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BEST AND EDWARDS




 





‘The Morrissey of English prose … Far more than just a football book, this is one of the year’s best reads.’ Chris Bray, Word




 





‘Superb … Burn reaches back into the myth of George Best and presents perhaps the most affecting portrayal of the legend there has been … An elegiac, handsome contemplation.’ Alan Pattullo, Scotsman




 





‘Hugh McIlvanney has written wonderfully well on Best, but Burn is even better. He has the novelist’s turn of phrase, the novelist’s eye for the telling detail. His erudition is tremendous, but he wears it lightly … Burn’s book is immaculately written, inspiring, sad and elegiac.’ Andrew Baker, Daily Telegraph




 





‘Gordon Burn, a superb journalist and Whitbread-garlanded novelist, concentrates here on more important matters: the lives of Edwards, tragically curtailed by injuries received in the Munich air crash of 1958 when he was 21 and already well into a dazzling career, and of Best, who dazzled and stumbled and kept stumbling until he died at 59.’ Patrick Barclay, Sunday Telegraph




 





‘A very sharp and timely incision into the bloated belly of metropolitan England. In what is in effect a cultural history of Manchester United, Burn tracks the changes through the very different lives of Duncan Edwards and George Best.’ Robert Colls, Prospect 




 





‘Burn excels as a chronicler of real lives, a skill evident in this study of two very different Manchester United players: Duncan Edwards, cut down at Munich when set to dominate the game, and George Best, who lived out a long public death. The contrast allows Burn to trace a familiar pop cultural arc – one apt to forget substantial achievement in favour of soiled celebrity.’ Observer Sport Monthly




 





‘It is a great achievement to have written a radically different book about Best, in particular just when it seemed there could not possibly be anything left to say. The detail is riveting. The book is rich in themes. It is remarkably resonant.’ Kevin McCarra
















[image: ]






















for


Carol Gorner,


and in memory of my father






















Table of Contents











	
Praise



	
One



	
Two



	
Three



	
Four



	
Five



	
Six



	
Seven



	
Eight



	
Nine



	
Ten



	
Eleven



	
Sources and Acknowledgements



	
About the Author



	
By the Same Author



	
Copyright



























One





The world’s champion worrier. It is a face on which worry – more accurately worritability, the under-colour of worry – seems to have been permanently imprinted. It looks like a face incapable of lighting up with joy; a face from which joy, or even the open and unselfconscious expression of pleasure, has been forever extinguished.


Even when England won the World Cup in 1966, bringing to a climax a summer month brimming over with a very un-English sense of carnival and expansiveness, Bobby Charlton brought a mask of tears to show the presentation party at the Royal Box. His first question to his brother Jack, on the pitch sharing the victory with him, had been a ball-aching, worritable one: ‘What is there to win now?’


Less than a month later, hailed, alongside Jack, as a returning hero in his home town of Ashington, Bobby arrived late and then spent the processional half-mile from the colliery terrace where he had grown up to the Town Hall looking, according to contemporary observers, anxious and on edge. While Jack perched on the back of the rear seat of the open car, taking the cheers of the crowd, waving to familiar faces from his childhood that he recognized, sending up the fact that he was riding past them as a winner in a Roller, Bobby remained seated and sombre. Even his mother, the ever-exuberant Cissie Charlton, remarked afterwards that their Bobby had looked ‘peaky’ and ‘distinctly uncomfortable’.


Although in north-east legend he is always fused in an unusually close relationship with his mother, a daughter of the goalkeeper ‘Tanner’ Milburn and cousin of the great Jackie and a long line of footballing Milburns, Bobby actually took after his father temperamentally. Bob senior liked his pigeons and his allotment and his own slow company and, typically, had worked his usual shift at the Linton pit in Ashington instead of watching Bobby play what everybody said was the match of his life in the semi-final of the World Cup against Portugal. He felt well shot of the hoo-ha and the blether.


In 1968, ten years after Munich, when Manchester United finally won the European Cup by beating Benfica of Lisbon at Wembley, Bobby was a no-show at the after-match party. Crowds in their thousands milled around the Russell Hotel in King’s Cross that night; the celebrations inside went on until dawn. George Best, who scored the first of United’s winning goals in extra time (Charlton got the killer goal, the third after the restart), would later claim to have no memory of anything that happened after the team left Wembley; as was to be the case so often in the coming years, recall was obliterated by the alcohol. ‘I don’t remember going to the official dinner,’ Best later said, ‘though I’m told I was there.’


Also invited as guests of the club were the families of the players who died at Munich. But, when it came to it, Bobby, perhaps not surprisingly, couldn’t face them. He sent his wife Norma down to apologize for his absence. ‘It has all been a bit too much for Bobby,’ she explained. ‘He is just too tired physically and emotionally to face up to all this. He couldn’t take it, with complete strangers coming up and slapping him on the back and telling him what a wonderful night it is … He’s remembering the lads who can’t be here tonight.’


Once in his room, Charlton had felt faint. He was drained. It had been eleven years since Matt Busby – flying in the face of official and unofficial opposition from the English football authorities, who still, at mid-century, regarded continental teams as ‘wogs and dagoes’ (to quote League Secretary, Alan Hardaker) – had embarked on his renegade European adventure. Eight of Charlton’s fastest friends, among them Eddie Colman, Duncan Edwards and ‘Billy’ Whelan, had met their deaths at Munich. The average age of the players who died in the disaster was twenty-one. Now he had eventually arrived at the destination they had set out for together. Soon, in recognition  of the Lazarus act he had performed both professionally and personally, heroically hauling himself back from the appalling injuries he sustained in the crash, the Boss would be honoured with a knighthood.


Every time Charlton tried to ease himself off the bed in the room overlooking the heaving crowd and Russell Square, his legs buckled. The surge sensation, the leap of people already standing, that bolt of noise and joy when the ball went in. He felt old prematurely, with feeble limbs and double vision and dizzy spells. Every time he tried to make it to the bedroom door, he fainted. When he swung his legs off the bed, his legs couldn’t take the weight of him. And tomorrow would bring only more of the same: the consuming guilt of being a survivor when his friends had perished; the trial of carrying the Cup home in glory to Old Trafford, parading it in convoy past the waving and cheering, screaming-themselves-hoarse Red thousands of the fanatic faithful; glad-handing the silverware, holding the big, bowl-sided trophy up to collect their reflection when, if any of them were doing it, it really should have been Duncan.


‘We passed them … / All poised irresolutely, watching us go / As if out on the end of an event / Waving goodbye / To something that survived it.’ Philip Larkin’s lines from ‘The Whitsun Weddings’, written in 1958, the year of Munich, contain all the melancholy which, in the ensuing half-century, the crestfallen, dutiful figure of Bobby Charlton would come to embody.


So synonymous has he become with sobriety and black-braided ceremonial – the scrubbed-up, bow-headed figure in the unexceptional suit acting as a representative of his club, his sport or his country, not infrequently appearing to be teetering on the edge of one of his dizzy spells – that the other Bobby Charlton, the player that many who saw him play at his peak in the sixties thought comprised the athletic ideal, quick and full of intelligence, his massive goal-scoring power erupting on the run suddenly, out of an inborn, flowing elegance – ‘He used to delight people,’ his old grammar-school headmaster once said – that Bobby seems to have been another person, the inhabitant of a different life.


