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Introduction


On 6 February 1958 one of the greatest tragedies ever to strike the world of sport occurred when eight Manchester United footballers were among the twenty-three passengers and crew killed in an air disaster in West Germany. The team were returning in triumph from a European Cup tie against Red Star Belgrade when their Elizabethan airliner crashed in atrocious weather whilst attempting to take off for the third time from Munich-Riem Airport, on the last leg of their journey home. What followed were some of the blackest moments in British footballing history. Among the dead were England first-team regulars Roger Byrne, Duncan Edwards and Tommy Taylor. The United manager Matt Busby, after whom the team had been popularly known as the ‘Busby Babes’, also came close to perishing with them. No single sporting tragedy since has been more keenly felt. It was an event that was etched in the memory of a generation.


When Matt Busby arrived at Old Trafford just after the war he created his first great team, winning the FA Cup in 1948 and the League Championship in 1952. By the mid fifties Busby’s decision to back youth created a second sensational team that took the football world by storm. He had created in just a few short years perhaps the most talented group of players ever seen at one club, destined to dominate football for many years to come. Having conquered the English League with successive titles in 1956 and 1957, they were riding on the crest of a wave and looked set to take Europe by storm. There can be no doubt that Busby’s Babes, with an average age of twenty-two, were the cream of the crop, the greatest United side ever assembled, and probably the greatest club side in the history of English football, if not the world. They were still on the threshold of achieving their full potential before fate brutally struck them down.


This book is not just a single narrow narrative about Manchester United and the ‘Busby Babes’; it goes much deeper than that. It is also the story of the aircraft’s commander, Captain James Thain, who was cruelly set up by the German authorities to take the blame for the tragedy that saw him dismissed by his airline and deprived of his livelihood. Even his own government, not wanting to sour relations with Germany, suppressed evidence that they knew would have cleared his name.


The disaster also irrevocably altered the lives of the bereaved families and surviving players, some of whom were shamefully treated by the most famous and richest club in the world. No story about Munich would be complete without its telling.


Much has been written about Munich and the Busby Babes over the last fifty years. Hardly a year has passed that hasn’t seen a newspaper or magazine article giving some new slant on the story and new books and documentaries abound. All of these have had their limitations, which over the years have perpetuated myths, half-truths, exaggeration and distortion of the facts. In the story that follows I hope to give, for the first time, on this fiftieth anniversary, a clear and definitive account of the events before, during and in the aftermath of the disaster. As survivor Harry Gregg says, ‘We owe it to the memory of those left behind on that runway to tell it as it was.’






Chapter 1


In the Beginning





It all began on 19 February 1945, when the board of Manchester United appointed Matt Busby as the club’s new manager, a position that had been vacant for seven years. Although no one could have known it at the time, his signing was a momentous event in the history of the club, heralding the beginning of a new era of unprecedented success, that would in time make United one of the most famous and best-loved clubs in the world.


Matthew Busby, the son of Helen and Alexander Busby, was born in a lowly two-roomed pitman’s cottage in the close-knit mining community of Orbiston, North Lanarkshire in 1909, and raised as a practising Roman Catholic. For Matt, the eldest of four children, it was an impoverished upbringing and at the age of six he suffered the traumatic loss of his father and all his uncles in the First World War. He was destined, like most of his friends in that poor mining village, to work down the pit, and briefly blackened his hands on the coalface before he escaped south, via his ability to play football well.


Ironically, Busby began his footballing career as a seventeen-year-old with Manchester United’s neighbours and arch rivals Manchester City, where he was remembered as a stylish and attractive half-back. He played more than two hundred games for the Blues, winning an FA Cup winner’s medal in 1934 before being transferred to Liverpool for a fee of £8,000 in 1936. But like many of his contemporaries of that era his playing career was cut short by the outbreak of the Second World War, during which he served in the 9th Battalion of the King’s Liverpool Regiment, and later in the Army Physical Training Corps.


When peace was declared in 1945 Busby was still serving in the army as a physical education instructor at Sandhurst, and was officially still a player on Liverpool’s books when he received a letter from Louis Rocca, the Manchester United scout, offering him the managerial vacancy at Old Trafford. It wasn’t the only offer Busby received at that time — Spurs, Reading and Ayr United all wanted his services — but he turned them all down in favour of the United job. Busby said: ‘I got this opportunity to go as manager of Manchester United. I had a soft spot for Manchester after my City days and it attracted me.’ His own club, Liverpool, who offered him a coaching job at Anfield, could have quite easily said no to the move, but realising that it was a golden opportunity for Busby they sportingly agreed to release him.


