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FOREWORD: ALAN SHEARER



Thirty years, where did they all go?


When you talk about three decades of the Premier League, it feels like it should be in the dim and distant past, but to me it’s still so vivid that it could be yesterday. You think back to those key moments in your life – leaving Southampton for Blackburn as the most expensive player in Britain and then joining Newcastle as the most expensive player in the world – and it feels so fresh in my mind.


As a player, all you want to do is get out there on a Saturday afternoon and win games, you don’t think about politics, money, boardroom chatter; it’s all about the match and the fans. But when the Premier League started in 1992, even the players recognised the significance. Something important had changed – and it felt exciting.


I’ll certainly never forget my first Premier League game; it was my debut for Blackburn, and I scored twice against Crystal Palace. I woke up the next morning knowing this was the start of a fantastic journey.


I have to smile to myself when I look back at the footage of that first season, in fact, those first few years. The state of the pitches, they were dreadful! Recently I walked across the pitch at St Mary’s Stadium in Southampton with Gary Neville and Micah Richards and it was like the most luxuriant carpet you could buy. As I said to Gary, imagine how many goals I would have scored if the ball hadn’t been bobbling all over the place back in our day!


When you are making those kinds of comparisons, you realise just how far the Premier League has come in those thirty years. The grounds are magnificent, the facilities for fans are wonderful and the whole experience of match days is light years from when the league started. When I was going to sign for Blackburn, Kenny Dalglish, Jack Walker and Ray Harford didn’t want me to visit Ewood Park because it was so ramshackle; they thought I’d change my mind.


Now the Premier League is a global phenomenon in so many different ways. I am very fortunate to travel around the world through football and the recognition our game gets thanks to the overseas coverage is, at times, astonishing and the love for the Premier League is undeniable.


So much has changed for the players, too. Yes, wages are fantastic, we can’t deny that, but it’s the technical side of the game that has improved, the ability to play with the greatest players in the world has brought out the very best in the English game. I remember the season we won the title with Blackburn, there was only Henning Berg and Robbie Slater who came from overseas; now you can have half a dozen different languages in a single dressing room.


Would I have swapped my time in the Premier League to play now? It’s a question I get asked a lot and the answer is always ‘no’. I was part of something special, something exciting and invigorating. I was there when the Premier League was new, when ‘Alive and Kicking’ was its anthem and we were pioneers of sorts. That’s something I would never swap or want to lose.


Alan Shearer CBE DL
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Talking About a Revolution


The napkin is now kept in an airtight bag for safety. Really, it should have a home in a football museum or, at the very least, be on display at the Premier League’s London HQ. Instead, David Dein guards and protects it, this six-inch square of paper covered in slightly spidery handwriting, the blue ink just beginning to fade.


With the required sense of solemnity, the former Arsenal vice-chairman presents it as you might an ancient artefact. In football terms, perhaps it is one. For this is the document that revolutionised the game, a blueprint for transformation that dismantled a century of accepted thinking and forced football into the Modern Age.


We are travelling west out of London Waterloo and have barely hit the suburbs when he proffers the Ziploc in my direction. ‘Do you know what that is?’ he asks, confident that I won’t have a clue. ‘It’s the first draft of the Founders’ Agreement for the Premier League, the way the league was going to be set up, how the money was to be divided – all on a paper napkin I had to hand when we first decided something had to change.’


The ‘we’ was Dein, the driving force behind change at Arsenal; his North London equivalent, Irving Scholar at Tottenham Hotspur; the Manchester United chairman, Martin Edwards, and the Merseyside pair of Noel White from Liverpool and Philip Carter at Everton. In the late eighties and early nineties, these were the ‘Big Five’ – a group of clubs who knew that without a seismic change, football was on a slow dive towards mediocrity. Exile from Europe post-Heysel had seen standards fall on the pitch, while facilities within grounds were an insult to fans. Add the blight of hooliganism and the significant fall in attendances, and football had become a pariah sport in the eyes of the Government and large parts of society.


Today, Dein uses the napkin as a prop on his numerous visits to prisons, part of his role in the Twinning Project, a charity he helped set up with the aim of rehabilitating offenders through football. More than thirty years ago that napkin was the impetus behind the birth of the Premier League, a land-grab that shook the game to its foundations and would ultimately lead to the former powerbrokers of the Football Association and the Football League becoming subservient, hapless onlookers.


Football’s Magna Carta had actually been drawn up in November 1990 at a dinner on London’s South Bank, but its seeds were sown five years earlier by a series of tragedies. On 11 May 1985, fifty-six fans lost their lives and almost three hundred were injured in an inferno at Bradford City’s Valley Parade ground when a cigarette fell on to accumulated rubbish below a virtually decrepit wooden stand which was soon engulfed in flames.


On the same day, fighting between Birmingham City and Leeds United fans at St Andrew’s led to a wall collapsing, crushing a fifteen-year-old schoolboy, Ian Hambridge, who later died of his head injuries. Less than three weeks later, thirty-nine people died at the Heysel Stadium in Belgium after violent clashes between Liverpool and Juventus fans, again causing the collapse of a wall in a stadium which an investigation would conclude was not fit for purpose.


