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      INTRODUCTION

      
      Midway through the second half of a nervy, mistake-strewn Champions League fixture at Old Trafford, the crowd has grown introspective,
         quiet, grumpy. Groans echo round the enormous stands. The first leg a fortnight before had been a draw and Manchester United
         have to win to progress to the next stage of the competition. Right now, victory appears a fading proposition; a goal about
         as likely as Sir Alex Ferguson joining Victoria Beckham, John Magnier and Jaap Stam as a guest on a BBC talk show hosted by
         Alan Green.
      

      
      Sporting academics will tell you that competitive uncertainty is football’s unique selling proposition. Not knowing the result
         before the game starts is what keeps us coming back. Except tonight, for those who have paid to watch this encounter, there
         is a little too much uncertainty in the chilly evening air, a few too many permutations are running through the collective
         mental computer. As United’s expensively acquired forwards time and again fail to navigate a way through their opponents’
         well-corralled defence, what everyone wants is the comfort of a bit of certainty. A 4-0 certainty would be nice.
      

      
      Sitting in the row in front of me, the woman who has spent much of the first half snapping the action forty yards away on
         a digital camera and then showing the results to her companion now has her hand in her mouth, chewing at her fingernails.
         The man two seats along, whose expanding frame suggests memories of his last sporting foray are buried in the thickening mists
         of time, is loudly complaining about his team’s general uselessness. All around me, jitters are being voiced in agitated catcalls.
         As another move breaks down following an expansive, but doomed, attempt by United’s Cristiano Ronaldo to flick the ball to
         a colleague with his instep, it all becomes too much for a bloke behind me. He bellows: ‘Can you not just pass it, you bleedin’
         ponce.’
      

      
      No more than a minute after the man’s interjection, in a sudden blur of quick-fire exchanges, the ball makes its way out to
         the right-hand side of the pitch, where a player in red exploits a moment of hesitation by an opponent, advances towards the
         byline and spins a hard, low cross into the penalty area. After ricocheting off a couple of flailing limbs, the ball lands
         at the golden boots of Ronaldo himself, lurking on the edge of the box. A defender moves towards him immediately, hoping to
         block the route to goal. With a sway of his hips and a dip of the shoulder, the Portuguese deceives the player at the very
         point he lunges for the ball, leaving him marooned, embarrassed, on his backside. As Ronaldo advances goalwards, every supporter
         round me is up on their feet, bodies unconsciously shadowing his progress, willing him onwards, urging him towards his target.
         For a moment there is a shared momentum between crowd and player, an urgent, anxious forward thrust. Instantly the individual
         hopes of seventy-five thousand people in the stands and the eleven down on the pitch have been gathered into one irresistible
         whole. It is a moment of alchemy. A moment of extraordinary unity of purpose. The effort works. Ronaldo scores. After he plants
         the ball past the goalkeeper into the roof of the net the player stands for a second or two, eyes squeezed shut, fists clenched,
         chin pointing upwards towards the sky, mouth framing a guttural yell. He appears to have reached the very point of ecstasy.
         All around me, the joy at his goal is unrestrained. There is much hugging, much punching of the air, much relieved laughter.
      

      
      ‘Ye-es. Ye-e-e-es. Yes, yes, yes,’ shrieks the woman with the camera, like she’s Meg Ryan ordering a coffee. The fat man, too, has squeezed himself from his seat and, as he bounces with
         joy, is giving vivid demonstration of the purpose of a sports bra. Behind me, the bloke so recently accusing the very same
         Ronaldo of being all mouth and no trousers, shows little shame as he celebrates the winger’s goal-scoring work. As everyone
         jumps and shouts and bawls, it is like the lancing of a huge boil; the tension has gone, disappeared away into the ether.
         Everyone is smiling now. And from the vast stand to my left begins a chant, with which we all immediately join, in happy,
         clappy communion.
      

      
      ‘We love United, we do. We love United, we do. We love United, we do. Oh United we love you.’

      
      Those announcing themselves as lovers of Manchester United on that dank late winter’s evening at Old Trafford are not alone
         in their obsession. Nor are those cramming into a pub in London in May 2009, singing out their love for the club in defiance
         of a humiliating defeat in the final of the Champions League by Barcelona. Being a United fan is not a unique disposition.
         A MORI poll commissioned by United themselves in 2005 suggested there may be as many as seventy-five million people round
         the world who hold some level of affection for the club. Huge numbers of those seem to fetch up at Manchester airport the
         morning after matches, when a teeming polyglot of support swirls through security checks and packs the airside retail experiences.
         United supporters come from anywhere and everywhere. A keenness for everything red is, apparently, shared by 23.6 million
         people in China, 5.9 million in South Africa, 3.5 million in Malaysia, 3.2 million in the USA, 3.2 million in Australia, 3.2
         million in Thailand, 2.3 million in Japan, 2.2 million in Poland, 2.1 million in Singapore, 1.4 million in Canada, plus several
         people who live in Torquay. In Ireland, an estimated 1.3 million people support United, which – astonishingly – accounts for
         a third of the population of the island. With seventy-nine official supporters’ branches in the country, few Irish fans have
         to travel far to seek out like minds. Tiny villages both north and south of the border boast clubs, which host regular meetings of members and organise excursions to matches. In
         Northern Ireland, affection for United is one of the few cultural indicators that cannot be used to locate someone either
         side of the sectarian divide: there are as many orange reds as there are green. In Scandinavia, the United supporters’ branch
         boasts almost thirty thousand members, a figure that surged when Ole Gunnar Solskjær was signed by Alex Ferguson in 1996.
         Solskjær once described United as being ‘the biggest club in Norway’. And that includes any of the local sides.
      

      
      It is a growing worldwide congregation that has enormous financial implications. As the number of supporters grows, so does
         the club’s bottom line. In 1980, when the owner Louis Edwards died, his son Martin had United valued for probate on his father’s
         estate. Back then, the club was reckoned to be worth £2 million. By 1998 it was valued at £1.1 billion. In 1964 the BBC paid
         the Football League £5000 a year for the rights to televise highlights of League matches; the club’s share of a new deal was
         £50. In 2007 its income from television rights topped £26 million. In 1989 it cost £4 to watch a match from the Stretford
         End; in 2009, it was announced that for the following season, tickets would range in price from £27 to £49 (though if you
         fancy a meal in the United museum thrown in, you can pay upwards of £300 for a single hospitality ticket, available just by
         furnishing the United website with your credit card details) . In 1985 United’s highest-paid player was Bryan Robson, who
         earned £93,000 a year. Twenty-three years on, Ronaldo signed a contract worth £6.3 million per annum. Though even that was
         not enough to maintain his loyalty.
      

      
      The two sets of statistics are intertwined. United’s income comes from its supporters, they are its sustenance and its lifeblood;
         the more of them there are, the more money is generated. Some of the income comes indirectly, through subscriptions to pay
         television. More of it arrives directly, through match tickets or the purchase of a new replica shirt (the most popular size
         sold at the club’s Megastore, incidentally, is XXL). Such is United’s association with money, Mihir Bose, the BBC’s sports editor, wrote a book about cash and the club called Manchester DisUnited. Every page was crammed with tales of boardroom shenanigans and share-price hikes and maximising brand value. The giddying
         details of United’s financial success made the head swim. But through all the book’s details of corporate expansion, one thing
         emerged about the tottering cash mountain building up inside Old Trafford: this is the fruit of a fixation. It is the pay
         of love.
      

      
      But what is it all these millions of people love? What is it that those chanting out their affection on a cold March night
         find so intoxicating about United? When Ronaldo or Wayne Rooney or the much-loved Argentine Carlos Tevez score a goal, what
         exactly is it that they are celebrating?
      

      
      If there are seventy-five million fans, there are probably seventy-five million reasons for being a supporter. For me, it
         was purely an accident of geography: I was raised in south Manchester and, when I became aware of football at primary school,
         United were the biggest story locally. In my playground, we gave each other the names of United players as we picked teams.
         If you were selected off the railings first, you could be Denis the King and tug your cuffs over your fist. Second, you could
         be Bestie and had licence to dance through the opposition defence. Third, you were Bobby and could shoot from the halfway
         line. I was always Tony Dunne, the left back.
      

      
      From that moment on, I wore United as a badge of honour. I felt proud that people had heard of where I came from, that over
         the next forty years I encountered taxi drivers in Bangkok and Berlin who knew who Bobby Charlton was and always stuck their
         thumbs up in recognition of his name. For me, United were easily the best thing about where I lived.
      

      
      And they still are. In the eyes of the many who loathe United, the club’s very popularity across the globe has become a source
         of derision. Those who stand up if they hate Man U claim that no one within the city supports the club. It is a matter of
         certainty among the Arsenal fans from Banbury and Bicester that every United fan comes from anywhere and everywhere apart from Manchester. At Stamford Bridge, blues from Cornwall and Hampshire insist on
         United’s unpopularity within their own postcode.
      

      
      ‘You don’t come from Manchester’, they will sneer.

      
      If they stood by the footbridge over the railway line behind the Stretford End on match days, those who make such comments
         would soon be disabused. The huge majority of fans passing by are locals, working-class Mancs, proud of the world-renowned
         institution in their neighbourhood. Play football in the city’s vast soccer dome in Trafford Park and 90 per cent of the shirts
         scurrying across the many courts will be the red of United (and those that aren’t will be the black of the latest away kit).
         Besides, why on earth would the inhabitants of Cottonopolis fail to appreciate something the rest of the world finds intoxicating
         simply because it is on their own doorstep? Why would Mancunians be the only ones who don’t get United? The fact is, they
         do. And United are the thing that makes them most proud of their hometown. They have such a sense of pride in their club,
         they see it as something special, something apart, a regional beacon at odds with the rest of the nation. Hence the antipathy
         of some United fans to England. That is why they chant ‘Argentina’ with such relish whenever Carlos Tevez scores, or take
         delight in singing about Ronaldo making England ‘look shite’. For them it is Manchester against the world.
      