The Manchester United board initially offered him a three-year contract but Busby argued with the directors that it should be extended to at least five years, as this was the time he needed to build a team that would be a major force in English football. The board reluctantly agreed to his wish, and the rest, as we know, is history, with Busby becoming one of the most successful and longest-serving club managers of all time; and the man responsible for the metamorphosis of a club of under-achievers into European Champions. In his twenty-five years with United he created three great teams, winning five League Championships, the FA Cup twice (from four finals), the FA Youth Cup six times (five in succession) and, in 1968, his crowning glory and personal Holy Grail — the European Cup.


It is often assumed that the revival and success of Manchester United was down to Busby and Busby alone. But in fact, as he himself would later admit, it was Manchester businessman James Gibson who saved the club from bankruptcy and oblivion — without him there would have been no Manchester United for Busby to take over.


Gibson, who made his fortune manufacturing army uniforms and in refrigeration storage, came to United’s rescue just before Christmas 1931. At the time United were in desperate financial trouble and languishing at the bottom of Division Two. With poor results on the field there was much discontent on the terraces with just 3,500 diehard supporters turning up to watch the opening game of the season. Their luckless manager Herbert Bamlett, a former referee, was sacked in April 1931, leaving the club secretary Walter Crickmer and chief scout Louis Rocca to take over the running of the ailing club, but it seemed a hopeless task to save United from extinction. So dire was the financial situation at this time that club officials had to seriously consider if there were sufficient funds available in the kitty for the team to travel to away games.


The crisis came to a head in Christmas week, when on 18 December the bank refused the club any more credit. With debts of over £17,000 they couldn’t even pay the players’ wages and were on the brink of bankruptcy and dissolution. James Gibson, a sports fan who loved football, learned of their plight and summoned Walter Crickmer to his home in Hale Barnes, over the border in affluent Cheshire, for a meeting. The meeting was short and to the point. Gibson offered Crickmer a lifeline: a cheque for £2,000 to pay the players’ wages and, more importantly, a pledge to act as guarantor for the club’s future liabilities. In return for his generosity Gibson asked to be elected chairman and president, a position he would keep for the next twenty years, and he immediately set about transforming the floundering and underachieving club.


Gibson appointed Scott Duncan, a former player with Glasgow Rangers and Newcastle United, as manager on a salary of £8,000 a year. Although Duncan introduced new players into the team United continued to struggle, narrowly avoiding relegation to the Third Division by the narrowest of margins in the 1933–34 season. Meanwhile, their neighbours and rivals Manchester City were going though a successful period, winning the FA Cup in 1934 — with Matt Busby in the team — and had the greater support in Manchester. Gibson, in his efforts to make the club financially sound, was determined to reverse this trend, and amongst other things in an effort to tempt the crowds back he arranged for trains to stop at Old Trafford station so that fans no longer had to walk for miles on match days.


The following season United hauled themselves back from the brink and finished a credible fifth in the Second Division. In the 1935–36 season they were on the up and after a nineteen-match unbeaten run towards the end of the season they won the Second Division title with a 3–2 victory at Bury, where 30,000 fans invaded the pitch to celebrate their return to the top flight of Division One. But it was not to last; relegation and promotion followed over the next two seasons as United tried to find their feet. By this time Scott Duncan had resigned to manage non-league Ipswich Town and Walter Crickmer took over the reins again for another spell as temporary manager.


United ended the 1938–39 season in fourteenth place in the First Division — their highest position in ten years — and with the crowds returning to Old Trafford in ever increasing numbers, injecting much-needed cash into the club’s coffers, the future looked bright. But Gibson’s plans were soon to be put on hold by darker events beyond his control. The new season had barely got underway when, on Sunday 3 September 1939, Britain declared war on Germany. Two days later the Football League met and cancelled the rest of the season’s fixtures and with that league football was suspended for the duration.


When Matt Busby, aged thirty-six and with little experience of management, arrived at Old Trafford to take up his post on 22 October 1945 it was a scene of utter desolation. The ground, on the edge of the vast Trafford Park industrial complex, had received the attention of German bombers on the night of 11 March 1941. The main stand, along with the dressing rooms and offices, lay in ruins; part of the terracing was destroyed and the pitch was badly scorched and unplayable. Now, as Busby surveyed the scene, weeds flourished on the terraces of what was described when it opened in 1910 as one of the finest grounds in the country. Busby may not have had a ground but he had a dream — a dream that would soon transform the image of English football and make Manchester United the greatest football club in the world.


