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ABOUT THE BOOK

Norman Whiteside is more than a cult hero to Manchester United fans. In his eight years with the club he came to embody their aspirations to such an extent that he was embraced as their on-field representative, the supporter on the pitch.

In this fascinating autobiography, Whiteside reveals the workings of Old Trafford during the 1980s – the good, the bad, the booze and the arrival of Fergie. His stories of growing up in the sectarian violence of Belfast will shock many, whereas the determination he showed when rebuilding his life when his footballing career was destroyed by injury will act as an inspiration. His career is littered with unforgetable moments, among them the astonishing performance of the seventeen-year-old usurper of Pele’s ‘youngest ever’ World Cup record as Northern Ireland beat Spain in Valencia in 1982.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Born in Belfast in 1965, Norman Whiteside made his first-team debut for Manchester United at the age of sixteen and became the youngest player ever to appear in the World Cup finals in 1982. He was an FA Cup winner in 1983 and scored the winning goal in the FA Cup final in 1985. After 67 goals in seven years for Manchester United, Whiteside transferred to Everton and was forced to retire due to injury at the age of 26. He now works as a podiatrist for the Professional Footballers Association, as a match-day host at Manchester United, and is an in-demand after-dinner speaker.


To my family who have loved and supported me to this day, and with whom I look forward to the future:

Ma Aileen, Da Norman, brothers Ken and Hughie,

Julie, Della Beau, Blaine, Clodagh, Denise and Gabriel.


FOREWORD

Saturday 18 May 1985, Queen’s University Belfast Student Union bar. It’s 0–0 in the FA Cup final between Manchester United and Everton and United’s Kevin Moran has become the first player ever to be sent off in the final. To be fair, in today’s modern game the same tackle would see him sent to Coventry, an outcome not good whatever way you look at it. With 10 minutes of extra time remaining, Everton look like making their advantage tell when suddenly Mark Hughes, with a beautifully weighted pass, releases one Norman Whiteside. Bearing down on Everton’s last defender, Norman bamboozles him with an early prototype of the crossover before curling a left-footed peach of a shot from twenty yards past the reach of the world’s greatest goalkeeper, Neville Southall, and into the right-hand corner. Cue pandemonium in Belfast, Salford, Wembley and all over the world.

At just twenty years and eleven days old, but looking thirty-five, Whiteside has won the Cup. Not for the first time United fans everywhere are thinking, ‘Cometh the hour, cometh the Norman.’

The first time I met Norman I was speechless, literally. It was in 1993 and I’d blagged my way into the players’ lounge at Old Trafford. Rambling incessantly to Gary Pallister and Steve Bruce I was suddenly introduced to the big man and was dumbstruck. I wanted to speak, I tried to speak, but the only words that formed in my mind were, ‘I love you, Norman. I’ve always loved you and I always will.’ It seemed a bit early in our relationship to confess this so I just stood there, mute and gormless.

It’s not difficult to explain why I was in such a state. Norman was my hero. It’s impossible to overestimate the positive impact he’s had on Northern Ireland’s recent history. From a footballing perspective, he’s a legend. Others before him had been labelled the next George Best but Norman alone dealt with that impossible expectation. No one will ever play football like George but they had more in common than coming from the same place, playing for the same club and enjoying the occasional glass of sherry. Both could shoot with either foot, were strong in the air, never shirked a challenge and could turn on a sixpence.

But Norman was his own man and many of his achievements outshone even George. At seventeen he was the youngest player to appear in a World Cup during those heady days of España ’82; in Mexico ’86 he scored our first goal of the tournament, and in the 1982–3 season he was the youngest player to score in both the League Cup and the FA Cup finals.

There was, however, another similarity with George. Raised in Loyalist Belfast, they were both vehemently non-sectarian. During the decades of the bloodshed and despair they were idolised by both sides of the community and offered a vital alternative to the global perception of Northern Ireland. But like George it’s for the football Norman will be remembered.

