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Sport means nothing without belief
Simon Barnes





CHAPTER 1
IN THE HEART OF EUROPE



Wednesday afternoon, 14 September 2011: grey cloud, a linger of summer in the sunshine but a wind with a winter foretaste; a day when the weather, as they say in Manchester, can’t make its mind up. A month into the Premier League football season, I am dropping down over the Pennine hills from Yorkshire where I now live, to see Manchester City, the club I grew up supporting, whose floodlit wonders illuminated the nights of my Manchester childhood. Tonight the all-star squad, bought and paid lavishly from the oil fortunes of City’s far-fetched owner, Sheikh Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan of Abu Dhabi, are playing Manchester City’s first match in European champions football since the finest team in the club’s history lost to Fenerbahce on a fearsome night of flares and fireworks, fortythree years ago in Istanbul.


They did things differently then, of course. Fans paid shillings to watch, mostly to stand on the groaning Kippax Street terrace running the length of Maine Road, City’s old, brooding ground in Moss Side. No sponsor’s name competed on the players’ chests with the ship and red rose in the badge on the sky-blue shirts. The team which outfought United by two points to the 1968 Football League championship was drawn from the young lads of Manchester and English football’s minor provinces, not the furthest international reaches of a billionaire’s wallet. The illustrious threesome in City’s backbone – fine, upstanding Colin Bell, barrelling Francis Lee, skiddy Mike Summerbee – had been bought from Bury, Bolton Wanderers and Swindon Town respectively. United, naturally, had to go and win the European Cup the same month, ten years after eight of manager Matt Busby’s players were killed in the Munich air crash, so attaining English football’s greatest-ever achievement. That was a story we grew into as boys, its basics inhaled with the Manchester air, and little was ever said about City’s sole League championship since the war, claimed by a beaming Lee at a 4–3 victory away at Newcastle United. I was three then, so too young to see City in those two years, 1968–70, into which they compressed a golden age, winning the League championship, FA Cup in 1969, European Cup Winners’ Cup and League Cup the year after. Into the 1970s, though, City were still a top team, superior to United, who were relegated in 1974 in the overhang from Busby’s retirement. In formative years for my generation, City played enlightened football, won the League Cup at Wembley with a wondrous Dennis Tueart overhead kick in 1976, and played in European competition on those starry midweek nights.


Collapse, when it came at the end of the 1970s, was selfinflicted, and then the decades passed, mostly in gloom and several shades of cock-up, endured by supporters with stolid patience, the mood lightened briefly by taking inflatable bananas to the match. Yet City, of all clubs, are now, suddenly, the richest club in the world, or to be precise, the club with the richest owner, oil having gushed into the inheriting laps of Sheikh Mansour and his family, rulers in Abu Dhabi since the eighteenth century. When he decided to buy Manchester City, at the end of August 2008, the club was staring, not for the first time, at financial ruin. City had managed to tumble into that hapless predicament from a gift of outrageous fortune: a new, 48,000-seat stadium, built for the 2002 Commonwealth Games with public money – £78m from the National Lottery, £49m from Manchester City Council – which was converted, its athletics track ripped up and a new stand built, all at the public’s expense, for City to occupy thereafter, on very generous terms.


When Sheikh Mansour bought City, he said – or rather, a statement in his name said – that he intended to ‘build a team capable of sustaining a presence in the top four of the Premier League and winning European honours’. So far, in the three years since, he has committed around £1bn to pull off that football wish. To show he was serious at the beginning, as a ‘statement’, he instantly paid £32.5m for the Brazilian international Robinho, although he turned out to be a little too much in love with the good life, and too little with the Manchester weather, to play a manful part in the project. Sheikh Mansour’s money, and the professional expertise he has introduced, has since wholly overhauled the new Manchester City: a new office block has been built, bars and an entertainment square for supporters, the Carrington training ground revamped. The cost of such solid improvements, though, is droplets, compared with the £452m of Sheikh Mansour’s oil inheritance spent on buying twenty-two new players (average price £22m each) and paying wages gross enough to lure them to City – the highest-paid – the Argentinian Carlos Tevez, is paid £198,000 a week, or £10m a year, basic. The total committed is already more than a billion pounds, on one football club, in just the three years since City, then owned by the former Thai Prime Minister, Thaksin Shinawatra – who was accused of being ‘a human rights abuser of the worst kind’ but still allowed to buy the club – finished ninth in the Premier League in 2008. These millions shelled out on so vast a scale have brought a squad of new players to City, who combined to win the FA Cup in May 2011 – the first trophy in the thirty-five years since that 1976 League Cup victory – and finish third in the Premier League. That qualified present-day, Abu Dhabi-owned Manchester City, on target according to the business plan, into this first European Champions League night.


In the car on the way to the City of Manchester Stadium – just renamed the Etihad Stadium, after the Abu Dhabi airline which is paying £350m to have its name for ten years on City’s shirts, stadium and new, £140m training ‘campus’ – the BBC radio news is unremittingly grey. Unemployment in Britain has risen to its highest since the banks’ negligence crashed what passed for our economy into a slump. More than two and a half million people are out of work, and the City of London, whose most respectable of brass-plate names made a bonfire of their billions, are now predicting 2.75m people unemployed in 2012. The ‘benefit’, or dole, an adult over 25 receives for body and soul when he or she is out of work, is £67.50 for a whole week. Young people aged 16–24 must survive on £53.45. The Labour opposition, who were in government for thirteen years culminating in the banking collapse, is accusing the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition of choosing wholly the wrong course in the financial crisis. The new government is drastically cutting public spending, on schools, hospitals, ‘benefits,’ and money to local councils, a policy they claim will pay off national debt, and will put 700,000 public workers on the dole. Within the overall rise in unemployment announced this month, 77,000 are people under 25, meaning that almost a million young people have no work. There are fears that in Britain’s towns and cities there will be a ‘lost generation’ of young people who will never recover from years of unemployment at the youthful start of their work-age lives.


The unions, what remain of them, have just voted to strike over the government seeking to save more money by extending public-sector workers’ retirement age until 67, and making workers contribute more towards their pensions, which will nevertheless be worth less when they retire. The euro is in crisis as Germany, which still has a powerful, working economy based on manufacturing, struggles to prevent Greece, the sun-dried country which lived almost entirely off debt, from defaulting and dragging other industrially hollowed-out European countries with it. The headline above the leader article in tomorrow’s Guardian newspaper, which I write for, urging the British government to do something positive to promote, or re-create, a proper, industrious economy, will be: ‘Bleak, bleak, bleak’.


I come off the M60 ring road at Middleton, close to grand, grumbling Heaton Park and the north Manchester suburbs of my youth, then turn left towards the city centre, ‘town’, at Cheetham Hill. Always Manchester’s first port of necessity to waves of ragged immigrants, including my own great-grandfather who washed up here with other persecuted eastern European Jews in the early 1900s, now people from India, Somalia and again eastern Europe bustle in the poor neighbourhoods and hope to make their way to the leafier suburbs up Bury Old Road. Take a left into Queens Road, and you wind round once-industrial neighbourhoods towards ‘Sportcity’, the concrete cluster of elite facilities including the stadium, for which the council attracted massive public funding a decade ago, in the hope of resuscitating the city’s sunken east.


