took charge of the club in November 1986, United had won the First Division championship seven times in their 108-year history. By June 2010, they had won it a further 11 times.

         Yet many who have memories stretching back a little longer than Ferguson, or Dave Sexton and Ron Atkinson, his alternately dull and flamboyant predecessors in the manager’s hot seat, are convinced that United could have started that run of modern-day championships a long time before they did had they not taken the decision to sack manager Tommy Docherty for non-football reasons in 1977, just 44 days after he had secured the club the FA Cup. As Gordon Hill – probably the player who epitomised the Docherty era at Manchester United in both his youthful brashness and swashbuckling, sometimes reckless, playing style – says, “What really ticks me off about United, they don’t really play the Doc era up much … From when we won the FA Cup right the way through, they haven’t looked back, and yet no one recognises [that]. It’s all Fergie, Fergie, Fergie.” While one can dispute the idea of unalloyed success from Docherty through to the modern age, Hill has a point about the unjustified neglect of Tommy Docherty’s legacy.

         Docherty – affectionately nicknamed ‘The Doc’ by a press he had a knack for buttering up – was brought into Old Trafford in the closing days of 1972 in what were the worst times for United in living memory. Their nickname The Red Devils – evocative of their traditionally dashing and adventurous approach to football – was a sick joke. Winners of the European Cup (in 1992 rechristened the Champions League) as recently as 1968 (and at the time still the only English team to have taken that trophy), they were now in the middle of a relegation struggle. Initially, Docherty – who had given up the Scotland manager’s job to take up a role that had been his lifelong ambition – did seem a saviour, yanking United out of the relegation zone sufficiently to ensure that they would be starting the next season still in the top flight. He then persuaded the iconic George Best out of retirement (albeit briefly). However, collapse followed salvation: the following season United seemed unable to win, unable to score and far too busy dealing with the exigencies of an ageing squad and relegation worries to occupy themselves with thoughts of good football. The unthinkable trauma of dropping into the Second Division was the consequence.

         It’s possible that only the thought of the embarrassment involved for the United board in dismissing a third manager in less than four years saved Docherty from the sack. Whatever the reason for United’s faith in the Scotsman, he more than repaid their loyalty in the following three seasons. In the Second Division, he started rebuilding the side. When United re-entered the First Division in August 1975, they were unrecognisable from the team that had so ignominiously gone down. One football pundit described the new Manchester United as a “revelation” for their youthfulness and boldness. Docherty’s signing of Gordon Hill a few months into the 1975/76 campaign enabled him to finally adopt the 4-2-4 system he had long wanted. For the remainder of the season and the whole of the next, Manchester United were the most exciting side in English soccer. They were not the most successful, yet their joie de vive seemed almost a moral victory over Liverpool, who were the dominant club of the age due to an undeniably efficient but ultimately sterile low-risk possession football. United’s attractiveness made them omnipresent. Though football coverage on television in those days was severely rationed, the impressionistic memory of that era (no doubt inaccurate but in one sense revealing) is of United being represented on the box every single week, said coverage always augmented by the amusing sight of Docherty in his black raincoat giving a post-match analysis around a mouthful of gum. The broadcasters risked alienating viewers who wanted their local side given their fair share of the limited TV slots because Docherty’s side were in demand. The Doc’s Devils were liked by neutrals – admired – in a way that Alex Ferguson’s teams can only dream of.

         As gates at Old Trafford boomed, the stage was set for Manchester United’s young lions to overtake Liverpool and become the dominant force in the land. In an alternate universe, Tommy Docherty would have been allowed to build on the success he brought to the club, effecting the eclipse of possession football by a brand of soccer that thrilled the masses in the way only risk-taking and flair can.

         It was not to be. In June 1977, Docherty’s affair with a colleague’s wife hit the newspapers. We will probably now never know whether, as rumoured, the club used this as a pretext to rid themselves of a manager whose flamboyance, avarice and tempestuousness made some board members consider him an embarrassment. One thing, however, cannot be disputed: Docherty’s dismissal led to the squandering of a team on the brink of greatness. Subsequent managers altered and ultimately dismantled the Docherty side in a vain quest for improvement and it took the cub – through the efforts of Alex Ferguson – more than a decade-and-a-half to pick up the thread of flair and success once again.

         This work is not a hagiography that overlooks either Docherty’s personal or professional flaws, nor does it seek to exaggerate the quality of the team he created. However, what it does do, with the assistance of many of the players from the time, is analyse in depth the four-and-a-half remarkable years The Doc spent at the club – probably for the very first time – and in so doing seek finally to give The Doc’s Devils their due.

      

   


   
      
         

            PART ONE

            1972/73: Rescue

         

         December 16 1972. Manchester United were just about to hit their lowest ebb since 1939, a time when they were – unthinkably by now – a club in the second tier of the English Football League.

         They were playing Crystal Palace at the latter’s Selhurst Park ground. Palace were a rather unprepossessing club. Currently bottom of the First Division – then the top flight of English football – not only would they be relegated this season, they would be relegated to the Third Division the season afterwards. As recently as April 1971, United had put five past Palace at this ground (even if the home side had replied with three). This fact, however, only told part of the story, for Manchester United were no strangers to the lower depths of the First Division themselves at this juncture and were hovering above the relegation zone (which then constituted just two places). Even the extent of Palace’s 5-0 trouncing of United this day did not fully explain why the result was so cataclysmic.

         Yes, losing 5-0 was humiliating, but the result had a symbolic quality far and away above the realities of current form, squad weakness and League positions. The club that Palace took apart were a legend. Not for nothing was the 39,484 gate that day the biggest at Selhurst Park so far that season, as well as the largest in the four divisions of the Football League that day. Manchester United, then as now, were the most famous club name in English, nay British, possibly – even then – world football. As with many legends, tragedy – in this case, the Munich air disaster of 1958 which had taken the lives of eight members of United’s young team – played its part, but the legend was based far more on achievement than sympathy. This achievement was as much to do with conduct as honours. During the 60s, United had won the FA Cup and two League championships and had become the first English team to win the European Cup. However, it was the style with which they had taken those trophies that endeared them to the public in a way that others who won similar honours with more prosaic soccer could never hope to match. Under manager Matt Busby, the Red Devils – as they were nicknamed from the early 60s – put the emphasis on swashbuckling, attacking football. Busby’s nose for players who would fit this vision had ensured that United’s name was attached to those of a string of iconic footballing figures, Duncan Edwards, Bobby Charlton, Denis Law and George Best amongst them. In short, Manchester United was a name synonymous with quality. To see United succumbing to a sub-standard side like Palace as both teams attempted to keep their feet off the relegation trapdoor was tragic.

         Asked if the 5-0 scoreline accurately reflected the run of the play, Martin Buchan, a central defender for United that day, says, “Oh aye. We were lucky to get nil. I remember Don Rogers running riot. They thoroughly outplayed us.” Striker Ted MacDougall agrees, and says, “We basically as a team knew that the manager was going to get canned and it was a feeling of insecurity.”

         So how is it that things had come to this, just four-and-a-half years since United had achieved that European Cup milestone? The resignation of Matt Busby as manager in 1969 was perhaps inevitable. Mentally, Busby had been rendered an old, old man by Munich, a sense of responsibility for the deaths of his beloved young charges weighing heavily on his shoulders because he had insisted on taking part in European competition when the Football League had made their opposition to it explicit. He had no reason to feel guilty: if it hadn’t been for a petty rule dreamed up by League secretary Alan Hardaker as a sulking response to Busby ignoring officialdom’s opposition, the Munich tragedy would not have happened. The rule – which dictated that any team taking part in European competition must be back in their home country a full 24 hours before their next domestic fixture – prevented the club from simply abandoning their journey until the next day when the conditions might have been more conducive to air flight. The tried to take off in terrible weather conditions with horrific consequences. Nonetheless, Busby blamed himself and many got the sense that he had only held on to a job for a further decade that he would have gladly relinquished in 1958 because had he not won the European Cup it would almost be as though the deaths of the members of the ‘Busby Babes’ were for nothing. With that European Holy Grail finally secured, Busby – knighted shortly after it – could settle into the retirement he had long desired. He quit his post on April 26 1969 after 24 years as manager. At the time of writing it appears that Sir Alex Ferguson will at least equal that record, but he will never be able to claim – as Busby was too modest to but many of his fans are happy to testify – that he built the cub in his own image. Ferguson inherited a legend. Busby inherited a team whose last glories were a generation in the past and whose Old Trafford ground was a World War II bomb-site and built it into a legend.

         Busby’s successor was a surprise. Managers like Johnny Carey (a member of Busby’s first great United team, the 1948 FA Cup winners), Ron Greenwood and Don Revie were all spoken of for the role but instead it went to somebody most of the public had never heard of. Wilf McGuinness had been a Busby Babe himself before injury cut short his career and led him to turn to coaching, a career move that had made him not only a United youth and reserves coach but put him in charge of the England under-23s and additionally ensured his involvement in England’s 1966 World Cup triumph. The journey from the position of coach to manager is not uncommon in football (although he was actually given the title of ‘Chief Coach’, while Busby remained ‘General Manager’, even if selection, coaching, training and tactics were exclusively McGuinness’ preserve). However, what complicated this appointment was the fact that McGuinness was a contemporary of many of the current United team. At 31, he was the youngest-ever chief coach/manager of a First Division side. Additionally, his tender years were compounded by a familiarity that would not have applied had he been an outside appointment. Busby had an effortless authority about him (illustrated by the fact that every single player interviewed for this book who spoke of him referred to him as “Sir Matt”). McGuinness was just one of the lads. Perhaps this is why McGuinness sometimes seemed to be trying too hard in the disciplinary stakes. United winger Willie Morgan – one of the few rays of hope in this period in United’s history – has related with disgust how a McGuinness rule that anybody caught with his hands in his pockets would be required to execute press-ups led to Bobby Charlton – a figure of infinitely greater gravitas and dignity than McGuinness – having to humiliatingly drop down to the mud of the club’s training ground dressed in a smart suit.

         McGuinness’ United won only one of their first eight League games. A match in August 1969 against Everton saw five players dropped, including – shockingly – Law and Charlton. The match resulted in a 3-0 defeat and, according to Busby, a visit to him by McGuinness seeking his advice. At McGuinness’ request, Busby told him what team he personally would select, one that included Law and Charlton. McGuinness picked it and stuck to it, resulting in a 10-match unbeaten run. Though at the end of the season, McGuinness could point to the fact that he had taken United to FA and League Cup semi-finals and a position in the League of eighth – better than Busby’s final season – for those within the club au fait with the fact of the counsel given, his status must have been utterly undermined. McGuinness formally became team manager in the summer of 1970 but by Christmas of the 1970/71 season, he couldn’t even point to respectable results: United were flirting with relegation. McGuinness taking United to the semi-final of the League Cup no more swayed the United board than his two semi-finals the previous season. That record was deemed not good enough given that he had inherited a European Cup-winning side and that he had at his disposal players of significant calibre among them Bobby Charlton, Denis Law and George Best, the latter a man many to this day consider the greatest footballer of all time. On December 28 1970, McGuiness was fired.

         United then advertised their vacant manger’s position for the first time in their history. United’s legendary defender Pat Crerand (one of the European Cup team) has said that the idea of making an appointment from inside was a prescient one (Liverpool would later turn it into an art-form for a spell) but that McGuinness came to the job too young: another three or four years would have seen a new influx of players to whom he was more of a figure of authority. One could add that it should be remembered that Busby’s last season in charge was not exactly spectacular. Though United reached the semi-final of the European Cup – and many contend would have reached the final had it not been for some criminally dubious refereeing – they had only qualified for that competition as holders. Their League form that season was mediocre and their gates had actually halved. In March 1969, a team with the European Cup on their sideboard were as low as 17th in the table. They recovered a little but could only manage a final position of 11th. Crerand later said, “We didn’t become bad players, but maybe subconsciously we were like Matt. What else was there for us to achieve?” There was also another reason for the precipitous decline: the fact that 31-year-old McGuinness was a contemporary of many of his new charges doesn’t only show how young he was for a manager but cuts the other way, giving an indication of the ageing nature of the United team, a side to whom Crerand admitted Busby had probably been too loyal that season. McGuinness was anxious to replenish the side even if Busby hadn’t been but the receipts emanating from (usually) the highest attendances in the land did not translate into a readiness to make big money transfers, nor to pay wages commensurate with United’s stature – a situation that would prevail well beyond the reigns of McGuinness and his two successors.

         The first of those two successors – after a period between December 1970 and the end of that season during which Busby took the helm again and engineered a final League position of eighth – was Frank O’ Farrell. This appointment came after Busby had a secret meeting with legendary Celtic manager Jock Stein about the vacant post, engineered by Stein’s former charge Pat Crerand. Stein’s ultimate record with Celtic would be breathtaking: in 13 seasons, he won them 10 League titles, eight Scottish Cups and six League Cups. Stein turned down the United manager’s job and an unamused Busby was convinced that he had simply exploited United’s interest to get a pay rise from Celtic, though Crerand has claimed that opposition from Stein’s wife was the deciding factor. Future United manager Alex Ferguson later revealed, “I recall the late Jock Stein once telling me that the biggest mistake he made was to turn down United.”

         Frank O’Farrell was an austere Irishman who had been making a name for himself by guiding Leicester City to the Second Division championship and securing them an FA Cup final appearance. O’Farrell made some good signings, including the long-term rock of defence Martin Buchan, the prolific goalscorer Ted MacDougall and the silky-skilled winger Ian Storey-Moore. He also made a thrilling start to his first season in charge. At the end of 1971, United led the table by five points, at a time when a win was only worth two points. Denis Law had already scored 12 goals and George Best had racked up 14. Best – despite recent bad boy behaviour that had led many to diagnose him a liability whatever his talents – was not only playing brilliantly but scoring with such exquisite skill that his strikes from that period have become a staple of goals videos and DVDs whose titles are usually preceded by a number and whose second word is usually ‘great’ or ‘classic’. However, this form, on the parts of both Best and the club, was a flame that quickly expired due to the underlying decay at the club. Martin Buchan joined from Aberdeen in March 1972, playing the last two months of that season. He was perplexed by what he was confronted by. “I think the squad was a curious mixture, ranging from … Law and Charlton to players who wouldn’t have got a game in Aberdeen’s reserve team,” he recalls. “It was really strange. There were some good pros there, lads like Tony Dunne, but it was a team of contrasts.”

         United finished the season eighth, a position respectable enough for most other clubs but disappointing for the Reds, especially after that great start. Ditto their sixth-round FA Cup ejection. The next season, however, was more than disappointing, a yardstick of which is the fact that Bobby Charlton was the club’s top scorer in that campaign. Several of those goals were in the blistering long-range tradition for which he was loved by both United fans and – as until recently a long-term fixture of the England team – the nation. However, his League tally was a paltry six goals. MacDougall was signed two months into this season and he recalls of the club’s situation: “Frank O’Farrell alienated himself from the players and he became distant. Unfortunately, he wasn’t a great communicator and he certainly wasn’t very good when it comes to tactics or trying to put the team right. Where had he been before? Leicester. Torquay. When you look at Manchester United, if you’re an actor, it’s like being in a play in the provinces and then suddenly going on the West End. It’s a bit of a difference. It’s a goldfish bowl and you know that everything you do is under the microscope as a player and as a manager and some people can handle it and some people can’t handle it.”

         The players saw a lot more of Malcolm Musgrove – whose official position was trainer in an era where ‘coach’ wasn’t common in UK football parlance – but MacDougall wasn’t much more impressed with him: “Malcolm was a lovely lad, but Malcolm would insist somebody like Willie Morgan, who was different class with his feet, head the ball. Why would you spend all hours trying to teach Willie Morgan to head a ball when Willie couldn’t head a ball and didn’t want to? If you’ve got great players, let them be great at what they’ve got. That’s why they became great.” There were, according to MacDougall, other problems at the club. The striker later said, “Old Trafford was not the happiest dressing room back then … Frank O’Farrell was a lovely man, but United were an ageing side in decline … Sir Matt Busby … never spoke a word to me in the five months I was there. Clique is too strong a word, but there was a definite ‘them and us’ mentality between the older players and the new guys … I never thought to ask why, but at training we always got changed in the reserves’ dressing room.” Striker Sammy McIlroy had been given his debut by O’Farrell when things were going swimmingly for the club. “They were having a great run at the time and everything was going great,” he says. “But in football things change and the results started going the other way and things started happening. There were players coming to the end of their career, all the great names … and that’s a big hell of a re-building to do. The players then didn’t believe in Frank. Frank really couldn’t handle the media side of things.” He adds, “And the George thing got him down as well.”

         Completing the sense of decay, even chaos, around United at that time was the behaviour of George Best. The Belfast man’s own personal triumph had coincided with United’s: 1968 was the year he was voted European Footballer of the Year. He had then tumbled into a decline as precipitous as his club’s (and in some ways, as their star player, the two things were intertwined). Just 22 at the time of the Reds’ 1968 victory over Benfica at Wembley, Best found himself having to deal with the anti-climax of being a world-class player in a side that sometimes struggled to defeat mediocre teams. His bitterness at the way Manchester United and hence his own career had gone into decline was recounted in Michael Parkinson’s book Best: An Intimate Biography, as was his frustration at the way Busby continued basing the side around the ageing Charlton rather than him. He didn’t even have the consolation that some of his colleagues had in the form of possible glory in international football: as a Northern Ireland native, the most he could hope for was helping to upset England in the annual Home Championship. He remains without question the greatest player never to participate in the World Cup finals. A death threat from the IRA (a sympathiser was suspected of being responsible for shooting Best’s sister in the leg) had additional adverse – and possibly underrated – consequences for his peace of mind and confidence. He increasingly turned to drink to bury his problems, with the inevitable detrimental results for his form. 1972 was littered with news stories of his being fined and dropped for missing training. Though he finished the club’s top scorer that season with 26 from 53 appearances in all competitions (a tally double that of the second-placed player in the United goals chart, Denis Law), in the close season he announced his retirement from the game two days before his 26th birthday. After a meeting with O’Farrell, he changed his mind. However, come the new season, the problems with his missing training got so bad that on December 5th he was transfer listed and suspended for two weeks. Manchester United chairman Louis Edwards had announced that Best would resume training – the implication being that he was now off the transfer list – the day before the Crystal Palace game, something that some interpreted as a deliberate piece of undermining by Edwards designed to provoke O’Farrell’s resignation.

         Best didn’t play in the Palace match. The side that took the field at Selhurst Park that miserable day – from which Charlton (presumably injured) was also absent – comprised a mixture of European Cup-winning veterans (quality, unfussy goalkeeper Alex Stepney, dependable defenders Tony Dunne and David Sadler, fine forward Brian Kidd), new or new-ish, promising kids on the block (Martin Buchan and Ian Storey-Moore), signings whose tenures were so brief that history and the Stretford End – Old Trafford’s West stand, which bulged with the club’s most fanatical supporters – weren’t quite able to adjudge them (Ted MacDougall, towering centre-forward Wyn Davies, full-back Tommy O’Neil and Tony Young, who alternated between midfield and defence). Betwixt-and-between these categories was a man who was too young to be an establishment player but, as someone who had made his first team debut as far back as 1968, was hardly a novice: Willie Morgan, a classy and much-loved right-sided winger. The substitute that day was a man who didn’t play against Benfica in 1968 through injury but whose performances in the campaign made him unquestionably part of the European Cup-winning team, fiery forward Denis Law, one of the most beloved players ever to pull on a red shirt.

         No fewer than 10 of those 12 players had been or would be capped for their country. The men on the teamsheet of the Crystal Palace side, on the other hand, were for the most part not even household names in their own households. Yet the lack of camaraderie brought about by O’Farrell’s aloofness and the snowball diminution in confidence engendered by bad form resulted in what Alex Stepney – who as a native Londoner had many of his relatives sitting in the stands – later described as “the most humiliating experience of my entire career.” 

         Palace’s Paddy Mulligan put the home side in front after 10 minutes. It was at that point that Tony Dunne had to hobble off through injury. Almost indicative of the chaos surrounding the United team was the fact that it took the United bench 10 minutes to put a man on in his place. By the time Law did make an appearance, the United goal had been so battered that Palace could have been four up. Miraculously the deficit was still only one goal when ‘The Lawman’ entered the fray. Three minutes before half-time, Mulligan got his second. Rogers scored a minute into the second half and three minutes before full-time. Also on the scoresheet was Whittle. The assertion by some that the score could easily have been 10-0 doesn’t seem too much of an exaggeration. Only the efforts of Stepney (who, amazingly considering the scoreline, had a good game) and good luck prevented the humiliation being greater.

         It was an horrendous spectacle for the travelling Red Army. “Frank O’Failure” screamed one tabloid headline. Another newspaper, the broadsheet Guardian, took a more measured but no less critical view of the match. Under the headline “One of the saddest days for United”, Albert Barham said, “It is with the greatest sadness that one records not only the result of this match but the humiliating manner of defeat.” United were “disunited and disillusioned” and defensively “calamitous”. In any event, for Barham the match had been lost before kick-off: he ventured that a meeting between Edwards and Busby the previous week about the George Best problem – by implication the one that led to Best being taken off the transfer list – had pulled the rug out from under O’Farrell and that he might resign over the issue.

         As the man who had let in five, Stepney could be said to have a vested interest in his comment: “I have never played in a team that was so lacking in spirit and fighting quality.” But then Palace’s chairman – hardly the holder of the most envy-making job in football – remarked to the press after the match that United were the most unimpressive visitors to Selhurst Park for a long while. The result left United in 21st position in the First Division, which in those days meant they were one from bottom in the top flight of the English Football League.

         Sitting in the stands that day was Tommy Docherty. The reason for Docherty’s presence was his position as manager of the Scottish national side. United, as they almost always did, had a sprinkling of Scots on the pitch but according to the man nicknamed ‘The Doc’ it wasn’t their form he had come to observe but – at the suggestion of Palace manager Bert Head – that of Crystal Palace defender Tony Taylor. Docherty was also pleased at the chance of attending because it so happened that he was a friend of O’Farrell, with whom he had played at Preston North End and who was godfather to one of his sons, Peter.