A giant of a man at seventeen, he ran like a train and scored blistering goals: the unstoppable volley against Arsenal, the goal of the season against Everton and definitively the quarter-final hat-trick against West Ham – a header, one with the right, then a thundering penalty with the left.

I’ll also remember the generous, funny, loyal friend who during the curtain call of a play I was recently in was the first to rise, clapping and cheering. Pure theatre, pure class, pure Norman.

James Nesbitt

June 2007
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CHAPTER ONE

WHAT BECOMES OF THE BROKEN-HEARTED?

Once upon a time … isn’t that how fairytales begin? And I had been told often enough that this was supposed to be a fairytale, one that had taken a kid from the back streets of Belfast to the Theatre of Dreams, Wembley and the World Cup. So I couldn’t help asking, as I sprawled on my bed in our dream house on that glorious mid-June morning in 1991, what the hell had happened to the happily ever after? Usually I’d lie for hours in silence in our bedroom, staring out at the trees and the sky above Charcoal Woods, lost in mental rehearsal for the forthcoming match, picturing the runs I would make, almost feeling the beautiful, familiar sensation of the ball on the instep of my left foot, joyfully preparing to express myself on the stage where I felt most comfortable. But not today.

The duvet is over my head and my eyes are burning from the tears that just won’t stop. Where have the tears come from? Of Manchester United’s three amigos, Paul McGrath, Bryan Robson and me, it’s Paul who is supposed to be the deep one, Bryan the resilient one and me the happy-go-lucky one. But these aren’t the tears of a clown. It’s not self-pity. It’s grief and fear. Grief for a career and a future I’ve lost and fear of how I’m going to manage without it. I’m twenty-six years old, half my lifetime away from the normal retirement age, and the dream is over. In that gorgeous Cheshire house, hiding under a feather quilt, the man-boy, the Shankill Skinhead, Rambo, Roy of the Rovers, Stormin’ Norman the Scousebuster lies slumped and I am torturing myself with a question that scares the life out of me: what am I going to do now?

Perhaps it would be better if I could identify someone to blame, a person around whose neck I could hang the responsibility for my situation. My medical file is an inch thick, but I know that, when I leaf through it, a scapegoat won’t easily emerge. All the specialists, all the operations, all the rehabilitation programmes are logged in intricate detail, but the advice I took was given with the best intentions, as first United and then Everton fought to save and prolong my career. So whose fault is it? The larcenous faith healer who stole my speed? The Preston North End youth player who caught me with a tackle so innocuous I couldn’t even remember it the morning after the game? The surgeons who operated on my right knee so often over ten years that it may have been better if they’d sewn in a zip? The coaches and managers who hurried me to resume playing? The solace I found in booze when injured that my critics contend stopped me from recovering properly? Or the Everton trainee who carelessly clattered my standing leg when tackling me from behind in a practice match on 20 September 1990 – a rash challenge, but one that I have to accept was not malicious, even though it began the nine-month wait for the verdict I accepted yesterday? They all add up, but it’s too complicated for simple answers. Talent, time and chance took me to the heights, but they have also brought me low. So while I lie here in panic and rail at my misfortune, I also know it’s no use pointing fingers: accidents will happen. Indeed, if anyone is to blame for the way I feel this morning, it’s me.

You see, I am not being forced to quit. In fact I could have squeezed another two years’ pay out of Everton, from the best contract of my life, if I’d had the stomach for it. Stringing them along, I could have hobbled about in the reserves on one leg, hoping for a miracle, hopping between spells in the operating theatre to flush my knee out and the gym. It could have taken me through to 1993, at least giving myself time to adjust to a life without football.

My wife, Julie, my family and friends don’t want me to give up, seeing it more as giving in. Even Howard Kendall, Everton’s manager, whose desire to see ‘a fit Norman Whiteside’ had rung in my ears since his return to the club the previous autumn, wasn’t pushing me towards the door. And only a few weeks ago, in my snooker room downstairs, my absolute pride, I’d entertained my old mentor, Ron Atkinson, as he outlined, in his customary, sparkling sales-patter, a lifeline: a ‘pay-as-you-play’ deal at Sheffield Wednesday.