Busby was under no illusions when he accepted the manager’s job about the enormity of the task that lay ahead. He was well aware of the hash reality that failure to bring the club success in the short term would ultimately lead to his dismissal, and to survive he knew he would have to be ruthless when necessary. But for the most part he preferred to show the softer side of his personality, leaving some of the more unpopular decisions to others. That underlying streak of ruthlessness would emerge many years later in the aftermath of Munich as he strived to rebuild the club and restore it to its former glory.


With Busby at the helm Manchester United began the long haul back to recovery. They were awarded £322,278 by the War Damage Commission to clear the rubble and rebuild the stadium, but it would be another four years before the work was completed and United could return home. In the meantime makeshift offices were set up nearby in the chairman’s premises; a rock-hard compacted piece of ground at the back of the stand was used for practice matches, while a dilapidated Nissen hut served as changing rooms. The immediate problem facing the club while Old Trafford was being reconstructed was where to play their home fixtures. Their neighbours Manchester City came to the rescue, offering the use of their Maine Road ground. Although it seemed like an act of kindness on City’s part they did United no favours, charging them £5,000 a year for the hire of the stadium and demanding ten per cent of the gate receipts.


The first signing Busby made as manager was not a player, but the appointment of Jimmy Murphy as chief coach. Busby knew Jimmy as an old friend and opponent on the football field and admired his enthusiasm and passion for the game. Born in the Rhondda Valley, Murphy — the Welshman with an Irish name — loved football from an early age and with the encouragement of his parents and teachers he was soon playing for Wales as a schoolboy international. He recalled: ‘I played for Wales as a schoolboy and they were unforgettable times for me; I was passionate and extremely proud to have been selected. Wales at schoolboy level at that time were really a nonentity, but in the year I played we beat England 3–2 in Cardiff and then drew 2–2 with Scotland at Hampden Park. Those results fired my imagination and brought me to the attention of English League clubs.’


His ambition had always been to play for Cardiff City, but he was spotted by a scout from West Bromwich Albion who approached his parents asking if they could sign him. At the age of fourteen Jimmy packed his bags and headed for the Midlands. Having hardly ever travelled further than his native South Wales he soon became homesick, but he was determined to stick it out and make it as a professional footballer. He eventually forced his way into the first team and from that point on he never looked back. In 1933 he was the youngest player in the Welsh national team, winning twenty-two caps and going on to captain the side. Surprisingly, despite his lengthy career he never once scored a single goal in competitive football. In the end, like Busby, it was the war that prematurely ended his playing days.


The Busby-Murphy partnership came about in Bari, Italy, in the summer of 1945, where Sergeant Jimmy Murphy was running a sporting activities club and giving football coaching lessons to the troops. One blistering hot afternoon Murphy was giving a talk to a group of soldiers on the finer points of football tactics. Standing on the edge of the crowd listening intently was Company Sergeant Major Matt Busby, who, along with everyone else, was left spellbound by the fiery Welshman’s passionate and enthralling oratory. Busby said: ‘He had us all transfixed. He was wonderful. It was as if he had put everybody in a hypnotic trance. It wasn’t a speech; it was more like a rousing sermon. I visualised what good he could do for Manchester United.’


When he had finished and the crowd slowly dispersed, Busby walked over and congratulated Jimmy on his talk. He told him that he was taking up the manager’s job at Manchester United when he returned home and asked him if he would join him as his assistant. Murphy leapt at the opportunity and, shaking hands with Matt, the deal was done. It was the beginning of the most successful managerial partnership in the history of English football, that would last for over twenty-five years. Many years later Busby recalled that ‘Jimmy Murphy was the first and the best signing I ever made for Manchester United.’


As individuals they were as different as chalk and cheese. The pipe-smoking Busby was quietly spoken, urbane, unfailingly diplomatic and with a persuasive charm, but could be as ruthless as anyone when required. By contrast the chain-smoking, whisky-swigging Murphy, whom Busby once said ‘had the voice of a cement mixer’, shunned the limelight and was never happier than being out on the training ground coaching the young stars of tomorrow. Like Busby, he was a devout Roman Catholic and attended Mass every morning before going to the ground. But as soon as he had changed into his shabby tracksuit and joined the lads on the training field he would swear like a trooper. He was a down-to-earth, no-nonsense coach and always spoke passionately about football. He never had favourites, he treated each player as an individual, and neither did he have time for big-headed prima donnas — ‘You win together and you lose together,’ he would tell his players. The only common denominator between Busby and Murphy was their passion for football. They had implicit faith in each other, and as a double act they worked as one for Manchester United.