      
      And they are not alone in identifying the club with the city. It is United that Manchester’s four universities use to sell
         themselves overseas (Umist have long used a picture of Old Trafford on the literature it sends to prospective students, while
         United themselves offer a Freshers day to newly arrived students, to give them a better impression of the city than that afforded
         by the scallies who meet them off the train at Piccadilly, looking to relive them of laptops, iPods and mobiles). It is United
         that the local tourist board uses to sell weekend breaks in the city. There is no question, as the banner unwittingly passed
         above their own heads by Manchester City fans during the last ever derby at Maine Road insisted, that ‘Manchester is red’.
      

      
      
      Still, there is no denying that many of the millions of those claimed by MORI to be United followers couldn’t place Manchester
         on a map of the world. For them, detached from the club’s geographical and emotional roots, clearly their support is nothing
         to do with the articulation of local identity. For many, it is largely a matter of success. And, over the past fifteen years,
         as United have been pre-eminent, winning more titles and trophies than anyone else in England, success has been a constant
         recruiting sergeant. The fact, too, that they play in an English-language environment has enhanced United’s universal appeal
         ahead of, say, Juventus or Bayern Munich.
      

      
      Identifying with success makes those doing the identifying seem successful themselves. The day United falter, many of these
         supporters will doubtless take their affiliation with them to Real Madrid or Barcelona or whoever it is that can provide them
         anew with a vicarious sense of worth.
      

      
      Others, though, will be there in the stands the day United sink into the Blue Square Premier. They would much rather change
         their domestic arrangements, their jobs, their religion, than their football club. ‘United, kids, wife: in that order’ reads
         a banner frequently flourished at away games. It’s a funny line, but those waving it are serious. For them United is woven
         into their very being, their attachment defining them more precisely than any other aspect of their personalities. Seventeen
         such fans overcame all sorts of bureaucratic obstacles to make their way to Saudi Arabia in 2008 to watch the reds play a
         friendly. This was the very epicentre of the hard core. Yet even here, some were anxious to be deemed more loyal supporters
         than others.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure about him,’ one fan said to another. ‘He wasn’t at Luton away in 1984.’

      
      And he meant it.

      
      For sure, some supporters arrive at United intoxicated solely by the glamour, the powerful combination of wealth and fame
         that oozes from Old Trafford’s every steel rivet. You can see them on match days standing by the players’ car park, watching
         the boastful new examples of German and Italian machinery arrive and holding out autograph books hoping for a moment’s scribbled
         connection with those who shimmer in the glow of renown. Sometimes they seem uncertain who it is they are celebrating. I once
         saw a young girl, excitement illuminating her eyes, proffering her match-day programme to a large man in a blazer who had
         just stepped out of a 4×4 and was making his way through a flurry of flashbulbs to the VIP entrance. It was only when she
         asked him to scribble his name and he nodded over his shoulder that she saw the tiny, stubby figure of Colleen McLoughlin,
         Wayne Rooney’s partner, tottering behind him. The bloke was merely a bodyguard. After a second’s hesitation, the girl asked
         him for his autograph anyway. His mark would do: after all, he’d been in the same car as Colleen and was thus touched by the
         United stardust.
      

      
      Equally, there are some supporters who would rather spend time with their head in a bucket of custard than ask a player to
         make his mark on their programme. They loathe the circus that surrounds the team’s star names, the own-label scents, the Marie
         Antoinette wives and girlfriends, the endless conspicuous consumption. They regard the players as dismissive, detached from
         reality, unwilling to acknowledge the debt they owe to the fans.
      

      
      For some, United is all about now. It is about the breathless chase for the Premier League title and whether the treble will
         ever be achievable again. It is about sitting in the pub poring over the fixture list and worrying what will happen if Arsenal
         get those three points at Wigan and United lose away at Tottenham. For others, what they love is the history, the tradition,
         the continuity of past and present. Poring over the menu from the post-match banquet at the 1968 European Cup final is their
         idea of fun.
      

      
      Tony Wilson, the late Mancunian music entrepreneur and lifelong red, thought it was all about history. United, he once told
         me, attracted such a huge following for three reasons: the Munich tragedy, the team of Law, Best and Charlton, and the hooligan
         support of the seventies. Wilson made a career out of shameless provocation. But on this one, he may have a point. At least in my case. The first time I went to Old Trafford in 1974 I remember
         looking at the fifteen thousand people occupying the Stretford End, tumbling down the terraces in a recklessly choreographed
         surge, chanting as one at the little knot of opposition fans at the other end of the stadium, telling them that they would
         be going home in an ambulance, and I thought, Blimey. From that moment, I was smitten.
      

      
      Even today, in an era when CCTV cameras and insistent policing have all but eradicated such in-stadium displays of collective
         aggression, there are plenty who are principally attracted by the fan culture. They cannot get enough of the latest ditty
         about Anderson sung to the tune of ‘Agadoo’. Or the one about Ji-Sung Park not being a Scouser. Or the one about how Ronaldo’s
         ‘way with a brass is class’. Their enthusiasm is for the banter in the pub, the buzz on the coach to away games, the jokes
         that sound so great when you hear them in the stadium, but look lame when you repeat them in print. It is about the fanzines,
         the fashions, the fun.
      

      
      And just as there are millions who call themselves United fans who have never seen the team play in the flesh and never will,
         others have clocked up millions of miles following the object of their affection. Phil Holt, for instance, has been a regular
         home and away supporter for nearly forty seasons. And that includes the two years he was living and working in Australia.
      

      
      ‘I moved to Sydney at the start of 2004–05 and made it to Christmas without missing a game – not bad for a 25,000-mile round
         trip,’ recalls Holt, who hails originally from Blackpool. ‘I clocked up so many air miles on my Amex card that they begged
         me to use them up because the amount was clogging up their system. They told me I was their second highest unused points holder
         after Noel Gallagher. So at least City won something that year.’
      

      
      Holt has never been recognised by the club as significant to its history. There is no plaque dedicated to his efforts at Old
         Trafford. There are no free tickets to the directors’ box for Phil, he has to pay his way like everyone else. Yet, he is as much a
         part of United as many a player, shareholder or board member. Much more than many.
      

      
      As it happens, the season his United obsession resulted in a carbon footprint marginally bigger than China, a bunch of Phil’s
         long-term United-going friends decided to detach themselves from the object of their affection and create something of their
         own. Already wearied by the commercialisation, the financial mania, the widening chasm between their own sense of United and
         the way the operation was heading, divorce became the only option when the club was bought by the Glazer family. The money-making
         dynasty from Florida snapped up all the club shares in a hostile stock market takeover that was completed in May 2005. Many
         of those attending the FA Cup final that month wore black to signal their opposition to an owner who, they believed, had no
         interest in United beyond using the club as a vehicle to buff up his own wallet. In order to procure the investment, Malcolm
         Glazer had taken on humungous debt, which he transferred on to the club. To pay the interest on the purchase, ticket prices
         rose exponentially. While a huge number of match-going fans wouldn’t care if Attila the Hun was chairman so long as the team
         kept winning, a significant number believed the Glazers had taken their club away from them.
      

      
      Some decided to form an outfit of their own, one which could promote the aspects of United they loved and do without the bits
         they hated. They call it FC United of Manchester and they play in the Unibond League, in front of crowds of over two thousand
         former regulars at Old Trafford.
      

      
      ‘What is it you love about United?’ says Andy Walsh, one of the founding fathers of FC. ‘It’s not the board, it’s not the
         money-making, it’s not the whole media Man U thing. That’s not United. That’s not the soul of the club.’
      

      
      Like all religious schisms, this one has been bitterly contested. The theological disputes have simmered across the blogosphere, the internet an apparently irresistible opportunity for United fans to bicker among themselves. There were those believers
         who insisted that to leave the United family was betrayal, heresy even. They reckoned the departed should have stayed on and
         fought the new regime from within, that it was perfectly possible – as the ever-present graffiti around Manchester declares
         – to love United and hate the Glazers. It is an argument you can see rehearsed in the Ken Loach movie Looking for Eric. And it is one that continues to rage, even as FC’s march up the non-leagues has stalled somewhere south of the Blue Square
         Premier.
      

      
      ‘I’ve never seen Manchester United as mine,’ says Stephen Armstrong, a lifelong home and away supporter from Moston. ‘Those
         that do end up bitter, twisted and evidently jealous when someone does make it theirs. I belong to United but I don’t own
         it. Fans never have done. That is why we are called fans or supporters.’
      

      
      But never mind who is in charge, never mind who is in the dugout, never mind which passing millionaire is slipping on the
         red shirt, Phil Holt for one will always be there. ‘I have seen United play in forty-four different countries,’ he says. ‘The
         buzz that comes with travelling to see the team really can’t be beaten and seeing the same old faces turning up in so many
         corners of the globe is an amazing thing to behold. In the remotest areas of the world you can bet your house that at the
         end of any given night everyone will have unwittingly been drawn together in some seedy dive singing away in remembrance of
         our history much to the bemusement of our American, Brazilian, Chinese or whoever hosts. It’s always the same people, all
         from different walks of life, always the same songs, always the same hangover.’
      

      
      So what is about United? How did a local sports club established in the depths of the Manchester smog to stop a bunch of working
         men pickling themselves in booze come to play such a significant part in our culture? What is this body that is capable of
         inspiring such dedication, such love, such regular assaults on the creditcard? Is it just about the great players? Because United have had more than their share of them – Denis Law, Duncan Edwards, George
         Best, Eric Cantona, Roy Keane, Cristiano Ronaldo. Or is there something more substantial? Are there characteristics identifiable
         across the generations that make it United? Does it have a soul? A beating heart? What makes this an entity worth fighting
         over? Why on earth do rational human beings come to love something as vast, something as contentious, something as disparate
         as United? That is what this book is attempting to discover.
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      A BUNCH OF BOUNCING 
HEATHENS

      
      For a couple of years at the start of the noughties, just before the teams ran out on to the pitch at Old Trafford, out from
         the public address system issued seemingly the most low-key of rallying calls. Unlike the theme songs echoing round many a
         stadium in the country, the lyrics of this mournful ballad did not boast that we are the champions or that the team is simply
         the best or indeed that we will in any sense rock you. Instead it told a wistful tale of an urban romance conducted beside
         the entrance to the gas works, down along the towpath of the canal.
      