Yet, while football as a whole seemingly refused either to listen or to learn from these horrific lessons, there was a realisation among the Big Five that the authorities were presiding over a decline of a sport that may have been slow, but was ultimately irreversible. The likes of Dein, Edwards and Scholar were, first and foremost, smart businessmen who had run major companies of their own and who knew their way around a balance sheet, were comfortable with the process of profit projection and margins, and saw there needed to be a sea change in both the structure and the thinking at the heart of the game. A ninety-two-club decision-making model was unwieldly and benefited reactionary thinking to the point where Dein’s proposal for putting the names of players as well as numbers on the back of shirts was denied as some clubs ‘would not have enough laundry room’. In the face of this recalcitrance, an alliance was formed.


As Martin Edwards explains, ‘I became Manchester United chairman in 1980, David joined the Arsenal board a little bit after that and Irving Scholar took over Tottenham in 1982. We were all very similar football nuts. We were all dead keen. I think we all realised that under the ninety-two-club Football League formula, the big clubs in England were never really going to reach their full, full potential.


‘When I took over United, my big ambition was to catch Liverpool, because Liverpool were the dominant club in England. But once you achieve that, you think, “OK, we’re capable of winning the League, we’re capable of being successful, now, who do you want to compete against?” And you look at Real Madrid, Barcelona, Bayern Munich, and you think, “How are we going to be able to compete with them?” And the only way you’re able to compete with them is if you’re getting more worth.


‘Yet all clubs were equal in terms of voting rights, all clubs were equal in terms of television revenue. We all got £25,000, even though it was us who were appearing on television most of the time. You also had to put a percentage of your gate revenue into the central pot, which I can understand if you’re sharing it with twenty or twenty-two other clubs but not with ninety-two clubs.’


With a shared ambition of autonomy, talks between the like-minded Edwards, Dein and Scholar began in 1985 and expanded to include White and Carter from Merseyside who, while more traditional in their outlook, still recognised the need for change in exactly the same way and gladly threw in their lot with the thrusting reformers. However, it took the dreadful events of Hillsborough four years later to galvanise their collective determination.


The deaths of ninety-five innocent fans on 15 April 1989 (two more were to die in later years) changed societal attitudes towards football. It forced the game into a reckoning which it had avoided for too long. Supporters were often treated like cattle, herded into grounds that lacked even the most basic facilities, told they had no voice, their pleas for something approaching civility contemptuously ignored by the game’s authorities. Even clubs who actually wanted to improve their stadium were hamstrung by a lack of both funds and vision, a relic of a sport that saw change as an anathema and the preservation of the status quo as a given.


Justice for the families of the ninety-seven may have had to wait thirty years, but football could not afford a second’s delay. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher faced down football’s authorities. She demanded that every fan should carry an identity card, a plan rejected by the FA, the Football League and the police. There was to be no denying Thatcher’s next move, however: a full investigation headed by Lord Justice Peter Taylor. In the space of thirty-one days, the Taylor Report did more to change the game than any other intervention since the formation of the FA in 1863.


The requirement from Taylor for all-seater stadia meant the single biggest investment project ever undertaken by the top two English divisions. Government and local authority grants barely softened the financial blow; assistance from the FA only scratched the surface. And television revenue? It amounted to next to nothing if, for example, in the case of Manchester United, redeveloping the Stretford End alone came with a bill of £10 million. A four-year rights deal with ITV signed in 1988 may have been worth £44 million, but divided – albeit weighted towards the top flight – by ninety-two clubs meant the Big Five and the remainder of the old First Division were faced with the kind of crippling bills few could accommodate.


Even the euphoria of England’s World Cup campaign at Italia 90 did nothing to dilute the financial burden. Bobby Robson’s team may have lifted a nation with their charge to the semi-finals before exiting on penalties to West Germany. Paul Gascoigne may have emerged as a totemic symbol of gallant defeat. And, yes, a combination of sunshine and Ecstasy had seen a transformation in the face of the typical England fan from snarling hooligan to (largely) loved-up raver. But there was no significant benefit to the bottom line. The 1990– 91 season saw a rise in attendances in the old First Division as fans who had previously stayed away wanted to experience this new feel-good factor. That rise included the welcome sight of more women and families attending matches, just the market football at the highest level had always sought to tap. But while the demand was there, the Taylor Report’s determination that whole stands and sections of the ground had to be closed for all-seater renovation meant this new influx of support did not come close to shifting the financial dial for clubs still struggling to pay the bills.


Enter Greg Dyke. Often bullish and belligerent, Dyke had made the move from newspaper journalism into television and, having helped revitalise the fortunes of ITV’s TV-am, was now the senior executive at London Weekend Television. For a man who would go on to become the chairman of the FA, Dyke held that institution and the Football League in healthy contempt, recognising an unsustainability in the existing model both as a businessman and as a fan of Brentford (albeit with an allegiance to Manchester United that would latterly see him join the Old Trafford board). Instinctively, Dyke sensed there was more than just a move to implement change at the top of the game; it was fast becoming a tidal wave – and one that he believed ITV could surf. That belief was to prove short lived.


Dyke had already found a kindred spirit in Dein, with whom he had negotiated ITV’s £44 million broadcast contract in 1988. Now he did his best to galvanise the Gang of Five, dropping ever heavier hints that if there was truly a desire to rip up the accepted order of things, ITV would be happy to spearhead from a broadcast angle. ‘We were facing up to the challenge of the Taylor Report,’ admits Dein. ‘We’d always been talking, going back to the mid eighties, asking ourselves, “How are we going to change the game?” Then Greg came on to the scene and he gave us impetus. He gave us courage, I have to say, and the whole thing fell into place.’