As a young player, Charlton sported a bobbing, almost Teddy Boy-ish quiff of blond hair. By 1966 he was balding. In the final years of his career he was famous for the long, combed-over single hank of hair which, when he was making a run on goal, the ball miles out in front of him, Charlton tearing after it, flew out behind him like a streamer. In those days, for a modest fee, small planes used to fly the length of Filey and Skegness and other holiday beaches in the north, trailing messages such as ‘Ken from Donny thinks Barbara Mills is a smasher – Babs, will you marry me?’ Charlton’s hair, equally ludicrous and touching, and just as much a period piece, looked like that.


Even when he retired from football, he kept the elaborate artifice of combed-over hair, maybe as a reminder of the time before the polite world of formal courtesies and rigid protocol closed in on him, when he could go with his instinct and explode with a ball, beating all-comers, even when there were others – Denis Law, George Best – yelling at him not be a selfish bastard and pass it to them. He knew that Law and Best could be pretty selfish bastards themselves.


But then, sometime in the 1980s, he cut it off. One day the famous Charlton streamer was gone, in its place a tidy, razor-buzzed, businessman’s cut, noticeably flecked with grey.


‘Prayerful’, ‘grave’, ‘sepulchral’. The words so often used to describe Bobby Charlton in later life have been a reflection of the place where his mature role as sporting ‘envoy’ and ‘ambassador’ has so often required him to be. In a strange and rather perverse way, it is as if his early acquaintance with violent death in the lunchtime dark and slush at Munich has doomed him to go on repeating this acquaintance at a seemingly never-ending round of memorial services, funerals, commemorations, dedications, reunions, hospital visits, tree-plantings, wreath-layings and services of thanksgiving. In George Best’s final hours, Charlton made a visit to his bedside in the Cromwell Hospital not because of any deep-seated affection – during their playing days both men were frank about the dislike they felt for each other – but as a representative of the club for which he acts as a goodwill ambassador and of which he is now a director: a visit at that time seemed appropriate and seemly, and Charlton, reluctantly maybe, uncomfortably without question, was doing what was required.


Sometimes the pressures of being a paragon can get to him and he’ll go off on one. ‘What do they think, that I’m the only person who ever met Duncan Edwards?’ he can snap when another interview request to mark this birthday or that anniversary comes in. (It’s what he spluttered to me over the phone from his office at Halba Travel, a company that organizes overseas tours for Premiership football clubs and has its base in that part of Cheshire – the Wilmslow, Alderley Edge, Hale triangle – known as Gold Trafford because of its popularity with the current crop of young, McMansion-owning, multimillionaire Manchester United players.) But the record shows that he has been beyond reproach when it comes to anything to do with honouring the memory of the man revered then, and mythologized now, as the most lavishly talented of the Busby Babes.


Charlton and Edwards used to stay with each other’s families when they were apprentice professionals at United, and in the nearly half a century since Duncan Edwards’s death, the road has taken Charlton back to Edwards’s birthplace of Dudley in the West Midlands on numerous occasions, nearly all of them casting him in the role of escort to Edwards’s redoubtable, elderly mother, Annie, who died, well into her nineties, in 2003; these occasions were invariably rounded off with small talk over the tea cups in the Lord Mayor’s parlour.


Away from the raucous atmosphere of competitive football, Charlton has always resisted being the object of attention. He was horribly embarrassed if recognized, in a cinema queue or restaurant, as one of United’s young stars and asked for an autograph. A journalist who tried to speak to him for a Manchester paper in the mid-fifties later described how the whole interview was conducted on the doorstep of the player’s digs, with Charlton ‘holding on to the doorknob, not being in the least obstructive but blushing and leaving words trailing indistinctly and ambiguously in the air’. Even now, at the age of nearly seventy, he will contrive to give all interviews over the telephone rather than in person. He has always had a particular dread of public speechifying.


Fortunately, for many years he had Matt Busby to take the heat and deflect any unwanted attention. Busby was on hand to unveil the headstone on Edwards’s grave in Dudley cemetery. He also played a central role in the dedication of the Duncan Edwards stained-glass windows in St Francis’s Church in Dudley, in August 1961.


But Sir Matt died in 1994, the year in which Charlton himself finally received his knighthood. The knighthood was a gesture which was interpreted by many as a mark of continuity and a kind of symbolic act of passing down and handing on. Busby was venerated in Manchester. ‘He is not merely popular,’ Arthur Hopcraft once wrote. ‘People treat Busby in the way that middle-aged priests of compassionate and sporty nature are often treated: the affection becomes rapidly more deferential as they get nearer to the man. Small boys rush noisily towards him, holding their picture books out for his autograph, and fall silent and shy once they get up close and he calls for less jostling and settles the word “son” on them like a blessing. Adults shout his first name and grab for his hand. They wave at him in his car.’


Bobby Charlton was never like that. None of it is Charlton’s style. He is in and out of Halba, correspondence collected, diary updated, before nine in the morning to minimize the risk of any potentially awkward social encounter. All his life his shyness has been interpreted as dullness or arrogance. ‘Bobby Charlton’, I was assured by a Manchester businessman who has amassed several fortunes buying and selling United memorabilia,  ‘has the personality of a spent match.’ His reluctance to give players a tongue-lashing and his natural reticence are why most people assume he failed as the manager of Preston North End after his departure from United in the mid-seventies. According to Mark Lawrenson, Charlton’s nerves were so fraught his hand would shake when he read out the team.


For many years, long-distance lorry drivers and Manchester United supporters on their way to or from games in the Midlands have been making detours to visit Duncan Edwards’s grave in Dudley cemetery. Once there, they drape team scarves over the six-foot-high black headstone with his image ingrained on it and place red and white carnations in the granite flower stand modelled in the shape of a heavy leather-cased football. For a number of years, Duncan’s father, Mr Gladstone Edwards, worked as a groundsman at the cemetery and, while always happy to point visitors in the direction of Duncan’s grave, he never announced himself. Many people also seek out the tribute windows at St Francis’s, close to where Edwards grew up, and the display of his England shirts and other memorabilia, donated by his mother, which has been installed in the chlorine-drenched foyer of the town’s modern leisure centre.


But Dudley Council went for forty years without putting up an official memorial to Edwards where it could be seen as a daily reminder, in the town centre. Then, on 14 October 1999, after an exhibition of football skills from the Borough of Dudley Football Development Scheme Academies, Dudley Little League players and representatives of the borough’s Schools Football Association, His Worshipful the Mayor of Dudley Councillor Fred Hunt, accompanied by Sir Bobby Charlton and Mrs Sarah Anne Edwards, mounted the temporary platform which had been erected outside Poundland (‘Yes! Everything’s £1!’) and opposite Woolworth’s in Dudley Market Place.


