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FOREWORD BY SIR ALEX FERGUSON



Manchester United have been blessed down the decades with a galaxy of fantastic footballers, some of the finest ever to walk the earth, and although these words will embarrass a dour, uncomplicated Lancashire man who has no time at all for the frivolities of life, it cannot be doubted that Paul Scholes has earned his own honoured place among the most exalted company.


As the baseline you can take Duncan Edwards, whom Bobby Charlton tells me is the best he ever played with – and that’s good enough for me. Then you move forward to the unsurpassable Bobby himself; to Denis Law, who was my own hero when I was starting out in the game; and to the irresistible genius that was George Best. More recently, my own time at Old Trafford has been graced by the likes of Bryan Robson, Eric Cantona, Roy Keane, Ryan Giggs and Cristiano Ronaldo, every one of them an all-time great lauded the world over – and unquestionably Scholesy is right up there beside them.


That’s why he has attracted glowing tributes from such global luminaries as Zinedine Zidane, Patrick Vieira, Thierry Henry and Edgar Davids, all unsolicited by Paul, of course – he is one of the most genuinely modest, unassuming individuals I’ve ever met – but palpably sincere for all that.


The first time I laid eyes on Paul was when Brian Kidd, who was our youth development officer at the time, brought him to a first-team match along with another lad and they arrived at the door of the dressing room. Kiddo told me they’d be coming so I poked my head out but didn’t notice any boys. ‘Where are they?’ I asked. It turned out they were there all along, but both standing behind Kiddo and so small that I couldn’t see them.


When Paul started to play you could see exceptional ability, but he was so tiny! One day I turned to my assistant, Jim Ryan, and said, ‘He’s got no chance, he’s a midget.’ That’s become a standing joke. These days, considering all Scholesy’s achieved, Jim never lets me forget that early assessment, and I have to hold my hands up. Mind, he was only about twelve at the time and he took a wee growth spurt in his early teens.


Paul went on to be 5ft 7in or so, which is fine for a central midfield player. Look at Xavi, Iniesta, Fabregas – they’re not big guys – and when we saw Spain dancing the ball about in the World Cup, wasn’t it fabulous?


Of course, there was no getting away from the fact that Paul was small for a centre forward, his position when he came to us, and also it was clear that he didn’t have the requisite pace for that role. But it wasn’t too long before we realised exactly what he was, a midfielder. His extraordinary ability to play the game was never in question. His passing was always exceptional, he could play his way around any opponents in the world and other managers knew that. Once we brought him on as a substitute against Tottenham and immediately Harry Redknapp put on Wilson Palacios to man-mark him. Naturally, that didn’t stop Paul.


Some people criticise his tackling but, honestly, he has never been a bad tackler. He isn’t a serial offender, never anything criminal and never really hurts anyone. He never misses a lot of games, just one here and there, nothing to worry about over such a marathon career. I know he has this wee competitive spark about him that carries him into rash challenges occasionally, and unfortunately that earns him a reputation. Do I get worried about him sometimes? Absolutely! But funnily enough, if he picks up a booking it is usually okay because he knows the possible consequences of another yellow card.


In fact, he has missed far more time through injuries than suspensions, probably the equivalent of almost two seasons when you add it all up, which puts the 700 or so games he has played for United into vivid perspective.


As a person, Scholesy has an image of being quiet and so he is, but let me tell you that doesn’t mean he’s dull. Anything but. For instance, he’s a ruthless assessor of people. He can sense a fake in a couple of seconds, seeing through all the bull every time. He won’t necessarily volunteer his opinion, but if I ask him for a judgement it’s instant and, where appropriate, absolutely merciless. There’s no messing about, he’s a completely black-and-white man, and I really love that about him.


We’ve had all different types of people playing for Manchester United, and not all of them have been as level-headed as Paul. He’s such a wholesome character. You don’t have to worry about where he’s going in the afternoon after training, he’s off back to the hills where he lives with that family of his. Most likely he’ll be spending his time battering a ball about with his son, Arron. It’s a fantastic way to live and it suits him. He’s got a lovely family and he cherishes it. He guards his privacy strenuously and he’s not changed a bit down all the years, despite the remarkable success he’s enjoyed.