It was Dyke who hosted the dinner on 16 November 1990 in LWT’s headquarters overlooking the Thames. Nobody can seem to remember what was on the menu except revolution. The Big Five finally crystallised a thought process half-a-decade in the making, with Dein jotting down notes on his now precious napkin.


Emboldened by the positive direction of travel, Dyke upped the ante after the meeting. He wrote to the Big Five clubs, offering them £1 million each for the exclusive broadcast rights to their matches. At the November dinner, a putative figure of £750,000 had been discussed – and certainly not discounted by the clubs – and Dyke sensed increasing the offer would add even more volition to the process. He wasn’t wrong.


The Big Five approached Rick Parry to take on the role of chief executive of the proposed new league. Parry had been a lead figure in Manchester’s failed bid for the 1992 Olympics and had impressed with his drive, vision and credibility. Convincing the Liverpool fan to leave a senior position at consultancy giants Ernst & Young proved to be easier than Dein, Edwards and company expected. It also gave the clubs an element of protection, with Parry their fireguard providing a degree of deniability should news of their plotting leak. Incredibly, it never did, an indication of just how little even a ravenous media expected anything to change within football.


So, while the breakaway clubs had crossed the Rubicon, strengthened by a guaranteed million pounds a year (when Arsenal’s annual turnover amounted to £1.5 million compared to something just short of £400 million today), there were still a thousand steps to take. As much as the money thrilled, there was no appetite for a closed shop of five teams playing against each other up to eight times a year. The net had to be cast wider.


Dein recalls, ‘We thought to ourselves, “So how do we get the others on board?” And we thought, “Well, you know, if we get ten clubs, the other twelve will come.” So, we all decided to have one dancing partner each, the ones who had traditionally sided with us on major decisions. I think mine was West Ham, somebody else had Newcastle, somebody else had Sheffield Wednesday. And so on.


‘Then it would be, “How are you doing? How’s your partner? Yeah, we’re okay, I think we’re okay.” Then when we actually had ten clubs signed up, we knew the other twelve would come along because that’s what they tended to do. That’s exactly what happened.’


But it was a far from straightforward process, no matter how blithely Dein explains it away. The dance partners were wary, scared of missing out on an opportunity but equally terrified of a misstep and the ramifications of such a momentous move. Up and down the country, hotel rooms were booked anonymously as White, Carter and Edwards courted their northern allies, while Dein and Scholar networked assiduously in London and the south.


Secrecy and confidentiality were key, although that sometimes went out the window. Rick Parry recalls a meeting with Edwards in a hotel in Manchester where a suite was booked under the name of Martin & Company. Arriving at the hotel reception, Parry asked for directions to the suite, only for the receptionist to reply in all innocence, ‘Oh, you must be here for the Manchester United meeting, then.’


For four months, the mutineers, revolutionaries – call them what you will – took the message out to the First Division clubs that they could be masters of their own destiny, that a new age beckoned for anybody with a vision for an improved, streamlined football pyramid that would never again be held back by the reactionaries clinging on to power, the-big-man-in-a-small-town mentality desperate to avoid a change that might threaten their position.


It was a tantalising prospect for many, but still the overriding question was: what would be the backlash from the game’s authorities when, inevitably, secrecy gave way to a public statement of intent? What would the FA and the Football League do?


The answer, for the FA at least, was roll over and have its tummy tickled.


History has not been kind to Graham Kelly. Speaking personally, I found him hugely likeable away from the cameras, microphones and notebooks, the kind of man who was happy to be dumped in goal when playing for the England press team during Euro 96 despite holding the role of FA chief executive at the time. To be fair, he was far from the worst goalkeeper the press team has ever had.


But as an administrator and executive, he will always carry the scar of Hillsborough happening on his watch, haunted by a series of floundering missteps around England managerial appointments and sackings. A measure of his often tone-deaf approach to the demands of the job was illustrated when a handful of chief football writers were holed up in a hotel in Marseille’s old port watching the streets of the city set alight as English, French and Algerian thugs fought running battles, setting cars on fire and smashing windows in restaurants and bars before retreating from baton-wielding police.


It was a horrific sight, the kind that too often blighted England’s travels in Europe. Calls were made to the FA asking for a reaction, when suddenly we spotted Kelly sitting in the hotel bar just yards away, watching Jamaica v Croatia on television. Incredulous, a couple of us approached him and, pointing to the carnage just a few hundred yards away, politely enquired what the actual hell he was planning to do – only to be informed there would ‘probably’ be a press conference in the morning. Hardly inspiring.


Yet arguably the worst error of Kelly’s nine-year reign at the FA was the way he ceded authority to the breakaway clubs driving what had become known as the Premier League. Perhaps it was due to the traditional enmity between the FA and the Football League, a battle between the ‘blazers’ and the clubs, both sides jostling for supremacy, both believing THEY were charged with control of the game’s soul. Little did they realise the events of early 1991 would see both their positions diminished irrevocably within a decade.