None of those well-meaning people, however, have endured nine operations in as many years, with the certainty of several more to follow. None of them have gone out to train or play in the knowledge that one mistimed tackle would put them in a wheelchair before they reached forty. None of them have spent months like a caged animal with the physio, gradually building up muscles to compensate for the joint’s frailty, only to feel a twinge five minutes into their first comeback practice match. The twinge confirms a nagging doubt that the latest operation has fundamentally failed. None of them had known how it felt to be me at my best and then suffer years of pain trying to stay at that level. If a return to that peak was clinically impossible, how was I now to reconcile myself to carrying on if I could no longer do myself justice? I may be many things, but I’m not a coward. No, the courageous and noble decision was to walk away, quite literally while I still could.

But being honourable, brave and rational is no consolation. I can still look at myself in the mirror, but what’s the point of that if I can’t get out of bed? If all you’ve ever wanted to do is play football and all you’ve ever done is play football, where do you turn to when football is finished for you? God? No, I’d had a religious spell, but I’d long since put my bible away. The bottle? Well, I love a drink, but I’m not one of life’s maudlin boozers and I know there are no answers there. Family and friends? Their love and concern is palpable and I know it supports me, but I feel so alone that no one can touch me today. I’ll stay in bed then, the footballer’s haven where we spend so many of our days resting up before and after games. Tomorrow I’ll try to get up and face facts, but today, on the cusp of my professional career, stumbling into my new, uncertain life, I think I’ll hole up right here in this sanctuary and wait for the tears to run dry.

The odd thing about my bed-in was the shock I felt at being finished, something that suddenly hit me, despite months of discussing it and thinking of nothing else. It was like knowing someone with a fatal illness and it not mattering how logically prepared and steeled for their death you were. The emotional tidal wave still knocks you sideways when the end comes. The day before, I had been sitting in Howard Kendall’s office at Bellefield, Everton’s training ground, with the manager, club secretary Jim Greenwood and Gordon Taylor of the Professional Footballers’ Association, thrashing out a settlement. The long meeting took on a very jovial air when, as was Howard’s custom, out came the corkscrew, and my career was jollied along towards the knacker’s yard during an afternoon spent alternately negotiating, reminiscing and what was known at Everton as ‘wine-tasting’.

It had been eight months since my last operation and though I had left Arrowe Park Hospital on the Wirral determined to continue, it hadn’t escaped me that this, my first procedure while at Everton, was also the first time a new consultant had treated my knee for six or seven years. At United, the specialist I was sent to see had perhaps got used to the ugly state it was in and knew how to micromanage it, cleaning it out and sending me back to the club until more bits flaked off the bone and made the joint swell up to the size of a swede. Although Everton’s surgeon, Mr Johnson, had read the reports and pored over the X-rays, when he cut me open he was the first doctor for years to train a fresh pair of eyes on the state my knee was in. The other surgeons had repeatedly patched me up since I was sixteen and although I accept that the familiarity that had bred over such a long relationship did not mean that they were not professional and frank with me, they were probably inclined to break bad news gently. Mr Johnson had no such inhibitions and in September 1990 it was he who first mentioned the possibility of a wheelchair. Like most football players, I have selective hearing when it comes to bad news and I tried my best to ignore him.

Fast forward to mid-1991, though, and I had to accept that being fit enough to play regularly was something that was never going to come back. I had managed four and a half reserve games, had come on as a sub at Coventry in the second game of the season and had even had an hour of first-team football at Plough Lane in the 1990–1 season. Wimbledon’s spartan, half-empty stadium would not exactly have been my venue of choice at which to bow out. I found I could cope with playing for the stiffs, because there’s a world of difference between reserve-team football and First Division matches and if you’ve got half a brain and know what you’re doing you can take it quite easy-ozy by letting the ball do the work and you can dictate the play by sitting in a small pocket of the pitch and becoming the hub of distribution, like an American football quarter-back. I even enjoyed it; my lack of mobility gave me an obstacle to overcome and I loved a challenge to grapple with. Pretty soon, however, I began to realise that if there was nothing at the end of a period of daily rehabilitation other than the prospect of an hour here and half an hour there with the reserves, then I was wasting my time.