      
      Written in the early 1960s by the folk singer Ewan MacColl, ‘Dirty Old Town’ is Manchester’s anthem, a tune as evocative of
         its place of origin as any of the great works of American popular music. Covered by everyone from the Pogues to Rod Stewart,
         this is a song that tells as much about its writer’s surroundings as ‘Route 66’, ‘Wichita Lineman’ or ‘San Francisco (Be Sure
         to Wear Flowers in Your Hair)’.
      

      
      
      
         Heard a siren call from across the docks

         Saw a train set the night on fire

         Smelled the spring on the Salford wind

         Dirty old town

         Dirty old town.

      

      
      That song provides a snapshot of how Manchester has long been viewed by the artists, actors, playwrights and musicians who
         have found their muse in the bleakest corners of their home space. As is suggested by the pictures of L. S. Lowry, the kitchen-sink
         dramas of Shelagh Delaney, in Walter Greenwood’s Love on the Dole, in the music of Joy Division and in Paul Abbott’s television series Shameless, Manchester isn’t southern California. There are no golden shores or big skies or harvest moons here. More like cranes and
         grey cloud and rain.
      

      
      Sure, the wind emanating from Manchester’s twin city of Salford has changed direction since MacColl wrote his song. The gas
         works have long been demolished; the factory door now leads to a development of loft apartments; instead of steam trains sparking
         the night air, electric trams swish through canyons of steel and scrubbed-up brick, their sheen reflected in the freshly clean
         water of the canal. So much has altered that were he still alive, how astonished would MacColl be to see a tourist information
         bureau sitting in the middle of what was once a heaving dockside, an office in which visitors from across the world seek directions
         for the great new sights of Salford: the Lowry Centre, the Imperial War Museum, the outlet shopping mall. And to the towering
         cathedral at its heart, Old Trafford, its imposing glass-clad frontage illuminated and visible right along the dual carriageway
         of the A56, calling the faithful to prayer.
      

      
      Yet, whatever the twenty-first-century spring clean, Manchester’s sense of itself is still largely of the dirty old town.
         And it is not hard to see why. Even now, after a dozen years of voracious urban renewal, not all is fancy in Manchester. Not
         every nook and cranny of this city has been touched by the busy fingers of regeneration. There are parts where poverty is entrenched, where disappointment is written across every face, where the recent revelation
         that Manchester now boasts a higher concentration of millionaires in one of its suburbs than Beverly Hills would be greeted
         with hollow laughter. Places like Northampton Road, Monsall.
      

      
      ‘Welcome to Manchester, European capital of umbrellas,’ said the train manager as the express hauled into the city’s Piccadilly
         station. It was a good line that, at once both mocking the grandiose boasting of Liverpool, in 2008 the European Capital of
         Culture, and yet accepting the national stereotype of a place where drizzle is endemic. Simultaneously chippy and self-deprecating:
         very Manchester. Northampton Road is no more than a mile from where the trains fetch up in a station rebuilt for the 2002
         Commonwealth Games, only a ten-minute walk east of the sparkly new white footbridge that takes you through a ravine of office
         buildings, past a smart restaurant where a butternut squash starter costs £7.95. But it might as well be on another planet.
      

      
      Walk towards Northampton Road and within moments you are strolling along a high street where the only open businesses seem
         to be pawn shops and post offices, where youths in black trackies hang on street corners on mini-BMXs, where the faces waiting
         at the bus stop are so pale and pinched, it appears as if the sun hasn’t shone round here for a decade. Take a left into Northampton
         Road and you are in the North Manchester Business Park. And between the new pavilions of commerce is a patch of unoccupied
         land, strewn with the detritus of demolition. There is nothing here to indicate that this is where the world’s greatest sporting
         institution has its roots, that it was here the Manchester United story began. Actually there was a plaque here once; at one
         time it was fixed to the wall of the now demolished Moston Brook High School. But it got nicked. And no one has thought to
         replace it.
      

      
      Back in 1878, this place, now off everyone’s compass, was at the very epicentre of change. A mere thirty years previously,
         in the middle of the nineteenth century, this part of Manchester had been open heathland stretching to the Pennines. But by the late 1870s, in the height of Victorian expansion, North Road as it
         was then known, made its way through the most modern of industry, running alongside newly laid railway tracks, on which steam
         trains hauled coal into a hectic melee of iron, steel and chemical works. Everywhere was the noise and grime of industrial
         wealth-generation, a thick blanket of noxious fug belched out from a forest of chimneys, punctuated by flames spitting from
         furnaces. So grim was the scene, one unnamed local writer imagined what the Devil might make of it if he took a detour overhead
         on his way home from a night behaving badly:
      

      
      
         As Satan was flying over Clayton for Hell

         He was chained in the breeze, likewise the smell

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

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

      

      
      It was here, in this industrial Hades, in between the tracks and the chemical works, that the world’s richest football institution
         took its initial wheezy breath. It was here, in a spot that knew little of a world beyond its own filth-restricted borders,
         that a worldwide phenomenon followed with religious devotion by millions took its first, faltering, Bambi-esque steps. No,
         Bambi is the wrong image: nothing in Monsall then or now has ever been cute. This is dirty old town.
      

      
      What we know for sure is that there was no hint of the substance to come at the beginning. The club of Taylor, Edwards and
         Colman, of Law, Best and Charlton, of Cantona, Beckham and Giggs, of Rooney, Tevez and Ronaldo had an inauspicious beginning,
         played out in a mudbath and choked in smog.
      

      
      Unlike many football clubs there was no church connection in United’s start. Although the reds have frequently been identified
         as Manchester’s Catholic club, that was a reputation which did not emerge until the 1950s when Matt Busby, the devout west
         of Scotland Catholic, tapped into a nationwide scouting network of priests and boys’ clubs in a relentless search for footballing talent. In return for tip-offs, he would invite the churchmen
         to Old Trafford to watch games. By the 1960s, such was the priestly presence, one observer would speak of ‘a tide of the cloth’
         washing through the main stand on match days. Busby’s immediate successors – Wilf McGuinness, Frank O’Farrell, Tommy Docherty
         and Dave Sexton – were all Catholics, as was his assistant, Jimmy Murphy, and the owning Edwards dynasty, adding apparent
         evidence to this theory of sectarianism. But there has never been anything in United’s constitution about it. And once Busby’s
         influence began to wane in the boardroom, so did the Catholic connection. When he was appointed in 1981, Ron Atkinson was
         the first Protestant to manage the club since the flinty-eyed nonconformist Scott Duncan in the thirties. Not that he made
         much of his faith; Big Ron’s religious inclination was largely restricted to self-worship. Besides, even in Busby’s pomp,
         United never operated a selective religious policy out on the park. Ability was what mattered – the faith of football came
         above all else.
      

      
      No, there was nothing Catholic about United back then. Indeed, far from being God-botherers, the club started out as a bunch
         of Heathens. It was on North Road that the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway Company’s Newton Heath carriage works established
         a home for its Football and Cricket Club, an operation that was almost immediately nicknamed the Heathens.
      

      
      It was some company, the L&YR. There is a magnificent tiled mural on one of the interior walls of Manchester Victoria station
         that shows a map of the operation in its heyday. Its lines snake all over the north of England. Out of hubs in Manchester
         and Leeds they run, spinning laterally along the valleys of the Pennines, the Moors and the Dales. The spidery red routes
         reach out from Goole in the east across the tiles to Liverpool in the west, marking an expansion so rapid it makes the motorway-building
         programme a century later look timid and anaemic.
      

      
      Within twenty years of its foundation, the L&YR was employing hundreds of men, sucked in from all over the country to service a growing need for locomotives and carriages. It wasn’t a barrel of laughs working on the railways. It was dirty,
         dangerous and with little to entertain the working man in his brief moments of spare time, other than drink that is. In the
         middle of the nineteenth century the average male life expectancy in Little Ireland, the notorious part of Manchester now
         booted and suited and known as Castlefields (the favoured place for United’s players’ Christmas parties), was as low as seventeen.
         Booze was the principal escape from the wretchedness of industrial city life. The burghers of Manchester were so alarmed that
         the men whose labours had made them rich were becoming pickled in alcohol that they looked around urgently for an antidote.
      

      
      In 1878 the L&YR board, in an attempt to find a solution, charged its dining room committee with organising what it termed
         ‘classes of improvement’. Team games had recently been codified in the public schools and were being actively promoted as
         a muscular alternative to the many evils thought to be afflicting Victorian society, from drinking to masturbation. So the
         committee proposed a sports club, and the board approved, drafting in a raft of local luminaries – including C. P. Scott,
         founder of the Manchester Guardian and the local MP, and future Prime Minister A. J. Balfour – to act as the club’s vice presidents.
      

      
      At the time, however, rugby, with its unlimited opportunities for on-field violence, was the more popular game locally. But
         the committee believed that football, which enjoyed an image of Corinthian gentlemanliness, might serve as a better moral
         guide for the railwaymen. Thus football came to Monsall. And a patch of land just by the railway line was levelled and prepared
         for use.
      

      
      Mind you, it wasn’t much of a home. Goodness knows how the cricketers managed to play on a surface that for most of the year
         was ankle-deep in mud. Not that you could often see the mud for the smoggy haze oozing off the railway lines. As for the footballers,
         well, there wasn’t even a hut in which to get changed. There were none of those little leather manbags players carry these days into the showers, there weren’t even showers. Back then they were obliged to trudge after matches
         to the Three Crowns pub on Oldham Street, more than half a mile away, to get out of their mud-encrusted kit, leaving a trail
         of filth across the snug floor that drove a succession of landladies to distraction.
      