Previously, Kelly had served eleven years at the Football League as secretary, so he would have been attuned to the mood among the leading clubs even if he may not have been aware of how deep-rooted their plans to rip up the established order were. Having ‘crossed the floor’ to the FA in 1989, he was the obvious first port of call for the conspirators as they tested the water. If they were expecting any kind of reluctance on behalf of Kelly and the FA, those thoughts were dispelled in the very first meeting between the chief executive, Dein and White in December 1990.


It became clear they shared much common ground with Kelly who, at the time, was preparing his own blueprint for the future of the English game. That particular plan foresaw an era where the biggest clubs, as the major revenue drivers through television rights deals and other commercial ventures, would demand a louder and stronger voice in the way the game was run. In Kelly’s opinion, as long as the FA maintained alignment with the clubs and, titularly at least, had their name over the door, it was a natural and acceptable progression.


Buoyed by Kelly’s willingness to, in Dein’s words, ‘open the door a little’ for their venture, the next step was to march through it waving a battle plan for the breakaway and a proposal of its structure to the FA. However jubilant the mood among the plotters, they still faced the prospect of a battle with the Football League who, under the leadership of its President, Bill Fox, were not about to allow for the destruction of their 102-year-old bastion by five slick-suited upstarts.


Fox, in particular, rattled his sabre louder than anybody, determined to fight every inch of the way to prevent any change but, as Dein explains, ‘I don’t want to talk badly of Bill. He was the chairman of Blackburn Rovers and he was, “You know it’s always been like this for a hundred years. You can’t change it now.” Well, a hundred years ago buses were drawn by horses, now we’ve got electric cars so that’s what he had to deal with.’


The one weapon the League did have was its Articles of Association, which stated that any member club seeking to resign was forced to give three years’ notice. In the past, this had been the perceived stumbling block when the Big Five – and others – were contemplating the kind of revolution that was now potentially weeks away.


But if Fox thought that was going to be a deterrent, then he had seriously misjudged and underestimated the mood of revolt. ‘We didn’t have the luxury of three years,’ Dein recalls. ‘We had clubs going up and down, it wouldn’t be the same group of clubs and we couldn’t afford to wait, we were hot to trot, we had to nail it.


‘Fortunately, we had a very astute barrister, Mark Phillips, together with Rick Parry who was the CEO designate, when Mark had what he calls his “eureka” moment. He was in his study one day with the Football League rules in one hand and the FA rules in the other and they weren’t compatible. The League rules said three years’ notice of resignation, the FA’s said one year’s notice. So, we resigned under the FA rules.’


A statement of some simplicity but a situation of intense legal scrutiny. The FA were accused by the League of acting in an ‘arbitrary and undemocratic’ way, risking endangering the very safety of the English game for an ‘illusion’.


On 8 April 1991 all twenty-two First Division clubs met at the FA’s Lancaster Gate headquarters. Dein, Edwards, Scholar, White and Carter – that original Gang of Five – were joined by the likes of Chelsea’s Ken Bates and Dave Richards from Sheffield Wednesday, who had been convinced this was not only a significant step forward but an essential one if the game was to survive. Already English football was being plundered by its European neighbours, with star names like Chris Waddle having departed for Marseille in 1989 to be followed by David Platt to Bari later that year and Paul Gascoigne, the absolute jewel in the crown of the England team, unable to resist the riches and siren call of Serie A when Lazio came calling. Even defenders like Des Walker were a target for Italy and would leave for Sampdoria the following year. The talent drain left English clubs even less competitive every time Europe opened its chequebook, and in the eyes of the clubs most at risk, only the dramatic transformation of the league could end that.


Five years out of European competitions (with an extra year’s ban for Liverpool) had seen English clubs fall light years behind their continental rivals. Scholar estimated the Italian, Spanish and French leagues were all a far more attractive proposition to the best players in the world and that the talent drain would become a torrent unless decisive action was taken. It was an argument that easily carried the day for any club that might still have possessed a scintilla of doubt.


Of course, there was still some horse-trading to be done. The original plan, and one sanctioned by Kelly and the FA, was for an eighteen-team Premier League, but that was diluted to include all the current First Division clubs, with the acceptance that relegation and promotion remained sacrosanct. Ironically, Bill Fox’s Blackburn would benefit from the extended group, securing promotion from the old Second Division to become a founder of the Premier League. Sadly, Fox passed away before he could see his club transformed.


With the resignation of twenty-two clubs now backed and rubber-stamped by the FA, the fight transferred from oakpanelled offices to the High Court. On 17 July, the clubs signed a Founder Members’ Agreement which saw the Football League take the inevitable step of legal action. The shrewd legal instincts of Mark Phillips proved correct: the High Court decided the ultimate governance of the game rested with the FA and with that decision, the Premier League was no longer a pipe dream of five men with a sense of purpose, it was reality.


Despite defeat in the courts, the Football League’s resentment was palpable – visceral, even. So much so that all ninety-two clubs were called to a meeting at the Grand Connaught Rooms in London on 23 September where it was left to the FA’s then Administration Manager, Pat Smith, to explain the reasoning behind her organisation’s decision to facilitate the destruction of a structure that had stood for more than a century. Standing on a chair so she could be both seen and heard, Smith calmly explained that, rather than selling the game’s soul, it was better the FA were able to control this breakaway group than be railroaded by it.


