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For Helen, Joe and Fin

For Roy, who was among the ecstatic throng in the Nou Camp

And for all the endless joys, thrills – and agonies – of the game. Football, Bloody Hell!






PROLOGUE The first draft of history


On the evening of 26 May 1999, the stadium clock showed that we were in the 90th minute of the Champions League final. Up in the press box of the Nou Camp, the first draft of history had been written and dispatched.

Tyrannical deadlines required that we send our copy for the newspapers’ first editions shortly before the match ended and, in any case, the contest was over. With Manchester United trailing 1-0 and Bayern Munich’s ribbons on the trophy, our stories of defeat were already on their way back to England (at least we assumed so – this was the 20th century and, on these newish laptop devices sending down analogue phone lines, you never could be sure).

Down beneath us, standing alone near the side of the pitch in a slate-grey Versace suit, Alex Ferguson was also composing words in his head. He was imagining how to tell his players, and the world, about his pride in this team and all they had accomplished.

They had reclaimed the Premier League title and won the FA Cup; a third Double in six seasons. They had come the closest of any Manchester United team since 1968 to recapturing the European prize that was the club’s obsession. Defeat hurt when they were so damn close, especially when it meant missing out on an unprecedented Treble, but they would be back. ‘Keep your dignity in defeat,’ the United manager told himself.

And then, as the fourth official held up a board signalling three minutes of added time, United won a corner to our left and David Beckham ran over to take it. The most astonishing story in my lifetime of covering sport was about to unfold in front of our disbelieving eyes.



Ferguson would never deliver that speech and we would have to perform the fastest rewrite in the history of Fleet Street. Covering sport is not brain surgery, but the intensity of those few minutes is still talked about, with wonder and battle scars, as an unparalleled frenzy in football writing.

Sometimes we go back in time and find our memories have tricked us. Was it really as amazing as we like to remember? To relive that evening in Barcelona, and the tumultuous year that led up to it, was to be struck by the joyous realisation that the characters were even more fascinating and complex, the feats even more astonishing, the drama even more jaw-dropping than the stories we have told ourselves, and anyone else willing to listen, zillions of times since 1999.

If there is one year in the history of English football that deserves to be retold, it is this one. ‘The greatest season English football has ever known,’ Ferguson said. You do not have to be a Manchester United fan to know he was right.

It was a privilege to be on the journey as a sportswriter; close enough to feel Ferguson’s hot breath on the days when he would blow his top; close enough to have David Beckham’s mobile number, at least for the 24 hours before he became the dictionary definition of famous; close enough to be intimidated by the furious intensity of Roy Keane, to marvel at the thrilling genius of Ryan Giggs, the relentless drive of Gary Neville – to know, in short, we were watching a very rare and special group of footballers. It is no coincidence that, long after they finished playing, these men remain some of the most compelling figures in British sport.

You would struggle to find a dressing room containing more interesting personalities than the Manchester United squad of 1998-99 led by Alex Ferguson, the greatest of British football managers. We have come to know many of them in different guises – as outspoken pundits, human billboards or for personal peccadilloes – but I wanted to go back and capture them in their athletic prime. I wanted to rewind and celebrate an unprecedented achievement before life and reputations grew (how shall we put it?) more complicated.

There is nothing more fascinating for a sportswriter than watching and studying greatness; trying to comprehend what distinguishes the very best; examining not just the talent but the character of champions; seeing what can be accomplished by competitors who never accept that a cause is lost.

This is a story about the most successful football team, and season, in the history of English football. It is about the most magical sporting drama I have witnessed, and the people who made it possible. But it is also, I hope, about much more.

I wanted to celebrate a time when life had never seemed more thrilling; certainly not for me, who had come to love Manchester. Covering United was a prized job, not just for reporting on the biggest club in the world but experiencing a city so alive with music and nightlife, and much cooler people than me. Was there anywhere better to live in the ’90s? It was a joy to relive those exuberant times when, as Jaap Stam remarked after watching some old footage, it seemed like we were all wearing XXL clothes. Manchester made baggy more fashionable than anywhere on earth.

They were formative years for a young reporter, for Manchester and for English football, too. The ’90s explosion shaped the game we see today. It was in 1998-99 that United became the richest and most recognisable sports entity in the world. The global acclaim English football enjoys today owes more to this United team, and the glory of 1999, than any side.

It made the reputations of many players, too, and they loved retelling their stories. I lost count of the number of times a member of this United squad said, ‘It’s bringing goosebumps just talking about it.’ They gave their time freely and willingly – from Beckham to Peter Schmeichel, Dwight Yorke to Gary Neville, Denis Irwin to Paul Scholes and many more – to recall the dressing-room forces that shaped this campaign. Success was built on a rare camaraderie, but there were also rifts and rows and furious bust-ups among the complex dynamics.

The more sport I have watched, the more clear it becomes that the thrilling ride of 1999 was the distillation of everything you could hope for from football, or from any sport. Days you never forget, and so many of them. And that was even before the tumultuous denouement in Barcelona.

‘I’ve seen your first editions,’ Ferguson told us when we had recovered some time later from the drama. He knew those early pieces from the Nou Camp were a scrambled mess. Mine certainly was. United had turned the world upside down in 102 seconds and we had even less time to make sense of it.

For that reason, and many more, I wanted to go back and relive it all. I wanted to revel again in the wonder, excitement, chaos and disbelief. I wanted to write another draft and try to do justice to a season, and to a sporting story, that still seems unsurpassable.






1 Reunited


Twenty years after they passed into legend, they gather in the dressing room at Old Trafford. The Manchester United squad of 1998-99 have come together to take to the pitch one last time against their old Bayern Munich foes in aid of charity, and nostalgia, and to evoke all the glorious memories of when they were kings.

Exactly two decades on from the 1999 Champions League final, some of the players have barely seen each other since, but the years slip away and the dressing-room wisecracks quickly resume – though, now, the jokes are mostly about weight gain and hair loss.

Nicky Butt is taking the mickey, as usual. Jaap Stam, who never had much hair to lose in the first place, renews friendships with Ronny Johnsen, Ole Gunnar Solskjær and the Scandinavian bunch. David Beckham and Gary Neville are catching up about family. Dwight Yorke is making everyone laugh. Roy Keane is fuming somewhere, refusing to come at all.

For some, the years have not been kind. Andy Cole has battled a terrible kidney condition, which almost killed him and required a transplant. This lithe quicksilver striker is desperate to take to the pitch but has suffered so much that he says that he will have to walk off as soon as the match begins. Peter Schmeichel warns that he will not last long because of the bad back which is a legacy of those years throwing himself around in goal.

And then Sir Alex Ferguson walks in. It is as if royalty has entered the room. The conversation hushes as the revered manager prepares to give one final talk to the most successful team of all.

Ferguson has to pull up a chair to speak. He is physically fragile, though it is a minor miracle that he is alive. It is little more than a year since he needed emergency surgery for a brain haemorrhage. Aged 76, Ferguson collapsed at home in May 2018. Even after he pulled through, defying the doctors’ worst fears, he had lost his voice for a while. He was terrified at losing his memory. To help him recover, the doctors gave him a pen and notepad and asked him to write down names of friends and family, and football teams, to stimulate his mind. He would scrawl one word repeatedly – remember – as if it was a prayer, a mantra.

In the dressing room, Ferguson starts talking and it is immediately clear that he still retains his familiar command. His words transport the players back 20 years. It is deeply moving seeing their old indomitable boss after all he has been through, and now the emotions are making some of them well up with tears. Ferguson tells them how proud he is of them all, not just as footballers but people. They should be proud of themselves, he says, not just for what they accomplished together but for the ethos of a team which will forever be remembered for fighting to the death, for never giving in.

There are more than 61,000 fans waiting outside but there is a pin-drop silence in the dressing room. A few of the players will come to say they wish they had caught the speech on film, but maybe it is best that it is a private moment of bonding. Some of them have heard Ferguson give a pre-match address hundreds of times, but this feels like the perfect encapsulation of every word they ever heard from this man who shaped their lives.