It has been said that Matt Busby was fortunate when he became manager in that he inherited a side of talented players, which included Johnny Carey, Jack Rowley, Allenby Chilton, Stan Pearson, John Aston, Johnny Morris and goalkeeper Jack Crompton. But, as good as it was, it was an ageing team with most of them having lost their best years to the war. But Busby, like a good Scot, made the best of this and it didn’t take him long to work his magic. He was an intelligent and observant player in his day and had an acute appreciation of tactics. He made his players more aware of their own talents and continually switched their positions on the field until he found the most effective combinations. A good example of this is how he turned Allenby Chilton, who had previously been a full-back and wing-half, into one of the best centre-halves in the country.


Another player he successfully transferred to a different position was the genial Irishman Johnny Carey, turning him from a half-decent inside-forward into an outstanding full-back. In fact during his United career Carey played in almost every position, including a game in goal when goalkeeper Jack Crompton was taken ill on the day of the match.


The pipe-smoking, teetotal Carey joined United in 1936 from the Dublin club St James’s Gate for the bargain price of £250 and established himself as one of the most versatile players of his generation. He lived only a mile and a half from the ground and travelled to Old Trafford on the top deck of the bus on match days with the supporters — imagine that happening today! When hostilities broke out in 1939 he could have quite easily, as a neutral, quietly sat out the war, but instead he volunteered his services, saying that ‘a country that pays me my living is certainly worth fighting for’. He was an influential and respected member of the team that led Busby to appoint him captain. Jimmy Murphy classed him as the greatest full-back of all time; he was cool under pressure, superb in the air and gifted with brilliant positional sense. In his seventeen-year career with United he played 344 League and FA Cup games and had the distinction of playing as an international for both Northern Ireland and the Republic. He retired from the game in 1953 and went into management before returning to Old Trafford as a part-time scout.


One of the biggest and most controversial characters in the side was Jack ‘Gunner’ Rowley. The nickname ‘Gunner’ came about because of his wartime service with the South Staffordshire infantry as an anti-tank operator and his participation in the D-Day landings at Normandy. When he returned home the name stuck with the fans because of his lethal and accurate shot on goal. He was an aggressive traditional centre-forward and at his peak he was the most feared striker in the country; skilful both in the air and on the ground. He signed for United in October 1937 from Bournemouth for a modest £3,000, aged seventeen, and went on to make 422 appearances, scoring 208 goals. He was the team’s top goal scorer in the first four seasons after the war and, until Dennis Viollet came along a few years later, held United’s league-scoring record for a single season in 1951–52 with thirty goals. When one considers that his best years were lost to the war, his record seems even the more remarkable.


Rowley is famed for his fiery and confrontational nature, both on and off the field. He was rarely polite to anyone and the young apprentices at Old Trafford lived in fear of him; even Busby had problems with the volatile and turbulent player. Despite his combative and stubborn nature he was intensely loyal to United and one of the finest centre-forwards ever to grace the Old Trafford turf. He left United in 1955 to join Plymouth as player-manager and later went on to manage Oldham (twice), Ajax Amsterdam, Wrexham and Bradford.


The headstrong Charlie Mitten, who prowled the left wing and was described as ‘the greatest outside-left that England never had’, was considered one of the most talented players in Busby’s post-war side. He was fast, a great crosser of the ball with a ferocious and accurate shot. The fans dubbed him ‘the Penalty King’, for he never failed to convert; in fact he only missed one penalty in the whole of his career. He was so confident in his ability to score from the spot that he would always tell the goalkeeper where he was going to put the ball and still he couldn’t save it.


During the summer of 1950 United fans were shocked to read in their morning papers that Mitten had accepted a lucrative offer to play for the Colombian club Bogotá Santa Fe. They had tempted him with a £5,000 signing-on fee, £100 a week in wages, a flat and a car. At a time when professional footballers earned little more than skilled factory workers, the 29-year-old player with a family to support found the offer too good to refuse. Typically, Mitten had failed to inform Busby, his teammates and even his wife of the transaction. An angry Busby told him when he found out: ‘You can’t do that! You’re not allowed to!’