         
            ***

         

         Thomas Henderson Docherty was born in the Gorbals in Glasgow on August 24 1928. His sickly father – an iron-factory worker – died when he was nine, leaving Docherty, his two sisters and his mother to live a life that Docherty has described as “grim” and “pitiful”. So much so, that National Service seemed to Docherty a form of salvation. As of course did professional football. Docherty’s career after his demobilisation began at the very top for a Glaswegian: with Celtic. As well as Celtic, Docherty’s playing career encompassed Preston North End, Arsenal and Chelsea. Good enough to win 25 Scottish caps and to captain his country, he was described by the legendary Sir Stanley Matthews as “a stylish wing-half” and by the almost as legendary Sir Tom Finney as a “top quality player”. One of his managers when he turned out for the national side was Matt Busby, who helmed two games for Scotland as their temporary manager in 1958. Docherty played two matches in the 1954 World Cup finals in Switzerland. Despite this highly respectable career, Docherty won no major honours as a player. His only Cup Final appearance came for Preston against West Bromwich Albion in 1954, a 2-3 defeat in which Docherty laid on one of his team’s goals but gave away a penalty (unjustly, he averred).

         Docherty would become famous for (amongst other things) quipping that as a manager he had had more clubs than golfer Jack Nicklaus. By December 1972, he was about halfway toward the tally of 13 teams whose footballing affairs he would oversee (not counting those clubs he managed for more than one term). His first managerial post was at Chelsea. Docherty had originally been appointed by Chelsea as coach in February 1961, although quickly turned into a player-coach when it was decided the struggling London team could use his talents on the field. Frank Blunstone was an outside-left at Stamford Bridge at the time. He recalls, “He was a good-hearted player, hundred per cent, very physical. Good player.” Chelsea manager Ted Drake was sacked in September that year, and Docherty was asked to act as caretaker manager until a replacement could be found. Come January however, the board told Docherty they would like him to continue in the manager’s post. “We didn’t know him all that well, he’d only just come,” Blunstone explains. “There were two factions at the club. There was a bit of a split: one were for Ted Drake and one for Tommy … The older players had been brought up with Ted Drake … But he proved he was right: he did a fantastic job.”

         Blunstone also says, “Tommy was a very strong manager. He wouldn’t have any nonsense, Tommy … If you upset him in any way, God help you.” A theme that will emerge in this book is that if a player was not in The Doc’s good books or was considered by him superfluous to requirements, Docherty was apt to treat him almost like a leper. Was that Blunstone’s experience? “Oh yes. No doubt about it. He’d have you on your way if he got the opportunity.” However, another theme that will emerge is the way Docherty could be as considerate and good-natured as he could spiteful. Blunstone says, “He was very fair and I got on well with him. If you did your job and you worked hard and you were dedicated, he’d do anything for you … When I was at Chelsea and he became manager and the maximum wage was taken off, one day he called me to one side. He said, ‘What are your wages?’ I said, ‘I’m on 40 pound a week.’ He said, ‘Right from next week, you’re going on 45.’ I said to him, ‘I’ve signed a contract, I’m not bothered, I’m happy. I haven’t asked for a rise.’ He said, ‘You are giving 100 per cent, far better than some of these blokes who are on 45 pound a week here.’ That’s the type of bloke he was.”

         Chelsea were bottom of the First Division at the time of Docherty’s appointment, so no one blamed him when the club were relegated. The Doc began rebuilding his ageing team in the Second Division and a new, zestful, young Chelsea team won promotion at the first attempt. Recalls Chelsea’s midfielder Jim McCalliog, “The oldest player in the team was Frank Blunstone, who was 29. There was John Mortimer, he was 26. And the rest of the squad was 23 and under. There was a fantastic spirit there, laughing and joking.” This story of reuvenation of a fallen giant with fresh blood will be familiar to the followers of Manchester United under Docherty. Less familiar is the wheeling and dealing in the transfer market in which The Doc engaged. Docherty famously became Chelsea’s first ‘transfer millionaire’, a rather confusing tabloid term which in fact means a manager whose total outlay exceeds £1m. Of course, this dubious accolade is essentially meaningless, dictated just as much by inflation as profligacy. As with just about every club he helmed, Docherty managed to balance the books, in this case receiving £116,000 more in transfer fees than he ever spent. Nonetheless, in those days Docherty was happy to opt for the (ostensibly) instant solution to an under-performing side by plunging into the transfer market for a big-name signing (an option of course reliant on a club with a cash surplus and an amenable board, circumstances in which he would not always be happy enough to find himself). By the time he had been in the Manchester United hot seat for a couple of years (although certainly not from the moment he took up the post), Docherty had completely changed his mind about the managerial philosophy that led him to break Chelsea’s transfer record four times.

         Every player questioned for this book – while not disputing Docherty’s footballing intelligence – states that his main strength as a boss was on the psychological side: getting the players he selected to go out and play to the best of their ability. “He was a great motivator,” says Blunstone, who became Docherty’s youth coach, then his assistant manager at Old Trafford. “Probably the best motivator I’ve ever seen. But he wasn’t a great coach.” Asked if that is a deficiency in a manager, he says, “No, no, no. Because if you’ve got somebody with you who does know it, it’s alright. He was like Bill Shankly in a way. Typical Scotchman. Even when you’re struggling, he’d have a little laugh and a joke, and he was great.” The “somebody who does know it” that Docherty appointed at Chelsea was Dave Sexton, in whose company he had won his coaching badge at Lilleshall, the Football Association’s academy. Sexton became his assistant trainer in February 1962. “Dave was brilliant,” says Blunstone. “He knew the game inside out.” Sexton – a man whose intellectualism and taciturnity was an almost parodic contrast to Docherty’s blunt-speaking and loquaciousness – would ultimately become a manager himself, and a weird intertwining of the two’s careers in the game would ensue over the following decades.

         Not that Docherty was uninterested in tactics and preparation. As his son Mick – who served his football apprenticeship under his dad at Chelsea – points out, “Dad was very innovative in his training methods. He went abroad a lot to watch foreign opposition train and come back and [would] try and integrate that into the training at whichever club he was at. He certainly built a very good side at Chelsea, although never realised the fruition of it. And the same at United. He instigated a lot of fast, free-flowing, attacking play and that was very indicative of his sides. They were always exciting to watch.” Colin Waldron, one of Docherty’s purchases at Stamford Bridge, says of The Doc’s tenure there, “Chelsea were playing different systems that were unheard of in English football, playing a sweeper …”

         Docherty’s transformation of Chelsea was impressive. Once back in the First Division, under him Chelsea always finished the season in the upper heights: fifth, third, fifth and ninth. They also secured good cup runs, winning the League Cup in 1965, reaching the FA Cup semi-final in 1965 and 1966 and the FA Cup final in 1967. They were semi-finalists in the Inter-Cities Fairs Cup (precursor to the UEFA Cup), also in 1966. Docherty has said that had phenomenal goalscorer Jimmy Greaves not been sold to AC Milan shortly after his arrival, Chelsea would have won a First Division championship without a doubt. Many people think Chelsea would have actually won that championship in 1965 had it not been for a disciplinary measure taken by The Doc that seemed to amount to cutting his nose off to spite his face. With the League Cup having been secured and with 10 League games to go, the club were sitting on top of the table with a three-point advantage over Leeds United and a five-point lead over Manchester United. Though they began to falter from here, they still had more than a chance of being champions by the time they booked into a hotel in Blackpool to prepare for their last two games, against Burnley and Blackpool. However, when eight players broke Docherty’s 10.30pm curfew by means of a fire escape and stuck to their false story that they had not left their rooms all evening – even when Docherty took the step of whipping back the bedsheets of a couple of them to reveal them, almost farcically, dressed in street clothes beneath – Docherty took drastic steps to assert his authority. The eight players whom he suspected of breaking the curfew were given rail tickets home. The exiled eight included great talents like Terry Venables, Eddie MacCreadie and John Hollins. Reserves were hurriedly drafted into their places. Chelsea were slaughtered 6-2 at Burney and lost 3-2 at Blackpool. Manchester United won the League title by goal average, having finished, like Leeds, on 61 points. Had Chelsea won their last two games, they would have finished on 62 points. Writing in his 2006 autobiography My Story, Docherty said, “I suppose one could say that I forsook what chance we had of winning the championship on a matter of principle. However, I felt I had to take a stand, discipline the players who had overstepped the mark and did not regret my action in the least.”

         Many, perhaps most, people with the hindsight of 40-plus years would have rued that they had gone too far and admitted that their naiveté in their first managerial job had backfired on them. Docherty, however, seemed to be clinging stubbornly to the position that “I was right”. Or perhaps desperately would be the more appropriate adjective, for what would it do to Docherty’s peace of mind to accept that a club fine would have been the more suitable response to the indiscipline when he then had to contemplate the fact that the First Division championship was an honour he never secured in his long management career?

         That note of undiminished defiance in his autobiography more than four decades after the incident will be to some minds something that sums up Docherty. Yet there would seem to be a marked difference between the private and the public Docherty personas, judging by the recollection of Blunstone. The latter reveals, “He admitted after, he made a mistake to the senior players. ’Cos we weren’t involved in that. It’s the young lads that went out nightclubbing. We said to him, ‘You were unfair because you made us suffer.’ He admitted it after: he should have made them play and punish them after.”

         McCalliog disputes that Docherty threw away the championship, saying, “I don’t think it would have absolutely happened … I don’t think we’d have quite been there. I would have thought in the next few years it was certainly on the cards.” Right or wrong, Docherty’s actions are no particular surprise to Waldron, who says, “If you gave him everything you had got, then he’d stay loyal to you through thick and thin. But if you crossed him, then it was like black and white – you’re gone.”

         Despite the incident, Blunstone still had a lot of time for his boss. “I finished playing when Tommy was there and again he was wonderful,” he recalls. “I had to pack in because I’d ruptured my Achilles tendon and he gave me a job straightaway as youth team coach. I was lost for words, ’cos when you’re finished, what you gonna do?” Others weren’t so lucky. Terry Venables was despatched to Tottenham Hotspur. Recalls McCalliog, “Terry Venables was the captain and Terry was a good organiser and he liked to be the boss and be in charge and I think there was a problem there when we had the wee Blackpool night out thing and Terry Venables was one of the guys that actually went down the fire escape. I think it goes on from there. The boys that went out, they all bonded together and I thought that Tommy thought Terry Venables was a wee bit of threat to his authority.” It has even been suggested that Venables was not averse to changing Chelsea’s tactics after kick-off without Docherty’s authorisation, but though this would be inexcusable mutiny Docherty in any case seemed throughout his managerial career to have a quasi-irrational distrust of older players. McCalliog: “I found he was better when I was younger with him. I think he was always a wee bit – not particularly myself – wary of experienced players. He liked to give young players a chance. Whether it’s because he got given a chance when he was younger, I don’t know, but Tommy Docherty loved for younger players to be coming up. When me and [Peter] Osgood was at Chelsea, he was kind of raving about the pair of us – ‘Wait till the pair of them come along.’ I think the experienced players get a wee bit cheesed off with it as well.”

         Docherty’s decision to break up Chelsea’s promising team in 1966 following their second successive FA Cup semi-final defeat amazed many. Docherty told the press after that second defeat, “This team is just not up to the standards we want to set at Chelsea.” Chelsea did finally make it to Wembley the following year, even despite the transfer of assets like Venables. They were beaten by Tottenham Hotspur in the FA Cup final, one of several Wembley heartbreaks for The Doc as both player and manager. However, many remained bewildered by the restructuring and wondered whether things would have been better if he had stuck with the team he had.

         One of Docherty’s new signings turned out to be particularly disastrous and crucial to a sudden collapse in results. The close season before Docherty’s final campaign at Chelsea saw the purchase from Bury of 18-year-old centre-half Colin Waldron, who turned down the chance of joining Bill Shankly’s Liverpool to go south. Recalls Waldron, “Tommy Docherty was just larger-than-life at that particular time and Chelsea were the new team.” One of Waldron’s first direct tastes of Docherty’s larger-than-life nature came when the pair did a joint interview to discuss the way The Doc had snatched his services from under Shankly’s nose. To give some sort of context to Waldron’s following anecdote, it should be noted that this was an era when football managers – as with anybody else talking to the media – tended to couch their words in euphemism, refrain from blunt-speaking and studiously avoid controversy (which itself was then defined in far broader terms). “We had to do a TV thing which was like me walking into a different world in those days,” Waldron says. “You’re talking 1967, when TV sport was in its infancy. He goes and does it and I sit and I watch him be interviewed and it’s a good interview that’ll go down great anyway and the producer comes and says, ‘Tommy great interview, fantastic, honestly, brilliant, but you haven’t mentioned Shankly, you haven’t done this’, all the points that were really sensational. So he said, ‘We’ll re-do it.’ So he re-does the interview and just to placate the producer brings out this white-hot sensational interview, which brings in the Shankly thing. I drove home that night thinking, ‘Well, this is going to be unbelievable’, and they showed it and of course it’s in the papers, and all it is is Tommy Doc has helped this producer out and by doing it allowed him to be sucked in and courted controversy again.” Waldron retained a certain awe, as well as bemusement, about Docherty even when a grizzled veteran. He reveals, “I’ve been at nine clubs. I must have had 15 or 16 managers and he was totally different to any of ‘em. He was a manager but he really was one of the players. He was always laughing and joking, he would socialise with the players. He always had the ability to mock himself.” Not that he found Docherty all sweetness and light: “Wherever Doc went, there would be people who didn’t like him, because he rubbed people up the wrong way, because he just did what he wanted and didn’t give a shit.”

         Waldron, who had turned 19 just before the season started, had made something of a name for himself at Bury and Docherty put him straight into the Chelsea first team. Says Waldron, “I just thought he were bullshitting me, but lo and behold, I’m playing …” Yet thrilled as he was to be taking to the field in a team riddled with household names like Peter Bonetti, Charlie Cooke, Ron Harris and Peter Osgood, Waldron says putting him amongst them was “a huge mistake.” He explains, “I wasn’t ready. I was thrown in the deep end and I sank, and I nearly sank the club. I was dire. We conceded six at home in one game, five away in another. Now, that wasn’t entirely down to me, but obviously, I was a major, major factor. I was still learning my position, daft as it sounds, because I’d switched from a centre-forward, and I’d only been in the position two years … For me you are not going to be a top-notch centre-half until you’re 25. The unfortunate thing with a centre-half, you make a mistake and it ends up in the back of the net. I really was like a fish out of water. I’d only played I think 20 League games for Bury in the Second Division …” As for Chelsea, “I played nine games. I were lucky to last nine and I’ve never been as thankful in my life when he dropped me.” His thankfulness seems to be wrapped up in the way he was treated by his manager. As will be seen, Docherty could be callous beyond belief when dispensing with players deemed surplus to requirements, but as will also be seen, he could just as easily be quite extraordinarily kind-hearted. Trying to work out what prompts either approach in the man can be confusing, even unfathomable, but suffice it to say that on this occasion an angel, not a devil, was sitting on The Doc’s shoulder. Waldron: “I knew I were going to get dropped and I went in and the way he spoke to me, I came out feeling 10-feet tall. I’ll always remember it. A great man-motivator. I loved the guy from the minute I met him signing to the minute I left.” This testimony is made more impressive by the fact that Waldron is not one of the puzzlingly numerous uncomplicated souls who in their time serving under The Doc mysteriously failed to observe the fact that he had a dark side. Says Waldron, “I know some friends of mine who detest him with a passion. Willie Morgan’s one … If he treated Denis Law and Willie like I’ve heard, then maybe they’ve got a right. But for me I can only speak highly of the guy.”

         Docherty resigned from Chelsea in October 1967 but this doesn’t necessarily seem to be down to what most people would assume: the club’s tumble down the First Division table. Docherty’s first wife Agnes later claimed that Docherty’s decision to resign was down as much as anything to what he felt was a lack of support from the Chelsea board over an allegedly racist remark he had made to a black match official on a visit by the club to Bermuda. (Agnes denied Docherty was racist, and at the point she did so had no vested interest in lying for the man who had left her for his mistress.) Docherty himself, though, said the new chairman was the major problem: “I chucked it in for a basic reason – I just didn’t get on with Mr [Charles] Pratt.” Stewart Houston, a defender who was a recent Stamford Bridge signing by Docherty, confirms the impression of some that Docherty never felt as comfortable at Stamford Bridge again after the death of chairman Joe Mears in June 1966. “I know he was very, very, very close to the chairman,” says Houston. “He always spoke very, very highly of the chairman and Tommy lost a dear friend. What I’m led to believe is he, because he had a big affiliation with the man, lost a lot of hunger and desire and momentum.”

         Gordon Hill, one of Docherty’s future charges, says of Docherty, “Unfortunately, the Boss, as I call him, had a self-destruct button every three or four years, and done something that got him the sack.” This comment, it should be pointed out, comes from somebody who in the love-him-or-loathe-him Docherty stakes (few seem to feel neutral about The Doc) is firmly in the former category. Journalist Albert Sewell, writing in 1972, seemed to be halfway endorsing Hill’s comments on Docherty’s mercurial mentality when he said, “Docherty was near to building the greatest Chelsea side in the club’s history. Only his impatience stopped him. When it did not come, he broke up the side and as older players became disillusioned – those who were not transferred – the club went into decline, and when Docherty resigned in October 1967, they were third from the bottom in Division One.”

         Docherty’s next port of call was Second Division Rotherham, a club battling relegation when he became gaffer in November 1967. By now, he had become known as a true character, a manager whose quips and capacity for soundbites (before that phrase existed) got his club into the newspapers and piqued the interest of the paying public. When he was appointed at Rotherham, it was therefore not a surprise that this and his good (if lately faltering) track record more than doubled the gates overnight. However, neither Docherty’s force of personality nor his transfer dealings could stop the rot and Rotherham shortly became the second club he had taken down a tier of English football, even if he did steer them to an impressive FA Cup quarter-final appearance. History is not able to adjudge whether he would have engineered the same bounce-back the following season as he had when Chelsea went down – which he would have had to do with a side he had made one of the youngest in the League – for in November 1968 First Division London club Queens Park Rangers swooped for his services. Unfortunately, history is left even less able to adjudge what kind of job he would have done at Loftus Road, for Docherty’s time there ended after just 28 days when, Docherty claimed, QPR chairman Jim Gregory refused to agree either to the fee necessary to purchase Rotheram’s Brian Tiler or to refrain from interfering in team selection. Aston Villa took Docherty up north in December 1968. As before, the man able to deliver hilarious comments to the media with a deadpan face inspired confidence that he would also be able to deliver results. The Second Division club saw their gates treble and, at first, their on-field fortunes improve too. But ultimately Villa beat the drop by only three places. They went down the next season, but Docherty had departed before they did so, sacked in January 1970 with Villa bottom of the table. Docherty blamed a group of heavy drinkers in the team whom the board would not let him sell for the club’s poor performances.

         By now the magic The Doc had worked for several seasons at Chelsea was looking severely tarnished. Perhaps it was the knowledge of this fact and the attendant disinclination of English clubs to be interested in his services that led him in February 1970 to take up the post of manager at Portuguese club Oporto. He did well there – the club finished runners-up in their league by two points – and studiously learnt the language, but in April 1971 he spurned a new contract to return to the family and the British football that he missed. He was assistant manager to Terry Neill at Hull City for a few months before – somewhat surprisingly – the Scottish Football Association decided to overlook his lately less-than-spectacular record by making him national team manager in November 1971.

         The Doc lived up to his nickname during the 13 months he presided over his national team, turning an ailing patient into a robust figure. Docherty later said of being a national manager, “Having the pick of the players was like being a millionaire and being able to afford anything.” However, previous managers had had the same luxury and produced risible results. Scotland legend Denis Law has gone as far as to say that the Scotland team before Docherty’s tenure was a “pathetic joke”. Docherty lost only three of his 12 matches in charge, and those all by a single goal. A nation that had – notwithstanding the many great players it had bequeathed the English League – always been lightweight on the football stages was transformed into a formidable opponent. Though Docherty did not technically ensure qualification for the World Cup finals, it was only left for his successor as manager, Willie Ormond, to keep the ship steady to book their place in West Germany in 1974, their first qualification since 1958. Martin Buchan, who played under Docherty for both Scotland and Manchester United, says, “He did a lot of the spade work, and I don’t think he really got enough credit for the part he played in helping the team qualify.” Docherty’s win rate during his tenure remains among the best of all Scotland managers.

         Docherty’s appointment as Scotland boss was of course, as it would be for any patriotic, football-minded Caledonian, a dream job. However, he would later admit that the post of international manager didn’t involve enough work for his liking. Journalist David Meek – who has been covering Manchester United for four decades-plus – recalls a man unfulfilled by the Scotland gig. He also recollects an incident that shows that Docherty was agitating for the position of Manchester United manager even then. “Although initially honoured and proud to be manager of Scotland, it didn’t suit him and he admitted it didn’t suit him because he didn’t have that day-to-day involvement with players which is one thing that makes a character like Tommy Docherty tick,” says Meek. “I remember him standing on the steps of Hampden Park after one Scotland international and saying – ’cos he knew I was covering Manchester United – ‘This isn’t for me. I just hope that somebody invites me to be manager of Manchester United.’ It was towards the end of Tommy’s time as Scotland manager. I guess it would be in 1972 when Frank O’Farrell was … coming towards the end of his time at Old Trafford. I am sure Tom knew exactly what he was saying and that it would get back to Louis Edwards.” As is the way of these things, Meek informed the United board of Docherty’s interest via a circuitous route: “I just did a story in the [Manchester] Evening News but without direct quotes from Tommy so as not to get him in trouble with the Scottish FA. It was one of those ‘People say etc’.” We will probably never know whether it was Docherty’s planting of this seed in the United board’s collective mind that led to him being offered the job of Manchester United manager following the Crystal Palace catastrophe, but it says much about the allure of Manchester United that Docherty gave up the chance of overseeing Scotland’s campaign in the biggest tournament in soccer to supervise a grim relegation dogfight in the rain-sodden north of England.

         
            ***

         

         There seem to be different recollections about when and how Docherty was offered the job of United manager at Old Trafford: some accounts say that it was at half-time during the Crystal Palace game, others (and Docherty’s own recollection) at full-time; others that Busby merely vaguely asked him on the day of that match if he would be interested in the post if anything “happened” over the next few days. Alex Stepney has said that the United players understood that Docherty was only there in the first place because he wanted to see the team before deciding whether to become manager, which of course suggests that he had been sounded out for the job prior to the day of the Palace match. Whatever the truth, O’Farrell was summoned to appear before the United board on December 19 and dismissed.