Ferguson tells the players how lucky they were to have had the opportunity to play for the mighty Manchester United. But they had seized that chance. They had made history. Everyone would be talking about the team of 1999 as long as they talk about football. The manager looks around the room. He could alight on any but he turns to Henning Berg. ‘Bloody hell, Henning, that block you made here against Inter Milan,’ he says. The point is made: this was a squad effort. Another point is made: Ferguson remembers it all.

He tells them that this might be a friendly, an anniversary fixture, but they are wearing the United shirt. The fans have come to see them perform. They must show what made them great 20 years ago. They must attack, and they must win.

Suddenly, from the laughs when they first walked in, the United players start to feel the competitive fires stoked once more. The blood is pumping. They could be back in their prime, ready to march out, inspired by their leader who has transformed his own fragility into fighting spirit. In Ferguson’s presence alone, there could hardly be a more apposite symbol of the resolve of this team to bounce back against any odds. It is as if they are back in the 1998-99 campaign, with the sense that anything is possible. Ferguson’s greatest gift was to fill them with the ambition and belief that they could conquer new worlds.

‘Some people want to go to Blackpool for their holidays,’ he had told them as they chased the Treble. ‘You boys have a chance to fly to the moon. Not many people can do it, not many people are ever in a position to do it. Some don’t even want to do it. I can’t understand that. You can fly to the moon…’

They have goosebumps now. They slap and exhort each other, as if they are back at the start of the greatest campaign ever waged by an English football club. Fly to the moon, Ferguson told them.

Build a rocket, boys…






2 Hitting the bottom


It begins with a flick. Just one silly flick of a leg at around 9 p.m. on a Tuesday night in June 1998. At that moment the pubs are packed, rammed not just with people but hope and dangerously fragile expectation. England are playing in a World Cup and while nothing brings the country together like it, nothing sets it more on edge.

The audience for England v Argentina will peak at 26 million, the highest for an ITV programme since the channel went on air in 1955. This is not just a match but the sort of occasion that makes reputations – occasionally for better, though, in England’s case, generally for worse. It seems mad that lives can be shaped on the bounce of a ball, the haphazardness of a single game, but David Beckham is about to write one of the great chapters of notoriety.

In the 47th minute, the score at 2-2, Beckham will cause the country to convulse emotionally – not by breaking the law, hurting anyone, or causing malicious offence, but with one silly waggle of his right leg.

When he is barged to the ground by Diego Simeone and retaliates by tripping his Argentine provocateur with an instinctive, irritated flick, it is not immediately clear what has happened. No one at home sees it live. The TV producer has been drawn to a close-up of Beckham prone on the ground, missing the crucial moment. Camera lenses will be torn between his right foot and his face for years to come.

It takes a replay to show the impetuously raised limb, and Simeone tumbling theatrically backwards over it. ‘That’s all it was,’ Brian Moore says in commentary. But it is enough. Enough to merit the red card that Beckham gazes up at, numb with shock. Enough to set off a zillion words of condemnation that begin to flow in a furious torrent as Beckham shakes loose his billowing white shirt and walks off into infamy.

Watching the incident back, it seems so footling, but the pettiness is part of the problem. What offends so many, as Beckham fatefully tips the balance against England, is not that his offence is so bad, but that it is so trivial. Petulant is the word used most often. Childish. Unmanly. And in English football, far more in 1998 than now, to be lacking manliness might be the gravest offence of the lot. Daft as it sounds (but when did football ever encourage rationality?), Beckham might have been better off punching someone; perhaps careering into them with a kung-fu kick à la Cantona or maybe a Zidane-esque headbutt. At least it would reveal a tough, uncompromising character; a menacing air.

What did a sneaky trip say about Beckham? If it is a newspaper’s job to capture the public mood, the Mirror does it most pointedly with the headline across the front page ‘10 HEROIC LIONS, ONE STUPID BOY’. As the story spills across every section of the papers, even art critics pile in. ‘It was a girlish act,’ Brian Appleyard writes in the Sunday Times Culture section in a critique of blondes. ‘A man would have punched the Argentinian, a real man would have done nothing. But Beckham the blond simply executed a furtive foot-slap.’

What more did we expect from a man who wears a sarong? Beckham is easy to characterise as a poseur; a pretty boy engaged to a pop star who does not just present his fiancée with a £65,000 diamond solitaire ring, but receives a diamond-encrusted one worth £50,000 in return. This is a man who cares every bit as much about fashion and hair highlights as his bride-to-be. ‘Suicide Blond,’ says the Mirror. An editorial in the Daily Telegraph denounces Beckham as, among other things, ‘a Gaultier-saronged, Posh-Spiced, Cooled Britannia, look-at-me, what-a-lad, loadsamoney, sex-and-shopping, fame-schooled, daytime-TV, over-coiffed twerp’.

When a scaffolder comes to hang the notorious Beckham effigy outside the Pleasant Pheasant pub in south London in the coming days, he makes sure to include that sarong. Perhaps, in all that followed, this was football’s first case of metrosexual abuse.

Even for those of us with an understanding of English football’s need for a scapegoat – and, indeed, playing a part in that demonising – the scale of vilification is hard to comprehend. But, in the familiar madness of England’s departure from another World Cup, we are too caught up in the stampede to wonder if the condemnation will escalate out of control.

After another England campaign has finished in tears, with Glenn Hoddle’s team eventually losing to Argentina in a penalty shoot-out – an agonisingly narrow defeat that only serves to exacerbate Beckham’s crime – we start the pursuit of him in St Etienne. We want a quote, an apology to the nation, but Beckham charges straight past us, baseball cap pulled down over his face, like a guilty man trying to evade the mob outside Crown Court. He wants to slip past unnoticed. No chance of that in the Stade Geoffroy-Guichard; or anywhere else, for years to come.

Beckham only stops when he sees his parents and bursts into heaving sobs in the arms of his father, Ted, who has taken him to the local park all those countless times, developing the skills that have made Beckham one of the most exciting young players in Europe. Here is a man capable of scoring a goal from the halfway line or curling an unstoppable free-kick as he had against Colombia only four days earlier to be a national hero – but also putting that right foot to self-destructive use. For what feels like an age, Beckham is a child again in his father’s embrace. As he clambers on to the team bus, he can have only a vague idea of the fury he has unleashed from the English public that will escalate over the coming days.

It is certainly too soon to understand what he has stirred within himself. He cannot know, sitting desolate on that bus, Gary Neville imploring him to wipe away the tears – ‘don’t let anyone see you like this,’ his friend and teammate says – that 12 months later he will be at the peak of life, personally and professionally. Perhaps to reach those heights, Beckham first has to go to the bottom. Maybe he needs that moment of disgrace to discover his depths of resilience and fortitude. ‘Whatever else happens to me, those sixty seconds will always be with me,’ he notes. He will come to say it was a defining moment that helped make him a better footballer and a better man.

That is going to take one hell of a comeback. As it turns out – for Beckham, for Manchester United and for English football – 1999 will be a year of them like none we have ever seen before, or since.






3 New Labour, New Football


On the night of the General Election in May 1997 that would mark a transformation in British life, a mobile phoneI rang in Tony Blair’s constituency home in Sedgefield, County Durham. The manager of Manchester United was on the line.

Alex Ferguson was watching the news coverage of this historic evening on television and called to warn Blair and Alastair Campbell, Labour’s spin-doctor-in-chief, that cameras were prying outside. ‘Be careful,’ Ferguson advised. ‘They can see through your curtains.’ After the view had been blocked, they chatted briefly and then returned to the unfolding drama. The following morning, Blair, Campbell, Ferguson – all of us – would wake up in a very different country.