With Colombia a non-FIFA country, any player based there was ostracised from the footballing community, and Mitten was branded by the press the ‘Bogotá Bandit’. He played out the 1950–51 season in Latin America, but with the promised finances not materialising and unable to settle he returned home to a hostile reception and found himself frozen out at Old Trafford. The FA fined him six months’ wages and suspended him from playing for the same period. Busby took the opportunity to get his own back on the wayward player for stepping out of line and swiftly moved him on to Fulham at a profit for £22,000, where he spent the twilight of his career. After the failure of his South American adventure he turned down another lucrative offer from Real Madrid in order to keep his family together. He later went into management, first with Mansfield Town and then with Newcastle United.


Another stalwart in the side was Stan Pearson, a cost-nothing local lad from Salford who joined the club in 1936. He made his debut aged seventeen in a 7–1 win against Chesterfield. But just as he established himself in the first team his career was interrupted by the outbreak of hostilities. As a gifted inside-forward he was a consistent and deadly striker who fitted in perfectly with Rowley, creating many of his goals, and together they hunted as a pair in the opposition’s goalmouth to devastating effect. After a seventeen-year association with United, he signed for Bury in 1954 and later played for and managed Chester. In later life he could be found running the local post office and newsagent’s shop in Prestbury, Cheshire.


Some of the other outstanding players that made up the core of Busby’s first great team included Johnny Morris, John Aston, Henry Cockburn and goalkeeper Jack Crompton. In 1946 Busby added to the squad when he made his first outright cash signing with the purchase of Jimmy Delaney from Glasgow Celtic for £4,000. Known as ‘Old Brittle Bones’ because of his frequent injuries, he was considered by many to be past his best, but he defied all his critics and continued to play professional football until he hung his boots up in 1957. He held the unique distinction of having won three Cup winner’s medals in three different countries in three different decades — the Scottish Cup with Celtic in 1937, the FA Cup with United in 1948 and the Irish Cup with Derry City in 1954. He also came close with a fourth in the Republic of Ireland with a runner’s-up medal with Cork Athletic in 1956.


He left Old Trafford at the end of 1950 and returned home to his native Scotland. After short spells with Aberdeen and Falkirk, he joined Derry City, and ended his 23-year playing career with Elgin. He spent the rest of his working life as a labourer in his home village, which was considered the norm for retired professional footballers in those austere times.


Busby hinted at what was to come in the future when he said of his first great team: ‘I was lucky in having such players at my disposal when I went to Old Trafford. But I realised that you need more than luck to survive. I wanted to achieve a sound club, and I knew that I would need a lot of good, young players to help me in my plans. I never wanted Manchester United to be second to anybody. Only the best would be good enough. I had to have players who would play for me and for United rather than for themselves, and I usually found what I wanted.’


Busby, unlike a lot of managers of the era, preferred a hands-on style of management. Rather than sit in the office he would don a tracksuit and join Jimmy Murphy and his players on the training field — that way he could demonstrate exactly what he expected of them. In those days it was considered revolutionary. It was this attitude that inspired his players and earned him their respect. His captain Johnny Carey recalled: ‘When I joined United, Scott Duncan — with spats and a red rose in his button hole — typified a soccer manager. But here was the new boss playing with his team in training, showing what he wanted and how to do it. He was ahead of his time.’


In Busby’s first season, United finished a credible fourth in the table, but the best was yet to come. They kicked off the 1946–47 season in great form with five victories, including a 5–0 win over title contenders Liverpool. United, now attracting crowds of over 40,000, battled hard for the First Division Championship all season, but after a brave campaign Liverpool outlasted them with United finishing as runners-up, just one point behind.


In the following season (1947–48) United again finished second in the Championship, this time losing out to Arsenal, while Jimmy Murphy’s second team squad finished Central League Champions. But United were not to be denied in the FA Cup competition. Their route to Wembley was arduous, being the only side to be drawn against First Division opposition in every round. With Old Trafford out of action, their task was made all the harder by having to play all their ties at away grounds. In the opening third round they faced Aston Villa in the rain and mud at Villa Park, where United were shocked to concede a goal after just thirteen seconds without even kicking the ball. It was the worst thing that Villa could have done; United regarded it as effrontery and in response turned on a blistering display of attacking football that saw them leading 5–1 at the interval. But Villa was a class team in those days and had no intention of taking it lying down, and to their credit they stormed back in the second half with three goals, making it 5–4. But the Reds had the last word with Stan Pearson scoring his second, United’s sixth and the game’s tenth goal.


In the following rounds they beat Busby’s old club Liverpool 3–0, Charlton 2–0, Preston 4–1 and Derby County in the semi-final, where Stan Pearson scored a devastating hat-trick in a thrilling 3–1 victory. They now faced the mouth-watering prospect of playing Blackpool in the final at Wembley — the first FA Cup final United had played in for thirty-nine years.


