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‘To the 23 who died.’









“More than merely an account of a tragedy, it is a portrait of an era and a tribute to a group of young men – working class heroes all – whose talent, endeavour and camaraderie transcends football. This is the team that made the English game beautiful, and to rediscover this golden generation is to revisit the foundation, the death, and the rebirth of something magical. Essential reading for fans and non-fans alike.”


Stephen Kelman, author of Pigeon English
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FOREWORD











This book is a tale of spirit, courage and the eternal bonds of friendship. It is about a group of men whose passion for football led them to unparalleled success and unprecedented glory. But it also cost many of them their lives. Matt Busby, the patriarchal Manager of Manchester United, revolutionised English football by bending the rules and pushing his players to the limits. At Manchester United, he created a team of ‘boy wonders’, the ‘Busby Babes’, a group of players who became the game’s first superstars, heroes to millions of people. But, just as they were on the verge of world acclaim, disaster struck.


Few today would recognise the names of Tommy Taylor, Roger Byrne or Eddie Colman but, in their day, they were as famous and glamorous as film stars. More than half a century has passed since their premature death and it is time to tell the story of their astonishing achievements to a new generation of adoring football fans. Researched extensively and exhaustively, the book reconstructs in detail the drama of their journey from schoolboys to junior team players, from becoming League Champions to their glorious efforts in Europe. Supported by Harry Gregg and Albert Scanlon’s moving testimony, which breathes life into the memory of those so long dead, the book gives a fuller, more complete picture of the Busby Babes than ever before. This is their definitive story.


Richard Skinner,


February 2016















 


INTRODUCTION











Like anyone even remotely interested in football in Britain, I was well aware of Manchester United whilst growing up in the 70s and 80s. They were a glamorous side, the side that everyone wanted to beat. In true British style, they seemed to be the team that everyone hated just because they were so successful. Liverpool and Arsenal were also very successful during these decades, but they simply didn’t attract the kind of hostility that United did. During the early to mid-90s, while Liverpool and Arsenal dropped away, Manchester United were the only British team that performed well in the Champions’ League, a new club competition that had been set up in 1992 to replace the old European Cup. They regularly got to the quarter-finals, then the semis. In 1999, they at last got to the final. They had already won the Premiership and the FA Cup that year – could they go on to do an incredible Treble? No one who watched that game at the Camp Nou that night will ever forget it. Coming from behind, United scored twice in stoppage time to beat Bayern Munich 2-1. It was a sensational victory and the Treble was amongst the greatest achievements, if not the greatest, in the club’s long history. The country loved them then.


The core of the team that won the Treble that year had grown up together at United, arriving as kids and playing in the club’s youth and reserve teams before breaking through into the first team. Those players are household names now: David Beckham, Nicky Butt, Ryan Giggs, Gary and Philip Neville and Paul Scholes. But there was another Manchester United team, from the 1950s, that people who have a knowledge of the game say was just as good, if not better than the team that won the Treble. That particular group of players was affectionately known as the ‘Busby Babes’, a name that alluded to their Manager, Matt Busby, and to their extreme youth.


One of the Babes, for instance, was right-winger Johnny Berry. Like Beckham, Berry was a fantastic crosser of the ball, but he could also dribble and take players on, a skill that Beckham lacked.Very similar in temperament to Roy Keane, the ferocious Roger Byrne was every bit as inspirational as Captain. On the left-wing, David Pegg had all the pace and flair of Ryan Giggs. Liam Whelan was another ‘fox in the box’ in the mould of Paul Scholes, while Tommy Taylor seemed to have a magnet in his head and scored as many headers as Teddy Sheringham.


This Manchester United team, created by Busby during the 1950s, was a team of boy wonders, a group of players who became the game’s first superstars, heroes to millions of people. Like the team of 1999, almost all of them had lived and grown up together, playing their way through the club’s youth and reserve teams. They all broke into the first team with astonishing speed and achieved immediate success. At the end of the 1955/56 season, Manchester United were crowned League Champions with an average age of just 20 years. It seemed abundantly clear to the whole country that there was nothing this group of young, handsome, gifted players wouldn’t achieve over the next decade.