         O’Farrell later recalled of his sacking, “The night before it happened I went to a Bobby Charlton testimonial dance with my wife, Anne. The directors were there, it was all quite friendly, and we didn’t leave until after midnight. I was totally unprepared when Louis Edwards called me to his meat factory the following morning. The entire board were there and I was told my contract was being terminated. When I asked why, the chairman replied there was ‘no reason.’ I laughed and said they couldn’t sack me without a reason. Mr Edwards finally said it was because United were bottom of the First Division.” No doubt Edwards was also painfully aware of the fact that United had been knocked out of the League Cup in the third round in October by Third Division Bristol Rovers, after having been taken to a replay by Oxford United of Division Two in the second round (the tournament’s first round for top-flight clubs). Of his record at the club, O’Farrell said, “It wasn’t a bad performance considering that everybody knew the team was in decline … I was neither a bad manager or a novice.”

         United not only dismissed O’Farrell but his coach Malcolm Musgrove and – somewhat unfairly in some people’s opinions, as he was not part of the O’Farrell regime – chief scout John Aston Sr. As if to emphasise that the club were determined to instigate a new era, they also announced, “Furthermore, George Best will remain on the transfer list and will not be again selected for Manchester United as it is felt it is in the best interest of the club and the player that he leaves Old Trafford.” The statement did acknowledge though that Best had quit before he could be sacked: after preparing the announcement of their decision to not allow Best to be selected, the board received a letter from the Irishman telling them he was retiring from the game.

         David Meek says, “I think Frank O’Farrell’s problem is that it wasn’t his team. There were some experienced, very good quality players there, but their best days were behind them and there were too many of them. You need some older players but he had too many like that and you need some youth in the team. [The older players] each individually had some more football left in them but collectively as a team it was a bit of a tall order for them to gel. I remember Frank O’Farrell telling me one day, ‘I need time. I can’t really do anything until Matt Busby’s players have moved on and I can’t just move them all out overnight. Until they’ve gone though it won’t be my team and I can’t really create anything important …’ I thought they should have stuck with O’Farrell and I wrote so at the time when they were thinking of sacking him and got booted off the team coach for criticising the board in that respect.”

         From his ground-level perspective, Buchan was able to see other problems. He says, “There was still this philosophy in the dressing room: ‘Sir Matt used to tell us to go out and enjoy ourselves’, but after 1966 everybody was playing organised football. Sir Alf Ramsey won the World Cup playing 4-3-3, which he felt was the best use of the players available to him, and all of a sudden every coach in the country was playing 4-3-3. They weren’t tailoring their systems to suit their players, they were making players adapt to the system. If you have a very tall front man, it makes sense to take advantage of his height by playing a percentage of long balls from the back, and also making sure he gets a good service into the penalty area from both wings. Everybody was trying to be more organised and there was a lot of resistance from some of the players to Frank O’Farrell and Malcolm Musgrove’s attempts to combine the flair that United was famous for with organisation … Coaching was quite a relatively new invention before Sir Alf Ramsey came up with his 4-3-3 system. Coaching was a more individual thing before then. But that’s why nowadays teams from little countries – dare I say Scotland – can go to World Cups and get draws with teams like Brazil, because good organisation cancels out a lot of the superior individual ability of opponents.” The “resistance” Buchan talks about, “… manifests itself in all sorts of ways. For example, we signed a goal machine called Ted MacDougall from Bournemouth. He never got the service he needed to score the goals.”

         Perhaps the reason O’Farrell talked of fortunes turning around after a process of natural attrition is because he did not have the option of buying players to replace the veterans, or at least as many as he wanted. O’Farrell’s signing of Buchan had – incredibly – been only the third time United had paid money for a player since Stepney’s purchase in 1966, the others being Willie Morgan (1968) and Ian Ure (1969). Although the board did allow O’Farrell to dip into the bank for Ian Storey-Moore, Wyn Davies, Ted MacDougall and Trevor Anderson, rumour has it that Alan Ball, David Nish and Colin Todd were three other players he wanted to bring to Old Trafford – more than one source has suggested that Ball virtually proffered himself to United on a plate – only to find the moves vetoed, apparently by Busby. McGuinness is also rumoured to have wanted Todd, as well as Ipswich’s Mick Mills, but was stymied too.

         In her posthumously published account of her marriage, Agnes Docherty recalled that Matt Busby telephoned Docherty on Tuesday December 19 to offer her husband the job of United manager and that Docherty accepted over the phone. Though Agnes was sad for their friend O’Farrell, she said, “As soon as he hung up, Tommy and I shrieked and danced around the lounge like demented teenagers.” Docherty would later claim that he didn’t apply for the job (“I have too much pride for that”), adding that in any case there was a manager in situ. “Frank O’Farrell was also a friend”, he said. One could argue that, as Docherty has himself admitted that he began speaking with Matt Busby about the United manager’s job before O’Farrell was officially dismissed, he was showing little loyalty to his friend. Alternatively, you could take the view that managers know the score about their dispensability, and that as O’Farrell’s demise was inevitable, it would have been silly for Docherty to refrain from speaking to the club. Certainly, O’Farrell and Docherty remained friends after the events of December 1972.

         Though a national hero in Scotland through his spectacular stewardship of the country’s side, Docherty was conscious of the fact that he had never racked up the honours commensurate with the way he tended to talk up himself and his teams. Speaking in 1977, he said, “If I’d had a little bit of luck, my honours list would be frightening. I won the League Cup with Chelsea and we could have been in the finals in three years. I took Scotland to the World Cup finals, or at least to within one game of qualifying.” A précis of a career so hemmed in with qualifications, one might think, as to be laughable. It should also be pointed out that when Docherty won the League Cup, it was not considered a substantial competition, with several top clubs declining to participate. In fact, Chelsea themselves refused to take part the season after they’d won it, with Docherty preferring to concentrate on the Fairs Cup. But that big mouth of Docherty’s also gave him a presence in the game, one that could persuade others to accept his point of view that his sideboard would be groaning with trophies if only his undeniably classy football had been complemented by something beyond his control: Lady Luck, the rub of the green, fate, etc. Perhaps this is what persuaded the United board to ignore that paucity of achievement. For his part, Meek wasn’t surprised by the appointment: “The previous manager was rather staid, slow-moving, and Manchester United needed a stick of dynamite, so they went for somebody whose track record was probably not as good as Frank O’Farrell’s but could be guaranteed to let off a few fireworks. And indeed he did. The place needed waking up.” Did he get the impression that on his appointment to Old Trafford Docherty toned down his flamboyant, even arrogant act? “No, I don’t think he did, because Tommy Docherty’s a character who can’t pretend,” says Meek. “What you see is what you get. You like him or hate him. I don’t think he paid any great deference to Manchester United. He wasn’t frightened of the job. He sailed in.” Frank Blunstone also didn’t find anything too remarkable about The Doc being given the United job: “He was a great character and he’s full of life and I think someone like that at United, that’s what they want. He’d been manager of Scotland, manager of Chelsea, so they weren’t talking too big a risk. [They would] if they’d taken somebody from the Third Division or a young kid. They took a chance with Wilf. Wilf had never been a manager. Tommy was high-profile.”

         At the time, David Meek wrote that he felt that Docherty had briefly been a candidate for the job after the dismissal of McGuinness. Judging by a recollection of Docherty, his appointment at Old Trafford was in the wind at that time: he has recalled a phone call from a journalist friend informing him of a poll in Manchester that revealed he was the first choice of fans to be installed as the new manager. Meek said that The Doc’s controversial reputation had made the United board lose their nerve then. However, his impressive stewardship of Scotland in the interim had swung it for him this time around. There was also the fact that some of that Scotland team were singing Docherty’s praises to the powers-that-be at United. Law and Morgan both told Busby and/or other members of the board that he would be a good manager for United. In fact, it was Morgan – according to Michael Crick and David Smith in Manchester United: Betrayal of a Legend – who furnished Busby with Docherty’s telephone number during a game of golf after the Palace match.

         Law had been impressed by Docherty ever since he had first encountered him in 1958 when as an 18-year-old Scotland debutant he had been made to feel very welcome by Docherty. The Doc – a senior player – was clearly aware of how awkward it would be for a youngster entering the team, especially in a day and age when the mass media did not serve to effectively introduce players to one another before they had formally met. A fortnight later, Law was again struck by Docherty’s thoughtfulness when Docherty – then an Arsenal player – became aware that Law was in the capital for a visit by his club Huddersfield Town. The two were due to meet in midweek anyway for another Scotland match but Docherty invited Law out to dinner with a group of his friends and later travelled up to the Scotland match with him. Then there was the happy experience Law had had when Docherty became Scotland manager. In April 1972, Law had last played for Scotland almost three years previously and he had assumed his international career was over. Docherty recalled him to the team and in his first game back made him captain. Law repaid him by scoring two goals. Law was also impressed by Docherty’s relaxed and humanitarian approach to the job of manager. Law has said that United’s decision to appoint Docherty was “in no small way” due to the testimonials provided by him and Morgan. In time, both he and Morgan would have bitter cause to regret those testimonials.

         At 23, Martin Buchan was too young to be sounded out by the United top brass about his international manager (although advice had flowed the other way according to Docherty: he says it was he who recommended Buchan to O’Farrell). His feelings about the Docherty appointment were mixed, as he felt a loyalty to O’Farrell. He now says, “It’s always disappointing when someone loses a job, but life goes on and Tommy Docherty gave me my first Scottish cap. You don’t tend to analyse it too much. I mean, it’s not your decision. It’s the board that appoints the manager and you just get on with it. I didn’t have any problems personally with him joining as a manager, because I knew he was good with the players in the Scotland squad.”

         According to Docherty, when he was picked up from Manchester Airport by Louis Edwards on Friday December 22 1972, the recruiting process consisted of the United chairman asking whether he wanted the job, to which the answer was a one-word affirmative. This was followed by the question, “When can you start?”, to which The Doc replied, “I’ve already started!” This version of events has the smack of a coat of gloss being applied, and it doesn’t chime with Agnes Docherty’s recollection of terms being agreed over the telephone. However, both Dochertys agree on the annual salary: £15,000 (plus a car, according to Tommy). “It is a privilege to be asked to join a club like Manchester United,” Docherty told the press. Later, Docherty and Edwards joined the United players at a Cheshire hotel at which they were staying in preparation for the home match against Leeds the following day.

         Docherty’s appointment led to many potted précis of his career appearing in print, as well as summaries of his abilities and qualities. Eric Todd wrote of his long list of clubs, “He left some of them in disarray and tears, gave others hope where none existed, but wherever he went, they knew he’d been there.” John Rafferty said of his time as Scotland boss, “He was not just the manager – he was a supporter. When he bubbled with enthusiasm and glorified Scottish players and Scottish skills, that was the supporter talking. The manager showed only in private, when he was subdued and technical.” Rafferty also noted how Docherty made sure he was popular with Scottish journalists, “… firstly because he was quotable and produced results, and secondly because he studied how reporters worked and knew their problems and tried seriously to cooperate with them.” He also noted that Docherty, when he didn’t have an audience, dispensed with his Glaswegian vocabulary and “assessed players with sharp, technical phrases. He was shrewd in his assessments and showed a tremendous memory for detail.” On a personal note, he said, “His enthusiasm and gregariousness are startling. He came to my home one night when there was a crowd in and the piano was going, and before introductions had been made he had on a funny hat and was leading the singing.”

         Forgotten by history is the fact that after his appointment by United, Docherty initially harboured hopes of continuing to manage the Scottish national team. “I would like to see the Scottish team through the World Cup qualifying rounds and I hope that something can be worked out,” he said. In a sense, it was natural for Docherty to desire this arrangement, for originally he had been caretaker manager of Scotland while retaining his position at Hull. However, the idea was nixed by the International and Selection Committee of the Scottish Football Association. The Committee’s Jimmy Aitken said, “I feel strongly that we must employ a manager full-time. When the Manchester United chairman, Louis Edwards, phoned me in the first instance asking for permission to approach Tommy Docherty, he said that he would like him to continue as Scotland manager and that his club would co-operate in this. I do not see how this would be possible, for too many embarrassing and invidious situations could arise. What, for instance, would Tommy Docherty do if Manchester United were involved in a desperate relegation game and he as Scotland manager wanted the release of one of his own key players? He would be in an impossible position.”

         
            ***

         

         It’s one of the hazards and ironies of football that any manager taking over a new post is liable to find on his payroll a player – or even several of them – whom he had discarded when the boss of a different club. For Docherty, there was just such a player on United’s books in the shape of Alex Stepney. The two had a brief but curious history together. As Chelsea boss, Docherty bought Stepney in May 1966 for £50,000, a world record fee for a goalkeeper. 112 days later, he sold him to Manchester United for another world record fee, this time £55,000.

         None of this necessarily meant that Docherty and Stepney were not going to get along. Nor did it mean that Docherty was not cognizant of the keeper’s abilities. But as events unfolded many would have been assuming that Stepney’s days in Manchester were numbered. As far as Docherty was concerned, “I had been called in to be the unpopular guy whose job it was to clear the decks for the future.” Part of that job involved getting rid of players whose ageing status had come to seem irrelevant by some at the club next to the fact that they were fan favourites, even national institutions. “Perhaps because he had retired from playing himself at the age of 32, TD couldn’t understand the reluctance of others to similarly call it a day,” opined his wife Agnes. Moreover, many would come to suspect from the business-like, even brutal, manner in which he ended the Manchester United careers of several of the veterans on the club’s payroll that Docherty’s actions were informed not merely by impatience with those who couldn’t see that their best days were behind them but by the fact that he was obsessed with making clear that this was now his club, not Matt Busby’s. Aside from Stepney, the remaining members of the team that played in the 1968 European Cup campaign were Bobby Charlton, Tony Dunne, Brian Kidd, Denis Law and David Sadler. One could also add two other names who were players in that era in the form of squad member and occasional first-teamer John Fitzpatrick and reserve goalie Jimmy Rimmer. By August 1974, all of those players bar Stepney were gone from Old Trafford. Pat Crerand – a 1968 veteran who Docherty made his assistant manager at the suggestion, Crerand has theorised, of Busby – would quit in extremely acrimonious circumstances in 1976. His European Cup team-mate Bill Foulkes was currently also a member of United’s backroom staff and he too would have a falling-out with Docherty. Admittedly, Charlton and Fitzpatrick departed the stage through retirement (age and injury the respective reasons) and Docherty did seem at one point to genuinely want Kidd as part of his new set-up, plus there is the fact that Docherty would eventually agree to take back another of the 1968 side, George Best. Nonetheless, a pattern of out-with-the-old, in-with-the-new was clearly and, to some, painfully apparent in Docherty’s first months at United. Some have suggested that Docherty was determined not to be undone by the player power that was alleged to have seen off his two predecessors and to build a team whose members would feel loyalty only for him. Docherty himself would give credence to that idea – or more accurately confirm it – when he said in 1976, “Some men had to go because they were cheats and bad professionals. There were cliques that had to be smashed. If I hadn’t got rid of those players, they would have got rid of me … After all, two managers had gone before me in quick time.” George Graham, Docherty’s first United signing and a man whom Docherty evidently knew to be a keen gardener, has recalled Docherty saying to him that he had a lot of “weeding out” to do.

         Though he was 29 when Docherty came to Old Trafford, Stepney, it transpired, was initially immune to this new broom. Over the next few seasons, stints between the sticks by first Rimmer, then Paddy Roche occurred only because Stepney was injured. Stepney returned to the first team as soon as he was fit again pretty much regardless of results in his absence. Stepney repaid this faith with performances that made him one of the only plusses at United at this juncture. Only in the 1975/76 season did Docherty seem to come to the opinion that Stepney’s best days were behind him and that it was time to ease him out in order to avoid conceding those few precious goals per season that could make all the difference between being also-rans and champions. Almost comically, though, the plan never quite worked due to a combination of the board refusing Docherty the money to attract the keeper he had in mind as Stepney’s successor and the disastrous performances of Roche between the sticks. In the end, Stepney would out-last Docherty at Manchester United.

         Stepney was born on September 18 1942 in Mitcham, which is technically in Surrey but culturally in south London. His career had started with non-Leaguers Tooting & Mitcham United. He joined Millwall in 1963, and attracted the attention of bigger clubs with his performances in the Fourth and Third Divisions. Stepney played just one match for Chelsea, an away game against Southampton. Before the match, Chelsea’s regular goalkeeper Peter Bonetti approached him and wished him luck. Stepney thought there was something peculiar about an earnestness in Bonetti’s tone that went beyond mere politeness. It transpired that Bonetti had an interest in Stepney giving a good account of himself – it would help facilitate his own hoped-for transfer. (Like many players, he had fallen out with The Doc.) Stepney did in fact do well, keeping a clean sheet as Chelsea knocked in three.

         However, Stepney was in for a shock. Having only agreed to the move from Millwall after being assured that Bonetti was on the way out and that he would be first-choice goalkeeper at the club, Stepney was then told that that Bonetti would be staying. This turn of events occurred when in the wake of chairman Joe Mears’ death the remaining members of the board decided that they wanted to hold the keeper nicknamed The Cat to his contract. This of course was not Docherty’s fault, but his solution to the problem of suddenly having at his disposal a goalie who was an England international and another who had just arrived on a goalkeeper’s world-record transfer fee was one Stepney found “bordering on the absurd”. The two men, Docherty announced, would play in alternate matches. Stepney found this to be in keeping with the impulsive, extravagant gestures of a man who when he had been about to sign the forms taking him to Stamford Bridge suddenly and completely unnecessarily announced that Chelsea would pay Millwall an additional £10,000 if Stepney made the England team. However, before Stepney could even grapple with this strange situation, his life was in upheaval yet again. Ten days after his Chelsea debut, he was told that Matt Busby and his assistant manager Jimmy Murphy were on their way down from Manchester to meet him. Such presumptuousness was not uncommon in football then. Technically, Stepney could hold Chelsea to his contract, but of course might find himself marooned in the ‘B’ team as punishment, so the likelihood of his refusing to counternanace a move was slim. In any case, Stepney was hardly going to take umbrage at the prospect of playing alongside men like Best, Law, Charlton and Crerand and the offer of £100 a week plus £20 per League point – handsome remuneration for the era whatever United’s traditional stinginess. He agreed to sign for the Northerners.

         Stepney realised pretty quickly he had made the right decision in becoming a Red Devil. In his first season with the club, they won the League Championship. Or perhaps that should be, he won the League Championship for them. Matt Busby said at the time, “The key to our success was the form of Alex Stepney in goal. He never let us down.”

         Stepney managed to keep the ball out of the net more often than most keepers in the country without making a big deal of it. He was no showman: the spectacular dives were few and far between, courtesy of his acute positioning sense. Future United colleague Steve Coppell – an England international – said of Stepney, “His anticipation was better than any other goalkeeper’s I have played with or against.” A classic ‘line’ keeper, Stepney disdained tearing out of the goal to claim a ball. He perhaps didn’t need to come off his line much simply because of the way he bossed his penalty area. Brian Greenhoff, who would be his first-team colleague from the 1973/74 season onwards, recalls Stepney continually alerting his team-mates to danger: “Big Alec was always talking, telling you where to go, pulling you here, pulling you there.”

         Even better was to come for Stepney after that 1967 championship when the following season he became one of the 11 players who wrote their names in the history books by becoming the first English team to lay claim to the European Cup. United almost experienced the unbearable sensation of missing out once again on the trophy whose pursuit had cost so many lives in 1958. In the dying minutes of normal time in the final, with the scores level, the great Portuguese striker Eusebio was one-on-one with Stepney. Bobby Charlton has opined that Eusebio would have scored had he not decided to do something spectacular by hitting a powerful shot instead of executing something more subtle. Nonetheless, Stepney did brilliantly by holding his nerve and throwing himself down to block. In extra-time, United romped to victory.

         It seems logical that such a fine goalkeeper was capped, but Stepney himself thinks that the only reason he did get to play a solitary game for England was because national team manager Alf Ramsey was doing United a favour: his international debut came against Sweden a week before the Benfica match and took place at Wembley, where the European Cup final happened to be staged that year. It was Ramsey’s way of giving Stepney the perfect preparation for the latter fixture. Nonetheless, the fact that Stepney never got to pull on an England shirt again surely had less to do with this than the fact that in his time he was competing for a place with the stellar likes of Gordon Banks, Peter Shilton, Ray Clemence and – indeed – Peter Bonetti.

         After those glory days, Stepney saw a slow decline in the football he observed from the back of the pitch, culminating in that bleak day when Crystal Palace put five past him. When Docherty was named as the man the club had decided would try to pull them out of the mire, Stepney was sceptical. His experience at Chelsea had taught him that Docherty was capable of “juvenile” behaviour. He also felt that Docherty’s flamboyant and outrageous personality was not in keeping with the dignity surrounding Manchester United, nor likely to co-exist happily with the personalities of Louis Edwards and Matt Busby. However, he found Docherty a “changed man”, fun to be around and prepared to listen to players.

         
            ***

         

         Docherty had the good fortune that his first match in charge of United – on Saturday December 23 1972 – was at their own ground, enabling him to be introduced to a 46,382-strong home crowd before kick-off. Supporters providing the traditional welcoming ovation may not seem particularly important but psychologically it must provide some sort of fillip to both crowd and players, as well as the new boss himself. A fillip was what was needed, for his first match was going to be something of a baptism of fire. Leeds United were in the peak years of the reign of manager Don Revie. They were the FA Cup holders and would be the following season’s League champions. Not only did their teamsheet boast great players like Jack Charlton (Bobby’s older brother), Peter Lorimer, Allan Clarke and Johnny Giles, but the side gave no quarter, in all senses of the phrase. The historical Yorkshire-Lancashire rivalry bound up in the clash – football’s War of the Roses – only added to the fixture’s intensity. The Reds could only count themselves lucky that Leeds’ midfield firebrand Billy Bremner was absent.

         Crerand had been put temporarily in charge of the United team in the brief hiatus between O’Farrell’s dismissal and Docherty’s arrival so it may have been his hand more than The Doc’s in the selection of the starting XI chosen to combat Leeds’ formidable combination of great skill and low gamesmanship. The line-up was: Alex Stepney, Tommy O’Neil, Tony Dunne, Denis Law, David Sadler, Martin Buchan, Willie Morgan, Ted MacDougall, Bobby Charlton, Wyn Davies and Ian-Storey Moore. Docherty might ultimately prove to have misgivings about the presence of Law and Charlton at Old Trafford because of declining abilities and a venerated status that had the potential to undermine his management, but even he wasn’t going to turn his nose up at the idea of fielding Charlton, nor did he let what he felt was Law’s lacklustre performance in the Selhurst Park match as substitute (he later said Law seemed to have lost his spark – an enthusiasm that was one of his greatest assets – against Palace) prevent him from including him in the starting line-up. Young and Kidd were the players making way for the legendary veterans.