Openshaw, Miles Platting, Beswick, Collyhurst, Gorton – these exhausted areas formed the mucky engine-room of Victorian Manchester, the world’s first industrial city, to which travellers were drawn to wonder at modern economic production, and grimace at its harshness. These areas, right around Sheikh Mansour’s Etihad Stadium, remain Manchester’s poorest and some of the very poorest in Britain. For all the chippy talking up of the city, the music of the late 1980s and 1990s, the ephemeral twenty-four-hour party heyday of the Hacienda club which no longer exists, the publicly funded major works to inspire ‘regeneration’ and the top-flight, foreign-owned football clubs, Manchester remains the poorest city in Britain. The money there is, in loamy Alderley Edge and other Cheshire havens where new-model footballers build their mansions, lies outside Manchester local council boundaries. Inside it are miles of stubbornly deprived tracts, where no reliable work has ever replaced the hard, grimy industry on which the north was built. The factories, mines and works died, were allowed to die, steadily from the 1920s, and seemed even to be helped on their way in the 1980s by a Conservative government which thought that the old industrial cities were too much trouble, and that a sustainable future could be shaped largely from ‘financial services’.


Today, almost half of Manchester’s neighbourhoods, 45.6 per cent, are in the ‘most deprived’ 10 per cent in the country, according to the Office of National Statistics which collates the figures. Of these, 19 of Manchester’s areas, broken down to 2,000 residents, are among the most deprived 1 per cent. Collyhurst, the sleeves-rolled-up district close to City’s £127m stadium, millionaire players and trillionaire Sheikh, is the second-worst neighbourhood in the country measured for ‘income deprivation affecting children’. It is fifth-worst for ‘health deprivation and disability’, which includes how many fewer years people would live on average compared to more comfortable areas, and the numbers of people on medication for depression. The top seven in Manchester’s list of most deprived areas are all former industrial and working-class neighbourhoods in the east, around the Etihad stadium: Bradford, Miles Platting and Newton Heath, Harpurhey, Gorton South, Charlestown, Ardwick and Gorton North.


Driving through, the grey gradually wearing down the sunshine, I sense the usual bleakness in the characterless housing estates: a solitary mum pushing a pram uphill, a huddled-up Bengali woman waiting at a bus stop, the odd shabby corner shop and bookies, until the gasometer in front of the stadium heaves into view. Here, very close to it, there is some new housing, wood and chrome and glass, an outward sign of the regeneration the stadium was intended to bring. The park, Philips, one of Manchester’s first, created in 1846 to give the factory workers a breath of air and some green, and neglected for years following the cuts of the 1980s, has been spruced up at last. And there is the Asda supermarket, whose arrival in 2002, offering some jobs to local people, was hailed as a true landmark and sign of recovery for the area.


I pull into the stadium, in front of the Manchester branch of the national tennis centre where, with the greatest of respect, I have never seen anybody playing tennis, park, then walk up the ramp. When they moved into the new stadium, City plonked the shop right there at the top of the ramp, so the fans mostly have to pass through it on their way to the match. City’s retail minds have refined, over the years, the art of locating the emotional g-spots in supporters always close to bursting with sentiment. When I once found myself upstairs in the shop, lingering too long, and actually welling up, over a limited edition boxset devoted to Colin Bell memory worship, for which the City Store wanted £125, I realised they knew exactly which buttons to press.


From childhood, I loved playing and watching football and by a moment of fate I grew up supporting City. Years later as a journalist my education into the realities of the game, its great clubs’ volunteer origins, the organisation, ownership and ethics of the Premier League, began with Francis Lee’s return to City, as a businessman taking charge, in 1994. He promised salvation from our sour, vinegary chairman Peter Swales, who had seriously outstayed after the 1979 madness, but Franny, as we all called our hero, propelled the club to yet more mountainous peaks of cock-up. That experience jolted me from football lover and loyal supporter, who had learned to see some humour in City’s myriad miseries, to investigating the very history and founding purpose of football and its clubs, and how in modern times they had been transformed into corporations with ‘owners’ hungry for profit.


A course of investigation into modern football opens out into a tour around many unexpected aspects of the world at large, the most globally popular sport reflecting the times in which it is played. When Sheikh Mansour acquired Thaksin Shinawatra’s fleeing, desperate Manchester City in August 2008, I knew nothing of Abu Dhabi or its bottomless reserves of fortunate wealth, nor understood the new power of such oil-rich countries compared with the post-industrial hangover of ours. I assumed that buying an English Premier League football club was an image-massaging play, a glamorous, western-attracting front, for the Sheikh from a ruling family in a country lacking democracy. Roman Abramovich’s 2003 purchase of Chelsea had been an education into what happened in Russia under Boris Yeltsin, that a very few men, including Abramovich, had fastened themselves close to the president and emerged after a rigged process having bought most of the country’s assets, at a fraction of their real value. Sheikh Mansour’s first front man, the representative of his City purchase, was Sulaiman Al Fahim, an extremely unconvincing chap from Dubai, who bragged for three days about his backer’s ‘very deep pockets’, and the stars City could now afford to buy: Fernando Torres, Cristiano Ronaldo, Cesc Fabregas, in some rich kid’s trolley dash through the Panini football sticker album.


Very quickly, Al Fahim disappeared from representing Sheikh Mansour and has never been heard from again in connection with Manchester City. Khaldoon Al Mubarak, a senior figure in the strategic shaping of Abu Dhabi’s economic direction and image, took over as the public face of the Manchester City venture, and became the club’s chairman, the most unlikely successor to Peter Swales. After that, as Abu Dhabi began to spend huge money and overhaul Manchester City in all areas, they were different to deal with, more open than all the previous occupants of the directors’ box I had tried to come to terms with. They said they had nothing to hide, and were prepared to answer questions, and that turned out to be hearteningly true, up to a point. It is difficult to spend time with Sheikh Mansour himself, or the Al Nahyan family, who are represented with an always remarkable degree of his-Highness-style reverence by Al Mubarak and his lieutenants. At City and in Abu Dhabi, though, Al Mubarak proved himself engagingly willing to open up and explain the outsized spending, what they are up to, why Sheikh Mansour bought the club and what he wants out of it, how they are reshaping the club, what their philosophy is, and what it all signifies.


With Etihad Airways, and the Abu Dhabi Tourism Authority (‘Travellers Welcome’) slapped all over east Manchester’s football club as an advertising vehicle for the gulf desert emirate itself, I had told them I was fascinated by this Abu Dhabi element of the City story. What on earth made a young Sheikh, lounging in unthinkable oil fortunes, decide he wanted to spend a portion of it buying and funding an English football club he had seen only on television? Rather than stonewalling and being hard to reach, as Thaksin and his men had always been, they invited me to go and see for myself. I interviewed Al Mubarak in Manchester a year, and £200m of player purchases, into his City project, at his home on a quiet street in swelteringly humid Abu Dhabi. That was a surreal journey, from being taken down to Maine Road as a boy in a bobble hat by my dad in 1970s Manchester, via my first interview with a Manchester City chairman, when Francis Lee had offered me five minutes in the poky old chairman’s office at Maine Road.