      
      In those early days, kitted out in the company colours of green and yellow (a style briefly resurrected, complete with lace-up
         collars, as a change strip in 1993), the most bruising encounter for the Newton Heath carriage team was with Newton Heath
         Locomotive, the side made up of the men from the L&YR engine depot, who looked upon themselves as superior in manufacturing
         skills. Quite what the results were of those early meetings, we will never know. The matches, played during what passed for
         daylight hours in the smog-shrouded environs of the heath, may have drawn a fair crowd of fellow workers, but they were not
         reported by the local press and the club’s early records have been lost. Probably swallowed up by the mud. We don’t know who
         played, whether anyone trained them, indeed whether there was a selection policy beyond the requirement of belonging to a
         railway section. In all probability, like amateur football ever since, it was a case of desperately asking round for recruits,
         resorting to a plaintive cry of ‘If you’ve got boots, you’re in’. Except no one had football boots in those days. They played
         in their work clogs. Then, after matches, a local chimney sweep known as ‘Father’ Bird would invite the players back to his
         for a sing-song and a meal of Lancashire hot pot or potato pie. It wasn’t quite the Sugar Lounge, the Cotton Tree, the Living
         Room or any of the other Manchester haunts the modern player goes to harvest a wag, but it filled a hole.
      

      
      Under the presidency of a certain F. Attock Esq., the club was soon looking beyond simple inter-works rivalry and set up its
         own offices at 493 Oldham Road. The fixture list of the 1882–83 season, the earliest surviving scrap of United memorabilia
         now lodged in the Old Trafford museum, includes games against other works sides in St Helens, Southport and Crewe, away days
         which could easily be accommodated along the growing rail network, particularly as L&YR employees were eligible for concessionary train fares.
      

      
      Soon the carriage men had outstripped their fellow works teams and were looking for fiercer opposition than the likes of Oughtrington
         Park, Bootle Wanderers or Manchester Arcadians. Attock’s ambition was to take on the longer-established clubs of Lancashire,
         and he got his first chance to pit his wits against the best just five years after the Heathens had been founded, when they
         drew Blackburn Olympic, the then FA Cup holders, in the first round of the 1883–84 season’s Lancashire Cup. It was the first
         taste of the big time and it was a chastening one: the Heathens were drubbed 7-2.
      

      
      The Manchester Senior Cup, inaugurated the following season, however, proved a less daunting proposition. On 3 April 1886,
         Newton Heath reached the competition’s first final, where, before a bustling, excited crowd of four thousand, they lost 3-0
         to Hurst, a side from Ashton-under-Lyne. It was the club’s only defeat of the year, but it came in their most important game.
         Two years later they went one better, beating Manchester FC 2-1 in a controversial, bitterly contested final (the winning
         Heathens goal would still be disputed five years later, the Victorian equivalent of Geoff Hurst’s crossbar rattler in 1966).
         The Senior Cup was a trophy they admired so much, they won it four more times over the next seven seasons.
      

      
      By now football was becoming part of the fabric of local life. The L&YR gained considerable prestige from the exploits of
         its team, and was happy to allow officials to offer jobs in the carriage works as an enticement to attract decent players
         from further afield. There were perks, too. Mr Sedgwick, the stationmaster at Victoria, always ensured the Heath lads travelled
         to away games in a reserved first-class saloon. Such enticements were particularly appealing in the ailing Welsh coalfields,
         and a number of Wales internationals – including Jack Powell, Tom Burke and the Doughty brothers, Jack and Roger – arrived
         to work for the railway, but more to the point to play for a club that was now pre-eminent in the Manchester area. If not quite the Arsenal of the day, there were soon enough Welsh, Scots and other out-of-towners turning
         Heathen for the Manchester Evening News to report in 1886 that it ‘did not recognise a local man in the team’.
      

      
      Emboldened by their cosmopolitan new line-up, Newton Heath entered the FA Cup for the first time in 1886. In the first round
         they played Fleetwood Rangers and ended the match with a creditable 2-2 draw, both goals scored by Jack Doughty. Under the
         impression that a replay would be required to sort out the winners, the Newton Heath players were surprised to be told by
         the referee that extra time was to be played instead. Certain in their reading of the rulebook, the Heathens refused to take
         part, heading off the field and home. The game was awarded to the opposition. It wasn’t to be the last time the club got into
         trouble staging a walk-out from the FA Cup.
      

      
      The following season, the smart, well-funded Lancashire clubs, many of which were taking full advantage of more lenient rules
         on professionalism, decided to form a league. By now presiding over Manchester’s most successful club, Newton Heath’s committee
         assumed an invitation to join the elite would be forthcoming. It wasn’t. Instead the club joined first the Football Combination,
         then the Football Alliance, short-lived attempts to rival the League. Neither provided much in the way of financial stability
         and for several years the Heathen committee looked at the burgeoning Football League with increasing envy. In 1891, anxious
         to break out of the Alliance doldrums and prove their suitability for League football, the officials went for broke. And almost
         found it. They used what little financial reserves they had to build two grandstands at the North Road ground, accommodating
         up to two thousand spectators. The committee’s profligacy brought them into conflict too with the L&YR, which refused to finance
         the developments. In what was not to be the last row about ownership of the club, all ties with the company were cut. From
         now on membership was not restricted to railwaymen, anyone could become a Heathen. News of the split from its parent broke soon after tidings of a more uplifting kind: the Football League had decided to expand into two divisions. Newton
         Heath were asked to join. What’s more, they were to be placed in the First Division. Nearby rivals Ardwick – soon to be rechristened
         Manchester City – were allocated a slot in the Second Division. Thus was local pecking order established early on.
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      MONEY, MONEY, MONEY

      
      Newton Heath’s first season in League football was a traumatic one. On the pitch, they finished bottom of the table and remained
         in the top flight only after winning a play-off against the Second Division champions Small Heath, from Birmingham. And off
         it, financial problems began to mount. A mooted flotation to raise £2000 in share capital was a damp squib; worse, the L&YR
         served an eviction notice on the freshly improved North Road ground. A desperate scramble to find a new home in time for the
         next Football League season was concluded when a lease was signed on a field three miles away in Clayton just days before
         the first fixture against Burnley. It was a heady occasion: seven thousand fans crammed into a small wooden stand running
         along one touchline. But an attempt to bring the two new stands across the city from North Road failed and eventually they
         were sold for a miserable £100.
      

      
      The Bank Street ground is now the site of the car park for the Manchester Velodrome, built for the Commonwealth Games, over the road from the City of Manchester Stadium. Thunder-thighed cyclists can park their cars and take in a plaque commemorating
         this vital part of red history on the wall of a house opposite the entrance. Not that the new ground provided new fortune,
         the club was relegated in its first season. And so, after just nine months, Newton Heath’s only ever stay in the top flight
         under that name ended. Worse, the committee risked what little money it had on an ill-advised libel case against the Birmingham Daily Gazette, which had remarked that the Heathens’ tactics during a rare 4-1 win over West Bromwich Albion were ‘simple brutality’. The
         presiding judge reckoned the case frivolous, and though he gave moral victory to the Heathen committee, he awarded them a
         mere farthing in damages and saddled them with all the legal costs. Meanwhile, if the team were hoping that the liquid mud
         of North Road had been left behind, they were soon to be disabused. So appalling was the condition of the new playing surface,
         it cost them a record. A 14-0 romp over Walsall Town Swifts on 9 March 1895 was declared void because the visiting club secretary
         took the precaution of lodging an official complaint about the state of the pitch before kick-off. The game was ordered to
         be replayed. And in the follow-up fixture, the Heathens managed only a 9-0 win.
      

      
      As the century drew to a close, Newton Heath had become a decent, unspectacular Second Division side, only occasionally, such
         as when they beat the mighty Blackburn Rovers to win the Lancashire Cup in 1898, showing much in the way of ambition. Which
         was no surprise as things were decidedly rocky in the committee room. Long hamstrung by the debts associated with their move,
         the finances were slipping deeper into the mire. Professionalism, for several decades frowned upon, was now a reality. Income
         from gate-receipts, though, was not sufficient to meet existing obligations, never mind attract in the better players who
         might allow the Heathens to match the big Lancashire clubs with their wealthy benefactors. Hand to mouth barely describes
         the club’s financial condition at the time. Photographs of the team invariably include a collection box at the feet of their
         captain Harry Stafford. This is how they survived: through the charity of their fans, a financial plan that has been followed by many a
         football club ever since. Stafford was a tireless fundraiser, using his St Bernard dog, Major, to solicit cash. Major even
         appears in one team photo, a collecting tin on his collar where his Alpine relatives might wear their barrel of brandy.
      

      
      In February 1901, with his club as usual utterly strapped for cash, Harry Stafford took it upon himself to organise a fundraising
         bazaar in St James’s Hall in Manchester town centre. The aim was to collect enough to pay off debts of £2670 that threatened
         the club with bankruptcy, and Major was dispatched off round the city’s pubs to pick up loose change. The day was a disaster.
         Not only did the bazaar fail to come up with anything like the target amount, but Major disappeared, along, more to the point,
         with his collecting tin. Stafford was in despair. A couple of days later, however, a team-mate spotted an advert in the local
         paper, a St Bernard had been found in one of the pubs belonging to the Manchester Brewery. By coincidence, the owner of the
         brewery, John Henry Davies, was looking for such a dog to give as a gift to his daughter and the two men turned up at the
         pub at the same time, both in search of the mutt. They got talking, and, in exchange for the brewing magnate agreeing to put
         money into the club, Stafford handed over his dog. It was the start of a beautiful relationship.
      

      
      Or so the story goes. There is no documentary evidence to confirm the dog’s role. But the idea of a St Bernard rescuing a
         football club appealed to mythology and Major has long been credited as Newton Heath’s saviour.
      