         United impressed with some early moves, and when Law fed MacDougall, only a challenge from Trevor Cherry that left the latter on the deck and many in the crowd wondering at its legality stopped him going one-on-one with Harvey. Additionally, it was the Reds who scored first when Morgan’s low cross found MacDougall hovering for the type of simple knock-in in which he specialised. The second half saw Docherty replace Law with Brian Kidd.

         A triumphant debut win two days before Christmas would have been a great Yuletide gift for The Doc and the Old Trafford faithful, but the proceedings had a faintly sickening denouement. The 88th minute saw Clarke pounce on a high ball to whack it past Stepney. The goal looked offside but it stood – a scenario that many would attest would not occur today in an age where so many referees seem intimidated by the atmosphere of Old Trafford and the power of Manchester United. Despite the gloss being taken off the match by that turn of events, the most important thing was that United had looked convincing whereas just seven days before they had been profoundly less than the sum of their parts. The Observer went so far as to say, even at this early stage, “If Manchester can produce this form, relegation will certainly be avoided.” For the time being, they remained in 21st place.

         After the Leeds match, grim reality came crashing down on United and their supporters with their Boxing Day visit to the Baseball Ground. Though they had been going through a bad patch until recently, Derby County were the reigning League champions and therefore something of a litmus test for the issue of whether the performance on Saturday had been down to Docherty’s tactical nous or something more akin to the euphoria of regime change. Docherty of course could not turn a club around instantly, nor could he be blamed for the team he had inherited. However, he couldn’t claim that a rather threadbare performance was nothing to do with him.

         United were unchanged from Saturday with the exception that Kidd came in for Law. (Tony Young replaced an injured Dunne a minute into the second half.) They were two down within 18 minutes. Derby captain Colin McFarland was completely unmarked for the first goal, but it wasn’t just United’s defence that were lacking. Of the players further up the park, only Morgan and Storey-Moore were impressive. On 57 minutes, a McFarland header hit the underside of the bar before thumping behind the goal-line. United actually pulled one back via a Storey-Moore header soon enough to have feasibly set their sights on a draw, but it was the Reds’ only goal of the game. The score left United bottom of the League and, as journalist Denis Lowe observed, cognizant of “the size of the task now facing Tommy Docherty”.

         Docherty set about that task by diving head-first into the transfer market. Meek: “I remember Tommy Docherty saying, ‘Well, Wilf McGuinness and Frank O’Farrell have made my job much easier than it might have been. I’ve come at the right time because it’s clear now that these players will have to go. They’ve had that extra year or two after their triumph in the European Cup in ’68 and everybody accepts, including the players themselves, that it’s time to move on, so half my job has been done for me.’ He appreciated that he was starting with virtually a clean slate, and my word he made up for lost time, didn’t he? Players were coming and going. He had a terrific hire-and-fire policy. He brought so many people in that to a certain extent he was stabbing in the dark. Some came off brilliantly, but there were a few others who didn’t.” Was he overlooking the merits of some of the players already there? Meek: “No, I think he needed to shake up the place. Of course, The Doc doesn’t do things by halves. Many managers would have recognised the need to bring in new players but might not have brought in quite so many quite so quickly, but that was his style and he just got on with it.”

         Within five days of becoming manager, Docherty made the first of a flurry of purchases to bolster United’s team: George Graham. Born in Bargeddie, near Glasgow, on November 30 1944, Graham was a well-known figure, having displayed his elegant, laid-back skills in Arsenal’s midfield since 1966, after previously turning out for Aston Villa and Chelsea. The Gunners let him go for a fee of £125,000 or £130,000 (the reported figured, as often the case for football transfers, varied). Graham – who seemed intended for the role once occupied by Crerand – had been bought before by Docherty at Chelsea. It had also been Docherty who had sold him at Chelsea. Nonetheless, Docherty had latterly been placing faith in him by selecting him for Scotland, despite the fact that though he was only 28 he was no longer an automatic first-team choice at Arsenal. Accompanying Docherty to London to talk about the proposed deal with Graham was Sir Matt Busby, even though he was retired and merely a board member (albeit influential in that he could veto signings). Docherty claimed that it was his idea that Busby accompany him (“I wanted his vast experience behind me”). However, if it wasn’t then it seems to have soon become club policy for Busby to speak to every player that United wanted to sign. It was certainly a wise procedure: the closest thing English football had to a saint, Busby’s presence in a room must have affected many a prospective signing’s emotions. Certainly Graham – who was from a background similar to Busby’s Lanarkshire village childhood – himself later admitted, “… meeting the incomparable Sir Matt helped sway my decision to sign for United.”

         Graham recalled the first time he had come across Docherty: “I first met Tommy nearly 10 years ago, at a refreshment bar in Gatwick Airport. I was just on my way to a holiday in Spain, having agreed to sign for Southampton. Then out of the blue, and with typical breathless flourish, up sped The Doc. He talked to me for just 10 minutes … At the end of that time I was a Chelsea player! He never promised the moon. He simply said that he had seen me play for Scotland Youth, thought I had a lot of promise and he would very much like the chance to work with me. It was my first experience of his winning way with players and, believe me, nothing has changed.” Graham said that he had forgiven Docherty for selling him when he was at Stamford Bridge and that when he had heard he had been given the job of manager at Old Trafford he was hoping he would make a bid for him. He also pointed out that as Docherty had given him his first full international cap when manager of Scotland, this felt like it was the third time he had been signed by him. “In the times I have been under his control, especially during those Chelsea days, I wouldn’t like to recall the number of times we’ve had words,” said Graham. “But that’s what I like about the man – he doesn’t hold any grudges. The Doc is essentially an honest man. He’s blunt, outspoken and he says what he thinks, sometimes irrespective of the cost.” Said Docherty, “United have always had great players … George Graham is a great player and if I go for any other players they will have to have quality.”

         Within 20 hours, Docherty had indeed gone for another player and made another big-money signing of a Scotland international. 20-year-old full-back Alex Forsyth was born in Swinton, Berwickshire, on February 5 1952. He was a purchase from Partick Thistle and as such was considerably less well-known down south than his compatriot Graham. However, he would actually turn out to be the more successful of the two signings. Some might have predicted that greater success beforehand, for whereas Graham’s nuanced skills (which had earned him the nickname Stroller) didn’t strike many as the requirements for a relegation dogfight, Forsyth’s hard-tackling prowess did. However, Forsyth was handily equipped for sections of the field other than defence too, possessing unusual dribbling skills for a full-back and a fearsome shot useful in dead-ball scenarios.

         Docherty had capped Forsyth four times for his country so far. Forsyth recalls, “After the 71/72 Cup Final when we beat Celtic 4-1, I think six of the Partick Thistle players were capped. After that we went to the Mini-World Cup in Brazil.” Forsyth was thrilled about being thrust into the big-time by The Doc: “He was brilliant, ’cos I was only at a small club, Partick Thistle, and you’re away [with the] international team and you’re playing with players like Billy Bremner, Lorimer, Harvey, George Graham, Denis Law. Big, big stars. Martin Buchan was playing. They were all good, good players and me playing with a smaller club, it wasn’t sort of known …” Forsyth recalls Docherty being “an all-out attacking” Scotland manager: “… overlapping full-backs. He liked me to get forward and get shots in and get crosses in. He wasn’t too much worried about defending.”

         Forsyth remembers the circumstances of him becoming Docherty’s second Manchester United signing: “I went into training at Partick. The trainer says to me, ‘Look, the manager says Tommy Docherty has been on the phone for you. Are you interested in going to United?’ I says, ‘Of course I’m going to United.’ I didn’t even talk about it. 10 minutes later, I’m out to see my dad at his work. (My mum wasn’t in the house.) My dad said, ‘What are you doing away from the football?’ I said, ‘I’m going down to sign with Man United.’ He says, ‘You’re kidding me’.” Forsyth says that United’s lowly position at the time didn’t give him pause for thought: “Not really. When somebody’s saying it’s a club like United, there’s no way you can turn that down, especially after you’ve been in Scotland. I was over the moon. I couldnae turn that move down.” 

         United’s £100,000 signing of Forsyth almost didn’t happen. Docherty agreed the fee with Partick on December 27 1972. Forsyth – upon being told of the deal the next morning – jumped in a car with Partick manager Dave McParland and drove 230 miles to sign his contract. The drive down was one which presumably involved pushing the speed limit as far as legally possible, for the Football League’s signing deadline for Saturday’s matches was that day. Forsyth took five minutes to sign his United contract and the club then – in times prior to fax machines – sent a telegram to the Football League. They beat the deadline by 13 minutes. “He is an ambitious boy and we did not need to talk long to close the deal,” said Docherty. “He is a great full-back on the right or left side. In fact, we’ve got three players for the price of one.”

         Graham and Forsyth were playing for United the following day in a home friendly against Hull City. No doubt in that match, Forsyth followed his meticulous pre-match preparation procedures that would so amuse his colleagues. The defender was almost religious in the way he equipped himself for battle. Forsyth: “Always went out third on the park. Always liked carrying a ball on. All these wee silly things that players do. Put your boots on last, your shirt was last on, put the Vick’s [VapoRub decongestant] on, up your nose, put your Vaseline on your right eye first, on your left eye second, then your cheeks and a wee bit on your chin. And the last thing you do is go and wash your hands.” And Forsyth hasn’t even mentioned other elements of his pre-match routine that others observed: placing plasters around his shinpads to keep them in place and specific requirements about the way the tie-ups around his socks were arranged, the laces on his boots tied and the way his shirt was tucked into his shorts.

         A home friendly against Second Division opposition gave Docherty an opportunity to try out his new signings in a reasonably pressure-free environment. MacDougall and Davies were dropped. Kidd was in the starting line-up, as was Law. Ironically, Docherty got an unexpected but ultimately fruitful chance to observe the talent and form of someone not in his own team, when Hull’s diminutive but powerful young striker Stuart Pearson had an early if unsuccessful attempt to put the visitors ahead. Pearson would eventually become a key part of Docherty’s United set-up. A second irony was provided by the fact that the two scorers for the Reds were men whose age precluded them being part of the new United Docherty was seeking to build, Law and Charlton. Hull scored once. In a game characterised by a relaxed attitude, both Graham and Forsyth did what they had to do reasonably well.

         That a lowly club like Hull should obtain a lucrative friendly fixture against Manchester United was probably a compensatory matter, for Docherty had enticed their trainer Tommy Cavanagh to come and serve under him as coach at Old Trafford. The two had known each other as players at Preston, although Cavanagh had not become a first-team regular. Scouser Cavanagh subsequently played for Preston North End, Stockport County, Huddersfield Town, Doncaster Rovers, Bristol City and Carlisle United. He first managerial post was in 1961 at Cheltenham. He lost his job after four games, and those who later observed him in action as a coach won’t be too surprised to learn that his dismissable offence was bad language. Following this, Cavanagh served as coach for Brentford and Nottingham Forest. It was Docherty who recommended Cavanagh to Hull’s Terry Neill. Cavanagh had also helped Docherty on a voluntary basis when the latter was Scotland manager.

         Shortly after Docherty took up his post at United, a story appeared in a tabloid about the first training session of the Docherty-Cavanagh regime. Willie Morgan was described as staggering off a pitch at the club’s Cliff training ground exclaiming, “Hey, Tommy, have you got a spade handy? I feel like digging my grave.” Ian Storey-Moore, who knew Cavanagh’s methods from their days together at Nottingham Forest, said, “I don’t think any of the other lads have ever been through a training session like it before.” Cavanagh’s future colleague Frank Blunstone says of him, “Old-fashioned sergeant-major. He wasn’t everybody’s favourite. He could be a bit harsh at times.” Cavanagh certainly didn’t believe in modifying his approach to accommodate different personalities. Blunstone: “He’d treat them all the same. Give them all a bollocking.” Mick Martin, a Docherty United signing, recalls, “He was a pal of The Doc’s. He was important in as much as he was a character. A character you could either like or dislike a lot. Tommy [Cavanagh] could change from one minute to another from being a nice person to being a person you would like to punch. But he was full of enthusiasm.”

         Cavanagh’s attitude as a coach can probably be summed up by his quote, “People have said I’m a hard man but you don’t get the players complaining how I treat them. Of course I want my players to fight and play hard but I have yet to see a player killed while playing soccer.” Some aspects of his behaviour, however, were plainly and simply a form of bullying, as this anecdote from Gordon Hill, a latter-day Docherty signing, illustrates: “We had a training tracksuit which was nice but it was nylon and I couldn’t wear nylon on my legs because I broke out in a rash. He said to me, ‘If you don’t wear these at the start of the season, I’m going to take ’em off you and you’re not going to wear ’em all season.’ And I couldn’t wear them all year, so I had to go out with flipping shorts on in the middle of winter at The Cliff.” Says Gerry Daly, another future United signing, “Not an awful lot of people got on very well with Tommy Cavanagh. Not an awful lot of people liked him. He was [a] very abusive, aggressive type of a chap.” In mitigation, his sergeant-major routine was at least tempered by a belief in elevated soccer values. “I cannot stand negative football where you go three passes backwards to go one forward,” Cavanagh said. “The one thing we will not do is turn the United players into robots. They will be encouraged to play football at all times.” 

         Says Buchan, “If I’m being honest, I don’t believe that Frank O’Farrell gave Malcolm Musgrove as much authority as he might have done, because whether it was Doc or Cav taking a training session, it didn’t matter. It was all done properly, there was no messing about. You never thought, ‘This is the second-in-command taking the session today, we don’t have to be on our toes so much.’ In fact, if anything, it was the other way around.” Mick Martin remembers Cavanagh being more visible – or perhaps audible – than Docherty in the dressing room before matches: “Tommy Cavanagh was the one who came in and was all the hype and the shouting and all that stuff, ‘Let’s get into them and play it down here, keep it tight …’ Wasn’t the greatest coach in the world but had a great way of geeing players up and getting players to react and probably to perform.” Gerry Daly seems to perceive the Docherty-Cavanagh axis as operating on almost a nice-cop/nasty-cop level. “Cavanagh was more of a mouth than anything else,” he says. “He was just a ranter and a raver. Cavanagh was the sort of aggressive one where Docherty would be the one that would calm things down.” Brian Greenhoff, a youth player when Cavanagh was appointed but who would graduate to the first team the following season, says, “If he had something to say, Cav would say it, and if it upset you, it didn’t bother him.” However, he didn’t have a big problem with Cavanagh’s unsubtle methods: “He did it with me a few times, but afterwards if you’d reacted to it, he’d be the first one to come up and put his arm round you and say ‘well done’. It’s like we’re all in it together and [all] he wanted to do was get the best out of his players. But a bully? I would say no.”

         Martin Buchan cannot speak too highly of the man whom the players came to know as “TC” to distinguish him from Docherty, known to them as “TD”. “Tommy Cavanagh was a wonderful man to have in your corner,” he says. “As a coach, very straightforward, nothing too complicated. I worked under Cav for eight years and when I got the chance to go into management at Burnley I took him up there to help me. So I think that says it all. You don’t do that if you don’t have the utmost respect for someone.”

         Docherty’s other main staff appointment was one very familiar to United fans. Pat Crerand had been the midfield general of the European Cup winning team, continuously spraying long elegant passes from the back of the field. When he had been a Celtic player, Crerand claims that Docherty rang him and offered him a five-fold salary rise to come and play for Chelsea, an offer Crerand declined because he was as much Celtic supporter as player. Matt Busby turned out to have greater powers of persuasion than Docherty and took him to United in 1963. A genial and humorous man, Crerand was also incongruously, to quote George Best, a “case-hardened Scots nut where it came to bother” and it was to him that Best looked for protection if, as he frequently was, he was threatened with physical assault by opponents. Like many of that 1968 side, Crerand was now getting long in the tooth. O’Farrell appointed him youth team coach in August 1971, although Crerand didn’t formally retire as a player until July 1972. Docherty promoted him to assistant manager on January 2 1973, although Crerand also had reserve-team duties. One of Crerand’s colleagues from the 1968 team – imposing centre-half Bill Foulkes, a Munich survivor – was given more responsibilities by Docherty in his job of reserve team coach, being allowed to select the team for the Central League in which the reserves then played, a contrast to most other clubs where the first-team manager took responsibility for all team tiers. Upon his appointment, Docherty contacted his old Chelsea colleague Frank Blunstone with a view to him looking after the youth set-up at Old Trafford. Blunstone: “He asked me to go there because he thought I did a good job. We had Alan Hudson and Butch Wilkins and all that lot who I brought through.” Blunstone turned the job down: “I wouldn’t go because I was manager at Brentford then. I was a manager in my own right and I wanted to have a go at managing.”

         
            ***

         

         That both Ted MacDougall and Wyn Davies were left out of the friendly against Hull City was a harbinger of the way United’s existing strike force would be quickly consigned to history by the club’s new manager. The goal MacDougall had scored in the Leeds match that marked the inauguration of Docherty’s United tenure was his fourth in seven starts. Many managers would have been impressed by such a strike rate but it seemed to cut no ice with Docherty, nor did the fact that MacDougall and Davies had been at Old Trafford for three months and had scored nine goals in 15 games between them.

         MacDougall had never had too happy a time at United. He was signed from Bournemouth in September 1972 and said he was informed by Frank O’Farrell, “The kings are abdicating. I hope you’ll be one in the future.” He was something of a goalscoring sensation. Among the 126 strikes he made for Bournemouth in his 165 appearances for the club were, famously, nine in an 11-0 slaughter of Margate in the FA Cup in November 1971. “I didn’t even know it was a record till I got home,” MacDougall recalls. “The BBC called up and said it was a record.” Though the thought of breaking records hadn’t entered his mind during the match, he remains proud of his achievement: “That record stood since 1928 and I broke it in 1971, which [is] 40 years on.”

         However, some remained unimpressed. After all, Bournemouth were a Third Division side (and Margate resided beyond the lowest tier of the Football League in the Southern League). Meanwhile, though MacDougall could net them, by his own admission, that was about all he could do. “My job was to finish and to try and score goals and to complete everybody else’s stuff,” he says. “That’s what I tried to do: just an out-and-out goalscorer.” Nonetheless, though he may have been an uncomplicated player, his high conversion rate was something many players of greater all-round skill would have loved to be able to boast. Asked what his secret was, he says, “I think one is a desire and one is that you’ve got certain instincts. A lot of people haven’t got those instincts and a lot of people haven’t got the desire because you can get hurt. You’ve got to be brave. Bravery comes in different forms but certainly you know you’re going to get hurt and people are going to close you down and there’s a lack of space. What I used to work on was I’d try and understand about space and movement.”

         Though moving to Old Trafford constituted two big steps upwards, MacDougall says he at no time worried that scoring prolifically in the lower divisions would not translate into a high strike-rate in the top flight. “I always thought the goals were the same size. Same dimensions in the First Division as they were in the Fourth Division.” As for Division One defenders, “I thought they were sharper because the game is quicker but I still think they made the same mistakes. I still think they ball-watched when they shouldn’t ball-watch, they didn’t cover when they should have covered, and I think if you made enough runs inside the box and enough angles inside the box, you can still lose defenders.” However, what he did not envisage was that his new colleagues would not be as enthusiastic about helping him score as his previous ones had been: “When I was playing for Bournemouth and Norwich and other teams, it was about me and they were crossing balls and making stuff for me. Where if you go to Manchester United, they don’t give a toss about me so it was very difficult. I wasn’t a George Best or a Bobby Charlton or a Denis Law or whatever. I needed other people …”

         MacDougall was born on January 8 1947 in Inverness. He says there were “a few” clubs who expressed interest in him after the Margate match, “… but I’d supported Man U when I was a kid so I went there. I got an extra 10 pound a week.” Perhaps if the financial gap between being a Third Division player and a top-flight footballer had been greater, he might have found it easier to bear the disdain that he has long claimed he encountered from his new colleagues at Old Trafford. MacDougall would later complain that the established United players seemed resentful of the massive price tag he had come with and that when he would fail to do something well in training, it would lead to sarcastic comments. MacDougall recalled trying to give as good as he got when George Best also failed to do something well in training. The retort to this sarcasm from the Irishman was that he hadn’t cost the club £200,000. MacDougall was also unimpressed by the attitude of Bobby Charlton. He recalls, “Bobby Charlton spoke to me when he was my roommate. I think he said to me, ‘Can you turn the light off?’ That was the last time he spoke to me.” He has also said in the past that he had once asked Charlton the best way to the training ground and had never received an answer. It seems peculiar that MacDougall doesn’t seem to have observed something that just about everybody at the club had noticed in this period: Charlton’s usual taciturnity had hardened into an almost complete uncommunicativeness that was the manifestation of his utter despair at the straits the club for which he had played football his entire adult life – usually in an atmosphere of glory and achievement – had found themselves in. Says Buchan, “I think he was disappointed and upset to see the team he’d won the European Cup Final with four or five seasons previously being in such, by the standards of his career, a dire position. I think it almost broke Bobby’s heart.” As to the training ground sarcasm, it’s difficult to adjudge whether what MacDougall experienced was the normal mickey-taking that goes on within a football team – especially a British football team – or whether it was something more sinister, but it being the case that Best, whatever his faults, was a generally good-natured fellow, it does seem that MacDougall was being over-sensitive to the aforementioned remark.

         Certainly, Mick Martin remembers MacDougall as a man with a thin skin: “He was a volatile character who you could fall out with very easy and you could finish up arguing with him. No wonder him and Tommy may not have got on at the end. He had an ability Ted, but he could be moody.” MacDougall concedes the point. “I’m not putting myself up as everybody was wrong and I was right,” he says. “I was a moody player – because I wanted to score goals. I would do anything to score a goal. Some people can’t handle that. For example, if Willie Morgan made the angle to cross the ball, I made my run to the near post. If Willie takes an extra touch, what does that mean then? It means I’m in too early. I’ve got to come out of it again. Now, that would upset me because he should play the ball in when he should play it, but he didn’t because he took an extra touch. Now the crowd don’t see that because they’re watching Willie or whoever.”