Smith’s explanation was grudgingly accepted across the board but the animosity survives even to this day – not that the FA or Football League can do a thing about it. Perhaps now both bodies share the sentiment of legendary football scribe Brian Glanville, who wrote in the Sunday Times that we were witnessing the birth of the ‘Greed is Good’ league. Given the astonishing success, and often excess, of the Premier League thirty years later, it’s difficult to disagree.


Cruelly, one of the first victims of the Premier League was the man who surely provided the catalyst for it. Greg Dyke’s ITV bid £200 million over four years for the broadcast rights and received the backing of four of the original Big Five. In different times, loyalty to Dyke might have been paramount; instead, Rupert Murdoch stuck an extra £100 million on the table and Dyke was just another who found himself chewed up and spat out by clubs who had quite literally written their own rules to get this far and were never going to be afraid of writing more.


Perhaps Dein sums it up most succinctly. ‘Football wanted to keep the family together but the family had outgrown the house. That is the truth.’
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A Man for All Seasons


The word had come from the very top. There was only one shot the Sky cameras had to get. And so, when the final whistle blew, they swung towards the Old Trafford directors’ box to capture the image of Sir Matt Busby, walking stick in hand, beaming smile on his face, singing along to ‘Always Look on the Bright Side of Life’ in time with forty thousand euphoric Manchester United fans. Only when the cameras had lingered long enough on Sir Matt did they cut back to events on the pitch and the man who had inspired scenes of such rapture.


It would be the last time in his Old Trafford career that Alex Ferguson was forced to accept second billing to anybody at the Theatre of Dreams.


The shadow of Busby, the one that had proved too daunting and overwhelming for every one of Ferguson’s predecessors, had been lifted. The title, which had eluded United for twenty-six years, since the days of Charlton, Best and Law, was back in Manchester and Ferguson’s own seven years of frustration were at an end. Fittingly, the first season of the Premier League era had crowned a man who would go on to become arguably its most influential figure.


Sure, smart men in suits drove the Premier League’s inception, an acquiescent FA may have rubber-stamped it and Rupert Murdoch most certainly funded it, but it was Ferguson who lived it, embodied it, personified all its drama and its ability to deify and destroy in equal measure.


His dominance of the Premier League, not just in those early years but until his retirement two decades after that initial triumph, saw him transform English football and the way it was viewed – and sold – around the world. Without Ferguson’s United, the Premier League would have been successful, but even the likes of former chief executive Richard Scudamore concede its global significance may not have been quite as assured.


Speaking to journalists at a private lunch to celebrate the League’s tenth anniversary, Scudamore revealed that if there was a difficult negotiation to be faced, be it with broadcasting rights or a commercial partner, his secret weapon was always Ferguson. A word, a handshake, a conversation with him would so often end any stalemate or ease open a door that seemed firmly shut. It was a power of presence and personality that none have matched.


And yet, by the standards of the current Premier League era, Ferguson would have considered himself fortunate even to be in a job at United, let alone usher in a period of utter domination. From his appointment in November 1986 through to 1992 when United stumbled to second place behind Leeds United, Ferguson had underwhelmed and only the boardroom support of Busby and chairman Martin Edwards had saved him.


Ten trophies with Aberdeen and the end of Glasgow’s dominance of Scottish football meant nothing to United fans starved of title glory and, worse, seeing red and blue on Merseyside carving up the League between them throughout the eighties. An FA Cup victory in 1990 was a mere salve; European success in the Cup Winners’ Cup a year later helped, but, as Edwards points out, it was considered the barest of minimums for United even if it pointed to an upwards trajectory.


‘We’d gone so long without winning the League it became like a monster hanging over us. Every year that went by it got more and more difficult and the tension grew. As far as Alex is concerned, I can’t see clubs being that patient these days. Liverpool were reasonably patient with Jürgen Klopp before he won the title but generally people are looking for immediate, instant success.


‘We used to receive a lot of letters from supporters complaining that Alex wasn’t the right man. He’d come from Scotland; he hadn’t got experience in the English League, and all the rest of it. All you could ever do was write back and explain about all the hard work that was going on behind the scenes and that we were developing the youth team and just be patient and it will all come right in the end. But of course, supporters are looking for immediate results; they’re judging it on every Saturday. And if results aren’t going well, they become impatient.’


Impatience barely covered it; mutiny was a far more apt description. It reached a nadir on 9 December 1989, the day Ferguson still describes as his ‘darkest hour’. Trailing 2–1 at home to Crystal Palace, a ripple went through the Old Trafford crowd as 33,000 supporters were alerted to a banner that had been unfurled:


3 years of excuses and it’s still crap. Ta ra Fergie.


A murmur became applause, became a roar of appreciation and agreement and saw the architect of the protest earn his own place in United’s folklore. Pete Molyneux had been a fan for twenty-six years; in 1989 he had reached the stage where frustration had turned to anger. As he explains, ‘The football wasn’t good, we’d scored the lowest number of goals since the relegation season of 1974 and Ferguson had spent a lot of money.


‘Manchester United fans expect to see their team try and play attractive football, expansive, attacking football; to go forward at power and pace. And if we’re getting that we can live with being second or third or fourth and hope that we’re moving in the right direction. But around that time Fergie’s football was dire, it was really poor and not adventurous enough, not enough goals. You put up with it for a while, but some fans would vote with their feet.