There’s a wicked humour about Scholesy. For instance, it’s never wise to go for a pee anywhere near the side of the training pitch when he’s about. I can remember Gary Neville doing just that, trotting a good forty yards away from us and facing a fence. There he was, doing his business, when suddenly – whack – Scholesy’s hit him on the back of the head with a sweet right-footer. He really is that accurate. John O’Shea was another victim, and he was maybe even further away. Whenever I’m on the training ground I’m always wary, because Scholesy’s been trying to catch me for years. If the players are behind me, the question is always in my mind: ‘Where are you, Scholesy?’


Then there was the fun he had with big Schmeichel. At shooting practice Schmeichel would always be right off his line, maybe seven or eight yards, to make it difficult for the boys and Scholesy used to chip him, which absolutely infuriated the big feller. One day he had steam coming out of his ears and he told Scholesy, ‘You do that one more time and I’ll kill you.’ On Scholesy’s next turn, naturally, he chips him again, beats him all ends up. Schmeichel’s away like a rocket, chasing Scholesy across the pitch, lumbering along with those giant strides while the wee man’s legs are pumping so hard you could hardly see them. It was hilarious, we were all falling about. That said, it was a good job Peter didn’t catch him or we’d have lost a great midfielder!
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Of course, Paul isn’t just a wind-up merchant, there’s something of the wise old head about him now. Quite a few players have taken counsel from him over the years, and he’s very good with the kids. He’s always got a straightforward opinion and he understands everything about being a professional footballer. Quiet ones like Scholesy have got a big advantage over more demonstrative personalities because they tend to take a step back, and so they see everything. With that quality, I see a bright future for him as a coach eventually, and there’ll always be a place for him with Manchester United. One day I think he’ll be excellent; he won’t be the bouncy, demanding kind like Archie Knox or Steve McClaren, more a thinking man’s coach like Carlos Queiroz, maybe doing things with individual players.


When he let me know his intention of retiring in May 2011, I understood his reasons and respected them absolutely. I told him he could go on another year, maybe playing twenty-five or thirty games, but at the time his professional pride wouldn’t allow him to do that. He wanted to be remembered for playing fifty games a season, not half that number. That was his own analysis and he was being true to himself, which he has always been.


But halfway through 2011/12 he came in to see me and said, ‘I think I’ve made a mistake. I’d like to come back playing.’ There were no negatives from me, and I knew there wouldn’t be from the players or the fans. He had trained like a beast and was still very fit. He played in most of our games for the rest of the season and did fantastically well, bringing back that calmness to our side, that controlling of the tempo of a match, a natural awareness and vision that you just can’t coach. It is hard for any club to lose such a great player as Paul and we were no exception.


Now he’s back and he’s playing again in 2012/13, when he’ll be exactly the same. If he shows signs of tiring in one or two games, we can monitor it and control it. Paul Scholes isn’t over the finishing line yet – and that’s great news for Manchester United.


Sir Alex Ferguson


Old Trafford,


September 2012










1 A BOY AND HIS BALL



I was always football daft. When I went to junior school, I would leave home half an hour early in the mornings and spend the time before the bell went for the first lesson by kicking the ball around the schoolyard. Occasionally some mates would be involved, but often I was on my own and that didn’t bother me in the slightest. I was happy as long as I had that ball.


But what really fired my imagination was the prospect of getting a game. As a little lad, I was always hanging around the edge of the action when older lads were playing, just hoping they’d invite me to join in. Once I started, and they saw I was all right, then they let me play regularly, even though I was maybe two or three years younger than them. On Sunday afternoons we’d go down to the local field and play for three or four hours, then I’d go home and annoy the neighbours by kicking the ball against their fence. Football was a way of life for me from the start.
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I’ve worked on my ball control a little bit down the years, but I think these pictures, taken by my Uncle Patrick at home in Middleton, Manchester, when I was three or four years old, demonstrate pretty clearly that I was football mad from a very early age.
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By the looks of the main image, I’d discovered that it helped to keep my eye on the ball, and by the way my fists are clenched, I’m determined to make it do what I want. The shot above left suggests that I might have had some idea of goalkeeping, but then again I’m practising my heading technique above right and it might be said from the way my right foot is raised that my tackling style is beginning to emerge!


The hairdo is a bit of a revelation. It’s never been that long since, and I can assure you it never will be again, although perhaps the moptop look represented the cutting edge of fashion for little ’uns in the late 1970s.