         As previously noted, Buchan seems to confirm MacDougall’s suspicions about something sinister being afoot. “I played against Ted when he was at Bournemouth,” says Buchan. “I knew exactly what he and his striking partner Phil Boyer were doing, the runs they were making and the positions they were taking up, because of the education I’d had at Aberdeen. A lot of the players around me didn’t have a clue what was going on, because they’d never been coached at that level. There was a certain amount of derision that he couldnae do tricks with the ball, but his trick was putting the ball in the back of the net if he got the right service and a lot of them didn’t like that. They certainly didn’t go out of their way to help him.” MacDougall: “Everybody was in survival mode. Manchester United were still getting 58, 60,000 and we were struggling. We were near the bottom of the League. It’s like a sinking ship. Everybody’s looking after themselves. They’re not interested in me, they’re interested in themselves. These people were doing the things that made them great. When Bobby Charlton is looking to knock 40-yard diagonal balls and, say, a simple ball to play me in, what do you think he’s going to play? If George Best is going to beat two and three players because he can and he sees something else that may be a better opportunity for me, what do you think he’s going to do? Would Wyn Davies be a classic Manchester United player? That’s debatable. Was I? Obviously not. Could I do something that they couldn’t do? Yeah. Was I allowed to do that? No. In a different setting, when your team is doing well, I think anybody would embrace a goalscorer. I don’t think anybody would say, ‘Oh no, all he does is score goals’.”

         MacDougall recalls instant dismay as his reaction to Docherty being given the manager’s job at United: “I heard in the car park by Willie Morgan ’cos I was in his car and he said, ‘Oh great news. You know who’s going to get the job? Tommy Docherty.’ I said, ‘Oh my, that’s me gone then. I’ll be gone by deadline’, which was round about March the 12th.” The paths of MacDougall and Docherty had crossed before. MacDougall appeared in an all-star team against West Ham United in Geoff Hurst’s testimonial immediately after he had achieved that nine-goal record against Margate. Docherty was acting as manager for MacDougall’s side. MacDougall: “That’s the first time I had anything to do with Tommy Doc. I scored and he took me off at half-time.” MacDougall was the only substitution The Doc made on the night. For MacDougall, Docherty simply resumed that irrational dismissive behaviour at United. Docherty later claimed MacDougall made it known that he wasn’t happy at Old Trafford and wanted a move down south. MacDougall’s version was completely different. “I never wanted to leave the club I’d idolised as a kid,” he insisted. “I never asked for a transfer.” Docherty, he claimed, “… pre-judged me. He didn’t rate me at all.” MacDougall now says, “It was obvious to everybody that I was surplus. I’d go in and see him on a semi-regular basis in his office and say, ‘What’s going on? Have you heard anything?’ He was taking the piss. Let’s be honest, that’s what Tommy Doc’s all about, that’s the humour. I didn’t do a transfer request and he didn’t formally put me on the transfer list. [It was clear] that it was probably right if I move on. I just knew it was a hopeless cause, because just the atmosphere and the way it was.”

         MacDougall himself said that Docherty never told him to his face that he thought he couldn’t play but judging by the recollections of others he wasn’t the victim of paranoia. “He didn’t rate Ted MacDougall,” recalls Meek. Asked if The Doc gave MacDougall a fair chance, Meek says, “No, I don’t think he did actually. They told the story that the team photograph at the beginning [sic] of the season, Ted MacDougall was lined up somewhere in the middle and he said, ‘Ted, do you mind just moving out of there and standing on the end, because when you leave it’ll be easier to clip you off the team picture?’” Macari also later recalled the incident, and said, “Typical of the Doc. Quite funny and even Ted had to chuckle at it.” Forsyth says of MacDougall, “Never got a chance because The Doc didnae like him. He just didn’t like him. I remember one day at training he said, ‘That boy, in the box he’s fine, but outside the box he’s absolutely hopeless’.”

         MacDougall said that within a week of Docherty’s arrival, he was informed that he didn’t fit into his plans. Though the information was relayed in a somewhat more civilised manner than would attend the departure of other players under the Docherty regime like Denis Law and Willie Morgan (“… we didn’t have slanging matches”), this was little consolation for a man who had been in his new house with his wife and baby for only two weeks and who had been in his previous house in Bournemouth for just five weeks. The upheavals of moving are part and parcel of football – albeit not usually so extreme – but MacDougall’s feelings were heightened by a sense of injustice.

         Though MacDougall could take some consolation from the fact that he was still young and an attractive proposition on the transfer market, the future seemed bleaker for Wyn Davies, who had already turned 30 when O’Farrell bought him from Manchester City in September. “If Pele had been born in Prestatyn, Tommy would have dropped him for not scoring enough goals … As far as he was concerned, the Welsh were worthy of nothing more than contempt,” wrote Docherty’s ex-wife Agnes in her autobiography. Those who assume this provides an explanation for why Docherty so quickly dispensed with Davies’s services would probably be barking up the wrong tree: The Doc’s record reveals no profound aversion to employing Welshmen. More convincing is that Docherty just didn’t like Davies’s type of player, for he was another uncomplicated goalscorer, albeit one with the additional attribute of an imposing physique. “Wyn, big centre-forward, but he needed the right service,” summarises Buchan of the man born on March 20 1942 in Caernarvon. Welsh international Davies would seem to have had the right service for the bulk of his career so far, having scored 66 goals in 155 League matches for Bolton Wanderers, 40 in 180 for Newcastle United (winning the Fairs Cup with them in 1969) and eight in 45 for Manchester City. His preternatural ability to head goals led to Newcastle fans nicknaming him ‘The Leap’. When he signed for Manchester United in September 1972, he became the first player to move between the Manchester clubs since 1934. Yet Docherty would give the Welshman one last first-team game before consigning him to the sidelines.

         MacDougall would be sold to West Ham United in March 1973 for £170,000 – just before that transfer deadline he had been put in mind of by The Doc’s appointment – while Davies moved to Blackpool in June 1973 for £14,000.

         
            ***

         

         Forsyth and Graham made their debuts proper on Saturday January 6 against Arsenal at Highbury. (The long gap between fixtures was the result of the postponement of the Reds’ home match against Everton, which rather made Forsyth’s mad dash to sign a waste of time.) By coincidence, Arsenal were the club Forsyth had been with as a boy before returning north of the border. O’Neill, Dunne, MacDougall and Davies were missing from the previous match’s teamsheet, with Young and Law included.

         “The game was very, very frantic,” Forsyth says of his United and English League debut in front of a whopping 56,194 crowd. “Arsenal were always a very, very good side.” He recalls of the match, “Hundred mile an hour. You hadnae a lot of time on the ball. Players were all marked very, very tight and you hadnae time to do things that you liked to: take a bit of time, pick out players and play up to feet.”

         Docherty’s tactics were ultra-cautious today, but it did him little good, with the Gunners running rampant in the first half. Arsenal’s first two goals came via cruel strokes of fate, Stepney sent the wrong way by a rebound for one and for the second unable to deal with a cross because his sight was blocked. Arsenal then began contemptuously rolling the ball around, although their third goal – an Alan Ball header on 68 minutes – was both deserved and well executed. United obtained a token reply on 84 minutes with a Kidd effort. Once again, the result saw United propping up the First Division.

         Though this match was amongst the hardest of English League fixtures, this level of football was something Forsyth would have to get used to south of the border. “There’s no comparison,” he says. “You get down to the English League, every game’s a hard one. You very, very rarely get an easy game. [At] Old Trafford you get a couple of goals up and all that, you can maybe [pull] your foot off the pedal a bit, but away from home everywhere you went, everybody wanted to beat Man United.” One consolation for the harder work was that the industrious Forsyth quickly became an Old Trafford favourite. Forsyth: “I think they liked a good honest guy who tried their heart out, got near the goals, had a go. Maybe not the best defender but tackled hard and put good crosses in. Just a good working hard Scottish guy [who] enjoyed his football. I loved playing football – and how can you not with that crowd every week?”

         
            ***

         

         Docherty was given a bit of headache at this juncture when United lost the services for much of the rest of the season of a player whose uncommon skills might have gone a long way to easing the club’s relegation worries. Ian Storey-Moore, bought by O’Farrell in March 1972, was a player firmly in United’s exhilarating tradition. He not only provided goals by crossing from the byline after making his way to it by weaving past defenders but could also score them: his 105 strikes for Nottingham Forest in 236 League appearances was a staggeringly high ratio for a winger. Unfortunately, he would now play only twice more this season, and even then was substituted each time. This was frustrating for Docherty, for it stymied his ambition to utilise a 4-2-4 formation. “I have always believed in wingers,” Docherty said at the time. “I played with two in the Scottish international team, Willie Morgan and Peter Lorimer, and as soon as possible I want to do the same at Old Trafford …”

         Another strong element of the United squad, although not currently a member of the first team, was also put out of action that January. On the third day of the first month of 1973, Sammy McIlroy and his wife were involved in a road collision in Manchester so serious that it took the fire brigade to free them. Though his wife was able to return home after her hospital treatment, McIlroy’s injuries required a stay of eight days in hospital, during which time he lost half a stone. McIlroy revealed that he was later told that only his fitness had saved his life. “I had a punctured lung and something like four broken ribs,” McIlroy recalls. Although the doctors were able to shortly tell him that his footballing functions were not impaired in the long term, the Irishman points out, “This car crash set me back six months … I couldn’t rush the injury back.”

         McIlroy had been the final player signed by Busby and had poetically lived up to his status as the last Busby Babe via a spectacular start to his United career – albeit under Frank O’Farrell – by scoring on his debut in November 1971. McIlroy would score three times in his first five starts. By the end of the season, McIlroy had made 11 starts in the first team and been brought on a further 10 times as substitute. He had also been selected by Northern Ireland, making him at 17 years and 198 days the second-youngest British player to turn out for his country behind Norman Kernoghan (whose record was set in 1936). However, in the 1972/73 season, McIlroy had fallen back slightly. Though frequently coming on as substitute, he had only made four first-team starts by the time Docherty took over in December and hadn’t made the field for more than a month. Because of his reserve status, McIlroy hadn’t actually met the new manager by the time he was hospitalised. Their introduction came in less than ideal circumstances, even if those circumstances displayed a thoughtfulness and compassion on the part of Docherty that – whatever his detractors might say – were just as much hallmarks of his management style at Manchester United as the undeniable callousness and cruelty he was also wont to show. The Doc introduced himself to McIlroy by coming to see him in hospital, Paddy Crerand in tow. “I was still a little bit groggy,” says McIlroy. “He did say that he’d give me every chance to make my mark in the team again and that gave me a boost, because obviously when you’re out of it and you read the papers about him buying players, players leaving [you think] ‘would I be one that he discards right away without having a look at?’”

         McIlroy – born in Belfast on August 2 1954 – not only shared a Belfast heritage with George Best, but the two had been discovered by the same scout, Bob Bishop. “He started looking after me since I was nine years old, so the United connection was always there from an early age,” says McIlroy. “He used to tell us the stories all about George when George was playing for a local club and that’s when Bob first seen him and he used to tell us the stories about this scrawny little kid too small, too thin, but what an unbelievable ability and skill. Bob was the only one then who had faith and belief that he was going to be a world-class player.” Bishop informed United that he had another prospect in his patch in the shape of McIlroy: “When I was 14, I went over for a trial. Then they signed me when I was 15 in August ’69. They’d just won the European Cup the year before so the place was absolutely buzzing. It was a great place to be around even though I was very, very homesick at that time. The scouting staff – Johnny Aston and Joe Armstrong at the time – used to send the boys home once a month so they could get over their homesickness. I started playing in the reserves when I was 16 and I went on a trip to Dublin under Sir Matt Busby with the first team when I was 16 and had a run out for the first team against Bohemians in Dublin.”

         Of his debut, aged 17, against Manchester City, McIlroy says, “It was unbelievable. Manchester City had a fantastic side in them days: Bell, Lee, Summerbee, fantastic forward line, and United with their forward line of Best, Charlton, Law. I stepped in for Denis Law that day because Denis was injured and failed a fitness test. Which was a fantastic honour for me to replace Denis Law, but I didn’t find out until 11 o’clock that morning.” McIlroy was nervous but George Best put his fellow Belfast boy at ease that morning before the team went for a pre-match meeting at a golf club. Best, McIlroy, reports, “just said, ‘There’ll be a bottle of champagne for you if you score today. Just go out and enjoy yourself, no problem.’ And that sort of settled me down, but on the way to the ground you see the massive crowd and when you run out in front of 63,000 people at Maine Road … I’ve never heard noise like it before and obviously the butterflies were starting to float round there and I was more concerned really about letting people down than actually me own performance. But once the game started, there was Bobby Charlton, there was George, there was Brian Kidd, Willie Morgan, they all helped me settle down. Getting the goal as well settled me down … I can remember picking the ball up deep in our own half and I passed it inside to George and I just kept going. George started running with the ball and I just kept going towards Manchester City’s box and George played the ball out to Brian Kidd and ran into the box and I followed in behind George. When Brian Kidd put the ball in, [City defender] Tony Book actually was tugging away at George’s shirt so George couldn’t control the ball. It actually came away from George and as I was following George into the box, the ball fell to me and I just slid it past Joe Corrigan. The place erupted and I could have ran out of the ground and ran back in again with the feeling I had, to score a goal on my debut, especially against your arch rivals.” The match ended 3-3: “It’s fantastic memories of that game still. It’s one of the best derbies I think ever played and six goals, 63,000 people – a fantastic experience.” McIlroy’s spectacular start in a red shirt didn’t end there: “I knew the score with Frank: when Denis was fit, Denis would come back in. But when Denis came back in, Brian Kidd was injured so I stayed in then. I remember playing Tottenham Hotspur at Old Trafford. That was my second League game against a great Spurs side and we beat them 3-1. I scored and Denis got two. That was another fantastic memory.”

         Though he may have had reservations about O’Farrell’s dismissal, McIlroy approved of the new manager. “He came with the reputation of a bubbly manager,” he says of Docherty. “He liked to play football. He was doing well with Scotland and I obviously remember his Chelsea days as well, when I was a youngster. He had a great side at Chelsea. He always liked to crack a joke and I always thought the way he handled the press and everything that he would turn it around.”

         
            ***

         

         Saturday January 13 saw United begin their FA Cup campaign with their third-round match against Wolverhampton Wanderers at Molineux in front of a crowd of 40,005. Davies replaced the injured Storey-Moore in an otherwise unchanged starting XI. Docherty played a two-man attacking line of Davies and Kidd. The latter had to be substituted 15 minutes into the second half, replaced by Dunne (later sent off). In an uninspiring match, the important action was all over by the second minute when a Wolves free-kick inspired panic in the United defence and Bailey scored with a high, powerful shot from the edge of the penalty area. United had fallen at what was for top-flight teams the FA Cup’s first hurdle.

         
            ***

         

         By the time of United’s next game the following Saturday there would be two more new names on the teamsheet courtesy of Docherty once again exploiting the club’s newfound largesse with the cheque book. 

         Docherty, deciding he needed a centre-half, reportedly offered £50,000 for Stephen Deere of Third Division Scunthorpe United. His approach was rebuffed by Scunthorpe’s manager Ron Ashman, who said Deere was unavailable in the immediate future. “Two First Division clubs want Deere but he’ll stay here until after the Cup,” said Ashman. On such attitudes do players’ entire careers hinge. Deere never did get to play in the top flight. He did get to play with George Best, but it wasn’t until he was on loan to Stockport County in 1975 and the Irishman made some appearances for that lowly club at the fag-end of his career. Had Ashman been more accommodating, Deere (who turned out more than 300 times for Scunthorpe). might have enjoyed the terrace-darling status accorded the man Docherty signed in his stead, Jim Holton. Yet another Scot, Holton was a £70,000–£80,000 purchase from Third Division Shrewsbury Town. Though just 21, Holton’s fearsome playing style and hulking physical presence somehow made him seem older. Crerand has recalled he had gone to Shrewsbury to watch another player but been enchanted by Holton’s ability in the air and capacity for intimidating forwards. Crerand recommended Holton to The Doc, who bought him on recommendation alone (although maybe not just Crerand’s for it has also been said that O’Farrell had had Holton watched). Crerand reckoned that Shrewsbury manager Harry Gregg – a former United team-mate – made Docherty pay double Holton’s market value. United fans would aver he turned out to be a good buy regardless. Holton – born on April 11 1951 in Lesmahagow, Lanarkshire – became a favourite of the Stretford End, acquiring a fan club and a terrace chant: “Six foot two/Eyes of blue/Big Jim Holton’s after you”. Holton (eyes actually brown) only endeared himself to the fans more when their cries of appreciation would be met by the sight of him raising his clenched fist in their direction. Holton, though, was by no means beloved by every United supporter. The only player close to a traditional hard man that Docherty played during his United tenure, many was the long-term Reds follower who felt Holton’s methods brought dishonour to the club.

         Forward Lou Macari was also a Scot and would also become a huge favourite at Old Trafford. A buy from Celtic on January 18, Luigi Macari was born in Edinburgh on June 4 1949. Naturally with a name like that, he has Italian ancestry, although both parents were Scottish born and bred. Which is more than can be said for Macari himself, who had moved with his family to the south of England at the age of six months as a consequence of his father owning a café in London. In England, Macari’s father played for amateur soccer team Leytonstone. Macari’s family returned to Scotland when he was nearly 10. Though nobody would know from his thick Scots brogue as an adult, he has reported that as a child he had “the full Cockney accent.” By the time he had just turned 14, Celtic were sufficiently interested in acquiring his talents to invite him to train with them a couple of nights a week. This of course was an incredible privilege, if no less than his budding exquisite talent deserved. By August 1970, he was in the first team.

         Macari had come to Celtic without a settled position, although felt that he was roughly an inside-left. Though his scoring an inordinately high number of goals in schoolboy football was what first attracted Celtic’s attention and though Celtic’s captain Billy McNeill publicly declared him “the hottest scoring property in the country”, Macari was never formally cast as a striker at Celtic. He would later say of Stein, “He would tell 10 players where to play and how to play. But he just gave me a shirt and told me to go out and enjoy myself. He didn’t try to tie me down because he knew I would lose my enthusiasm.”

         Macari got a reputation in Scotland for ostentatiously taking pride in his on-field triumphs. “I loved showing off to the crowd,” he said. “They pay their money and they are entitled to a bit of showmanship … At Celtic I was a marked man by the opposition fans because I used to say my piece and score goals. They really hated me, but I didn’t mind.” Yet though temperamental and prone to preening, Macari was no brainless egotist. His interest in football, for instance, was limited to his time at work. He prided himself on his professionalism and his 100% commitment in training and matches, but, he said, “Afterwards, I go home as far as possible from football and I relax … There are people like Jock Stein and Tommy Docherty who can’t get enough football. They talk about it all day, go to training, plan the tactics for next week, go to watch another game at night. Then they want to talk football again. That’s not me. Once the game’s over, I don’t want to know.” Macari’s lack of ego is illustrated by a comment he made to a newspaper shortly after his free-roving remit had made him the darling of the Celtic Park faithful: “If I had gone to any other club but Celtic straight from school, no one would ever have heard of me. I don’t claim to be a great player. I’m certainly not a dedicated player. But anywhere other than Parkhead and I would have been an almost unknown player.”

         Though he wasn’t one of the so-called Lisbon Lions Celtic team that in 1967 became the first British club to win European Cup, Macari had won everything there was to win in Scottish soccer, usually more than once. By 1972, he was also – courtesy of one Tommy Docherty – a Scottish international. As Macari’s five-year contract with Celtic was coming to an end and the necessity to sign a new one loomed, Macari decided that he did not want to compete for Celtic in a two-horse race against Rangers season after season, something that Scottish football then ultimately constituted. “When you’ve done just about everything in your own country … and you’re still only 22, the prospect of another 10 years doing the same thing begins to lose its excitement,” he later said. However, one month after requesting a transfer and being told he would be sold only if a ‘suitable’ offer was received – this was in the days before freedom of contract let alone the Bosman ruling – Macari withdrew his transfer request and signed a new five-year deal. Over the next couple of years, starting with the Scottish Cup Final in April 1971, which secured his club the League and Cup double, Macari won another slew of honours. However, quite by coincidence in the same month as Tommy Docherty was appointed Manchester United manager, Macari handed in another transfer request. With his wife expecting their first baby, he had decided the time was right to begin a family life elsewhere.

         Initially, he seemed destined for Liverpool. However the fact that Celtic did not inform anybody other than Bill Shankly that he was available for transfer before the meeting they arranged with the Liverpool boss at Anfield on January 16 ’73 implied that Celtic felt that his move there was a mere formality. This rankled with a man with a “stubborn streak” (his own words). He also wondered whether joining a Liverpool team that was sweeping everything before it was not that much different to playing for a club that didn’t really have any competition in the Scottish First Division. Docherty, Crerand and United director Bill Young were also at Anfield that day. (Liverpool’s opponents were Burnley, whose line-up included Docherty’s son Mick.) Crerand offered to sit in the stand when he found there were only two director’s box seats and found himself next to Celtic assistant manager Sean Fallon and Macari. Crerand has recalled that when he found out from Macari that he was here to discuss terms with Shankly, he took him aside and asked him if he would be interested in signing for United. Crerand told Docherty of the conversation in the car after the game. Within 24 hours United had matched Liverpool’s transfer offer and Macari was given permission to speak to Docherty. Macari and Docherty by now knew each other well. Not only had Docherty given the player his first full Scotland cap, but the two had been near neighbours in Scotland and Docherty would visit the player’s home frequently. Macari was informed by a person he didn’t identify in his 1976 autobiography that Docherty was on the point of selling Ted MacDougall to West Ham, thus freeing up a place for him in the first team. Even so, it’s to Macari’s credit that he found the challenge of joining a club near the bottom of the First Division more interesting than signing for a club with the winning habit. Macari’s terms with his new club were £200 per week plus a signing-on fee of £10,000 (approximately £1800 and £100,000 in today’s money), a deal that to Macari “seemed an absolute fortune at the time.”