Amid scenes of rock-star euphoria, following a dawn flight to London, Blair stood beaming on the South Bank of the Thames with crowds lined along Waterloo Bridge and the Embankment to hail the new prime minister. Labour had won 418 parliamentary seats to the Conservatives’ 165; a record post-war majority and a crushing repudiation of the Tories after 18 years in office. As Blair spoke at the Festival Hall, the sun broke through as if he had even choreographed the weather. ‘A new dawn has broken, has it not?’ Blair said. And a lot of us felt it, too. Ah, happy days.

These were good times to be alive, were they not? Nostalgia can beguile us, but I was in my 20s, upwardly mobile and, I fear, had all the cocky swagger of the age. Cool Britannia, Britpop, the Spice Girls, TFI Friday, lads’ mags, ladettes, Chris Evans, Gail Porter, Zoe Ball, coke and Es, Red Stripe and Grolsch, Oasis v Blur; to scan back through some of the UK’s cultural reference points is to plunge, a little wasted, back into ’90s revelry.

‘Most of the Western world was still locked into the decade-long spell of carefree optimism that had begun with the fall of the Berlin Wall and would end with the events of 11 September 2001. A kind of giddy optimism was in the air,’ John Harris, journalist and author of The Last Party: Britpop, Blair and the Demise of English Rock, observed in the New Statesman of Britain in the ’90s. We inhaled deeply.

As we counted down to the Millennium, serious people discussed whether planes would fall from the sky, among other potential catastrophes, because of a Y2K bug that might disable computer software, but I don’t recall any fretfulness. We were, as Prince instructed us, partying like it was (almost) 1999.

Even the Union Jack was cool; stuck on Noel Gallagher’s guitar in the world’s biggest rock band. Blair was so eager to become part of the Britpop chorus – to make Labour the ‘political wing of Cool Britannia,’ as Harris noted – that he invited Oasis inside Number 10 for drinks. When Gallagher asked Blair how he had kept going all night as the election results came in, the prime minister leant over and said, ‘Probably not by the same means as you did.’ ‘At that point I knew he was a geezer,’ Gallagher said. The youngest prime minister since 1812 was determined to join the laddish entertainment, which also meant parading football credentials.

As that call from Ferguson on election night demonstrated – a football manager ringing to advise the next prime minister at a moment of history – Blair’s Labour tapped into the national game as part of their cultural appropriation. It made sense. Football was now firmly in the mainstream of an expanding middle class. To embrace the sport was also a means to strike further distance from a Conservative Party which, especially under Margaret Thatcher, had treated football, and its supporters, with open disdain.

New Labour, New Football. The ’90s were transformative for the English game, more than any decade before or since. The game sneered at by Thatcher in the ’80s, despised for its hooligans, had enjoyed a spectacular boom. Out of the horror of Hillsborough in 1989 came shiny new all-seater stadiums. The rebranding of the Premier League from 1992 and the surge of money from Sky Television paid for a new wave of foreign stars; Cantona, Klinsmann, Gullit, Zola, Bergkamp and Vialli. Euro 96 fuelled the Cool Britannia mood. ‘Football’s Coming Home’, we sang merrily, even if, ultimately, it wasn’t.

As Campbell remembers it from his time as Blair’s head of communications, he was at the heart of a government pushing the football agenda. No political campaign was complete without a bit of keepy-uppy in front of the cameras. ‘The whole Cool Britannia thing, we didn’t coin that,’ Campbell explains. ‘That was Newsweek, a front cover with a bit of Tony, a bit of music, the Queen, the Spice Girls. There was that famous party at Number 10 with Noel Gallagher. It became a mood. It wasn’t strategised as such but it just kind of emerged from that mood. I do think football was an important part of that.

‘Whether I was slightly pushing my own agenda I don’t know, but both Tony and Gordon [Brown] were big fans – not as obsessed as I am – but they watch a lot of football. Football was booming and in that period, Manchester United became the club that defined the time. And then you had Alex Ferguson, a big Labour supporter who did stuff with us. So it all kind-of knitted.’

Never before had a football manager had a direct line into Downing Street, but then never had a prime minister felt it so advantageous to attach himself to a man who ran a football team. As Blair noted, ‘I can meet ministers and monarchs and my children are not much impressed. But when we meet Alex Ferguson they realised there was some point.’


	
I. We did have mobile phones in the late ’90s, but they were smart as a brick. The must-have device of 1998 was the Nokia 5110, one of the first to feature the game ‘Snake’. Sophisticated, it was not. We would have to wait several more years for cameras in phones.
Wifi? Never heard of it. We had a working internet but Google was only just being born and searching on Yahoo! required a dial-up connection, with the chance to make a cup of tea while a page loaded. It could be quicker to find the news on Teletext.

There was email but the nearest thing to social media was the graffiti on the walls of a public toilet. Maybe that was a blessing, certainly for David Beckham. ‘If social media was around when I was going through that time in ’98, it would have been a whole different story,’ he said in 2020 when backing a mental health campaign.










4 Mad fer it


The centre of the cultural universe is endlessly – and excitingly – shifting, but on Sunday 28 April 1996 I came as close as I ever will to standing at the very epicentre. It was a glorious place to be. All that Manchester could offer – its vibrancy and swagger and the global allure of its music and football and nightlife – came together under the heading ‘If Carlsberg did perfect weekends with your mates…’

We began with a Saturday night out in the city and, most likely, ended up in the sweaty cavern of the joyfully uncool ‘Conti’ club, with its sticky floor, no-frills DJ (‘If you want to fight, fuck off outside and do it’) and pissed crowd of twentysomethings on the pull. There were friends, booze and, this being Manchester in the ’90s, almost certainly quite a few drugs. The memories are hazy, but the glow endures.

Sunday. Well, how could you improve on it? We began at Old Trafford watching a majestic Manchester United put five goals past Nottingham Forest; Ryan Giggs dancing down the wing, David Beckham and Paul Scholes chipping in goals, Eric Cantona conducting this magnificent orchestra before thumping home the last of a 5-0 rout and falling to the floor for a celebratory embrace. United were irresistible. They were a force of beautiful power, striding towards a second Premier League and FA Cup Double in three seasons. Their unprecedented dominance carried an air of permanence. United had become English football’s royalty, Dieu Et Mon Droit.

Adventure and swagger. Belligerence along with the brilliance. They were captivating for Cantona’s strut; for Giggs running as if his feet barely touched the grass; for Fergie’s Fledglings reprising the Busby Babes, and all the romance of home-grown youth. For Alex Ferguson, furiously chewing his gum on the sidelines, and for the siege mentality he created. United against the world! For wingers and attacking and chasing a game, building an irresistible momentum. For being England’s super-club. Many loved them even if they had never been to Old Trafford.

More than 53,000 of us were treated that day to United in their pomp and we moved on, via Dry Bar where the cool people hung out in Manchester’s Northern Quarter, to Maine Road where Oasis were performing at their spiritual home. There was no hotter ticket in the musical universe. The footage on YouTube still gives me the thrills; Noel walking on to the stage with his cagoule and Union Jack guitar followed by Liam in an Umbro sweatshirt asking, ‘Manchester, are you mad fer it?’ Oh yes.

‘I don’t know what it is / That makes me feel alive.’ They ripped into ‘Acquiesce’ and we sang every word of that, and ‘Supersonic’ and ‘Live Forever’ and ‘Wonderwall’, and bounced around like deliriously happy fools. You did not have to like United or Oasis to be swept along in the euphoria (though life must have been a whole lot duller if you didn’t).

They were the best of times. Manchester did not get any better than that. Life did not get any better than that. Except in 1998-99, it could.



It is history now – the stuff of museums and tourists. The ‘Rock and Goal Tour’ led by Joe takes you back to a boarded-up Dry Bar to see brass etchings in the paving slabs outside – one signifying ‘Madchester’, another of the Union Jack motif from Noel’s guitar. Mosaics on the wall outside Afflecks Palace indoor market display the legends of Cantona and the Gallaghers, Bet Lynch and Emmeline Pankhurst, Vimto and Alan Turing to represent the best of the city. A mural of Ian Curtis of Joy Division is on the side of a house in Ancoats.