‘I couldn’t not go, I was in love with the club and the manager is separate from that, he’s just the present incumbent. So, bit by bit, I suppose, I fell out of love with him. Like a marriage, it comes to a point where you decide if you’re going to divorce or not and I didn’t want a divorce from the club, but I wanted a divorce from the manager.’


But the decree nisi would have to wait. FA Cup victory over Crystal Palace after a replay gave Ferguson some breathing space, followed by a European Cup Winners’ Cup triumph against Barcelona in Rotterdam that reignited the spark of a European dream that had laid dormant since Busby’s time twenty-three years before. The following season came Ferguson’s third piece of silverware: the League Cup, thanks to a Brian McClair winner against Nottingham Forest at Wembley. While Ferguson’s touch in cup competitions was golden, all it did was temporarily disguise the gnawing ache of missing out on the prize all United fans demanded – the League title.


The 1991–92 season, the last of its kind under the wizened hand of the Football League, should have been the year United ended the wait. The club had invested heavily in the transfer market over the previous three years, breaking the British transfer fee record when paying Middlesbrough £2.3 million for Gary Pallister, as well as bringing in established internationals in Paul Ince, Neil Webb, Paul Parker and Mike Phelan. Ferguson had also gone some way to reversing the exodus towards continental Europe by bringing in Peter Schmeichel from Danish side Brondby and paying Shakhtar Donetsk £650,000 for Andrei Kanchelskis. Such was the novelty of this reverse trend that Schmeichel and Kanchelskis were two of just eleven non-British or Irish players in the final First Division campaign.


To the fans and a United board that had invested just shy of £10 million in players over three years, surely there had to be a return in terms of a title? Edwards had sanctioned the expenditure and had remained patient, but even he struggled to accept another season of anticlimax, as he explains: ‘We should have actually won the League that year but we beat Leeds in both the domestic cup competitions so all they had to concentrate on was the league.


‘We ended up with a huge fixture pile-up at the end of the season; so much so that I actually wrote to the League to try and extend the season, but the clubs voted against it. We had so many games to play, something like four matches in just nine days, and we just ran out of steam. And it was such a disappointment because it was all geared up to winning it and we should have won it. That’s when it became that monster.’


From its inception in the boardrooms of the Big Five, Ferguson had always been an advocate of the Premier League. Unlike Brian Clough at Nottingham Forest, who had denounced the destruction of a century of tradition, Ferguson had the clarity of vision to believe the new age could only be beneficial for the likes of United. In comparison to the other twenty-one clubs, United were at least on a steady financial footing following a stock market flotation in 1991 which valued the club at £18 million and had been taken up with relish by City institutions. With that degree of backing and the guarantee of £305 million over five years from Sky’s broadcasting rights deal, Ferguson sensed the potential of a seismic change at Old Trafford.


But he had to deliver.


Even the players sensed this was a tipping point for Ferguson and the club. He had come through the bleak ‘Ta ra Fergie’ days largely thanks to success in cup competitions, but the loss of the last Division One title to Leeds had cut deep so that even the newest recruits felt the overwhelming pressure building, as Peter Schmeichel explains: ‘I had arrived in the summer of 1991 and there was a belief that Kanchelskis and I were the last bits in creating a team that could win the Championship. Then it didn’t happen and it was probably the biggest disappointment of my career.


‘I don’t mind conceding a championship to another team if I feel they’ve done better than we have, but I think we were better, I always had the kind of feeling we gave them the title. In our last few games we played three of the teams that would be relegated and only took two points from them. Then we lost against Liverpool at Anfield after Leeds had beaten Sheffield United and that was it, all over. We were just finished, that was it, we just didn’t have anything else. We had nothing to deliver.


‘But Alex was brilliant in the dressing room after, just brilliant. Already in his mind he was building up next year, talking about how well we’d done and how close we had come and the lessons that we had learned. He believed in us, he trusted us. He told us something new was coming on the horizon, that there would be more matches on television, we would have Sunday and Monday-night games. He prepared the club, and he prepared the team for what was coming.’


Sadly, for Ferguson and United, what was coming bordered on the ignominious. They lost out to Blackburn Rovers in a bidding war for Alan Shearer when Rovers owner Jack Walker sanctioned a record-breaking £3.6 million for the Southampton striker, followed by a series of failed bids for David Hirst from Sheffield Wednesday. With the inaugural Premier League season just weeks away, Dion Dublin was recruited from Cambridge United, which, with all due respect to Dublin, barely set the pulses racing among the Old Trafford faithful, while early results on the pitch echoed a sense of frustration.


If 15 August 1992 was a historic day for the Premier League, it will go down in infamy at Old Trafford as United became the first club to concede a Premier League goal, Brian Deane’s header after just five minutes going into the record books. Deane’s second may not have such a place in history but it was enough to condemn United to an opening-day defeat. The mood was hardly lifted when news came through that Mark Robins, the player United had sold to help make way for Dublin’s arrival, had scored twice on his Norwich City debut. Four days later, Manchester United were bottom of the Premier League, having been beaten 3–0 at home by Everton.