         Macari, Docherty and Crerand travelled down to register the player’s transfer with the relevant football authorites in Docherty’s car. They almost didn’t make it due to another instance of a phenomenon that would speckle Docherty’s time at Old Trafford – a car crash. In foggy conditions near Gretna, a lorry hit the boot and tore the side as it kept going. Considerable damage was done to Docherty’s three-day-old Mercedes, but there was no harm done to the occupants. “We were very lucky,” said Docherty. “It could have been a really nasty one – particularly for Lou there in the back. There was fog about and this lorry following us had evidently been hit from behind … Lou got quite a jolt. He’s okay. He’ll pass the medical in the morning but I shudder to think what could have happened.” Said Crerand, “It’s fortunate we were using this car. The one Tommy had been using until Monday was much lighter and I don’t think it could have taken that kind of impact.”

         Of Macari himself, Docherty said, “He’s a tremendous player. He’s terrific at taking the half-chance and though he’s only five feet, five inches, he’s also pretty useful in the air.” Indeed, match reports during his time with United are littered with references to the pint-sized Macari winning aerial challenges. This apparent mystery is explained by Frank Blunstone: “His timing. And also, you’ve got to realise little fellas are good jumpers because when they’re young they’ve had to learn to jump. Now you get big fellas, kids, they’re six foot, they don’t have to jump when they’re playing against the same age group, so they never learn to jump.” His heading wasn’t the only thing remarkable for an individual of Macari’s physique. It’s difficult to talk about the bravery and power shown by the diminutive on the football stage without sounding patronising, but the tenacity Macari habitually displayed as he bobbed and weaved through ranks of defenders to whose brick outhouses he was a mere commode was quite remarkable and fully deserving of that cliché “Little man with a heart like a lion”. Macari’s (contrary to his modesty) exquisite skills cost United £190,000–£200,000, a fee that was not only Docherty’s biggest outlay of his managerial career so far but broke the record between English and Scottish clubs that had been set by Joe Harper when he moved from Aberdeen to Everton the previous month.

         Curiously, considering subsequent developments and Macari’s memory of being told MacDougall was on his way out, Docherty spoke of Macari not as a replacement for MacDougall but as a future striking partner for him. “I feel that Macari and MacDougall will form a very good spearhead,” he said. MacDougall is bewildered by the comment: “I never saw a quote like that. Was never privy to him pulling me to the side and saying this, this and this or I was part of his plan.” In fact, Docherty quickly thereafter decided that his strike force would be comprised of Macari and Brian Kidd.

         
            ***

         

         The chanted nickname “Kiddo” had been ringing around the terraces from appreciative fans for a long while, Brian Kidd having made his debut in 1967 and having sealed his place in Old Trafford mythology a year later when this Manchester local lad scored United’s third goal in the European Cup final, a fixture that – for added poetic poignancy – coincided with his 19th birthday. That performance promised much, as did the fact that in his first season, Kidd scored 15 times in 38 League matches. Some are of the opinion that Kidd never really lived up to that early promise. Certainly his dribbling skills – which existed but went only so far as a dropped shoulder – never progressed beyond the merely serviceable. Kidd could of course defend himself by pointing out that Stanley Matthews – the archetypal Wizard of the Dribble – was also a one-dummy pony. He could also invoke bad service in a declining team for the fact that his goal tally – which would ultimately amount to 70 in 266 games – was fairly low for someone in a striker’s position. There was, though, no doubting the skills he did have. His pace, powerful left foot and natural strength had already earned him over 200 appearances for United by the time of Docherty’s arrival, as well as two England caps.

         While the sight of Kidd celebrating a goal in his amusingly boyish manner – both hands balled over his head, both feet in the air, a grin spread across his face beneath his mop of brown hair – may not have been as regular an occurrence as it should have been for some, Docherty was convinced that there was untapped potential in a man who had lately begun to fall from favour. A combination of injuries and bad form had reduced Kidd’s scoring rate to such an extent that O’Farrell had become reluctant to field him. It should be pointed out though that Kiddo had even had his ups-and-downs with Busby. When dropped by him in April 1971 during his caretaker manager period, Kidd fulminated in the press, “Is Sir Matt trying to humiliate me altogether? … Everyone knows that he doesn’t want me at Old Trafford … Sir Matt has completely washed all my feelings for Manchester United out of me …” Docherty said in his first season, “It was a disgrace the way Brian Kidd had been buried at Old Trafford. He is a great player and given the right encouragement, I think he can do a fine job for Manchester United.” Kidd spoke quite emotionally of what a difference the appointment of the new manager had made to him. “Tommy Docherty brought me back from the dead,” he said. “He has given me my appetite for the game back. The very first time I met him he was great, the way he talked to me and explained what he wanted me to do.” Kidd’s renewed appetite was manifested in the fact that of the four goals he scored that season, all came after Docherty was made manager.

         
            ***

         

         Signed just before Macari was Mick Martin, who came from Bohemians for £25,000. Docherty’s transfer dealings meant that he had now spent £520,000 in less than a month, an eyebrow-raising sum in those days, and not just for a club known for both its parsimony and its spurning of big-name signings in favour of nurturing of young players. Responding to this, The Doc said, “The one concern of the directors is the progress of Manchester United and they have proved it in the amount of money they have been prepared to spend.” Docherty also said, “We need at least 18 top-class players in our squad”, adding that his signings did not necessarily mean that he would unload players.

         It should be noted that concern about transfer inflation was not only down to an irrational feeling that a mere sport couldn’t be worth such amounts of money. On the same day that Macari’s transfer hit the headlines, Alan Hardaker – secretary of the Football League, which in those days was the body that controlled top-flight football in England – spoke of a crisis in soccer engendered by its apparently declining popularity. “If gates continue at their present level they will be the lowest since League attendances were first recorded in 1938,” he said. “The way things are developing, football is going to be put out of business lock, stock and barrel in five years.” Even United were not immune to the downwards trend. Their average gate of 45,980 so far this season was nearly 2,000 down on the previous season. They had now spent £1,115,000 in the last 11 months despite having to inform their shareholders the previous September that they were down £245,958 on the previous season, their biggest-ever deficit. Not only had the club spent £825,000 since then on players, they had also had to pay an undisclosed sum to Frank O’Farrell, who had still had three-and-a-half years remaining on his contract when he was dismissed, while there was still a balance of £75,000 outstanding to Bournemouth for MacDougall. Their only income from the transfer market subsequently had been the £80,000 they had received from Huddersfield for Alan Gowling, the £40,000 received from Southampton for Francis Burns and the £30,000 Luton Town had paid for John Aston. Also revealed in the balance sheet was the fact that the club paid out £342,027 in wages and bonuses, a figure that was only £140,000 more than their net gate receipts, which then provided the vast bulk of a club’s income. That wage bill would have gone up significantly with their latest star signings. Just to complete the gloomy picture, an early exit from the FA Cup this season closed off a potential source of considerable revenue.

         
            ***

         

         For the match against West Ham United at Old Trafford on Saturday January 20, Macari displaced Davies (who was substitute) and fellow debutant Holton displaced Sadler. The other change from the last game was MacDougall replacing Kidd. The fact that United’s team featured eight Scotsmen indicated a trend that the Reds’ fans had clearly picked up on: several supporters in the 50,878 crowd were seen to be sporting Tam O’Shanters and at least one Scottish flag was seen flying in the Stretford End. Such did Docherty seem to have a predilection for players from Scotland that the joke going around was that he still thought he was the manager of his national side. For a brief period, United fans started wearing Tartan scarves in wry acknowledgement of this Caledonian bias.

         The wisdom of Docherty’s purchases (of any nationality) and his tactics must have been severely doubted by the 25th minute, when the away team were two goals up. On the half-hour mark, though, United got a rare stroke of luck with a dubious penalty award. Charlton converted. Charlton distributed well today but fellow veteran Law had a poor game full of back passes and gave way to Davies after 55 minutes. United were the superior team for the last half-hour and few could begrudge them the goal they nabbed 10 minutes from time when the tireless Morgan beat a defender and hit over a ball for Macari to cap an irrepressible debut by sticking out a leg to turn in his first goal in a red shirt. United may have been left still bottom of the League, but today’s fight-back revealed definite signs of improved team spirit.

         “Who put the ball in the West Ham net?” the United fans sang when Macari scored. “Skip to me Lou Macari!” It would take Macari a while to obtain the position in the United team in which he felt most comfortable – and indeed his results in an unfamiliar position would make his love affair with the Old Trafford faithful touch-and-go for a while – but today they were overjoyed: Macari’s goal got United above one goal for the first time since December 2.

         
            ***

         

         United’s home League match against Everton on Wednesday January 24 saw the debut of Mick Martin. Martin was odd man out in the quintet of new arrivals, hailing not from Scotland but the Republic of Ireland, or Eire as the maps called it in those days. He was born in Dublin on July 9 1951.

         Recalls Martin, “Tommy Docherty was interested in a couple of players that we had in our side, both me and Gerry Daly in particular, and he came across one Sunday to watch Bohemians play another team called Shelbourne, a local derby in Dublin. Him and Paddy Crerand were over and he contacted us the following day. My father was an ex-professional footballer who played for Leeds United and Aston Villa. On the Monday morning my father came up. He woke me up fairly early (which wouldn’t have appealed to me too much because I was out the night before) to say, ‘Get yourself up and get washed and changed, we’re going down to the Gresham Hotel in Dublin’ – which was a very, very well-known hotel worldwide – to meet Tommy Docherty, Paddy Crerand and indeed Sir Matt Busby. So I took this as a jest and I said, ‘Do us a favour dad. I’ve had a late night.’ Eventually it registered that it might have been possible because I’d heard that they were at the game, I’d played quite well, we’d won three-nil. So I went along with him and lo and behold met Tommy Docherty – who would have played against me da – Paddy Crerand and Sir Matt. I had a chat. They said they wanted to sign me, no trials involved: ‘We saw enough to suggest that you’re going to be a good player’.” That The Doc was prepared to make up his mind so quickly was refreshing for Martin, who had turned down overtures from other English clubs because they were so embedded with caveats: “I was an international player before coming across to England. I had a variety of football clubs ringing me at home because they had got my number from contacts I had played with at international level in England who would say, ‘Listen there’s a kid over there who’s a good player, you should get him across’. I had phone calls from Glasgow Celtic, I had phone calls from Tottenham Hotspur, I had phone calls from Wolverhampton Wanderers, and they all wanted [me] to go across on a trial ‘So we could have a look’. And I says, ‘Well look, I’m an international player, you’ve been recommended me. I’m not prepared to go on trial. I’ve got a full-time job, I’m a part-time professional footballer. If you want to make a commitment, you sort of take me on recommendations. I’m not prepared to go anywhere so you can look at me’.”

         He continues, “I managed a sports shop in Dublin. I went away on the Monday, contacted my boss in the sports shop and we went back and tickets were booked for us to fly to Manchester the following morning. It was as quick as that.” Docherty apparently was not so instantly impressed by Martin’s colleague Gerry Daly, although Daly would eventually become one of The Doc’s Devils. Recalls Daly, “He was supposed to be coming to see me but he signed Mick Martin instead and then he said he’d be back for me.” Was he worried he’d missed his chance? “No. I think I was a bit too young then to realise anything.”

         Though clearly a level-headed fellow not easily overwhelmed by the allure of top-flight clubs, Martin admits that it was impressive to be joining the company of living legends: “It was certainly humbling to think that you’re the training ground at The Cliff changing beside Bobby Charlton and Denis Law.” He was also impressed by the attitude of at least one of the legends: “The Tuesday morning we had a bit of a practice match up at the training ground. It was the first time I was introduced to people, and I was just standing around and Denis Law came up to me. He was the very, very first to come to me, and he said, ‘Is this the new Irish boy? Listen I wish you all the best son, welcome to Manchester United’, which I felt was very nice and very good of him. We went out and we played the first team against the second team and I was in the second team and we won two-nothing.” So privileged did Martin feel to be playing for a club like United that he was unconcerned with whether there was currently a sense of decline about them. Martin: “I was only too happy to be at the club and savouring the thought of training with these great players on a daily basis took my mind completely off whether the team was good enough or bad enough.”

         Martin was also glad to be part of a sudden influx at Old Trafford. “I was fortunate in as much as Tommy Docherty had signed four or five players in the same week: me, my great, great pal Jim Holton, Alec Forsyth, George Graham and Lou Macari. We all stayed in the same hotel, we all got in the same cars to go to training and we all socialised together. That was a very, very big help for me in as much as coming from being a part-time professional. It just made [it] a little bit easier to gel and to get together and do training together as opposed to going in on your own and walking into a dressing room on your own when you kind of knew everybody but knew nobody.” He struck up particular friendships with Holton, Macari (“We’d go to the horse racing, we’d go to the dogs when we had our free time because there was nothing else for us to do”) and Brian Kidd: “I stayed with Brian a lot when I came over, with him and his wife Margaret, and then I went into digs with his mother in-law Mrs. Kellard for a year-and-a-half.”

         The crowd of 58,970 for the Everton game was amazing for a midweek match, and MacDougall adds, “There was about 10,000 locked outside.” The Old Trafford faithful’s loyalty in the midst of a relegation battle was partly rewarded today by a United team who were now clearly making incremental progress back toward respectability, even if once again Docherty cautiously opted for a two-man attack. Law was absent, the only change from Saturday aside from Kidd taking the place of Davies on the sub’s bench, which in those days consisted of one person. Everton dominated for the final 20 minutes but once again United could boast, if that’s not too strong a word for a 0-0 draw at home, that things were getting just a little bit better, not least in the fact that they were finally off the bottom of the table, which position was now occupied by their old friends Crystal Palace.

         Recalls Martin, “I thought I’d played quite well in a position that I would never play in normally, which was outside-left, because I wasn’t as good on my left side as I was on my right side. But it was a great experience: 58,000 and I enjoyed the night … When we came in, I was told to pop up and see Mr Docherty and Sir Matt and when I went in my mam and dad were there, so it was nice to see them after a hard night’s work.” Playing in an unfamiliar role would be par for the course for Martin during his time at Old Trafford, as Docherty would use him in a variety of positions. Martin: “When I came over from Bohemians to Manchester United, I was playing in the position where Martin Buchan would be playing. I was playing alongside the centre-half.” Not long after signing him, Docherty said that he felt Martin’s pace and creativity meant he had “too much football in him to play as a sweeper”. Said The Doc, “I would describe him best as a Liverpool kind of footballer – a player’s player. He never tries anything awkward, but prefers the simple thing. He picks out the easy tasks where the chances of breaking down are less. I don’t mean he is a negative player, because he is aware of situations and uses space well.” “I was very adaptable,” says Martin. “I could play at the back. I could play full-back. I could play wide right. I could play centre midfield.”

         MacDougall was said to be so displeased by the 56th-minute decision to substitute him this day that he stormed out of the ground. MacDougall: “I came off early and there was a bit of a hoo-hah over that one because Denis wasn’t playing and Denis said, ‘Do you fancy going away early before the [crowd] and we’ll go and have a pint?’ So I left and that was construed as me going off in a huff, but it wasn’t really like that.” Asked about the fact that he hadn’t shaken hands with Brian Kidd when he went off, he says, “I don’t have any problem with Brian.” Did he have a problem being substituted? MacDougall: “Well obviously I wasn’t too enamoured when they took me off. He couldn’t leave me out because of the money [I’d cost] but if he had an opportunity to sub me then obviously that would be the way he would go.”

         Not long afterwards, MacDougall reported that Docherty had spoken to him about the fact that the Stretford End had expressed their disapproval over his substitution, “… he said I was popular with a section of the crowd … and he would have to do something about it.” MacDougall described this as “the climax in our relationship.”

         Some might posit the fact that MacDougall was actually failing to do the job he’d done so well hitherto as a legitimate cause for Docherty wanting him off the park, but MacDougall says, “I don’t think he was ever going to get the best out of me. If you’re feeling not part of it and not wanted, there’s a feeling, ‘Well okay, maybe I should go somewhere where I am wanted. I don’t have to be with Manchester United.’ I think my game just started to degenerate because there’s a certain amount of confidence you need to be a player at any position but certainly a goalscorer.” For the record, though he had scored in the Leeds game, it was the only time MacDougall hit the back of the net when Docherty was his manager at United: his Manchester United goals-per-game ratio under Docherty was one in seven; pre-Docherty it had been one in two.

         
            ***

         

         United were unchanged for the match against Coventry at Highfield Road on Saturday January 27. In his debut against West Ham on January 20, Holton had had a fairly quiet game. The same was so in his second appearance, the 0-0 draw against Everton. Today, however, Holton – to use a euphemism – made his presence felt, executing some ground-shuddering tackles – three of them in the first 15 minutes – that might have been technically legal for the most part but which ran the risk, if slightly mistimed, of inflicting severe damage. Surprisingly, though, it was Holton who opened the scoring, and with a not half-bad goal. On 34 minutes, he threw his head impressively at a free-kick to provide the Reds with the novel sensation of being in the lead. The euphoria didn’t last long. Within two minutes, Stepney was beaten with a low shot. Dismayingly, the Reds then proceeded to time-waste in the worst Leeds United style and the 1-1 draw saw the teams booed off the field at full-time by the 42,767 crowd. The Guardian’s David Lacey was no less critical, opining, “While Manchester United are sorting out their problems at the bottom of the First Division, their friends would best do them service by coughing politely and turning away. Whether they will have many friends left outside Old Trafford once the ungainly exercise has been completed is open to question.”

         The man most responsible for this disapproval was Holton. United had had famous hard-men before, of course, particularly Nobby Stiles, but the latter possessed some form of an alibi: he (and his colleagues) could always claim that his atrocious eyesight explained the instances were he went in ‘over the top’. David Meek seemed almost to be making a different kind of excuse in his report on the match. “Manchester United’s fight for their First Division lives is going to be a rugged one,” he said. “It’s going to upset the purists and there was much head-shaking at Coventry about the way the Reds got stuck in. But desperate situations call for desperate remedies …” As a United loyalist, Meek could be expected to be inclined to give the benefit of the doubt to Holton and his team-mates in this way, but he was absolutely correct in his prediction that the ‘purists’ would become ever more discomforted as the season progressed at the way the elevated football values of their team were giving way to a stay-up-at-all-costs approach.

         Even the one consolation from this best forgotten match – a climb to the giddy heights of 19th in the table – wasn’t all it seemed: the three clubs below the Reds all had a game in hand on them.

         There were no English League domestic fixtures on February 3, it being a Saturday reserved for FA Cup fixtures. As United were no longer involved in that competition, they took the opportunity for a friendly match against Docherty’s former club Oporto in Portugal on the Sunday. In a dreary 0-0 draw, Jim Holton managed to get himself sent off for the first but by no means last time when playing for United. Also going for an early bath was Oporto forward Abel who objected to what Holton described as – in what would become a familiar protestation over the coming seasons – a “fair tackle”.

         No doubt a man who was building for the future – and expensively so – would have preferred the two goals that United put past Wolverhampton Wanderers at Old Trafford on Saturday February 10 to have come from one of his signings, but the fact that veteran Charlton got both for United (one a penalty, the other one of his long-range specials) mattered less than the fact that after five weeks in the job and in his eighth match in charge, Docherty finally gave Manchester United (unchanged from the last official fixture) a victory. Stepney was later beaten by a lob but this time United neither threw away their two-goal lead, nor engaged in shabby time-wasting. The final whistle generated such a response from the home fans in the 52,089 crowd that it was as if United had won the Cup Final. Not quite, but they had climbed one more rung up the ladder of First Division survival, lying now in 18th position.

         Asked if he was surprised that it took the club he reported on so long to rack up their first win under The Doc, David Meek says, “I obviously recognised that it was a slow start but I felt that that was a reflection of the low state that the club had sunk to and that it was going to be more difficult than some people assumed to get the team resurrected, so to speak. I wasn’t unduly surprised.” MacDougall says there wasn’t much in the way of team talks or strategy from the new regime: “I can’t remember anything apart from his mickey-taking. No tactics. Give it to Bobby Charlton, who’ll knock a 40-yard ball after he’s done his hairstyle, and go and play. I don’t think that Tommy Doc was any better than Frank was at particular facets of the game. I just think you just go out and play and if it comes off for you it’s great, you look like a genius, if it doesn’t come off, well we got beat.” Buchan’s memory of those early days of The Doc’s reign are hazy – he needed to be reminded that it took The Doc so long to secure his first win – but he does recall a significant change in the managerial style upon Docherty’s arrival: “He was a larger-than-life character and he did his very best to send us out as well-prepared as we could be for the games. He didn’t have a standard team talk. Sometimes he could be very entertaining.” By way of an example, Buchan invokes a team talk from a Sunderland match (clearly not from this particular season, as Sunderland were not in the top flight then): “He went through the team one by one. It was almost like one of Bill Shankly’s famous team talks ending with, ‘If you cannae beat that lot, you shouldn’t be playing football for a living.’ He just, in a lighthearted way, got his point across. Some of the managers at that time were handing round dossiers on the opposition and players were almost frightened to go out on the pitch because they’d read how good their opponents were before the game. He made us aware of the strengths and threats of the opposition, but in such a way we went out knowing what to expect but not dreading playing against them.” 

         
            ***

         

         United may have been a team battling relegation but they were stuffed to the gills with internationals, most of them of course Scottish. This may have actually worked against them when they attempted to consolidate that inaugural Docherty victory in their match against Ipswich Town at Portman Road on Saturday February 17. United’s line-up was Stepney, Forsyth, Dunne, Graham, Holton, Buchan, Martin, MacDougall, Charlton, Macari and Kidd. Midweek had seen a Scotland Centenary celebration fixture at Hampden Park that ended in a 5-0 victory for England. Docherty’s Scottish management successor Willie Ormond had played Forsyth, Buchan, Macari, Graham and Morgan and there certainly seemed to be fatigue in the air in a performance by United that journalist Alan Road described as “depleted and dejected”. The result was a shocking comedown in the space of seven days. Macari pounced enterprisingly on a weak back pass but in the context of a catastrophic 4-1 defeat it barely even merited the description consolation goal. He and his team must have been rattled by the chants of “What a load of rubbish” that drifted from their supporters in the 31,918-strong crowd. It was a loss that sent United tumbling back into the relegation zone, leaving only West Bromwich Albion below them in the table.