Busby and his team set out on the long arduous coach journey to London on the Friday night — there were no motorways in those days — arriving in the capital in the early hours of Saturday morning to snatch a few hours’ sleep and be ready to play that afternoon; hardly the best preparation for such an important game. But United were brimful of confidence that they could bring the trophy home; however, they were under no illusions about the quality of the opposition they faced. At the time Blackpool was one of the top First Division sides in the country and the bookies’ favourite to lift the cup. The side boasted some well-respected players like Stan Mortensen, Harry Johnston and ‘The Wizard of the Dribble’ himself, Stanley Matthews, recognised as being the greatest player of his day. The final lived up to all expectations and is still remembered nostalgically as one of the best ever staged at Wembley. The United team line-up was: Crompton, Carey, Aston, Anderson, Chilton, Cockburn, Delaney, Morris, Rowley, Pearson and Mitten.


Blackpool clearly showed their intentions early on, when after only twelve minutes Stan Mortensen broke free of the United defence and charged towards goal only to be chopped down by Allenby Chilton, sending him sprawling inside the box. Today the foul would have seen Chilton marching back to the dressing room, but back in 1948 it was considered part of the rough and tumble of the game. The referee controversially pointed towards the penalty spot, even though the initial contact was made a yard outside the area. Eddie Shimwell’s poorly taken penalty somehow managed to evade the diving United keeper Jack Crompton to put Blackpool one up.


United managed to level the game in the twentieth-eighth minute with a slice of luck, when Delaney lobbed a speculative ball towards the Blackpool goal; confusion and misunderstanding between Eric Hayward and his goalkeeper Joe Robinson let in Jack Rowley, who had little more to do than walk the ball over the line to equalise. So far it had been an evenly contested game and the stalemate lasted only five minutes, when Stanley Matthews from a free kick found Kelly, whose pass put Mortensen through to fire the ball past a startled Crompton into the back of the net.


After the interval United piled on the pressure and were rewarded when Morris’s quickly taken free kick split the Blackpool defence wide open, allowing Rowley’s diving header to hit the roof of the net to level the score at 2–2. With ten minutes remaining and the game poised on a knife-edge, Blackpool came close to scoring when Crompton made a brilliant save from a Mortensen piledriver. Within seconds Crompton cleared the ball upfield to find Stan Pearson, whose 25-yard shot flew in off the post, putting United ahead for the first time. Three minutes later United sealed the game when Anderson unleashed a shot that was cruelly deflected off Kelly’s head, leaving the Blackpool keeper wrong-footed. All he could do was watch as the ball sailed into the back of the net to give United a memorable 4–2 victory and lift the FA Cup for the first time since 1909.


Unfortunately James Gibson, whose financial backing and belief had carried United so far, suffered a stroke prior to the final and was unable to travel with the team to Wembley. On their way back to Manchester the following day Busby had the team coach diverted to his home in Hale Barnes where he and the triumphant players presented him with the Cup. With no suitable display case at Old Trafford the trophy was wrapped in a blanket and kept in the bottom of a wardrobe in the chairman’s spare bedroom.


The FA Cup was Manchester United’s first silverware under Busby’s management. In just a few austere post-war years he had created by far the best attacking, entertaining and exciting team in the country. Thousands were now turning out each week to watch them at home and away. Their journey to Wembley alone was witnessed by over 300,000 spectators — an aggregate record that still stands today.


In the season following the Cup win, United, for the third time in as many seasons, finished runners-up in the First Division. This was followed by a fourth, then another second place. Then in 1952, as Busby had long predicted, they won the Championship for the first time in forty-one years, four points ahead of Spurs. The only question being asked by the supporters and football pundits was why had it taken them so long? Sadly, the chairman James Gibson didn’t live long enough to see the trophy return to Old Trafford; he died in September 1951 after suffering a fatal stroke. The only memorial that exists to this kind benefactor, whose financial commitment saved and sustained the club for twenty years, is a small plaque fixed to the bridge over Old Trafford station, where today it goes unnoticed by a new generation of United fans as they pour out of the trains on match days. If asked, the majority would have no idea who James Gibson was.


No sooner was the Championship title theirs than the team began to slide, losing six of the first eleven games in the opening season. Their fluency and poise seemed to have deserted them overnight and by October they were struggling at the foot of the table. Busby was hardly surprised by this turn of events; he knew the team was growing older and had passed its peak. From that point on he began to implement the plan he had formulated when he first arrived at the club in 1945. He was about to create the greatest Manchester United team of all time that would push back the frontiers of British football and capture the hearts of the nation.