The life-size bronze figure of Edwards was still concealed by a tarpaulin. Its shape suggested an extended left arm and a backwards-lifted right foot. After a brief introduction from the Mayor, Sir Bobby stepped forward to say a few words. ‘I find that I think about Duncan a lot. I have seen all the players who in their time have been labelled the best in the world – Puskas, Di Stéfano, Gento, Didi, John Charles and the rest – and not one of them has been as good as Big Duncan. There was no other player in the world like him then and there has been nobody to equal him since. This man was incomparable.’ The crowd consisted of true believers, people old enough to have seen Duncan play and who knew Sir Bobby was speaking gospel, and half-curious early lunchers and shoppers, families with babies and small children who drifted away mid-sentence. ‘Sometimes I fear there is a danger that people will think that we who knew him and saw him in action boost him because he is dead. Sentiment can throw a man’s judgement out of perspective. Yet it is not the case with him. Whatever praise one likes to heap on Duncan is no more than he deserved. He was out on his own at left-half and a First Division player in every other position. There was no one else to start with him.


‘I am not a person to dramatize things or dispense fulsome praise. It is not in my make-up. A man is a good player or he is not. A few are great, and they deserve respect. But Duncan Edwards was the greatest. I see him in my mind’s eye and I wonder that anyone should have so much talent. He was simply the greatest footballer of them all.’


This was nothing Charlton hadn’t said many times before and, indeed, had written in a little manual called My Soccer Life, published by a subscription book club forty years earlier.


In his 1973 autobiography, Soccer at the Top, Matt Busby paid the following tribute to Edwards: ‘He was a colossus. Whatever was needed he had it. He was immensely powerful. He was prodigiously gifted in the arts and crafts of the game. His temperament was perfect … His confidence was supreme and infectious. No opponent was too big or too famous for Duncan … A wing-half, he could have been a great centre-half or a great forward striker. He would have been one of the great leaders with his sheer inspiration … If there was ever a player who could be called a one-man team, that man was Duncan Edwards. His death, as far as football is concerned, was the single biggest tragedy that has happened to England and to Manchester United. He was then and has always remained to me incomparable.’


As he has grown older, Sir Bobby has come to bear a striking physical resemblance to his mentor Sir Matt. Although closer in age to George Best and the lairier, less respectful players who came of age in the sixties – there’s nine years between him and Best – Duncan and Bobby and their fellow lodgers at Mrs Watson’s boarding house in Manchester in the early 1950s seemed closer to the generation associated with the hard days of the war and rationing – Matt Busby’s generation – than to the rowdier, more mobile times that were just around the corner.


Mark Jones, for example, a talented centre half, bred canaries and budgies and was engaged to June, his childhood sweetheart back in Barnsley. He smoked a pipe at eighteen and wore a trilby. Big Duncan wrote articles about football on his own portable typewriter and smoked a pipe. Bobby sang along to his cherished Frank Sinatra LPs, and was planning ahead to the greengrocery business he would run when he came out of the game. In a move that won him particular approval from the Boss, he started saving to get married when he was barely out of his teens.


‘Mr Busby’s attitude towards my marriage in 1961 was typical,’ Charlton recalled in My Soccer Life. ‘He didn’t just smile and say “congratulations” when I told him what I intended. He showed a deep and genuine interest. “It’s a fine thing for a player to settle down and start a home,” he said. “It will make you more mature as a person and that will help your football.” He went on in that vein for some time, stressing the importance of it. His prediction proved right, too. I have been a better player as a married man than I was as a bachelor – perhaps because there’s not the temptation to racket around. I have now got responsibility and a deeper respect for the game. I am playing for my family and cannot afford to take chances.’


Compare this to George Best’s recollection of being carpeted by the manager and held to account for some drunken escapade or other only four years later: ‘I remember seeing that film Charlie Bubbles where Albert Finney sat in a conference and shut out all the sound from his ears so that he could see the mouths moving but he wasn’t listening. I used to do that with Matt … When he sent for me I used to sit and look at the wallpaper behind his head. It was funny wallpaper with animals on and I used to count the animals while he gave me a bollocking. I used to want the bollocking to last a long time so I could finish my counting. One day he got really mad at me and went on at some length and I managed to count them all. There are 272 animals on Matt Busby’s wallpaper.’


‘He’d have had a heart attack if ever he’d have come on holiday with me,’ Best remarked on another occasion. ‘I used to go to Majorca and Spain because all the Scandinavian crumpet went there and I am very partial to Scandinavian crumpet, it being generally beautiful, always willing and a bit thick so you don’t have to waste time with the conversation.’


Duncan Edwards never went ‘gallivanting at night’, as Busby put it. ‘He was never in an ounce of trouble. The pictures were about his only nightlife. He lived for the game and was concerned only with making himself, and keeping himself, fit for it.’


Edwards was a shade under six feet and weighed about thirteen and a half stone. He had a boxer’s build. He was only a year older than Bobby Charlton, but even at the age of sixteen he looked like a man. Off the field, ‘Big Dunc’ gave the impression of being self-sufficient and something of a man of the world. There were quite specific demarcations between the first-team players who lodged at Mrs Watson’s and the rest that new arrivals didn’t immediately take in. Sensing Charlton’s strangeness and feelings of intimidation, Duncan Edwards, already a twelve-month veteran of 5 Birch Avenue and only weeks away from being a regular first-teamer himself, took him under his wing. Almost from day one, they were mates, both of them all Manchester United right through.


‘Bless, O Lord, this statue which has been erected in his memory and honour. Help us always to remember with delight the skills and talents which you had given him and which were admired by so many people throughout the world.’ The Revd Geoff Johnston, the vicar of St Francis’s and known locally as ‘Father Geoff’, began his prayer of dedication as Bobby Charlton, Edwards’s great friend, and Annie, his mother, looking small and frail, stepped back from the figure of Duncan which they had just jointly unveiled. ‘Grant that whosoever looks upon this statue may find in Duncan’s life and abilities a true inspiration and an example of the best of the qualities of youth. We ask this in the name of him who is the author and giver of all good things – Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.’


Sir Bobby supported Mrs Edwards by the arm and together they gazed at the statue of a moment captured in bronze. What did they see?


His mother had last seen Duncan at the Rechts der Isar hospital in Munich, where he had been taken after the plane bringing the team home from Belgrade had crashed after a refuelling stop at the city’s Riem airport on 6 February 1958. Seven United players had been killed instantly. They were: Roger Byrne, David Pegg, Tommy Taylor, Eddie Colman, Mark Jones, Billy Whelan and Geoff Bent. The Manchester United club secretary, Walter Crickmer, coach Bert Whalley and trainer Tom ‘Tosher’ Curry also lost their lives, as did eight football writers who had been travelling with the team. Altogether twenty-three people, including Duncan, who held on, drifting in and out of consciousness for a further fifteen days, would die.


The England captain Billy Wright was one of the pall-bearers at Edwards’s funeral in Dudley on 26 February. Tens of thousands of mourners lined the route from St Francis’s to the cemetery at Queen’s Cross, although it wasn’t the custom then to throw flowers or applaud. The hearse carrying his coffin had passed over the spot where the small platform party and his statue now stood.


Bobby Charlton had emerged from the debris virtually unmarked. After the tail section broke away from the chartered BEA Elizabethan when it ploughed into a house at the end of the runway in Munich during its third attempt at take-off, he had been catapulted into the frozen slush still strapped into his seat.