I dragged along a teenage son to hear how Manchester was the heart of a cultural boom through the ’80s and ’90s; indie music and the rave revolution; the Hacienda on Whitworth Street and Sankeys Soap in industrial Ancoats as old warehouse buildings were reclaimed as nightclubs. We recalled the vibrant gay scene, around Manto on Canal Street, which was another reason Manchester felt on the cutting edge.

Some of it was history even by 1999 when Dave Haslam, a former Hacienda DJ, published Manchester, England – The Story of the Pop Cult City to trace how this industrial metropolis became such a musical powerhouse from Northern Soul through all the glories of Madchester and the Smiths, Stone Roses, Happy Mondays, New Order and Factory Records, and on to Oasis. Or Simply Red, if that was more your thing.

‘It is the city with the most highly developed music consciousness in the world, and sometimes you imagine you can reach out and touch it, a palpable buzz of a night-life culture that’s evolving, absorbing,’ Haslam wrote.

Manchester never stood still. The Hacienda closed for the final time in 1997, after becoming a place where people went looking for cool people only to find the cool people had moved elsewhere. The building was converted into loft apartments which was the sign of a different boom. Urban regeneration was changing, and improving, the face of Manchester, boosted by preparations for the Commonwealth Games in 2002. A new stadium was being built which would become the modern home of Manchester City. New bars were springing up, and they still do. Manchester had a vibrancy that won me over – a love for the place that endures.

Haslam’s book could not have been written about Birmingham, Leeds, Newcastle, Sheffield, or even Liverpool. Or anywhere else in the world, for that matter. Manchester was more ‘Cool Britannia’ than London could ever be. I tell myself I saw the very best of it in the ’90s, and I think that might even be true.






5 Or you hated them


ABU. Anyone But United. The more United won, the more crushing was their ’90s dominance, the more fans of other clubs found a rallying cause in opposition, taking raucously against their success. ‘Stand up if you hate Man U’ was such a ubiquitous chant that it seemed to be the official anthem of half the clubs in the Premier League.

By 1997, Robert Crampton was writing in The Times that ‘the ABU (Anyone But United) supporters’ club is probably the largest informal grouping in English football’. It met in grounds and pubs and around water-coolers whenever fans gathered. ‘The accepted etiquette of your average English fan, the vindaloo and later children of the late Seventies and Eighties, unashamedly decrees that, irrespective of United’s feats, they must be derided and despised at all times; it’s almost a mantra for the Millennium,’ Ian Ross noted in the Guardian during the 1998-99 season.

‘Hated. Adored. Never Ignored’, a banner held up at Old Trafford would later read. You could love to hate them. Anyone But United.

Des Cahill was not responsible for the antipathy – that had more to do with the psychology of envy – but the Irish broadcaster does have the considerable claim to fame of being the original ABU. ‘Yes, I was the founding father for better or worse,’ he explains over the phone from Dublin. ‘I’d like to have done something greater with my life, but still.’

The story he tells cheerily is of creating a popular movement out of a single joke. Cahill was a West Ham United fan (‘long story’) and radio presenter who became fed up with the proliferation of United shirts in the Republic of Ireland through the ’90s, everyone jumping on the red bandwagon. It was not just in Ireland. As Roger Nouveau said in a sketch on The Fast Show, representing the new ’90s breed of middle-class supporter with his hamper on his lap, ‘I used to support Manchester United, but then you had to where I came from… in Hampstead.’

Cahill presented the sports bulletins on one of Ireland’s most popular breakfast shows, on 2FM. For a bit of mischief, he started openly supporting United’s main title rivals – Liverpool, Aston Villa, Newcastle United, Blackburn Rovers – as the original ABU, and playing ‘Zip-a-dee-do-dah’ on the morning after any United defeat as the rallying song.


Zip-a-dee-doo-dah, zip-a-dee-ay

My, oh my, what a wonderful day

Plenty of sunshine headin’ my way

Zip-a-dee-doo-dah, zip-a-dee-ay!



‘And it became a huge thing,’ he says. ‘People would wait in their cars for the sport on the morning after United lost just for the zip-a-dee-doo-dah. Manchester United permeated every level. Mothers who didn’t follow football would say to me, “There was murder in my house this morning with your ABU.” ’

ABU appeared on T-shirts. Badges were made. Cahill even drew up a crest, with a Latin inscription which read ‘Uppus Cantonis Aris’. ‘Juvenile, I know,’ he laughs. ‘Up his arse. It grew to a ridiculous level. There was a big telethon over there at the time, a bit like your Children In Need, and a couple of hundred grand was raised just by me dressing in United gear and singing “Glory, Glory Man Utd”.

‘When Beckham came on the scene in a sarong I sang a song about it. People used to send in poems. Any event where I was speaking I’d be greeted by a mixture of hissing and applause. That’s how divisive United’s success was. It was a bit of fun but United fans took it so seriously. Once or twice, it really did get hairy with fellas held back from hitting me in bars in Dublin.’

The ABU phenomenon spread across the Irish Sea, taken on by fans of United’s rivals up and down the country. ABU passed into common football parlance. You loved or you hated them. But you could not ignore them. And that was even before the season when the United phenomenon reached its zenith.

‘It probably culminated in the European Cup final in 1999,’ Cahill says. ‘There was a jumbo jet going from Dublin so I boarded with one of my friends, Kieran. We were seated at the back of the plane and as I walked down the aisle the whole plane was singing “Dessie is a wanker”, which was amusing for my friends.’ Personally, Cahill could enjoy the dramas of the 1998-99 season. ‘It was only ever meant to be fun, you can’t take sport too seriously,’ he says. ‘But, of course, what happened that year made ABU people even more demented.’






6 Fucking smart arse


It was not only David Beckham enduring a turbulent summer in 1998. As the World Cup was playing out in France, Alex Ferguson was unwinding at Oaks Day, Epsom at the end of his 12th season in charge of Manchester United. He had developed a passion for horse racing as a way to relax from the strains of running the growing empire at Old Trafford. Ferguson loved to hob-nob with trainers and fellow owners – there was a little champagne in his socialism – and on this June day Sky Sports TV reporter Olly Foster spotted the United manager by the winning post, where he was nursing the disappointment that his horse, Queensland Star, had faded to fourth in the 2.10.

Foster saw a chance to ask for a quick interview. Ferguson agreed. Thinking on his feet, Foster suggested that Queensland Star went much like United in the Premier League campaign just concluded, looking to have it won only to falter unexpectedly. So much for the soft opening gambit. ‘Fergie took it badly,’ Foster recalls, with understatement.

‘FUCK OFF! FUCK OFF NOW, YOU FUCKING SMART ARSE!’ Ferguson shouted in Foster’s face, incandescent with rage. The reporter had prodded a deep wound.

In the 1997-98 season not long finished, United’s usual domestic invincibility had cracked. Ferguson and his players had known the deflation of a trophyless season before, but not like this, beaten by such an impressive opponent as Arsène Wenger’s Arsenal.

In February 1998, some bookmakers had paid out on bets for United to win the title when they were 11 points clear at the top. But, to the delight of the ABUs, Arsenal had put together a run of ten consecutive victories, including a 1-0 win at Old Trafford, to snatch the championship by a solitary point. They made it a Double by beating Newcastle United in the FA Cup final. United had been knocked out of the FA Cup by Barnsley, and the Champions League quarter-finals by Monaco – not exactly Real Madrid or Juventus – in a season when they had lost Roy Keane to a knee operation and Ryan Giggs to a succession of injuries. Eric Cantona had retired abruptly in May 1997, with Teddy Sheringham struggling to fill his large chaussures.