I was always very close to Uncle Patrick, my mum’s brother, and spent a lot of time with him when I was a kid. He loved United, travelling all over the country to watch them in his younger days, and he used to tell me all about his trips. I’m sure he played a big part in my obsession with football, which became more intense the older I got. My sister, Joanne, was never interested but if there were other kids around then I was always up for a game. If there weren’t then I was happy enough to kick a ball about on my own. I could never think of a better way to pass the time. Still can’t, actually.
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I picked up the winning habit, and plenty of sound football sense, during my time with this schoolboy team, Boundary Park. We were based in Oldham but were nothing to do with the Latics, although I did play with them during a spell in my early teens. That’s me, third from the right on the front row. Manchester United fans will probably recognise Gary Neville (third from the left at the back) and Nicky Butt (second from the left at the front).


The little lad with the ball next to me is Paul O’Keefe, the son of the former Everton player and Republic of Ireland international Eamon O’Keefe. Paul joined United at the same time as me and we were pretty similar as players. Both of us were told we were too small to be footballers, but while I was lucky enough to come through the ranks, Paul wasn’t and eventually he took a job outside the game. Later, ironically, he had a growth spurt which left me far behind in terms of stature.


Boundary Park was my Saturday team when I was about thirteen, and we managed to win virtually everything that was available to us. On Sundays, I played for the St Thomas More’s club – you might say I was football crazy.




‘Paul was already with Boundary Park when I joined, and he might have stood out to the trained eye for his lovely skills, but as a fifteen-year-old my first thought was that he was too small. How was he ever going to compete?’


GARY NEVILLE
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There’s only one lad in this Manchester United youth team line-up with his socks down around his ankles. Yup, it was me, the scruffy little kid from the Langley council estate, no tidier back in February 1992 than I am today. Actually, I don’t know why somebody’s not told me to pull my socks up. I wasn’t trying to be a rebel, I just didn’t realise the state of me until now!


It’s fair to say a few of the boys have spent some serious time on their hair. For instance, Robbie Savage on the left of the front row, and David Beckham next to him, always liked a bit of gel and always made sure they looked the part for the camera. So did Raphael Burke, standing immediately behind Sav. As you can see, my barnet didn’t get quite the same amount of attention!


I had joined United after Brian Kidd spotted me playing for the Cardinal Langley School, from Middleton in Manchester, in a final when I was fourteen. He was there to present the trophy, and he invited a few of us for trials afterwards. I’ve been at Old Trafford ever since.


The full line-up here is, back row left to right, Raphael Burke, Gary Neville, Simon Davies, John O’Kane, Andy Noone, Nicky Butt, Ben Thornley. At the front are Robbie Savage, David Beckham, George Switzer, Keith Gillespie, me and Chris Casper.




‘Scholesy’s never been one to worry about his image. Around this time he was starting to turn heads with his talent… if not his dress sense.’


GARY NEVILLE







‘Paul and I have been close friends since we were thirteen, we just clicked from the start. When we got the bus to the training ground at the Cliff from central Manchester, he was always the cheeky chappie, full of mischief. We’d be on the top deck and when somebody else came up the stairs, he’d shout out something, then hide behind a seat so I was left to face the music.


Once at the Cliff he was so naughty that some first-team players put him in the tumble-dryer! Another time they put him in a big kitbag and zipped it up. I can’t recall exactly what he’d done, but I’m sure he deserved it.’


NICKY BUTT
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My most memorable moment in the 1993 FA Youth Cup final against Leeds was scoring this penalty in the second leg at Elland Road, but it didn’t make a lot of difference as we lost 2–1 on the night and 4–1 on aggregate, having already gone down 2–0 at Old Trafford. It was nerve-racking as I stepped up to take the kick in front of more than 30,000 fans, easily the biggest crowd I’d experienced. I’d like to say I executed it perfectly, but to be honest it was a scruffy job, the ball squeezing just under their keeper Paul Pettinger after he had dived the right way. Leeds had a decent team, including the likes of Noel Whelan, Jamie Forrester, Kevin Sharp, Mark Tinkler and Rob Bowman, and they were a bit too strong for us. I never did earn an FA Youth Cup winner’s medal, having not made the team when United beat Crystal Palace in the final the previous year.
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Here’s me with my trendy zero cut, completely shaved round the sides, having obviously visited the barber just before the final. Unlike a lot of the lads, I never had much style on my hair. I liked it nearly all cut off – it was easier to deal with. The shirt’s more stylish than me – I always liked this one with the lace-up collar, which Eric Cantona and company made so famous by wearing it while winning the first two Premier League titles and an FA Cup. It’s unusual for me to be in long sleeves. I preferred the short version.