Chapter 2


Birth of the Babes





Remember the fifties? It was the time when Britain slowly emerged from the shadow of war and the grim austerity of the late forties. The country and its people now looked forward to the immediate future with a sense of optimism and expectation that had long been denied them. The coronation of the Queen in 1953 ushered in the beginning of a glorious new ‘Elizabethan’ age. Hillary and Tenzing had conquered Everest, Watson and Crick had unlocked the structure of DNA, Roger Bannister broke the four-minute mile and Winston Churchill was knighted.


It was a decade when bad manners were not tolerated, people got married first and then lived together, and divorce and homosexuality were viewed as shameful. Men slicked back their hair with Brylcreem, would always stand up for a woman on a bus and never swear in front of the opposite sex. It was safe for children to play in the street and they were encouraged to do so. Cigarette-smoking was fashionable, television was a luxury and Teddy boys in their drape coats and crepe-soled shoes lounged around in coffee bars.


It was the decade before supermarkets, frozen food, credit cards, ballpoint pens and the Pill. But it was also a decade of new beginnings. Suddenly rationing was out and rock and roll was in. A new wave of optimism and affluence swept the country, moving Prime Minister Harold Macmillan to say to the British people, ‘You have never had it so good.’


It was also the decade that saw the beginning of a revolution in British football with the emergence of an exciting, young and entertaining football team, the like of which had never been seen before. By the mid fifties they swept all before them and looked set to reign over their rivals, both at home and abroad, for the next decade. With their beguiling skills, youthful exuberance and sportsmanship they captured the imagination of all who saw or read about them. They were the Busby Babes.


Back in 1945 when Matt Busby became manager, the Babes were just a twinkle in his eye. In those days if a club wanted a new player they simply went out and bought one and hoped he would fit in with the rest of the team. Now, after winning the FA Cup in 1948 and the Championship in 1952 with his first great team, Busby aspired to achieve even greater heights by replacing his ageing team with a new, youthful team assembled from scratch.


His shrewd idea was to snap up talented players for little or no outlay when they were young and avoid the massive transfer fees demanded for more established footballers. He began his search in the back streets, looking for lads in his own image who loved football and were hungry for success. Busby said, ‘From the very start I had envisaged making my own players, having a kind of nursery so that they could be trained in the kind of pattern I was trying to create for Manchester United.’ And so began the legend of the Busby Babes, as one by one star-struck youngsters, with their football kit under their arms, arrived each week at Old Trafford for trials. Hundreds came but only the exceptional few were chosen.


Busby’s aim was not just to build a First Division Championship winning side, which any other football manager would be more than happy to achieve; his vision went much deeper than that. He explained, ‘I did not set out to build a team: the task ahead was much bigger than that. What I really embarked upon was the building of a system which would produce not one team but four or five, each occupying a rung on the ladder the summit of which was the First XI.’


From the very beginning of his appointment, Busby wanted Manchester United to be more than just a business; he wanted to create a family club, instilling in everyone, from players to management, a sense of belonging and community spirit. This stemmed from his own socialist and religious upbringing in Lanarkshire where family and community were so important. Above all he regarded the welfare of the youngsters that joined the club as paramount. He knew from his own experience the hardships faced by young lads leaving home for the first time and felt a moral obligation for their welfare.


An important aspect of this care was their living arrangements. Those who came from outside Manchester were placed into hand-picked lodgings close to the ground, run by carefully vetted landladies, where they shared rooms and ate around a communal table. Mrs Watson’s boarding house at number 5 Birch Avenue was typical of the accommodation provided by the club. Located near the Lancashire County Cricket ground, a stone’s throw from Old Trafford, she catered for up to twenty boarders at any one time, including commercial travellers and truck drivers. Duncan Edwards, David Pegg, Tommy Taylor and Bobby Charlton all lived there at one time or another. For the handful of the older players who were married, like Bill Foulkes, Roger Byrne and Geoff Bent, they were allocated club houses located within a two-mile radius of the ground for a peppercorn rent.


In return Busby expected respect, discipline, loyalty and good manners at all times from his young charges. Strict rules at Old Trafford also had to be adhered to, such as wearing a collar and tie, calling the senior players Mister and always knocking on the first-team dressing-room door before entering. Nor would he tolerate bad language, either at the club or when out on their own in public.