Charlton was kept in hospital for a week. He was the first of the survivors to leave the Rechts der Isar on 14 February. He looked in on Duncan in an intensive care ward on the fourth floor as he was leaving, and came away in tears.
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Back home in Ashington, he monitored Duncan’s condition through the bulletins in the morning papers. He had broken ribs, a collapsed lung, broken pelvis and a complicated fracture of his right thigh. But it was the unusually high percentage of nitrogen in his blood, the result of a badly damaged kidney, which was giving the most cause for concern. An artificial kidney had been flown from Frankfurt to Munich.


On 15 February, Edwards started to suffer severe internal haemorrhaging. Dr Georg Maurer, Chief Surgeon at Rechts der Isar hospital, explained that the use of the artificial kidney had reduced the ability of his blood to clot. He remained dangerously ill.


On 17 February, Dr Maurer said there was a glimmer of hope that his badly bruised kidney could be starting to work again.


On 18 February, the papers reported a ‘restful night’.


On 19 February, the hospital announced that he had taken a turn for the worse and was showing ‘signs of distress’.


On 20 February, there was ‘a very slight improvement’.


Edwards died at 2.15 a.m. on Friday 21 February.


That morning there was no paper when Charlton sat down to eat his breakfast. ‘Duncan’s dead, isn’t he?’ he said to his mother.


For those old enough to remember Duncan Edwards and the bulletins which were issued twice a day by Dr Maurer in Munich, watching Roger Williams, George Best’s doctor, giving progress reports outside the Cromwell Hospital in London in the last days of Best’s life was to be reminded of the slower, grainier days of 1958 when, in the words of the novelist Don DeLillo, ‘things were not replayed and worn out and run down and used up before midnight of the first day’ and buy-ups of the principal participants in a tragedy and death-bed pictures, such as the one of Best which had been splashed across the front of the News of the World, were an unimaginable thing.


The words the two doctors used to describe their patients were tellingly similar. ‘I do not think anyone other than this young man could have survived so long. His resistance made us admire him,’ Dr Maurer said of Edwards. ‘He was a tremendous fighter. None of us has seen anybody come through as many serious complications as he’s had – he must be a very strong person inside,’ Professor Williams said, across a gap of forty-eight years.


Sir Matt Busby made it clear many years ago that Best and Edwards were twinned in his mind. ‘Every manager goes through life looking for one great player, praying he’ll find one. Just one,’ Busby said. ‘I was more lucky than most. I found two – Big Duncan and George. I suppose in their own ways, they both died, didn’t they?’


It was Bobby Charlton’s misfortune to be present at both of these deaths, and in Best’s case, as Busby predicted, it was a public, very messy, long-drawn-out one. Two more deaths to add to those others that Charlton had seen on that filthy day in Munich.


After coming home from Germany, Bobby Charlton spent two weeks in Ashington just hanging around the house. He never went out. He didn’t feel like kicking a ball. He didn’t know if he ever wanted to play football again. But then he was taken to see the scratch side of youth-team players, reserves and hasty signings that United put out for their first game after the crash. It was an FA Cup tie against Sheffield Wednesday at Old Trafford, and it took place just thirteen days after Munich. It was a night match. Sixty thousand people packed into the ground; thousands more stood silently outside. Naturally there was weeping. Fans inadvertently shouted the names of dead players when the excitement overtook them. The atmosphere caught in Bobby’s throat.


Success, he seemed to decide that night at Old Trafford, with Duncan and Mr Busby still clinging to life in Munich, was a duty. Something to be borne rather than indulged or celebrated.


‘Failed success’ is something people talk about George Best representing – a gifted and tormented person dreaming of that second act, a second chance. But success had also failed Charlton when he was still only twenty and some years away from being acclaimed a national hero. This terrible thing had happened to him; he knew it was going to taste of ashes.


‘I never heard him sing out loud again after Munich,’ one of his Ashington neighbours told a reporter. ‘Peggy Lee, Sinatra. He used to be always singing.’


‘I knew the road ahead would be different from the moment I woke up in the hospital,’ Charlton himself once said. ‘Everything had changed.’


The legend of the holy drinker #3


It sometimes seemed that Best lived his life as a series of bumper stickers:




You’re only young once, but you can be immature for ever. I may grow old, but I’ll never grow up.




 





Not all men are fools; some are single. I’m not playing hard to get, I am hard to get. Few have luck, all have death.




 


 





Heaven doesn’t want me and Hell’s afraid I’ll take over. I’m the person your mother warned you about. Don’t laugh; your girlfriend might be in here.




 


 





Girls wanted, all positions, will train. Playgirl on board. Nobody is ugly after 2 a.m.




 


 





You can’t take it with you, but I’ll let you hold it for a while. Sex is only dirty when you do it right. Liquor up front – poker in the rear. Smile; it’s the second best thing you can do with your lips. I’m looking for love but will settle for sex. Bad boys have bad toys. Are we having fun yet?




 


 





Shit happens. I love your wife. Wife and dog missing – reward for dog. Sober ’n’ crazy. Don’t fence me in. Don’t tell me what kind of day to have. Yes, as a matter of fact, I do own the whole damn road. Get even, live long enough to become a problem to your kids.




 


 





Don’t follow me, I’m lost too. No matter where you go, there you are. Of all the things I’ve lost, I miss my mind the most.




 


 





The water that bears the boat is the same that swallows it up. I love being exactly who I am. Choose death.
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Two





Nearly a whole half-century after his death, Duncan Edwards is Dudley’s most famous son – or best-known celebrity, as he would be referred to now, here in the age of perpetually streamed reality TV shows such as Celebrity Love Island and I’m a Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here! It is an indicator of how far fame has come adrift from real achievement – of how personality has replaced output as the measure of fame – that Calum Best appeared in the former and Alex Best in the latter purely on the strength of one being George Best’s model-cum-tabloiding son and the other his model-slash-breakfast-TV-presenter ex-wife. (Alex’s appearance helped win her the title Rear of the Year, although ‘Arsehole of the Year’ is what she claims Best chose to call her in the brief period between her reinvention as a mini-celebrity and his death.)


In their respective shows, the son and the ex appeared as part of a now-familiar package of personalities that included clapped-out disc jockeys, fresh-from-rehab glamour models, one-hit wonders, daytime-TV chefs, faded comics and barely remembered soap actors, many of them represented by Calum’s agent, Dave Read of Neon Management Ltd, who cheerily admits, ‘I make my money from the C-List. I go to the back door with my dustpan and brush and sweep up the soap stars.’ Celebrities with the shelf life of milk.


For a few months in 2005, Read’s most in-demand client was Abi Titmuss, who just eighteen months earlier had been working as a nurse when her television-presenter boyfriend was implicated in a sexual abuse scandal and she hit the headlines by association. Within months, she had transformed herself into a tabloid glamour favourite and a staple of the reality TV shows. (As an example of the overlapped processes and transactional cross-pollinations that keep the celebrity engine firing – Read rakes in commission from his clients, the clubs they are spotted at and the snappers who photograph them clubbing – Titmuss bared her all on Celebrity Love Island with Calum Best. Calum was also shown ‘canoodling’ in a toilet with Rebecca Loos, a woman who had made her name selling stories about her alleged affair with David Beckham and masturbating a pig on television.)