No wonder Ferguson was soul-searching when he sat down with Oliver Holt from The Times as the title slipped away in the spring. Sitting behind his desk at United’s training ground the Cliff, munching toast, Ferguson sounded like a man struggling to digest failure. ‘You have to say that the team of two years ago or the team of ’94 would not have lost any of the games we have lost this season,’ he said. He talked of a lack of hunger, the ultimate crime in the relentlessly driven world of Ferguson. There would be changes, he warned.

‘People like myself and the staff and the supporters do not deserve to have it thrown away by the players like this. Not after all the work that has been done here. But the club is like a moving bus. We are not waiting at the stop for anyone who is late.’

If that was a direct challenge to his players, there was one for the board too. Ferguson had long felt that United had failed to use their muscle in the transfer market – a club that aspired to be the greatest in Europe, and the world, but never spent like it. They would look at A-list targets – Ronaldo, Gabriel Batistuta, Marcelo Salas – but back off because of a self-imposed salary cap. Chelsea, Liverpool and Arsenal had players on higher wages than United’s ceiling of £23,000 per week (how quaint!), but success had been achieved without lavish outlays. That is how the directors wanted it to remain, with little more than 30 per cent of turnover spent on salaries.

Ferguson was increasingly bolshie that he had allowed himself to be knocked back by ‘all the Cityspeak about institutions and dividends and the harsh realities of the business world’. Told by the board that he would have around £14 million available for transfers that summer to put United back on top, he had committed a club record £10.6 million for Jaap Stam, the big Dutch defender from PSV Eindhoven, and recruited Jesper Blomqvist from Palma for £4.5 million as a back-up for Giggs, but he was not satisfied. His biggest deals were still dwarfed by others at home and abroad, like the world record £15 million fee that took Alan Shearer to Newcastle United (1996), Ronaldo to Inter Milan for £20 million (1997), and Denílson to Real Betis for £21 million in 1998.

‘The club has got to get to grips with what actually makes a winning club in Europe,’ Ferguson told Holt. ‘It has not approached that. It is not even anywhere near that. It is not a Barcelona, it is not an AC Milan, it is not a Juventus, it’s not a Real Madrid. In terms of the quality of the club, it is. In terms of the people working in it and the effort the players put in, it is. But other clubs have a mentality that is different from our mentality.

‘What may happen after I leave is that it will dawn on them that, when a new manager comes in, he may ask for £60 million to build a team to win in Europe. But they may not get the best manager to replace me. And then the dawning part comes in and they will say, “I wish we had done that five years back down the road.” There are big strides this club has got to take, but when they will do it, I don’t know.’

It was a blunt challenge to his employers: a warning that United could be left behind, and not just by a resurgent Arsenal. But what Ferguson had not anticipated was that some of the directors felt that it was the manager who was slipping.






7 Fergie: I quit!


‘We are worried about your focus.’ Alex Ferguson could hardly believe his ears. The most successful manager at work in the game had been summoned back from a family holiday in the south of France expecting to discuss transfer targets. Instead he was being accused of being a cause of United’s slump.

Across a table in offices in central London, Martin Edwards, United’s chairman, flanked by Sir Roland Smith, chairman of the club’s PLC board, looked down at his pages of printed notes which set out a list of concerns, even grievances, with the manager. This was not carping from the terraces or the media; it was the most senior directors questioning whether Ferguson was committed to his job.

As Edwards told me, and he still has the paperwork to refresh his memory, there was talk of Ferguson revelling in ‘celebrity status’. Was his growing passion as a racehorse owner impinging on his work? Edwards told Ferguson that the board feared he had taken his eye off the ball, leading to a disappointing season.

Brian Kidd, the manager’s assistant, had been taking the vast majority of training sessions. Was Ferguson leaving a vacuum? A comparison was made by Edwards with how the manager’s job grew too much for Sir Matt Busby after the European Cup triumph of 1968, as success and profile led to heightened interest and heavier demands. Had United’s run of trophies meant that Ferguson was being pulled in too many directions?

There was mention of the manager’s previous six signings – Solskjær, Johnsen, Poborsky, Berg, Cruyff and Sheringham – and the fact that none of them had looked like taking United to the next level. Could the board back Ferguson now with the unprecedented budget he was demanding given his recent record in transfers was not exactly reassuring?

At the headquarters of HSBC, next to Southwark Bridge, Ferguson felt he had returned from his rented villa on a clifftop in Cap Ferrat, spending time in the sun with his kids and grandkids, into an ambush. He would later reflect that if he had been younger and more headstrong, ‘my pride and my temper wouldn’t have allowed me to tolerate such a farce’. As it was, he kept his cool, just about. Ferguson’s first instinct was to wonder if there was a deeper motive to the criticism. ‘Do you want to call it a day?’ he asked. Edwards assured him that this was not about forcing a change of manager but making sure they were getting the best out of the one they had. The previous season had left doubts about Ferguson’s dedication.

Gathering his thoughts, and returning fire, Ferguson explained that he needed release from football. It was a huge stress running United, keeping the team dominant. Horse racing was a healthy outlet. As for transfers, Ferguson demanded to know who was better equipped to decide. Edwards could have his list but Ferguson rattled through his own – Schmeichel, Ince, Irwin, Keane, Cantona on top of all the home-grown players he had brought through. ‘If you don’t recognise that I am the best person to judge which players should be bought by the club, I may as well leave now,’ he said bluntly.

Perhaps Ferguson should have seen this confrontation coming. He and Edwards had already shared a difficult telephone conversation in which Ferguson had continued to push for the signing of Dwight Yorke from Aston Villa, as well as Patrick Kluivert, who was available after a difficult year at AC Milan. Ferguson wanted to overhaul his strikers, on top of the purchases of Stam and Blomqvist.

When Edwards had told Ferguson over the phone that there were doubts about Yorke – ‘we are not sure he is the right man’ – the manager had exploded, especially when informed that one of the sceptics was Kidd. ‘Brian Kidd? Who’s the bloody manager?’ he asked. Ferguson was even less impressed when Edwards informed him that Kidd preferred John Hartson, the bruising West Ham United and Wales striker. ‘Hartson?’ Ferguson spluttered. ‘Are you serious?’

It was not the only strain in Ferguson’s relationship with Kidd, the man he had elevated from coaching the youth teams, and who had been by his side in the dugout for the past seven years. Kidd had been approached about the vacant manager’s position at Everton, who were offering to triple his salary. Edwards advised Ferguson to talk to Kidd to clear the air. Hardly ideal preparations for a new campaign.



As Ferguson departed back to France to rejoin his family, Smith instructed Edwards that he should put the points raised in writing. A letter to that effect was delivered to Ferguson internally at Old Trafford on the morning of 7 July, when the manager was back for pre-season training. Edwards had softened the tone a little by commending Ferguson over his youth policy, and eradicating deadwood among the players. Inevitably, Ferguson’s eye was drawn to the criticisms, including the reiteration of concerns at the lack of a trophy, the warning over outside interests impairing his focus, and an instruction to be cautious when speaking to the media so as not to fuel criticism of the PLC board being stingy over transfers.

The letter had a predictable effect, like prodding a hornets’ nest. Within a few hours of delivery, Edwards took a call that Ferguson wanted to see him. The manager came in raging, saying that he had no option but to resign. ‘The language Alex used was a little bit more fruity, but that was the basic gist of it,’ Edwards says.

‘Well, if that’s the way you feel, Alex, we’ll have to accept it,’ Edwards replied. He was confident he could call the manager’s bluff and, later that day, Ferguson came on the phone to withdraw his resignation. ‘I think what he’d done is spoken to his solicitor who’d probably said, “Well, you won’t get a penny on the two years left on your contract,” ’ Edwards explains. ‘So, he withdrew his resignation which I was happy to do.

‘All I wanted to do was shake it up a bit and make sure we got back on course. He’d done the Double in ’94 and ’96, won the league in ’97, so it wasn’t as if he was a bad manager. It was just purely a case of “let’s get back on track”. In ’98 we had a huge lead of 11 points clear just after Christmas and we blew it. When it came to it, we still supported him with signings. But if we were going to spend that sort of money, we had to be absolutely certain that he was 100 per cent on board. And I think the combination of that letter plus the transfer buys, we did what was needed.’