As 1956 League Champions, Manchester United were invited to participate in a fledgling football tournament called the European Cup – they accepted. As the first English side ever to enter the competition, they had an impressive run, beating the likes of Anderlecht, Borussia Dortmund and Atlético Madrid before narrowly losing to Real Madrid, the eventual winners, in the semi-final. Not bad for a bunch of boys from Manchester. The following year, United won the league again and entered the European Cup once more. They reached the quarter-finals, where they were drawn against Red Star Belgrade. United won the first leg at Old Trafford comfortably and, on 4th February 1958, they flew out to Belgrade in a private charter plane to play the return leg. Travelling to Yugoslavia in those days was like visiting a different world, but Manchester United was a famous club in Yugoslavia and the players were treated like royalty everywhere they went. After a thrilling return match, United went through 5-4 on aggregate. They were now just one step away from getting to the European Cup Final but, just as they were on the verge of world acclaim, disaster struck.


The following morning, 6th February 1958, the team and its entourage of staff, pressmen and guests, boarded their British European Airways flight bound for Manchester via Munich, where they would briefly stop to refuel. When they landed in Munich, the weather conditions were atrocious – it was snowing heavily and the runway was covered in slush and ice. Having refuelled, the plane attempted take-off, sliding down the runway as it did so. Just at the critical moment, however, the plane’s engines lost power and take-off was abandoned. This happened a second time, at which point the captain decided to return to the terminal and check the aeroplane over. Everything was working normally and so the passengers re-boarded the plane.


On the third take-off, the plane speeded much further down the runway than on the previous two attempts. As the plane edged towards take-off, the engines suddenly lost power again at the critical moment. The pilots looked out the cockpit windows only to see the perimeter fence fast approaching. Attempting to avoid disaster, they braked and lifted the undercarriage, but it was too late – the plane went crashing through the fence, colliding with a house, which ripped the left wing off and split the cabin in two. The rear of the plane went into spin and crashed into a shed containing a fuel truck, a collision that sent a fireball into the sky. In a matter of seconds, the aircraft was a mangled, burning wreck and bodies were strewn across the fields of snow.


Of the 44 passengers on board that day, 21 died instantly, including seven United players. The survivors were taken to hospital in fleets of ambulances. In the weeks after the crash, many of the seriously injured fought desperately for their lives. Miracles were performed by the hospital staff but, despite their magnificent efforts, another two people were to die, including Duncan Edwards, the most gifted footballer of his generation and one of the greatest players ever to have graced the game. Manchester was sent into shock and the world mourned. Never before had the world experienced such a dreadful sporting disaster and, arguably, it still hasn’t.


Mention the phrase ‘Busby Babes’ to people these days, however, and most will look quite puzzled. They think they have heard the name, but won’t be sure. Some think it has to do with the Busby Berkeley dancers in 1930s’ Hollywood. Most won’t even know it is something to do with sport. Once you mention the Munich Air Disaster, however, almost all will begin to nod as the details start to emerge in their minds. ‘Ah yes,’ they say, ‘the Busby Babes’, as if they knew all along. The phrase jangles about in our collective memory, like coins in the pocket, an event buried so deeply that it almost needs to be excavated.


The Busby Babes played football in the era just before television, so there is no footage of their performances to speak of. All we have are a few clips and snaps, which is why the testimony and eye-witness accounts of those who survived the crash are so essential. For this book, three of the survivors of the crash, Harry Gregg, Albert Scanlon and Ken Morgans, were interviewed extensively and their statements play a huge part in the telling of this story. It is a story of spirit, courage and the eternal bonds of friendship. It is about a group of men whose passion for football led them to unparalleled success and unprecedented glory, but which ultimately cost many of them their lives. It is a story of human beings conducting themselves at the very highest levels.


But the story really starts long before Munich, with Matt Busby, and his arrival at Manchester United just after the end of the Second World War. The wily, canny Scot spent years laying down the foundations of a team he was convinced would achieve greater glory than any other. His paternal attitude and hands-on approach towards his young charges guaranteed that he had unparalleled levels of control over them. He was compassionate towards them but he could be ruthless when he needed to be. He bent the rules and pushed his players to their limits. Without his dreams, and the grit and toil necessary to make them a reality, none of the following extraordinary events would ever have happened in the first place.
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MATT BUSBY & JIMMY MURPHY











In October 1945, a 36-year-old Scot named Matt Busby arrived at Old Trafford as the new manager of Manchester United Football Club. Newly demobbed from the Army, it was Busby’s first job in peacetime Britain. He had signed a five-year contract to take this ailing club back to the upper echelons of English football. The war had wreaked havoc on football clubs and Manchester United was in very poor shape indeed. For a start, they didn’t have a pitch to play on. On 11th March 1941, bombs from a German air raid targeting the huge Trafford Park industrial complex went astray and had demolished Old Trafford. The stands had been flattened and were now just piles of rubble. The pitch was pitted with bomb craters and was just a sea of weeds. After the bombing, United put in a claim with the War Damage Commission and were awarded £22,278. It would take another eight years before the ground was rebuilt, however, and until then, United would have to suffer the indignity of renting Maine Road, home to their big rivals Manchester City, and playing their home games there.