I was always small, looking younger than my real age, and I was the last one of the six lads who came through together to become first-team regulars to make my senior debut – Ryan Giggs, David Beckham, Nicky Butt, Gary and Phil Neville were the others. I just developed a little bit later than everyone else. Maybe my size helped me because some of the bigger opponents might have looked at me and thought they were going to have an easy day, then I might have surprised them with something I did. I could never out-muscle anybody so I had to play a bit of football to get away from people. That made it more of a challenge for me, and I’m sure it helped to make me into a better player.
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To be handed the Manchester United youth team player of the year award for 1992/93 by Sir Bobby Charlton, on the emotional Old Trafford night when the club was presented with its first League championship trophy for more than a quarter of a century, was a fabulous experience beyond my dreams.


Mind, I wasn’t really dressed for it. I turned up for the evening in my leather coat and had to borrow this jacket and tie from somebody else, so if it looks like I’m wearing dodgy gear I can’t take the blame! At the time I didn’t even own clothes like this, but it was decided I should be made to look presentable for the cameras. In fact, I’m looking like a geeky teenager (I was seventeen) while reserve player of the year, Colin McKee, appears comparatively smooth.
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My expression isn’t giving much away, but believe me I was truly excited to be lining up for England against France in the European Under-18 championships in the summer of 1993. I started the game up front with Jamie Forrester of Leeds, but we were replaced by Queens Park Rangers’ Kevin Gallen and Robbie Fowler of Liverpool, and they scored the goals in our 2–0 win.
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Looking for a pass and contesting an aerial challenge in the European Under-18 championships final against Turkey at the City Ground, Nottingham, in July 1993. I was lucky to be playing, having been brought in for my suspended United teammate Nicky Butt, and was delighted to do my bit towards lifting the trophy with a 1–0 victory. The only goal came from a penalty converted by our skipper, Darren Caskey of Spurs. Obviously my iffy technique from the spot in the FA Youth Cup final against Leeds had not recommended me for the job.
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The European Under-18 champions of 1993 in exuberant mood with our trophy after beating Turkey in a very tight final. It looks like Sol Campbell is leading the community chanting, and even I am joining in! It was a very fine team to be a part of, and I have terrific memories of our time together. Back row, left to right: physiotherapist Dave Galley, Kevin Gallen, Kevin Sharp, Chris Day, Andy Marshall, Sol Campbell, Rob Bowman, Nicky Butt, coach Ted Powell. Front row: Julian Joachim, me, Noel Whelan, Jamie Forrester, Chris Casper, Darren Caskey, Robbie Fowler, Mark Tinkler, Gary Neville.
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England’s Manchester United connection. Pleased as punch, left to right, are myself, Nicky Butt, Chris Casper and Gary Neville.







2 1994/95 A NATURAL PROCESS



I never planned my football career, it just happened. Even as a lad barely out of short trousers, I was an associated schoolboy with Manchester United and somehow it never crossed my mind that the time might come when I’d have to think of a way to make a living that didn’t involve kicking a ball. I was slower to develop than some of my contemporaries, but it was good to see the likes of Nicky Butt, Gary Neville and David Beckham breaking into the first team ahead of me, and reassuring to see them there when I got my big chance, against Port Vale in the League Cup in the autumn of 1994.