Edwards believes he deserves a bit of credit for having the balls to challenge Ferguson. He had certainly succeeded in stoking the manager’s competitive fires. As Gordon Strachan, one of the more shrewd observers of Ferguson from his playing days at Aberdeen and United, once said, ‘Fergie is driven by anger. It’s like petrol to him.’ Heading into the new season, he had a tank full of the stuff.






8 Beckham flees


David Beckham needed sanctuary, some peace and quiet as the country fulminated over his red card. So, obviously, he went on tour with one of the most popular bands in the world.

Chased by paparazzi after he landed at Heathrow with the England team; pursued through airport corridors as he headed straight on to another Concorde flight bound for New York City; greeted by more photographers as he landed at JFK airport; Beckham fought through the throng to climb into a car to be driven straight to Madison Square Garden where the Spice Girls were performing that evening. In walked Madonna. ‘Oh, you’re the soccer player, aren’t you?’ asked the biggest pop star on the planet. Perhaps she had watched the game, or maybe there really was no one in the world who now did not recognise the Manchester United and England No.7.

If New Football had a face – to swoon over, to admire, to envy and, now, for many to scapegoat – it was the Hollywood-handsome looks of David Beckham. The peak of his fame was still some way off (perhaps that was when he told me in an interview in 2000, chatting in his Mercedes in a lay-by as the only way to avoid being mobbed, that fans had been going through the bins at his hairdressers seeking out remnants of his locks), but he was in determined pursuit of celebrity, even if he had to go via infamy to get there.

He had shown a knack for stardom ever since scoring from the halfway line against Wimbledon on the opening day of the season in August 1996, standing with arms outstretched and nodding his head as if to say, ‘What else did you expect?’ On and off the pitch, Beckham wanted it all: to be one of the world’s supreme footballers but also to develop a profile, riches, fame.

When he saw a pop star on television in a black PVC catsuit, like a rather mild-mannered dominatrix, and said, ‘Ohhhh I like that one,’ he was sure that Posh Spice was the woman for him. They would soon be an item. David and Victoria announced their engagement in January 1998. ‘I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that her being a pop star was part of the attraction,’ he said. The Spice Girl was more famous than the rising young footballer when they started dating.

Together, they straddled sport and celebrity, which some loved, and many derided. There was a backlash to the rapid inflation of footballers’ wages and prominence through the ’90s, and Beckham’s profile put him on the receiving end. With that red card, the pretty, petulant boy with a squeaky Essex voice had given all those critics a free hit.



It was to embrace his fiancée that Beckham headed over to the United States as soon as he could following that ignominious exit from the World Cup. Alex Ferguson had called to say that there would be a supportive reception waiting for him back in Manchester – ‘Don’t worry about what anyone says. Get yourself back here, where people love you and support you,’ Ferguson told him, offering a paternal arm around the shoulder – but there was an added reason to join Victoria as fast as possible.

She had rung him on the eve of that fateful Argentina match to say that she was pregnant. Arriving in New York, dashing across the city, Beckham hugged her in the band’s dressing room and then the two of them disappeared into a toilet cubicle where she could show him the first scan of their baby, still only pea-sized. New York was where Victoria discovered she was pregnant, which would come to be uppermost in the parents’ minds when it came to naming their baby.

Beckham spent his summer break travelling on the Spiceworld tour bus for 11 days, watching from the side of the stage, hanging around the back of the room at promotional events. It was as well that he was out of the country. At home in Chingford, Essex, Beckham’s parents Ted and Sandra needed a private security firm for protection. A swarm of media were constantly outside and they were convinced their phone was being tapped, given that his mum would turn up at places to find photographers already there. The home number was easily obtainable – Ted was a gas fitter – but instead of job orders the line was filled with abusive calls.

When Ferguson got through, Beckham’s father was too upset to speak. Ted eventually spoke to The Sun to say that he had been in contact with a very apprehensive son. ‘I’m just glad David’s been out of the country. He hasn’t seen half of what’s gone on and I won’t let him. I’m no longer proud to be British after what they’ve done to my son, and all through a game of football. He’s made a mistake. We all know he made a mistake but he’s certainly paying for it now. I’m disgusted with what has gone on. I’ve had enough.’ He questioned whether Beckham might be forced to play his football abroad.

‘Take Your Fury Out On Our David Beckham Dartboard’, urged the Mirror, making Beckham the bullseye. Piers Morgan was editor at the time and, while never shy of a strong opinion, retreats a little when reflecting on the excesses.

‘I would certainly say on the night, we completely and perfectly encapsulated what everyone was thinking when I ran the headline “10 HEROIC LIONS, ONE STUPID BOY”. But I certainly don’t absolve myself from the responsibility of rattling the cage a little too hard. I would regret the dartboard. Funny though it may have seemed at the time, I don’t look back at that now and think that was acceptable to be honest. It was a stupid thing with hindsight which may have encouraged the more Neanderthal element out there to take things too far.’

‘God forgives even David Beckham,’ declared a sign outside one church in Nottingham. But would the British public? As Beckham was flying back into England from the United States, he was approached in his first-class seat by the chief steward. ‘When we disembark, there’ll be police waiting for you at the gate,’ he explained. Beckham could wonder if they were there to arrest or protect him.






9 Effigy


SOCCER FANS’ SICK STUNT

POLICE have removed an effigy of David Beckham left hanging from a scaffold by angry soccer fans. Officers ordered the dummy – dressed in Beckham’s No.7 England shirt – to be cut down from outside the Pleasant Pheasant pub in South Norwood following complaints.

Steve Snadden, 26, who runs the Pleasant Pheasant, noticed the dummy this morning. He said: ‘It was my proudest World Cup moment. I laughed out loud when I saw it. The punters are just doing what everyone in Britain feels.’

Scaffolder Lee Tickner, 32, who was behind the stunt, added: ‘Everyone in the pub has been fuming about Beckham’s behaviour. He needs teaching a lesson.’



Lee Tickner is still in scaffolding, but it has been a very long time – more than 23 years, in fact – since he was asked about Beckham. ‘You’re having a wind-up, aren’t you?’ he says when I explain that I have tracked him down to talk about the effigy that remains a lasting symbol of fan hatred, before the days when you could simply type all the bile and abuse into Twitter.

‘I dunno how you got my name,’ Tickner says. From the papers, I explain. You were said to be part of the hate mob that was going to ruin Beckham’s life. He sighs. ‘We was all just pissed up in the pub. It was a load of us done it. Next thing, it comes up on the front page of The Sun. It was many years ago. I’m 55 now. It wasn’t how it was written in the paper, hate mobs and all that. Ridiculous. It was done as a total wind-up and it got taken the wrong way. Listen, it was only done as a laugh.’

So what does he think of Beckham now? ‘I don’t even like football, mate, to be honest with you,’ he replies. But that didn’t stop him having an opinion. Everyone did. Football was – is – the most popular soap opera of our age. And every soap needs a villain.

In 1998, Beckham was that sinner. He had let down the whole country. He epitomised all that was wrong with the national character. Whereas, of course, putting an effigy in a noose and Beckham’s face on a dartboard, screaming abuse, sending hate mail and singing that ‘Posh Spice takes it up the arse’ were fair game.






10 A big Dutch man


Jaap Stam looked like he came straight out of prison, according to his new teammates, but the hulking frame and shaven head did not protect him from the insecurities of proving himself at a club where they seemed almost insanely competitive from the first kick in training.

Even as the world’s most expensive defender at £10.6 million, with a mission to elevate the Manchester United defence to one capable of winning the Champions League, it was daunting to arrive at a football club of such stature. Stam was the new boy on his first day at school, facing a cast of big personalities who both welcomed him and tested him in those early weeks.