For this game, City’s first European champions match for fortythree years, enabled in just three by the Abu Dhabi oil money, I have been invited to meet in the chairman’s lounge and watch from the directors’ box with Al Mubarak and the men who now run the club. I told them I was writing this book, about the extraordinary journey of the club I supported myself, from the Third Division at Maine Road as recently as 1999 to this extravagant incarnation. The Abu Dhabi ownership has been contemptuously condemned around English and European football, where, apart from in the upper reaches of the Premier League, clubs are still mostly owned by local businessmen or their own member-supporters, not absentee sheikhs in faraway lands. The spending, to buy an entirely new squad of the best footballers, save for just two young survivors, is widely attacked as contrary to the traditions of football, where teams have been gradually built. The president of tonight’s opponents Napoli, the film producer Dino de Laurentiis, would sneer after the away leg at the whole idea of a club buying its way into the Champions League, saying the sheikh will soon tire of City and buy himself ‘another toy’.


European football’s governing body, UEFA, whose competition this is, introduced a rule, to be enforced from 2014, to try to stop clubs spending far beyond their true means and falling into financial trouble, as so many have during what should be football’s best of times. Under the ‘financial fair play’ rules, between 2011 and 2013 clubs will be permitted to make losses of €45m in total, at most. If they are flagrantly in breach and rack up huge losses, Uefa’s ultimate sanction is to exclude that club from European competition, unthinkable for Sheikh Mansour’s Champions Leagueaspirant project. City’s losses for 2010–11, the year just before their finances come to be assessed for the financial fair play rules, was £197m, the greatest loss ever made by an English football club. It was more than five times the total City will be permitted to lose over the following two years, and so made it look impossible that they could be anywhere near breaking even by the deadline, without Sheikh Mansour’s bankroll.


I wanted to understand what the Abu Dhabi regime is doing with Manchester City, and why. What is it all for, and can it possibly be decent or sustainable to spend so vast an amount of money on a football club? I wanted to investigate the effect this is having on what used to be termed, fondly, the people’s game, and what it signifies for Manchester and Britain. Also what does Manchester City, so changed from the football club which first captivated me, mean to me now? They always said they would talk it through, and tonight there would be people in the chairman’s lounge, including Al Mubarak, I would find it valuable to meet. So, with that degree of openness, they invited me into what football club directors have customarily called their ‘inner sanctum’.


The first time I ever heard that phrase in a football context was from Freddie Pye, a scrap metal dealer, former Stockport County owner and City director with a resemblance to James Cagney. He told me that shortly after Francis Lee’s takeover, he had confronted Franny face-to-face about some perceived loss of face or privilege, in the toilets within Maine Road’s ‘inner sanctum’. The inner sanctum in the Etihad Stadium of the new Manchester City is a touch more plush than Pye enjoyed in his time. You are ushered in by a train of smiling women, through satin-curtained inner corridors bearing huge images of City’s best bits, including a stunning, iconic photograph of Colin Bell in his gilded 1960s youth. At the door of the sanctum itself they smile again, welcome you in, relieve you of your bag and coat, and serve a drink of your choice from a tray of welcome.


Inside, there is no trace of doubt about the rightness of the project. In the far corner of the snug, rectangular room, across tables laid with crispest linen and wine glasses standing to attention, sits Al Mubarak. He comes to Manchester City with friends and family from Abu Dhabi; while he coolly conducts his business of global football acquisition, they take in the whole English Premier League experience with a kind of dazzled rapture. Sheikh Mansour has been to Manchester only once to watch the team he has bought, whose millionaire wages he is paying, and Al Mubarak, busy with his sovereign portfolio, makes flying visits to the Etihad. He uses his time, including the ninety minutes of action, to satisfy himself about the project’s developments and what further must be done to satisfy its ambitions. Graham Wallace, City’s chief operating officer, responsible for the inner details of the financial operation, is there, as is Simon Pearce, an Anglo-Australian expatriate who is Al Mubarak’s communications and business strategist in Abu Dhabi, and a key City director. I see Al Mubarak take Brian Marwood, City’s ‘head of football administration’ – effectively director of football, an appointment the new City have determinedly stuck with, for which they are being consistently vindicated – to a side room, for a quick meeting. Marwood, the small, wiry former Arsenal winger, bears the face of a schoolboy called to see the headmaster when he hasn’t quite finished his homework. Out watching the match, I sense Marwood sitting uncomfortably through City’s halting performance against the adventurous Italians, next to Al Mubarak on the front row of the directors’ box.


The midweek matches of City’s European run in the 1970s lit up my Manchester nights: rushing back from school, uniform off, getting down to Moss Side, half-running through the dark terraced streets, then through the Kippax turnstiles and up the dingy steps, to see the pitch and an altogether more splendid world. I was there when City played the great Juventus of Turin team, who I recognised even then, aged eleven, were operating at a level of professional efficiency beyond our heroes’ nevertheless talented endeavours. In the final flourish before our self-destruction, in the winter of 1978, manager Tony Book’s team treated us to a wonderful run, beating AC Milan – who were they, then? – 3–0, and drawing with them 2–2 in an afternoon game played while we were in school. The most dazzling European night of my memory was a 4–0 victory over Standard Liège of Belgium the round before that, when Peter Barnes, City’s left winger, ran with so much burning speed past his full back he made the defender look, honestly, as if he was running backwards. I was thirteen then, and went with my older cousin Alan; he is from Glasgow and was studying in Manchester, and I would get the bus from Salford 7, where we lived, or scrounge a lift with someone whose dad was driving, and meet Alan there. We paid £1 or whatever it was, and found a place quite low down towards the right-hand side of the endless Kippax, where I could get a decent view. The floodlights highlighted the brilliant green of the pitch, and the players came out and wove wonders. Even now, when Alan and I meet at family occasions, we still always talk about it.


Thirty-three years later, out in the directors’ box of the Etihad Stadium, they have blue-cushioned full-body seats, like the ones you see manager Roberto Mancini and City’s substitutes sitting in, down in what used to be called the dugout. Al Mubarak takes his place with Marwood and other City directors in the front row. Opposite them, in huge capital letters, and in Arabic translation, is a banner some City fans from the Bluemoon website clubbed together to buy after a year of the Abu Dhabi investment; it says: MANCHESTER THANKS YOU SHEIKH MANSOUR. No rebel yell against an absentee owner, that. Certainly not compared with the furious campaign waged by United fans against theirs, the Glazer family from Florida, who bought Manchester United in 2005 with £525m of borrowed money and have since drained out £480m from the club and its fans, to pay the interest, bank fees and other charges on their own borrowings to buy the club.


Ten minutes into the match, with Napoli not overawed by facing the Manchester City of such expensive construction, I realise the seats in the directors’ box, in the stadium Manchester City Council built, are heated. As mine warms up, I find it quite a strange and intrusive sensation. It makes me wonder who decided on this as an integral feature of the City of Manchester Stadium, and how the instructions were given to the architects: Oh – and don’t forget the under-seat heating for the directors’ arses.