It was probably Read who negotiated the fee for the ‘world exclusive’ ten-page interview/fashion shoot with Calum and his mother Angela, George Best’s first wife, which appeared in Hello! magazine a few days after Best’s funeral at the Northern Ireland Parliament building at Stormont. They shared the cover with Lady Thatcher’s daughter, Carol, who had just been crowned ‘Queen of the Jungle’ in the 2005 edition of I’m a Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here!


The bargain markdown of fame probably reached some kind of apotheosis at the beginning of 2006, when Chantelle Houghton, an unknown blonde promotions girl from Essex, successfully persuaded a houseful of ‘genuine’ celebrities that she was a pop star in the imaginary five-strong girl group Kandy Floss (‘With a K!’) and was voted the winner of Celebrity Big Brother.


This is a kind of fame that can be – almost always is – conveniently and irretrievably wiped. It is a thin, weightless thing and mostly exists as a series of electronically generated pulses and pixels. Often it is literally without foundation or substance and is typically memorialized as a brand of designer fragrance or on a T-shirt or a website rather than in the heavy, industrialage materials of stained glass and granite and bronze. It is an inevitable fall-out of the galloping and still ongoing process which has seen the electronic society of the image – the daily bath we all take in the media – replace the real community of the crowd.


Cyber-age celebrity relates to the kind of old-fashioned renown rooted in genuine public affection and recognized achievement the way the various system-built, semi-prefabricated, part-plastic urban structures we have come to think of as post-modern relate to the heavy Victorian banks, lawyers’ chambers and sooty civic buildings that in the great northern cities so often still surround them, like elderly relatives at a rave night.


Dudley gives the impression of being a town which has adapted to the new reality of a deindustrialized twenty-first century without being overly traumatized. Looking eastwards towards Birmingham from the ruins of Dudley Castle, the highest point, the near landscape is dominated by a sprawling business park whose most readable tenants are a Travelodge, Salinger’s Bar, the Village Hotel-and-Spa Leisure Club, a branch of Healthworks and the Showcase Cinemas’ ten-screen multiplex. There is a giant landscaped roundabout planted with abstract modern sculptures and the broad main road that cuts straight through to Birmingham.


Dudley Castle is the landmark that dominates this part of the Black Country. It stands on a high limestone ridge and it’s a steep – and, these days, expensive – climb up through the zoo whose turnstiles provide the only access and whose cages and elephant and polar-bear enclosures have been landscaped into the slope. (One of Duncan Edwards’s close neighbours in Dudley cemetery is George Edward Baker, first elephant keeper at Dudley Zoo, d. 1952, aged sixty.)


When he was a boy, the courtyard of the castle was one of Edwards’s favourite places to kick a ball about. He’d kick it up through Priory Park to the crumbling priory ruins, header it along the walls towards the town centre and then take the direct route, rather than the softer circular one, up to the castle keep, where the pitch-sized courtyard lawn and the wide-open panoramic views – or, as was more usually the case, the views roofed in with flame-streaked, bituminous black smoke – were laid out far below. It may have been this bit of regular strenuous exercise which formed the foundation for the legendary tree trunk-like mass of his legs.


Edwards had a tendency to carry weight on his thighs and his backside. He was notorious for the strength and the girth of his legs. The extreme muscularity of his legs is why he always wore his shorts hitched over at the waistband a couple of times, to bring them clear of his thighs. ‘Opponents would bounce off him,’ Matt Busby once said. ‘Just the sight of Duncan blasting his way up the pitch with the ball was enough to scare the bravest goalkeeper to death.’ Bobby Charlton remembers a match where Edwards scored four times in a ten-minute spell, ‘and, for one of the goals – and I’m not exaggerating – he hit the ball so hard that the goalkeeper started to dive, flinched, and then deliberately got out of the way of it’. The United supporters nicknamed him ‘Tank’, although he was known as ‘Brush’ to the players he shared his digs with because of his obsession with smartness and tidying up. (He once offered the following advice to young players: ‘The main thing to remember … is to see that shirts, shorts and socks are always clean and well darned. A smart team starts off with high morale. They try to play a brand of football as neat as their appearance.’)


Edwards was born in Dudley in 1936. Three years before he was born, in the autumn of 1933, J. B. Priestley had wheezed up the hill to Dudley Castle to record what he could see from there for his journal of England in the Depression years. His description of the Black Country from the Dudley ridge has been described in the years since as being ‘reminiscent of Brueghel’s depiction of Hell, only without the people’.


‘I climbed a steep little hillside, and then smoked a pipe or two sitting by the remains of the Keep,’ Priestley wrote. ‘There was the Black Country unrolled before you like a smouldering carpet. You looked into an immense hollow of smoke and blurred buildings and factory chimneys. There seemed to be no end to it … I felt that I was not looking at this place and that but at the metallic Midlands themselves, at a relief map of a heavy industry … No doubt at all that the region had a sombre beauty of its own. I thought so then, and I thought so later, when I had seen far more of its iron face lit with hell fire. But it was a beauty you could appreciate chiefly because you were not condemned to live there.’


Priestley had travelled to Dudley from Birmingham via West Bromwich, a jaunt that he described as ‘one of the most depressing little journeys I ever remember making’: ‘All it offered me, mile after mile, was a parade of mean dinginess … I saw nothing, not one single tiny thing, that could possibly raise a man’s spirits … It was so many miles of ugliness, squalor, and the wrong kind of vulgarity, the decayed anaemic kind … I loathed the whole long array of shops, with their nasty bits of meat, their cough mixtures, their Racing Specials, their sticky cheap furniture, their shoddy clothes, their flyblown pastry, their coupons and sales and lies and dreariness and ugliness … I have never seen such a picture of grimy desolation. If you put it, brick by brick, into a novel, people would not accept it, would condemn you as a caricaturist and talk about Dickens’.


This was a reference to the visit Dickens had made to the Black Country while gathering material for his 1841 novel The Old Curiosity Shop. Despite the luridness of his description – he was clearly excited by the almost subhuman horribleness of what he found – it is worth quoting because the working conditions and environment he describes are very much the ones Duncan Edwards’s father was still working in exactly a century later. ‘On mounds of ashes by the wayside, sheltered only by a few rough boards, or rotten pent-house roofs, strange engines spun and writhed like tortured creatures; clanking their ironchains, shrieking in their rapid whirl from time to time as though in torment unendurable, and making the ground tremble with their agonies … and still, before, behind, and to the right and left, was the same interminable perspective of brick towers, never ceasing in their black vomit, blasting all things living or inanimate, shutting out the face of day, and closing in on all these horrors with a dense dark cloud.


‘But night-time in this dreadful spot! – night, when the smoke was changed to fire; when every chimney spurted up its flame; and places, that had been dark vaults all day, now shone red-hot, with figures moving to and fro within their blazing jaws, and calling to one another with hoarse cries.’