Added to that was the fact that, because Old Trafford was in such a state of disrepair, Manchester United FC didn’t actually have a base at the ground to operate from. Instead, the club was run out of a small office in a cold storage depot belonging to the chairman, James Gibson. Finances were so tight that Busby had share his room with the club secretary, Walter Crickmer, the man who had been caretaker-manager of the club since 1937, and a young typist borrowed from the chairman’s cold storage company. It was hardly an auspicious start, but the conditions were exactly what Busby wanted. He had, in fact, already been offered a job managing Liverpool, with whom he had spent three happy seasons as a player. In those days, Liverpool was a much bigger club than Manchester United in every sense – crowd attendances, league placing, financial earnings – but Busby turned them down and took the job at Old Trafford instead. What he wanted was a chance to start from scratch, to build a team made up of players he had personally picked and trained. Furthermore, he wanted to be involved on every level of the club’s activity, from the tea ladies right up to Head Coach, so that he was able to exert every power and influence over the building and maintenance of that team. This is precisely what he had been offered at Manchester United.


If this all sounds as if Busby was a megalomaniac for the sake of it, he wasn’t. The opposite was very much the case. He craved and demanded such a degree of control over proceedings because, as a player, he had experienced the kind of management under which the player is treated coldly and impersonally, so that he never knew where he stood with the club. In his day, a player could be sacked at any time without any warning and with no rights whatsoever. Busby wanted to change that. Where managers he played under had engendered a critical atmosphere within the dressing room and a sense of uneasy competition between the players, Busby wanted always to encourage his players, even in defeat, and foster a sense of unity and harmony within the team. For Busby, it was the opposition who were the enemy, not the other players in your own team.


Whatever Busby’s methods were exactly, they worked, and his record speaks for itself. He was Manager of Manchester United from1945 to1969 and then again, briefly, between 1970 and 1971. In that time, United were crowned League Champions in 1952, ’56, ’57, ’65 and ’67, won the FA Cup in 1948, when United beat Blackpool 4-2, and again in 1963 with a 3-1 win against Leicester City. The final against Blackpool is often considered one of the finest Cup Finals ever played. His crowning achievement as a football manager, however, came in 1968, when Manchester United beat Benfica 4-1 to win the European Cup, the first English side ever to do so.


In many ways, Busby was the first modern football manager and his methods ushered football management into the modern age. Before him, managers were hired or fired at the whim of the chairman, but Busby was the first to define the role of manager as the ‘boss’, no longer merely as a servant to the board of directors. Instead of treating the job only as a matter of turning up on a Saturday afternoon to give a pep talk to the club’s star players before the game, Busby spent most days with his players, checking on their progress week in, week out. He operated an open-door policy and encouraged anyone to come to him if there was a problem. Miscommunication between players and the management in his own day had done untold damage to team morale and therefore to performance and he had learnt that, however unpleasant it may be for all concerned, airing grievances was better than letting them fester.


Busby’s role as manager to his players extended much further than the football pitch. On their days off, Busby took the players to play golf on a course called Daveyhulme. Golf was not that common in those days and was something of a specialist sport. Footballers tend to be good golfers, though, and the players enjoyed the days out. For a few days before a big match, Busby would often take the whole first team to the Norbreck Hydro Hotel in Blackpool. Just yards from the sea, the hotel was replete with spas, baths and massage rooms where the players could limber up and relax. In the evenings, Busby took them to the best shows in town, which the players went to dressed in blazers liveried with the club crest and new grey flannels.


Busby went to great lengths to make his young players feel like part of a large family. Those who were not from Manchester were put in lodging houses, living together as brothers would. Indeed, some of his younger players were so young that Busby had to sign legal papers as their guardian before they were allowed to travel to Manchester to join the club. So, in both a metaphorical and literal sense, Busby was their father and he made absolutely sure that he, and not the chairman or the board, was the only head of this particular family.