In a surprisingly understated atmosphere for City’s first-ever Champions League game, and with a smattering of empty blue seats around the stadium’s bowl, Napoli, playing in purple, are marshalled in defence by Paolo Cannavaro, brother of Italy’s former World Cup-winning captain Fabio, and the Uruguayan Edison Cavani is dashing up front. City, after an early surge, find themselves confounded. After half-time crème brûlée, petits fours and coffee in the chairman’s lounge, during which I have a brief chat with one of Al Mubarak’s very charming Abu Dhabi friends, who feels his country must strive to carve a modern identity not solely characterised by having piles of money, Napoli come out and score. During fifteen minutes of adventurous football when they attack City, Cavani finishes with glee after an under-hit backpass from Joleon Lescott, the elegant defender City signed for £22m in 2009 from Everton. They are the blue club of Liverpool, less successful than the reds, to which City were always compared before the council built City the new stadium and all this happened. A not-in-the-brochure quiet, mixed with the age-old grumble ‘Come On, City!’ imported from Maine Road, spreads around the stadium, discomfort seeps into the directors’ box and seems to me to settle over the sunken head of Marwood, who has overseen the spending of so much of the Sheikh’s money on these very players.


It is one of the less celebrated, Aleksander Kolarov, who cost just the £19m from Lazio after playing for Serbia in the 2010 World Cup, who equalises five minutes later, with a curling, dipping free-kick, and City fans rouse themselves. They sing their anthem, ‘Blue Moon’, which used to be mournfully rendered in Second Division underperformances by inadequate City teams made edgier by the weight of history and the fans’ unfulfilled expectations: ‘You saw me standing alone / Without a dream in my heart / Without a love of my own.’ At full-time, City’s names, Yaya Touré, David Silva, Sergio Aguero, have not quite justified the petrodollars spent on them or their monthly direct debits, but the overwhelming emotion is relief. Manchester City’s new life in the European Champions League did not culminate in embarrassment, as so many of their new dawns did in the thirty years before Mansour.


Back in the lounge I briefly see Al Mubarak, who has been busy working. He tells me he believes Mancini is now happy that he has pretty much got the squad he wants – two topquality or even world-class players in each position, which was part of their written, documented business plan agreed within 100 days of the takeover. Pearce and his small team – who work in the Abu Dhabi Executive Affairs Authority, the strategic arm of the government, for Al Mubarak, and ultimately for his boss, the Crown Prince, Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Sheikh Mansour’s brother – are relaxing, talking and laughing. Marwood, looking relieved, is circulating, with Wallace. Brian Kidd, who scored for City against Juventus in 1976, the only game my mum ever came to with me (she thought there was too much swearing, even in the Main Stand), is now Mancini’s coach, and he makes an appearance in his tracksuit. In that pure Mancunian accent hewn in Collyhurst, then a strong working-class area, where he and a number of other former top footballers were born, most notably United and England’s Nobby Stiles, Kidd explains the team’s difficulties against Napoli: ‘I told the players,’ he says, ‘Europe is a very different education.’


In a quiet corner of the bar at the centre of the room – nobody from Abu Dhabi drinks alcohol – I see Colin Bell, Tony Book, City’s former captain in the glory days, then manager in the good times which followed, and Tommy Booth, a centre half from the 1970s who was physically engineered to head footballs. I go, tentatively, to talk to them. I tell them I grew up a City fan and watched them as a boy, and they are clearly accustomed to starstruck fortysomethings approaching them with tearducts of nostalgia. I do my best to ease back on boring them with the extent to which I held them in awe, and how much just seeing them right now instantly evokes memories of my happy childhood. My two brothers, me the middle one; even, very visually, the lovely house and garden where we grew up, my bedroom wall emblazoned with City – before their heyday was past, the 1980s set in, we moved to a gloomy old place and my parents split up. How they in themselves evoke the sky-blue blessing which football, and Manchester City, bestowed on a boyhood.


Instead, I keep myself together as best I can and have a conversation like a grown-up. Bell, looking well and content, says he believes City fans are the best in the country, because they still treat him with such generosity of spirit. (Basically, everybody who watched him, loves him.) Booth, at 61, has a good laugh, talks about drinking, and smile wrinkles appear in the corners of his eyes. He’s just got back from a golfing trip to Spain with ‘the lads’, he chuckles. Book, still forever known around City as ‘Skip’ – for skipper, captain – and famous for having been a bricklayer, only joining City aged 29 from Plymouth, but soon lifting football’s topmost trophies, does look old now – silver-haired, bow-legged, and smaller than you’d think.


He is shyer than Booth and Bell, then he nods across to Al Mubarak and the Abu Dhabi group, who are gathering to be driven straight to the airport. And Tony Book, part of the furniture at Manchester City for more than forty years, says:


‘They’re first-class, they are. They are marvellous with the old players.’


Over the years under the ownership of local men, even those who should have been heroes, the former greats of City’s past – and there are not too many of them – were not always treated well at all. Now these three are embraced and making a living at City again, working the corporate rooms, in an operation headed by Summerbee, to ageing fans like me, who are made instantly happy by recalling their own heydays.


Booth reminisces about that Fenerbahce match; he was only seventeen, he says. He and Bell shake their heads, and laugh. It was truly frightening in Turkey, they say, the flares and the fireworks and a wild, wild crowd. ‘I really thought we might not get out of there alive,’ Bell muses.


It’s all a bit different now, I say, and Booth says: ‘Oh yes.’ Then he sighs, shakes his head. ‘It’s mega money now.’


By that, I know he means what all former players mean: it is mega money for players’ wages, which they never earned in their day, and here they are, still having to earn out of their past deeds, unlike the new lot out there who are made for life. I understand that, but for me it means more. It is mega money, which has not only changed football in the obvious ways for supporters – the seats, the players and managers from all over the world, the corporate feel, the safety and comfort, the expense – but also sanitised and quietened the experience. It has, as I have found on my journey of discovery, shaped and penetrated the very heart and soul of English football and its clubs. Not just money itself, but the obsession with it, and the personal greed for it, in ways you can trace powerfully in the extraordinary story of Manchester City.


The Sheikh, at home watching the new team he paid £800m for, bought my club, and paid to take it where all fans are presumed to want their club to be. We are told these clubs are the same institutions they always were, and all English men must support their football club all their lives, as a badge of identity. Yet for me, in my heart, a great deal has fundamentally and irrevocably changed with ‘mega money’, and with all I have learned about the game and its clubs, including my own. When I stood next to my cousin against a crush barrier in that cold midwinter at Maine Road aged thirteen, the floodlights illuminating our sky-blue footballers, up close on the brilliant green, it never occurred to me that Manchester City was a company, that somebody could own it. If I’d thought about it, I’d have said I believed it was a club, like it always said it was, and so it belonged to us all.





CHAPTER 2
SKY BLUE



In any story, when you think about it, there are two beginnings. There is the real-life start, the actual, factual history, and then there is where you came into it. Manchester City’s real-life story, like most of the English football clubs which have burgeoned remarkably to global fame, began with a bunch of lads in the smog of the nineteenth century, playing the sport as a release, for air. Football had been played by the rich pupils of upper-class schools while their working-class counterparts were thrust into factory or mill work. Then, with the game’s rules defined by the Football Association in 1863, it began to crop up in the north and midlands. Anna Connell, with her father, the vicar at St Marks’ church, in the industrial smokestack of West Gorton, east Manchester, helped form a football club in 1880, to provide local youth with more wholesome ways to spend their time than battering each other over useless scraps of stinking territory.