Later that season, occasionally I found myself starting in the Premiership alongside stars of the calibre of Eric Cantona, Mark Hughes and Roy Keane. The season ended in anti-climax as both the League title and the FA Cup slipped away, but on a personal level I felt I was moving in the right direction.
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I was nineteen years old, but looking considerably younger, when I made my senior debut for Manchester United in a League Cup tie at Port Vale on 21 September 1994. Although it would be unrealistic to deny that it was a very big day for me, I can say honestly that it all seemed part of a natural process which began on the morning I joined United. It’s not that I ever presumed I would make the grade, only that I just did my best in every game at every level, and let the rest take care of itself. There was a full house of some 18,000 fans at Vale Park, which might not seem a huge crowd now but it felt massive to me at the time. My mum and dad were there to see me, so was my future wife Claire, and her parents and, yes, I was really nervous, as I always was before every game. I think that’s healthy – it gives you an edge and makes you ready for the contest.
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I was a centre forward in those days and I couldn’t have dreamed of doing much better than scoring both goals in a 2–1 victory, starting with this effort to equalise after we’d gone behind early on. I managed to rob one of their defenders and found myself through on goal, then dinked the ball over the advancing keeper. I didn’t have to think about the finish, it just seemed the most natural thing in the world to lift it over his head. I suppose it was down to pure instinct.
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As became usual down the years, David Beckham was first on the scene for the celebration, and he was pretty quick off the mark a little later when I headed the winner, too. Becks is a good lad; we were growing up together and it was brilliant to share these moments with him. As I’ve said, out of the group of us who came through the youth system together, I was always a little bit behind the others, whereas Becks had been in at seventeen. It had taken me a little longer to develop, and also centre forward wasn’t the easiest of positions to go for, with the likes of Mark Hughes, Eric Cantona, Brian McClair and, later, Andy Cole in the road. But you have to believe that if you’re good enough, then eventually you’ll squeeze in – and, luckily for me, that’s what happened.




‘Celebrating another one of Paul’s great goals… I always seemed to be first there to join one of my teammates as I wanted to share their joy of scoring. I’m also a Manchester United fan so I wanted to celebrate the goal like any other fan. Scholesy scored some spectacular goals for fun. As we played together for many years, we knew each other’s game instinctively. It would be great when I could pick him out with a pass and he would score. It gave me just as much pleasure setting up my teammates as scoring myself.’


DAVID BECKHAM
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Oh dear. This might be any nine-year-old playing aeroplanes in the park with his mates, but it’s not – it’s me celebrating a goal in my first League game for United at Ipswich in September 1994. My son Arron is only thirteen now, but he looks older than this! Actually, this was an afternoon of genuinely mixed feelings for me, and it came only three days after my debut at Port Vale. When I was brought on as a substitute for Lee Sharpe about half an hour from the end at Portman Road we were losing 2–0. By the time I rose from the bench, the manager had reshuffled the team, with Roy Keane shifted to right-back, and pretty soon the move produced dividends. First Roy set up a goal for Eric Cantona, then three minutes later he did the same for me, charging down the right touchline, then cutting the ball back for me to tap in from six yards. Naturally, I was overjoyed. There’s no feeling in the game like scoring a goal at whatever level you play. To do it in my first two matches for the senior team gave me an indescribable high – hence my antics in the picture.


Alas, my high was short-lived. Having equalised with about fifteen minutes left on the clock, I thought we’d go on to take all three points, only for Steve Sedgley to pop up with a late winner for Ipswich. That took the gloss off my day and reminded me that you can take nothing for granted in football.
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This picture still makes me shudder, seventeen years after it was taken. In my first season on the fringe of the team, I was lucky enough to be brought on as a substitute in the FA Cup final against Everton at Wembley. With about a quarter of an hour left, we were a goal behind and I found myself with an unbelievable chance to slot the ball past Neville Southall for the equaliser.


Now, I know he was a great goalkeeper, and some people say he pulled off a brilliant double save, but the truth is I made it easy for Neville to block it by hitting my first shot straight at him and then I couldn’t force home the rebound. We lost 1–0 and I was devastated for weeks afterwards, thinking back to my horrible miss. Okay, it wasn’t exactly an open goal, and I was under challenge from David Unsworth, but I should have done so much better. It was ages before I could bring myself to look at film of the incident. In fact, I did my best to avoid seeing it, but then I caught it somewhere by chance and felt utterly sick. Only a week earlier we had lost the League title for the want of one more goal at West Ham, and now this.
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This shows the full depth of my horror at what I’d just done. It looks as though I’m about to burst into tears after being foiled by Southall, and that’s exactly what I felt like doing. What made it worse was that I would have to wait so long before another match in which to put the bad memory to rest.
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He might look like everybody’s favourite uncle with a bottle and a trophy in his hands but, believe me, Eric Harrison – here being honoured for his exceptional work as Manchester United’s youth coach – was one man you didn’t want to upset.