An eleven-game unbeaten run that included six draws may have seen United scrape into the top three for a week, but this was pedestrian fare, a pallid impression of the cavalier football being produced by the likes of Norwich and Aston Villa, both of whom were setting the kind of pace the Big Five, for whom the Premier League had ostensibly been created, could not match. Add to that Shearer scoring sixteen goals in the first half of the season for Blackburn while Dublin managed just one before breaking his leg, and the familiar frustrations with Ferguson were clear.


Yet, as so often has been the case for Ferguson, he found strength in adversity. More importantly, he found Eric Cantona.


Cantona’s place in the history of the Premier League – and especially that first season – is so ingrained that he deserves (and will get) his own chapter later. The fact his arrival in the aftermath of Dublin’s horrific injury had its seeds sown in dissent at Elland Road meant that Ferguson’s judgement would be questioned. If Howard Wilkinson, a manager who shared Ferguson’s strict disciplinary code, was willing to dispose of the Frenchman, was he really worth the risk?


For Ferguson, there was not a moment’s hesitation. ‘He illuminated Old Trafford. The place was in a frenzy every time he touched the ball,’ the United manager would later proclaim. Paul Ince, never known to be exactly fulsome in his praise, be it for a colleague or a rival, simply said, ‘He just had that aura and presence. He took responsibility away from us. It was like he said: “I’m Eric, and I’m here to win the title for you.” ’ Less than three weeks after United’s season reached its nadir with back-to-back defeats to Wimbledon and Villa, United welcomed into the fold the man who would act as the ultimate catalyst. If there is one decision that defined Ferguson’s enduring strength and conviction and the dawn of the Premier League, it was that one.


There have been times when, personally, it has been difficult to like Ferguson. For a football correspondent and, later, a sports editor, his intimidation and bullying of the media and people simply trying to do their job was too much to stomach. Respect and admiration for his achievements run deep, while his generosity towards both colleagues and rivals is undoubted. Yet there could be a malice and malevolence to his methodology where the media was concerned.


In his early days at United, Ferguson was surrounded by a group of reporters on the Manchester beat who were, by and large, his age or slightly older. People like Peter Fitton at the Sun, David Walker at the Daily Mail, the Daily Express’s Chief Football Writer Steve Curry and his Express colleague John Bean, alongside David Meek from the Manchester Evening News. There would be fallout and rows but generally the animus lasted no more than a week, the journalist served his penance, made something of an apology, and life moved on. Even when the calls for Ferguson’s head had been loudest among United fans, there was still a loyalty towards him in the press and that fostered a reciprocal trust. If the Manchester pack were playing the long game even in the face of disbelief among United fans, it paid off.


The arrival of the Premier League changed what could be an overly reverential relationship from the media towards Ferguson. No longer could performances go under the radar as Sky’s coverage dwarfed those of previous broadcast deals. It wasn’t a case of the written media dictating the news agenda; now television was calling the shots, prompting a demand for inspection of every word or action.


Ferguson initially tolerated it. He still had his coterie of trusted scribes who could be relied upon. But there was a newer, hungrier breed of reporter who had not been in the trenches with Ferguson when the sack was just a defeat or so away and did not feel the same deference towards a man who, at times, seemed to take perverse pleasure in the humiliation of journalists whose words or headlines offended him. His off-the-record tirades towards journalists could be excoriating and deeply personal. And pity the journalist who stood up to Ferguson instead of taking their punishment; they could be banished into the wilderness for weeks, months and, in some cases, years.


Sky was to find that £60 million a year bought them no immunity from Ferguson’s fury. Outraged that their cameras had focused on his touchline antics at Queens Park Rangers in January 1993, where his behaviour in a 3–1 victory bordered on both the inexplicable and the lamentable as he berated the referee, his opponents and even his own players, Ferguson made it clear to executives at the broadcaster that they could expect no further cooperation for the rest of the season, albeit couched in far earthier Glaswegian tones.


Which would have been inconvenient for Sky if United had maintained their mediocre form of the early months of the campaign. Now, though, they were on a ten-match unbeaten run, with Cantona’s inspiration dragging them from tenth place at the start of November to top by the time Ferguson erupted at Loftus Road.


Sky muddled through for long periods, utilising the likes of United legends Denis Law and George Best in place of Ferguson’s pre- and post-match interviews. Occasionally, they would strike lucky with a word from Bryan Robson or Steve Bruce, the old guard who trusted Sky’s reporters and behind-the-scenes operators who were strong enough as characters not to be afraid or worried what their manager might say. By the time it became clear United were not about to slip (they never fell below third place between Boxing Day and the last day of the season) there was a growing desperation at Sky that their triumphant arrival on the scene would be remembered mainly for the manager of the champions-elect refusing to talk to them. It was to be a familiar refrain throughout his United career, as both Sky and the BBC fell in and out of favour, depending on the United manager’s whims.


Not that Ferguson or the United faithful cared. He was fixated on maintaining an astonishing run that coincided with Cantona’s arrival but grew stronger in its belief with every passing victory. Aston Villa held their nerve for long periods and even Norwich were an occasional cause for concern, but there was a conviction that this was finally United’s time, an unstoppable drive that reached its apotheosis on 10 April with the visit of Sheffield Wednesday to Old Trafford.