How was it to walk into the United camp in 1998? Stam still grimaces at how his autobiography, Head To Head, published in 2001, brought him far more trouble than it was worth when he tried to answer that question. His comments were sensationalised and he became a more wary figure, which is a shame because he had only been honest. The description of his new teammates still rings true. There was Peter Schmeichel, the huge angry goalkeeper. ‘A terrific goalie but, at times, he could be a real pain in the arse as well,’ Stam noted. They would soon be screaming at each other whenever there was defensive chaos.

Among the Class of 92 cabal of home-grown talent, the Neville brothers, Gary and Phil, were the ‘busy c***s’. Gary, in particular, seemed to have a view on anything and everything – nothing changes – though Stam was also struck by the analytical football brain that would serve the elder Neville so well. Ryan Giggs and Nicky Butt were the ‘terrible twins’, constantly winding him up with pranks, like hiding his car keys or making his socks disappear. In training, Giggs would glide over the grass. Butt would tackle anything.

David Beckham was easily misjudged. Yes, he was a pretty boy putting gel in his hair when the rest of the players were preparing for action, but he was also a top-class footballer and the last man standing when the rest were gasping for breath in the bleep tests of fitness. Paul Scholes? Like almost every teammate that ever played alongside the little ginger midfielder, Stam would instantly be taken aback by the vision and ball-striking of a ‘world-class player’. The quiet ones were Denis Irwin, going about his job with maximum efficiency and minimum fuss, while Andy Cole kept himself to himself even down to stretching on his own before games while the rest of the players were warming up together.

Socially, Stam was drawn to the crowd of Scandinavians – Henning Berg, Ole Gunnar Solskjær, Ronny Johnsen and fellow new arrival Jesper Blomqvist – and greatly helped by the presence of a fellow Dutchman in Jordi Cruyff to help him settle. It was Cruyff who could translate some of the manager’s barely comprehensible Glaswegian.

For Stam, there was no escaping the pressure to impress these new colleagues. He had felt it even as he reached the semi-final of the World Cup with the Netherlands in the summer of 1998, sensing that English eyes were staring at every move and wondering if he was worth the money.

Talking from home in Holland, Stam is a serious figure, not without charm or lighter moments, but you sense the pride and the drive. Stam did not just want to succeed; he needed to. Just the type of intense character that Ferguson liked.



For Stam, it was a bumpy start to joining United. He returned home from the World Cup, and a bruising semi-final defeat to Brazil, to a wife, Ellis, who was heavily pregnant. He was so eager to impress his new employers that the couple agreed to have their first child, Lisa, induced a couple of weeks early so that Stam could go on the pre-season tour to Norway. That was the sort of dedication his manager appreciated.

Ferguson had been pursuing Stam since 1997, struck by a defender who combined pace with his obvious physical power. The United manager felt that he needed defenders who could cope one-on-one in Europe given that his way of setting up the team, with 4-4-2 and two wingers, was never likely to afford much protection. Stam’s speed for a big man was an insurance policy.

Ferguson had tapped up Stam when he was at PSV Eindhoven, arranging a meeting through the player’s agent in a flat near Amsterdam airport. ‘Jaap, I want you to command our backline and help us take that extra step and win the European Cup,’ Ferguson told him. Stam was instantly seduced. ‘Ferguson’s passion was overwhelming,’ he says. He was so eager to make the move that he had even waived £1.65 million due to him from PSV as a cut of the record transfer fee.

At 26, the peak of his physical powers, he was a man to build a defence around following the departure of 33-year-old Gary Pallister, but the weight of expectation was not easy to bear, even on the broadest shoulders. Rattling around a Cheshire hotel waiting for his wife and baby to receive medical approval to fly over to join him, Stam had to adjust to an elevated profile and an extraordinary intensity. The tackling in training at United seemed as feisty as on matchday. There was a bluntness and a hard edge about the exchanges between teammates that startled him, too. Any mistake could lead to a harsh word, or a confrontation. Stam could speak excellent English but he had to adjust to the constant piss-taking and the slang. What did ‘mingin’’ mean?

He had stepped out of his comfort zone, and no one made that more plain in the early weeks than Roy Keane. The captain had an initiation rite for any new signing; a test not so much of skill but of mettle. He would put in a thunderous challenge or whack the ball at the new boy and see how they responded. Would they shrink away from confrontation? Would they stand up for themselves? Most of the new arrivals had experienced it. Sheringham told me how Keane had blasted a ball at him on his debut, in the 1997 Charity Shield, as a test. ‘Fucking hell, what’s that about?!’ he thought. Raimond van der Gouw, the reserve goalkeeper, dived to collect the ball in one of his first training sessions at United and felt a painful stamp. He knew who had inflicted it without looking.

In one of Stam’s early training sessions, the Irishman fizzed the ball at him with deliberate force and scoffed when he could not control it. Stam was sure that Keane had a problem with him. As he soon learnt, this was nothing unusual. It was simply Keane’s way.






11 Roy is back, and with a bang


The Charity Shield, 9 August 1998, a hot day at Wembley. It is particularly stifling for Manchester United, beaten 3-0 by Arsenal in what seems an emphatic continuation of last season’s narrative. But one man is furiously determined to make a statement about the campaign to come, even in defeat. Roy Keane has returned with his skull closely shaven: a hard, murderous look, and an approach to match.

Early on, David Beckham (booed by Arsenal fans with every touch) passes loosely to Patrick Vieira in midfield. The ball is not there to be won, but Keane dives in anyway, scything down Vieira’s standing leg with ferocious intent, like he has razor blades on his boots. In the commentary gantry, Andy Gray senses the wider significance in that challenge. ‘That was bordering on the reckless from Roy Keane, I have to say. He launched at that tackle as if to say, “You might have ruled the roost last year, but there’s going to be a bit more of a contest this year.” ’

One of the great, and still not fully appreciated, individual seasons in Premier League football has just started with Keane announcing that he has returned from serious injury with his competitive fires more intense than ever. Roy is back, and with a bang.



Keane had been at Old Trafford for five years (winning three titles, two Doubles), but it was a different figure, Roy 2.0, who came out into the sunlight that day at Wembley. It had been more than ten months since he had played a competitive game. That is a lot of time to brood – and no one broods like Keane.

The United captain had not been seen in competitive action since he crumpled to the ground at Elland Road in September 1997 as he ran into the Leeds United penalty area. It looked like a freak injury as Keane collapsed in pain, his anterior cruciate knee ligament ruptured, but he knew that it had been self-inflicted.

A few nights earlier, he had gone out with adrenalin still pumping following a 2-2 draw against Chelsea. A few drinks then – ah, why not? – another one. One too many. In the early hours, some fans from Dublin wound him up, which, as Keane would admit, is as difficult as lighting a bonfire with a match and a can of paraffin.

There were fisticuffs and as Keane crawled home past the milkmen starting their rounds he was already envisioning headlines like ‘Roy Keane in 4 a.m. bar punch-up!’ Rightly, as it turns out. He was still annoyed about the episode as he took to the field at Leeds, and then Alf-Inge Haaland decided to wind him up, too. It was in trying to trip his marker, out of sheer irritation, that Keane injured himself, and very badly.

Dave Fevre, United’s physio, had the task of handling Keane as they travelled back across the Pennines to a private hospital in Whalley Range. He recalls watching Celebrity Squares during the wait for the specialist and Keane suddenly grabbing the remote control to turn down the volume. ‘What the fuck is wrong with me knee?’ he demanded to know. Fevre told him his worst fears. ‘Well, let’s get on with it,’ Keane replied.

‘And from that minute he was unbelievably compliant,’ Fevre explains. ‘I could have asked him to jump off a cliff and he’d have been “fine”.’