      
      John Davies, a well-fed individual with a magnificent handlebar moustache, was a wealthy man in his own right. But he had
         the added blessing of being married to the heir of the Tate & Lyle group. He was consequently about as rich a benefactor as
         could be found in the whole north of England; Major had chosen well. Although not a football fan, Davies liked his sport –
         and had already donated significant sums to local cycling clubs and provided bowlers at one of his pubs with a new green.
         He set about Newton Heath with relish and business acumen: he took full control of things, cleared its sizeable debts and, to declare
         a fresh start, suggested a change of colours – to red and white. Also, since they had not played on the heath in nearly a
         decade, Davies thought a new name was in order. A special meeting of fans, directors and interested parties was convened on
         26 April 1902 to discuss the issue. The gathering quickly dismissed Manchester Celtic as an idea, while Manchester Central,
         it was thought, sounded too much like a railway station. Everyone present, however, agreed that a nineteen-year-old supporter
         called Louis Rocca had a good idea when he proposed Manchester United. Or at least that was the tale Rocca dined out on for
         the next half century. There is no documentary proof that the man who went on to do every job with the club, from chief scout
         to temporary manager, actually conjured up the name or merely picked up a cry from the crowd. But no matter, Manchester United
         it was.
      

      
      There was a real buzz around Clayton in those tentative, early days of United. John Davies, after sorting out the debts, was
         keen to progress the club, to move it on from being merely a working man’s pastime into a nationally recognised ambassador
         for Mancunian self-esteem. He saw an immediate financial relationship between performance on the pitch and attendances at
         Bank Street, and set out to ensure a benevolent circle was quickly achieved. With secretary James West and the Heathen stalwart
         Harry Stafford put in charge of the team, great things were anticipated locally: twenty thousand people, more than five times
         the size of the average crowd the previous season, turned up for United’s first home game in the 1903–04 season, a 1-0 win
         against Burton United. But the optimism soon dissipated. Davies had provided a transfer war chest of £3000 to the management
         duo, but through their first season in charge, United stuttered and faltered in the mud. Injuries were commonplace, recruitment
         of new players erratic and they finished the season well off the pace in the Second Division.
      

      
      Davies was not one to tolerate ordinariness. James West paid the penalty for failing to deliver the chairman’s ambition and resigned in September of 1904. He was not out of the firing line
         for long. That winter an FA investigation into financial irregularity in the League – a regular occurrence at a time when
         much of the finances of football were distributed in a brown envelope – found him guilty of accountancy errors and he was
         banned for five years from any involvement in the game. The same inquiry also ruled Harry Stafford to have acted illegally
         during his time attempting to keep the Heath afloat on the mud. His defence, that, well yes, the books had not been entirely
         accurate in recent seasons, but that any cooking he might have done was not to line his own pockets, it was simply to keep
         the club alive, was dismissed. He was banned and never played for United again; the captain was now history. And he didn’t
         even have Major any more to comfort him.
      

      
      John Davies acted swiftly, and after taking advice from chums on the FA, invited Burnley’s secretary to head to Bank Street
         to take charge. His name was Ernest Mangnall. In many ways the story of Manchester United is the story of three men: Matt
         Busby, Alex Ferguson and Ernest Mangnall. The three defining characters, between them, they accumulated all the club’s League
         championship titles, plus eight of 11 FA Cups. A well-educated man with a fancy for cigars and a straw boater, like the two
         Scots, Mangnall had an eye for Europe, leading the United on their first ever continental tour to Prague, Vienna and Budapest
         in the summer of 1908. More importantly, though, there was something else the threesome had in common: a workaholic’s energy.
         Mangnall was appointed club secretary, but in effect he was United’s first team manager. He was by no means a tracksuit boss,
         in those days training was haphazard, random and largely conducted by the senior players. But he recognised fitness was key
         to performance – in the summer of 1904 he had cycled from John O’Groats to Land’s End, and that was in the days when saddles
         were rock hard – and he insisted his charges made greater effort towards achieving it. He did that largely by making it clear
         he would find others to step into any malingerer’s boots.
      

      
      
      The momentum began to build almost immediately Mangnall arrived. In his first season in charge, United finished third in the
         Second Division, a point behind the runners-up Woolwich Arsenal (Preston were champions). It was a feat they repeated the
         following season, taking in along the way an unbeaten run from 24 September 1904 to 21 January 1905. Mangnall built his sides
         on sound defence rather than fluid attack. One of the first things he did was to spend £600 of Davies’s money on Charlie Roberts,
         a muscular centre back from Grimsby Town. Roberts was to slot into the half-back line alongside Dick Duckworth and Alec Bell,
         a threesome that became as celebrated in their time as Law, Best and Charlton would be later. Not that Roberts, Duckworth
         and Bell were renowned for attacking flair. Let in fewer than you score and you win the game was one of Mangnall’s favoured
         dictums. And behind the tightest of Edwardian defences, he stationed Harry Moger, the tallest keeper in United history until
         Edwin van der Sar arrived. At over six feet three inches, Moger towers over every other player in team photos of the time,
         looming like Lurch above the Addams Family.
      

      
      It was those difficult-to-beat qualities that eventually, just as Davies began to despair his huge investment in the club
         would ever pay dividends, led to promotion in 1906 when fifteen thousand delirious spectators crammed into Bank Street to
         see the climactic 6-0 home victory over Burton United.
      

      
      A bit of a Brian Clough, an early precursor of José Mourinho, Ernest Mangnall fancied himself as a sporting philosopher. As
         his fame grew, he was often asked for an opinion. He loved nothing more than to give it, once writing in the Manchester Evening News that ‘a great, intricate, almost delicate and to the vast majority of the public, an incomprehensible piece of machinery
         is the modern up-to-date football club’. That was certainly the way he wished to portray his job: something no one else could
         do, something directors and committee members would do well not to enquire too deeply about.
      

      
      Mangnall demanded and got total respect from his players; he ruled the club with patrician good humour that belied a fiery competitiveness, plus – just like the two great Scots who were
         to succeed him – he had his information. He seemed to know more about what was going on in football than anyone else. With
         a network of spies he got the inside line on opponents, tailoring tactics to suit the opposition in the days long before the
         video or the scouting report. It was this ability to keep one step ahead of the pack that enabled him to pull off his smartest
         coup.
      

      
      Manchester City, by now the dominant local force in football, had won the FA Cup in 1904, at the time considered an achievement
         of far greater significance than the League championship. But the evident ease of their success had aroused suspicion from
         the authorities. An FA investigation found the club directors had breached rules on the maximum wage for players when they
         secretly handed out astronomical bonuses as high as £7 a man for winning the Cup. The board members in question were all banned
         from football for five seasons, while their star winger, the Welsh wizard Billy Meredith, was prevented from playing until
         the end of the 1907 season. In a bid to save what little assets they had remaining, the club organised an auction of their
         top players, inviting representatives of all the Football League teams to a fire sale at the Queen’s Hotel. When the other
         club secretaries and chairmen arrived at the hotel they discovered they were a bit late. It transpired that a certain Ernest
         Mangnall had been sharper off the starting blocks. Tipped off by a City insider, he had already signed up Meredith, together
         with Herbert Burgess, Jimmy Bannister and the bullocking centre forward Sandy Turnbull on free transfers. Virtually the full
         forward line of the most attacking side in the country was grafted on to the best defence around. In what reads like an Edwardian
         prototype for Alex Ferguson’s 2007 championship-winning side, Mangnall now had the winning formula.
      

      
      Billy Meredith’s arrival was particularly important. This slim, tricksy winger was the first United player to deliver a bit
         of glamour to the place. The precursor of Mitten and Best, Cantona and Ronaldo, a sparky, aggressive character off the pitch,
         aware of his own worth and determined others should be too, he was the first to characterise a trait that United fans have long sought
         in their heroes. With his neckerchief and toothpick, his off-field commercial activities (he had opened Manchester’s leading
         sports shop while still in City’s colours), his on-pitch bandy legged shuffle and dainty footwork, he was the maverick, the
         individualist, the man apart, the player who helped define the club’s sense of itself. Very different. Very United.
      

      
      And he was the man to kick-start the reds’ first golden age. In the autumn of 1907 they raced to the top of the League after
         a run of ten straight wins. Fed by Billy Meredith’s crosses, Sandy Turnbull scored 25 goals in 30 games, a record that stood
         for forty years until Jack Rowley came along. With such firepower and a parsimonious defence, United never relinquished top
         spot and the first title in the club’s history was secured in May 1908. To celebrate the triumph, chairman Davies paid for
         the team to go on a tour of the Austro-Hungarian empire. It ended in mayhem. After hammering Ferencvaros 7-0 in Budapest,
         the United players were attacked by infuriated locals, a riot that was only broken up by the arrival of a troop of cavalrymen
         who laid into the crowd, swords drawn. A bruised Ernest Mangnall came away from the club’s first European venture saying the
         team would never again play in Budapest. By chance United didn’t until a European Cup tie eighty-six years later.
      

      
      The big one, though, still eluded Mangnall and United – the best they had achieved in the FA Cup was a quarter-final slot.
         Then, in 1909, things changed. After wins against Brighton, Everton and Blackburn in the early rounds of the Cup, United played
         Burnley, Mangnall’s old employers, in the quarter-final. With a blizzard blowing round Turf Moor, United looked to be heading
         out of the competition with Burnley leading and only eighteen minutes left to play. But the weather rescued the reds when
         the referee abandoned the game. So bad were conditions, the official was too cold to summon up the puff to blow his whistle
         to call the game off, and handed it to United’s captain Charlie Roberts to do it for him. In the replayed fixture, the reds won 3-2 and then dispatched the League champions-elect Newcastle
         in the semi-final.
      