He was the toughest of taskmasters and, although everybody tried to avoid getting into his bad books, we would all have received at least a couple of serious bollockings from him over the years. It wasn’t something we relished at the time, but it was exactly what we needed. He gave us good habits and instilled a work ethic. Every time we trained and every time we played.


Of course, Eric wasn’t just a sergeant major. He was a fantastic football man who knew the game inside and out. He taught us the Manchester United way and unquestionably he was one of the biggest influences on my career. Looking back now, I feel total respect for what he did for me, and there is affection, too. We all knew what an angry man he could be, but deep down we knew it was all for our benefit and that we owed him so, so much.


Here Eric is joined by a bevy of fresh faces who all made it to the first team. Left to right are: the old feller Giggsy looking after the rest of us, then Nicky Butt, David Beckham, Gary Neville, Phil Neville, me and Terry Cooke. I was delighted that Terry was in the picture because, just for once, I wasn’t the smallest one.










3 1995/96 A DOUBLE DOSE OF GLORY



Although I managed to score fourteen goals in what might be termed my first full season of involvement in the senior side, I still didn’t look on myself as a regular. But my eighteen starts and thirteen calls from the bench meant that I felt very much part of things as United lifted the League and FA Cup double for the second time in three years.


The departure of such tremendous footballers as Mark Hughes, Paul Ince and Andrei Kanchelskis during the previous summer had perplexed a lot of our supporters, particularly when there were no expensive replacements, but that did leave the field open for youngsters like myself to stake our claim for a long-term future at Old Trafford. The BBC pundit Alan Hansen wasn’t convinced, making his famous observation that clubs win nothing with kids, but I think it’s fair to say that on that occasion he didn’t quite hit the nail on the head…
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Every striker knows that sweet split-second when you’ve tucked the ball past the goalkeeper and you know it’s going in but it hasn’t yet crossed the line. It’s a fantastic feeling that I’d love to bottle, so that I could get it out and sample it whenever I fancied. This one came against Bolton at Old Trafford in September 1995 in a game we won 3–0 and in which Terry Cooke, who had been doing very well for the youth team, made a huge impact on his senior debut. Here I’ve just managed to reach a Ryan Giggs cross before keeper Keith Branagan and centre half Chris Fairclough, to nick the ball home in straightforward fashion. But our second goal, in which Terry demonstrated some amazing skill, was a much more spectacular affair.


He found me on the right with an extravagant back-heel, I gave him a first-time return and he crossed perfectly for Ryan to score. Afterwards one reporter compared Terry to Diego Maradona, which might have been a trifle imaginative, but I could see where he was coming from.


I grabbed my second just before the end to round off a satisfactory afternoon’s work. It was my seventh game on the belt at the start of the season, easily my longest run in the team to date.
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For any local lad with United in his bones, this would have been a moment to savour. Just four minutes after making my first start in a Manchester derby at Old Trafford in October 1995, I’ve nodded us in front against City from a Ryan Giggs corner – and to make it even more special, it turned out to be the only goal of the game. Alan Ball was the City boss at the time, and I gather he wasn’t impressed that the smallest player on the pitch had been allowed to score with a header from a set piece.


Ambling up to join in the celebration, wearing that lovely infectious grin that never seemed far from his face, is Gary Pallister. He was typical of the older players in the team in making the young lads like me feel at home. You might say Pally took the mickey a little bit, but that helped us to feel part of things. He was a magnificent centre half, too, occasionally popping up to score a vital goal, so I guess Ball wouldn’t have been so surprised had it been Pally finding the back of City’s net.




‘Scholesy seemed a quiet one in the dressing room at first, but I soon found out he was different when he came out socialising. Paul and Nicky Butt were a great double act, giving as good as they got with the banter on a night out with the boys. Paul reminded me of Denis Irwin. He might not have been in a hurry to make his point, but when he did his humour could be quite cutting. You might call him a silent assassin.’


GARY PALLISTER
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I know, I know, I don’t look old enough to be drinking beer, but as I was with a couple of responsible adults there was never going to be a problem. I felt privileged beyond belief to be sat in the Middlesbrough dressing room, celebrating with the likes of Roy Keane and Steve Bruce after we had sewn up the League championship.