Then there is the real-life story of Manchester itself, handily placed in the north-west of England for maximum drizzle, whose origins the history books dutifully root to a chilly Roman fort, Mamucium, in AD 77. The history really began in the 1800s, though, when the city became the world-famous cradle – too gentle a word, really – of the shock and awe of industrial revolution. Travellers came to wonder at, and be horrified by, the efficiency and brutality of the factories, engines, mills and newly powered transport. Some observers, like the Japanese, wanted to become as technologically developed, but to do so in a more evolved way, without the cruelty and savage inequality. Friedrich Engels, middle-class benefactor of Karl Marx, lived a comfortable German expatriate life in Manchester, working in his father’s spinning mill, but became the most important chronicler of the city’s chaotic development, in his classic The Condition of the Working Class in England, published in 1844.


Engels, shocked at the state of the poor in industrial England, went into and described the slums of the working classes, ‘the grimy misery’ around the city’s commercial centre, where great fortunes were being made in exporting cotton and engineering, around a world which would never be the same. Manchester’s tragedy is that its wider population never shared fairly the rewards of its triumphs, and the deprived areas Engels described almost 170 years ago have had their problems ever since:


‘All Salford and Hulme, a great part of Pendleton and Chorlton, two-thirds of Ardwick, and single stretches of Cheetham Hill and Broughton, are all unmixed working people’s quarters,’ Engels wrote. He concluded his not-very-grand tour of the filth, stench and ruin of these places with a damning description:


‘If we briefly formulate the result of our wanderings,’ Engels wrote, ‘we must admit that 350,000 working people of Manchester and its environs live, almost all of them, in wretched, damp, filthy cottages, that the streets which surround them are usually in the most miserable and filthy condition, laid out without the slightest reference to ventilation, with reference solely to the profit secured by the contractor. In a word we must confess that in the working men’s dwellings of Manchester, no cleanliness, no convenience and consequently no comfortable family life is possible.’


The middle classes, he said, could live their whole lives without seeing any of that ‘hell upon earth’. They could take the straight roads into town from the altogether pleasanter places where they had their homes: ‘The middle bourgeoisie in regularly laid out streets in Chorlton and the lower-lying portions of Cheetham Hill; the upper bourgeoisie in remoter villas with gardens in Chorlton and Ardwick, or on the breezy heights of Cheetham Hill, Broughton and Pendleton, in free, wholesome country air, in fine, comfortable homes.’


The people of Manchester did not take all of this without fighting, and they established another, counter-tradition, of which many are still proud: that of protest. On St Peter’s Field in the centre of Manchester in 1819, when the city’s development was accelerating, eleven people were killed and 600 injured when the King’s Hussars and other armed soldiers on horseback charged and struck out with swords at a demonstration of people gathered to listen to Henry Hunt, a campaigner for all adults to have the right to vote in parliamentary elections.


‘All men are born free, equal and independent of each other,’ Hunt had declared, urging Manchester and Lancashire radicals to sign up and send a message to the ruling power.


‘Truth and justice are too deeply engraven on your hearts,’ he wrote, asking people to come, peacefully, to that meeting on 16 August.


The troops were sent in to arrest Hunt before the meeting started, then reinforcements knocked over a mother and child, killing the child, on the way in. The slaughter became known as the Peterloo Massacre, ingrained in the folk memory of Manchester as a struggle by the people against inherited privilege and brutal power.


In 1844 in Rochdale, Lancashire, twenty-eight weavers and other artisans, tired of the adulterated and expensive flour they were forced to buy in the mill-owners’ stores, clubbed together to buy proper food and open their own shop. That was the start of the co-operative movement, of which football clubs’ supporters trusts, holding shares mutually and voting democratically, would become a branch many years later. Trade unionism took hold in Manchester as workers agitated for greater dignity in the crucible of work, and the first general meeting of the Trades Union Congress took place in the Three Crowns pub in Salford, in 1868. There were always strong roots in Manchester for the Labour Party and its forerunners, seeking to represent Engels’s oppressed masses, around the time the world’s first professional football league was formed at the city’s Royal Hotel in 1888.


Of course, from whichever latter day you are born, you can live your whole life a Mancunian, and choose Manchester City as your team, without knowing much at all of the city’s bloody backstory or the football clubs’ founding purpose. As football fans, we support the first team we see, and are educated in the game’s and clubs’ history, and our city, only in vague, inherited atmospheres.


Looking at the geography of Engels’s Manchester, it was not that different when I first blinked into it, in 1965. Salford and Hulme were having their slums cleared and smog lifted, but their Coronation Streets were still for the working class. I was lucky, born in a ‘fine, comfortable home’ in Broughton, although, leafy as it still was, we did not breathe ‘country air’ and nobody described Cheetham Hill any longer as ‘on the breezy heights’.


My dad was a solicitor, with an office on Deansgate next to the Green Shield stamp shop; he was quite well known around town, especially, in the 1960s, by the villains. My mum was a journalist working for the local Manchester Jewish newspapers; later she wrote for some of the nationals as a freelance and ultimately, when we boys were older, worked for the BBC on Oxford Road. When we were little she kept her hand in writing a weekly column for the Jewish Telegraph, and the clackety-clack of her typewriter, industriously filling the house when she was on deadline, was a backing track of my childhood.


To say that football is a modern religion is, of course, simplistic. With its weekly attendance, collective worship, devotion to the cause and icons, it is unquestionably religious. But as somebody brought up with both, I would go further – football is a stronger religion than religion. Perhaps in ancient times, when churches or temples were the only great buildings in a land of woad, where there was little music, colour, smells or mystery outside places of worship, they must have been awesome experiences. But modern-day religion, in draughty buildings needing appeals to maintain, with ageing congregations assembled out of a sense of duty, belonging or guilt, finds it hard to compete with the thrills and glories of the stadium.


We grew up quite observant, keeping to the festivals and holy days. The extended families and just about everybody around us in Salford 7 were Jewish and I was taught the Old Testament bible stories, and that God had a black book, in which he could see all of us little boys and would mark us down, gold stars when we were good, black stars for naughtiness. It was strong propaganda; I used to feel strongly in the toilet – I think, looking back, they must have been the only times as a child I was ever alone – that he was watching me, an old man with a grey beard, as I did a wee.


I was fortunate in many things: two brothers, Alex and Raphael, two grandmas round different corners, a lovely house with a garden front and back, conker tree in the back one, neighbouring children to play football with and Broughton Park in touching distance. I feel I was also blessed with a natural inclination to take the best from the religious stories. I’m not sure I ever actually believed in it, the word of God and him having created the world in six days with poor Eve supposed to have done something paradise-shattering, just for having a bite of an apple. I read them as stories, I think; always liked Samson for having one final go after they cut his hair off, and found something faintly funny in the episode of the golden calf. Moses was furious, I always felt, not so much at everybody worshipping the false idol of gold and money, but because he found them all partying, while he had been doing all the hard work of going up Mount Sinai and lugging the ten commandments down. I liked belonging to a community, in which people knew each other and the old people looked kindly on us kids, but I always rejected the tribalism, the separateness, the us-and-them of religion. I tended naturally to see good and benevolent messages in it all. A teacher in primary school once told us the famous story of a great rabbi, asked to sum up the whole of Jewish teaching while standing on one leg. The rabbi missed out all the strictures about what you shouldn’t eat, what you shouldn’t do on a Saturday, and boiled it down to a single moral purpose: treat your neighbour as you would like to be treated yourself. And I thought then as I do now: that’ll do for me.