      
      Amid enormous interest in Manchester, the United team journeyed down to London to take on Bristol City in the final at Crystal
         Palace. Thousands of fans went with them, described by The Times thus: ‘There are no people in the world like the northerners. They spend their money, they have their quaint ways. They bring
         stone jars of strong ale and sandwiches an inch thick packed in the wicker baskets which can be used for conveying carrier
         pigeons.’
      

      
      The team were armed with a change strip of white shirts decorated with a red ‘V’. Long before sponsorship deals, the shirts
         had been specially ordered from Billy Meredith’s sports shop and were presented to the team by the music hall star George
         Robey. The intervention of celebrity proved lucky: Sandy Turnbull scored the only goal of the game and the oldest trophy in
         world football was on its way to the north-west. When presenting the cup, Lord Charles Beresford, commander-in-chief of the
         Channel Fleet, announced: ‘I do not think I have seen finer specimens of British humanity than those who played in this game.’
         Manchester was delirious, more than three hundred thousand people lining the streets between Central station and the town
         hall as Roberts and his men paraded the Cup from a carriage pulled by six grey mares. On board, players, management and directors
         celebrated as one.
      

      
      It was, as it turned out, a misleading show of unity. That summer, as the Cup nestled in the Bank Street offices, Charlie
         Roberts, Sandy Turnbull, Billy Meredith and the rest attended a meeting at the hotel opposite London Road (now Piccadilly)
         station that is now the Malmaison. Fed up with parsimonious employers insisting on a maximum wage, they formed the Professional
         Footballers’ Association and sought to affiliate with the General Federation of Trades Unions (GFTU). These guys had just
         won football’s most prestigious trophy. Yet their chances of enjoying the financial fruits of success were minimal. Meredith was the one who articulated it best. Sure, he argued, footballers were blessed to be able to spend their working lives playing
         a game most could only espouse in what limited spare time they had. Sure, they were lucky not to be confined to the mine or
         the factory like their contemporaries. But thousands of people paid hundreds of pounds in gate-receipts each and every week
         to watch their endeavours and they were seeing none of it. They weren’t ordinary workers, they were entertainers and deserved
         to be rewarded as such, like the music hall heroes who commanded fees of up to £100 a performance.
      

      
      It was appropriate the body was formed in Manchester, home of the co-operative and union movements, birthplace of the Chartists
         and the suffragettes, cradle of the Guardian, a town that always had at its beating heart radicalism and dissent. With Billy Meredith as its sardonic, cynical mouthpiece,
         the body was quick to set out an agenda: a fair distribution of football’s wealth, an end to under-the-counter payments, a
         recognition of the players’ standing within the game. Plus some sort of security of tenure. An end, in short, to the virtual
         slavery that had shackled the game since it was first codified. And if it didn’t come, then the right to strike.
      

      
      Football’s plutocratic governors in London were incensed by the Manc upstarts and their Welsh mouthpiece. How they wished
         they had banned Meredith for life when they had the chance a couple of years previously. The FA instructed all club chairmen
         whose players had joined the putative union to sack them on the spot. The United team were locked out of Bank Street and Davies
         stopped their summer wages. A furious Sandy Turnbull led a break-in at the offices to seize property in lieu of payment; items
         purloined included the FA Cup itself. Rumour had it that the trophy that afternoon found itself on Turnbull’s sideboard. Club
         captain Charlie Roberts, ever alert to the wider implications of their actions, sensed that the moral high ground had been
         abandoned by such theft. He organised for all the goods to be returned. Despite his efforts, the ban was upheld by an FA determined
         not to let power slip. Elsewhere in the country, the striking players at other clubs panicked and returned en masse to the life of near servitude. But at United there was a tougher
         resolve. As the start of the new season arrived, the United stars were still locked out, training in Fallowfield, calling
         themselves ‘The Outcasts’ and earning the admiration of fans everywhere.
      

      
      ‘Manchester United Without a Team’ was the bald headline in the Manchester News Chronicle, above a picture of the rebels, gathered round a sign declaiming their new name. Meredith, in particular, saw his status
         enhanced by his actions; wherever he went he was mobbed by back-slapping fans. Profits at his sports shop went into orbit.
         John Davies, meanwhile, was having a less happy time. Trapped between the FA and his mutinous players, the chairman tried
         to get the first few fixtures of the season postponed. The game’s rulers refused.
      

      
      By the end of September a compromise was offered: the FA was prepared to give limited recognition to the players’ union, provided
         that it did not affiliate with the GFTU and forgot all talk of negotiating wages and the right to strike. Meredith, Roberts
         and the United boys argued that this would represent a pitiful climb-down. Confident in their cause, they organised a ballot
         of England’s professionals seeking a mandate to press for affiliation to the wider union movement. They were soundly beaten,
         by 470 votes to 172. One by one the United players signed up to the new FA-approved way of doing things and returned to Bank
         Street. Billy Meredith was the last to go. He later wrote in his memoirs of the incident: ‘A man said to me the other day:
         “ah the players did not have the pluck of the miners”. He was right, of course.’
      

      
      With player discontent if not dissipated then at least now accommodated, Davies continued his march for progress. If the locals
         had been hanging from lamp-posts to watch the Cup winners parade the trophy through the streets of Manchester, then he needed
         somewhere to house them all when the team played their home games. In 1910 he bought a chunk of land from the Earl of Trafford’s
         estate over the other side of the River Irwell, in Salford. Here, without incurring any debt or mortgage, he commissioned the architect Archibald Leitch – who had recently designed the three big stadiums in Glasgow – to build a new home for his
         United, capable of containing up to a hundred thousand paying spectators. It took less than two years to complete. A photograph
         of Davies, surrounded by his manager and players in front of the new main stand at the ground, shows it was a substantial
         structure, with rows of wooden benches stretching out of frame. On the other side of the ground was an equally impressive
         enclosure, while two huge cinder banks provided standing room for nearly eighty thousand. It was, Davies boasted, the finest
         ground in the country, better than Crystal Palace, Stamford Bridge, the newly built Highbury or anything else in London. The
         press agreed. The Sporting Chronicle described the ground as ‘the most handsomest, the most spacious and the most remarkable arena I have ever seen. As a football
         ground it is unrivalled anywhere in the world.’ More importantly, the site had proper drainage; at last the reds had a pitch
         to play on, ‘a lush green carpet’, insisted the Manchester Guardian. As the locals preened themselves that this was the smartest stadium in the empire, the change of venue clearly proved inspirational
         to the players. They won the title again in 1911, Roberts, Turnbull, Meredith, Moger and the rest setting a pace by winning
         their first seven games, which no one else could match.
      

      
      That was the last hurrah of Ernest Mangnall’s red and white army. A side ageing together (Charlie Roberts was by now in his
         mid-thirties and Billy Meredith’s best days were widely assumed to be behind him) needed rebuilding. But the manager clashed
         with his chairman over funds for the reconstruction. Not that Davies had a lot left after building Old Trafford. Mangnall,
         however, showed little sympathy for his well-heeled chairman’s temporary embarrassment and resigned, heading off across town
         to the welcoming embrace of Manchester City. John Bentley was put in charge at United, but it was not a happy time. In 1913
         and 1914 United were First Division also-rans and failures in the Cup. But then, minds might well have been distracted by
         ominous rumblings from the continent.
      

      
      
      When war came in the summer of 1914, it cut a swathe through English football, killing off players by the dozen. Sportsmen
         were generally the first to volunteer, believing that taking on the Germans would be much like an away fixture against Burnley.
         Whole companies of footballers who stuck together in the trenches, much like the platoons of butchers, bakers and candlestick
         makers, were wiped out at the Somme, Passchendaele and Ypres.
      

      
      Back on the home front, things carried on as normal for a while. League football continued until 1915, when it was finally
         deemed a distraction from the all-consuming business of war and suspended. In the last fixture of that final season, United
         needed a win against Liverpool to stay in the First Division. They got it 2-0. Which all seemed a touch too convenient, given
         Liverpool were patently superior opposition. It was. Knowing that the League was due to be suspended, a number of United and
         Liverpool players saw this as their last opportunity to make a nice little earner from the game. A betting coup was organised
         between the two sets of players and when a letter signed by ‘Football King’ was printed in the Manchester Evening News a few days after the match alleging that the game had been fixed during a meeting at the Dog and Partridge pub just round
         the corner from Old Trafford, the FA launched an investigation. Four Liverpool players and three United stalwarts – Sandy
         Turnbull, Arthur Whalley and Enoch ‘Knocker’ West – were found guilty and banned for life for match-fixing. All were eventually
         pardoned (although it took West until 1945 before he was officially able to play again; a bit academic as he was sixty-two
         by then). Sandy Turnbull’s ban was tragically short-lived. On 3 May 1917, the first great United centre forward, the scorer
         of the winning goal in the 1909 Cup final, the man who once nicked the FA Cup, was killed in action at the second battle of
         Arras. Football, the working man’s escape, the game dreamed up as an improving moral force, suddenly did not seem quite so
         important anymore.
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      SO WHO OWNS THIS CLUB?

      
      It was a Sunday morning, 9 September 1998. This was an international break, United hadn’t played the day before, so for a lifelong
         red like Andy Walsh, it was a bit of a weekend off. Time for a liein. But Walsh, the chair of the Independent Manchester United
         Supporters’ Association, was in no mood to snooze. He had just been woken by a reporter seeking a comment on the news that
         Rupert Murdoch had made a bid to buy the club. As he took in what he was hearing, Walsh felt as if his stomach was making
         a bid to evacuate his body via the soles of his feet. Through his television arm BSkyB, Murdoch, the world’s most powerful
         media mogul, had offered almost £624 million to hoover up all the available United shares on the open market. There was nothing
         illegal about this: since 1991 United had been a publicly listed company, its shares freely available to anyone who wished
         to buy them. According to the reporter, it seemed that morning like the deal had been done. All that was left was to dot a
         couple of i’s, cross a couple of t’s. Outside Old Trafford the news cameras had already found a couple of United fans who seemed more than enthusiastic about the impending deal.
      