Without doubt ego is involved too. I had standards as a player and if they were not going to be met then I couldn’t face going on. It’s not for me to criticise those who take the option of continuing until they drop, their love of the game taking them down the pyramid until only age or dignity can stop them, but this was something I barely considered. But I must have been told a thousand times that although my knee wasn’t up to the top flight there was no reason to suggest I couldn’t do a job at semi-pro level, or even as far up as the Second Division. Perhaps I’d been spoilt, but a descent down the leagues wasn’t for me – you can love the game and still walk away from it. I wouldn’t have lacked motivation, as white-line fever would have compelled me to want to win as soon as I got on to the pitch, yet the player trotting out would not have been me and I didn’t want fans paying to watch a team I was in and going away asking: ‘Do you remember when he used to be good?’ Instead, just after Everton had resumed pre-season training and I had given the knee one last chance in a series of lacklustre laps and kickabouts, I rang the PFA and asked them about the procedure for ending one’s career. That’s how I came to be sitting in Howard’s office as the corks popped, getting pleasantly out of it as I signed an agreement with the club to terminate my contract.

The wine had its usual effect and we carried on drinking late into the night at a testimonial dinner before I went home to be hit by the full repercussions of my decision the following morning. It was then that I found I’d lost my brave face. I must have spent hours there weeping, but nothing was resolved by the time Julie finally coaxed me out of bed. For a while at least, it remained our secret and it was not until I was approached by a reporter in Northern Ireland a few days later that the story broke. I’d been running summer soccer schools outside Belfast with my friend Peter McBurney for about four years and I was in the middle of an exercise when I noticed the journalist on the touchline. When I finished up and went over to talk to him and was asked to confirm the rumour that he had heard, I remember watching our daughter Della toddling about so cheerfully after a ball as I began to speak. It was an unsettling reminder of how carefree I myself had been before the burden of injury had consumed me entirely. Maybe I looked a bit wobbly, I don’t know, but I was aware that Julie came closer to us, perhaps to show that Whiteside had been forced to give up one team, but retained the support of the only one that counted.

My wife says she was fighting back the tears when the words came out of my mouth that, reluctantly, yes, I had retired from professional football. I was obviously downbeat, but tried to explain as dispassionately as I could the medical reasons and the long months of agonising over the decision. The way it was written up hinted at regret, but he was sympathetic and conveyed the sense, I think, that it was the mature thing to do and was a sober (ha!) acceptance of the inevitable. I can’t say that telling the press made it any more real, because I hadn’t been in denial about it for ages. If anything it cranked up the fear as it became clear to me that the period between us knowing and the world being informed that I had now finished was the only opportunity I would have to indulge my unhappiness, anger and confusion. My pride meant that I had to show that I could pick up the pieces. The only problem I had was that I still didn’t have a clue how I was going to do it and, even more pressingly, what on earth I was going to do for money until the insurance pay-out was finalised.

I realise now that I had been preparing subconsciously for the end for quite some time. Each spring, I had made sure that I applied for some course or other to fill up time in the close season and by 1991 I had been through the Football Association centre at Lilleshall three times to pick up my coaching diploma and my A and B coaching badges. Partly, of course, it was merely commonsense to assume that my career wouldn’t last and, moreover, I had been told by United’s physiotherapist, Jim McGregor, not to expect a long career shortly after the 1985 FA Cup final. At the time I had thought it was a bizarre thing to say to a twenty-year-old, but my desire to pick up qualifications while still playing indicates that his warning must have registered. There was also the fact that players of my generation always took it for granted that we would have to work once we had stopped playing, so I always knew that the day would come when I would have to do something else for a living. But all the groundwork you do and the bravado and bluster you adopt down the pub about the transience of your career doesn’t make you feel any better when that dreaded day dawns.