Given all this, the hemmed-in closeness of where we lived, the weight of rules, the omnipresent feeling of being outsiders, a minority, with persecution in the past and the threat of it still drummed into us, it is difficult to overstate how important football was to the Jewish men of Manchester. The game is passionately loved by millions, everywhere, and for the same reasons, the blessed release, and so it was for us. Playing it, hungrily, at every opportunity, and watching it, supporting your club, was the greatest of escapes from routine and the everyday, through the clanking turnstiles and into that land of excitement J.B. Priestley described so unbeatably in the 1930s as ‘an altogether more splendid life’. I think, too, that Jewish men felt a sense of belonging, to the wider community, when they rubbed shoulders in the vast crowds at the football. The game was in the air we breathed, and City and United were intermingled with it. United’s 1968 European Cup win, and the Munich air crash of ten years earlier, drifted into becoming something we knew without our ever realising how, like knowing Neil Armstrong had walked on the moon or Yvonne Goolagong had won Wimbledon. You had to support one club or the other. When I grew up the two clubs were equals and I, fatefully, was always blue. It wasn’t a matter of family heritage or any grown-up influence, as far as I remember. My dad was not a football fan. He had grown up in Bolton, where my grandfather had pitched up from the East End of London to sell clothes in the dire struggle of the depression. Dad did go along to Burnden Park to watch Wanderers, he said, and he was there in 1946, aged thirteen, when thirty-nine people were killed in the crush, my grandma frantic with worry about where he was before he turned up safe. He went to Wembley with a few pals for the 1953 ‘coronation’ FA Cup Final when Bolton lost 4–3 to Stanley Matthews’s and Stan Mortensen’s Blackpool. But although he told me about that, and big Nat Lofthouse who played up front for Wanderers, and we did go to Burnden Park a couple of times, when they had wooden seats and flooring, somewhere along the way he had decided he didn’t really like football.


Because he was not a fan, and my brothers weren’t interested, the classic working-class inherited path to being a football supporter always seemed impossibly romantic to me, the initiation described by Noel Gallagher, of his father taking him to City, of being passed as a boy over people’s heads down to the front of the Kippax, while his and Liam’s dad went for a pint. In the Gallaghers’ family life in Burnage, which was not a happy one, with the drunk and abusive father, the way Noel has told it, going to City, experienced together like that, was their oasis.


My path to blueness is a vague memory, like a dream, of it being down to my older brother, Alex, even though he was never interested in football his whole life. I think that one day, when I was about six and he eight, he pinned me in the tiny airing room upstairs off his bedroom, and challenged me to say who I supported. In my mind, I think we had open a centre spread of the Manchester Evening News, which had a feature on each club on opposite pages. I was only a little boy and it was the badges which did it. On one side was United’s, with a red devil, horns, tail and three-pronged trident, which I have always felt to be an awful symbol for a football club. On the other was City’s badge with its images of Manchester: the rose beneath, and the ship above. It was far more seductive. I told him I supported City and from that moment, I really, actually did. There would be no Fergie and Giggsy and Scholesy for me, no treble, no Hughesy scoring in FA Cup semi-finals or Whiteside winning the cup in the years they class as unsuccessful. Because of the Manchester badge and the sky blue of the shirt, it would be Peter Swales and relegations and City till I Die for me.


We even went to United first, to Old Trafford, with 50,000 in the swaying, singing crowd, George Best still playing, but I was already a City fan because of those five minutes with Alex in the airing cupboard. A family friend, who was a football fan, took us along, and I will never forget my initiation, the vast crowd singing and bouncing in unison, Best up against David Nish, so it must have been Leicester City, the feel, palpable even to me, of end-of-an-era about grand Old Trafford with Busby gone and Bobby Charlton growing too old. But I sat in that scene already firm that this was not my club or my place, and at Old Trafford I was always an outsider.


I must have been taken to Maine Road before the first game I really remember, the enrapturing 4–0 midweek victory over United in the League Cup, because that did not happen until 12 November 1975, when I was already ten. I know the date because I have always kept the programme; I fished it out of the garage and have it next to me as I write – it cost 15p. So it is odd that I can’t remember a game at Maine Road before that. My first clear memory of watching City is not seeing them live, but on television, on a Sunday afternoon, my dad sitting in his armchair reading his newspaper. I have this feeling we were in another family’s house, although I can’t imagine where everybody else would have gone. The game was against Norwich City, and like all our public memories it is up on YouTube now, so I know it was the 1972–73 season and I was eight. Shown on ITV’s Kick Off Sunday highlights programme, City scored a goal of audacious brilliance, a free-kick, twenty-five yards out, conjured by our trio of talents: Bell, Lee and Summerbee. Franny Lee, blond, thickset, scampered over the ball and towards the right of the Norwich wall; Bell took the free-kick, passing the ball into the feet of Summerbee, back to goal, who was marked tightly but flicked it first time to his left, to Franny. That was the genius of it, you suddenly realised, with the force of revelation: they’d known Norwich wouldn’t track Franny after he ran over the ball, and he was now in open space, unmarked, far into the Norwich penalty area. Franny took a touch to control with his right foot, and one with his left to finish under the goalkeeper, Kevin Keelan, who knew, even as the ball rolled under him, that they had all been made to look pedestrian. It was dazzling, and the television captured the three City greats together in one shot afterwards, breathing a confidence born from years of winning. Franny and Summerbee, who looked like mates, shook hands and grinned at the cheek of it. Bell ran across, dedicated, undemonstrative as ever, shaking their hands at a job perfectly done.


In that living room, whosever’s it was, I remember I was absolutely beside myself. I jumped up, threw both arms up into the air, roared ‘Yessssss!’ then got down on the floor, crawled on all fours up to the telly, and kissed Franny’s face. I can still remember the feel of the static of the telly on my lips.


My Dad, sitting in his armchair, must have looked down from his newspaper at his eight-year-old son, and been unable to believe what he was seeing. ‘Get up!’ he barked at me, furiously.


‘What?’ I asked him innocently, my passion for Franny interrupted.


‘We don’t do things like that in this family,’ he shouted. ‘That’s just silly!’


He did get used to my rapture, though; when we finally did go to that League Cup fourth-round derby against United in November 1975, I had a woollen blue and white scarf round my neck, two Junior Blues (I joined up) ‘silk’ scarves, one on each wrist, a City bobble hat with badges my mum sewed in for me, and a bedroom bedecked with pictures of the players.
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Dennis Tueart’s overhead kick wins the 1976 League Cup for Manchester City, 2–1 against Newcastle United


City, with Tony Book now the manager, were rebuilding the team, carefully, sensibly, ruthlessly, trying to do what Liverpool did and United hadn’t. They moved the old legends on as they matured to fade, bringing through excellent young players to replace them, or signing developing stars from other clubs. As a child, I didn’t understand the heartbreak and cruelty involved, the hurt pride and careers being ended in their early thirties at a time when footballers did not earn hugely. Franny was sold to Derby County in 1974, and we’d all seen him on Match of the Day make his personally triumphant return, scoring for Derby at Maine Road with a marvellous, far-corner goal, rendered into TV immortality by Barry Davies’s ecstatic commentary. ‘Interesting,’ Davies warmed up as Franny took the ball and began sprinting directly at the right-hand side of City’s penalty area. Then, as Franny stroked the ball with the outside of his right foot, and the ball floated across Joe Corrigan and into City’s net, ‘Very interesting!’ Barry Davies screamed. Franny trotted back, blond, more overweight than he used to be at City, absolutely beaming, and Davies almost verbally applauded: ‘Just look at his face!’