Although Busby treated his players with kindness and respect, he was always reserved with them, slightly distant. His outward appearance of calmness, however, could be very badly ruffled. In exchange for the glory that Busby knew his players would achieve under him, Busby demanded absolute obedience from them and if he didn’t get this from a player, Busby had no compunction in isolating and removing him from the team. The other side to this kindly father figure was a man who could harbour grudges and who could act ruthlessly when necessary. Ultimately, though, Busby was a peacemaker, not a troublemaker.


His privacy was vital to him and he valued it above everything else. By all accounts, he was only ever completely himself when with his family. In the crowded, close-knit world of the miners’ cottages in which he’d grown up, privacy was very hard to come by. In the day to day life of his childhood, virtually everything had been public – sleeping, washing, going to the toilet – and so it comes as no surprise that Busby wanted to maintain his distance from people as much as he possibly could. Privacy wasn’t a luxury for Busby, it was a necessity.


Alexander Matthew Busby was born in Old Orbiston, a mining village near the town of Bellshill, in Lanarkshire, Scotland in May 1909. According to family legend, the doctor who delivered him said “a footballer has come into this house today”. Busby was known as ‘Mattha’ by his family and grew up, the eldest of four children, in a warm family atmosphere. Both his parents were Irish Catholics who had come to Scotland looking for work. There were eight pits around Belshill, each of which had its own community of miners living in rows of cottages called Miners’ Rows. A row had sixteen houses, each house containing two bedrooms upstairs, a kitchen and a living room downstairs. There was one communal toilet for each row.


Conditions in these villages and towns were often squalid, with people living box- like on top of one another, but most families were decent, hard-working people who maintained good relations with each other. Born out of need, Catholics and Protestants in and around Belshill worked peacefully side by side for the most part, but tensions erupted every so often, usually on a Saturday night after too much drink. The minority of Catholics were called ‘Tims’ by the Protestants, who in turn were labelled ‘Blue Noses’ by the Catholics. The sense of being in the minority, of seeking solidarity with others who shared his beliefs, was key to Busby the man and never left him.


When the First World War broke out, his father, Alexander, like many other Irish Catholics living in Scotland, had no qualms about joining the British Army. Unfortunately, however, this allegiance would cost him his life. In 1916, when Busby was just six years old, his father was killed by a German sniper’s bullet at Arras. As if this loss wasn’t bad enough, by the time the war had ended, all his uncles were dead, too. The death of his father thrust new responsibilities onto Busby and his childhood immediately lost some of its innocence and sense of joy. With his mother working at the pithead all day, Busby now had to return straight home from school to help look after his three sisters instead of going out with his friends to play football. Later on in life, Busby said it was around this time that he started to develop a protective instinct towards those around him more sensitive and vulnerable than himself.


His mother remarried when Busby was ten. Although he got on with his new stepfather, the young Busby was no longer the centre of attention he had once been. It was another event that taught Busby self-reliance. He continued to do well at school and, when he was 12, he was sent to a local Catholic college to continue his studies. It would be a drain on family resources, but Busby’s mother had always been a strong believer in education as a means to betterment and so the sacrifice was made. He walked the five miles there and five back every day for three years. Busby was a diligent, hardworking pupil, though his teachers noted that he could be detached from the rest of his class. He was told he was good enough to become a teacher but, just as he was finishing his studies, his mother and stepfather told him of their intentions to emigrate to the US. Many widows from the village had left for America after the war and word had got back to Old Orbiston that life was better in America. Busby did not want to go, but his mother couldn’t wait another three years until Busby had finished his studies – times were too hard. Despite doing well at school, Busby never had any real intention of becoming a teacher and so he told her, if it was a matter of money, he would work down the pit, which is exactly what he did. He left the college and got a job as a miner. The family stayed in Old Orbiston.


The town was known in the area as ‘Cannibal Island’ because of the passion with which its miners played football. As a boy, Busby had played football in the streets every day and, even then, showed strong leadership qualities, so much so that his grandfather nicknamed him ‘Bryn boru’, meaning ‘leader of men’. Now that his schooling was over, Busby was able to concentrate on football, which was what he wanted to do more than anything else. Working all week down the mines, he joined the village football team and played every weekend. Busby’s boyhood footballing hero was Alex James, who also came from Bellshill and who was one of the greatest inside-forwards the game has ever seen. As a teenager, James played for Old Orbiston Celtic at the same time that Busby was the team’s ‘hamper-boy’, in charge of looking after the team’s stockings, knickers and jerseys. Before every match, Busby would hand each player his strip. On one occasion, James’s boots were mislaid and Busby ran the 200 yards to his family home and collected his own pair. They fitted James perfectly.