All his life at Manchester United – it was a professional career that, because of Munich, lasted something short of five years – Duncan would have the mickey taken out of him for his broad Black Country accent – ‘Dood-lie’ for Dudley and ‘You cor do that!’ and the way everybody was ‘chief’ to Duncan: ‘Chook it owver ’ere, chief.’ Everybody, that is, except Jimmy Murphy, the man in charge of day-to-day training at Old Trafford, Busby’s trusted eyes and ears who many saw as the ‘heartbeat’ of the club and credit with keeping United going after Munich. He was old enough to be Edwards’s father, a peerless drinker and (despite the Irish surname) Welsh patter-man, but Duncan always got away with calling him ‘son’: ‘Don’t worry, son – I’ll get a goal or two for you this half.’ (To everybody else in football circles, Jimmy Murphy was known, of course, as ‘Spud’.) A thick local accent was something else Edwards had in common with the young Bobby Charlton, whose indecipherable Geordie ‘pitmatic’ also came in for a lot of stick from the lodgers.


Parts of the vast, raw-brick Priory estate in Dudley had a reputation for being some of the West Midlands’ edgier places to live, even when Edwards was growing up there in the 1940s, and he was a bred-in-the-bone product of that background. Gladstone Edwards, his father, did what a great many of his neighbours did and worked nearly all his life as a metal polisher in an ironworks, in his case beyond the northern perimeter of the Priory estate, at Sankey’s of Bilston. He liked the home-made faggots and peas he had been brought up on and his pasteurized-milk bottle filled with tea to take swigs on while he was working. He muffled his neck with sweat cloths against the fierce heat from the furnaces and wore a knot of white scarf at his neck when he wasn’t working. Like millions of men in the world of the old industries, he didn’t own his house, he didn’t drive a car and never had any savings to speak of. To the end of her life, Annie Edwards kept the last £5 note that Duncan had ever given her displayed in a cabinet in the living room that became a kind of shrine to her son.


The Black Country was (in many ways still is) a place of strong opinions and deeply entrenched traditions, not all of them pretty, and the old life that many of the Edwards’s neighbours came from quickly took root in the garages and gardens of the modern council houses which were the first permanent homes a lot of these families had ever had. The heavy-set ‘pikey’ strain of Staffordshire bull terrier was bred competitively. Game cocks were said to be kept and fed on egg and sherry cake to fire them up before a fight. Heaps of scavenged waste metal and scrap picked from under ‘tatters’ noses littered the estate. Many cottages in Cradley and Cradley Heath had their own one-man chain shop at the end of the yard, belching flames and smoke.


Even today the Priory refuses the uniformity and blandness that are typical of so many similar estates in the rest of the country. It’s a short walk from there through an area of woodland to the point where the Dudley canal emerges from a tunnel that, in the past, the boatmen would leg through by lying on their backs and pushing on the barrelled brick roof. Romany and narrow-boat culture is still very much in evidence in the horse brasses and concrete lions and Staffies, and on the vividly painted outsides of many houses in Duncan Edwards’s old street. On the afternoon I visited, a man was sitting in a car with all the windows down playing Engelbert Humperdinck’s chart-topper ‘(Lonely Is) A Man Without Love’ very loudly down a mobile phone and energetically singing along, his jowls still glazed and mottled from a powerfully pungent aftershave.


Rationing remained a reality of life in Britain until as late as 1954, when the restrictions on the sale of meat were finally lifted. The gradual climb back to prosperity was a long, dispiriting haul. But it would be misleading to paint a picture of life in that part of the Black Country when Edwards was a schoolboy  there as being unrelievedly drab, austere and joyless, pustuled with what, in his 1930s novel of working-class life in Salford, Walter Greenwood called ‘reality’s sores’.


The names of every street on the estate – Bluebell, Cedar, Hazel, Laurel and Elm, where the Edwards lived – commemorated the acres of countryside that had been deforested and concreted over in order for those rows of corporation houses to be built. But the pleasures of the Worcestershire countryside were always close at hand, and Duncan had a black and white collie dog called Jimmy he liked to disappear exploring with and every year he went hop-picking. Miss Cooke, the arts and folk teacher at Wolverhampton Street School, even remembered Duncan being a talented country dancer, nine stone, enormous for his age, ‘but so light on those feet with bells at the ankles; so beautifully balanced, so dainty’. He was a member of his school’s morris-, sword- and folk-dancing teams and competed at Leamington and Birmingham Festivals.


The nearby hill of the Wren’s Nest was pitted with the caves of lime quarries. But what Duncan mainly liked to do when he wasn’t playing football – ‘and as a boy the only relaxation I wanted from football was to play more football’ – was to go fishing. ‘Quietly I collect my sandwiches and Thermos flask’, he once wrote, ‘and sneak off to a river to sit there in peace and quiet with never a thought for the bustling world.’


When Edwards was eleven, after one of the severest winters on record, England enjoyed the glorious post-war summer of 1947. ‘To be young, alive and unwounded was a joyous experience,’ the former Head of the Home Civil Service, Lord Bancroft, later remembered. ‘There was a great relief at the war being won and coming through alive … Every Saturday, in that golden summer of 1947, we would go to Lord’s with our packets of sandwiches to watch Compton and Edrich.’


Of all British sportsmen, including Stanley Matthews and Tom Finney, gentlemen both, it is probably Denis Compton, the ‘Brylcreem Boy’ in the post-war hair-tonic adverts, a first-class professional footballer as well as cricketer, who became the model for every British schoolboy with an ambition to succeed in sport. ‘He was touched by the grace of genius in his cradle,’ Sir Neville Cardus wrote of Compton in a pre-echo of what his colleagues on the sports pages only half a dozen years later would be saying about Duncan Edwards, by then the well-known public face of Dextrosol glucose tablets (‘Playing in top gear until the final whistle can really take it out of you!’). ‘[His] mastery is easy and young and was not obtained by scorning delights and living laboriously. The strain of long years of anxiety and affliction passed from all hearts and shoulders at the sight of Compton in full flow, sending the ball here, there and everywhere, each stroke a flick of delight, a propulsion of happy, sane, healthy life. There was no rationing in an innings by Compton.’
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In the years immediately after the war, the crowds for all sport in Britain were huge. Dance halls were packed, and so were theatres and cinemas. All the pent-up energy of the war years, the sense of waste and being cheated, went into leisure. ‘Everybody was absolutely starved of sport,’ Compton himself remembered, ‘so what was wonderful from our point of view was that we played all our cricket and our football in front of capacity crowds … At Highbury, the Arsenal, pretty well every Saturday we used to get 60,000 people and we used to get the young boys, children of even eight, nine, ten, eleven all going with their parents and, in fact, at times not going with their parents, going on to the terraces which were absolutely packed and you used to see them being pulled down over the heads of the crowd to the front so that they could get a jolly good seat. Nobody was ever hurt, the atmosphere I thought was absolutely electric.’


‘If you glance at a photograph of a terrace in any football annual dealing with the first postwar decade,’ the historian Peter Hennessy has written, ‘you are struck by the absence of banners and the homogeneity of appearances.’ Young men dressed like their fathers and grandfathers – tweed jackets, mackintoshes, white mufflers and flat caps. Young boys wore school uniforms. ‘Not until the first glimmerings of affluence put money into young pockets in the mid-fifties did the external expressions of a youth culture come to distinguish the generations in a sporting crowd.’