As I racked my brains to come up with a solution, it didn’t take me long to dismiss the thought of going into coaching full time. Although I had passed the right exams and did not doubt I had the skills required to do it, I was far from convinced that I had the right character. I’m all right with kids and enjoy working with them, honing their development, but I was not so sure then that I had the patience to coach more senior players. I am certain of that now. Communication can be difficult for me because football came so naturally. It’s like the game is my native tongue, something I’m fluent in, a knowledge I take for granted. However many coaching qualifications I had managed to accrue to put some sparkle on my CV, I still found it hard to help manufacture players who did not have the innate ability or instinctive grasp of how to play that I was used to. Technically, I know what to do to put on a high-quality, functional training session, but I become frustrated too easily by the exhaustive and repetitive drills some professional players need to improve their game in painfully small instalments. I admire enormously those who have the patience for it, but I knew myself well enough to understand that this tantalising prospect of being able to stay in football, if I had asked any of my former team-mates now in management to do me a favour, could not have provided a long-term future of fulfilment.

The more pressing the requirement to make a decision became, the more troubled I felt, but, looking back, I am quite proud that I was never so desperate that I clutched at the straw offered by coaching. Sure, it would have given me a way out, but I’m glad I recognised that I was temperamentally unsuitable for it. However, knowing what you don’t want to do is not the same thing as knowing what you do want to do. All you’re really doing is narrowing your options, hoping that you’ll be left with one that leaps out at you and says, ‘Follow me to the rest of your life.’ I couldn’t see myself going down the stock post-career route of opening my own business – a pub or a shop – and carving a career in the media pre-BSkyB was rarer than a Frenchman’s steak. No, the more I ruled things out, the more I felt backed into a corner, scared to make the wrong decision that would define my life for the next forty years.

So I found myself asking the question, ‘What do I do if I’ve got nowhere to go today?’ The answer seemed to be to stay at home, play with my two-year-old daughter and go back to bed at regular intervals. Perhaps it was depression, I don’t know, but it seems more like shock and profound disappointment. Left to my own devices, I would have come through it eventually, I am sure, but I have to give enormous credit to Julie, who was suffering with her own feelings of loss and trepidation, for snapping me out of it. At first, she sat at the end of the bed and just listened, but in time she began to ask a series of gently probing questions. Not how are we going to pay the mortgage but did I want to stay in the game? How could I achieve that? What areas was I specifically interested in? What path would we need to take to get to where I wanted to be in five years’ time? And when I kept coming back to the same things, that I did indeed want to stay in football if possible and that my long track record of injuries and rehabilitation and the thousands of hours I had spent chatting with Jim McGregor and Everton’s physio, Les Helm, had sparked a curiosity about the medical side that far outstripped my interest in theory and tactics, my once-muddled mind at last became focused. ‘Right,’ she said after weeks of conversation, ‘it’s up to you to go and do something about it.’

What I did, in many ways, was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I had never been fazed by any challenge that football threw up: play against Brazil in the World Cup; walk out in front of a crowd of 100,000; try to stop Diego Maradona going past you; take on the League champions in extra-time of the FA Cup final when you’ve got ten men and score the winning goal; kick the Kop’s favourite son at Anfield and have 50,000 Liverpool fans advocating your execution; or face an enraged Sir Alex Ferguson the morning after a bender when he’s had hours to digest the intelligence brief he’s got from United’s army of spies around the Cheshire pub circuit. All these things I had done and they were a doddle compared to taking the first steps towards a new life, because I felt at home in a football environment and had always been confident my ability would cash the cheques my instinct wrote. Now, however, I was heading into the unknown. When all I’d experienced before was bounding uncannily quickly from one stage to the next – landing an apprenticeship, First Division debut and World Cup all in the space of twelve months – it was baby steps from here on in.