Summerbee left for Burnley in June 1975, while Colin Bell stayed on. Looking back, you realise of course that football was about money back then too, and City must have been one of the richest clubs, with the 1968–70 success banked, regular 40,000 crowds at Maine Road, and some time to go before Swales’s act of self-destruction. I was innocent of knowing it had anything to do with money though; I just loved that team, stars playing at the heights of football. I did not know who the chairman was, or that we had a chairman, and I never would have conceived of Manchester City as a business.


They signed Dennis Tueart, Dave Watson and Mick Horswill from the splendid Sunderland team which had stunningly defeated Don Revie’s all-white Leeds in the great 1973 FA Cup final; I’d watched it on telly, enthralled. We signed Asa Hartford, a Scottish international, from West Bromwich Albion, and Joe Royle, a centre forward wide as a fence from Everton, and Peter Barnes and Gary Owen came sprinting through, fit and ready from the youth team. City were a team mostly of internationals, for whom you looked at the top of the First Division, with Liverpool, Bobby Robson’s Ipswich, Derby and Leeds.


Denis Law had played for City for a season or so in what looked to me then like his old age, and he famously helped push United down to the Second Division with the backheeled winner in a 1–0 victory at Old Trafford, in 1974. When City were drawn to play United in November 1975, United had shown my generation that they were truly a great club, drawing on crowds of 50,000 in the Second Division, and galloping straight back up with the team reconstructed by Tommy Docherty, including Steve Coppell, always a nuisance against us, Stuart Pearson and Lou Macari.


The night we played United my dad took a car-full to the match but I don’t remember who else came with us; certainly it was just him and me who had tickets to sit together. The crowd that night was so vast, the traffic from town so slow and thick, we parked miles away on the far side of Wilmslow Road from Maine Road, on some crescent in Rusholme I have never seen again. I remember getting out of the car into the night air and putting my blue and white scarf round my neck, then holding my Dad’s hand and walking, trotting, through Moss Side towards the silver aura of the floodlights. I always felt, descending on Maine Road, that we were intruding on the houses there, the two-up, two-downs whose front doors opened straight onto the street and whose lights never seemed to be on.


Without being too nostalgic about one of the greatest occasions of my own childhood, beating United on a floodlit school night in midweek, it was pure football. The tickets for Manchester City v Manchester United had cost my dad next to nothing and the match was the absolute, whole experience. It was not twinned with a look round a ‘store’ first. We did not eat anything or stare at a screen in a concourse. There were no mascots to entertain me and I would not have noticed them if there had been. Hand in hand, we joined the streams of people hurrying to the floodlights of the derby.


The truth was, though, that Dad had not taken me all that often and if he did we had usually gone with somebody else, and he did not know Maine Road very well. I remember him not being sure where we were going, stopping to peer at the tickets which he had bought for the wooden bench seats in the Platt Lane end.


‘Come on, David,’ he said, deciding. ‘Up here!’


So we ran up a staircase, a long, high climb, and as we scurried up the endless steps, you could hear the match had kicked off, so we hurried up and got right to the top of the stand. There, you could see the pitch, gleaming in the silver light, the two teams already playing. Men at the back where we were had not sat down yet and I was standing on my tiptoes when Dennis Tueart scored. I could hardly see, but everybody was roaring and celebrating and I asked my dad if it was true and he said yes, it really was: City had scored against United in the first minute. Then when they all sat down, finally, he found a steward in a luminous coat and the bloke looked at the tickets and told him we were in completely the wrong place. It was only because we had gone up the wrong staircase that we had seen the goal, and my dad, who was not, in truth, enjoying himself very much, always remembers that too.


So we went back down and up another staircase at the back of the Platt Lane stand and found our proper seats, and I sat next to Dad in the sheepskin-coated embrace of a disbelieving Maine Road, seeing City, my club, my team, skip around and beat United 4–0. Tueart scored again, as well as Asa Hartford and Joe Royle, top players in this second wave of City excellence. I do not remember too many details except the overall magic, all this wonder set before us. I must have thrown my arms around my dad, and I’m sure he wouldn’t have moved much or jumped up for any of the four goals, but he always said he enjoyed watching me so involved. I must have skipped all that long way back, once he remembered where he had parked the car, and when we got home my mum would not have been really interested in what had happened, but she would have said she was glad for me, it was nice that City had won.


In that match – still one of the most glorious in Manchester City’s history – Colin Bell, generally agreed to be City’s greatest-ever player, suffered the knee injury which ended his career. Martin Buchan, United’s captain, crunched into Bell just below the knee and the agony, etched in a cruel grimace across Colin Bell’s usually impassive face, was captured by photographers for ever. I do clearly remember the hush falling over the crowd, the long halt to the match while they crouched over him, and then Colin Bell, that most upright of footballers, being carried off lying on a stretcher, to an assembly of applause.


Sport’s cruelty, and its enduring hold, is that the game goes on. They carried Colin Bell off, and everybody was sorry; a substitute came on – I see my dad helpfully wrote on the back of the programme beneath the team sheet in blue biro that Tommy Booth was number 12 – and they all resumed as if Colin the King had never been there, orchestrating City’s and England’s midfield for ten years. Colin Bell’s shredded ligaments, ruining a majestic career, were a footnote in the reports of a triumphant performance by Tony Book’s Manchester City.


On reflection, the fact that Colin Bell sustained a careerending injury in the midst of one of City’s greatest nights – he did come back, fully two years later, on Boxing Day 1977, but never properly recovered – was a profound lesson delivered by supporting Manchester City. It goes beyond some of the attempts made through the gloomy years to characterise City’s misfortunes – cups for cock-ups, which has the slapstick about it, or ‘Cityitis’, coined by Royle when he came back as manager, which to me always referred to the defensive yips nervous City teams suffered under pressure. There is something more profound in it, the nestling of misfortune deep in the bosom of triumph. You had to learn, even as a ten-year-old boy skipping back to the car with his dad, that even in the most gleeful of times, the very worst can happen.


Dad promised me one day, talking about football, that if City ever got to a cup final, he would take me to Wembley. That season, we did, all the way in the League Cup after beating United, and I went to every game, including the semi-final home leg against Middlesbrough, which City also won 4–0, Royle and Tueart scoring again. City were at Wembley, so I said to my Dad, ‘We are going, aren’t we?’


And he scoffed: ‘I didn’t mean the League Cup final!’ he said. ‘I meant the FA Cup final.’


So we never did go. City went to Wembley and beat Newcastle 2–1. Peter Barnes scored the first, sweeping it in at the far post with that darting speed which thrilled us so much. Tueart, of course, scored the winner, an overhead kick of still astonishing athleticism, a public display of confidence, daring and skill. Like a generation of City fans, I had the picture on my bedroom wall: Tueart, framed by the frozen Newcastle defenders, his back perfectly parallel to the ground, his head up and eyes fixed on the ball, right foot about to strike it down over his head and into the far corner, to win the cup for City. I stared at it so much as a kid it may be the image I have studied more than any other in my life.