Cissie Charlton remembered taking Jack and Bobby down to Ashington FC and parking them behind the stand in their pram. When they were schoolboys both of them went on the bus to watch Newcastle, which is how their ‘uncle’ – actually their mother’s cousin – Jackie Milburn, the Magpies’ star goalscorer, still travelled in to matches up to the end of the 1940s. During the week Milburn worked underground at the Woodhorn pit in Ashington. He used to start at twelve o’clock on the Friday night to finish at seven the next morning, and then turn out at St James’s in the afternoon. He’d get on the number three bus at the stand in Ashington town centre at lunchtime with a gang of other miners who were going to see him play.


Because of the family connection, people in the north-east had always assumed that Bobby Charlton would make a smooth transition from East Northumberland Boys and the England Schoolboys team to First Division football with Newcastle United. Similarly, most people who knew him on the Priory had assumed Duncan Edwards would be pulling on the famous old gold of Wolverhampton Wanderers, who he had been supporting all his life. As a player for Birmingham Boys, he had been going for training at Wolves’s ground at Molineux two nights a week.


Wolves were one of the glamour teams of the post-war years. Between 1949 and 1960 they won the FA Cup twice and the League Championship three times. In the 1950s, they staged an early series of floodlit friendlies against exotic foreign competition, and these games, which brought the likes of Moscow Spartak, Racing Club of Buenos Aires and Honved of Budapest to the industrial West Midlands, placed Molineux at the centre of a dazzling new era.


Billy Wright, the Wolves captain, was also captain of England, and they had other first-class players, such as Johnny Hancocks and Jimmy Mullen. But it was Stan Cullis, the manager, who could – and, being the kind of man he was, did – claim most of the credit for his team’s success.


Cullis was a former Wolves and England captain himself and was known as a hard man – the ‘iron manager’ – with a puritan’s reputation for never swearing. Wolves had one of the most punishing pre-season stamina courses in the game, involving a full-pelt run up a steep hill in part of the tangled heathland of Cannock Chase, and under Cullis no player who could not overcome it could expect to make the first team.


‘As long as a player believes the manager is trying to improve him you’re in with a chance,’ Cullis used to like to say. ‘Unfortunately you’ve got certain players who are like a lot of women – all advice upsets them.’ He had come up at Wolves under the tutelage of the notorious Major Frank Buckley, who coached so loudly through a megaphone from the stands that complaints from the neighbours about the obscenities he came out with during training had the megaphone eventually taken off him. Cullis had a reputation for being stern and austere, even a bully, but Wolves set the pace of English football during his years as manager. It was the club George Best supported and dreamed about playing for as a boy.


Wolves won the FA Cup in 1949. Duncan Edwards was nearly thirteen at the time, Bobby Charlton almost twelve. But it was Cullis’s great rival Matt Busby’s Manchester United who had won the Cup at the end of the previous season, and it was that classic final against Blackpool which made Edwards and Charlton, as they were both to confirm later, converts to the United cause. Runners-up by a single point in the League to Arsenal, 1948 marked the coming of age of Busby’s first great Manchester United team. All the neutrals followed United.


‘We played for East Northumberland Boys in the morning, and we were invited to go to one of the lads’ houses to listen to the Cup Final on the wireless,’ Bobby Charlton said. ‘We had no television in those days. After a while we went out onto the street to play football – we couldn’t get enough in one day – and every so often we would come in to ask the score. I remember United equalizing. The next we heard they’d won. They said it was the greatest Cup Final of all time. I think it was from that day that I wanted to be a footballer and join Manchester United.’


But there may have been other incentives that Charlton himself was unaware of at the time. His mother said that once it was known that Manchester United had made contact, other clubs had representatives calling at the house almost daily. ‘I’d be clearing the fireplace in the morning and I’d look round and there’d be another one standing behind me. There were times when we’ve had one in the front room and one in the kitchen. They even drank from the same brew of tea without realizing it.’


In his book The Charlton Brothers, Norman Harris writes: ‘They brought programmes which showed off their well-appointed grounds and the green grass – though Bobby could see the grass was painted in – and they talked of the players who made their club great, and how happy everyone was there.’


United had a disarmingly effective ‘procurer’ of young talent in their chief scout, Joe Armstrong. He had made several trips up to the north-east to watch Bobby play after a tip-off from a local headmaster who knew the Charltons. This was the time when United had caught the imagination of the country with their youth policy. Seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds were regularly appearing in their League side, and every other club in the country wanted to get in on the act. Clubs that had lived by the cheque book and transfer system suddenly discovered that the raw material was lying around in England’s schools. It had taken them a long time to wake up to the fact.


‘I don’t want to butter you up, missus,’ Joe Armstrong famously said to Cissie Charlton the first time he watched Bobby, ‘but your son will play for England before he’s twenty-one.’ But Joe was a butter-upperer and a present-bringer and a clever, salt-of-the-earth schmoozer. He was a fixer and facilitator; it was his stock-in-trade. (He also had a good eye. In his report after seeing Charlton play in that first match, in difficult winter conditions, he emphasized his intelligent use of the ball with both feet and also his inclination not to rush forward. He recommended Charlton to Matt Busby, who, when he went to see him play in a trial, noted that ‘he did everything with care, almost as if he was sitting at a piano’.) 


Offering cash bribes to the parents of young players was, in theory, illegal. But it was no secret it went on. ‘One fellow offered £800,’ Mrs Charlton said. ‘Another said he’d double whatever was the highest offer we’d had. There was another fellow in the front room who said he’d got £550 in his briefcase, and we could have it there and then.’ After being visited by the manager of a famous club, the mother of another young hopeful found a parcel containing £2,000 in £5 notes under the cushion of the chair where the manager had been sitting. ‘It’s not mine,’ he told her when she phoned him up. ‘I’d keep it if I were you.’ Her son signed.


When the education authorities expressed their concern about the pack of scouts who had taken to following Charlton to every school match he played, Joe Armstrong started to say he was Bobby’s uncle, and then he’d introduce his wife and say, ‘And this is his Auntie Sally.’


Eamon Dunphy, Matt Busby’s biographer and, as a former player there himself, a reassuringly reliable witness in regard to most things connected to Old Trafford, believes that the appointment of Armstrong as chief scout in 1949 was as vital as any Busby made in his managerial career: ‘If the family was religious Joe would add a Miraculous Medal he’d brought especially from Rome to the other gifts he bore. The medal would be for real, as were the other kindnesses … The Armstrong approach worked in many ways, not the least of them being that the greedy, cynical and insensitive [families] would be weeded out at the wooing stage.’


There’s no reason to think that what was happening in Northumberland with the Charltons hadn’t already happened a year before in the Black Country. ‘All the clubs were after [Duncan] as a schoolboy,’ Annie Edwards once said, ‘and we would have loved him to play for the Wolves, or the Albion, or the Villa. But he said that Manchester United were the greatest club in the country and nothing would stop him from going to Old Trafford.’