I had been such a regular patient and inhabitant of Jimmy McGregor’s physiotherapy room that one of the ways I fought boredom was to take a keen interest in my treatment. Because, disastrously, I had once ceded control of my rehabilitation to someone whose ‘cure’ I had cause to regret, ever since I was sixteen I had demanded some input into my care. The only way I could stop being bamboozled by Latin tags and becoming a passive object on which the doctors could practise their expertise was to learn as much as I could about what was happening to me. Jim played a vital role in this, first by explaining properly, then, picking up on my interest and concern, setting me homework. Whenever I was out for a few weeks, I’d go home each night after the remedial work with anatomical diagrams showing the muscles, tendons and bones and their physiological function. I found it fascinating and was always ready for Jim’s quiz the following morning. Unwittingly, by trying to relieve the tedium of one of his charges with his characteristic good humour and kindness, Jim had given me something to latch on to in my darkest moment. If playing was ruled out for physical reasons and coaching for temperamental ones, there were only intellectual paths left to take and, as unlikely as it may sound, physiotherapy offered the hope of giving me a stimulating second chance in football. If I wasn’t exactly the lame man throwing away his crutches and dancing a double jig when my future path became clear to me, I did at last get out of bed with the sense of purpose that had been mislaid for far too long.

Before I could even dream about doing the degree course that would enable me to pursue my new-found ambition, however, I had to go back to school, since, a cupboard full of cups and medals apart, I had nothing to show for my previous brush with education. It was the physical act, in September 1991, of going for the first time into a classroom packed with fifteen-year-old students that made me realise how my life had changed. Although the average international footballer’s lifestyle fifteen years ago was nothing like as luxurious as it is today, I have to admit that we were still remarkably pampered. I don’t mean that we couldn’t do anything for ourselves, just that we were used to being mollycoddled. This went from the basic stuff like not having to bother with tickets and passports if we were going abroad, as these would be looked after by the club, to the frankly ridiculous custom that when we got out of the bath at Old Trafford after a match we wouldn’t have to dry ourselves off, as one of the attendants would take care of towelling us down. Of course I could survive without any of that, but it is an example of the culture shock I faced when I left behind a decade spent with two of the so-called ‘Big Five’ clubs and six weeks later walked through a door marked ‘GCSE English’ at South Trafford College.

Mature students are generally pretty conspicuous among a group of kids in their mid-teens anyway, but imagine what it was like for me in a United-mad area. I was already pretty raw and sticking out like the proverbial sore thumb hardly helped matters. Starting again was the toughest thing I’ve ever done and I found that the constant recognition was by far the most difficult part. Fame sticks to you long after you’ve finished doing what brought it in the first place and on many occasions it gives you a lovely warm feeling when people come up to you and tell you what you’ve meant to them. But at other times, and in college especially, fame stripped of the purpose that endowed it on you is like the Emperor’s new clothes: everyone’s staring at you and you’re stark naked. On my first day, my classmates started nudging each other and gradually their murmured questions grew increasingly audible. ‘Is that Norman Whiteside?’ ‘Surely not?’ ‘It is, you know.’ It made me uneasy, so I furiously leafed through my course notes, trying to mask my anxiety, a case of ‘Please stop gawping. I’m just like you. I’m not a celebrity.’

The following week it became even more excruciating when students from other classes started to gather outside our door, peering in through the glass porthole, making me feel like a goldfish in a bowl. I couldn’t wait to escape for lunch, when I’d meet up with Julie and Della or sometimes just hide in the car to get away from people for an hour. That period didn’t last long though, and while I never truly blended in, since I was more than a decade older than the others, I grew less uncomfortable as I became a more familiar face around the place. Some students would bring in photos for me to sign and I was still conscious of being watched all the time, and that may have gone on for the whole year if I hadn’t been given the opportunity to deal with all the unspoken curiosity once and for all.

I couldn’t resist the open goal laid on for me by the teacher when we were all asked to give a talk about a special day in our lives. I strolled to the front of the class, sat down on the large desk in front of the blackboard to face everyone and said, ‘A special day? OK, let’s talk about the FA Cup final.’ For weeks I had turned up to each of my classes with a sort of dread about the constant scrutiny I was placed under, which turned every mundane thing into an object for comment: ‘Look, he’s sharpening his pencil now.’ That day, like so many before it, I turned to football to break down the barriers. As ever, it did not let me down.
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