Fevre knew the uncompromising figure he was dealing with – perhaps the least compromising sportsman in history – so he devised a six-day programme of recuperation with one day off for blow-outs. ‘I knew Roy would rebel if it was too rigid,’ Fevre says. ‘I thought there’s a fair chance that on the Sunday he might have been out, a bit worse for wear, so on Monday I’d leave an exercise sheet for him at the top of the stairs at the Cliff and let him get on with it. Then we’d pick it up later and work hard through the week. And when Roy commits to something…’

They would go cycling on mountain bikes around Salford, and swimming at a local David Lloyd gym where Keane would see Manchester City players sitting in the jacuzzi for two hours while he, flippers on, was smashing out lengths in the pool. Keane asked Fevre why the City boys got to relax instead of working out, but he, better than anyone, knew the answer: the difference between winners and also-rans.

For Keane, the recovery after surgery (involving a strip from the patellar tendon used to rebuild the anterior cruciate ligament) was not just physical. Missing almost an entire season brought the scary realisation, as he turned 27, that a football career is a fragile thing. In the endless, lonely days in the gym rebuilding the strength in his leg, Keane set himself a vow never again to take his fitness for granted.

Those heavy binges – ‘been on an Irish weekend?’ Ferguson would ask pointedly if he saw Keane looking rough and unshaven on a Monday morning – would now be rationed. Reflecting in his first autobiography, Keane said that he returned ‘a different person from the lunatic who’d hunted Alfie Haaland’. ‘I decided to bury Roy the Playboy,’ he noted. ‘He might get the odd outing, but the carousing days were – more or less – over.’

That time to look around and think about what mattered in his life and career prompted the famous passage in his memoir in which Keane ranted about wasters in the game, and resolved to crank up his intensity to Spinal Tap’s 11.

‘Seen from a windowless gym on a winter afternoon, the game looked like a bad movie, full of spivs, bluffers, bullshitters, hangers-on, media whores and bad actors. If you played your hand correctly you could be a big man without achieving anything… I had always instinctively hated bullshit – a lot of it associated with my own club. Now my tolerance level was zero. Only one thing counted in football: winning, actually achieving. For that I was hungrier than I’d ever been.’

Fevre saw the application first-hand, not just in Keane returning with his leg as strong as it could be, but with a different, leaner physique. Keane had stripped down his body fat until the veins showed. Even that new haircut, a convict’s buzz cut, seemed to show that this was a man down to the bare, necessary essentials.

‘I’d worked with a lot of serious injuries and I said to Roy, “I guarantee this will change you as a person, one way or the other,” ’ Fevre says. ‘You look at the way his physique changed. He could be quite podgy at times before that, but he suddenly realised that if he carried five per cent body fat then he was going to be helping himself not just with knee recovery. So that was his whole attitude.’

By way of further proof, Fevre sends over footage of Keane on a Cybex isokinetic dynamometer gym machine at the Cliff, bought by United on the physio’s instruction to test the strength in each leg. In the film Keane straightens his leg with manic intensity, as if trying to find the breaking point – not of his knee but the machine.

Keane had worked incredibly hard to get himself ready to launch into the new season, and into Vieira, the opponent he now regarded as his ultimate midfield foe. Fevre was so struck by that tackle, capable of smashing concrete, that he still uses it as a teaching tool more than two decades later. ‘When I’m lecturing I show that clip,’ he says. ‘I was so chuffed because it told me that the knee was as good as it’s ever going to be. If it will hold that it will hold anything.’

That season would be Fevre’s last at United, before moving to Blackburn Rovers in the summer of 1999. Like everyone who worked closely with Keane, he saw the ferocious, scary side but also tells of another, more hidden, part of this very complex man.


OEBPS/e9781398503793/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503793/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503793/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503793/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398503793/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue: The First Draft of History


		Chapter 1: Reunited


		Chapter 2: Hitting the Bottom


		Chapter 3: New Labour, New Football


		Chapter 4: Mad Fer It


		Chapter 5: Or You Hated Them


		Chapter 6: Fucking Smart Arse


		Chapter 7: Fergie: I Quit!


		Chapter 8: Beckham Flees


		Chapter 9: Effigy


		Chapter 10: A Big Dutch Man


		Chapter 11: Roy is Back, and with a Bang


		Chapter 12: A Roy Night Out


		Chapter 13: Character is Fate #1


		Chapter 14: The Cliff


		Chapter 15: The Chairman


		Chapter 16: Sold!


		Chapter 17: Who Plays Left-Back for Manchester United?


		Chapter 18: What If…


		Chapter 19: Dwight


		Chapter 20: Yorke Scores!


		Chapter 21: Everest


		Chapter 22: Character is Fate #2


		Chapter 23: Jesper


		Chapter 24: Old Vinegar Face


		Chapter 25: No Dopes


		Chapter 26: Munich


		Chapter 27: Coley


		Chapter 28: The Feud


		Chapter 29: The Class of ’92


		Chapter 30: Big Peter


		Chapter 31: AGM


		Chapter 32: The Brand Plays On


		Chapter 33: The Hairdryer


		Chapter 34: The Old One-Two


		Chapter 35: Teddy


		Chapter 36: Pressure


		Chapter 37: Strife of Brian, Part One


		Chapter 38: So Near Yet…


		Chapter 39: Ooh Aah, Eric the Film Star


		Chapter 40: Absent


		Chapter 41: Party Time


		Chapter 42: Countdown


		Chapter 43: Aberdeen


		Chapter 44: Character is Fate #3


		Chapter 45: ‘Fergie Time’


		Chapter 46: ’94 Versus ’99


		Chapter 47: Denis


		Chapter 48: Fergie for England


		Chapter 49: Character is Fate #4


		Chapter 50: You’re Banned!


		Chapter 51: Ole


		Chapter 52: Steve


		Chapter 53: Rotation


		Chapter 54: Mr Loophole


		Chapter 55: Tactics? What Tactics?


		Chapter 56: Pasta Joke


		Chapter 57: Character is Fate #5


		Chapter 58: A Boy Called Brooklyn


		Chapter 59: The End


		Chapter 60: Treble Talk


		Chapter 61: Coming of Age


		Chapter 62: Scholesy


		Chapter 63: Zidane on One Leg


		Chapter 64: Monopolies 1 Murdoch 0


		Chapter 65: A Word, Ryan


		Chapter 66: Character is fate #6


		Chapter 67: If


		Chapter 68: The Gallops


		Chapter 69: A Happy Ending?


		Chapter 70: Character is Fate #7


		Chapter 71: The Postman


		Chapter 72: Echoes of the Past


		Chapter 73: Sir Alf


		Chapter 74: The Cutting Edge


		Chapter 75: Bend It Like…


		Chapter 76: Ref Rage


		Chapter 77: A Blink


		Chapter 78: Strife of Brian, Part Two


		Chapter 79: Character is Fate #8


		Chapter 80: Under Arrest


		Chapter 81: Because I’m not Worth It


		Chapter 82: Two Out of Three


		Chapter 83: The Meaning of the Cup


		Chapter 84: Barcelona


		Chapter 85: Character is Fate #9


		Chapter 86: 102 Seconds


		Chapter 87: Football, Bloody Hell


		Chapter 88: When the Facts are Unbelievable


		Chapter 89: The Celebrations that Never Stop


		Chapter 90: Arise, Sir Alex


		Chapter 91: Where Were You?


		Chapter 92: Lou


		Chapter 93: No Time for Losers


		Chapter 94: Comebacks


		Chapter 95: Redemption


		Chapter 96: A Royal Wedding


		Chapter 97: Trebles


		Chapter 98: The Weight of History


		Chapter 99: What Happened Next…


		Photographs


		Acknowledgments


		Bibliography


		Statistics


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue: The First Draft of History


		Acknowledgments


		Bibliography


		Index


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426








OEBPS/e9781398503793/images/9781398503793.jpg
Matt Dickinson





OEBPS/e9781398503793/images/title.jpg
1999

MANCHESTER UNITED,
THE TREBLE AND ALL THAT

Matt Dickinson

SIMON &
SCHUSTER
London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781398503793/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