In his posthumously published book Tackle Soccer This Way, Edwards tells the tale, now passed into folklore, of how he was dragged out of bed at two o’clock on the morning of his sixteenth birthday to put his signature to the document making him a Manchester United player which Matt Busby in person had motored south from Manchester to deliver, waking up half of the Priory estate with his knocking: ‘Still half-dazed, I made my way into the light of the sitting room to come face to face for the first time with Matt Busby, the manager of Manchester United. He had known better than I about the interest other clubs had taken in me, and he wanted to be the first to talk to my parents … Of such episodes as these’, Edwards concludes, ‘are schoolboy dreams composed.’ Even the normally irreproachable Arthur Hopcraft sticks to this account in his sixties classic, The Football Man.


There was a through-the-night dash from Manchester, prompted by the rumour that Bolton Wanderers, who had been in conversation with the family, were about to secure Edwards’s signature: his cousin, Dennis Stephens, was already on their books. And he did sign for United in the middle of the night dressed in his pyjamas. But the date was 2 June 1952, not the first of October. And the envoys were the United assistant manager, Jimmy Murphy, and the coach Bert Whalley, who was to be among those killed at Munich.


It is perhaps a clue to the towering stature and totemic presence of Matt Busby that Edwards chose to remember him being there at this major turning point in his young life, even across a distance of only five years. Significantly, Annie Edwards would perform a similar act of misremembering when she placed Busby not only in the room but standing next to her on the occasion when she said her final goodbye to Duncan. It happened in the chapel at the Rechts der Isar hospital. ‘We linked arms,’ Mrs Edwards said, ‘my husband Gladstone, Matt Busby and his wife, when we went in to see him. I can’t begin to explain how I felt when I saw him. I expected his body to be laid out, but he was sitting upright on a chair. I went over and held him and kissed him.’ 


Matt Busby, of course, was in another part of the hospital then, trachaeotomized and sedated in an oxygen tent, fighting for his life.


The legend of the holy drinker #18




I believe in ambition in sport. I believe that a man should aim to reach the top of his class. It keeps the game alive for him. And the first obstacle that stands between you and success at football is that ball – that slippery, mischievous, unpredictable ball. Make it your slave, and you are halfway to success. Let it master you and your football fate is not your own.


Duncan Edwards, Tackle Soccer This Way




 





What is it with ballplayers? What is it about roundness that they understand better than we do? The world is round. They understand that too.


Martin Amis, Money




 





Perfectly round. Even distribution of mass. But empty inside … Nothing in there but evacuated air that smells like a kind of rubber hell.


David Foster Wallace, Infinite Jest




 





[His hand] remembers. It remembers exactly. That tan pebbled roundness, the smooth seams between, the little circlet for taking the air valve. A big pebbled ball that wants to fly.


John Updike, Rabbit at Rest





The arc of his life progressed as follows: he got into bed with the ball, and then he got into bed with the bottle.


This was literally the case.


As a schoolboy and young teenager, Best was inseparable from the ball. He used to take a ball to bed with him. ‘I know it sounds daft,’ he once said, ‘but I loved the feel of it. I used to hold it, look at it and think, “One day you’ll do everything I tell you.”’ 


With the dubbined and laced leather ball secure under the slippery eiderdown beside him, in his dreams he was at Wembley and there were 100,000 people in the ground and it was a Cup Final. He turned on the most incredible show anybody had ever seen in a football ground. ‘First I’d take the ball on my thigh and bounce it in the air as I ran the length of the field. Then I’d trap the ball by sitting on it – there’d be a long clearance downfield and I’d control it with my arse. Then we’d be awarded a penalty and I’d walk up to the keeper, point to the underside of the crossbar and say, “It’s going in off there.” And it would.’


Even when he was tucked up under the candlewick in the upstairs bedroom at Mrs Fullaway’s neat council house in Chorlton, a fledgling professional, he kept a ball close by him in his bed at night. Any psychiatrist would have a field day with this information. (The club made him see a psychiatrist when he did a runner from Mrs Fullaway’s as a fifteen-year-old, after being away from his Belfast home for something like forty-eight hours. ‘I just looked at him and said nothing,’ Best remembered. ‘Like I used to when Matt had a go at me. Yes, boss, no, boss. Bollocks … Look, I wanted to tell him, if I’ve fucked it up I’ve done it myself and what’s more, I’ve enjoyed it!’)


The sexual symbolism of ball and bed is given considerable weight by the fact that, pre-war – and, at many English clubs, even long after it – a rudimentary rule of coaching was that players wouldn’t be allowed so much as a sniff of a ball from Saturday to Saturday. Starved in this way, they would be that much more ‘hungry’ for it come match day. Training was about instilling discipline and application, developing stamina and strength, and was all gym work and yomping up and down the terraces. The conventional wisdom stated that anything else – basic ball skills, mastery of the ball, heel-training it so that it knew when to obey, when to come and stay; the awakening of skill and talent – was ‘continental’ and therefore risible. Stan Cullis at Wolverhampton Wanderers and Busby at United became the most influential football managers in the fifteen years after the war by turning their backs on this nonsense.





OEBPS/a022_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a031_1_online.jpg
For extra energy—whenever you need i

Look for the handy red and

Buy a packet joday—

Dextrosol” Glucose T

and grocers everywhere!

green packets, 11d. and 6.

« chemises

SOCCER EXPERTS SAY—
extra energy
makes the
difference!

DUNCAN EDWARDS

Manchester United's great discovery
and, t 18, the soungest plaser for ity
years to win o full cap for England,

whistle can really take it out of you.
That's why I find ‘Dextrosol’ Glucose
Tablets 5o handy. They're & natural
source of energy you can rely on,
anytime, anywhere.”

‘To produce energy, your body burns fucl. A
doctor will tell you that glucose is the fuel
‘manufactured by your body from the food
you eat. ‘Dextrosol’ is pure ghucose: the
quick, natural source of energy. ‘Dextrosol”
requires no digestion but passes straight into
your bloodstream, carrying energy at once to
muscles, nerves and brain.

“To build up energy for that extra effort, to
replace energy afer exertion, eat delicious
‘Dextrosol’ Glucose Tablets. The handy
packes slipeasiyintoyour pocket. ‘Dextrosol”
is the natural way of renewing energy—it can
do you nothing but good, and there’s no
limit to the amount you can eat.

glucose tablets






OEBPS/title_online.jpg
Best and Edwards

Football, Fame and Oblivion

GORDON BURN

February 1958

MUNICH-RIEM

>, 9’%‘#’3

% AERODROME REFERENCE g, A
V)%_ S POINY COORDINATES

N7 Stantoann %'q; 45
& OCALIZER  1907.50mx60.00m Xy
713 4m

1 NAUTICAL MILE

1 KILOMETRE

'SCALE 1 20000
LOCAL MAGN. VAR, JAN 1953 2°54' WEST
OBSTRUCTION. ILLUMINATED
OBSTRUCTION. NOT ILLUMINATED
TAXIWAY - LIGHTS OUTSIDE-AIM=BLUE
TAXIWAY - LIGHTS INSIDE-RIM=YELLOW
OBSTRUCTION LIGHTS ON AIRPORT-BUILDINGS.
WINDSOCK WITH OBSTRUCTIONUIGHT .

fi

Jfaber and faber

-00

1 B





OEBPS/9780571265077_cover_epub.jpg
.-
EDWARDS

BEST. ¥

FOOTBALL, FAME
un onmvm‘






OEBPS/a018_1_online.jpg