      
      ‘It means we’ll be able to buy Ronaldo, Zidane, anyone we want,’ said one of them.

      
      Walsh, however, was less enthused by the idea. He saw Murdoch not as a benevolent sugar daddy happy to splash his cash on
         whichever world-class player took the fans’ fickle fancy. Rather, he believed him to be a raider whose interest in United
         began and ended with the further procurement of money and power.
      

      
      A Ph.D. in economics was not required to work out why it was to the former Australian’s advantage to buy United. As head of
         the company with the contract to broadcast domestic football, owning the club would give him invaluable access to both sides
         of any future negotiations, allow him to exercise almost total control over the game. In the vocabulary of modern marketing,
         he would own the content as well as the point of delivery.
      

      
      Supporters like Andy Walsh had long laboured under a different belief in United’s purpose: that it should be a football club,
         operated for the benefit of those who pay to watch, an entity owned by the membership of which the chairman was a temporary
         custodian. From the moment the news broke, Walsh’s mobile had been bleeping. What everyone wanted to know was: what could
         they do about this? How could a campaign be conducted against someone as determined as Murdoch? After making a couple of phone
         calls, Walsh decided that he was not going to let the takeover happen unchallenged. If nothing else, it was important to let
         it be known that for United’s hard-core support, there was a lot more to their club than a bottom line. For them, this was
         not a set of figures, a profit and loss account that they were fighting over. It was a living, beating entity, a thing with
         a heart and a soul.
      

      
      ‘What you defended was your experience of going to United with your friends and family,’ says Walsh. ‘It was the sense of belonging, of being part of the Man United movement. That was United.’
      

      
      It was a definition growing ever less visible. The organisation that began as a recreational outlet for working men had developed
         in the latter end of the 1990s into an international leisure conglomerate. The change had happened slyly, a snowballing agglomeration
         of hints and clues like a flotation on the Stock Exchange in 1991 and the removal of the words ‘Football’ and ‘Club’ from
         the club crest in 1998 (they went, incidentally, because the designers of the newly streamlined badge suggested that the international
         market could not understand what they meant). In less than a decade United had become an entertainment corporation, a Hollywood-style
         purveyor of celebrity, a production line to manufacture cash housed within the Theatre of Dreams.
      

      
      ‘It is’, according to José Angel Sanchez, director of marketing at United’s rivals as the world’s wealthiest football club,
         Real Madrid, ‘a company that provides content, like Universal Studios.’
      

      
      Now it seemed, as it lay prostrate at the feet of BSkyB, this institution had finally lost all contact with those whose loyalty
         had built it in the first place. The end of the game was in sight.
      

      
      What Walsh wanted was confirmation of the definition of a football club as given by the Athletic News, which suggested that it must be ‘sustained by the voluntary effort of a number of people resident in the locality of its
         headquarters and that there are many shareholders who, with separate interests, have the right to elect directors’. He would
         also have concurred with a directive from the Football Association which stated that ‘the private proprietorship of clubs
         carried on for the purpose of speculation and profit’ was invidious to the interests of the game as a whole. The fact that
         both of these statements were made in the 1930s suggest that the battle for the spirit of football clubs like Manchester United
         was not a new one. Indeed, Walsh and the like minds plotting resistance to Murdoch would have drawn comfort they were not
         the first United followers to fight over the very beating heart of the organisation. It had happened before, in 1931. Back then, the dispute was bitter and lengthy. It
         pitched supporter against director in a civil war that seethed with rancour. It too came from an idea of what United should
         be and what it could become.
      

      
      The battle of 1931 was, however, a subtly different clash to the anti-Murdoch dispute nearly seven decades later. This was
         a row not about how the fruits of success should be divided. Rather, it was about failure. And how – in the supporters’ minds
         – the directors and those in charge of the purse strings had brought the club to the lip of oblivion by their inertia.
      

      
      Failure and Manchester United: they have not been words often seen in close proximity since Alex Ferguson began his trophy
         rush in 1990. But imagine how it felt for anyone attending the last Manchester United home game before the Second World War.
         When they opened the programme for the match against Grimsby, they would have seen that the page detailing the club’s honours
         had not altered one jot since 1911. On the pitch, the period between the wars was the most barren in red history, two decades
         of under-achievement, of yo-yoing between the top two divisions, in which the highest League position was ninth and the most
         significant result was a defeat in the semi-final of the FA Cup. This is how bad things got: at one point during the 1934
         season, as the club faced the very real possibility of sinking into the third tier of English football, they even changed
         strip for a couple of months, hoping a different colour of shirt might bring better luck. Though it is hard to fathom why
         anyone imagined fate would favour cherry and white hoops.
      

      
      On the other hand – and maybe this was no coincidence – off the pitch, those twenty years were full of intrigue and infighting,
         of directorial wrangles and managerial sackings, of threats of fore-closure by the bank. With the action on the playing surface
         largely moribund, most of the excitement was in the boardroom, including the time that A. E. Thomson was forced to resign
         as a director after scandal erupted when one of the United players eloped with his daughter. Neil Dewar, the player concerned, took young Miss Thomson with him when he upped sticks and left for Sheffield
         Wednesday. He was, it seems, so desperate to be on his way from Old Trafford he didn’t even delay the departure long enough
         to secure his future father-in-law’s permission for the ensuing marriage (they were reconciled in time for a proper wedding
         ceremony, though judging by the tense-looking official photograph taken on the occasion, relations had yet fully to thaw between
         father and son-in-law).
      

      
      To understand what went wrong, it is necessary to go back to the Armistice. The immediate post-Great War period should have
         dawned brightly for the club. Once peace had been secured, like the rest of the football world, at Old Trafford the 1919 season
         was greeted with a wave of optimism. Football was briefly an escape for everyone: immediately after the war, a visit to Old
         Trafford was something of a social occasion, a draw for the locally monied who wished to see and be seen. The Manchester Guardian reported of a 1919 derby that ‘the approach to the ground resembled a vehicle park at a great racecourse. On either side
         of Warwick Road transport of every description was lined up – charabancs (extemporised and deluxe), taxis, private motors,
         motor cycles and even a number of horse-drawn carriages.’
      

      
      Huge crowds clacked through the turnstiles for those first couple of post-war years. On 27 December 1920, for instance, 70,504
         filed into Old Trafford to see United take on Aston Villa, a record for a League game at the ground that was to stand until
         the 2006–07 season. In the days before health and safety, however, the accommodation was clearly not up to hosting such a
         bustle: several crush barriers buckled under the throng. Fans complained of not being able to see anything, of being trampled.
         Although the sense of claustrophobia was not to last long. The team had its own solution to the issue of overcrowding in the
         stands. As they did quite often in those days, the reds lost that particular crowd-pulling encounter 3-1. And the following
         day, only three thousand turned up for a friendly against the Corinthians. Indeed, such was the team’s inability to make the most of football’s mini-boom, average home crowds were down to below thirty thousand by
         the end of the following season.
      

      
      Much of the problem was to do with personnel. Of the side that had been involved in the last fixture before the wartime cessation
         of the League, Sandy Turnbull, the fine striker who had scored the winner in the 1909 Cup final, was killed in action in the
         trenches. Others had been injured in the conflict, or had grown too old or had simply been diverted by the hiatus away from
         the game. Billy Meredith, the Welsh Wizard who supplied the prewar side with its box office sparkle, was still around, but
         he was now in his forties. Moreover, during the war he had often guested for Manchester City in unofficial fixtures and in
         1919 he demanded a transfer across town, saying he wanted once more to link up with his old mentor Ernest Mangnall, now in
         charge of City. The two clubs agreed a fee, but Meredith refused to participate in the move, insisting, with characteristic
         stubbornness, that he was not a commodity to be bought and sold and that he should be allowed to go on his own terms.
      

      
      ‘I will not’, he told the board, ‘be traded like a piece of horse flesh.’

      
      He wanted a free transfer and nothing less. The board insisted on a fee. There was a lengthy stalemate, as Meredith – the
         wily old veteran of disputes past – stayed on with the reds for a whole season, a grumbling presence on the fringes of the
         dressing room, often spending entire matches standing on the touchline, barely participating, simply chewing on his toothpick.
         Eventually the club tired of fighting over a man in his mid-forties. Even one who – thanks, he claimed, to a regimen of herbal
         remedies and after-match rubdowns using a bizarre collection of unctions – boasted the fitness of many men half his age. Believing
         he had no remaining residual value, he was allowed away to join the blues for nothing. Little did anyone realise the crafty
         old curmudgeon would carry on playing until he was nearly fifty.
      

      
      Just as serious an absentee from the pre-war crew was the chairman, John Davies. Soon after the war’s conclusion he decided he too no longer wished to be involved in the club. Davies’s
         legacy was not just the only major silverware the club had acquired, but also Old Trafford. Boasting only one roofed enclosure
         (the rest of the ground was open terraces, with the loyalists congregating in the popular ‘Pop’ Side, where the North Stand
         is now), its facilities were nevertheless considered state of the art. One contemporary report swooned about the changing
         rooms, which boasted ‘a large hot bath, neatly tiled, while showers and other contrivances make for the comfort of the playing
         staff’.
      

      
      Such attractions were noted across the country. The ground hosted an international between England and Scotland in April 1926,
         which the Scots won 1-0 in front of a crowd of forty-nine thousand. Four FA Cup semi-finals were held there in the twenties,
         plus a rugby union match between Lancashire and the touring All Blacks, the Manchester County Police annual sports day and,
         in 1927, a tennis exhibition featuring the Wimbledon Ladies champion Suzanne Lenglen. You imagine all concerned appreciated
         the bath.
      