Gary Pallister takes up the story of a defining day. ‘That day was massive. Wednesday were a decent side but it was a game we were expected to win. And we played quite well but we found ourselves one–nil down to a John Sheridan penalty. John’s a United fan, born in Stretford round the corner from Old Trafford, and I remember Steve Bruce saying to him as he got ready to take the penalty, “Hey, you don’t want to score against United really, do you?” But he didn’t seem to care because he slotted it away pretty calmly. All I remember is the deathly silence around the ground, the fans knew what it meant.


‘And we’re missing chances. Their goalkeeper, Chris Woods, was having a great game and we’re thinking this is going to be so damaging. The players felt it, the manager felt it and the fans felt it as the game was just ticking towards full time. Even if we’d managed to get a point, that was going to be damaging with Villa going so well.


‘Then Brucey gets the equaliser four minutes from time, a header from Denis Irwin’s corner, looping it over the top of Woodsy. Now it’s going mad. There had been a problem with the referee (Mike Peck) who pulled a calf muscle or something and so they had to add on six or seven minutes of injury time for his replacement (linesman John Hilditch) to get stripped and ready to take over. I know what people say – “Oh, just play until United score” – but it took them that long to get everything sorted, it wasn’t like they magicked up an extra seven minutes for no reason.


‘The game had ticked into the last minute and at the time we had a tricky right-winger called Pallister! I think everybody’s hearts must have sunk when, when I got the ball on the right-hand side and I tried to whip it in, sort of in front of the defender, but it’s caught his head and deflected to Brucey and Brucey does what he does best in that situation, he attacks the ball really well in the box and once he gets there, he puts it away with aplomb . . . and the place went nuts. I think at that moment we thought our fortunes had turned, this was the pivotal time, that was going to be the game changer and we were going to go on and win the title.


‘The fans were just dumbstruck, really. They knew what it meant for us and our season. I can still see the gaffer’s face – he can’t believe this, wow, how have we done it? It’s one of the most famous scenes in football: Brian Kidd racing on to the pitch and going down on his knees and the gaffer, well, the gaffer doesn’t really know what to do. He’s looking at Kiddo and can’t really believe what he’s seeing. That was one of the most joyous moments I had at Old Trafford.’


Five games to go and United were unstoppable. The title could be decided on the May Bank Holiday weekend, with Villa needing to beat Oldham Athletic on Sunday 2 May before United faced Blackburn at Old Trafford twenty-four hours later. Both games would be live on Sky. There was a distinct need for creativity among the broadcaster’s executives and production team.


Thankfully for Sky, Bruce had struck up a friendship with it and, in particular, Geoff Shreeves who, as the match-day fixer, decided to chance his arm. He knew Bruce lived in the same close as Schmeichel and just round the corner from Paul Parker, so he asked if Sky could film them all watching the Villa game at home. Understandably wary, Bruce asked what it might entail and was told just a discreet van outside on the drive.


Sky needed the reaction. They knew the focus would be on United whatever the Villa result and, with an hour of programming after the Super Sunday live match to fill, they would have looked foolish had there been no reference to the task – or otherwise – in front of United. Therefore, the agreement was that the footage would only be shown if Villa lost and United had won the title without kicking a ball. If the season went to the wire, then the footage would have simply been shelved. It was an inspired piece of ingenuity; Oldham went to Villa Park and won 1–0, Sky had their scenes of joy, and even Ferguson could find no reason to complain despite Bruce’s leafy Cheshire close being turned into what he described as ‘fucking Jodrell Bank’.


The party of three chez Bruce quickly transformed into a night of epic proportions for the United players. Bruce put the call into Ferguson, fearing the worst, only to be told ‘a few quiet drinks, nothing crazy’ could be tolerated. Nothing crazy quickly descended into a session of such wondrous celebration that all thoughts of Blackburn the following night were banished.


‘You try and be sensible but it’s difficult,’ Schmeichel concedes. ‘I think we needed to celebrate, we needed it to mean something in the moment. I don’t think we could have waited for twenty-four hours for that celebration to flourish.


‘The next day it was amazing coming into Old Trafford for the first time as champions. There’s always a lot of people at the ground even three hours before when we report for a match, but this day it was full, the whole of Busby Way just packed, and it took so long to get into the reception area.’


Whether it was the hangovers, the anticlimax or a combination of both, but United started sluggishly, went a goal down and were in grave danger of letting the champagne go flat. It was then, as Schmeichel explains, the new-found mentality kicked in. ‘Without anyone saying anything, I think we just all agreed within ourselves as a group that, hey, we’re the champions, we can’t play like this, we have to play better. From that moment on, we played our best football of the season. There was even a chance for Gary Pallister to score from a free kick, the only man who hadn’t scored so far that season.


‘It meant so much that Sir Matt was there to see us win the championship after his side had won the last one so long ago. For people like Sir Matt and Bobby Charlton, to see them in the aftermath of this achievement, it was just incredible.’


Looking back at the footage from such a momentous night, Ferguson appears slightly detached in his black and red club tie, suit and oversized Umbro-sponsored coat. Despite this being the cumulation of his life’s work, it’s as if his mind is elsewhere. There’s joy, certainly, but perhaps even in that moment of history, there is no absolute satisfaction, just a recognition that this is but the first step towards glory, that there are still battles to fight, wars to win, before his appetite can be sated.


Sir Matt was the enduring face of United’s magnificent past. Ferguson was its future.
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