Once we reached ten, many of us started playing the game properly, for teams, in kit, and we found out how different it was out there from the beautiful game we watched on telly or from the stands. Somewhere in my football journey, I think it was much later, when I began to write about the game as a journalist, some wise man – I have a feeling it was Allen Wade, the former head coach at the Football Association, whom I interviewed about the governing body’s paralysis – said with absolute conviction, as a statement of fact: ‘Of course, it is always vastly more enjoyable to play than to watch.’


It did not feel like that for years, comparing the intense star-filled dramas of the First Division, in crowds of 40,000, with the games we played in real life. Out in north Manchester beyond my nice back garden and homely Broughton Park, football was played in the mud and rain, the changing rooms were dark, freezing and stank of piss, and there was the ever-present threat of violence, more visceral the more we progressed. I made my debut as a ten-year-old in an orange kit on a pitch at Drinkwater Park in Prestwich, a place whose desolation could hardly be made up. So remarkably bleak was Drinkwater that it was captured, I discovered in more recent years, in a famous picture by the photographer John Davies, whose speciality was godforsaken industrial landscapes. In his great picture, you can see the four enormous cooling towers of Agecroft power station, litter and tipping in the foreground, a man with a horse, and out in the muddy middle, just make out little figures scampering on frozen-looking football pitches, the goalposts askew, with four people watching on the touchline. That was us. Davies captured in his image the unending grey and also the looming grandeur of Manchester.


You can feel the cold and cloud in his shot, but even he couldn’t get the whole experience in. Drinkwater was also overlooked by a cemetery on the side opposite the power station, where Davies was standing, and the changing rooms were below him, out of picture. It was a breezeblock cube, lit by one weak light bulb, stinking, which the KGB would surely have turned down as unfit for interrogating dissenters. I can remember us all being shocked that this was where our dream, proper football, was played in Manchester.
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Agecroft Power Station, with the football pitches of Drinkwater Park, Prestwich


Still, we, the U11s, playing our first proper match, shivered, and put the kit on. We waited as the team was read out, and I was in it. I remember we were all standing up and it was wet on the floor of the changing rooms, and you could hardly see. Then our manager, Julian Rosenberg, a tall dad with a deep, kindly voice, gave us my first-ever team talk.


‘Boys,’ he said, soothing, passionate about the game, ‘I want you to go out there, and play football.’


So, we did our best. You would get big lads on motorbikes scrambling down from the hill which led up to the cemetery, riding across the pitch while we were playing. There was a slow slime of a river, some water anyway, running right alongside the pitches and a decent clearance from one of the bigger defenders would send the ball in and there would be a long, windy hold-up while a manager or dad wondered how to retrieve it. Once, in the winter, when the water was frozen and we were playing entirely in goose pimples, I looked up from the wind of the game and saw our manager, Brian Hymanson, walking away, his trousers wet, water up to the midriff of his sheepskin. It turned out some kids had been skating across the ice, one had fallen in, and Mr Hymanson had run across, waded in and rescued a boy. He got in the Jewish Telegraph for that.


I wasn’t one of the most naturally talented or quickest of players, but I was determined, and I dug in to the hard work of improving, competing, trying your best. I always loved the game, and still do, yet the idea, back then, that it was actually more enjoyable to play at places like Drinkwater Park, Hough End’s mudbaths, waterlogged Heaton Park or hilly Frederick Road, with rudimentary post-war facilities which are still much the same now, than to watch your team of internationals, was fanciful.


I remember musing about this to my dad in the back seat of his car on the way to playing one of our matches.


‘Do you know,’ I realised, ‘I feel more excited when City score than when I score.’


And he replied, without hesitating: ‘Well,’ he said, ‘that’s very strange.’


But it wasn’t. When Tueart or Royle or Brian Kidd scored at Maine Road, 40,000 people erupted together, roaring their release, a stunning collective experience of belonging to a football club, which you could not replicate anywhere else in modern life. When I scored for my team, the end result of earnest collective endeavour, a dad or two might applaud, if there were any watching. Your team mates might say well done, as we all trotted back, and they might even be ecstatic if it was an important goal against opposition with a bit of needle in the game. Nobody would jump on each other, on a windy mudbath, nobody hugged or kissed, like the professionals did on telly. It all combined, after a goal, in that moment of triumph, almost to exacerbate the loneliness, the small group solitude, of playing football out on a lost field, in the frayed edges of municipal Manchester.





CHAPTER 3
ABU DHABI UNITED



At the back end of the summer of 2008, Manchester City, always written up as the people’s club, in contrast to United’s corporate greed, by those who do not know the club very well, were owned by the fugitive former Prime Minister of Thailand, Thaksin Shinawatra. He had been accused of murderous human rights abuses, convicted of corruption, and the club was hurtling towards ruin, yet City fans had largely embraced him. The last Manchester-based major shareholder, John Wardle, who with his partner David Makin had led the sale to Thaksin the previous year, was funding City out of his own pockets again. With Thaksin on the run, wanted in Thailand, and his assets frozen in the country, City were haemorrhaging losses and up to their limit with the banks. So Wardle had been tapped for £2m, which he loaned on three different occasions, to ‘help with cash flow’. People working at City at the time told me they did not know if they were going to be paid at the end of the month, and feared the club might fall insolvent and collapse into administration.


When the news broke on an Arabic news website that Manchester City had been bought, saved, it took some time for the reality to be accepted. After so many false promises over so many years, news of a revival in Manchester City’s fortunes has to be taken with a pinch of scepticism. It did not help that the new owners were called, somewhat unfortunately I have always felt, Abu Dhabi United. Their front man was a paunchy, publicity-loving minor celebrity in Dubai, Sulaiman Al Fahim, who was the face of the property development bubble in the emirate and had hosted Dubai’s version of The Apprentice. He did a lot of talking about Manchester City, about how rich Abu Dhabi United was, how very, very much money they had, how deep their pockets were. They had signed Robinho on the first day just to let everybody know it was for real and, Al Fahim promised, they could sign all the best players in the world, whoever they wanted. But then we all frantically googled Sheikh Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan, who Al Fahim said was behind Abu Dhabi United, and we suddenly had in focus a new world of gulf states, the United Arab Emirates, the Al Nahyan sons by the several wives of the previous long-term ruler, Sheikh Zayed. There was one underpinning fact: he truly did have enormous wealth from the vast fields of oil. Three years on, with twenty-two players very expensively bought, City in the Champions League, the FA Cup on the honours board, it still feels faintly unreal and profoundly unlikely, that the Sheikh who bought Manchester City did not turn out to be fake.


Sheikh Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan has never, so far, given an interview to an English journalist. His true character and personality behind his public face remain an enigma. His reasons for buying an English Premier League football club, and choosing Manchester City, are explained by his appointed executive, Khaldoon Al Mubarak, City’s chairman, as primarily a sound business decision, but there seems a great deal of whim in it too. Not much is known, really, about the young man with two wives who controls billions of pounds of his Al Nahyan family wealth, and has decided to spend some of it buying an English football club.
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