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INTRODUCTION

The first time I was allowed to sit up for Match of the Day I was eight. It was November 1984 and because my parents were away I was staying at my gran’s. She lived about 200 yards from Roker Park and on that Saturday afternoon we sat in the front room watching Grandstand, listening to the roars drifting over the rooftops. Sunderland went 2–0 down to goals from Bryan Robson and Mark Hughes inside quarter of an hour. Clive Walker pulled one back within six seconds of the restart, Dave Hodgson and Hughes were then sent off for some mild fisticuffs and, before half-time, two Walker penalties had Sunderland 3–2 up.

My gran would probably have let me stay up even if I hadn’t brazenly claimed that, ‘Oh yes, Dad always lets me watch it.’ It wasn’t just that Sunderland were on television, and had won, both rare enough in what turned out to be a relegation season. It was that this was a win over Manchester United and, even then, even seventeen years after their last league title, that was significant. There was a lustre to their name that seemed out of keeping with their week-to-week performances. I suspect most people of my generation went through a similar process of struggling to reconcile the image of the club with the reality.

My recollection of much of the sport I watched in the mid-eighties is far sharper than of games I watched a week or two ago. I suspect this is just how memory works, that what your brain deems important when you’re eight is imprinted there for ever, while even big matches blur and merge when you’re watching a dozen games a week. Looking back, I was clear that the second game on Match of the Day that week was Oxford United coming from 2–0 down to beat Leeds 5–2 and that Peter Lorimer was sent off for the crime of being punched, but I thought, just as an experiment, it was worth digging out the footage of that Sunderland v United game on YouTube. The goalscorers and the sendings off I remembered clearly enough, and my sense of it having been a windy day, the pitch dry and a little awkward, was accurate. But other aspects I’d misremembered completely. I’d totally forgotten, for instance, Norman Whiteside hitting the bar early on, and the delicious ball inside the full-back and the Jesper Olsen cross that led to that. I’d thought the two dismissals were at 1–0 rather than 2–1, although I was right about the punctiliousness of the referee, John Key, a prime example of the balding, side-burned portly Yorkshire type, and the harshness of the decision (he also penalised Gary Bailey for time wasting and gave an indirect free-kick in the box – in the first minute). And Ron Atkinson’s Gestapo-style black leather overcoat had slipped from my memory completely.

But more significant was my failure to recall quite important detail. In my head, Walker’s first was a neat goal after a darting dribble. In fact, it was awful United defending. Tapped kick-off, rolled back, knocked out to Colin West on the left, header on for Walker through the middle, Bailey slow to come out and the ball lofted over him. Perhaps the wind made the flight of the ball hard to judge, but it looked like a failure of concentration from United – the sort of laxity that, in hind-sight, was why that team never quite achieved what it perhaps should have done.

The first penalty, I knew, was for a clumsy foul by Bailey on Gary Bennett, although the question of what Sunderland’s centre-back should be doing in the opposition box had never occurred to me. Watching it again, I still can’t work it out, but what I’d forgotten was that Key was about sixty yards away, dealing with the aftermath of a late challenge by Olsen on Howard Gayle; Gayle’s retaliatory kick at the Dane was arguably worse than anything Hughes or Hodgson had done.

Similarly the detail of Mike Duxbury, playing at left-back that day, hopelessly misjudging an attempted clearing header, had faded, as had the ridiculousness of Bailey’s challenge. This was defending of the most shambolic kind. Bailey’s shuffling on his line, feigning one way then the other as Walker approached the ball, seemed very of its era.

I’d been able to recall little of the build-up to the second penalty, but Sunderland’s football was excellent – far better than I’d imagined them capable of that season – as Stan Cummins, Peter Daniel and West put together a string of sharp passes, ending with Cummins receiving the return, bursting into the box and being hacked down by a reckless challenge from Gordon McQueen. Why was he lunging in? This was a defence whose mind seemed collectively scrambled; little wonder United also let slip a two-goal lead at Nottingham Forest a fortnight later.

That’s the benefit of rewatching old footage. Some aspects that seemed natural now stand out as quirks of the period. With the full knowledge of context, patterns emerge, incidents that lead to future events or that confirm patterns of behaviour become clear. And, most valuable of all, there is detail that adds a richness to interpretation.

‘I’ve seen the first editions,’ Sir Alex Ferguson used to like to remind journalists, referring specifically to those from 27 May 1999, the morning after Manchester United completed the Treble by winning the Champions League. In the running copy they’d filed on the final whistle, journalists had written of Bayern’s domination, of United’s subdued display, of the failure of the rejigged midfield in the absence of Paul Scholes and Roy Keane. Until injury-time, it had seemed like another tale of United underperformance in Europe and the pieces reflected that, with a top and a tail hastily thrown on to describe the astonishing late drama, United yet again, in that season of seasons, conjuring a victory from a game that seemed lost. By the time of the rewrites, written an hour or so later with time for reflection and with the addition of quotes, the tone was very different, glorying in United’s success.