I was so fortunate to be playing with so many top-class footballers, who were all such terrific lads, too. Brucie would always look after you, give you bits of advice and, at the right moment, make you feel accepted by having a laugh at your expense. He could have a go at you, too, if you were in the wrong, though probably Roy was the one most likely to give you a bollocking if he thought you were stepping out of line. All the experienced players – hugely contrasting characters such as Peter Schmeichel, Paul Ince and Denis Irwin – were always on at us youngsters, spurring us on to be the best players we could possibly be. We all learned an unbelievable amount from them, and we owe them so much.




‘We always wanted to make life as comfortable as we could for the young lads and banter was one sure way of doing that. Another was by using a big, industrial tumble-dryer at the Cliff, into which misbehaving youngsters had to be introduced occasionally. It might even have been switched on once or twice, but I’m not owning up to pressing the button. There are laws against that sort of thing.


There was never any question about Scholesy’s quality as a footballer. He was known as the little ginger magician in the youth team. Some reckon he’s the best United player of the modern era, and there’s a case for saying that. You don’t hear him blowing his own trumpet, though – he just gets on with his job. He’s the real deal.’


STEVE BRUCE
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I might have died and gone to heaven, I was that happy when I posed in the Middlesbrough dressing room with the Premiership trophy which we had clinched with a 3–0 victory at the Riverside on the last afternoon of 1995/96. This was my first taste of being a League champion, and you might say I liked it – just a bit! Merely to play for Manchester United was amazing for me, and to actually win a major trophy so early in my career was absolutely incredible.


I had started alongside Eric Cantona, but in all honesty I didn’t have the greatest of games and I wasn’t surprised when the manager replaced me with Andy Cole ten minutes into the second half. It proved an inspired decision because Andy scored a brilliant goal with his first touch to put us two up, following David May’s early opener. Ryan Giggs added the third and, with Newcastle only drawing, we finished top of the table by four points.
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As a young Manchester United footballer, just how good could life get? It was a deeply meaningful question in the spring of 1996. Helping to win the club’s third Premiership title in four years? Absolutely fabulous! Lifting the FA Cup, thus making up for our Wembley disappointment of a season earlier? Downright fantastic! Clinching that elusive double with a spectacular late winner from our charismatic captain, Eric Cantona, who had just bounced back from a lengthy suspension as if he’d never been away? Barely believable! Oh, and the identity of our opponents on that never-to-be-forgotten May afternoon? It was Liverpool! Come on, somebody please wake me up.


Okay, I know it was a cautious game, with the two sides cancelling each other out, and it must have bored the pants off neutrals. But for United, after all the Merseysiders’ crushing dominance in the 1970s and 1980s, this was truly the stuff of fantasy. Although there was still a long way to go, at least we were on the trail towards catching up with their astonishing tally of trophies. In the game, I came on for Andy Cole after about sixty-five minutes and ran about a lot (right) but without coming any closer to breaking the deadlock than anybody else had managed. Even such an artist as Liverpool’s veteran John Barnes (far left), here shepherding the ball away from Gary Pallister and myself, could make no impact. But then came Eric’s moment of divine inspiration – that perfect volley only five minutes from full time – and suddenly we were walking on air.




‘I first saw this tiny lad in the junior sides and thought he would have to punch above his weight to be a success. Scholesy did that and more. When he reached the first team it quickly became apparent that nobody would intimidate him. One day he bumped into Dennis Wise at his snarling worst at Stamford Bridge, up to all his tricks. Now Dennis is a smashing lad off the pitch, but on it he could be fearsome. That day Paul and Butty stood up for themselves, and gave plenty back with added interest. His talent was never in doubt and, after that, nor was his character or his courage.’


GARY PALLISTER
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Nursing the FA Cup with Ryan, who’s getting ready for a long night of celebration with an early can of beer. In fact, judging by the glassy look in his eyes, he’s had at least a couple already.


The celebrations went on for two or three days, starting with a party back at the hotel with our wives, girlfriends and families. We travelled back to Manchester by train the next day with the drinks still flowing, then it was time for the traditional tour of Manchester by open-top bus – and some of us were even sober enough to make it upstairs to the top deck. Finally we dropped in at another bar for one last drink before saying goodbye for the summer. All in all, it had been a pretty decent weekend.




‘I always liked a celebration so probably I was just getting started. Yes, it could be my second one – I didn’t realise he was counting. Was I making sure the young man didn’t have an alcoholic drink? I’d have had to work very hard to do that in his case!’


RYAN GIGGS
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