In the fifties a promising schoolboy could not sign for a club until he had officially left school, and then only as an amateur receiving no pay. So until he reached the age of seventeen and signed professional forms entitling him to be paid a wage, he was encouraged to continue his education, or take up a trade or profession alongside his playing career as a safeguard in the event that things didn’t work out. For example, Duncan Edwards, David Pegg and Geoff Bent became apprentice joiners, Bill Foulkes a collier, whilst Bobby Charlton chose to work in a local engineering company earning £2 a week and training at the club in the evenings. The only other option open to them was to join the United ground staff, which involved undertaking various jobs around Old Trafford such as tending the football pitch, maintaining the stands and terraces, sweeping and mopping the dressing rooms, cleaning boots, running messages and anything else they were called upon to do. In many ways ground duties were the easier option, strolling in as they did at nine-thirty in the morning and knocking off at four-thirty.


As soon as they arrived at Old Trafford they came under the supervision of Jimmy Murphy to be coached, groomed and moulded into the United stars of tomorrow. In the dressing room he would hold up a Manchester United shirt and tell them, ‘When you put on this jersey you will feel ten-foot tall and it will make you run through brick walls. Wear it with pride, lads.’ Murphy was a wonderful coach with tremendous powers of motivation that inspired incredible devotion from the youngsters. He was a hard taskmaster and set high standards. It was not unusual to see him out on the training ground late into the afternoon with dusk approaching, putting the young players through their paces. He never used a coaching manual; he did it in his own unique way, teaching the fundamentals that were the foundation of the game: attacking, defending, passing and, most important of all, playing as a team. ‘Keep it simple . . . pass to a red shirt,’ he would urge them.


Assisting and supporting Murphy were first-team trainer Tom Curry and coach Bert Whalley. Bert was burly man with a mop of snow-white hair and always brimming with vitality. He had been a former wing-half with United, making thirty-three appearances before a serious eye injury curtailed his playing career in 1947. Busby decided to keep him on the staff at Old Trafford — an act of kindness Bert never forgot. He was also a Methodist lay preacher — which puts to rest the long-held belief that Manchester United was a Catholic-only club. He was a true gentleman, quiet and softly spoken; a particularly good influence on the youngsters, he truly cared for their welfare. Every Friday without fail he would give each of the players a handwritten letter giving them his opinion on how they had performed that week and what to expect from the opposition they faced in the next game. He also kept them up to date with everything else that was happening at the club. It was things like this that gave the youngsters a feeling that they were part of a family, which in turn generated loyalty and team spirit.


Tom Curry, ‘Tosher’ to everyone at Old Trafford, was a kind, warm-hearted man and a father figure to the youngsters. Like Whalley, he was deeply religious. He had been a player with Newcastle United when they challenged for the League Championship in 1920 and 1921. In 1929 he left on a free transfer to Stockport County, and a year later became Carlisle United’s trainer before joining United in 1934. Like Busby and Murphy a generation later, most of his playing career was lost to a world war. He was a great believer in physical fitness and Matt Busby described him as ‘the best trainer in Britain’. Although he mainly worked with the first-team players he would often freely give his time in the youth training sessions, offering help and advice when required. His other role, in accordance with club rules, was the discipline of the youngsters who, for their part, made sure that any hanky-panky they got up to remained as far as possible undetected.


It was assumed by many that the reason United had the monopoly on young talented players was that they had an elaborate army of scouts scouring the country at any one time. This is far from the truth; in fact United had only one full-time scout and that was Joe Armstrong — the man who, it was said, could spot future stars on a foggy day. When he wasn’t out scouting he could be found in his other role manning the Old Trafford switchboard. Working with him were half a dozen part-time scouts who regularly patrolled the playing fields of schoolboy fixtures up and down the country on the lookout for the sort of vibrant young talent that Busby and Murphy coveted. There were also three scouts based in Ireland — a rich breeding ground of schoolboy stars in the fifties — Billy Behan, Bob Bishop and Bob Harper. It was Harper who was later to discover a scrawny youngster called George Best playing in the back streets of Belfast.


By the early 1950s Busby’s youth policy began to yield startling results, with a stream of exceptionally talented schoolboy prospects arriving at Old Trafford. Jackie Blanchflower, Mark Jones, Dennis Viollet, Bill Foulkes and Geoff Bent were amongst some of the first. They were soon followed by Albert Scanlon, Eddie Colman, Duncan Edwards and Bobby Charlton. Both Busby and Murphy knew it was only a matter of time before these exciting precocious youngsters would be ready to take their place in the first team.
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