Yet it had been the first editions that had more accurately reflected what had happened in the match, before knowledge of the outcome had coloured the perception. Or at least it more accurately reflected how people had felt the game was going at the time – but perhaps they too were influenced by the scoreline. Ferguson himself, in his autobiography, trenchantly argues that David Beckham was ‘the most effective midfielder on the park’ and that the runs of Ryan Giggs on the right had left the Bayern full-back Michael Tarnat constantly calling for cover, gradually wearing down the defence until they were rendered too exhausted properly to defend those two decisive late corners. Perhaps Ferguson too is guilty of filtering history through his knowledge of what subsequently happened.

‘You can’t validate the process through the results,’ as the Spanish coach Juanma Lillo told Sid Lowe in Issue One of The Blizzard. ‘Human beings tend to venerate what finished well, not what was done well. We attack what ended up badly, not what was done badly . . . Bayern Munich are a great team in the ninetieth minute when they are winning the Champions League and in the ninety-second minute they’re rubbish. How can that be? . . . The thing is, después del visto todo el mundo es listo: everyone’s a genius after the event. I call them prophets of the past. And yet they are wrong even to evaluate the process in the light solely of how it came out in the end.’

The quest for an explicatory narrative does more than that: it also destroys nuance. No game follows a simple path. It is almost never a case of one team being better and so winning. There are always ebbs and flows, moments when the match threatens to tip one way and then goes the other. Football is not always fair. Myths build up around games, individal moments are hailed as decisive. When Brian Clough didn’t talk to his players between the end of normal time and the beginning of extra-time in the 1991 FA Cup final, it was seen as a decisive failure in Nottingham Forest’s defeat; when, as Derby County manager, he had done the same in a League Cup tie away to Tottenham two decades earlier, it had been hailed as an act of genius because Derby went on to win. Victory is the great validator.

That’s why, if we are really to understand football’s past and draw meaningful lessons from it, there is need to go back to the sources, the games themselves, and to subject them to forensic examination. This book provides close readings of ten key games in the history of Manchester United, from their first FA Cup success in 1909 through to the strangely consolatory success in the FA Cup final of 2016. For the first game no video footage exists and for the second two there are only brief highlights (it’s one of the great losses of English football history that all that remains of the 1948 FA Cup final, reputedly one of the greatest finals there has been, is the Pathé news footage). The descriptions of those games have had to be compiled from old match reports and interviews, a process that reveals both the fallibility of memory and the difficulty of writing copy without the benefit of press-box replays: one man’s routine save is another’s incredible parry, crosses are put in and blocks made by a variety of possible players, chances that are key in one paper pass without mention in another. But on the other hand, match reports in those days tended to be relayed as the match was going on and so are less prone to be influenced by knowledge of the result; as a consequence they offer a more accurate sense of the feel of the game even if specifics at times get lost. Compiling a coherent narrative is an act of consensus.

For the other seven games, I’ve been through the video again and again, looking for patterns, trying to carve through the thickets of a sport that continues to confound easy analysis to find the pathways that explain the game. There must also be, though, a sense of context. Each game is part of a sequence, whether good or bad, and it will always be influenced by personnel and the prevailing ideology. Circumstances, equally, play their part, whether sporting or to do with the wider world. The ten games discussed here have been selected not because they are necessarily the best games Manchester United have been involved in, or even the most important in terms of happening in the latter stages of competitions, but because they highlight wider trends, or because they lie on the fault lines of history, marking the end of one era or the beginning of the next.

And because this is United, there is perhaps additional resonance. From the completion of Old Trafford in 1910, United have had a significant financial advantage. Yet their history has not been one of sustained success. They may be the most successful club in English league history but their story could also be seen as one of protracted failure alleviated only by three great managers. Only under the second of them, Matt Busby, did United become the most glamorous team in England, a status grimly underpinned by the tragedy of Munich. Since then, though, even in the fallow years between Busby and Ferguson, United have been consistently the biggest team in the country. As such their history is also, to an extent, a history of English football and the possibilities and frustrations it offered its elite.

This is a book that tries to be about football as it was played on the field. It tries to re-evaluate and reassess, to go beyond the white noise of banal player quotes and instant judgements to discover why what happened happened. Of course external events impinge, for at a certain level everything is connected, but it is, as far as possible, a football history.
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