James went on to greater things, playing for Preston North End, Arsenal and Scotland in a long and glittering career. Two other well-known players, Jimmy McMullen and Hughie Gallacher, also came from Bellshill and news of the footballing exploits of all three during the early and mid-1920s spread pride and joy through the communities of Old Orbiston and Bellshill at a time when there was little else to shout about. The three of them were members of the ‘Wee Wembley Wizards’, the famous Scottish side that beat England 5-2 at Wembley in 1928, an event that absolutely captivated Busby’s imagination and, more than any other single event, made him determined to succeed as a footballer.


Busby was improving all the time as a footballer and he moved from the village football side to Alpine Villa, the best youth team in the area. With Villa, Busby won the Scottish Under-18 Cup and the celebrations took place in Bellshill Miners’ Club. It was that night that Busby met and fell in love with Jean Menzies and they started courting straight away. He then moved from Alpine Villa to the junior club, Denny Hibs, thus following in his hero Alex James’s footsteps. Within a couple of months of that move, however, he was spotted by Manchester City and asked if he wanted to sign professionally. He did, and signed his contract in the Bank restaurant in Glasgow. He left Bellshill, for good as it turned out, but promised Jean he would be back.


In his first season at City, he was put into the team at inside-left, the position in which Alex James had played, but Busby soon found out that he just didn’t have the required pace. The manager tried him at outside-right and centre-forward, but this did nothing to improve his performances. The manager was patient, though – he knew it took time for new players to settle into new positions and new teams. There was nothing to do except wait and hope that Busby would come good in the end.


Despite his troubles on the pitch, Busby was well-liked at Maine Road by both players and management. Always smartly turned out, he seemed comfortable within himself, attending Mass regularly but also joining in the dressing room banter. Never drawing attention to himself, he wasn’t an obvious target for the other players to make fun of, but they couldn’t get to know him very well either. There was something intangible about him. He seemed much older than his 20 years and this maturity set him apart from the others.


His performances on field continued to be extremely disappointing and, after yet another dismal performance, he’d had enough. Packing his bags one Saturday evening he decided he would give up football altogether and return to his old mining job in Scotland. There was an overnight train to Glasgow that left Manchester every evening. But for a fortuitous intervention that evening, Busby would indeed have caught the night train and we might never have heard of him again.


At this time, Jimmy McMullen was the Manchester City captain and had taken Busby under his wing when Busby arrived at Maine Road. On this particular evening, McMullen happened to call on Busby just as Busby was packing his bags. McMullen sat him down and, over a bottle of whisky, talked to Busby all night. He told Busby not to leave, that he would regret it for the rest of his life if he did. He told Busby of his own experiences when he first joined the club and said that it always took a couple of years to settle down. Be patient, he said, don’t give up. McMullen even invited Busby to come and room with him and his family until things got better for him.


It was a lovely gesture by McMullen, but it didn’t quite work out the way he intended. Busby was patient and didn’t give up, but he continued to perform well below par. After two seasons of frustration and depression at City, Busby reached an all-time low – he was dropped from the reserves, the ultimate indignity for a professional footballer. Watching City’s third team play from the sidelines one Sunday, he was asked to fill in at right-half for a player who hadn’t turned up. It was a position Busby had never played in before, but he was a revelation that day. As an inside-forward, Busby had always received the ball facing his own goal and never had the pace to turn and accelerate away from defenders. As a wing-half, however, he received the ball as he was running forward – his lack of pace mattered less and his shrewd passing game came into its own. Busby said later on that it was the first game in the whole of his first two seasons in England that he actually enjoyed playing. The following week he played right-half for the reserves and the week after that he was at right-half for the first team. Finally, Busby had arrived.


City reached the FA Cup Final in 1933 but lost 3-0 to Everton. The following year, they made it to the Final again, this time against Portsmouth. City’s keeper that day was an unknown 19-year old called Frank Swift, whom Busby had, in turn, taken under his wing now that Busby had settled and was a more seasoned player. Swift had got his chance to play after the first and second choice keepers were injured. Early on in the game, Busby passed the ball back so that Swift could get a first-time touch on the ball. “I never forgot that wonderful gesture by Matt,” Swift later said. The match was 1-1 until three minutes from time, at which point City scored and clinched a late win. So overcome by the occasion was Swift that, on hearing the final whistle, the youngster fainted and had to be revived to collect his medal from King George V. Busby was named Man of the Match. Indeed, 1934 turned out to be Busby’s annus mirabilis – as well as his FA Cup Winner’s medal, he won the first of his eight caps, playing for Scotland against Wales in the Home International series.