         With their League position left so precarious by the switchback in fortunes, it could be argued that the last thing the Reds needed was the distraction of playing in an utterly meaningless tournament, specifically the Anglo-Italian Cup. Nonetheless, Wednesday February 21 saw United battle Florentina at home in this competition, which was started as a sort of second-rate version of the hardly prestigious Fairs Cup. This was the last of the four seasons the tournament in its original incarnation existed. That this competition was the closest United could come to European glory these days might have been thought by some in their ranks to be a humiliation that compounded the fact of the whole enterprise being a waste of time. Buchan, though, considered such fixtures, whatever the juncture played, just part of “a way of life”. He says, “You just get on with it. You’re employed to play football and you do what the club tells you. You don’t pick and chose what games you play in.” He adds, “In those days you were happy to play twice a week. If you were on the international scene, you had quite a lot of mid-week trips and then of course the League Cup was always played mid-week. If you were playing twice a week, it meant your team was having a reasonable time and, of course, United were always in demand anyway for friendly games if they didn’t have official fixtures. We made a lot of trips to Ireland, where we got a lot of our young players, sort of PR trips to the clubs that we signed our young players from. You played twice a week, lived out your childhood dream. I had quite a lot of experience against foreign opposition. Aberdeen were very go-ahead and we used to go to Germany and Holland every pre-season and I enjoyed pitting myself against other styles of play and learning about how other forwards went about their business, so it was a big adventure for me.” Mick Martin agrees: “I never thought of anything as a distraction playing Italian teams. I thought it was all good experience and if you were to win the game and enjoy the game, you would be feeling confident going out on Saturday.” Forsyth: “Of course they’re meaningless but you use these games to get your fitness levels up and get your team sorted out.”

         Nonetheless, Docherty’s heart, for one, didn’t seem to be in the match. He used the fixture to give one Paul Jones, aged 19, a run-out and although the centre-half was impressive, he was never seen again in a red shirt. Holton got on the Reds’ scoresheet with a good header on 26 minutes. Florentina – whose football was the more impressive throughout – replied in the 59th minute. The crowd of just 23,951 was already thinning out before the referee blew for full-time.

         The Coventry caution carried Holton (already booked three times at Shrewsbury) over 12 disciplinary points and made him ineligible to play in the visit to Old Trafford of West Bromwich Albion on Saturday March 3. He was replaced by James in a fixture that, as West Brom were also relegation candidates, was a ‘four-pointer.’ Other changes to the team that had lost to Ipswich were the omissions of Dunne, MacDougall, and Martin, with Young, Morgan and Storey-Moore appearing. (Forsyth switched flanks.)

         As though determined to make up for the spineless submission to Ipswich, United attacked from the off and it was a shock to the 46,735 crowd when in the 40th minute, the first goal came from the visitors via a powerful Jeff Astle shot. The groans and the tuts of a Stretford End who had become weary of such dissipated promise in recent times turned into more positive noises when it took Kidd just 30 seconds to reply. And within seven minutes of that Astle goal, United were in the lead, Macari, taking the ball round West Brom keeper Latchford. United climbed to 19th as a consequence of the 2-1 victory.

         Though not quite as crucial as the West Brom game had been, United’s visit to Birmingham City on Saturday March 10 was another bottom-of-the-table tussle. St. Andrews bulged with a crowd of near-Old Trafford proportions of 51,278. There was an unfamiliar figure between the sticks for United this day, the only change in United’s line-up from the previous fixture. (Mick Martin replaced Storey-Moore in the second half.) Stepney was out injured, so in came Jimmy Rimmer. Born in Southport on February 10 1948, Rimmer at this stage had only racked up a few dozen appearances in United’s first team despite being one of the current squad who had been on the club’s books the longest. He was familiar to United aficionados as the other green-jerseyed man in the team photos taken at the beginnings of seasons, but broadly unknown to the wider public. Joining United in 1963, he had had to wait nearly five years to make his first-team debut. Since then, he had remained in Stepney’s shadows, occasionally emerging for brief runs before being consigned to the half-life of a reserve-team keeper once more. His only extended period of activity had been toward the end of McGuinness’ reign, in which he was made first-choice goalie. However, Stepney was reinstated when Busby became caretaker manager following McGuinness’ dismissal. Despite his paucity of first-team appearances, Rimmer had picked up the admiring nickname, ‘The Cat’, one he shared with Chelsea’s Peter Bonetti.

         Though Rimmer saw three go past him this day, he doesn’t seem to have been responsible for the defeat. Journalist Mike Beddow instead pinned the blame on what he termed United’s “expensive misfits in the alien atmosphere of the relegation issue”. Macari was United’s scorer in a loss that left the Reds 20th.

         Holton may have been suspended for this game but that didn’t keep him out of trouble. Unhappy at the treatment meted out to Macari by Birmingham’s John Roberts, Holton approached Roberts after the match and – according to David Meek – informed him, “I’ll break you in two when you come to Old Trafford for what you did to the wee dwarf today.” If Roberts thought this was an idle threat, he must have been quaking in his boots when he heard reports of Holton’s behaviour in United’s next fixture, a home game against Newcastle United on Saturday March 17.

         Though Holton was reinstated now that his suspension was over, his stand-in James wasn’t dropped but instead displaced Forsyth. The only other change to the line-up was Martin stepping in for Storey-Moore. The gate was 48,426. Holton played well and scored United’s first goal just before half-time with a powerful left-foot shot. However, he was sent off just before full-time for headbutting the Magpies’ rampaging, sideburned forward Malcolm ‘Supermac’ Macdonald in the back of the head. It generated yet more concern over the unfamiliar physicality of United’s game. While no apologist for Holton, journalist Ted Macauley suggested that Macdonald made the most of it, lying as though unconscious. Either way, the screaming and even wrestling between elements in the two dug-outs that followed the incident was unseemly indeed.

         Eight minutes after the interval, Mick Martin put United two up. Recalls Martin of his first goal for the Reds, “I took up position at the edge of the box and I think it was a corner kick or a free-kick had gone in and it came out to me sort of on the ‘D’. I side-footed it with a bit of curve on it past the goalkeeper.” Although Newcastle replied when Nattrass beat Rimmer within three minutes, it was United’s day. Whatever that was worth, beyond a climb to 18th. Opined Macauley, “Like cornered men, they are fighting fiercely for every chance of escape and inevitably, somebody, something is going to get hurt. I feel it will be United’s reputation.”

         “People seem to have made up their minds that Manchester United are going down, and perhaps they don’t like it when we show them that it is not going to happen,” responded Docherty to such complaints. “We have taken nine points from the last six home games. Part of the trouble against Newcastle was that Malcolm Macdonald hardly had a kick at the ball, thanks to Jim Holton … It’s nonsense talking about United kicking their way out of trouble. Look at our midfield ‘killers’ – Bobby Charlton, Willie Morgan and George Graham. Those vicious Charlton tackles make me laugh. Old Trafford is becoming a hard place once more for visiting teams to get away with points. That is the way I want it to be, but I resent these accusations that we are a dirty team.” Matt Busby also stepped into the debate. “I don’t think the criticisms were deserved,” he said. “The first half at Birmingham the previous week produced far more heavy tackling against us than was experienced in the whole game with Newcastle. Yet we did not come away screaming … If I felt something was happening in our style of play that could destroy our image, I would say something. It is just not there.”

         Were Docherty and Busby right and everybody else wrong? It seems implausible, despite the fact that Holton was ultimately cleared by a disciplinary hearing after appealing against the dismissal. Even George ‘Stroller’ Graham has admitted of this period, “I have to admit that I was getting more physically involved than ever before. It was desperate stuff and not at all pretty to watch.” But David Meek opines, “I don’t agree that they were a dirty side and I don’t think Doc deliberately set out to encourage the team to play in that way. It’s always true that a club that’s in desperate straits and fighting relegation is going to commit more fouls and therefore have more cards and more people sent off than people cruising it at the top. I don’t accept that Docherty brought a brand of roughhouse football at all. Later on, when he was able to, he had the team winning the Fair Play League so it wasn’t in his nature to encourage the team to play a dirty style of play and I don’t believe they did.”

         Every United player questioned for this book insists that United were never told by Docherty to go out and play dirty. Though McIlroy says, “When you’re fighting for your life you’re fighting for survival. It’s not all about being pretty,” he adds, “Tommy Docherty always wanted just to play football.” Buchan points out that his own disciplinary record gives the lie to the idea that The Doc told the Reds to play dirty: “I think I only ever got booked five times in 20 years. I know some of the Leeds players of the time didn’t rate me because I didn’t go around kicking people but you cannae put something in there that’s not …” As for United’s controversial play at this point he says, “Do you not think maybe desperate would be a better word than dirty?” Offers Peter Fletcher, soon to make his United debut, “When things are not going well, you out of desperation want to win the ball and you go in a bit harder. ’Cos things are not going well for you, you think it’ll come that way, if you get stuck in more. Frustration brings things on like that.”

         However, it should be noted that Docherty himself had been a player in Holton’s roughhouse mould in his own playing days. It was also not the first time Docherty had been accused of strong-arm tactics to avoid a divisional drop. When attempting to prevent a descent by Aston Villa into the Third Division, The Doc had come in for strong criticism over the way his players were behaving, with Bob Stokoe – then manager of Carlisle United – accusing the club of using “diabolical tactics”.

         The man responsible for much of this furore often gave the impression of being bewildered by what he had stirred up. Certainly nobody seems to dispute the fact that away from the game Jim Holton was the archetypal gentle giant. At the season’s end, Holton admitted that he was concerned about the reputation his sendings-off were bringing him. “If I was the sort of player who went over the top, then I’d deserve to be out of the game, but I’m not,” he said. “I’m not a ball player or anything like that. I’m a winner of the ball and good in the air … You’ve got to be physical … But I’m not a dirty player. I may have a few rough edges but it would be ridiculous to say I’m crude.” MacDougall says, “I thought he was a terrific character, Jim. I think he was one who lacked a lot of confidence but I think that Tommy give him confidence. He started to believe in him and Jim started to respond to it. At times he was a bit clumsy but I don’t think he was dirty.”

         A crowd of 52,834 attended United’s Anglo-Italian Cup match in Lazio on Wednesday March 21. They certainly saw a spectacle in this 0-0 draw, but not really a football one. Ironically, the match saw United being given a taste of the medicine that they had been accused of dishing out lately. Lazio’s tackling was violent in the extreme and their behaviour, as was not uncommon for Latin teams of the period, provocative. United refused to rise to the bait, however. Referee Gordon Hill – who shared his name with a man who was to become a centrepiece of Docherty’s United in the next few years – was full of praise for the good example set by senior United players like Charlton and Graham in walking away from trouble, although Lazio’s Maestrelli allegedly got his jaw broken by Kidd when the ball wasn’t within 20 yards of either. However, the fact that a Rome newspaper conceded that four Lazio players would have been sent off had this been a ‘proper’ match and the fact that Lazio’s general (as opposed to team) manager was so angry with his captain that he wanted to demote him probably indicates who was more the sinner and who the more sinned against.

         The trip to Rome brought about something that at least two of the United players were profoundly affected by: a meeting with the Pope. Willie Morgan has said it is the one thing for which he remains grateful to Docherty. Pope Paul made such an impression on Graham (who thinks that in fact it was Busby, a devout Catholic, who arranged the meeting) that he wrote down his words of wisdom, which he retains to this day: “Never cease to be conscious of the influence for good that you can exercise. Always seek to live up to the finest ideals, both of sport and right living. Always strive to give an example of manliness, honesty and courtesy both on the field of sport and in your daily lives. Be worthy of imitation by those whose eyes are constantly upon you.”

         Following their unpleasant experiences in Italy in midweek, let alone the advice of his Holiness, one might have thought United would temper the dubious aspects of their own play in their game against Tottenham Hotspur at White Hart Lane on Saturday March 24. However, this was to be yet another match in which United – their line-up unchanged from the Newcastle fixture – were involved in some unsavoury incidents and tactics.

         United went ahead after six minutes, Graham thumping in a rebound from a free-kick for his first United goal. However, going ahead so early disguised United’s mediocrity – and many were puzzled that they had been given a free-kick at all. In the 84th minute, Martin Chivers salvaged a point for his side. At full-time, the United players were booed off by their own fans in the 49,751 crowd. They maintained their position of 18th.

         Brian Glanville was given the task of reviewing the match for The Sunday Times. The excellent Glanville (whose Puffin Book of Football could be found in many a school library at the time) tended to write about the game in a far more nuanced way than most reporters. He made some interesting points in his article, which dared to question the saintly image Matt Busby had acquired of late. He pointed out that a Joe Kinnear assault on Kidd in this match was in fact possibly retaliation for a punch Kidd threw at Kinnear on this same ground in 1968, when Docherty had never been near Old Trafford except as a spectator. Invoking the fact that Busby’s post-Munich team were in 1958 referred to by one disgusted chairman as “Teddy Boys”, the fact that sending-offs were not uncommon under Busby and that Busby had failed to condemn an incident in 1969 at Old Trafford when an opposition goalkeeper was left unconscious after a missile was thrown from the crowd, Glanville stated that a couple of factors had worked to disguise the reality that United could get physical in the Busby era: “… the calm reassuring presence of Busby and the fact that they were so gifted and attractive. United’s present team are neither, so that, unable to play their way out of trouble, there is an evident temptation to try to kick their way out.”

         Such intelligent analysis cut no ice with either the average newspaper reporter – for whom scandal is synonymous with better copy – nor with the ‘purists’ on the terrace, whose impressionistic memory of the Busby era was going to be exclusively that of the sumptuous skill that was so sorely lacking in the present team. In any case, it would have been dishonest for reporters not to mention what was happening to United. As Glanville himself conceded, the Reds were a “very difficult team to love these days”.

         United’s visit to The Dell on the last day of March marked their third match in a row with an unchanged line-up. Southampton were surprisingly cautious against a team with a solitary away win and whose goalkeeper was briefly knocked out in the first half. Charlton scored one and provided the second for Holton. “They call us cloggers, but we didn’t clog today, did we?” said Docherty after the 2-0 victory. The United fans in the 23,161 crowd had their happiness tempered by the fact that the result actually left United one place lower than had their last fixture.

         
            ***

         

         If Mick Martin had felt the odd man out amongst the new signings, it was not to last long. Docherty felt that the League of Ireland had been badly neglected by English clubs, finding that the standard of play in that league, part-time or no, was a lot higher than many of his fellow managers appreciated. He opined that he had seen many players in their mid-20s in the Emerald Isle who could easily have been English Third or Fourth Division players. Docherty himself was more interested in players in a younger age group, men in their teens or early 20s with whom he could help build United’s future. To this end, not too long after the Mick Martin signing, Docherty was back in Dublin to agree terms with Martin’s former Bohemians colleague Gerry Daly, an 18-year-old midfielder whose stick-thin frame disguised an impressive stamina and depth of skill. His purchase in April 1973 for £22,000 was followed swiftly by that of Ray O’Brien, 21, a full-back for Shelbourne, for £20,000. Of this Irish triumvirate, it was Daly who would be by far the most successful at Old Trafford. 

         Daly would not make his competitive debut for the club until the following season but it so happened that Wednesday April 4 was the date of United’s home fixture in the Anglo-Italian Cup against Bari. The Irishman was rapidly, if briefly, given a taste of the limelight in a match in which Docherty was hardly going to risk regular first-team players who might prove invaluable in the relegation fight, demonstrated by the fact that the game saw Docherty rest Buchan, Charlton and Graham. Though this was a sensible precaution, it left Docherty with the conundrum of who would step into Charlton’s shoes as captain. His choice was a surprise but making Steve James skipper for the Bari match confirmed how impressed The Doc had been by the way the player had latterly made the best of an unexpected opportunity.

         James was born November 29 1949 in Coseley, Staffordshire. He had been at United since 1965 and had made his debut in 1968. Until recently, though, he hadn’t even been second choice for the centre-half position. He was rescued from what seemed like impending oblivion because David Sadler – the man in front of him for Jim Holton’s place – was injured for the West Brom and Birmingham games for which Holton was suspended. James stepped into the breach so impressively that Docherty kept him in the team when Holton returned. This of course necessitated a casualty. To Docherty’s credit, he had the courage to acknowledge that though Alex Forsyth had cost the club a good deal of money, sticking with a formula that was working was more important than saving face. Forsyth didn’t even appear as substitute for the rest of the season, while James kept his place for the remainder, apart from the final two ‘dead rubbers’ when Arnold Sidebottom was given a try-out.

         Ian Storey-Moore was in the starting line-up against Bari. However, despite scoring United’s second with a close-range shot, he had to be replaced for the second-half after a recurrence of problems with his right foot that had been plaguing him for the previous three months. Law had opened the proceedings by pouncing when the Italian goalkeeper dropped a cross. Though Bari’s Martin pulled one back after 70 minutes, four minutes later Mick Martin (presumably no relation) settled things for the home side. “It was a big shock to me,” Daly says of the experience. “When Tommy Docherty was driving me to Old Trafford to sign my contract and he asked me would I like to play in the game the following night, I said, ‘Ooh, yeah, of course.’ It was a big shock to walk into the dressing room and there’s all these famous great players getting dressed in the same room. Bit nerve-wracking, but you managed to steady your nerves and get over it and get on with it. It was very easy for me in the fact that Law scored two or three goals in the first 10 or 15 minutes [sic]. I done alright. There wasn’t an awful lot for me to do. All I had told to do was just run around, pick the ball up, give it to somebody who could play. [Laughs].” Thrilled though Martin and Daly naturally were over their part in the 3-1 victory, the game attracted a paltry gate of 14,303. 

         United’s home match against Norwich City on Saturday April 7 saw the return of Stepney to the side. Rimmer may have had cause to feel a little aggrieved by the recall of the man to whom he had been understudy his entire professional life thus far. Though he had let in three in his first match, his confidence had evidentially blossomed throughout his three-week run, manifested in an incrementally decreasing number of goals conceded: two against Newcastle, one against Tottenham and finally a clean sheet against Southampton. His giving away six goals in four games didn’t compare unfavourably with Stepney’s record up to that point that season: 57 goals conceded in 36 matches. Brian Greenhoff: “Jimmy was a good goalkeeper. I used to train a lot with Jimmy, I used to go back in the afternoons with him sometimes. He was very, very dedicated but when he come into the first team, something happened … I think sometimes things just don’t go right for you and I think Jimmy was one of them … He never could sustain it long enough to keep Alex out, so Alex, if he got left out, he’d always get back in.” Whether Docherty was agreeing with Greenhoff’s analysis of Rimmer as someone prone to bad luck or whether he was just taking the lazy option of bringing back the more experienced man, it was a stark contrast to the way in coming seasons The Doc would seem to tolerate Stepney’s presence under sufferance.

         The only other change to the United team from the Southampton match was a, these days, rare first-team appearance for Denis Law. This was due to Macari having been involved in a car crash the day before the Bari match. (Kidd, injured, had to make way for Trevor Anderson in the 56th minute.) Norwich had gone 18 successive games without a win but United put on a poor performance for the 48,593 who braved the dreary weather and little happened until the 81st minute, when Mick Martin got his head on the end of a Morgan cross. “I just got enough on it to keep it away from Kevin Keelan,” Martin recalls, referring to the Norwich keeper whose name’s appearance in print in the 70s would so often be misread as ‘Kevin Keegan’ and who was the only top-flight Asian footballer that anybody was aware of.

         Norwich manager Ron Saunders could be heard saying after the match that 32 points virtually guaranteed a club First Division survival. His team were six points short of that figure, but United were now on 31 points and holding steady in 19th position. If Saunders’ 32-points-and-you’re-safe theory might have been debatable, those Reds celebrating a home win on Wednesday April 11 that saw United go past that mark and up to 18th in the table were probably inclined to go with it, not least because in an example of neat poetry their opponents were Crystal Palace. A crowd of 46,895 saw a match that one could posit as a litmus test for United’s recovery under Docherty from that Palace-inspired post-War nadir the previous December. United were unchanged from the last game with the exception of Macari reclaiming his spot from Law. Palace were without Don Rogers, one of the architects of that 5-0 massacre, and United were hardly stunning, but the solidity of the Reds’ play made the tactical and motivational shambles of the Selhurst Park defeat seem like ancient history. Kidd scored with a neat lob in the 27th minute. He also created United’s second, centering low for Morgan, who evaded a defender and executed a good shot inside the far post. The 2-0 victory virtually assured First Division safety. It was sweet revenge.

         United visited Stoke City’s Victoria Ground on Saturday April 14. The Reds were unchanged bar for Anderson taking Kidd’s place. Striker sub Peter Fletcher obtained his first United appearance when he replaced Anderson, who clearly failed to make the most of Kidd’s injury. Like United, Stoke had – barring improbable-to-impossible results elsewhere – secured their continued Division One status. One might think that this would lead to the sides being in a sufficiently relaxed state to provide an entertaining, positive game of football for the 37,051 spectators. Instead something “Straight from the League of Rubbish” was offered according to journalist James Mossop (or his headline writer). After a 2-2 draw in which Macari and Smith (o.g.) scored for the Reds, United were left 16th in the table but Mossop warned of their now assured Division One future, “I saw not a solitary sign to offer encouragement for next season.”

         United exhibited more vitality for their visit to Elland Road on Wednesday April 18. Leeds had been third in the League the previous Saturday but few who didn’t know would have been able to tell the championship contenders from the recent relegation dodgers. The Reds’ starting line-up was the same as for the previous match, and this time Trevor Anderson did make the most of his opportunity, heading home the game’s only goal. (Strangely, Anderson was replaced by Fletcher immediately afterwards.) United and Docherty might have been forgiven for incurring nosebleeds after the final whistle, not just at the heady feeling from what was an impressive victory but by a dizzyingly high League position of 12th.

         Anderson was yet another Irish import, although this time from north of the contentious border. He had been bought earlier that season from Portadown for £18,000 (or £20,000 depending whom you believe), the final O’Farrell signing. Born on March 3 1951 in Belfast, he’d secured his place in the first team via a reserve-team run that saw him score seven in six appearances. His first-team gradient began with the Anglo-Irish Cup, continued with three appearances as a substitute in League matches and culminated in his full starting debut in the April 14 Stoke game. Anderson by his own admission was too like a rabbit in the headlights to be of much use in that match but was retained for the following fixture. This time he enjoyed himself and the cherry on the icing of course was securing the winner. For a brief moment, Anderson was spoken of as the new George Best. His Belfast origins made it an easy cliché to reach for, as did his silky skills, even though they weren’t in the same universe as that of Georgie’s. He was also a bit of a looker, his shoulder-length black hair and thin moustache giving him a passing resemblance to contemporaneous television secret agent Jason King. This match though was about as good as it was going to get for Anderson. Despite 18 further United appearances (six as sub), he only hit the back of the net one more time. It took a step down the League for him to find his true level and thrive. After Docherty released him to Swindon Town for £25,000 in November 1974, Anderson scored on his debut and was the club’s top scorer the following season. 22 Northern Ireland caps and the Northern Ireland Football Writers’ Player of the Year award in 1986 can also be added to the list of his soccer-based achievements.