      
      Despite such a bequest, however, Davies’s successors in the boardroom could not match his financial acumen: soon the regular
         profits he turned when in charge were a thing of the past. The inertia in the boardroom spread to the pitch. Many a visiting
         side to Old Trafford found it a far from intimidating venue, generally scuttling off home not only nicely spruced up after
         their ablutions in the renowned facilities, but with two points in the bag. In 1922 the reds found themselves relegated for
         the first time since 1894. It wasn’t even a close-run thing: when the season ended they were eight points adrift of Everton
         and safety. A measure of the gap between United and the Merseysiders was that the reds lost 5-0 at Goodison that year.
      

      
      John Robson, who had been the club’s secretary/manager since 1914, duly accepted responsibility for the decline and resigned.
         Into his place came the Scotsman John Chapman. Hailing from Glasgow, Chapman was the first of several sons of the Clyde to occupy United’s bench, the first to demonstrate what later was to become a de facto football twinning between the two grand,
         but rough-edged cities.
      

      
      Robson arrived with something of a reputation. He had made Airdrieonians a genuine force in Scottish football and his ability
         to organise a defence was much admired. Such was his prestige, the United board agreed to pay him an annual salary in four
         figures and present him with a house.
      

      
      One thing they were not buying with the new man, however, was immediate success. Chapman did not set too high a standard for
         his fellow Scots to follow. A dour, unsmiling Presbyterian presence around the club, his personality was reflected in the
         way his team played: only three times in his first two years in charge at Old Trafford did the players manage to score more
         than two goals in a game. Finishing so low down the Second Division they were behind Stockport County was not likely to have
         the locals singing from Salford’s roof tops. Crowds diminished to the point where as few as eleven thousand would rattle round
         Old Trafford. Things were no happier among the playing staff. According to a director called George Bedford, interviewed in
         the Topical Times magazine, there was ‘some chafing in the dressing room’. It sounds painful and it was. Neil McBain, the centre back, demanded
         a transfer then went public with stories of other players putting pressure on the management to drop him. There were tales
         of a split between the English and the Scots in the dressing room. There was even a theory that the new ground at Old Trafford
         was cursed (Joe Spence, in the intemperate language of the times, suggested the pitch be dug up to see if the remains of a
         ‘policeman or Jew or somesuch’ had been buried there to put the kibosh on the team). Meanwhile, across town, City, with Meredith,
         Mangnall and the rest, were kicking up a storm in the First Division; crowds, momentum and local dominance all belonged to
         the blues.
      

      
      Dismayed by the shadow in which they were obliged to operate, supporters and shareholder groups got together in 1924 to demand that one of their number be placed on the board of directors. It was not much of a demand. But this was the time of
         the national strikes, of labour mobilisation, of revolution. Fearing that they too were to be victims of a socialist putsch,
         the board resisted all such manoeuvres. It was a decision that was not forgotten among fans who grew ever more infuriated
         at the rising tide of failure.
      

      
      The board were, however, sufficiently alarmed by the unrest to sanction a spending spree for Chapman in an attempt to invigorate
         the United side with new signings. It didn’t have much effect. The biggest signing was when the manager paid South Shields
         £1000 for the magnificently named Lancelot Holliday Richardson. But the only ever transfer between the two clubs was not an
         overnight panacea. Big Lance, as he was known, eventually tired of picking the ball out of the net at Old Trafford and moved,
         via a brief spell at Reading, to Argentina. Here, about as far from failure as he could escape, he established a successful
         ranch in Cordoba, which he worked until his death in 1958.
      

      
      Much of Chapman’s forays into the transfer market smacked of desperation. Take the strange case of Albert Pape. On 7 February
         1925, United were due to play Clapton Orient in a Second Division match at Old Trafford. Pape, Orient’s centre forward, arrived
         with his team-mates on the train fully expecting to turn out against United. However, just ninety minutes before kick-off
         Chapman persuaded his opposite number to sell the player to the reds. The registration details were wired to the Football
         League headquarters in time for him to turn out for his new employers in that very game. His Orient team-mates were completely
         unaware that he had made the switch until, just before the game started, they saw him inspecting the pitch with the United
         players. They were even more surprised when he duly scored for his new club. The glory did not last long. Within nine months
         he had been transferred to Fulham. Though, in an odd twist, he retained the house in Wigan he had bought on his arrival up
         north and for his entire time at Craven Cottage continued to train at Old Trafford. Not a situation you imagine being tolerated by Chapman’s Glaswegian successors.
      

      
      At least, throughout all this, Chapman could call on the services of Joe Spence, the reds’ leading goalscorer in every season
         in which the Scot was the manager. Known by the magnificent nickname of ‘The Scotswood Whippet’, Spence, a quick, skilful,
         wiry Northumbrian, rarely missed a chance. ‘Give it to Joe’ was the legend written on placards flourished in the Pop Side.
         It wasn’t far from summing up the total extent of United’s tactical plan. With him on the teamsheet, Chapman finally managed
         to achieve what he was being paid handsomely to do. After three long years in charge he steered United up into the First Division
         again. The reds finished second to Leicester City in the Second Division in 1925, their promotional charge underpinned not
         just by Spence’s goals but also by the most parsimonious defence. They only conceded twenty-three League goals all season.
      

      
      At the heart of that stone wall back line was the captain, Frank Barson, one of the hardest men ever to slip on a red shirt.
         A colliery blacksmith by trade, the centre back hailed from the aptly named pit village of Grimethorpe near Barnsley. He was
         renowned for an unsophisticated approach to the game that largely consisted of kicking them before they could kick him. Chapman
         paid £5000 to Aston Villa to secure his services, though Barson was as tenacious when it came to negotiating his own personal
         terms as he was in the tackle. He agreed to sign only after United said they would, as a bonus if promotion was secured under
         his captaincy, buy him a pub. In 1925 the board were as good as their word and, once the First Division beckoned, a large
         ale house in Ardwick Green was duly found for him. The opening night of the new landlord’s tenancy, however, turned into something
         of a promotion party. So many fans and well-wishers poured into the premises, hoping to slap the skipper on the back – and
         perhaps get themselves a free drink in return – that Barson took flight. Just half an hour into his career, he told his wife
         the life of a licensee was not for him, chucked his keys on to the bar and never set foot in the place again.
      

      
      
      The crowd may have warmed to him, but Frank Barson was not a popular figure in the United boardroom. Even the ebullient Louis
         Rocca, by now elevated from the postroom to be the club’s chief fixer, was more than a little wary of his Yorkshire bluff.
         ‘A gentleman of firm-set opinion’ is what Rocca called him.
      

      
      On the field, under Barson’s captaincy, the reds managed a respectable fifteenth position in their first year back in the
         top flight. Plus they enjoyed something of a Cup run, though it was to end in ignominy for the skipper. They reached the 1926
         FA Cup semi-final, which was lost in a tetchy, ill-tempered battle with their local rivals in blue. During a particularly
         fraught passage of play, a Barson challenge left the City captain Sam Cowan unconscious. The referee didn’t see anything untoward
         in the incident and Barson remained on the field as Cowan was carried off. But the FA acted on complaints from the City management.
         Barson became the first player retrospectively to be charged with misconduct and was banned for two months. That semi-final,
         incidentally, was such a high point in a barren period that the match-day programme at Old Trafford was still carrying action
         photographs from it two years later in 1928.
      

      
      Just as success looked as if it might return to Old Trafford, however, scandal broke forth. In the autumn of 1926 an investigation
         by the FA found John Chapman guilty of ‘improper conduct in his position as secretary/manager of Manchester United’. He was
         suspended for the rest of the season, banned from his duties as manager. Far from standing by him, the directors immediately
         fired the Scotsman. The reasons for his suspension and subsequent dismissal, however, were never made public: neither the
         FA nor the United board would reveal what he had done. And in more deferential times, the press did not even speculate. Although
         it was hinted by Alf Clarke in his 1948 history of the club that Chapman was covering for a match-fixing player, Gentleman
         John – as he was known – never spoke about the case and carried his secret with him to the grave. Maybe it was Barson and
         he was simply too scared to point the finger of blame.
      

      
      
      In October 1926, Clarence Hilditch took over as player-manager, the only one in red history. His reign was only ever meant
         to be brief, holding the fort until a new recruit could be signed up. And in the summer of 1927 Herbert Bamlett arrived from
         Middlesbrough. After the only player-manager came another unique occupant of the dug-out: Bamlett is the only qualified referee
         to be in charge at United. Indeed, when he turned up from the north-east he was well known to red fans with longer memories
         as the ref who, in 1909, called off the FA cup tie at Turf Moor between Burnley and United as a blizzard enveloped the ground.
         He it was who had been too cold to blow the whistle to bring the action to a conclusion and had to hand it to the United skipper
         Charlie Roberts to blow it for him.
      

      
      Despite fielding not one but two players named James Brown, Bamlett’s United very rarely demonstrated any soul, even when
         the Browns were joined at times by a certain Tom Jones. By the end of the season, the fans were getting restless. ‘One has
         sentimental reasons for supporting United but sentiment dies too. The management will find this out if we are subjected to
         many more inept displays.’ So a fan signing themselves ‘Old Trafford’ wrote to the AGM that year. But the board were not inclined
         to win popularity by buying their way out of a crisis.
      

      
      Besides, they did not have the financial wherewithal for much sustained investment in players. The late twenties and early
         thirties were not a good time to be in Manchester. The city was in crisis. The depression was having a catastrophic effect
         on jobs, trade was in freefall and the cotton industry that had for so long been the wellspring of Mancunian affluence was
         in steep decline. Consequently there was little spare cash around to devote to watching football. As crowds tumbled, United
         lurched into a vicious downward spiral.
      

      
      Even if there had been much in the way of spending money, not many would wish to dispose of it in the environs of Old Trafford.
         After two wholly forgettable seasons in charge, at the start of the 1930–31 season Herbert Bamlett’s side hit rock bottom. The once parsimonious defence shipped twenty-five goals in the first five games. This was just the start of the longest
         sequence of defeats in red history: twelve in succession saw them nailed fast to the foot of the First Division. ‘They are
         the worst team in senior football,’ announced the Football Chronicle. It was hard to argue.
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