Things continued to go well for Busby until a hamstring injury two seasons later. The injury was quite bad and, although Busby responded to treatment, his recovery was slow, too slow for City, as it turned out. Busby was suddenly and unceremoniously sold to Liverpool. It was not an uncommon story. In those days, injured players were not treated at all well. They were left to fend for themselves and if they didn’t mend quickly, they were callously sold on. City’s ruthless attitude towards individuals like himself disgusted Busby. He said, “When I moved from Manchester City to Liverpool I vowed that if I ever became a manager I would respect players as individuals.”


Ironically, and somewhat cruelly, Manchester City went on to win the First Division championship the season Busby was sold. After that, though, the club went into a sharp decline and were relegated from the top flight of football the season after they had been crowned champions. The change of fortune amazed everyone, including Busby, but after his treatment at the club, there was no sentimentality on his part. The lesson he learnt was that success was fleeting if the foundations on which it rests are flimsy. Build a solid family-like club atmosphere from the bottom up, he reasoned, and any success the club achieved would be shared by all and, most importantly, it would last longer.


Busby liked being at Liverpool and immediately fitted in. The set-up at Liverpool couldn’t have been in starker contrast to that at City. Players were treated with kindness and consideration. Soon after Busby arrived, for instance, the 32-year old Jimmy McDougal, a veteran half-back with more than 350 appearances for the club to his name, was replaced by a younger player. McDougal, however, was immediately re-signed on top wages, even though he had lost his place in the first team. For the whole of the following season, much to Busby’s astonishment, McDougal was paid full wages again despite not playing at all. At the end of that season, there was no option left open to McDougal other than to retire. The terms of his contract meant that, if he did retire, he would not qualify for a large ‘benefit’ payment he was due in six months’ time, but the manager, George Kay, persuaded the directors to promise that he would receive the payment in any case. This act of generosity left a huge impression on Busby.


In all, Busby spent three seasons at Liverpool, a spell he enjoyed enormously despite not winning any major trophies. Busby’s qualities as a man blossomed during his years at Liverpool. By now, he was no longer the unsettled 20-year old reserve but, at 30, was now the senior pro in the side, someone the younger players in the dressing-room looked up to. He treated everyone equally and with kindness and was the man they would go to if they had any problems. He was also very patient, taking the time to help younger players with their game, encouraging instead of lambasting them. He was concerned for the plight of others, a sense of welfare that had developed from his childhood days in Bellshill. The other, younger players drew strength and courage from his presence and all who crossed paths with Busby commented on the calmness he exuded as a person.


When war was declared on 1st September 1939, the Football League was immediately suspended without further notice. All the Liverpool players enlisted for the Territorial Army, and Busby did the same. The War Office decided that professional sportsmen would best serve their country by acting as Physical Education instructors in order to keep the troops fit and healthy, therefore boosting morale. Busby’s name was put forward and accepted as one of a number of suitable candidates for such a posting. He was sent to Aldershot where he became an NCO with the rank Company Sergeant-Major Instructor. The big football clubs still played informally from time to time and it was decided that professional players could ‘guest’ for whichever team was nearest to where they had been stationed. Naturally, Busby was keen to keep his hand in as a player and so, during his spell in the Army, he played for Reading and Aldershot as often as he could. He even earned six more ‘unofficial’ caps playing for his country.


After the Allies started the invasion of Italy in May 1943, Busby was sent with the Army’s First XI to entertain the troops in the south of the country. Made Officer-in-Charge, he was responsible for the training and tactics of the team. It was Busby’s first taste of management and he revelled in it, but he was soon back in Aldershot. And so the war dragged on is this way, neither stretching Busby in particular, nor boring him either. The war had lasted a lot longer than anyone could have predicted. Like many men whose peacetime lives had been interrupted by the war and then held in suspension until it was over, all Busby could do was wait. Then, in December 1944, Busby received a letter that was to change his life forever.


Louis Rocca, an old friend of Busby’s who was on the board at Manchester United, wrote to Busby offering him the job of managing the club. Busby took stock of his situation. The war was coming to an end and Busby was 35 – too old to resume his playing career. He had enjoyed being in charge of the Army XI more than he imagined he would, especially enjoying the discipline required of managing a football team. He felt he could express himself. Busby wrote back saying that he was interested and would get back to him.
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