         Kidd replaced Anderson in an otherwise unchanged team for the local derby at Old Trafford on Saturday April 21. Anderson came on for an injured Young in the second half and his speedy runs inspired cheers from the United fans but there was no miracle goal from him this time round, nor a goal of any variety from anyone else in an uninspired match. Although they dropped a place in the table, the fixture brought United’s unbeaten League run to eight matches, with the 61,676 bearing witness the highest attendance in the Football League that season.

         
            ***

         

         It was out with the old and in with the new in United’s final home game of the season, against Sheffield United on Monday April 23, which 57,280 attended. 19-year-old Arnold Sidebottom made his debut appearance, playing at full-back – he replaced James in the sole line-up change – and did very well. Bobby Charlton, meanwhile, was making his Old Trafford farewell in a career that had started before Sidebottom was born. He also did well. Though nobody was pretending that his pace or velocity of shot were what they had been five years ago, let alone 15, Charlton’s footballing intelligence and classy touch were frequently on parade, both in the midfield position in which he started the game and the forward position in which he finished it. A goal in front of the fans who had adored him for 17 years would of course have been the perfect capstone to his career but such poetic incidents usually took place only in ‘Roy of the Rovers’. That famous strip had begun appearing in the boys’ weekly comic Tiger two years before Charlton made his 1956 professional debut after signing terms in 1953. The exploits of Roy Race (who would get his own comic in 1976) had already therefore thrilled two generations or more of British boys, some of whom were now grown up and worked in the media and used his name in their copy as a byword for unlikely soccer-based brilliance. Charlton might indeed have the gentlemanly mien, great sportsmanship and cannon-like shot of Race, but inspiring his team to a victory in his home farewell proved beyond him, let alone scoring. However, he did set up the United goal in a 2-1 defeat, putting through Morgan on 12 minutes.

         United were in 15th place after the match. Their earlier escape from relegation had made Charlton’s decision to retire easier. “If the club had gone down, I would most certainly have carried on,” he said at the press conference he had reluctantly called to announce his retirement. (“I always thought press conferences were for Prime Ministers and other such peoples … But I have been under so much pressure recently that I thought it would be the simple and easiest thing to do if I told you all together in an official manner.”) Before the match, the two teams lined up to form a guard of honour for Charlton. It was a moving ceremony that celebrated the remarkable career of a one-club man. Born in Ashington, Northumberland, on October 11 1937, he had made his debut in October 1956 (against, of all clubs, Charlton Athletic). His final stats, including the following fixture against Chelsea, would be 759 appearances and 249 goals, both club records. (His appearance tally would many years later be recalculated as 758.) Charlton was famed for his ferocious long-range shots from either foot and contrasting delicate touch, loved for the sportsmanship that saw him booked only once in domestic competition (a caution the referee decided not to make official by reporting it) and visually iconic through the way he disguised his baldness with what would come to be known in later years as a ‘comb-over’. Add the mythology entwined in both being a survivor of the Munich air crash who had clawed his way back from that psychological hell to professional triumph and being a key figure of the national team that had given England its greatest glory in 1966 and it’s easy to see why Charlton had long ago passed into the ranks of living legends. Buchan even says, “I always felt he could have played another year. He kept himself very fit.” Buchan is not talking of Charlton taking up a sweeper’s position either: “He’d too much to offer with his shooting and his passing to be moved too far back. He’s the only truly two-footed player I’ve ever seen. I cannot speak too highly of him because he did try to help me settle in Manchester when I first joined. He took me to his home. I’ve got a great deal of respect for Bob.”

         However, the thought must have been running through the heads of at least two of the 57,000-plus in the stadium that Charlton’s retirement was coming not a moment too soon. Charlton himself has since admitted that he played too long, although he also conceded that he only truly realised this in retrospect when he recalled remarks about his declining abilities. Finishing that season as the club’s top scorer might have disguised the loss of pace and reflex to which any 36-year-old is susceptible, no matter how industrious on the training pitch, but Charlton was a big fish in a small pond: that seven strikes (all competitions) could make him king of the goalscorers merely illustrates how unproductive his colleagues had been in front of the net. Additionally, as remarked earlier by Buchan, football for Charlton can’t have been much fun at this point. No doubt he was intelligent enough to appreciate that no sportsman is entitled to untrammelled glory, but there must also have been a sadness about the fact that the twilight of his career had been spent a universe away from the joy he had known as one of the brilliant Busby Babes, an FA Cup winner in 1963, a League championship medal winner in 1957, 1965 and 1967, a European Cup winner in 1968, Footballer of the Year and European Footballer of the Year in 1966 and, of course, World Cup winner, also in 1966. Such achievement was now a long time gone at United. Charlton truly did look like a man from a different era alongside the likes of Jim Holton and Lou Macari.

         One person pleased at the prospect of Charlton’s retirement was Tommy Docherty. History has shown that Docherty wasn’t even keen on O’Farrell’s signings, so veterans of an era well before it would have been even further up the danger list. Will McGuinness had attracted opprobrium for daring to drop both Law and Charlton for a game a few years back and though Docherty would have theoretically found it easy to deny a first-team place to a man past the halfway mark on his three-score-and-ten, Charlton – along with 1966 World Cup captain Bobby Moore – was the closest thing in English football to a national institution. Docherty has publicly admitted that Charlton’s retirement did him a favour by saving him from the grisly necessity of dispensing with his services – and as Denis Law would shortly find out, Docherty’s method of dispensing with one’s services could be grisly indeed.

         There was another guard of honour for Charlton in United’s last League game of the season, a visit to Stamford Bridge on Saturday April 28. United were unchanged. Charlton’s farewell to competitive football didn’t produce anything as pleasing as a Charlton-assisted goal, let alone a final strike for Bobby. In fact, it didn’t produce anything much pleasing at all, although a game in which Buchan got one of his rare bookings and Holton mysteriously failed to pick up one of his frequent ones despite knocking lumps out of Peter Osgood wouldn’t appear to be one about whose outcome neither side cared. The United fans in the 44,184 gate who’d taken the time and expense to travel for the match were letting their displeasure known in the kind of language not heard much at football grounds when Charlton made his debut all those years ago. Osgood got the only goal of the game.

         It meant two losses in two games for the Reds and saw them tumbling to a final League position of 18th after being 12th just 10 days ago, but at this stage of the season few cared. United finished with a tally of 37 points. In winning 12 League fixtures, drawing 13 and losing 17, they had beaten relegation by seven points, a fairly healthy margin in the days of two points for a win. For the second year in succession, Willie Morgan won the Manchester United Supporters Club Player of the Year award, which had in fact been inaugurated the previous season. Though his opinion would soon change, Willie Morgan at this point was thanking the gods that United had heeded his advice and obtained Docherty’s services. Speaking in the 1990s to Jim White, despite everything that had happened between him and Docherty in the meantime, Morgan had to concede that, “He was a breath of fresh air after Frank. Very outgoing, very positive. He was wonderful. I think his attitude alone saved us from relegation that year.”

         Meek admits that the relegation battle had been something he had been pessimistic about: “It was a close call. He’d been making some good signings, he was getting them to play in the pattern that he wanted, but until the very end I thought that it was an uphill battle that he would lose.” Buchan took a different view: “It’s the old saying: you think you’re too good to go down. It was … a case of ‘What are we doing down here? We’re better than this’.” Asked whether this mentality was kind of what the problem was at United at the time, Buchan replies, “It wasn’t arrogant. I don’t think we could really understand quite why we weren’t getting the results that we thought our play deserved.”

         
            ***

         

         At lunchtime on the day of the match against Chelsea that marked Charlton’s farewell, the media reported that Denis Law, another Old Trafford legend, would never be playing for the club again. In some senses, it wasn’t a complete shock. Law was just coming up to his 33rd birthday. Moreover, both the number of his appearances and his strike rate had declined noticeably in recent years. The past season had seen him take to the pitch only 14 times, including two substitute appearances. Docherty’s memory of Law when he took over was that he was rarely on the training ground and usually on the treatment table. While the hint of reproach in Docherty’s observation might be unreasonable – a man can’t help it if he’s injured – there was no getting around the fact that Law was at an age when recovering from knocks takes an inordinate amount of time. Nor was there any avoiding the fact that his tally of two goals this season was hardly awe-inspiring, especially for a player whose final stats for United showed that he hit the back of the net 237 times in 404 appearances – and that’s not even counting his unfairly disallowed goal in the 1969 European Cup semi-final that would have enabled him to try to gain the winner’s medal he had cruelly been denied by injury the year before. Of course, one could make the point that Charlton was top scorer this season with a tally of just five more than Law, and that from a total of four times as many games as Law had played. But Tommy Docherty was a new manager who was building for the future and it was perfectly reasonable that he should remove ageing players from the wages bill to make way for youth. As Forsyth points out, “He had to get rid of all the older players and it was a very, very tough job to say to them all, ‘Find other clubs’ because obviously there wasnae jobs at United for everybody. He couldn’t give every one of them a job because there were far too many of them.”

         What was not reasonable was the manner in which this long-standing servant was despatched. Law knew on the Friday before the Chelsea match that he wasn’t in the team, but had come into The Cliff to do some light training. Docherty called him into his office where he informed Law that he was giving him a ‘free’. The free transfer was a new concept in football. Once a player was 33, he was entitled to switch clubs without money changing hands, something that prevented a move being frustrated by haggling and which also enabled a last big pay-day insofar as a club which might be put off engaging the services of an undeniably skilful but ageing player by a transfer fee would be more amenable to signing him if all they were risking was a signing-on fee and/or his weekly wages. Law, though, was immediately resistant. One of his reasons was that old footballing cliché: he still felt he had a couple of years of quality football in him. It’s a cliché because all footballers think that, and perhaps it would be worrying if they didn’t thusly rage against the dying of the light. However, there were other more rational reasons for his instantaneous distress. One was that Docherty had told him in front of witnesses that he had a job for life at Old Trafford – that once his playing days were over he would be able to ease into the sort of backroom position to which Forsyth refers above. Another was that he had recently arranged to buy a new house for his family, who were settled in Manchester and who included a five-month pregnant wife. Unless the unthinkable happened and he moved across to rivals Manchester City, a transfer to another top-flight club would mean leaving town. Then there was the fact that as well as the year remaining on his contract, he was due a lucrative testimonial against Ajax in the first week of the new season. Finally, he was dismayed at the undignified scenario of being offloaded as unwanted goods by the club where he had been a crowd favourite for 11 years. For all these reasons, Law told Docherty that he would rather simply retire from the game than accept the free move. He generously offered to announce his retirement directly after the August testimonial and thus free United from the obligation of fulfilling the remainder of his contract. Docherty acquiesced to this and Law, with Docherty’s permission, departed for his native Scotland to pick up his children, who had been spending Easter there. That is Law’s version of events, and Docherty later broadly verified it in his evidence in a libel case he brought against Willie Morgan.

         Recalls David Meek, “I wasn’t aware of promises that Docherty had made to Denis. All I know is that towards the end of the season, as was the habit in those days, the local reporter would get the Retained List and the list of players that were put on the transfer list and those who were given a free transfer. So it was one Saturday I approached The Doc and said, ‘Are you ready to give me the Retained List?’, etc. He gave me it in the normal routine and Denis was there with a free transfer.” Referring to the Manchester Evening News, he continues, “So I did the story for the football Pink that Saturday and that got picked up by radio or television – both maybe.”

         On the list of those players not being retained that The Doc provided Meek were six names. Those of Tommy O’Neil, Paul Jones, Danny Healey and Ian Donald were no surprise: they were men with just 74 appearances between them, with Jones and Healey never having played in a competitive match. A mild surprise for some was the presence of the name of full-back Tony Dunne, one of the elite eleven who had carried off the European Cup in 1968 and still only 31. Though he was nearly two years older than Dunne, Denis Law’s living legend status made his presence on that list a bigger surprise for many. For Law himself, it was a real shocker. Sitting in a pub with friends in Aberdeen that Saturday, he was startled when a presenter on the establishment’s television announced that he and Dunne had been given free transfers by Manchester United. When contacted by the media, Dunne said, “Tommy Docherty has treated me well. He told me there was no hope of getting back in the first team with three players fighting for the job. I didn’t want to hang around until the end of my contract. I had the choice, but I want to get involved in the game.” Law was less equanimous. He was horrified, mortified and upset. He was also instantly resigned, knowing the process was in motion. “It was not very good management by The Doc,” says Meek. “He should have had the courtesy to have told Denis before he told me, or at least at the same time. He didn’t, but then he was a bit ham-fisted and blunt and not very sensitive when it came to dealing with players.”

         There seems absolutely nothing for Docherty to gain by not sticking to the agreement Law had struck with him. In fact, the very opposite. Even if he felt that by his actions he was acquiring for himself a useful reputation as a man who was not going to be daunted by Manchester United’s history and legend in his task of rebuilding the club, surely he must have known that his actions would rebound on him if the full truth about them became known? Luckily for Docherty, Law – as gentlemanly a man off the pitch as he could be occasionally spiteful on it – kept mum about the betrayal and the truth only became public because of the aforementioned libel action. It was a court case in which Morgan naturally used everything he could to defend himself, including the ill-treatment of his former colleague. By then, though, Law was long retired. Had Docherty’s betrayal of Law become public knowledge at the time, The Doc’s career at United might have been over as soon as it had begun, for few were as loved by both the Stretford End and the employees at Old Trafford as the man they called The King. A backlash that the board might have found difficult to resist could have followed.

         Law, born on February 24 1940 in Aberdeen, had been bought by United from Italian club Torino in 1962 for £115,000. He had played for Huddersfield Town and Manchester City before becoming one of the first British footballers to move abroad. Matt Busby converted him from a midfielder to a striker. Law didn’t enjoy this front-man role as much – standing with one’s back to the opposition goal for most of the match is not fulfilling to everyone – but he certainly enjoyed scoring and showed this fact by saluting the crowd when he did, a gesture which he pioneered. Law struck in United’s 1963 FA Cup final victory and was a key component in their 1965 and 1967 championships. He was already iconic through the quiff of blonde hair that back in 1958, when he made his debut for Huddersfield, had made him look like the first rock ’n’ roll footballer, and through his habit of clutching his sleeves waifishly in his palms. He became adored by the Stretford Enders for his thumping headers, his spectacular overhead kicks and his amazingly high strike rate (in the 1963/64 season, he scored a mind-boggling 46 goals in 42 matches). He could dribble a bit as well and had two good feet. The youngest Scottish international of the 20th century, Law would win 55 caps for his country. In 1964, he was voted European Footballer of the Year.

         None of which mattered to Docherty. To a certain extent, that was reasonable, but only a psychiatrist would be able to explain why someone who is a warm and generous friend and mentor to people currently in his favour should – as in the Law case – seek to put a distance between himself and people he has decided have outlived their usefulness with a completely unnecessary degree of cruelty.

         This chain of events did not mark the first time that the Law and Docherty families had crossed swords. During a United-Burnley fixture on April 19 1969, an incident between Law and Docherty’s eldest son Mick – a Burnley half-back – left the latter writhing in pain on the deck. Law had a well-known penchant for taking revenge when treated harshly by an opponent. Mick Docherty recalls of the incident, “Denis sparked me when nobody was looking. He just threw a right hook and knocked me out. That’s part of learning. I was only 19 and I learnt from it very, very quickly. Never happened again. We had many a run-in, Denis and I, in the following seasons but that was Denis. It’s how he was: very physical, aggressive, a wonderful, great player, great goalscorer and a lovely man. You can ask Denis now: I get on very well with Denis Law.” For those who might conclude that Docherty Sr.’s harsh treatment of Law might have something to do with bearing a grudge over that incident (then only four seasons previous), Mick asserts, “No. Not in a million years. That would never have come into the equation. Because dad was a hard man.” The latter is a reference to the fact that Docherty had not been averse to sticking the boot in during his own playing days.

         Whatever the motive, Docherty’s decision to dispense with Law would come back to haunt him, not just through revelations in the libel trial about the circumstances surrounding the free transfer but in the sense of firepower Law might have provided United at a time when they sorely needed it in the 1973/74 season.

         That jettisoning of Law, combined with Charlton’s retirement and Best’s (pre-Docherty) walk-out meant that Docherty’s first season in charge had marked the complete departure of the Holy Trinity, whose aura belonged to an age that was Busby’s, not his. Some might be inclined to suggest that this would have made Docherty happy. That is speculation, but what is not is the talismanic nature of those three players, individually and in conjunction. Not for nothing did pop group Herman’s Hermits sing of Charlton, Best and Law in the 1968 song ‘It’s Nice To Be Out In The Morning’ (written by Graham Gouldman, like the Hermits a Mancunian), “It’s a most fantastic day when they play.” Denis Law once observed that because of injury he, Charlton and Best rarely played together. Law’s twinkle-eyed sense of humour seems to be at work here. The trio played together no fewer than 287 times and their names almost became synonyms. For three such magnificent players to play for one club was remarkable enough, but for them to be contemporaries was little short of a miracle. This combination of genius-level skill and magical happenstance was something that no manager could replicate and indicated the task Docherty was up against in carving his own niche at United.

         
            ***

         

         Wednesday May 2 saw United play Verona in an Anglo-Italian Cup fixture, and if we can forget that this was not a competitive match – it was part of what was considered an exhibition tournament by football’s authorities – we can posit that it provided Bobby Charlton with the fairytale ending to his career so many had been willing. It wasn’t in front of his home fans and the crowd in Italy was a paltry 8,168 but the old sensations of pleasure and pride can’t have been absent in Charlton as he nabbed a brace. Fletcher and Olney were his team’s other scorers in a 4-1 victory that, unfortunately, wasn’t enough to take United through to the next round of the tournament.

         The match saw George Graham pull on the captain’s armband for United for the first but by no means the last time. Docherty made it clear before the match that Graham was to be the club’s skipper in the long term. “You ask yourself who can really replace Bobby as captain and the answer has to be George Graham,” he said. “He has the ability, the respect and most important the experience.” Docherty’s predecessor as manager had promised that Buchan would actually succeed Charlton as captain, Buchan having fulfilled that role with Aberdeen, although of course Graham wasn’t at the club during O’Farrell’s tenure. “Martin is ready for the job, but George Graham is more ready,” reasoned Docherty. “Buchan will become captain in time and I think he understands the position.” Graham himself later stated that Docherty’s feeling was that Buchan wasn’t experienced enough yet in English football.

         The close season following the end of the 1972/73 campaign saw Docherty release 13 players in all. Though this is a deceptively high number – many of those people will have been non-regulars and reserves the public had barely heard of – it constituted a statement of intent. Docherty later said, “As far as I was concerned, I had only made a start in changing the personnel at the club.”

         The close season also saw Docherty appoint Frank Blunstone as his youth-team coach. “Tommy had been onto me quite a few times,” Blunstone recalls. Docherty’s persistence in the face of rejection paid off, for Blunstone, despite achieving a certain amount of success as Brentford manager, had had enough of the Third Division club: “I fell out with the chairman at Brentford. We had got promotion but I just went to him and said, ‘Look are we going to be a bit more ambitious?’ He said, ‘What do you mean?’ I said, ‘Well it’s time we started a youth team, a reserve team, started bringing some kids through.’ He said, ‘We can’t do that, Frank’, so I said, ‘Okay then, I’m leaving. I’ve been offered another job and I’m off’.” Unfortunately, his appointment would be slightly delayed. Recalls Blunstone, “I went and spoke to Tommy and agreed the terms. On the way back, I … had a terrible crash. It was a lovely night. 70 miles an hour. I wasn’t racing or anything, in the middle lane, and a bloody lorry come through the central reservation coming the other way. His wheels overheated and locked and pulled him right across and I ran into him. The car caught fire but they managed to get me out quick. Fortunately, in them days, you didn’t have to have seatbelts so I wasn’t locked in or anything. The door jammed. They smashed the door and pulled me out. I had a broken femur and broken ribs, broke all me face. Me chin, the whole lot had to be restructured.” Though Blunstone estimates that this happened in July 1973, there was no question of him being ready to take up his post at the start of the season. Blunstone: “I had to wait till I was really 100% but Manchester United were fantastic. They kept it open for me and told me to take me time and they would continue the contract as soon as I was ready to start. End of October, I came in and started work then.”

         Meanwhile, Docherty was publicly looking forward to a chance to resurrect his dreams of a United with two wingers. “I think it makes for exciting football and pleases the crowd,” he said of 4-2-4. “I am really looking forward to seeing Ian Moore in action again. I think he is a tremendous player. Willie Morgan has been in top form.” Predicting that Lou Macari would be a big success and stating that Brian Kidd had more than justified the faith he had shown in him, Docherty said, “I would really like to see the four of them in action together.”

         From the sound of it, McIlroy, despite his youth, was not getting carried away with a belief that avoiding relegation in itself heralded a new dawn for the club. “I knew he thought the job wasn’t completed when we stayed up,” McIlroy says. “He knew there was work to do that following season to turn it round and get what he wanted. He believed in getting his own side there. There was players who were coming to the end of their career, there was players bought by Frank O’Farrell that Tommy Docherty I don’t think fancied, so they all had to go, so this rebuilding was still going on.” McIlroy himself got the chance to prove to Docherty that he could play a part in this rebuilding process in the close season. United’s youngsters were due to play a youth tournament in Switzerland. Though a seasoned first-team player and an international, Sammy McIlroy certainly still answered to the description of youth and was therefore eligible to play in a competition that would be a useful test of the footballing abilities he hadn’t been able to display since his January car crash. Docherty told McIlroy that he was accompanying the kids on the trip and would be watching him, thereby communicating to him that it would be a trial. Though he was less than 100% fit and still experiencing breathing difficulties, McIlroy played in all the matches on the tour and performed well enough for Docherty to inform him at its end, McIlroy reports, “I’m keeping you on, I’ll give you a chance.”

         During this trip, McIlroy saw a dubious side to Docherty when the manager slipped a Mickey Finn into his drink when the players were enjoying some leisure time in the bar of their hotel. Though no harm was done, this sort of prank was the kind of action which those around the peripheries of United would begin to mutter – increasingly loudly over the coming years – was not the sort of thing that went with the dignity of the office of manager of Manchester United.
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